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ABSTRACT 
Although the availability of web-based education and the number of totally asynchronous courses have 
grown exponentially in the last decade, the literature on online instruction offers limited empirical 
guidance to faculty teaching in this environment. Much of the literature is anecdotal and prescriptive, and 
much more research needs to be done to situate research in practice settings. This study examines faculty 
roles in the online environment through the perceptions of faculty teaching online and through the 
archival analysis of their courses. Data were collected through document analysis of ten online courses 
and from interviews with thirteen instructors in the humanities and social sciences. Using Berge’s 
typology of online facilitator roles, this study examined the relationship between roles as perceived and 
enacted by faculty, identified wide variations in faculty roles and participation between experienced and 
novice instructors, and explored the relationship between faculty workload and perception of facilitation 
in the online environment. Directions for future research are suggested.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
Web-based learning is growing exponentially in higher education. According to a report by the Sloan 
Consortium [1], 81 percent of all institutions of higher education offered at least one fully online or 
blended course in 2002, enrolling over 1.6 million students. The number of students taking online courses 
was projected to increase by about 20 percent in the academic year 2002–3. Considering the increasing 
enrollments in online courses and the resulting shift in the nature of student-teacher interaction, it is 
important to study the teaching and learning relationship in the asynchronous online environment. 
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Specifically, it is important to know more about the actual roles and instructional practices of faculty 
online so that research-based practices can be recommended for faculty teaching online.  
 
To address these issues, we designed a study that was guided by three research questions: 

1. How do instructors perceive their roles in the online environment?  
2. What roles do instructors enact in the online environment? 
3. What is the relationship between faculty workload and faculty roles? 

 
Answers to these questions will contribute to the literature of online education and could be used to 
design professional development opportunities for faculty members who will teach online courses in the 
future. Data were collected through (a) semi-structured interviews with thirteen faculty members who 
taught totally asynchronous online courses in Fall 2003 or Spring 2004 and (b) document analysis of ten 
archived online courses. The research questions were influenced by the literature on teaching online, 
specifically Berge’s typology on the roles of online instructors [2]. 
 

II. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
In the last decade, the literature on online education has grown rapidly. In contrast to earlier literature that 
was primarily prescriptive or anecdotal, more research-based studies have emerged. The literature that is 
relevant to this research includes studies of the roles of online faculty, online facilitation, and faculty 
workload in the virtual environment. 
 
Palloff and Pratt in an empirical study [3] asserted that as a result of the lack of face-to-face contact and 
the largely asynchronous nature of this environment, online instructors experience educational challenges 
as well as “a new set of physical, emotional, and psychological issues” (p.7). Not the least of these 
challenges is the role of the faculty member in the online environment. In an earlier and oft-cited work, 
Berge [2] proposed that the most important role of the online instructor is to accept responsibility for 
keeping discussions on track, to contribute special knowledge and insights, to weave together various 
discussion threads and course components, and to maintain group harmony. Acknowledging that there are 
many necessary conditions for successful online teaching, he proposed four categories of responsibility: 
pedagogical (i.e., intellectual tasks), social (i.e., community-building), managerial (i.e., organizational, 
procedural, and administrative), and technological functions. Allen [4], in teaching calculus online, felt 
that there was a loss in the absence of face-to-face contact and in-class demonstrations and thereby 
reported challenges such as giving proper and timely mathematical help, and addressing student isolation 
and frustration due to lack of face-to-face meetings. 
 
In a recent study of the roles of the online instructor, Collis and Nijhuis [5] focused on the management 
tasks of online faculty, which they defined as all tasks outside of content-specific work. Ko and Rossen 
[6] also examined management issues and suggested paying particular attention to (a) record keeping and 
file management, (b) managing online communications, (c) encouraging participation and managing 
workload, (d) team teaching online, and (e) managing online student behavior. Bibeau [7] explored the 
role of social presence and its relation to feelings of isolation and connectedness in the online 
environment and concluded that specific strategies are needed to build a community of learners. Bonk and 
Dennen [8] lamented the dearth of knowledge about pedagogical tools and strategies for the web, and 
they described a number of pedagogical practices, including a summary of the pedagogical, social, 
managerial, and technological strategies in online instruction.  
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Many authors define the primary faculty role online as one of facilitator or moderator, and many 
publications deal with how to be an effective facilitator or moderator. For example, Bischoff [9] argued 
that the key to effectiveness in the online environment is the instructor’s ability to assume the role of 
facilitator. Specifically, an instructor's performance is closely related to his or her ability to maintain 
visibility, give regular feedback, provide high-quality materials, and remove obstacles to student 
retention. Easton’s research [10] confirmed that in addition to many skills similar to those of face-to-face 
teaching, online instructors take on new roles, such as instructional designer and interaction facilitator. 
Heerema and Rogers [11] compared online education to correspondence courses, and they emphasized the 
instructor’s role as mediator of content in the online course. Addesso [12] stressed how online facilitation 
is similar to traditional facilitation, and he described a model of online facilitation including how to (a) 
break the ice in a positive way, (b) use specific facilitation skills, and (c) deal with common problems. 
Collison [13] explored in depth the role of instructors in the virtual classroom, and he proposed three 
principles for effective moderating: (a) moderating takes place in both a professional and social context, 
(b) the style of “guide on the side” (vs. “sage on the stage”) is most appropriate for leading a virtual 
learning community, and (c) online moderation is a craft that has general principles and strategies that can 
be learned over time.  
 
