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Abstract

:

Deans, associate deans, and department chairs in higher education institutions manage not only their departments’ course offerings but also faculty and students who teach and learn both in person and online. Possessing a good understanding of how to plan, supervise, and evaluate online degree programs for maximum efficiency, optimum student learning, and optimum faculty support is imperative for these professionals. The purpose of this study was to investigate administrators’ perceptions, attitudes, and experiences managing various online learning environments. A basic qualitative research design was applied to this study. Current and former administrators were invited to participate in individual in-depth interviews that were transcribed and analyzed for emerging themes. Results indicated that administrators need multiple levels of support, including supervisor’s support as well as instructional and technology support, among others. It is concluded that administrators find themselves in “a continuum” in terms of the need for different types of support. Implications for further research are discussed.
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1. Introduction


The purpose of this research was to examine administrator perceptions and attitudes regarding online learning as well as their experiences in various online learning environments. Understanding administrators’ experiences and perceptions can facilitate better course design for future courses, which can result in better student and instructor experiences and may even improve class retention [1].



Online learning has become a ubiquitous feature of instructional programming in institutions from middle school through post-secondary education. Across the nation, the demand for online teaching continues to steadily increase according to data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics [2]. Currently, about one in six college students is enrolled in a 100% online program and more than 33% of college students are enrolled in at least one online class [3]. Additionally, a substantial proportion of students take classes that include online components. Our public university located in the southwestern United States is no exception. Even though many faculty and students profess to prefer face to face classes, the campus is abuzz with talk of new online programs and initiatives—aimed to ensure greater student access—as well as to boost enrollment. Indeed, improving and proliferating online learning is a focal point on almost all university and college campuses both nationally and internationally. The expansion of online learning options meets the President’s mission, as well as the vision statement of the Board of Regents that governs our state institutions.



Today’s university leaders, department chairs, associate deans, and deans face multiple challenges as they create, plan, and implement their institutions’ strategic plans as they relate to the inclusion and expansion of online courses, programs, and degrees. University administrators increasingly included an online learning capability among the tools employed to implement their strategic plans and achieve their university’s mission and vision. In this article, the authors determine how selected administrators’ (current and previous) perceptions regarding supervision of online teaching and learning in this e-learning revolution can strengthen access, teaching, learning, diversity, and the overall mission of colleges and universities.



The COVID-19 pandemic has forced institutions of higher learning, as well as K-12 school and school districts, to move quickly to implement on-line course delivery, as well as develop alternative methods to in-person instruction and only a few readers would argue that online learning provides some benefits over in-person instruction, both for the learner and for the learning institution. Learners gain convenience, ease of access, and, frequently, more personalized learning in the online setting. Institutions benefit from the ability to offer coursework without being limited by students’ lack of proximity to a particular location. Institutions may also experience online delivery as a more cost-effective and efficient way to deliver instruction, potentially reducing expenditures for classroom facilities and for personnel. When designed well, online courses offer the potential for greater personal connections and differentiated learning for students.



This article is intended to provide, in a concise and conversational manner, practical recommendations to leaders of online programs. The authors explore the “why” of online learning, related technology and funding issues, curricular design and delivery methods, the human resource demands of online programs, support services, best practices, and potential pitfalls.



Much is required of those in leadership positions, particularly those who lead online learning programs. The online learning landscape will continue to change dramatically in the coming years, and the coming changes will affect instructional practices, the tools of technology, curricular standards, methods of assessment, and the faculty evaluation process. While the authors of this brief article do not lay claim to any special insights regarding coming changes and innovations, it is hoped that this article will serve as an effective foundation for leaders who are committed to continuous improvement in online learning.




2. Review of Literature


How is online learning defined? Singh and Thurman [4] conducted a literature review that covered research studies from 1988–2018 with the purpose of finding standard ways of defining online learning. One of their findings was that the use of technology was the essential element when referring to online learning, and that the terms online learning, e-Learning, web-based instruction, and others refer to basically the use of technology to teach and learn in a physically separated space. Thus, the terms “online learning”, “online education”, and “e-Learning” will be interchangeably used in this document.



