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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this paper is 1) to offer a case history of one university’s attempt to rethink faculty development for teaching and learning and 2) to specifically detail the reorganization and consolidation of services related to online teaching and learning. Authors will outline the research and resulting data that informed the processes leading to a redesigned center for teaching and learning and will identify the resulting key features aligned to a needs assessment and research-based practice for effective faculty development for online teaching and learning.
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1.  Introduction

The proliferation and expansion of elearning in higher education has challenged academic institutions to rethink faculty development. Shrinking budgets and calls for efficiency studies have prompted educational leaders to think strategically to create a service delivery system that will significantly impact student learning. At the same time, those in the professoriate who are asked to teach online are expected to make significant changes in teaching for which many were not prepared.  The university that is the subject of this case history faced such a challenge.  Designated by the university system as a focused-growth institution and faced with increasing competition in the online market, university and faculty leaders began to examine the professional development needs of faculty members as well as the need to address quality issues in course development and instruction.  After the examination of data sources, both quantitative and qualitative, the university merged educational technology from the Instructional Technology Division with the existing Faculty Center for Excellence in 
Teaching and Learning to provide a single point of service for faculty development to improve student learning. This paper focuses on the online learning component and describes its evolution in the context of the research and best practice on change in higher education, faculty development, and the preparation of online instructors for quality teaching and learning.

2.  Rethinking Faculty Development to Support Online Teaching and Learning  

2.1   Conceptual Framework

Three bodies of literature informed this redesign work: the literature on the challenge of fostering change in higher education, the literature on fostering change through faculty development and, more specifically the literature on faculty development for online teaching. 

There is an old adage:  it is easier to move a graveyard than to facilitate change in higher education.  LeBaron (2001) noted that in the 1980’s and 90’s, there was a groundswell of anti-higher education polemic in popular works that spoke to the challenge of fostering change. Sykes (1988) blamed the professoriate for creating barriers. Smith (1990) examined the issue historically but took on the entire institution for an academic quality decline. Adding to the discussion was Kimball (1997) who cited the influence of politics on what he considered the corruption of academic inquiry. LeBaron argues that while the polemic is negative and selective, it fostered healthy debate. He also notes that there is hope in the form of Boyer’s 1990 call for a reconsideration of scholarship. 

With advancing technology in higher education, faculty development was listed as one of the top 10 issues in IT. (Maltz, DeBlois, 2005). The literature on faculty development is rich and deep. Wergin (1994) documented departmental collaboration as a vehicle for collective responsibility. Discussions on the scholarship of teaching and learning (Hutchings, 2000; Shulman 2004; and Bass 1998) called for serious discussion of teaching and research on its effectiveness. Parker Palmer’s The Courage to Teach (1998) presented university teaching as a source of powerful professional growth for faculty members through intense reflection. 

More specifically, the body of literature on faculty development for online teaching is growing. Authors in the field describe online teaching methods that are not available in traditional classroom settings (Koory, 2003; LeBaron and Santos, 2005; McDonald, 2002; Meyer, 2003; Michelich, 2002; Smith, Ferguson and Caris, 2001; and Wilson, 2002). Tello (2002) showed that positive student attitudes result from instructor presence in an online course while Jones et al (1998) stress the need to focus on engagement and peer dialogue. Adding to the literature are calls for quality from the Quality Matters efforts at the University of Maryland.
But what motivates faculty members to teach online? Larson’s (2005) research noted that instructors have more intrinsic rather than extrinsic motivation to teach online. While he notes that extrinsic rewards are still important, universities must support activities that promote self-satisfaction. Grimes (2005) discovered that personal factors most influenced faculty members’ decisions to teach online and that administrators must provide not only support and encouragement but need to determine what those personal factors are.  According to the work of Taylor (2004) success with online teaching is often based not only on pedagogy but adaptability and enthusiasm as well. While online teaching seems to prompt many faculty members to rethink their pedagogy not only in the online setting but also the face-to-face classroom, Oliver’s (2004) study also reveals that the hours required affect personal lives both in and out of work.  Painter (2003) found that administrators who do not understand all that is involved in online teaching and who ignore faculty support needs create barriers to acceptance and success. 