Although much of the literature suggests that the primary pedagogical role of the instructor is that of 
discussion facilitator or moderator, the research literature on online discussion is still in its infancy, and 
much of the work is prescriptive. For example, Hiss [14] discussed how online facilitators should “talk” 
to their students using humor, special languages, and other forms of online communication to humanize 
the online environment. Berge and Muilenburg [15] explored the design of effective questions for online 
discussion and identified the right questions as those that foster learner engagement in the learning 
process. Similarly, Clark [16] focused on the methods to stimulate discussion and collaboration in the 
online environment and identified methods to facilitate online discussion. Astleitner [17] proposed that 
online discussion places an emphasis on students’ comprehension and knowledge of argumentation and 
thus on how to interact with content and each other in a meaningful way, and he acknowledged that 
students may not be equipped with such skills and that faculty may not have sufficient skills in 
monitoring discussions or creating productive communities of online learners. 
  
The research literature also acknowledges a steep learning curve for novice instructors. In one of the 
major books on online teaching, Palloff and Pratt [18] recognized the difficulty in transitioning to the 
online environment and in working with courses developed by others. In a qualitative study, Conrad [19] 
interviewed novice online instructors in a graduate program and found that “their overall concerns were 
content-oriented” (p. 42). Although all considered themselves content deliverers, these first-time online 
instructors revealed little awareness of such issues as collaborative learning, learner’s social presence, or 
the role of community building in the online learning environment. Kanuka et al. [20] extended the 
understanding of the impacts on instruction when asynchronous text-based Internet communication 
technology is integrated into distance courses. Interviews with 12 university instructors revealed that 
emotional distance, feedback, and structure were concerns expressed by distance education instructors; 
however, as instructors in distance programs gained experience, they are more adept at translating face-to-
face institutional strategies to the online classroom, and they learned the technical aspects necessary for 
effectiveness with these communication tools.  
 
The integration of technology into instructional processes also poses various challenges to online 
instructors. One of the primary challenges reported by online instructors is the increased workload 
involved in online teaching. Two national reports by the National Education Association [21] and the 
National Center for Educational Statistics [22] indicated that online instructors spent much more time on 
preparation than their colleagues in the traditional classroom, a finding that has been consistently reported 
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elsewhere [23, 24, 25, 3, 5]. As a result, the expectation of an increased workload has inhibited some 
faculty members from teaching online [26, 27, 28, 29, 5]. 
 
The majority of studies addressing faculty time and workload have relied on survey and faculty 
perceptions; few studies have explored the issue of workload and time commitment systematically and 
contemporaneously. Notable are the studies that follow. Visser’s research [30] revealed that the overall 
time for developing, delivering, and assessing courses delivered in a combination of internet-based 
instruction and two-way interactive television was more than twice that for traditional courses. DiBiase 
[31], however, presented data collected in a year-long study in which he and his assistants kept detailed 
records of the time spent in teaching and maintaining two comparable university courses, one face-to-face 
and the other distance. He found that, in his case, distance courses took less time to prepare for; distance 
education courses required 2.7 hours for each student as compared to 3.2 hours for each student in face-
to-face courses. Moore [32] compared the seemingly contradictory findings from Visser’s study and 
DiBiase’s research and concluded that these contradictions may be attributed to the fundamental 
differences between the courses in each study in terms of the subject matter, the level of students' 
previous education, the nature and extent of institutional support, and even the mixture of technologies. 
Another time-on-task analysis by DiBiase [33] explored the relationship between enrollment and 
instructor workload in the asynchronous online courses, and the research confirmed the strong curved—
not linear—relationship between these two variables.   
 
Several authors have attempted to explain an increased workload by citing pedagogical and technical 
challenges in the online environment. Wilson [34] concluded that it takes more time to develop online 
courses, to interact with students, and to grade students’ assignments electronically, all of which account 
for the increased workload in the online environment. In addition, her study found that workload is 
affected by student familiarity with computer and equipment problems: when students have insufficient 
technological skills, instructors must spend additional time helping students with technical problems. 
Lazarus [35], using a longitudinal case study design, examined three courses and found that participation 
in and grading of the discussions took the greatest amount of time and that this factor remained steady 
across the semester. 
 