When the Babson Research Institute started to track online education in 2002, only about 49% of higher education institutions considered e-Learning as strategic for their growing goals; by 2014 that number grew close to 71% [5]. Furthermore, online student enrollment continued to grow even as in-person student enrollment dropped in 2016. Because public, 4-year institutions were among the first type of institutions to launch online learning programs, they continue to have the biggest share of e-Learning programs and students enrolled in them. In fact, the National Center for Education Statistics reported in 2016 that 95% of 4-year public institutions offered online programs as compared to 78% of private 4-year institutions [6]. Unsurprisingly, 4-year public institutions continue to rate online learning as strategic for future growth. On the other hand, students who reported not taking any online class continue to decline [7]. In the latest publication of their survey results in 2018, Seaman, Allen, and Seaman et al. [8] reported that distance education enrollments continued to steadily grow for the last fourteen years. That is, not considering online education as strategic for growth is not an option anymore because both the offer and the demand for online programs continue to grow. This steady growth is being stimulated by advancing technologies, the almost ubiquitous use of the Internet, and the demand for a workforce that is developed to cater to the global digital economy [9]. These same researchers ventured to predict that online education may become mainstream as early as 2025. Yet, even when educational leaders acknowledge that e-learning is essential to both the institution and their stakeholders [10], not much has been written about middle management perceptions (department chairs, deans) in terms of managing e-learning programs [11]. This is important because Allen and Seaman [7] reported that only 28% of educational leaders believed that their faculty accepted online education as valuable and legitimate. However, in the same year, Willcox et al. [12] proposed that online education could be a catalyzer for higher education and could serve as digital scaffold for teachers by allowing for personalized instruction, online collaboration, and continuous assessment, among other benefits.



Before considering e-Learning as strategic for future growth, the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1992 dictated the 50% rule; that is, institutions that offered more than 50% of their programs online or enrolled more than 50% of their students in online programs would be denied Pell grants, subsidized student loans, and work-study funding [13]. It was not until 2006 that the rule was abolished. Speaking in institutional years, offering an abundance of online learning programs is a relatively new development. As such, many institutions are still trying to find the best way to fund, create, and administer their online programs. Chief among the administrators’ reasons for offering online programs, Özcan and Yıldırım [14] found the following: demands for programs, congruence with educational mission, present infrastructure, qualified teaching staff, ability to adapt the content to online offerings, economics of on-campus spaces for teaching, revenue, and gaining prestige for the institution; these findings had already been established by Popovich and Neel [15]. While the entire institution is responsible for making online programs successful, it is the administrators in departments, schools, and colleges that bear the brunt of day-to-day operation of such programs. In fact, Alexander [11] stated that online education requires not only committed faculty but also the participation of administrators that make strategic decisions to establish and administer infrastructure that promote and support online education. The same author explains that this infrastructure includes specific training for faculty, hiring the adequate faculty, technology, and technology support for both faculty and students, among others.



Administrators have one of the principal roles in hiring faculty, especially part-time (also called “contingent”) faculty. Having dedicated faculty can favorably impact student attrition. Lee et al. [16] and Pardino et al. [10] established that student–faculty relationships have a strong correlation with student learning success. Faculty provide students with a door to discover new concepts and to establish a productive dialog through timely feedback. While many part-time faculty members are specialists, experts, career changers, and retired professionals with much knowledge in their professional field, they may need some training in both online pedagogy and technology ([17,18], among others). In terms of pedagogical training, Schmidt et al. [19] found that faculty need focused training on online pedagogy and course design. Technology training is another specific need of e-Learning faculty. Several researchers ([20,21,22], for example) found that teaching and digital competence self-efficacy had a major impact on teaching effectiveness and both faculty and student satisfaction with online learning. Furthermore, perceived technology competence fostered more faculty participation in online learning. On the other hand, Kebritchi et al. [23] found that existing faculty may deal with other barriers, such as changing faculty roles, moving from in-person to online learning, and seemingly incompatible teaching styles for e-Learning.



Online faculty can also have difficulties with content development. Some faculty may feel that they, as course faculty, have little say in content development that includes the use of multimedia for teaching, selecting content, and application of specific instructional strategies [23]. This is important because lack of a sense of ownership may prevent faculty from fully engaging with the content and, thus, the students. Online learning faculty, through their teaching presence, provide the opportunities for students to engage in cognitive presence in course activities, including the discussion boards which, in turn, builds their own social presence. The combination of these three presences: teaching, cognitive, and social form the bases to have a community of inquiry that is necessary to engage learners with the content [18]. At the end, frequent and substantial student–instructor interactions are the gateway to build online learning programs that can better serve more students, regardless of their previous academic preparation and socioeconomical background [24,25]. As administrators seek to have faculty who engage students’ interests and foment retention, providing technology training and a well-established technology support infrastructure are two of the essential tools to successfully manage e-Learning programs.