Powell’s (2004) five separate case studies supported the importance of the role of the instructional designer as a collaborator and researcher in the course development process. Seeking a best practices model, Downing (2005) studied online faculty members’ preparation for online teaching and described the importance of training materials, facilitation, technology and support as well as the relationships among these. In addition, Santovec (2005) noted that a faculty member needs the ability to work as both an instructor and a learner.  Turner (2005), based on her research, called for not only the importance of technology training but also training in pedagogical skills.  What else is needed?  Gordon, (2005) noted that a combination of facilitation and mentoring are critical.  The best mentors are effective instructors. Lewis and Abdul-Hamid (2006) identified such individuals as those who give students constructive feedback, who foster engagement, who facilitate student learning, who have an active presence in the class, and who foster organization.  Stern’s 2005 work notes that in addition to formal online training, instructors benefit from working with veterans and “lurking in model courses” as well as participating in communities of practice. Citing Milton Cox’s (2004) work on faculty learning communities, Sherer (2005) called for technology enhanced learning communities to expand faculty development, provide resources for teaching faculty, and expand the scholarship of teaching and learning audience.  Mezeske (2006) used the term “teaching circles” and advocated their use as a low-cost solution with high faculty development impact.

Centers for teaching and learning are charged with faculty development. Lieberman (2005) described the following principles of success for such centers: answering institutional research questions with a scholarship approach; approaching campus based research questions as learners rather than experts; developing an “iterative culture of evidence” (p. 93) rewarding the campus and participants as a learning organization (this included recognition in the tenure and promotion process); connecting learning to the mission; helping faculty members develop firm connections with each other and the campus rather than just their discipline; believing in the learning organization; understanding that there is no perfect model.  Building on Shulman’s concept of “pedagogical content knowledge,” Mishra and Koehler (2006) suggested an educational technology model for faculty development with three main components: content, pedagogy, and technology.  This case history represents an attempt to bring together research-based principles such as faculty learning communities and mentoring, as well as quality focused and differentiated training, all under a single point of service.

2.2   A Research-Based Design

The university that is the subject of this case history began to rethink its faculty development when the Faculty Senate launched a campus wide study of support for faculty members in their use of technology in the fall of 2004.  The Senate had already adopted seven dimensions of teaching as a philosophical framework: content expertise, instructional delivery skills, instructional design skills, course management skills, evaluation of students, faculty/student relationships, and facilitation of student learning.  These dimensions had been successfully integrated into university tenure and promotion criteria. With this framework in place, the Senate’s move to examine support for the use of technology for teaching and learning was well-timed. The following spring, an endowed professor for educational technology and a department head in educational leadership presented a white paper to the Chancellor and Provost detailing their department’s progress in the incorporation of online teaching and learning. Both studies called for stronger administrative support and an integrated system of service for teaching faculty.

In spring of 2005, the university Provost called for a study to reorganize the faculty center to better serve faculty members in their efforts to enhance student learning. In response to instructor requests from surveys, interviews and special events, a task force created a redesign concept. Combining the resources of the Center, Educational Technologies, and Educational Outreach, effective January 1, 2006 the Center entered a new phase of faculty support.  Building upon already existing activities which included the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, faculty services, sponsored activities and publications, Center staff began working to integrate professional development activities, instructional design and technology support into a single point of service.

An interim director was hired who moved from her position as Chair of the Department of Educational Leadership and Foundations to lead the effort.  A faculty member for 10 years at the institution she spent three months studying in-depth the needs of faculty. The message was clear. Faculty members wanted a seamless solution to enhancing their instruction whether pedagogically or technically. The Center is now engaged in strategic planning to clarify its vision, mission, and strategic directions. 

