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Abstract 

The study’s purpose was to examine attitudes and perceptions of full-time faculty 

within colleges and universities that segregate or integrate the online modality. In 

examining the faculty attitudes, this research provided an understanding about how 

structure of an online strategy within an institution may affect the perceptions or support 

of faculty with the purpose of adding to the body of literature regarding possible 

pathways forward in executing new modalities of educational delivery. The study used a 

qualitative phenomenological method utilizing personal interviews to determine common 

themes of perception of online education when integrated with the full-time faculty or as 

a distinct division operating within its own structure, separate from the full-time faculty. 

The research suggested disconnectedness, a feeling of confusion around where to obtain 

resources, concern over quality and the faculty experience in the online modality, and 

isolation from other colleagues, all of which drove challenges of perceptions towards the 

online modality. The findings of the study reinforced to leaders the importance of 

inclusion through a framework of learning communities allowing faculty to feel 

empowered to shape the future of the institution rather than disempowering and creating 

a culture of disengagement among the very faculty who can lead the institution towards 

innovation of modality and greater financial sustainability. 
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CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW OF THE PROBLEM 

Introduction  

Higher education is experiencing a time of great disruption. Technology and 

modality continue to transform the definition of a classroom and the way education is 

delivered. In addition, the economic pressures of private and public institutions and the 

gloomy outlook of financial rating agencies toward the sector result in a pace of change 

that is causing great uncertainty. The agility and the ability of institutions of higher 

education to extend value proposition without losing intrinsic values will be critical to the 

survival of an institution that can still live its mission.  

Online education has expanded from a few not-for-profit and for-profit colleges to 

almost every postsecondary institution in some form. Some have leveraged the ability to 

drive revenue by separating the online modality or division into a segregated strategy that 

acts autonomously from the traditional institution (e.g. Southern New Hampshire 

University, University of Maryland University College). Others have incorporated it 

within the traditional university faculty model. Support among traditional faculty has 

lagged significantly from acceptance of other stakeholder groups, such as students and 

employers (Kent, 2013). The problem this study explored centered on attitudes and 

perceptions in the implementation of an online strategy with full-time faculty. 

The study examined the attitudes and perceptions of faculty towards online 

education at various levels of engagement or involvement in the delivery or development 

of the programs. The intent was to better understand the challenges of segregating and/or 

integrating the online strategy in developing faculty support/engagement. This research 
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contributes to better understanding towards how to garner faculty support critical to 

successful growth in this crucial area.  

Statement of the Problem  

Faculty are the driving force of any institution of higher education. They also are 

the critical stakeholders to move any change forward in the academic life of an 

institution. Institutions are organizing their online efforts in very different ways. Research 

indicates faculty support lags those of other stakeholders for online learning (Kent, 2013). 

This study examined the attitudes and perceptions of faculty towards online education at 

various levels of engagement or involvement in the delivery or construction of the 

programs.  

In understanding the attitudes and perceptions, the study addressed the concerns 

that may exist from a faculty perspective in the validity and rigor of online learning and 

how those concerns are exasperated or addressed through the structure of an institution. 

This understanding adds to the body of scholarly work towards a better conversation 

regarding best practices in executing the online modality.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to explore and 

identify themes from full-time faculty that emerge when online education is executed as a 

strategic direction by segregating or integrating the manner of delivery from the full-time 

faculty and, in some cases, even operates as its own division with support structures 

within a college or university. Does the separation or integration create an environment 

where financial models and competition for resources cause challenges to faculty 

perceptions of validity within the culture of a college or university?  
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Research Questions 

The study identified full-time faculty attitudes and perceptions of the online 

education modality/model within the institution when it was integrated within the full-

time faculty framework/governance and when the modality was separated from and 

lacked direct involvement or ownership of the full-time regular faculty. The following 

research questions guided this phenomenological qualitative case study:  

1. How does the full-time faculty regard online education differently based 

on his or her level of involvement or engagement? 

2. How does the faculty member perceive the online initiative in regard to 

institutional alignment? 

3. What are the most important factors for leaders and administrators to 

understand in executing the online modality to garner faculty support and 

engagement?  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to identify themes from internal full-time faculty, both 

positive and negative, that emerge when online education as a delivery method becomes 

segregated or is integrated with the full-time faculty. 

Methodology  

The study utilized a qualitative phenomenological study method through personal 

interviews of full-time faculty within colleges/universities. Thematic analysis identified 

the recurring themes/perceptions/attitudes within the community on the value/validity of 

the segregated online division (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
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To collect the data, permission was acquired from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) of Creighton University to interview faculty across different sizes and types (both 

public and private institutions) of colleges and universities to better understand common 

themes based on the unique perspective of the faculty position as described in the purpose 

statement. The goal was to collect data to draw themes and conclude underlying attitudes 

and assumptions regarding online learning’s effect on the culture and the perceived 

impact from a faculty perspective. The original target was for eight to 12 interviews, but 

interviews were conducted until data and themes reached saturation.  

Each interview consisted of an estimated 60-minutes maximum of questions, 

recorded and later transcribed. The transcriptions were evaluated for themes, splitting up 

the answers through coding by sentence. The researcher reviewed the transcripts, pulling 

out the top themes (thematic analysis) (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and compared/contrasted 

them to reduce bias and find areas of overlap.  
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The plan utilized NVivo as a platform to help with reviewing the transcription and 

initial analysis. Literature review and collaboration on related articles, research, and other 

relevant source material was an ongoing process as the researcher reviewed themes, 

saving articles and, over a period of weeks, coded, reviewed, and discussed themes with 

the interviewees or his committee. Bracketing as a component or tool of the researcher’s 

phenomenological research was based on the framework discussed by Lea Tufford and 

Peter Newman (2012) as shown in Figure 1.  

Figure 1. The integration of bracketing into qualitative methodology  
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Tufford and Newman (2012) discussed the importance of outlining the bracketing 

framework in the research paper to allow the reader to understand “the rules of the 

game.” As shown in Figure 1, the researcher used this framework and specifically and 

intentionally created distance between the interviews, transcription, coding, and themes, 

and even revisited with the faculty members to repeat back understanding incorporating 

member checking (Creswell, 2014), thus reducing bias. The researcher paid specific 

attention to the two directional arrows between the bracketing and conception of each 

part of the research process. This space, created by scheduling time to revisit and 

understand any new aspect brought by the individual interviews or coding of data, led to 

conversations with the committee and faculty participants during the identification of 

themes to remove the bias of the researcher.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

Throughout the dissertation, the following terms are used with regularity. For 

clarification, the following defines the context with which key terms are used within the 

narrative of the study:  

Learning Management Platform/System: A software/cloud-based system of 

tracking, discussion boards, grade management, and information delivery system for 

virtual classrooms. 

Modality: The mode in which the education delivery is experienced.  

Online Education: A modality of delivering instruction through a Learning 

Management Platform (LMS) instead of the traditional lecture classroom model of face-

to-face instruction.  

Regular Faculty: The full-time permanent employee faculty within an institution. 
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Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 

The first limitation to the study is the sampling of the faculty members across 

different types (public/private) and sizes of institutions in higher education. This variety 

of types and sizes of higher education institutions allowed for an identification based on 

the role of faculty in an institution with a focus on commonalities based on the position, 

but it limited understanding based on specific sizes of the institutions or a specific focus 

on difference based on public or private, religious or secular. This limits the 

understanding based on the role of faculty but does not address differences that may exist 

and are probably based on size and type of institution. Faculty from a public institution or 

tenured environment might react differently.  

The second limitation was the limitation of interviewing faculty from American 

universities located within the continental United States. This limited the understanding 

of differences internationally. The way domestic faculty might perceive the modality and 

its impact might be very different than faculty located abroad. This will be an opportunity 

for future research. 

The study’s delimitation was the limited scope outlined in the limitations above. It 

was a small sample that limited its application across the spectrum of higher education 

institutions.  

Having served in both a segregated and an integrated model for online education, 

the researcher brings a bias informed by personal experience in leading this type of 

initiative. The researcher’s role as president of a small, private university also affects his 

perception and leads to a probable bias. Bracketing will be used through the separation 

and member checking activities outlined in the chapter on methodology.  
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The Role of Leadership in this Study 

Higher education is in the midst of a financial and technology disruption 

(Kimberly & Bouchikhi, 2015). The Economist stated in a June 2014 article called “The 

Digital Degree” that “On one front, a funding crisis has created a shortfall that the 

universities’ brightest brains are struggling to solve. Institutions’ costs are rising, owing 

to pricey investments in technology, faculty salaries, and galloping administrative costs” 

(para. 02). That comes as governments conclude that they can no longer afford to 

subsidize universities as generously as they have in the past. American colleges, in 

particular, are under pressure: some analysts predict mass bankruptcies within two 

decades (Sager, 2014). At the same time, a technological revolution is challenging 

higher education’s business model (Ehrenberg, 2012). An explosion in online learning, 

much of it free, means that the knowledge once imparted to a lucky few has been released 

to anyone with a smartphone or laptop (Mehaffy, 2012). The Economist (2014) puts the 

problem this way:  

These financial and technological disruptions coincide with a third great change: 

whereas universities used to educate only a tiny elite, they are now responsible for 

training and retraining workers throughout their careers. How will they survive 

this storm—and what will emerge in their place if they don’t? (para. 03)  

Leadership has never been more needed in navigating the future of our colleges and 

universities through the changing business climate and shifting models of delivering 

learning. 

As we think through the importance of online education in the postsecondary 

model going forward, faculty alignment and support will be critical in the shared 
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governance model. Babson Survey Research Group (2014), in collaboration with 

Pearson, conducted its annual online learning survey for the postsecondary market in 

2014. The study concluded as follows: 

A continuing failure of online education has been its inability to convince its most 

important audience - higher education faculty members - of its worth. The lack of 

acceptance of online among faculty has not shown any significant change in over 

a decade - the results from reports five or ten years ago are virtually the same as 

current results. For all of this time there has not been a majority of any group of 

higher education institutions that report that their faculty accept the ‘value and 

legitimacy of online education.’ Current results, if anything, show that the 

problem is getting worse. (p. 21) 

The question remains, can any strategy become effective in colleges and 

universities without the support of the faculty? If we are to accept the premise that faculty 

must support any long-term strategy, understanding what impacts their attitudes and 

perceptions towards online learning and attempting to understand how the online 

environment is structured to best gain the support needed from these key stakeholders 

seems critical to the sustainability of any institution.  

How can a leader best create the environment and structure that garners the 

necessary support for the success of this modality and business model for an institution? 

In 2014, the researcher of this study wrote an article for The Huffington Post called 

“Conspiracy of Empathy” outlining a leader’s success in navigating through disruption 

(Boyers, 2014). This study will provide insight into not only perceptions but also possibly 
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a contribution to the body of research towards an understanding on how to engage all 

stakeholders in building successful strategies in the online marketplace.  

This study provides a deeper understanding of the root of what drives resistance 

or support in the faculty towards online education and, based on this understanding, what 

a leader can do to better execute the integration of this modality while leveraging any 

institution’s most important resource, its faculty’s intellectual capital.  

Significance of the Study 

As a leader in higher education and a sector under stress of great disruption in the 

historical business model, the significance is due to the threat of financial closure and not 

being able to adapt as needed. It is critical to understand what will create alignment 

within the organization. Private colleges and universities face difficult realities. Online is 

the latest shift in the business model for delivering education and creating greater 

accessibility and financial opportunity, but it will not be the last. Understanding faculty 

perceptions is critical to finding the way forward to a sustainable strategy and possibly 

building trust for the challenges that exist in the economy ahead. Technology continues to 

evolve to create an environment that promotes an openness to new modalities. This study 

addresses the faculty perceptions on how to implement such changes successfully and 

explores trust/collaboration between administrators and the faculty, producing 

sustainability in a time of great uncertainty. 

Summary 

The study’s purpose was to examine attitudes and perceptions of full-time faculty 

of an institution that segregates or integrates the online education unit. In examining the 

faculty attitudes, this research provides an understanding about how structure of an online 
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strategy within an institution may affect the perceptions or support of faculty on the 

validity of the education with the purpose of adding to the body of literature regarding 

possible pathways forward in executing new modalities of educational delivery. With the 

economic pressures facing higher education generally and private colleges specifically, 

faculty support and buy in will be critical to building a sustainable university. The 

methodology is qualitative in nature and incorporates personal interviews to identify 

recurring themes from the faculty.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

This chapter contains a review of literature that addresses faculty perceptions of, 

resistance to, acceptance of, and engagement with online and distance education. The 

purpose is to provide a comprehensive overview of the available literature on the factors 

that influence faculty perceptions towards the nontraditional modalities with a specific 

focus on online education though a broader discussion of distance education, as 

addressed in the body of articles. In general, the researcher has tried to keep within the 

last five years due to the rapid pace of change in technology but, in some cases, there are 

older research articles that provide a foundation for a unique perspective on the topic of 

faculty perceptions/utilizations of new technology. 

The literature review is organized using the following framework: that faculty buy 

in is essential to the success and sustainability of any initiative within an institution of 

higher education. Based on that operating assumption, understanding what faculty 

perceptions have been in nontraditional modalities of distance education will assist in 

administration making structural and policy decisions (Roby, Ashe, Singh, & Clark, 

2013). First, the researcher examined the literature about the professional practice to 

understand the context from which faculty are currently engaging or not engaging the 

online structures within their universities. This literature also examined the market and 

economic forces driving the online strategy at colleges and universities in the present 

context. Next, the researcher reviewed the literature on the key factors that encourage or 

discourage involvement in distance/online education, including intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivations. Finally, the researcher developed the leadership component of how the 
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organizing and policy decisions of administration can affect the attitudes and perceptions 

of the full-time faculty. Unless otherwise stated, when referring to faculty the researcher 

is referring to full-time faculty within a university setting. The researcher’s interest lies in 

the attitudes of this group because of their role as key stakeholders and partners through 

shared governance. 