As already established, faculty need professional development and administrators need to keep several considerations in mind. For instance, they need to plan faculty professional development opportunities having in mind not only their campus-based faculty, but also faculty who are geographically dispersed; they need to consider the different technology competency levels at which faculty are so training is attractive to participate and relevant to faculty [26]. Administrators also need to provide opportunities for faculty to form professional and support networks among geographically distant faculty and to offer such opportunities in different formats, i.e., online, in-person, synchronous, asynchronous, etc., so it is easier for faculty with different technology levels to engage in learning [17]. Technical support for online faculty, as well as for online students, plays a substantial role in student retention and faculty agreeability to teach online. Some types of institutional support come from specialized departments that guide faculty on instructional design to develop their courses, the use of a learning management system (LMS), and even allowing faculty to “get their feet wet” by acting as students of online courses before they become the instructors [27]. While pedagogical and technical support are important, online learning faculty also need administrative support and faculty recognition of their achievements [10]. Clearly, the role of the administrator cannot be overlooked. Besides playing an important role in selecting and hiring online faculty, it is the administrator who is the relationship builder, the mediator with students, and a bridge to achieve faculty and student satisfaction in online education [28]. It is the administrator who makes strategic decisions to facilitate and foster sustained support for online education endeavors.



In general, several authors offer their findings on what has worked best in offering online learning programs. Some of them are presented below.




	
Establish Lead Faculty for online programs. Innovative and well-versed in developing online quality courses, these faculty coordinate and facilitate course offerings and building schedules. They also provide contingent faculty with course shells that require minimal customization. This decision also allows full-time faculty to keep control of the content in different courses [11,27].



	
Provide contingent faculty with training that targets fostering teaching, cognitive, and social presence in the online classroom. Promote retention and satisfaction among e-Learning faculty by making them an essential part of the department and the institution. Additionally, invest in strategic training and support that is specific for online learning faculty [17,18].



	
Administrators serve as bridges between physically distant faculties and students’ access to institutional administrative supports and services [28].



	
Establish clear policies, procedures, and structures to support online learning programs [14].



	
Foster a feeling of belonging and connectedness among students to help them overcome obstacles to improve persistence. Some ideas are a partial residential program for doctoral students, and online opportunities to interact with other faculty and students [16], contacting students periodically to check on their progress, and evaluating student preferred learning style and computer fluency at the beginning of the semester [10]. Additionally, placing warning and monitoring systems so struggling students receive help before they withdraw from a course [13].



	
Provide multiple options for professional development that focus on course design, technology use, and content-specific topics. These opportunities work best if they are at different levels of the institution, are smaller and more targeted, foster communities of learners, and provide means for self-directed learning [19,26,29].



	
Open paths to openly collaborate with outside institutions, such as governmental and non-governmental institutions, industry leaders, and innovators to realign existing programs to foster relevancy, alignment with industry needs, and innovation [30].



	
Openly communicate with faculty the reasons for an online teaching assignment and provide faculty with institutional support in the form of acknowledgement of increased time and workload commitment, enrollment caps, development of online faculty communities, and appropriate teaching and proctoring software [20].









3. Methods and Procedures


3.1. Purpose of the Study


The purpose of this qualitative study is to understand the perceptions of current and recent past administrators (department chairs, dean, associate dean) in a College of Education regarding challenges, successes, and support needs concerning online degree program administration. Anticipated general benefits of this study include increased administrative understanding of how to plan, supervise, and evaluate online degree programs for maximum efficiency, optimum student learning, and optimum faculty support.



The study, through the administration of probing questions, determined how the administration of online courses and degree program may (or may not) differ from the administration of more traditional in-person delivery of courses and programs. Additionally, it also determined what support of faculty and students is required of leadership, which would not typically be required when leading traditional courses and programs.




3.2. Research Questions


	
What are administrators’ experiences and responsibilities as they relate to online instruction related to the areas of: course management, learner objectives and outcomes, social interactions, and technology requirements?



	
What are the benefits and challenges of offering courses and degree programs online?