In the expanded Center, faculty members are provided assistance in designing curricula, integrating technology to augment student learning, training to use technologies, and exploring the scholarship of teaching and learning as well as new ways of addressing teaching and learning issues.  Recently hired were two instructional developers with expertise not only in course design but also in dealing specifically with successful pedagogy in a variety of distance formats. In response to faculty member requests, the university also hired a digital media lecturer/consultant.

2.3 Needs Assessment: Methods, Data Analysis, and Results

The interim director created an entry plan designed to place her as the new leader in the role of learner in investigating the needs of the organization. She collected data from interviews, surveys, and open forums concerning the reorganization of the Center. The first question to be answered was “What is the Center currently doing” To answer this question, the interim director read the 2004-2005 center report.  In addition, she studied the center website as well as a list of current activities provided by the center and also interviewed each staff member and Faculty Fellow. (Faculty Fellows are given one course release to work in the Faculty Center in an area of their expertise such as mentoring, online teaching and learning, or the scholarship of teaching and learning.)
The other two questions were “What services should the Faculty Center provide?” and “How should we provide these services?” To answer these questions, the interim director interviewed each staff member and Faculty Fellow. In addition, she met with the leadership team of each college which included the dean, associate dean, and department heads. She also met with key individuals - the Provost, the Vice-Chancellor for Academic Affairs, the Associate Chief Information Officer, the Dean of Educational Outreach, the Chair of the Faculty Senate, and the Chancellor Emeritus who was instrumental in the development of the center.  In addition, she conducted two Open Forums for faculty members and met with instructors on a distant campus site. To be certain all faculty members were involved, she worked with the center staff to develop an electronic survey.
Most of the data collected involved listening carefully to open-ended questions, hand recording responses, and audio recording.  These responses as well as the open-ended responses on the electronic survey were compiled into one document. All responses were read and key words and phrases were highlighted. The data were re-read to identify patterns. After identifying the patterns in the data, central themes were developed. For the demographic and forced choice questions on the survey, frequencies and percentages were calculated. An additional staff member read and interpreted the data as a peer check.

For Question 1, “What is Center currently doing?” results determined that 1) many outstanding services and programs were in place, 2) participation in those services and programs had increased, and 3) the university had developed a national reputation as a leader in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning. As one staff member noted, the center sought to impact teaching and learning through “collaboration, conversation, and commitment to long term change.”  The center recognized that one-shot workshops were not effective and that faculty development is much more complex. 

For Question 2, “What services should  Faculty Center provide?” the following broad themes emerged from the data: the need for visible advocacy; improved support for new faculty; support for faculty research in their disciplines; improved support for part-time faculty; continued support for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning; support for department heads in the improvement of instruction; better support for graduate teaching assistants; a rethinking of communication and service delivery from the center; and support for the use of technology in teaching.

Concerning this last theme, the “one stop” message was clear for technology support.  Specific to online teaching, faculty members were insistent about the need for after hours and weekend support for the online work of both students and instructors. They wanted differentiated technology training: workshops, small groups, learning communities, and individual consultation.  Faculty members wanted direct contact for advanced support.  They requested assistance with copyright and intellectual property issues. Interest in digital media was strong and growing.   In addition to the tools, faculty members needed assistance with the pedagogy of online teaching and recognition that their online teaching is valued and understood. They also asked for opportunities to showcase technology integration work.  Best practice standards for online course design as a role for new instructional designers were mentioned. Staff called for consistent professional response to instructors as well as a standard set of tools and responses.