Literature About the Professional Practice Field  

A monumental shift occurred in higher education when the new millennium 

began. Online education exponentially expanded, first from the for-profit college sector 

and eventually to the traditional sector of higher education. Beth Rubin (2013) discussed 

in her article “University Business Models and Online Practices: A Third Way” that the 

demand of the market and the makeup of the traditional student, both in expectation and 

demographics, have changed dramatically by pointing out the significant increase in the 

nonresident student, age of the student and evolution of the needs of the student. The 

demand is already here and is continuing to accelerate, with 89% of graduates in the last 

10 years taking at least one online course (Roby et al., 2013). The number of faculty 

engaging in online courses has significantly increased but lags behind the demand 

(Lloyd, Byrne, & McCoy, 2012). The economics are clear: universities need to drive 

revenue and are as affected by market forces as any sector (Ehrenberg, 2012). 

Beyond the demand and lagging of faculty acceptance in online education is the 

overwhelming concern about what this innovation means for the future role of faculty 

and the quality of outcomes for students. It is clear from the literature that faculty 

acceptance is key to the success of the online initiative. That theme was repeated in every 

article referenced within this section almost without exception (Chiasson, Terras, & 



A LEADER’S UNDERSTANDING 14 

Smart, 2015). Even with the growth of online as a modality, faculty acceptance has 

lagged significantly behind as a pathway to a degree (Kent, 2013). The literature points to 

a strong gap in the ability to meet the demand for online and the needs of the students 

who will want this modality and the infrastructure/support for the critical mass of faculty 

needed to deliver this education.  

The idea of what the future holds for the role of a faculty position weighs heavily 

as a barrier for acceptance (Mehaffey, 2012). In the study “Factors Affecting Faculty 

Members Decision to Teach or Not Teach Online in Higher Education,” Yurui Zhen, 

Abigail Garthwait, and Phillip Pratt (2008) discussed how the factors that discourage or 

encourage participation are affected by “Academic structure, educational goals, and the 

culture of an institution” (p. 4) This intimates the importance of the administration’s 

decision-making process in creating the environment that can improve adoption and 

acceptance of online education within the faculty. All of the above will be explored in the 

sections below.  

Factors that Encourage or Discourage Involvement 

In reviewing the literature on factors encouraging or discouraging engagement 

with the online initiative at their respective universities/colleges, it is clear there are many 

variables but a few strong themes. Zhen et al. (2008) pointed to faculty input as a key part 

of where resistance can come into play for the online initiative. Faculty buy in seems to 

be the common theme, but the factors that drive broader acceptance center on quality of 

courses, ownership of curriculum, recognition through career advancement, 

freedom/flexibility, and development opportunities supported by the administration 

(Betts 2014). For faculty with no experience in online learning, quality of courses was 
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listed high on the rankings of concerns (Betts, 2014). Betts (2014) charted the concerns 

and motivating factors for faculty participation or lack of participation as seen below. 

 

Table 1 

Concerns and Motivating Factors for Faculty Participation or Lack Thereof (Betts, 

2014) 

  
Faculty with Experience 

in Distance Education 

Faculty with No 

Experience in Distance 

Education 

Deans 

1 

Lack of adequate equipment 

(e.g., computer, software, 

etc.) to support distance 

education teaching 

4.26 (1.03) 

Concern about quality of 

courses 

4.33 (1.10) 

Lack of adequate equipment 

(e.g., computer, software, 

etc.) to support distance 

education teaching 

4.75 (0.50) 

2 

Lack of technical support 

provided by the institution 

3.86 (1.27) 

Concern about faculty 

workload 

4.31 (1.22) 

Lack of technical support 

provided by the institution 

4.75 (0.50) 

3 

Concern about faculty 

workload 

3.75 (1.28) 

Lack of adequate equipment 

(e.g., computer, software, 

etc.) to support distance 

education teaching 

4.15 (1.31) 

Concern about faculty 

workload 

4.75 (0.50) 

  

4 

Lack of release time (e.g., 

no reduced teaching load) 

Concern about quality of 

the students 

Lack of a technological 

background 
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3.59 (1.43) 4.13 (1.11) 4.50 (0.58) 

5 

Concern about quality of 

courses 

3.54 (1.37) 

Lack of technical support 

provided by the institution 

4.07 (1.31) 

Lack of distance education 

training provided by the 

institution 

4.50 (0.58) 

  

Table 2 

Top Five Highest Mean Scores for Factors that Have Motivated/Would Motivate Faculty 

Participation in Distance Education at George Washington University with Standard 

Deviations in Parentheses (Betts, 2014) 

Faculty With Experience in 

Distance Education 

Faculty With No Experience 

in Distance Education 
Deans 

Ability to reach new audiences 

that cannot attend classes on 

campus 

4.01 (1.22) 

Increase in salary 

3.28 (1.18) 

Monetary support for 

participation (e.g., stipend, 

overload) 

4.71 (0.49) 

Opportunity to develop new ideas 

3.98 (1.15) 

Monetary support for 

participation (e.g., stipend, 

overload) 

3.72 (1.17) 

Personal motivation to use 

technology 

4.57 (0.54) 

Personal motivation to use 

technology 

3.96 (1.13) 

Opportunity to develop new 

ideas 

3.71 (1.15) 

Increase in salary 

4.57 (0.79) 
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Intellectual challenge 

3.88 (1.18) 

Working conditions (e.g., 

hours, location) 

3.66 (1.08) 

Credit toward tenure and 

promotion 

4.57 (0.79) 

Overall job satisfaction 

3.71 (1.08) 

Intellectual challenge 

3.64 (1.15) 

Release time 

4.43 (0.79) 

 

Table 3 

Top Five Highest Mean Scores for Factors that Would Inhibit Faculty Participation in 

Distance Education at George Washington University with Standard Deviations in 

Parentheses (Betts, 2014) 

Faculty With Experience in 

Distance Education 

Faculty With No Experience 

in Distance Education 
Deans 

Lack of technical support 

provided by the institution 

3.84 (1.10) 

Concern about faculty 

workload 

4.14 (1.14) 

Lack of technical support 

provided by the institution 

4.57 (0.79) 

Concern about faculty 

workload 

3.75 (1.14) 

Lack of technical support 

provided by the institution 

3.93 (1.02) 

Lack of distance-education 

training by the institution 

4.57 (.53) 

Lack of release time 

3.49 (1.24) 

Lack of release time 

3.92 (1.07) 

Concern about faculty workload 

4.43 (0.53) 

Lack of grants for 

materials/expenses 

3.47 (1.16) 

Concern about quality of 

courses 

3.86 (1.09) 

Lack of support and 

encouragement by departmental 

colleagues 
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4.29 (1.11) 

Concern about quality of 

courses 

3.41 (1.36) 

Lack of grants for 

materials/expenses 

3.77 (1.03) 

Lack of release time 

4.29 (0.48) 

 

Betts (2014) outlined a number of intrinsic and extrinsic factors that motivate or 

act as barriers for faculty participation in online courses. Clearly, both concern and a 

feeling of lack of support have created hesitancy in faculty engagement in the online 

modality. While concern for quality was a common barrier in many of the articles and 

above by Betts (2014), a deeper concern exists about losing control of the curriculum and 

teaching choices/freedom within courses. Ownership of courses then was one of the 

central concerns that drove faculty involvement (Lloyd et al., 2012). 

Faculty ownership touches many levels of the anxiety that seems to be the 

undercurrent of barriers that exist in faculty attitudes toward online. There was a gap 

between those who had experience in teaching online and those who did not on their 

perceptions or concerns regarding ownership (Lloyd et al., 2012). In “Resistance to 

Change: The Rest of the Story,” Jeffrey Ford, Laurie Ford, and Angelo D’Amelio (2008) 

pointed to resistance having its root in the concern that freedom or choice is lost in the 

process. The heart of the key motivating or demotivating structural and process 

implementation in online learning for administrators is freedom in structure and process 

as online is implemented in the strategic plans of each institution. 

The literature discussed the lack of clarity on how the online strategy fits within 

the broader mission of the university or college (Sumrall, 2002). This seemed particularly 
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relevant if faculty buy in is essential, yet there is confusion on how the strategy of online 

fits within a university. How can one expect buy in when the goal is unclear to the very 

stakeholder group you wish to gain the support of towards the initiative? Green, 

Alejandro, and Brown (2009) described Theall’s (1999) eight basic characteristics around 

campus culture. Faculty involvement and shared values strike at the heart of this lack of 

clarity for mission and institutional values. 

There also seemed to be a clear pattern of diminishing not only the faculty roles 

but also rank and job security (Bacow, Bowen, Guthrie, Lack, & Long, 2012). Bacow et 

al. (2012) discussed concerns about faculty ratios and what they meant in terms of 

opportunities for faculty employment and career development. They also discussed the 

structural separations of the degree programs, faculty (adjuncts) separate from the regular 

faculty for online programs and the dichotomy that curriculum is often developed 

separately as online or face-to-face but approved through the same traditional channels. 

All of this causes confusion on mission and builds in structural and cultural dissonance 

that may contribute to the uncertainty of faculty on whether to engage in online teaching. 

Bacow et al. (2012) also pointed to the concern of lack of freedom in teaching choices as 

faculty reluctance to teach customized courses that are consistently developed in the 

online modality.  

Organizational Structure and Culture on Adoption of Online 

The literature discussed the need for administrators to support the expansion of 

online learning through infrastructure and understanding of faculty needs or concerns. 

One of the suggestions was to understand where faculty are in the transition from face-to-

face to online instruction and the differences between those who have recently ventured 
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into online learning versus early adopters (Hixon, Buckenmeyer, Barczyk, Feldman, & 

Zamojski, 2012). The recognition is that with the required growth in faculty needed, the 

infrastructure or support ecosystem will be imperative to the success of meeting the need. 

The motivations of the faculty are critical for administrators to appreciate so they can 

adopt the culture and structure to align with faculty wants or needs (Meyer, 2012). 

Developing a structure that rewards faculty both in terms of compensation and 

esteem within the college community was determined as significant for online adoption 

(Green et al., 2009). In the literature, the importance of faculty seeing tangible ways the 

university leadership values the online initiative was pointed out (Green et al., 2009). 

This valuing of the online teaching by faculty starts at the institutional planning level in 

equipping faculty with the infrastructure and adequate resources to develop coursework 

and have ownership within the online modality (Roby et al., 2013).  

When looking at structure, Rubin (2013) highlighted three possible models of for-

profit, not-for-profit, and a hybrid she refers to as “third way.” As seen below, the third 

way combines the advantages of for-profit and not-for-profit to build a structure that can 

meet the concerns of quality and efficiency. 
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Table 4  

Three University Models (Rubin, 2013)  

 
Traditional 

Non-Profit (Craft) 

For-Profit 

(Mass Production) 
Third Way 

Teaching 

Required activity 
Conducted by all 

faculty 

Conducted by all 

faculty 

Conducted by some 

(pedagogic) faculty 

Division of teaching 

tasks (separation or 

integration of design 

and instruction) 

Design and instruction 

integrated 

Design and instruction 

separated 

Design and instruction 

separated 

Training 

Course design and 

teaching learned via 

apprenticeship, not 

required 

Teaching learned 

formally, required for 

all faculty 

Course design and 

teaching learned 

formally, required for 

some (pedagogic) 

faculty 

Proposal and design 

process 
Idiosyncratic 

Standardized and 

formalized 

Standardized and 

formalized 

Work with 

Instructional Designer 

Not required, 

sometimes available 
Required Required 

Control over course 

design, pedagogy 

Held by faculty, 

minimal standards 

Held by instructional 

designer, tight 

standards for design 

Held jointly by 

instructional designer 
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and faculty, guidelines 

for design 

Control over 

formatting, look and 

feel, structure, etc. 

Determined by faculty 

Standardized across 

courses by instructional 

design team 

Standardized across 

courses within 

departments by 

instructional design 

team and pedagogic 

faculty 

Intellectual property 

rights 
Held by faculty Held by university 

Jointly held, or held by 

university 

Course delivery 

policies (e.g., response 

times) 

Determined by faculty 
Standardized across 

courses 

Standardized across 

courses 

Course review and 

revision procedures 
Ad hoc Ad hoc or standardized Standardized 

Course offering dates 
2–3 semesters or terms, 

excluding summer 

Frequent starts, 

including summer 

3–4 semesters or terms, 

including summer 

Creation of new 

courses and majors 
Held by faculty Held by administration 

Held by faculty and 

administration 

Assessment of learning 
Generally indirect 

assessment 

Generally indirect 

assessment 

Direct and indirect 

assessment 
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Student advising 

Low-intensity, 

provided by advisors or 

faculty 

High-intensity, 

provided by advisors 

High-intensity, 

provided by advisors 

Research 

Required activity 
Conducted by all 

faculty 
Not conducted 

Conducted by some 

(discovery) faculty, 

collaboration with 

pedagogic faculty on 

scholarship of teaching 

Training 

Learned formally and 

via apprenticeship by 

all 

Not required 

Learned formally by all 

and via apprenticeship 

for some (discovery) 

faculty 

Service/Administration 

Required activity 
Conducted by some 

faculty, idiosyncratic 

Conducted by some 

(full-time) faculty 

Conducted by some 

(application) faculty 

Training Not required Not required 
Learned formally by 

application faculty 

 

The goal is to develop a structure that responds to the needs of market forces 

while attempting to address the concerns and barriers that may discourage faculty 

engagement (Rubin, 2013). 
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Leadership Literature 

In “Challenge and Change,” G. L. Mehaffy (2012) discussed faculty anxiety 

around their traditional roles being lost in the changing landscape of higher education. 

This is not just in the mechanics of the role but also a feeling of loss in the privilege and 

esteem that has been customarily given to faculty. In thinking through this important 

intrinsic motivation, the leadership literature will be critical in understanding how 

administrators can address concerns that may be hard to articulate or left unspoken.  