A basic qualitative ethnographic research design [31] was applied to this study. Qualitative research in its different forms (ethnography, case study, narrative inquire, etc.) provides a conduit to understand problems of practice by engaging with practitioners who have first-hand understanding of the issue at hand. Qualitative research results can help shape policy and practice [32]. Semi-structured individual in-depth interviews were conducted via Zoom with seven current and former administrators in the College of Education at Northern Arizona University. A semi-structured interview approach was selected because it is especially suited for situations when immensurable contextual features, such as the impact of leadership style on managing online courses and programs, may take time to be reflected in performance measurements [33]. Qualitative research also helps to understand process-oriented phenomena as managed by different individuals under different circumstances [34]. The study fits the internet/virtual ethnography design, given its focus on subjects’ personal accounts of their lived experience with online instruction, as well as the use of videoconferencing to conduct in-depth interviews with the administrators [35]. Participants consisted of the current dean, a former dean and provost, and five present or former department chairs, one of them currently serving as an assistant dean, from the College of Education. Subject were asked to participate because of the administrative positions they held or hold. The researchers contacted the subjects and asked them to participate in an interview to collect their perceptions and impressions of the administration of online programs. Interviews were conducted via Zoom and transcribed for content analysis of key emergent themes. The researchers elected to conduct the interviews using Zoom because of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, some researchers [36,37] have already documented the use of this tool to conduct qualitative research. The use of thematic analysis as a method [38] was selected because it is useful in understanding activities, thoughts, and behaviors across a data set, so they are identified, analyzed, and reported [39]. Patton [40] classified thematic analysis in qualitative research into two general subtypes (typologies). In the indigenous typologies, the researcher applies or adapts an existing conceptual framework of themes. In the analyst-constructed typologies, the researcher does not start with a predetermined theme, but instead determines the themes entirely inductively through iterative reading of the raw qualitative data. The authors of this paper applied the analyst-constructed typology to their analysis of the interview transcripts. The process is depicted in Figure 1. An inductive approach, similar to that used in grounded theory analysis, was utilized to identify themes offered by the participants and which may or may not be reflected in the original interview questions [39]. This inductive analysis usually yields a more complete analysis of the entire data set.





4. Results and Discussion


Emergent themes are identified below corresponding to each of the following questions. Besides using the coding approach of emergent themes, a quoting approach is used to present the results because participants’ quotes add depth to the presented themes [38].



4.1. Benefits of Online Courses


Four interviewees mentioned access as the greatest benefit of online courses for students. Three subjects singled out ease of delivery to remote areas in Arizona where students are located. One interview subject noted a greater ability of the online classroom to accommodate a diversity of students due to the absence of geographic limitations. This is especially important for members of Indigenous communities where being in a communal setting and learning from elders is of utmost importance to maintain cultural identity [41].



Along with access, online instruction was noted for flexibility of delivery, with students and instructor having 24/7 access to the classroom to interact. The ability of students to work at their own pace was highlighted, along with being able to travel for personal of business reasons without missing class. In the same way, online instruction provides the opportunity to avoid having to travel or relocate to a different place. This is important for busy adults who already have family commitments and/or financial concerns [42].



Online classes are also characterized by greater opportunity for student participation. As explained by one interview participant, “[there is] not enough airtime [for everyone] to talk in a live class”. In contrast, the asynchronous discussion forums are a way for all students to talk even at the same time and with 24/7 opportunity to contribute to the discussion. Interestingly, one interview participant noted fewer problems of student comportment and courtesy of communication in online courses than in face-to-face courses. This comes as a no surprise because previous research in asynchronous communication has indicated that students are able to engage deeply with the content and ponder their thoughts before posting a response. The results are more reflective responses and a stronger sense of being part of a community of learners [43].



Convenience of class scheduling was another benefit of online classes noted by administrators. According to one subject, the online classroom allows administrators to “bring large groups of students together in one space”. Another subject mentioned this benefit as the ability to aggregate and pool enrollments, thereby capitalizing on efficiency of course scheduling.



Online classes also facilitate record keeping and documentation of instructional interaction. As noted by one interview participant, everything is externally documented, and time stamped. This externally verifiable trail of student and instructor engagement facilitates administrative responses to grade appeals. An intriguing side effect of asynchronous participation is the enhanced ability of instructors to notice students who may be struggling or inactive. Those students who do not participate stand out better via their visual absence from discussion forums or live sessions. Instructors also use the built-in tools in Learning Management Systems (LMS) to keep track of student participation. These tools are mainly designed to be unintrusive for students but to provide instructors with good actionable data [44,45].