Tied to this was the need to rethink communication and delivery of service to faculty members. As one respondent noted, the Faculty Center should be a “make it happen conduit.”  As another said, “The center should be like the information center at an airport,” with referrals to other offices.   Instructors saw the Faculty Center website design as critical to this effort 

2.4   Response

Through examining these results it was clear that the faculty members had spoken and their consistent message was a call for an umbrella organization.  It was also clear that their needs were consistent with best practices from the literature. The Faculty Center Staff and Advisory Board used this information to revisit the mission of the center and began strategic planning consistent with the mission and strategic plan of the university.  The Coulter Faculty Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning drew upon a rich history and much success in its work. But in the midst of such rapid change at the university, the Center staff was compelled to, in the words of Oblinger (2005), set its sights on “constantly making its future rather than defending its past.” 

The move of the Educational Technologies staff to the Coulter Faculty Center created an opportunity for enhanced support for faculty members.  Educational Outreach provided funding for course development as well as for four faculty fellows for e-learning positions. This funding allowed either a course release or payment for work beyond load. Led by an endowed professor for educational technologies, this group took on the task of mentoring, creating a self-assessment tool to enhance quality, and the organization of a retreat focused on creating engagement in online learning. In addition they led a group of 60 early adopters to pilot 150 courses in an entirely new online learning management platform (WebCT/Blackboard Vista).  The data collected from the pilot informed training design and the identification of problems in the software. Faculty Fellows also actively led the Online Teaching and Learning Community, one of ten at the university, and the one with the largest participation. What resulted from this group were presentations and publications on online teaching for scholarship of teaching and learning as well as educational technology venues, with an emphasis on tenured faculty mentoring these efforts with junior faculty members.  

The online course management team stepped up its operation and invited students to name their course management system. Reflecting the University's "catamount" mascot,  they chose WebCAT and the Center staff stepped forward to provide a temporary solution for weekend support for online teachers and learners. These staff members are working on weekends in a rotation to provide such support.  The use of online tools at the university has grown from 206 sections and 896 students in the spring of 2004 to 730 sections and 7114 students in fall 2006.  With the implementation of Vista 4 and feedback from participants, the team began a training re-design that incorporated face-to-face instruction and an online component. The online component featured three levels of difficulty with the mastery of all three being required to teach fully online.
 A part of this training was the client interviewing another faculty member who also teaches online. At the heart of the training was the self-assessment tool designed and piloted at an E-Learning Retreat sponsored by the Faculty Center and  Educational Outreach. Faculty leaders in online learning presented their courses for review by the group and participants were paid stipends to complete the self-assessment on their own courses.

The area of digital media experienced exponential interest and growth with online instructors seeing digital media through streaming as an effective tool to not only personalize their courses but to also differentiate delivery. An ongoing faculty support program, known as the Faculty Sandbox, which serves multiple technology requests saw that 52% of its clients sought entry-level assistance with digital video and sound.  The newly-hired digital media lecturer expanded the agenda with more sophisticated video and sound projects.

To recognize the work of online instructors, the Endowed Professor for Educational Technologies set aside funds for a university teaching award for e-learning. The Center Director, an online early adopter, put the first university class on Vista and submitted it for peer review. In addition, she toured departments and other groups using the course to explain the features and benefits.  The selection committee for the university’s highest teaching award with a $7000 prize began its organizational discussion for the year with the recognition that online teaching must be equally recognized and “observation” procedures for the award should be modified.  Faculty members teaching online were supported in their efforts to research their own practice through an adoption by the Faculty Senate of a resolution that the scholarship of teaching and learning should “count” in annual faculty evaluation as well as reappointment, tenure, and promotion decisions.

3.  Conclusion

This case history describes one university’s attempt to bring together research-based principles such as faculty learning communities and mentoring, as well as quality focused and differentiated training all under a single point of service all within a well-established framework for teaching and learning adopted by the entire campus community. While Lieberman (2005) reminds us that there is no one best model, this case history illustrates the value of multiple sources of data for needs assessment combined with what research tells us about effective faculty development for online teaching.  It appears that the answer lies within the professoriate and its own leaders supported by administrators who not only understand the intricacies of online teaching but who also reward and support it. 
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