Hixon et al. (2012) discusses Rogers’ (2003, as cited in Hixon et al., 2012) 

definition regarding innovation and what makes an idea seem new. The emphasis was 

that even though online may not be a new initiative for many universities, if the 

community and social structure of faculty still think of it as new, it will still experience 

resistance (Hixon et al., 2012). The thinking can be paraphrased as, “If it is new in my 

accepted reality, it is in reality new.”  

In thinking through the commercialization of academia that is the crux of the 

reality driving innovation and change in how colleges and universities organize, the 

question of leading through the change is what success looks like in the current higher 

education environment (Boni, Weingart, & Evenson, 2009). In defining success, Boni et 

al. (2009) expressed the importance of a culture that allows and even leverages the entire 

ecosystem to seize opportunity.  

Chen and Huang (2007) focus on the social and cooperative culture that leads to 

leveraging new knowledge more quickly. As this study attempts to uncover the 

challenges of innovating separately from the regular faculty in delivering on the main 

value proposition of the university, are we missing the opportunity to leverage the key 
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learning occurring in silos? Chen and Huang (2007) conclude that the presence of the 

structure and culture encourages or discourages sharing of knowledge and contributes to 

the effectiveness of an organization. The question then remains, what does the 

segregating of the online modality and strategy do to the perceptions and willingness of 

the faculty to share knowledge and engage?  

Julie Furst-Bowe (2011) in her article “Systems Thinking: Critical to Quality 

Improvement in Higher Education” discussed the importance of connecting change and 

alignment of mission when she stated “systems thinking, which is based on strategic 

alignment, process management, and resource prioritization to drive continuous 

improvement.” She specifically discussed investment matching priorities to “drive 

continuous improvement” as the important part of driving change. In the same article, she 

focuses on four priorities towards driving change aligned with stakeholder input as 

outlined in the University of Wisconsin system. These four aspects of the management 

system are as follows (Furst-Bowe, 2011).  

1. An inclusive leadership system.  

2. A clearly defined set of student and stake-holder groups and understanding 

of their key requirements.  

3. A participatory planning process.  

4. An end-to-end system for measuring institutional performance.  

(Furst-Bowe, 2011) 

The researcher of the dissertation in practice, through the literature and this 

article, specifically found a basis for process and systems being an influence factor at 

least as important as the new modality or technology in overcoming resistance. In other 
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words, the question that presented itself was how to create healthy engagement as the 

online modality is introduced into a college or university culture and specifically as 

faculty are engaged and leveraged to successfully launch such a modality. 

In the article titled “ePortfolio-Based Learning Environments: Recommendations 

for Effective Scaffolding of Reflective Thinking in 

Higher Education,” 
Pauline Roberts, Dorit 

Maor, and Jan Herrington 

(2016) discuss inserting 

reflectiveness 

into eLearning 

frameworks. 

Figure 2, as cited from The model outlined in 

Evaluating eLearning: Guiding Research and Practice from Rob 

Phillips, Carmel McNaught, and Gregory Kennedy (2011), presents an interesting model, 

which will also be a lens for the researcher’s recommended solutions in Chapter Five.  
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Figure 2. The eLearning lifecycle (Phillips et al., 2011)  

This led the researcher to consider the role of reflectiveness as new modalities and 

technology change the delivery of education. How can the concerns of the stakeholder be 

a tool on the path of and process for continuous improvement within new technologies 

and innovations? How can reflectiveness help create a process in which objection 

becomes data to enhance the tool and align the strategic execution with best practice? Are 

colleges and university leaders missing important aspects of effective execution by seeing 

resistance or objections as things to overcome and missing the power of reflection that 

may allow them to create a prototype environment of innovation? How could leaders use 

reflectiveness to leverage the human intelligence capital within the university or college 

faculty community? 

Summary 

The literature presented addresses the many variables that can influence faculty 

perceptions of online education and the modality as a whole. The economic pressures 

driving institutions have influenced the way higher education has behaved towards 

distance education in general and the modality of online specifically. Some researchers 

have completely separated the strategy from the faculty while others have integrated the 

efforts within the institution. In both cases, the challenge of structure looms large in the 

discussion of innovation and economic pressures in academia.  

The literature reinforces the importance of structure to the success of an 

organization. The studies and articles reviewed explain how structure and culture 
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influence each other. This is especially true as a theme in the cited studies when 

discussing new knowledge and innovation (Chen & Huang, 2007). In the literature 

review, the ways different types of organizations execute differently as market forces 

shift were examined. The development of the study questions was guided by the literature 

review as the researcher continued to build the methodology and analysis.   
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This chapter describes the research design, questions, data analysis plan, 

participants and data tools. It also discusses ethical considerations, anticipatory 

reflections, and a timeline. The section below presents the protocols and rationale for 

why the methodology utilized assisted the researcher in answering the research questions.  

Research Questions  

The overall driving question for the study was how the structure or organization 

within the university setting and the various levels of engagement by the faculty 

influence the perceptions of faculty on the validity of online learning and their 

willingness to engage in the creation or strategy of implementation in the modality. As 

technology pushes the evolution of how higher education is delivered, how does structure 

or level of involvement affect faculty perceptions and acceptance towards new 

modalities? Does the faculty regard online education differently based on their level of 

involvement in the curriculum design? What level of involvement would the faculty 

member find as optimal to ensure quality? Does the faculty member perceive the online 

initiative as a resource and revenue producer or as competition for limited resources? Is 

the perception of the current leadership of the institution and the perception of the online 

initiative aligned with the acceptance of the modality?  

Research Design 

The study used a qualitative phenomenological method utilizing personal 

interviews to determine common themes of perception of online education when it was 

integrated with the full-time faculty or as a distinct division operating within its own 
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structure, separate from the full-time regular faculty. Qualitative methodology allowed 

for personal interviews that provided an opportunity to ask follow-up questions and better 

understand the interviewed populations’ underlying assumptions. Interviews were 

conducted with eight individuals representing a cross-section of faculty within different 

types of institutions of higher education. The researcher’s use of open-ended questions 

provided more opportunity to identify the bias that might have existed but that may not 

have been explicit in the culture.  

Overview of the Data Collection 

The study participants were current faculty of both public and private colleges and 

universities with online and traditional resident students. The colleges/universities had 

online divisions that were integrated or segregated. Some online frameworks operated as 

a stand-alone structure for the institution with its own academic dean, chairs, faculty 

(adjunct) and support services. The population was volunteers who were current full-time 

faculty. The samples were collected by conducting interviews that averaged 60 minutes 

with open-ended questions. 

The faculty perceptions surrounding the idea of online education and whether 

they were amenable to the modality within the structure of their college or university in 

the development and ownership of the curriculum, academic positions, and competition 

of resources were at the heart of the questions. Questions were developed with the 

research questions in mind.  

Participants/Data Sources and Recruitment 

A proposal was approved by the Creighton University IRB to make sure the study 

met the ethical standard of the institution and had value for the greater community. Once 
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approved, a request for volunteers was sent representing a cross-section of the full-time 

faculty mentioned in the previous section. Interviews were conducted with eight full-time 

faculty and continued until data saturation was met. Faculty were solicited through the 

researcher’s network, both professionally and through social media platforms.  

Data Collection Tools 

 To collect the data, permission was acquired from the IRB of Creighton 

University. The participant traits of faculty serving in institutions of higher education 

were consistent with the requirements as described in the purpose statement.  

The researcher conducted interviews using the questions and format as sampled in 

Appendix A. The goal was to effectively collect data to draw themes from and conclude 

underlying attitudes and assumptions about online learning’s acceptance within the 

academic community of the college/university and what effect the organizing structure 

might have on that perception. The attempted pool was eight to 12 interviews but 

interviews continued until the data was saturated. Eight interviews were conducted until 

theme saturation was met for this research project.  

Data Analysis Plan 

Each interview consisted of 60 minutes of questions that were recorded and later 

transcribed. The transcriptions were evaluated for themes, splitting up the answers 

through coding by sentence. The researcher reviewed themes (thematic analysis) (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006) and bracketing was integrated to reduce bias and find areas of overlap. 

Bracketing as a component or tool of my phenomenological research was based on the 

framework discussed by Lea Tufford and Peter Newman (2012) as shown in Figure 1 

(see Chapter One).  
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The plan utilized NVivo as a platform to help with transcription and initial 

analysis. Transcription was completed by Rev.com, a transcription service, and reviewed 

by the researcher and interview participants for accuracy. Hand coding was initially 

conducted and then NVivo was used to further analyze and code the results. Visuals such 

as tree maps and sunbursts were created, as shown in Chapter Four, to find patterns and 

recognize themes emerging. Literature review and collaboration on related articles, 

research, and other relevant source material was stored in a password-protected domain. 

Files will be deleted after two years.  

Reliability and Validity 

For reliability and validity, the strategies included recording the interviews; 

auditing the transcriptions; bracketing; checking in with participants to make sure the 

themes made sense; and using rich, descriptive narrative that could be shared back with 

participants to make sure their answers accurately described what they felt and said in the 

interview. Committee members acted as support in this area as well. 

Ethical Considerations 

A proposal was submitted to the IRB of Creighton University. Ethical 

considerations were addressed, including confidentiality of the participants and minimal 

site disruption. Interviews were conducted in a private setting away from campus 

whenever possible. The files and interviews were stored and shared through a 

permission-only shared network utilizing a password-protected domain. This was done 

through DropBox and the permission-share functionality within that cloud framework. 

Once the themes were identified and the research completed, transcripts and the themes 

identified were shared with participants to utilize member checking (Creswell, 2014) with 
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a request for review of accuracy or concerns. Files will be permanently deleted after two 

years. Themes that were outlined in the study were presented cumulatively with no 

individual identification. The goal was for the final product to inform and add to the 

current body of research as well as to inform the greater community of leaders in higher 

education about the existing challenges and impact on culture when the online modality 

is organized in different structures, whether separate or integrated. 

Summary 

This chapter outlined the methodology and data analysis of the qualitative study 

intended to create a better understanding of how structure might influence faculty 

perceptions of online education. The researcher outlined the process of interviewing 

faculty and creating the transcripts, the protocols for the thematic analysis that was 

undertaken, and the timeline in which the research was completed.  

  



A LEADER’S UNDERSTANDING 34 

CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND UNDERSTANDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to explore and 

identify perceptions and themes from full-time faculty that emerge when online education 

is implemented within institutions at various levels of faculty involvement and 

ownership. Does the level of engagement or the way the administration executes the 

implementation of the online modality create different perceptions resulting in various 

levels of acceptance and ownership of the full-time faculty? Does the perceived 

investment in the online modality and sharing of resources challenge perceptions of 

validity within the culture of a college or university?  

The primary research questions that the study sought to answer were about how 

the full-time faculty regard online education differently based on their levels of 

involvement. What level of involvement or ownership does the faculty member find 

optimal to ensure quality and the reputation of the institution? How do faculty members 

perceive the online initiative in regards to institutional alignment? Finally, what are the 

most important factors for leaders and administrators to understand in executing the 

online modality to garner faculty support and engagement?  

This chapter will look at the four major themes that emerged and the supporting 

subthemes that impacted those perceptions from the analysis of eight interviews with full-

time regular faculty at various public and private universities. Participant statements will 

be presented to support the themes and a summary of understandings will also be 

presented.  
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Demographic Summary 

The faculty interviewed served at institutions that ranged from public to private, 

liberal arts, state universities, and private colleges, and offered a spectrum of disciplines 

from science, technology, engineering, and mechanics (STEM) to business to the arts. 

The faculty members specialized in disciplines that varied from life science to 

communications to business. Table 5 provides a high-level view of faculty backgrounds 

and characteristics. 

 

Table 5  

Faculty Participants’ Professional Background 

Faculty/ 

Participant 

Public/ 

Private 
Discipline 

Over/Under 

10 Years of 

Experience 

Participant 1 Public Business Over 

Participant 2 Public Business Over 

Participant 3 Private Communications Under 

Participant 4 Public English Over 

Participant 5 Public Life Science Under 

Participant 6 Private Business Over 

Participant 7 Private Accounting Over 

Participant 8 Public Life Science Over 
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Themes  

Participants were asked a series of open-ended questions (See Appendix A) to 

better understand how their specific institution was implementing the online modality, 

their level of engagement, support and ownership, and their thoughts regarding the 

effectiveness of the modality and institutional strategy. The qualitative interviews 

uncovered four common themes with subthemes that influenced the perceptions of the 

four major themes:  

1. Organizing Framework 

a. Governance/Shared Voice 

b. Freedom in Delivery 

c. Freedom of Participation 

2. Support/Training 

a. Available Resources for Training 

b. Available Resources for Compensation 

c. Available Resources from Growth in Modality 

3. Quality Perception 

a. In Relation to Academic Delivery 

b. In Relation to Faculty Qualification (Full-Time vs. Adjunct) 

c. In Relation to Campus Reputation 

4. Faculty Engagement 

a. Intellectual Ownership of Faculty 

b. Governance/Ownership of Strategic Direction 

c. Communication between Administration and Faculty 
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d. Institutional Curriculum Driven by Faculty  

The themes were identified/reaffirmed through coding and leveraging 

visualization tools from the NVivo platform such as tree maps, which reaffirmed the 

patterns emerging from hand coding. In the themes presented above, faculty members 

consistently expressed anxiousness (not necessarily positive or negative in tone) about 

their role in determining the overall direction of the implementation of the online 

modality. Participant 3 was chairing the institution’s curriculum committee tasked with 

developing a framework that integrated online and traditional classroom offerings and 

had the following to say: 

At some point in all of that, the administration and the academic affairs committee 

has been hashing out an online and hybrid course policy for the faculty handbook. 

That kind of fell off the map. It was put on hold out there somewhere. That's still 

hanging. That would have been, I think, a real start for engaging faculty across the 

college in the discussion of the place of online and hybrid courses regardless of 

whether it was on the traditional or non-traditional or graduate side of the 

education.  