Curricular innovation was highlighted as a plus of the online classroom. One subject praised the ability to “showcase and deliver exponential content” using a variety of learning materials, including external resources to link to in the web-based classroom learning space. Along these lines, another subject praised the wider accessible pool of creative learning resources such as videos, podcasts, and outside readings that can be easily built into the online classroom and accessed by students. This is an important issue for students learning and satisfaction. It has been reported [46] that the use of multimodal formats in online classes produces shorter perceived transactional distance between instructor and students, more student satisfaction with the course and instructor, and more perceived and actual student learning.




4.2. Drawbacks of Online Courses


Relationship building was noted as challenging to achieve in the online classroom. Courses such as certification courses require getting to know one’s students on a deeper level than may be possible with online courses, particularly those that are asynchronous in nature. One subject shared that building Zoom sessions into online instruction may mitigate this challenge of forging relationships with students to some degree.



While ease of communication was praised as a benefit of the online classroom, the tone and intent of communication could be problematic, especially in text-only asynchronous communication. It may be challenging to capture the full range of emotions in online communication, according to one subject. Another stated, “People sometimes say things (asynchronously) they wouldn’t say in person”, according to one interview subject. As another study participant put it, students may act differently in person than online when communicating with peers and faculty members. As a result, administrators have had to mediate online communication conflicts. As discussed above [47], asynchronous communication has its benefits. However, it has been documented that one of the drawbacks of this medium of communication is that it is prone to misinterpretations of text, thus creating conflict [45].



Even positive and proactive classroom communications can be at times artificially altered in the online classroom setting. Spontaneity of real-time whole-group class discussion may be difficult to achieve, especially in asynchronous discussion posting formats. This is especially true when trying to foster cooperation and participation in groups that work in an asynchronous way [43]. At the same time, this spark of group interaction may be partially facilitated via inclusion of live Zoom sessions. Some researchers [43,48] have reported that synchronous interactions foster feelings of belonging and connection to peers and instructors. Zoom and other video conferencing tools are important in the online classroom because they allow participants to see, at least partially, body cues when communicating with others [47].



As the pandemic has taught us, curricular transfer of real-time classroom content to the online classroom format may be difficult to achieve. The face-to-face curriculum needs to be extensively rethought, revised, and reformatted. Along with this curricular design issue, several interview subjects acknowledged that not all learning material can be effectively taught online.



Administrative recruitment and training of faculty who can teach effectively online has presented challenges, according to one interview subject. Administrators need to consider the unique skill sets necessary for effective online instruction and how to identify or build these skills in their faculty. In fact, administrators recruit faculty based on their expertise in the content matter rather than their expertise in technology. As a result, administrators recruit specialists, experts, and professionals who usually hold a full-time job [17] but who may not be technology experts.



Technology failures can occur in various forms. As one interview subject acknowledged, if something does not work in the face-to-face classroom, it is easier to move on to something else. However, a technology glitch can easily bring things to a complete standstill in the online classroom. The role of technology support will be examined in detail in the following section.




4.3. Adequacy of Technology Support


Administrative interview subjects praised the quality and accessibility of technology support at Northern Arizona University as a primary reason for success of the school’s online instructional initiatives: “[telephone number of the help desk] isn’t only on my speed dial, but I’ll remember that number when I’m 85”, as one subject memorably put it. According to another administrative interviewee, “I’d give [the help line] 5 gold stars”. A third vividly stated, “[they can] resurrect dead carcasses”. Quick responsiveness to questions, availability for follow-up to training session participants, efficient copying of course shells for the upcoming term, and continual offering of e-learning tutorials to the learning community were singled out for praise.



At the same time, administrators shared some wish lists that would boost the helpfulness of technology support even further. One subject wished for a “cheat sheet” of most frequently used technology operations in navigating the online classroom. “If you can’t hold my hand, please give me a flow chart” is how another interviewee put it.



Several administrators also wished for a better stratification of IT support by prior computer experience of students and faculty. According to one subject, IT support needs to exhibit more patience with computer beginners. “The learning curve is so great right now” due to the pandemic and need to port traditional face-to-face instruction to a computer-mediated format, another subject shared. There is also a distinction between “standard boilerplate training” and being able to get specific help with a question or problem.



Several interview subjects bemoaned the current inability to sit down face to face at the computer with an IT expert to get help. They hope to see such real-time in-person help sessions restored by IT when the pandemic has passed.