The faculty interviewed consistently felt the conversation that needed to happen 

on an institutional level was the place of these new modalities within the institutions’ 

offerings and the on-campus communities. The general feeling that came through was 

that often the specific conversation was secondary to the expediency of creating online 

courses or financial consideration.  
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Organizing Framework 

How an institution organized the implementation of the online modality had an 

impact on how the faculty perceived not only the effectiveness of the modality but, in 

addition, the perceived willingness of the administration to hear their ideas or concerns 

while building trust with the faculty. Control in the organizing framework became an 

influencer to perception. Participant 1 discussed challenges about loss of control in 

curriculum delivery when taken out of the hands of the faculty who owned the 

development of the curriculum:  

And that, that division [a segregated framework for the online modality] really 

was not, it was supposed to be our centralized function. But they didn't work very 

well as a centralized function because they were taking over, they take over 

programs from the college and offer them. And here's the problem when you're 

taking a Master's program especially. That curriculum belongs to the college. And 

when you give it to somebody else in the, in the university to deliver and to, to 

help control over, it creates real problems, especially with the faculty. But, um, 

so, that, that worked for a while, but the reason it, it sort of failed was because 

colleges own their, own their curriculum, and that particular office was trying to 

take over the whole thing and they wanted to do all the, all the registration, all the 

admissions, all the, all the things that a college would normally do. And it sort of, 

it sort of faded into the background over time. And the people that were, were 

running that of course left the university, so the, the champions were no longer 

there. And we, we sort of morphed away from, from that kind of approach.  
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This concern of control and ownership emerged as critical to address to create 

trust in how the modality would be organized. The challenge of champions versus an 

institutional consensus was viewed as a vulnerability in this example because, as 

champions left and turnover occurred, a restart was the outcome because of the lack of 

institutional ownership. 

There was not one specific way that institutions organized. Some institutions 

organized as a separate unit as described above. Others organized as Participant 3 

explained: “a supporting feature of our traditional, it's face to face, in class. Then on the 

nontraditional side of things, the graduate programs or continuing professional studies, 

it’s almost wholly online with the exception of one or two grad programs.” 

In the case of Participant 3, organizing structure was a yes-and approach, where it 

was both separate and integrated, depending on the classification of the student as 

traditional or non-traditional. Finally, some institutions even developed almost an 

extension campus framework, as described by Participant 4: 

Our administration has basically decided to approach our online offerings as a 

separate campus. As you know, Institution 4 has satellites all over the state of 

Indiana. There's all these campuses, and so now they're basically adding another 

campus that is Institution 4’s Online [extension campus]. 

Regardless of the organized framework, freedom of the full-time faculty in 

regards to how they deliver and participate emerged as an important point of reference. 

There was, however, a balance to freedom and support that will be discussed in a later 

theme. Participant 4 discussed her institution’s set up:  
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Administration is really trying to allow full-time faculty a lot of autonomy in the 

development of those courses, so they have guidelines that they have set up. If a 

department or a program decides they want to develop an online course, they can 

do so, and then they can either opt to keep that online course just on their campus, 

or they can offer it to the online campus. The online group will look at it, make 

sure that it matches the guidelines that they have set up for best practices online. 

If it does, then they offer it through the online campus. 

In her view, this autonomy was important to faculty’s being able to decide the best way 

to deliver curriculum based on the course objectives. Participant 5 described a similar 

structure of faculty-driven development: 

I think the administration is encouraging of online offerings. Especially those 

offerings that are in the January term, which is a one-month term, or in the 

summer. But, throughout the year, they're encouraging of that. Faculty members 

are free to choose when the method of delivery of their courses. We have, in our 

program, in biology and bio-technology, our chair asks us which courses we'd like 

to teach, and puts it into the master schedule. We are free to choose exactly how 

we'd like to deliver that course. 

The belief was that it would not be accepted well if the freedom to decide whether a 

faculty member delivered curriculum they developed in the online modality or which 

courses they delivered online was taken away from the faculty member. 

Participant 6 discussed a very different framework that pushed online learning 

toward adjunct faculty members, stating their institution piloted with adjuncts who were 
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oriented towards technology and online delivery to show the possibility of the modality 

to the full-time faculty:  

[We] took adjunct faculty members who were really good at embracing the 

pedagogical dynamics of what it takes to be a successful online instructor, and 

then once we showed the successes, then the faculty began to at least be open to 

the dialogue and open to the potentiality and possibility of teaching online. 

This participant taught at a research institution and recognized the difference between 

types of institutions and barriers of entry, stating, “it's a different mindset. I think you're 

going to find it different in the research institutions versus the community colleges versus 

the private schools that don't have the pressure of research. I think that's what's going to 

happen.” This brought up an important aspect of organizing framework: expectations of 

full-time faculty within their roles vary significantly and may impact the perception or 

willingness to engage technology or different modalities.  

Participant 7 described a little more directive environment on teaching online by 

the administration:  

We're going to have an online program, so let's do this. Here, it's laid out a little 

more ahead. Now, the way they do our employment agreements generally will 

include, especially for all new hires, will include a clause in there that you may be 

asked to teach online, face to face or hybrid. That meets the requirement of the 

Collective Bargaining Agreement that we're not forced to do them, but if you 

signed an employment agreement saying you understand you might be asked to 

do that, then they're not forcing you at that point. They're actually very flexible so 

far. They haven't told someone they have to teach online if they don't want to. 
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While the current perception is no one is forced, the administration has codified 

online as a part of the faculty expectations. In regards to freedom of delivery, the 

actual curriculum within the class offers faculty freedom to develop and deliver as 

they see fit.  

Participant 7 described the process further:  

In our department, for example, and I'm pretty sure most of the others do the 

same, we have departmentally approved course descriptions, and departmentally 

approved learning objectives for every class that we offer. Those go in the 

syllabus. From there, it's up to you. Whether it's online or face to face, doesn't 

really matter. You develop your course, you select your textbook, you create your 

assignments, et cetera, et cetera, all your assessments geared towards making sure 

the students can meet those learning goals. 

This balance of applying some pressure through the employment agreement for 

teaching online with the freedom in how you meet the objectives and execute the class 

seems to be an attempt to strike a balance.  

The organizing framework varied from no specific push to teach online to 

including it as a part of an employment agreement. In most cases, full-time faculty were 

engaged at some level near the beginning of the online implementation but, in one case, 

the institution specifically and intentionally began with adjuncts to influence full-time 

regular faculty towards the idea. In all cases, there was a concern about respecting faculty 

freedom in terms of delivery and participation. Governance, in terms of the voice of the 

faculty and the connection to the institutional mission, was central especially to the 

curriculum discussion. Participant 3 reiterated the idea: 
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I think you've got to be clear about the purpose of online learning as it relates to 

the colleges, the institution's overall mission. Certainly, I think what Southern 

New Hampshire and possibly Institution 3 are facing is a tension to some degree 

between the institution's mission and the deployment of online learning, thinking 

closely about how online learning fits within the institutional mission. 

Support and Training 

The theme of how an institution implemented support and training for faculty who 

were engaged or beginning to engage in the online modality, often for the first time, was 

a dominant theme within the interviews. The implementation of the online modality with 

proper support and training seemed to be as much about helping the faculty understand 

the modality holistically and consequently gain acceptance and trust in the strategy. 

Participant 1 touched on this:  

This is a major change intervention, and, and you have to get the faculty on your 

side. Uh, you have to get the faculty excited about doing this. And that means that 

you've got, you've got to spend some time maybe with, with some external help 

to, to paint the right picture of where, where online learning will take you and 

what are the advantages to the, to the faculty, as well as the institution. But, uh, 

again, you're going to come down to talking your faculty into, into doing this. 

How support was handled at all stages, but specifically in the beginning stages, was 

critical to gain faculty buy in for the institution, according to the interviews conducted. 

Participant 4 discussed the importance of helping people understand where to go 

to get the support needed and how frustration can creep in when it is not clear:  
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You really have to figure out where things are. Who's offering them? Is it actually 

relevant to what you're trying to do in your course? There were some fits and 

starts. I would attend a workshop or some kind of seminar and then find, well, that 

really wasn't helpful. It was too basic, or maybe it was too advanced, and I wasn't 

ready for that particular type of training. There are a lot of resources available 

here, but they're not always communicated clearly to the faculty who need them. 

She also described the frustration and even a feeling of isolation when trying to navigate 

the online modalities without a clear map of where to connect with the right people and 

resources:  

Well, I've been teaching online for quite a while. I have consistently felt like I was 

pretty much on my own. I knew there were people out there doing similar things. 

I knew that there were resources available, but I had no idea where to find them. I 

would liken it to being a shipwreck survivor and floating in the ocean, and I have 

a life vest. I can hear other people, but it's dark, and I don't know where anyone is. 

I know there's a lifeboat. I know there might be an island somewhere around, but I 

don't know where they are, and I'm just swimming out there, hoping the sharks 

don't eat me and hoping that I bump into somebody. 

The recurring theme around support seemed not only about having the resources 

but also having the communication plan and developing the communities to connect 

faculty as they navigate the shark-filled waters of technology and modality. Participant 4 

felt like the leaders in an institution needed to understand the following: 

Just maybe communicate better. Have a specific plan in place for when faculty are 

handed this opportunity or challenge, however you want to view it. If somebody 
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comes to you and says, "Hey, you need to teach this course online," there needs to 

be something handed to them right away that says, "Here are resources. Here are 

other people who are doing this. Here are tools available to you, and here's 

training for how to use those tools," so that we don't feel like we're floundering in 

the dark.  

The discussion around training and support often circled back to the importance 

of using it as a lens to influence faculty to engage in the online modality. It was not just a 

mechanistic process or tool but instead was a dynamic framework to gain support and 

encourage engagement. Participant 5 stated it this way when he urged institutional 

leaders to not force teaching online: 

But, training them in online. Get showing them what they can do with online. I 

just took this course on how to teach online and definitely learned some things. 

And actually see some of the applications of what I've learned from my 

conventional face-to-face courses as well. I think that if faculty learn about how to 

teach online, even if they're not really interested in teaching online, it might open 

their eyes to what they could do, so that down the road they might be interested in 

actually trying it out. Or trying it out as part of a dyad, where one person is an 

experienced online teacher, and one person a reluctant, or less enthusiastic 

conventional, face-to-face teacher, to kind of show them how that process might 

work. 

Support and training as a way to garner adoption was a nuance that appeared as faculty 

seem to reflect about the specific way their institution approached the specific strategies 

of online implementation.  
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As stated above, avoiding isolation and connecting with others helps in 

developing a sense of affiliation and comfort surrounding the online modality. Doing so 

was important to several interview participants. Participant 5 discussed this: 

One of the things that's really successful with this online teaching program here is 

we have a team of instructional designers whose whole job is to help the 

professors and the lecturers teach online. And they can help you structure the 

course so that it works well. They can help you with all the multimedia and links 

and everything else. As well things like Blooms Taxonomy, and all of that. You 

know, they're not faculty members, but they're highly in tune with teaching, and 

they know the latest technologies, and the latest policies and things. Not just 

technologies, but the latest pedagogy and how it works, with best practices, all of 

these things. They are very successful and engaged. 

Participant 8 explained how it works at their institution:  

I have appreciated the fact that nobody's been saying, "You have to do online 

courses." There's been faculty learning communities, or there's been workshops in 

the summer or during winter break on how to create a hybrid. Then it's like it 

helps those that are interested can get involved, and then now we have one person 

in our department who, she's created a hybrid parasitology class. If other people 

are interested, they know that Sheila's done it, and they can talk to her about it. 

Being connected with others whose expertise assisted the faculty member and 

addressing the concern of feeling isolated seemed important to the faculty interviewed. 

This was another key recognition that as institutional leaders build in the implementation 

strategy and create connection for the faculty community within the new modality, the 
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quality of the connection could benefit acceptance and leverage intellectual capital 

towards effective change among the faculty.  

Support also was connected with an understanding around workload, as 

Participant 6 discussed:  

One other suggestion I guess would be maybe giving a faculty who decides to 

take on an online course for the first time a little bit of a partial course release or 

something. So that they could devote a little bit more time to their first online 

experience, so that they can have a good experience with it, and potentially want 

to do it again. 

Consistently, the faculty interviewed had concerns about the extra work teaching 

online presented, as mentioned by Participant 3 when she explained “there's some 

concern there that we're not being compensated for that extra work.” Participant 7 

described the extra work:  

There's more time online than most people think there would be. Students don't 

always go online at the same time, so I might be on three or four times during the 

day for half hour to an hour at a time answering questions from the students, 

which I might not do as often if I'm, you know, the traditional class. There's a lot 

more time. The workload hours, course loads, there's a thought that maybe there 

needs to be some kind of adjustment in workloads when you're teaching 

predominantly online. For example, maybe if you're an institution that normally 

has a four-four load, 24 semester hours a year, maybe if most of your classes, or 

half your classes are online, you'd cut that to three-three, just because of the extra 

time.  
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Participant 7 described the time concern:  

The other concern is the time. It takes a lot more time to develop and run an 

online course. It just ... the planning is much more detailed, and it takes a lot more 

time to get a course up and running. I might spend 40 or 50 hours over the week 

or two before class starts to make sure I've got everything laid out. It's a different 

... In a way, I look at that as a positive, as well, even though it takes a lot of time 

to get it set up, it does make you think through your entire course before you do 

anything, what you want the students to be able to do when they're finished, 

what's the end game here for this class. Then, all your assignments are geared 

towards getting them there. You're laying the whole thing out ahead of time. 

Whereas in a face to face, you know, "I'm going to cover such and such topic this 

week," and you prep every week. I find that I can plan a lot better if it's online 

because it's all got to be laid out. I've got to have my dates set up. I've got to have 

everything ready to go as I go through the whole course, so I lay it out ahead of 

time. 

Support from an institutional leadership or administrator basis meant understanding 

workload expectation in the context of the demands of this modality. The importance of 

this recognition and explicit acknowledgement seemed to be as important as any resource 

given to the faculty.  

Training materials and the evolution of what tools are available from publishers 

and the LMS platforms were also cited as important to the faculty if provided. Participant 

6 described the new reality of tools in this way:  
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Think about this. This has also come into play, and this is a huge factor, is the 

publishers have really stepped up their game. The publishers, if you take a look at 

books that were published maybe 10 years ago versus what's happening today, the 

amount of material that's rich media is significantly more than it was back then. 

Therefore, the pressure on the faculty member to design and develop ... What 

faculty member's going to be great in being able to design and develop their own 

videos that are going to be seen as professionally done? Now these publishers 

have stepped up, and they've done a very good job of augmenting the 

PowerPoints and the videos and the online resources that in the past were not 

available. I guess in tandem with the faculty members stepping up, you've had the 

publishers step up as well to provide material that would be rich enough to 

warrant an online modality of delivery.  

He further stated:  

Just recently what's happened is, if you think about it too, think about the 

stakeholders here, Jayson. You've got not only the faculty. You have publishers. I 

mentioned the power of the publishers. If you provide me a deck of technology-

related material that's really powerful, videos, PowerPoints, voiceovers, online 

assessments, all these great tools, and then what you do is you provide me a 

course tool that is going to provide me to offer it up in a meaningful way, to be 

able to have a course tool, that is. These course tools have evolved quite nicely, 

the Blackboards, the Canvas, the Desire to Learn, the Moodles. They've really 

evolved nicely as far as being able to offer up this material.  
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The tools seem to be many but how an institution organizes and creates clear pathways 

for faculty seem to be critical in implementation and perception.  

Support around how growth was managed also became an emerging pattern 

within the discussion with the faculty. Some, like Participant 1, questioned if the 

administration had thought through the workload, faculty needs, facilitators, and class 

sizes within the online modality:  

Okay, what happens when we get to, to 50, 75 students, 100 students, and we 

have to start using facilitators in, uh, in the classroom, uh, online facilitators? 

How are we going to hire them? What are their qualifications going to be? How 

are we going to make sure that they're doing the right thing, that they're grading 

properly, that they're all consistent, that they're looking at the, the student 

discussions the way I would look at them as a faculty member? So it's that loss of 

control that scares faculty.  

Support and training becomes a strategy that, when used effectively, seems to 

have the possibility to influence faculty to engage in the online modality. The strategy 

offers opportunities to develop communities and support structures for faculty 

connection, to communicate clearly where these resources live, and to recognize/think 

through workload challenges relating to expectations and the investments required in 

resourcing the faculty member. Institution leaders might want to consider a broader 

definition of support/training than just the tools. Community building, a clear roadmap to 

guide where to connect, and respecting workloads all build support beyond just the 

mechanistic tools that can be introduced. 
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Quality Perception 

Quality perceptions among faculty emerge as a dominant theme in the interviews. 

Quality was a concern in both reputation for the university and concern for the type of 

education delivered to the student. Faculty members were aware that barriers to 

acceptance existed, and three subthemes emerged that outlined areas to address on the 

pathway to acceptance. Those subthemes are related to the following: 

1. Academic Delivery and Student Experience 

2. Faculty Qualification (Full-Time vs. Adjunct) 

3. Institutional Reputation 

This section will discuss the concerns in each of these subthemes to better 

understand perceptions of quality around the online modality. However, the underlying 

question around quality with each participant often was linked to his or her familiarity 

with and level of involvement in teaching online. All seemed to be aware that some 

degree of cynicism existed with full-time faculty on the online modality at their 

institutions. Participant 1 acknowledged the challenge when he stated the following: 

I think that it's one of the bigger barriers to get traditional faculty to, to buy into 

this. They're concerned about the quality, you know. We're, we're always worried 

about the quality of our curriculum and what we're delivering. And some schools 

are, are more worried about that than other schools. 

This awareness of a level of skepticism seemed to be balanced with the 

acceptance that there were economic realities to generating revenue. The concern often 

was about economics being the dominant consideration over quality as stated by 

Participant 1:  
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We launched our [online] MBA program and people thought it was, it was not 

going to work. It wasn't going to be a success. We were going to dilute the, the 

quality of our curriculum. We've got 500 students in that program right now, and 

it's going great, and it's got a great reputation. We're maintaining our 

accreditation. We're using the right kind of faculty. So, you know, it's always I 

think a, a concern of the faculty for academic quality and the concern of the 

administration is, is the, the cost side of the, the equation. 

Participant 2 addressed the economic versus quality tension this way:  

I would tell our president to be supportive of online. It's the age of globalization. 

It's the 21st century. This is something we need to get on board with, but we need 

to be very cautious and do it correctly, and not be concerned with how big we are, 

how fast we can grow, but to always see that quality is our first priority. People 

complain more than they do compliment. Our reputation is very important to us. 

We have an excellent reputation, it's one of our key success factors. 

The faculty who participated in interviews saw this tension as a central challenge 

to overcome. Some, like Participant 3, were leery about the economics driving the 

institution:  

I think that the perception of faculty is that the online offerings are the cash cow 

of the institution. I think there's some concern about how that thinking about 

educational offerings becomes more and more. Not that we already don't talk 

about how students think they are our customers but the online segment, the 

solely online segment, becomes I think more and more explicitly looking like that 

model of it's a customer relationship.  
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The idea of students as purely a transactional customer relationship caused concern 

among some. In listening to the faculty, this very much centered on their connectedness 

and identification with the institution they served and the desire to protect what it meant 

to reimagine the way they connected with students. 

Academic Delivery 

One of the important aspects that emerged was the faculty feeling like a facilitator 

more than a professor. Participant 2 explained that, “With some online programs, like I 

said, there's modules. The content is there. Basically you're just the facilitator. You're not 

really a professor.” This was an interesting nuance in the delivery subtheme in that 

delivery mode was partly about the satisfaction of the professor. This may not be an 

aspect often considered by administrators. That does not mean student outcomes were not 

equally concerning for the faculty, as explained by Participant 4:  

It's just, again, it goes back to quality really. I mean, can you offer a canned 

course like that and really teach students to improve a skill or improve their 

knowledge? Is that actually going to happen? I don't know. I doubt it, at least in 

my field where we're actually trying to teach critical thinking skills, teach 

language skills, communication skills, all of those things. It's a two-way street. 

You have to interact to communicate, so no matter how good a computer program 

is, I don't think that it can take the place of a real human interaction.  

Academic delivery within the online modality as expressed above caused some 

doubt among faculty whether the human interaction could be bridged with the delivery 

system. Again, how the faculty experienced the modality for courses they taught affected 
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their perceptions. Based on her experience, Participant 4 discussed how different classes 

may be better suited for online or in person:  

I'm still trying to decide if the students are learning as much from me in that 

totally online environment. I actually decided about a year ago that I was never 

going to teach my professional writing course as a completely online course ever 

again because I decided with that particular course, the answer was no. The 

students are not getting the same quality, the same experience that they get face to 

face with that particular course. On the other hand, my 315 course, which is 

Writing for the Internet, it's perfect. It makes perfect sense that it would be a 

completely online course. I feel like the students are getting exactly the same 

experience that they would in a face-to-face course.  

Some faculty members discussed delivery modes in terms of their students’ 

preferences. Participant 5, a Life Science faculty member, discussed his students’ 

preferences this way: 

I know that there is a certain amount of frustration with clunkiness in the online 

experience from some of our majors. 'Cause the way, the way the courses are set 

up. Some of the instructors are using very open-ended teaching methods where 

students are working on projects and then checking in during online hours, and it's 

not as structured. Maybe it's the fact that I'm dealing with science students who 

like structure, but they're just not. 

The faculty members’ experience and feedback with their students then also influenced 

how they viewed the delivery quality or effectiveness.  
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Some faculty explicitly discussed the need to use technology and different 

delivery modalities to connect with students steeped in technology, like Participant 6: 

What online learning has done is really pushed a lot of faculty members to 

embrace technology. If you're trying to make a connection to the students, it'd be 

nice to have a playing field that's level. Instead of a student coming into a 

classroom and the teacher using no technology, now all of a sudden, they've got 

access to technology. I think from a cultural perspective, I think there's this 

dynamic for you to be prepared, for you to be a good instructor, you need to have 

certain skill sets, and those skill sets have to include being able to use technology 

and use it effectively. 

This idea that getting comfortable with delivery online might help with the ability to 

connect with the students in the classroom offered another compelling reason beyond just 

economics toward improving quality in the classroom. The idea that online work product 

and pedagogy might contribute towards a better physical classroom experience/outcomes 

if fully fleshed out could provide a foundation of shared interest with faculty and 

administrators to collaborate around the modality.  

Participant 7 discussed the difference in expectations and work product based on 

delivery modalities:  

I think we have an ethical obligation to our online students to let them know 

upfront that there are certain things that you have to be able to do in an online 

class that you may not need to do so much in a traditional class. Time 

management is much more important. Making sure you're getting your 

assignments done on time, those types of things that intrinsic motivation has to be 
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there. They can't expect to be told every class period what's due the next class 

period. They have to look at it on there and find it and do it. There's got to be 

some way of communicating that to students. Not for everybody.  

The idea of different expectations was something that affected the quality discussion 

around reaching students and helping them understand the differences in what makes 

them successful based on the delivery system or modality. 

Participant 8 wondered what could replace the lecture:  

I guess the thought is just like, how do you know you're covering the same 

amount of content material that you would cover in a traditional semester? What 

actually replaces a lecture, one lecture period in an online? Is it listening to 

podcasts and writing responses? Is that really the same as attending, going to a 

lecture or classroom activities? 

Participant 8 also was concerned how peer evaluation might work with the online 

modality:  

The way we evaluate each other is through classroom observation, and our 

package that we submit, which has other stuff, but the way we evaluate each other 

on teaching is really ... People come observe the classroom. I don't know what the 

comparable thing is in an online. I could see that whole course. It seems to me 

you wouldn’t be able to see quality by looking at an online course. 

The challenge of being evaluated in a way that could measure effectiveness in an online 

modality was a concern for this faculty member and could be an area to work with faculty 

closely in developing assessment measures that would have implications across different 

technologies and modalities.  
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Quality in relation to delivery systems based on faculty perceptions was impacted 

by the faculty members’ own experiences and feelings around their connections with the 

students and ability to be more than facilitators. The faculty’s perceptions of the students’ 

preferences and experiences, the concern around good evaluation methods for faculty 

teaching in this type of modality, and the ability of the faculty and institution to meet 

their ethical obligations around setting expectations for success with the online delivery 

method are central topics for discussion between administrators and faculty as execution 

of the modality is implemented.  

Faculty and Curriculum Quality  

One of the key subthemes that arose during the discussion around academic 

quality was the quality of those who joined the ranks of the faculty community at the 

college or university. This concern began with the very process by which faculty would 

be hired or brought in if they were distinct from the regular full-time faculty, as 

Participant 1 explained: 

And there was a lot of concern that we were going to be using remote faculty, 

folks from outside the university, adjunct faculty, uh, and that was I think where 

most of the, the faculty started to be nervous that we were using people that 

haven't been vetted through the normal hiring process. 

The tension around bringing adjuncts in to fill the need based on growth of the 

online modality and creating a separate process of hiring is a key issue that needs 

addressed when utilizing faculty outside the traditional community. Again, Participant 1 

stated, “there was a lot of, a lot of angst for a while about having people from outside 

come in and, and deliver our, our material.” This idea of hiring faculty not vetted in the 
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same way as traditional faculty created anxiousness around quality in the ranks of the 

institutional community.  

The concern about over-utilizing adjuncts has been a concern often debated but 

was amplified within the online modality, as Participant 2 discussed: 

Again, you have to be careful a lot of time with adjuncts and ownership, because 

a lot of times, and with traditional classes or hybrid, if they get bad evaluations 

they're not invited back to teach. A lot of times, we worry about grade inflation. 

Are they giving everyone good grades just because they want to keep teaching? 

There's a lot of different things, so it's hard to answer that question.  

The concern about adjuncts seemed amplified because of their disconnection to the 

physical campus.  

This concern also led into a concern around ownership as well as the fear of 

placing intellectual property out into cyberspace that could then be captured without a 

need for the faculty member’s involvement. Participant 6 discussed this problem:  

The other biggest issue was just control. Think about it. When you build a course 

and you teach it the first time online, all of a sudden, you're no longer needed 

because they can just capture your lectures. They can just capture your material, 

and therefore you're obsolete. That was a huge resistance with a lot of faculty 

members was just the fear of losing control of their material. Think about it. Even 

in your program, how many of your teachers are teaching from original 

manuscripts that they wrote themselves versus using books? I could tell you, if 

you go far enough back, there are a number of teachers who did not use 

textbooks. They had their own manuscripts, their own material that they taught 
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from, and it was a very scary proposition to then all of a sudden put it online, and 

therefore guess what? It's out there. It's no longer something that they were able to 

guard. 

Control of curriculum and quality became linked in many of the interviews.  

The voice of the faculty and centrality of the specific faculty member’s 

connection to the material and the students was key to the conversation faculty seemed to 

want to have with administrators. It was viewed as important in differentiating the 

institution’s offerings and guarding the quality question, as Participant 6 explained:  

How do you differentiate yourself? That gets to your faculty. The faculty voice 

needs to be within the course. That's where it becomes critical. The faculty voice 

needs to be still prominent within on online course. You can't just turn the switch 

on and just have the class run. You've got to still have the faculty, that persona, 

that personality that needs to resonate within the course; otherwise it's just going 

to be like any other class. 

In any conversation around quality, faculty, or guarding the institution’s 

reputation, faculty need to be at the heart of how an institution moves towards 

implementing the modality. The question that was common among the faculty who were 

interviewed seemed to be whether institutional leaders understood that the best platforms 

and technologies could not rival great engaging faculty in the classroom or the distance 

learning model. That said, this issue has to be addressed explicitly to create openness 

during the implementation stage of the online modality.  