4.4. Skills That Are Necessary to Teach Online


Effective online faculty perform four different functions [48]: designer and planner, social (in the form of effective interpersonal communicator), pedagogical (as instructor), technological (as capable user of the learning management system), and managerial (as course administrator). More recent research [49] defines the roles of online faculty as those of facilitator, course designer, course manager, content matter expert, and mentor, which are on the same vein as those identified before [48]. While these skills might have become more common with the widespread use of online learning, still many faculty need specialized training. Outcomes-based curriculum and instructional delivery were mentioned by several administrator interviewees as absolutely essential to successful online learning experiences for students. Faculty need to be able to distinguish between “fun activities” and those that truly align with desired instructional outcomes. You cannot “just put a bunch of information up there”; the content has to be outcome driven.



Communication skills that online faculty need to possess include patience, quick feedback to students, excellent writing skills (given the greater reliance on asynchronous communication typical of online courses), being accommodating of individual student differences and needs, and being caring. A sincere commitment to making online instruction work is essential. According to one administrator, “we need instructors who believe that online learning is as good as face to face and are willing to do it”. Good instructor communication skills are of utmost importance given that research [50] has shown that frequent and effective student-instructor interaction is a big component of student success in online learning.



Possessing technology navigation skills is of course important for online instructors. At the same time, one interview participant emphasized that willingness to keep building one’s technology skills via ongoing professional development is also absolutely essential. Online faculty have to be willing to “advance incrementally” with regard to their technology skill set. In fact, in a study in which award-winning faculty were interviewed [49], willingness to learn and grow in both pedagogical and technical skills was the most mentioned topic by all the participants.




4.5. Administrative Support Provided to Online Faculty


Related to this importance of technology skills, administrators provide technology-related support to their faculty in a number of ways. Sometimes, at least pre-pandemic, this support took the form of real-time face-to-face technology help: “I take them to the computer myself”. Other forms of administrative technology support include connecting online faculty with a more experienced online faculty member as peer mentor. “I always made sure as provost that we could loop in distance-based faculty into faculty development activities”, stated another interview subject. Administrators also searched for ways to streamline faculty tasks via technology. One example shared was housing faculty applicant review files in a central repository accessible via a few clicks for faculty members in various locations throughout Arizona who are serving on faculty search committees. Additional ways that administrators help faculty with technology include pointing them to existing videos, training sessions, and contact persons in IT. “Being able to point faculty in the right direction” when they need technology-related help is an essential administrative responsibility, according to one interview subject. However, providing faculty mentors to new faculty, especially adjunct faculty, helps them feel connected to a community and improves their commitment to the university. These mentors should be in place not only for new adjunct faculty but also for existing faculty to help with retention and lessen faculty turnover [51].



“Helping faculty help their students with technology” is a related source of administrative support. One way to do this is to inform faculty of how students can contact the IT help desk if needed. At the same time, however, one interview subject cautioned that faculty should not have to be “the trainers of online students” themselves. Instead, faculty members should know how to point students in the right direction to get help with technology. It has been reported [52,53] that institutional support, in the forms of technology support and administrative support, is needed by both instructors and students. Instructors need support with course design, pedagogy, and administrative leadership, while students need support to learn how to be effective online learners.



Finally, caring and emotional support by administrators is an overarching skill in helping their online faculty fully maximize their effectiveness. Some ways the administrator interviewees do this is meeting one on one with online faculty, starting out new online faculty more slowly in online teaching to build their comfort zones, and encouraging a sense of community among the online faculty. Patience was once again mentioned, this time in assessing the teaching evaluations of new online faculty. Above all, as one administrative interviewee put it, “Helping their voice be heard and helping them feel valued” is absolutely essential. Administrative support also plays an important role in reducing faculty stress, increasing commitment to stay in the job, and improving faculty job satisfaction [54].




4.6. Adequacy of Instructional Design Support


Curricular and design support services received middling evaluations at best from the administrative interviewees. They acknowledged a staffing shortage in this area. “We just don’t have enough people to make our courses look really snazzy”, according to one subject.



Greater sensitivity to end users’ needs was also noted as a desired improvement in curricular design support. Possible generational differences in technology skills and comfort zones were mentioned as a potential issue. Administrative interviewees wished for more examples of what a quality online courses should look like from instructional design support services. Once again, outcomes-driven goals were key. Outcomes should drive the process of course design, instead of “just a bunch of information”. However, curricular and design support depends on great part on the institution. Some institutions provide almost no support to faculty resulting in them creating their own online courses as best as they can. On the other hand, institutions that use “outcomes-based curricula” may be more inclined to provide robust support to faculty in the form of access to specialized teams composed of subject matter experts, instructional designers, technologists, and even student learning center representatives [49].