In the prior paragraphs, hiring process, utilization of adjunct faculty, and 

ownership of curriculum were aspects of quality that were highlighted. The final aspect 
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under this subtheme that was part of the conversation centered around curriculum 

development itself. As faculty wrestle with online, perceptions around rigor will need to 

be addressed to engage faculty and create the type of buy in that is necessary not only in 

implementing but in creating the type of partnership that produces best practice 

continuous improvements.  

Participant 5 discussed the general concern that emerged in different ways during 

the faculty interviews:  

I mean, let's be honest, the fully online purveyors of degrees out there that 

everyone is aware of if they watch any TV at all. You know, your University of 

Phoenix or, here in New Hampshire, Southern New Hampshire University has a 

campus right across the street from us. There's the online places, and some of 

them are better than others. Many, many, many people have gone to these 

institutions and gotten degrees, including some of our staff members here. I think 

there is a certain concern that these programs are not high quality, and that the 

reputation, if we become lumped in in the same way with those institutions, that 

our reputation among “purely academic” institutions might suffer. 

Many faculty discussed that they knew and even worked with graduates from the 

programs that had shown growth but affected the value of the degree within the mind of 

the academic communities they belonged. The entertained question was whether 

extensive growth equated to dilution of academic degree.  

Participant 5 explained he believed there is openness with working together 

towards common goals but that faculty do see their role as protecting the institution from 

overreaching: 
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You know, I don't think, from my own perspective, from faculty that I know here, 

if somebody had a successful idea, or what was perceived as a successful idea for 

an online program that could get the university a bunch of money, or attract 

interest from students across the area, or across the world, I don't think our faculty 

would be resistant to that idea. But I think they put a lot of stock in what a 

University of New Hampshire degree is, and they want to make sure that the 

quality of the degree is up to their standards. Certainly, if to grow a program from 

scratch like that, you needed to bring in a whole bunch of adjunct faculty to teach, 

that the residential faculty don't know, there would be some questions about who 

these people are and what their expertise is and what their teaching, and all of 

those things, I think, would be concerns.  

Again, the faculty did not seem to be against the university or college expanding but 

wanted the expansion to be done in a way that was intentional and that protected the 

reputation and value of their degrees.  

Participant 6 actually discussed seeing a tipping point over the years at his 

institution:  

There's a lot more support. Think of it this way, Jayson. It's very scary. I'm one of 

18 kids in my family. I have 17 brothers and sisters, I was mentioning to you. I've 

got five brothers and sisters that are currently teaching either at Oakland 

University, Macombe, or Oakland Community College. They were great guinea 

pigs for me because they originally said, "There's no way I'm ever going to teach 

online," but then research came, and then the instructional design methodologies 

came into play, and the rigor that was necessary to build these courses, and 
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making sure that faculty understood that cheating happens in the classrooms as 

well as online, but not necessarily more online than in the classroom, and then just 

the adaptation. Once faculty started to embrace it, they got more curious, and they 

were willing to embrace it themselves, and then it got to a point where the dam 

broke and faculty started to embrace it, at least the majority of faculty at least 

thought about a blended approach to teaching online. 

Research and the conversation surrounding efficacy were key discussion points 

for institutional leadership to have with faculty. Admittedly, economic realities were 

often lost in execution. The faculty’s need for assurance of quality, however, opened 

discussion on whether rigor was owned by faculty to ensure quality and on offering a 

possible collaboration space to gain not only acceptance but tap into the human capital 

that existed within the institution. 

Institutional Reputation 

The institution’s reputation was a subtheme that developed under quality. As 

stated above, there was concern around how the online modality strategy affected 

dilution, expansion of faculty ranks, and curriculum that often led to a concern about the 

institution’s reputation and brand in the community. Participant 1 discussed how faculty 

associate the internal online modality with external competitors’ brands:  

And so it, you know, it kind of depends on, on the university or the, the program, 

how they want to handle this. But it's, you know, faculty, faculty worry about that, 

that their reputation is going to be besmirched because now it's online. You know, 

and that's because online learning really started outside of the, the, the traditional 

academic universe, and it started with people like, um, you know, Phoenix and 
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Walden and such. And, you know, the faculty still see those as non, non, uh, um, 

non-degrees. 

How institutions are able to differentiate and even show distinctiveness in the 

online strategy to that of some others who have had a devalued reputation in at least the 

academic community will be critical to the necessary conversation between university 

leaders and faculty.  

Participant 2 discussed the relationship to pace of growth and how he believes his 

institution may be approaching this in a positive way, protecting the reputation by 

managing growth:  

For instance, we've all heard of some online universities that are a joke. Some that 

aren't even accredited. I think you have to be very careful in your growth rate as 

far as online to make sure that you have the proper resources, and the proper 

training for faculty. I think that our university is doing a good job with that. I 

think that they're doing the right thing. Does it mean that they are missing out on 

maybe more money because they can have more students if they allowed for that? 

Yeah, but I'm glad that they're really looking at the quality and not growing so 

quickly that it can ruin the institution’s reputation. I think in that respect, it's a 

good thing, and I'm glad that the university has that type of a stance. 

Participant 3 discussed her concerns around growth affecting curriculum, which 

in turn could lead to hurting the institution’s reputation and brand value:  

I have seen curriculum development ... I've seen curriculum proposals come 

through with the explicit rationale of our partners in the [online] program, for 

example, are asking for this kind of course because this is what they want their 
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employees to be able to do. It's kind of, it's raising eyebrows. Faculty are 

developing, at least anecdotally my conversations with faculty, but also my 

experience in looking at the curriculum development of online courses, that we're 

growing a little bit jaded about that model for offering education and concerned 

about how that will affect us in the traditional face-to-face classroom side of 

things. 

This concern that the online modality leads to affecting internal process and 

faculty control over curriculum emerged in the reputation discussion, as Participant 3 

continued: 

I want to restructure to say let’s give them the approval but also require that the 

substance of the proposal be fleshed out because then the accompanying concern 

is that without sufficient vetting ... the folks who are originally proposing these 

courses or programs are not necessarily experts in those particular areas. They are 

the only full-time faculty we have there in CPS. They are at a disadvantage with 

those regards. The accompanying concern is that Institution 3 is going to be 

known more and more as an institution with this huge online component that is 

just pushing out courses and certificates and degrees to meet clients’ needs and 

that is going to affect our reputation as a whole and we'll start being considered 

the next University of Phoenix. That is a concern I've heard expressed from 

faculty. 

Again, what emerged was the relationship between online driving rapid program 

growth and development, diluting quality, and changing or limiting vetting frameworks 
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while changing the composition and perception of the institution, as Participant 3 

expressed:  

There's a lot of concern about not only how the tail might wag the dog but what 

that means for our reputation. The traditional on-campus faculty are not happy 

about that. Plus, I see that our curriculum on the CPS page could absolutely use 

better vetting.  

Participant 3 concluded with the link to mission and an inference to the overall identity:  

I think you've got to be clear about the purpose of online learning as it relates to 

the college’s, the institution's overall mission. Certainly, I think what Southern 

New Hampshire and possibly Institution 3 are facing is a tension to some degree 

between the institution's mission and the deployment of online learning. Thinking 

closely about how online learning fits within the institutional mission. 

It is clear that identity and institutional reputation is on the mind of the faculty, requiring 

this to be a direct part of any conversation between the faculty and administrators 

throughout the online modality execution.  

Participant 5 discussed concern around fully online degrees that may impact 

acceptance among faculty if not engaged directly:  

I certainly think that the fully online program thing, I think, is much of the fact 

that faculty don't think that a degree program that's fully online might not have as 

high of a prestige in the marketplace, perhaps. That selling the degree, your 

degree, on your CV or resume to an employer, might be less successful if that 

employer thought that your degree was something online. I don't know, because it 

shows a different ... I don't know! I wonder about that myself. 
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This awareness of doubts may require discussion around what the online modality 

can mean within different institutions and fleshing that out together. Participant 5 also 

discussed a different aspect of campus reputation in loyalty to the institution when 

describing the effect of graduates who may never set foot on campus:  

I think there's a little bit of concern on the part of faculty about maybe the lost 

connection you're making with your students when you're not seeing them face to 

face. You're not establishing loyalty to the institution maybe as much. You're not 

establishing the personal connections that will help those students get jobs later. 

Maybe you're not having as big of a footprint in the community because public 

events that interact with the community are not as great, because your online 

students are not going to come to a lecture maybe that you would normally offer 

to the community, where as your face-to-face students might.  

This was an indirect impact of the online modality that needs to be unpacked 

through conversation in the campus community. The very fact that faculty consider this a 

concern shows the value of a holistic discussion around the overall impact both in 

campus reputation or loyalty of graduates and long-term economic challenges around 

philanthropy. Again, not a problem solved but a key area of discussion for institutions as 

they work with faculty perceptions and barriers to a fully engaged execution that brings 

optimal benefits to the college or university. 

Participant 4 indicated how faculty expressed their reservation outside of formal 

channels:  
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“Oh, you know, we've got to maintain the quality of the Institution 4 brand. We 

don't want to become a University of Phoenix.” It was a snide little remark about 

how our reputation's so much better. We have to keep that up. 

Unless the broad conversation addresses the beliefs or concerns outside of the formal 

conversation, full engagement and adoption of the online modality in the life of the 

institution may be limited. 

On several levels, the themes of quality and perception were prevalent in faculty 

discussion. The utilization of faculty within their ranks, the utilization of adjuncts, the 

vetting process of adjuncts when different from the traditional campus faculty, ownership 

of curriculum and losing control of intellectual property, and the reputation of the 

institution were all key components of what needed to be addressed in conversations with 

faculty to influence perception and create understanding and even a shared way forward 

that addresses these concerns. There was concern about online as an effective modality of 

delivery but also an openness to discuss and understand the necessity and even the value 

of what the specific online delivery could bring to the quality discussion. Participant 1 

came to this realization: 

It took me one iteration to realize that, that I was wrong, that, in fact, some of the 

things I was doing online, although online, without having any, you know, 

interaction with them in a, in a residency or some kind of a, a virtual classroom, I 

could be just as effective. And so, you know, if faculty are reticent, I think that 

what changes it is when they get in and actually get to do the, do the design and 

delivery of the program. Uh, and then you get some faculty who are, you know, 



A LEADER’S UNDERSTANDING 68 

are going to be resistant forever. They're, they're not going to, they're not going to 

see the, the, the value of this. But you know what really drives it is students. 

Research Questions Revisited 

The primary research questions that the study sought to answer were about how 

the full-time faculty regarded online education differently based on their level of 

engagement. What level of involvement or ownership did the faculty member find 

optimal to ensure quality and the reputation of the institution? How did the faculty 

perceive the online initiative in regards to institutional alignment? Finally, what are the 

most important factors for leaders and administrators to understand in executing the 

online modality to garner faculty support and engagement? 

Research Question One  

How does the full-time faculty regard online education differently based on their 

level of engagement? There was no one way institutions engaged their faculty in the 

execution of their online modalities. Some engaged them from the beginning and even 

aligned the creation with institutional projects that overlapped different needs, like 

moving from semesters to quarters. Participant 1 highlighted this: 

The other thing that's kind of had a, an impact on how well or how quickly we 

were able to take these classes over was the fact that at about the same time we 

launched our MBA program, uh, the university went from quarters to semesters, 

uh, which made us, made us and it forced us to re, redesign a lot of our courses. 

And while you're redesigning, you might as well put them online. Yeah, I think it 

was helpful for the College of Business anyway, to have that, that sort of double 

purpose for working over our curriculum.  
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Others, like Participant 3, saw leaders trying to reconcile two parallel strategies 

retroactively:  

At some point in all of that, the administration and the academic affairs committee 

has been hashing out an online and hybrid course policy for the faculty handbook. 

That kind of fell off the map. It was put on hold out there somewhere. That's still 

hanging. That would have been, I think, a real start for engaging faculty across the 

college in the discussion of the place of online and hybrid courses, regardless of 

whether it was on the traditional or nontraditional or graduate side of the 

education. Other than that, I know that some Deans have to varying degrees 

brought up the discussion at division meetings for the potential development of 

online courses, but it has not been a really significant or substantive conversation 

on the traditional side of things as the administration continues to work through 

some pretty significant restructuring. 

Whether engaged from the beginning or retroactively, being a part of the 

conversation and involved in setting direction were critical to perceptions and building 

trust. To put it in a direct frame, Participant 3 continued, “Dialogue needs to happen with 

the faculty.” Early and often was a consensus to affect perceptions.  

Many institutions also set up how and when faculty could teach, with some giving 

little guidance and others trying to influence or direct the level of engagement. As an 

example of the former, Participant 4 described:  

It was basically, "Here you go. Run with it." and also the challenges of the 

completely hands-off approach. You really have to figure out where things are. Who's 

offering them? Is it actually relevant to what you're trying to do in your course? There 
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were some fits and starts. I would attend a workshop or some kind of seminar and then 

find, well, that really wasn't helpful. It was too basic, or maybe it was too advanced, and I 

wasn't ready for that particular type of training. There are a lot of resources available 

here, but they're not always communicated clearly to the faculty who need them… a lot 

of really important information doesn't get to us because we can't get through all of it. 

You're constantly trying to sift through it to find things that are relevant for you, and so 

stuff gets lost. There were a lot of faculty at this conference who were like, "Oh, well, 

okay.”  

The latter prescribed approach, one where the institution applied pressure, had its 

own challenges with regards to faculty perception, as explained by Participant 5: 

I think if the faculty feel like they're being forced to build something they don't 

see a demand for, they don't see a need for, then there could definitely be 

resistance. I know that we have programs in engineering technology, and one of 

the previous teams wanted to build out a manufacturing engineering technology 

program, and I don't think the faculty were ever that excited about it. Faculty has 

a lot of means at their disposal to drag their feet and not do something they don't 

want to, even if paying lip service to it. Then I don't think that program will ever 

get off the ground is my impression. I certainly think that's part of it.  

Participant 7 saw both extremes when describing a former and current 

institutional approach:  

My last institution was just kind of haphazard. We thought, "We're going to have 

an online program, so let's do this." Here, it's laid out a little more ahead. Now, 

the way they do our employment agreements generally will include, especially for 
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all new hires, will include a clause in there that you may be asked to teach online, 

face to face, or hybrid. That meets the requirement of the Collective Bargaining 

Agreement that we're not forced to do them, but if you signed an employment 

agreement saying you understand you might be asked to do that, then they're not 

forcing you at that point. They're actually very flexible so far. They haven't told 

someone they have to teach online if they don't want to. 

 The commonality seems to reside not at which end of the spectrum an institution 

lies (or somewhere in between) but instead in the engagement of the faculty voice and the 

intentionality around understanding that voice and allowing it to be a part of the shaping 

of the modality within that specific institution. There were many examples of concerns, 

ways to support, and perspectives on unintentional consequences, but the feeling that 

communication was initiated and the voice of the faculty had an influence in the shaping 

of things around the modality seemed to be the overarching factor affecting perceptions 

with the faculty. Participant 3 affirmed this in her advice to an institutional leader:  

Be transparent and in dialogue with the on-campus faculty about the role of online 

learning. I worry about any model that uses online learning as a business rather 

than education. While institutions need money, it's useful to have certain 

programs or elements that can be relied upon as a cash cow so to speak, how does 

that fit into ... what does that mean for the culture of learning to which specifically 

the on-campus faculty are trying to buy into or are there because they buy into the 

culture of learning. Online education can potentially upset that culture or 

undermine that culture.  
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A culture of openness may help leaders understand which pathway works within 

the culture of that institution. Participant 1 summed up what was necessary in 

implementing the online strategy or any new strategy:  

You have to get the faculty on your side. Uh, you have to get the faculty excited 

about doing this. And that means that you've got, you've got to spend some time 

maybe with, with some external help to, to paint the right picture of where, where 

online learning will take you and what are the advantages to the, to the faculty, as 

well as the institution. But, uh, again, you're going to come down to talking your 

faculty into, into doing this. 

It comes back to making space and time for conversation with your faculty.  

Research Question Two 

How were the faculty members’ perceptions affected by the online initiative in 

regards to institutional alignment? This question was addressed throughout the interviews 

and reached across themes and subthemes from control in the organizing framework 

becoming an influencer to perception. Participant 1 discussed the topic: 

And that, that division (a segregated framework for the online modality) really 

was not, it was supposed to be our centralized function. But they didn't work very 

well as a centralized function because they were taking over, they take over 

programs from the college and offer them. And here's the problem when you're 

taking a Master's program especially. That curriculum belongs to the college. And 

when you give it to somebody else in the, in the university to deliver and to, to 

help control over, it creates real problems, especially with the faculty. But, um, 

so, that, that worked for a while, but the reason it, it sort of failed was because 
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colleges own their, own their curriculum, and that particular office was trying to 

take over the whole thing and they wanted to do all the, all the registration, all the 

admissions, all the, all the things that a college would normally do. And it sort of, 

it sort of faded into the background over time. And the people that were, were 

running that of course left the university, so the, the champions were no longer 

there. And we, we sort of morphed away from, from that kind of approach.  

This quote, originally discussed early in Chapter Four, shows the danger of poorly 

aligned frameworks and institutional strategy negatively impacting perceptions. It also 

illustrates, as concluded previously, the danger in perceiving an ultimate sustainability 

between an online modality strategy (or any change strategy) being champion driven 

versus institutionally driven through consensus.  

Participant 2 discusses perception and alignment in this way when discussing how 

each institution implements the online modality or any new initiative:  

I think it depends on the mission and the vision of the institution. I think that's 

different with each institution. We have, I think, about 4,000 students. We're a 

very small university. It's mostly undergraduate. I would say between the graduate 

and the undergraduate, there's probably 300–400 students who are just online 

100% students in the university. I think if you do not have the proper resources, 

the proper training, it can be a huge failure, and it can give the institution a bad 

name. 

Implementation and the perception of the institution’s execution of the online 

modality clearly shape the perceptions of the faculty regarding the modality. Faculty have 

a desire to guard against anything that could dilute or change the central character of the 
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institution. This becomes even more important if the faculty view the decision of 

leadership as less than transparent or if they believe decisions are made strictly for 

economic expedience, as Participant 3 stated:  

I think that faculty sees through the flimsy messaging from the administration that 

we are, we as in the institution, is unifying all of its divisions including the 

traditional and the nontraditional when it's so clear Continuing Professional 

Studies has an entirely different agenda. Be transparent and in dialogue with the 

on-campus faculty about the role of online learning. I worry about any model that 

uses online learning as a business rather than education. While institutions need 

money, it's useful to have certain programs or elements that can be relied upon as 

a cash cow so to speak, how does that fit into ... what does that mean for the 

culture of learning to which specifically the on-campus faculty are trying to buy 

into or are there because they buy into the culture of learning. Online education 

can potentially upset that culture or undermine that culture. 

The importance to the faculty of maintaining the integrity of the mission of the 

institution while having candid conversations about economic realities and how to best 

move forward were consistent across the participant interviews. 

Research Question Three 

What are the most important factors for leaders and administrators to understand 

in executing the online modality to garner faculty support and engagement? When the 

interviews began, the researcher assumed the data might lead to a pathway for executing 

the online modality in ways that positively affects faculty perception and thus creates 

support and engagement. This final question will be more broadly discussed next under 
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recommended solutions, but to close the revisiting of the research questions, the 

researcher found that the participants indicated commonality not on a specific way of 

execution with the modality but instead on the necessary framework of discussion and 

identification of collaboration around shared goals. 

Faculty expressed different expectations around support tools and the ability to 

decide levels of engagement. They explained how important learning communities were 

and the ability to clearly understand where they could find necessary support. Different 

institutions set up very different structures and faculty expressed concern around 

intellectual ownership and job security, but every faculty interview touched on the 

importance of faculty’s involvement in the conversation at every stage. This was the data 

point that shifted the researcher’s lens.  

During the research, the discussion with faculty indicated there may not be one 

best way to set the structure of the online modality. The interviews seemed to point 

toward the best way depending on the type of institution and its history, geography, 

mission, and faculty composition, which require different but equally valid approaches. 

The one commonality, though, seemed to be the faculty’s feeling of ownership and a 

shared voice with the administration in the evolution of the modality and its connection to 

the university’s community and tradition. In the reflection of the interviews conducted, 

coding completed, and themes identified, what became clear was the quality of the 

relationship. The conversation between faculty and institutional leaders created more 

impact on perception than any best practice or specific strategy for implementation of the 

modality. Next, we move to a framework for execution that respects differences in 

institutions of higher education based on mission, geography, curriculum, and faculty 
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composition while building a model that incorporates and encourages collaboration that 

leads to distinctive approaches and shared learning communities around the online 

modality.    

Summary 

As the research interviews with faculty were conducted, four main themes 

emerged. They were the organizing framework of the college or university regarding 

execution of the online modality, support and training within the execution of the online 

modality, and quality perception of the online modality. Throughout the first three themes 

runs the importance of faculty engagement with institutional leaders in executing the 

online modality. In Chapter Five, the researcher will review the key findings from the 

interviews by theme and outline a framework that a college or university could utilize to 

better execute the online modality within the specific institution of higher education.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction and Overview of the Problem 

 

As stated in Chapter One, higher education is experiencing a time of great 

disruption. Technology and modality continue to transform the definition of a classroom 

and the way education is delivered. In addition, the economic pressures of private and 

public institutions and the gloomy outlook of financial rating agencies towards the sector 

are resulting in a pace of change that is causing great uncertainty. Agility and the ability 

of institutions of higher education to extend value proposition without losing intrinsic 

values will be critical to survival of an institution that can still live its mission.  

Online education has expanded from a few not-for-profit and for-profit colleges to 

almost every post-secondary institution in some form. Some have leveraged the ability to 

drive revenue by separating the online modality or division into a segregated strategy that 

acts autonomously from the traditional institution (e.g. Southern New Hampshire 

University and University of Maryland University College). Others have incorporated 

within the traditional university faculty model. Support among traditional faculty has 

lagged significantly compared to acceptance of other stakeholder groups such as students 

and employers.  (Kent, 2013). The problem the study explored centered on attitudes and 

perceptions in the implementation of an online strategy with the full-time faculty. 

The study examined the attitudes and perceptions of faculty towards online 

education at various levels of engagement or involvement in the delivery or construction 

of the programs. The purpose of the research was to understand the challenges of 

perceptions of the full-time faculty when segregating and/or integrating the online 
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strategy in developing faculty support/engagement. The study attempted to contribute to a 

better understanding of how to garner faculty support of the online modality critical to 

successful growth.   

Statement of the Problem  

As stated previously, faculty are the driving force of any institution of higher 

education. They are the critical stakeholders to move forward any change in the academic 

life of an institution. Institutions are organizing their online efforts in very different ways. 

Research indicates faculty support lags those of other stakeholders for online learning 

(Kent, 2013). The study examined attitudes and perceptions of the full-time faculty when 

the online division is separated or segregated from the regular campus faculty.  

 In understanding the attitudes and perceptions, the study added to the 

literature about what anxiety may exist from a faculty perspective in the validity and rigor 

of online learning. How those concerns were exasperated or addressed through the 

structure of an institution was explored.  This understanding will add to the body of 

scholarly work towards a better conversation around “Best Practices” in executing the 

online modality.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative case study was to explore and 

identify themes from full-time faculty that emerge when online education is executed as a 

strategic direction by segregating or integrating the manner of delivery from the full-time 

faculty and, in some cases, even operates as its own division with support structures 

within a college or university. Did the separation or integration of the delivery of online 
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education create an environment where financial models and competition for resources 

caused challenges to perceptions of validity within the culture of a college or university?  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to identify themes from internal full-time faculty, both 

positive and negative, that emerge when online education as a delivery method becomes 

segregated or is integrated with the full-time faculty. 

Solutions and Applicable Leadership Theory 

In the course of conducting the research for this study, it became clear that faculty 

members understood that the ground of higher education was shifting due to the evolving 

technology in the classroom and expectations from the marketplace (Babson, 2014). 

There was agreement that institutions will need to adapt their value proposition to not 

only survive but thrive while carefully guarding the unique identity of the college or 

university. The faculty are, or should be, at the center of this conversation and are, in fact, 

leveraged as intellectual capital by being brought into the conversation at all stages. That 

said, it will not be enough if the conversations are static within a closed circle or silo and 

have a defined end period. The conversation framework needs to include all stakeholders 

around critical issues that will need to be addressed and reimagined as technology and the 

classroom evolve and are redefined. As pointed out in “Creating ‘Learning Laboratories’ 

for Sustainable Development in Biospheres: A Systems Thinking Approach” by Nam C. 

Nguyen, Ockie J. H. Bosch, and Kambiz E. Maani (2011), the concept of learning labs 

must be an ongoing learning community in which “The learning laboratory is a process as 

well as a setting and place in which a group of stakeholders can think and learn together” 

(p. 3).  
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The underlying perception on the faculty side was often the feeling of 

disconnectedness from the conversation and isolation from a community they could 

engage and learn with instead of feeling they were “on their own.” On the 

administration’s side, the challenge was balancing how prescriptive to be while adapting 

to the marketplace expectations and respecting academic freedom. The common ground 

seemed to be protecting the long-term sustainability of the university or college. The 

disconnect was how to address that in ever-evolving technology while not perceiving the 

other as an adversarial force. (Babson, 2014) 

Colleges and universities must develop a framework to learn together, capture the 

learning, and rethink on an ongoing basis what implications are arising based on the body 

of decisions implemented by the learning groups. As Susanne Owen (2014) wrote in 

“Teacher Professional Learning Communities: Going Beyond Contrived Collegiality 

Toward Challenging Debate and Collegial Learning and Professional Growth,” 

“Participants working together regularly over an extended timeline, shared values and 

vision, practical activities focused on student learning, taking an inquiry stance, being 

reflective and collaborating and sharing experiences, are characteristics which are 

consistently highlighted” (p. 58). There may not be one best way to introduce the online 

modality or any specific new technology that redefines the educational student and 

faculty experience, but a framework to create the community’s learning groups, which act 

as a lens to understand and reflect on implications, will be critical. Below are four 

recommended steps, based on the research outlined in this study, that develop a 

framework to understand and execute the online modality by respecting the individual 
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identity of the institution, its faculty, and influence perceptions so engagement across the 

institution is the outcome allowing them to move forward together.  

1. Develop cross-functional learning communities based on The Law of Three 

(Bourgeault, 2013) framework that tackle policy, practical implications of 

process, and reflection on long-term implications for the university community. 

The themes that emerged in Chapter Four of disconnectedness from the 

conversation and concerns around quality or institutional alignment can be 

explored in a collaborative way within the cross-functional communities. 

Possible Law of Three learning communities to develop and their stakeholders 

include: 

a. Curriculum (Faculty, Deans, Marketing, Instructional Designers) 

i. Ownership 

ii. Development 

iii. Intellectual property 

b. Rigor (Faculty, Deans) 

i. Evaluating peers in different modalities. 

ii. Evaluating curriculum and rotating review and updates 

c. Student Experience (Financial Aid, Business Office, Alumni, Student 

Life, Career Services) 

i. Financial aid process and connection to resources 

ii. Learning materials and library 

iii. Building virtual community and institutional connection 

iv. Career support 
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d. Communication (Marketing, Communications Faculty, Deans, Vice 

Presidents) 

i. Marketing internally and externally 

ii. To the student 

iii. Across the institution 

iv. Across learning communities 

e. Others? 

2. Leaders of institutions engage across learning communities at least quarterly, 

empowering change and defining timelines for implementation that allow for a 

bias toward action at the learning community level. 