4.7. Adequacy of Library Support


The majority of interview subjects rated library support as “excellent”. One administrator noted that the quality of library services has been exceptional for over two decades. Another noted that this excellence has been sustained even during times of budget cuts. Specific services that were praised included ease of access of journals including emailing entire journal articles to faculty and students upon request and ease of interlibrary loans, including discontinued direct-access journal materials.



At the same time, administrator interviewees pointed out several areas of desired improvement. One subject pointed out that students underutilize library services. Both faculty and students need to show greater initiative in reaching out to library services, according to another interviewee. One interview subject would like to see more library outreach to online students and faculty, as opposed to the library staff waiting for “self-generated interests” by students and faculty.




4.8. Administrative Evaluation of Online Faculty


One administrator noted that there are no major differences in faculty evaluation overall between the traditional face-to-face and online teaching setting: only the content and methods of meeting each objective may differ. However, as another interview subject pointed out, they “can’t as easily sit in on a class as walking to it” when attempting to evaluate online teaching performance.



Specific areas that administrators look at in assessing performance of their online faculty include course syllabi (particularly the clarity of syllabus expectations), responsiveness to students including timely provision of feedback on assignments, and overall student evaluation comments. Here, too there are some parallels to the face-to-face instructional evaluation process. The latter is “Not really very different than the results for in-person [instruction; we have] extremes of student reactions” in the student evaluation comments”. However, online faculty evaluation involves much more than what the participants noted. Some important aspects that should be considered when evaluating faculty performance in online courses are the course design, especially if it was created by the faculty and not by a central entity in the university, effectiveness of assignments in promoting student engagement, and timeliness of student feedback and student-instructor communication and interaction, among others [55].




4.9. Improvements Administrators Would Like to See in Online Faculty


One area where administrators think online faculty could do better is in curricular content. For one thing, administrators would like online faculty to find ways to add their own individual personal touches to an online course, as opposed to using “off the shelf course packages that could be taught by a robot”. Another area needing improvement is for faculty to take initiative to keep their course content fresh. “Sometimes I see the same course shell repeated and repeated”.



Clear communication with students was also singled out for desired improvement. One administrator mentioned that the grade book needs to be kept current so that students can always see where they stand. (This was not the case for this particular administrator’s own nephew in his online course). Once again, prompt responsiveness to students with helpful feedback on their course deliverables (assignments, discussions, messages to the instructor) could be better. Faculty also need to mentor their own students more effectively in such areas as online communication netiquette. One example is order of speaking during live Zoom sessions. In a recent study [56], both faculty and alumni identified that holding students to high standards of performance, ethical behavior, and appropriate professional conduct were extremely important to foster student learning. It was also argued that online students need faculty who are effective and constant communicators who promote student-instructor interaction to elicit timely responses and submission of assignments.



Another communication issue was clear communication between administrators and faculty regarding instructional expectations. One subject acknowledged that expectations regarding instructor presence in the online classroom may not always be clear. This is one area where administrators can better support their faculty.



Once again, greater facilitation of community among fellow faculty could result in improved skills and teaching efficiencies. There should be more sharing of courses and online instructional materials among instructional peers.




4.10. What Do Administrators See as the Future of Online Teaching and Learning?


The administrative interview subjects envision even more interactivity in future online learning spaces. This interactivity also includes more blended courses that combine the best of real-time interaction and convenience of online learning.




4.11. How Administrators Can Continue to Facilitate Positive Change in Online Instruction


One interview subject emphasized the need to “celebrate the positives” of online learning. This administrator felt too much emphasis was given only to negative aspects of the online classroom, without a balanced commensurate focus on its benefits. This is one area where administrators can lead the way in providing this balanced perspective to faculty and students.





5. Conclusions


Through identified themes and quotes, the researchers aimed to answer the question “What are administrators’ experiences and responsibilities as they relate to online instruction related to the areas of: course management, learner objectives and outcomes, social interactions and technology requirements?” Administrators are in a privileged position where they can take the lead and model the way to encourage greater interaction among online faculty. We should “avoid getting balkanized”, according to one interviewee. Administrators need to brainstorm ways to “promote richer exchange of ideas among dispersed participants”, as is the case with geographically dispersed faculty and students throughout Arizona. More traditional ways to encourage more of this dialogue include lunch and learn presentations on various aspects of online teaching and learning, as well as including online instructional assistance on faculty meeting agendas. One administrator interviewee encouraged reminding faculty that participation in such activities, including professional development opportunities offered by IT or curricular support services, counts towards their annual evaluation review submissions. Faculty need to be encouraged to “do more [and] be more” in terms of the importance of their ongoing professional development.



The second research question, “What are the benefits and challenges of offering courses and degree programs online?” identified several benefits, such as convenience, 24/7 classroom availability, avoiding relocation, etc. However, issues of equity of access for students and faculty continue to take center stage and should remain as administrative priorities. The digital divide is still a barrier, particularly in many remote regions of Arizona. Administrators need to be proactive in seeking new and more effective ways for technology to reach distantly located students and faculty.



Administrators also need to stay current regarding valid assessment processes such as the Quality Matters criteria. This will help them conduct meaningful evaluations of online instructional initiatives as part of their program offerings.



Finally, administrators should extend the same caring human touch to their online faculty as they expect the faculty to extend to their own students. “Helping people not fear” (online teaching and learning) is vitally important. “We are all someplace and incrementally we can get there”.



This final quote from an administrator interview subject says it all in terms of future leadership vision regarding online teaching and learning. “We are on a continuum and… we are someplace on it and extending a handout to someone who might not be where I am yet or you, extending your hand out to me because I’m not where you are. And me grabbing hold of that.”




6. Limitations of the Study


The study was conducted with administrators at a college of education. The findings may not necessarily be applicable to administrators of other content areas of teaching and learning.



Interviews conducted via technology, such as Zoom, allow limited visibility of non-verbal cues and body language that could further supplement the spoken interview comments of a live-and-in-person interview session.



Individual interviews did not allow for interaction and exchange of perspectives among the administrator participants. This interaction, such as in a focus group interview format, would have allowed researchers to further confirm any areas of agreement or disagreement among administrator interview subjects.



The single interview session, while expedient for busy administrators, did not allow for follow-up interview sessions to probe for more details regarding initial interview responses.



The interviews took place shortly after the pandemic lockdown and sudden move to online instruction. This significant external event may have influenced administrators’ perceptions and responses in atypical directions not necessarily reflective of non-pandemic times.




7. Implications for Future Research


Since interviews were conducted with a small sample size of educational leaders, a follow-up study utilizing much larger sampling of leaders would be appropriate. Additionally, the initial interviews were conducted in March, April, and May of 2020, at the beginning of the COVID -19 pandemic. During this initial interview timeframe, all educational institutions were developing strategies and plans, searching for ways to effectively educate their students, as well as reinventing course delivery with the elimination of in-person instruction. It would be valuable to reinterview the original interviewees to determine what has changed in their thinking over the last year. What lessons were learned? What perceptions have changed? How has the last year changed their administrative perceptions regarding supervision of online learning and teaching?



If as noted previously, “We are on a continuum”, and possibly at the beginning stages of this continuum, in understanding the true details of what is required of leadership in the administration of online learning, it would be appropriate to replicate this study in a year, two years, or five years.



The present study illuminates the strategies that higher education administrators in this specific institution use to manage online programs. However, the lessons learned from this study need to find their way toward administrators in the K-12 setting, especially because basic education classrooms found themselves conducting their business in online environments due to the pandemic. A future study that will target K-12 administrators (principals, assistant principals, etc.) is already in the planning stages to find best practices that will benefit both higher education and K-12 administrators. Future research into on-line teaching and learning should specifically address the various types of support which administrators should provide to faculty and students for effective online instruction. This research should include the areas of professional development for faculty, online learning-strategies for students, identification of skill levels and dispositions for faculty, and minimum levels of computer hard hardware and software, along with corresponding technical support.
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Figure 1. Inductive data analysis process. 






Figure 1. Inductive data analysis process.



[image: Education 11 00674 g001]













	
	
Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.











© 2021 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).






nav.xhtml


  education-11-00674


  
    		
      education-11-00674
    


  




  





media/file0.png





media/file2.png
Read each interview
transcript

Reread each
interview transcript

highlighting key
phrases

Codify phrases into
inductively
emergent themes






media/file1.jpg
Read each interview
transcript

Reread each
interview transcript

highlighting key
phrases

Codify phrases into
inductively
emergent themes