3. Create a living virtual space to capture learnings, policies, actions and 

developments in real time with each learning group updating and receiving real-

time feedback from the university community to identify what is working and 

what is causing unintended challenges. 

4. Create spring and fall symposiums to bring the learning communities together to 

present changes, findings, and gather input on implications of what has been put 

into practice. This is where mission alignment, best practice, and strategic 

planning are connected to the implementation. 

These four recommendations create the gears that turn in an interconnected way 

toward innovation and greater inclusion but allow faculty to drive the learning motion 

within the culture, as illustrated in Figure 4. 
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Figure 3. The interconnected gears 

Support for the Solutions 

Law of Three Learning Communities 

 The very formation of Law of Three (Bourgeault, 2013) learning 

communities, which is at the center of the recommended solution or framework, allows 

for a dynamic process that engineers a living conversation as things change and promotes 

an opportunity to develop intentionality and reflectiveness in executing the online 

modality. Cynthia Bourgeault wrote in her book “The Holy Trinity and the Law of 

Three” (2013) that any new reality is based on a triad model, not binary. She explained 

that the third force creates a bridge to the new reality. A simple learning community with 

a binary approach of the wrong and right way would not lead to a culture of innovation 

adaptive enough to weave together the shifting ground that is a definition of a classroom, 
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student experience, or even connectedness with the institution within the online modality. 

As illustrated in Figure 5, what shifts the conversation from static (one or the other) to 

dynamic (shifting and evolving forward) is the third influence. 

 

Figure 4. Law of Three (Bourgeault, 2013)  

As we look at how the Law of Three communities engage with one another in an 

intentional way, the affirming allows for an understanding of the issue. Denying leads to 

identifying the resistance points or, as Bourgeault (2013) points out, allowing the very 

denying or resistance factors to guide the community towards refining possible solutions. 

Finally, reconciling is a way forward that shifts everyone towards a new reality. 

David Dill wrote that David Garvin, in his work on learning organizations, “views 

organizational learning as a practical matter, and adopts a production engineering 

approach that emphasizes those underlying organizational processes such as 

experimentation, prototyping, and post audits that can be clearly linked to improved 

organizational outcomes.” (Dill, 1999) This approach (of developing Law of Three 

learning communities to engage the challenges that arise in such a shift in education 

Reconciling

Affirming

New 
Reality

Denying
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delivery or technology changes) allows for the best conversation to happen around 

unanticipated challenges across the system while intentionally pulling more people into 

the conversation. It also allows holistically moving from simply identifying the resistance 

to allowing it to inform new ways forward. In addition, space is created to capture the 

learnings along the way.   

Capturing this learning also addresses feelings of isolation and lack of 

connectedness among faculty in teaching online which was expressed in Chapter Four. 

These are built-in communities, meeting regularly, and developing a road map that allows 

for changes in course in real time. These communities should strengthen shared 

governance by establishing common ground to solve problems and reduce silos between 

faculty and staff. These communities could eventually include students, recent graduates 

and possibly industry leaders to help the institution evolve in a way that protects its 

mission while strengthening the college or university’s ability to fully leverage the new 

technology of the classroom.  

The Center for Consciousness (Conscious Living Center, N.D.) imagines the 

process as a contemplative model from the Law of Three that positions the participants to 

create dynamic communities and move away from the new modality as a static problem 

to be solved but instead positions them for an ever-changing opportunity to create new 

ways forward as illustrated in Figure 6. 
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Figure 5. Law of Three (Center for Consciousness, Conscious Living Center, N.D.) 

The Law of Three communities live to seek out new questions rather than create 

one solution for all time. They build a dynamic, ever-changing conversation rather than 

simply a mechanistic, dualistic endpoint. This creates a culture of adaptability and 

innovation that transcends today’s disruption and tomorrow’s yet unrealized 

opportunities. 

Engagement Across Learning Communities 

Leaders of institutions should engage across Law of Three learning communities 

at least quarterly, empowering change and defining timelines for implementation that 

allow for a bias toward action at the learning community level. Empowerment and 

engagement by leaders within the learning community model will be critical to the 

success of making them dynamic communities and not static meetings. Shared 

governance as a best practice brings faculty into driving the direction and defining the 

heart of the institution. For leaders in higher education, the missed opportunity to build 

their capacity by overwhelming the conversation is ever present in cultures of hierarchy. 

In “Evolution of Co-Management: Role of Knowledge Generation, Bridging 

Organizations and Social Learning,” Fikret Berkes (2009) wrote, “In addition to 
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legitimacy and compliance, justice, equity, and empowerment are also relevant because 

the basic idea behind co-management is that people whose livelihoods are affected by 

management decisions should have a say in how those decisions are made” (p. 1692). 

Imagine the innovation, energy, and intellectual capacity unleashed if shared governance 

transcends decision making and becomes a holistic conversation around the possibility 

of technology and the definition of the classroom. Now, imagine a fully-engaged faculty 

and administrator having discussion within the academic calendar marked by rituals that 

cause space to be created for the right discussion to occur.  

This recommendation is about creating the interaction quarterly so changes are 

empowered throughout the year and challenges are identified in real time. Without this 

interaction, challenges could be missed and opportunities lost in the distraction of the 

next thing. The researcher has identified disconnection as a real issue and this ongoing 

discussion helps all sides stay connected and capture the information and feedback loops 

necessary for best practice development consistent with the specific institution and its 

current challenges. 

Living Virtual Space / Spring and Fall Symposiums 

Communication, the right conversation occurring, and opportunities to connect 

and share were expressed throughout the research interviews with faculty. Nancy K. 

Schlossberg (1989) concluded in her paper “Marginality and Mattering: Key Issues in 

Building Community” that, “The problem is that for many transitions we have no rituals” 

(p. 6). This is the problem of marginalization and mattering. The living virtual space and 

the spring and fall symposiums, along with the Law of Three learning community 

framework, address the creation of a ritual within the calendar to allow people to be 
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central to the conversation and feel connected to the mission of the institution as it relates 

to the implementation of the online modality. Faculty leading these rituals and 

communities helps keep students and the education of the students consistent with the 

organizational daily practice. Utilizing the academic calendar and building these practices 

of gathering together allows everyone to build space for the dynamic conversation that 

both repeats and is created anew:  

The polar themes of marginality and mattering connect all of us – rich and poor, 

young and old, male and female. Are we part of things; do we belong; are we 

central or marginal? Do we make a difference; do others care about us and make 

us feel we matter? (Schlossberg, 1989, p. 1) 

Solution Summary 

The research began with a focus on perceptions of faculty towards the online 

modality for leaders to better address concerns or understand how to best leverage the 

support of faculty to strengthen the institution’s execution of the online modality. The 

recommendations above utilize a framework of collaboration that empowers faculty to 

engage the whole university community and lead the institution’s efforts toward this 

ever-increasing strategic initiative within higher education’s economic model. Shifting 

the leadership to faculty will better promote engagement and inclusion within the 

university community, better tap into the talent across the disciplines of a university 

community, and should lead to more holistic, innovative solutions. 

Returning to Figure 4, the interconnected framework provides ongoing motion 

delivered by the communities towards better questions and more reflection. While the 

communities drive the conversation, action moves the college or university forward in 
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reimagining what they do through the lens of the mission and the perspectives of the 

institutional community. All of these act to make the process a living energy towards 

collaboration.  

Discussion Around Implications Going Forward 

As established in Chapter One, online education has expanded from a few not-for-

profit and for-profit colleges to almost every postsecondary institution in some form. 

Some have leveraged the ability to drive revenue by separating the online modality or 

division into a segregated strategy that acts autonomously from the traditional institution 

(e.g. Southern New Hampshire University and University of Maryland University 

College). Others have incorporated the expansion within the traditional university faculty 

model. Support among traditional faculty has lagged significantly from acceptance of 

other stakeholder groups, such as students and employers (Kent, 2013). The problem the 

study explored centered on attitudes and perceptions in the implementation of an online 

strategy with the full-time faculty:  

These financial and technological disruptions coincide with a third great change: 

whereas universities used to educate only a tiny elite, they are now responsible for 

training and retraining workers throughout their careers. How will they survive 

this storm—and what will emerge in their place if they don’t? (The Economist, 

2014)  

Leadership has never been more needed in navigating the future of our colleges and 

universities through the changing business climate and shifting models of delivering 

learning. 
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The problem identified was faculty support and perceptions towards the online 

modality and how to affect engagement through influencing the perceptions of the 

faculty. This problem, however, becomes critical to not just an institution’s execution of 

online education but also to the sustainability of smaller private colleges or universities 

who lack large endowments and are tuition dependent. Expanding opportunities to extend 

their value proposition while staying consistent with mission and quality will be a 

growing conversation for these institutions on the edge of financial stability.  

Implications for Future Research 

As stated in Chapter One, a key limitation is this study’s focus solely on colleges 

and universities operating domestically. Online acceptance internationally is at a different  

developmental stage. Future research on institutions of higher education outside the U.S.  

may garner additional learnings that could be applicable to this topic. 

Another key area for future research could be in distributive leadership in relation 

to new technology implementation in the classroom and higher education in general. One 

of the areas the researcher felt needed to be explored was how to reduce the gaps between 

faculty and other roles within a higher education community. In their paper “Distributed 

Leadership: A Collaborative Framework for Academics, Executives and Professionals in 

Higher Education,” Sandra Jones, Geraldine Lefoe, Marina Harvey, and Kevin Ryland 

(2012) discussed the need for a new approach of leadership to take up changes impacting 

higher education as a sector, stating, “This paper argues that for universities to build 

sustainable leadership a new, more participative and collaborative approach to leadership 

is needed that acknowledges the individual autonomy that underpins creative and 

innovative thinking” (p. 68). The researcher believes the online modality is one example 
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of disruption that will require the recommended framework to address. A more in-depth 

look at how this framework and/or distributed leadership model will help or hinder 

addressing new technologies and shifts in higher education will be useful.  

Conclusion/Summary of the Study 

The study explored and identified themes from full-time faculty that emerge when 

online education is executed as a strategic direction by segregating or integrating the 

manner of delivery from the full-time faculty, and in some cases, even operates as its own 

division with support structures within a college or university. Do different levels of 

engagement impact perceptions of validity within the culture of a college or university? 

What does a leader need to understand to improve perceptions and improve engagement 

to better leverage the human and intellectual capital among faculty and thus across the 

institution’s community?  

The research suggested disconnectedness, a feeling of confusion around where to 

obtain resources, concern over quality and the faculty experience in the online modality, 

and isolation from other colleagues, all of which drove challenges of perceptions towards 

the online modality. The results also showed an impact on trust between faculty and 

leadership. Addressing this disconnectedness is certainly key to addressing perception. 

The ability to also create inclusion through a framework of learning communities will 

allow faculty to feel empowered to shape the future of the institution rather than 

disempowering and creating a culture of disengagement among the very faculty who can 

lead the institution towards innovation and sustainability. As an African Proverb states, 

“If you want to go quickly, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.” 
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Appendix A 

Short Summary for Faculty Participants (Received Prior to Interview) 

Introduction  

Higher education is experiencing a time of great disruption. Technology and 

modality continue to transform the definition of a classroom and the way education is 

delivered. Add to that the economic pressures of private and public institutions and the 

gloomy outlook of financial rating agencies towards the sector resulting in a pace of 

change that is causing great uncertainty. Agility and the ability of higher education to 

extend its value proposition without losing its intrinsic values will be critical to survival 

of an institution that can still live its mission.  

Online education has expanded from a few not-for-profit and for-profit colleges to 

almost every postsecondary institution in some form. Some have leveraged the ability to 

drive revenue by separating the division into a segregated profit center that acts 

autonomously from the traditional institution (SNHU, UMUC). Others have incorporated 

it within the traditional university faculty model. Support among traditional faculty has 

lagged significantly from acceptance of other stakeholder groups such as students and 

employers. The problem the study will explore centers on attitudes in the implementation 

of an online strategy segregated from regular full-time faculty. 

The study will attempt to examine the attitudes and perceptions of faculty towards 

online education when they have different levels of involvement in the delivery or 

construction of the programs. The intent is to better understand the challenges of 

segregating the online strategy in faculty support. This will hopefully contribute to better 
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understanding towards how to garner faculty support critical to successful growth in this 

critical area.  

Statement of the Problem  

Faculty are the driving force of any institution of higher education. They also are 

the critical stakeholder to move any change in the academic life of an institution forward. 

Institutions are organizing their online efforts in very different ways. Research indicates 

faculty support lags those of other stakeholders for online learning. The study will 

examine attitudes and perceptions of the faculty when the online division is separated 

from the regular faculty.  

In understanding the attitudes and perceptions, the intent is to add to the 

understanding of what concerns may exist from a faculty perspective in the validity and 

rigor of online learning and how those concerns are exasperated or addressed through the 

structure of an institution. 

Interview Protocol: Attitudes of Regular Full-Time Faculty towards Online 

Learning 

Time of Interview: 

Date: 

Place: 

Interviewer: 

Interviewee: 

Position of Interviewee: 
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Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project on Attitudes 

of Traditional Faculty towards Online Learning. I want to remind you that your 

comments will remain confidential and anonymous.  

Questions: 

1. Describe your position, tenure with the institution, background, and 

current roles within your institution.  

 

2. If your role is faculty, describe what your teaching experience has been in 

a traditional classroom, online, or hybrid.  

 

3. What has been the faculty role in the institution’s online programs and 

marketing? 

 

4. How has/has not the administration engaged the faculty in the development 

of online learning at the institution? 

 

5. What has been the influence of online learning to the perceived academic 

quality of the students entering and exiting (graduating) the institution? 

 

6. Describe your concerns or assurances around online education outcomes 

for students. 
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7. Describe your concerns or assurances around how a growing online 

population affects the culture of the college. 

 

8. If you could advise the president of the college regarding online learning 

and the institution, what are the 2 or 3 things you would want him/her to 

understand? 
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