In summary, this review shows that a substantial body of literature seeks to identify and describe faculty 
roles online and to advance instructional strategies believed to be effective in the online environment. The 
literature also reveals that faculty perceive teaching online to be more time-consuming than face-to-face 
teaching, yet documented time and tasks studies yield mixed findings regarding the faculty workload in 
this environment. To date it is not clear what accounts for these differences and, specifically, what 
teaching practices are likely to make the faculty workload manageable. Clearly there remains a need for 
empirical studies that characterize real, situated faculty practice. Such studies will inform critical readings 
of prescriptive studies and provide an empirical basis for the design of professional development 
programs. 
 

III. RESEARCH DESIGN 
The purpose of this study was to explore the roles that faculty enact in the online environment through a 
series of semi-structured interviews and analysis of online instruction. The primary research questions 
were as follows: 

1. How do instructors perceive their roles in the online environment? 
2. What roles do instructors enact in the online environment? 
3. What is the relationship between faculty workload and faculty role? 
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The setting for the study was the electronic core curriculum, eCore®, developed and coordinated by 
Advanced Learning Technologies, a division within the University System of Georgia’s Office of 
Academics and Fiscal Affairs. The curriculum consists of lower-division, general education courses, and 
students across the system are eligible to enroll in one or more of these each term. A unique aspect of the 
research setting is that the courses are developed by teams of faculty together with instructional and web 
design experts using a consistent template and design standards for online courses. As a result of the 
collaborative development effort, these courses are not only rich in content but also highly structured, 
with detailed instructional activities and processes. For example, each course contains an online “lecture,” 
questions for guided reading, self-tests, discussion questions, interactive activities, and assessment 
activities. Guidelines for student participation are included. Following course development, the online 
courses are taught asynchronously and entirely online by faculty from various institutions in the system.  
 

A. Study Sample 
Twenty-two instructors who taught online in Fall 2003 or Spring 2004 were contacted, and a total of 
thirteen agreed to participate in this study. These instructors represent eleven institutions and seven 
disciplines in humanities and social sciences. Ten of the thirteen instructors had taught online three or 
more terms, and the remaining three were in their second online course at the time of interviews. Class 
sizes averaged around twenty students. Prior to teaching these courses, faculty members are encouraged 
to participate in a short-term online course developed for potential instructors by the professional staff. 
Technology issues in this study are managed by technical support provided by an office of the system; 
consequently, instructors may focus on instructional strategies while receiving support for other course-
related problems.  
 

B. Data Collection and Analyses 
This study relied on two primary data sources: semi-structured interviews with faculty teaching online 
and an analysis of archived online courses taught by those interviewed. A total of thirteen interviews were 
conducted with online instructors during Fall 2003 and Spring 2004. Seven were conducted face-to-face, 
and the remaining six were by telephone. We used a semi-structured protocol to guide the interviews. 
Each interview lasted approximately forty-five minutes to one hour and was audio-taped and transcribed 
to verify accuracy in the note-taking process. Each interview asked about the faculty member’s role in the 
online environment, how the role was enacted, and to a lesser degree the perception of the online 
workload. The interviews were analyzed using inductive analysis [36, 37], following the coding process 
defined by Charmaz [38].  
 
At the end of each interview, we requested and received permission from those interviewed to have 
access to a previously taught course. We intentionally chose to analyze archived courses so that as 
observers we would not affect either faculty or student performance in the online course. Due to 
technological difficulties, we only had access to ten online courses. Reviewed were the course syllabus, 
student guide, and discussion board. The literature indicates that discussion is a primary instructional 
method for online courses; therefore, we used the discussion board as the primary vehicle to view the 
instructors’ online roles and activities. Due to issues of confidentiality, the research did not include access 
to personal e-mails within the WebCT environment.  
 
To analyze the archived courses, the syllabus and student guide were read to gain an understanding of the 
overall structure and requirements of the course; then, all of the discussion postings were compiled, read, 
numbered, and classified. In the course of data analyses, Berge’s research on the role of online instructors 
[2] became a useful framework in the analysis of the interviews and the review of the archived courses. 
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Acknowledging that there are many necessary conditions for successful online teaching, Berge asserted 
that an online instructor enacts four roles to model effective online teaching, respectively, pedagogical, 
social, managerial, and technological. Table 1 summarizes Berge’s definitions of the four roles and the 
researchers’ examples of associated tasks. 
 

Table 1:  Typology of the Roles of Online Instructors 

Online Role  Definition Tasks 
Pedagogical “Revolving around duties as an educational 

facilitator; using questions and probes for 
student responses that focus discussions on 
critical concepts, principles and skills” 

Provide guidelines for assignments, 
offer intellectual feedback, explain 
issues, direct comments toward the 
content and learning objectives, 
evaluate student projects and 
contributions, etc.  

Social “Promoting human relationships, developing 
group cohesiveness, maintaining the group as a 
unit, and in other ways helping members to work 
together in a mutual cause” 

Support the development of 
collaborative learning and a social 
community. 
Express support for the learning 
process and individual needs. 

Managerial “Organizational, procedural, administrative 
tasks; involving setting the agenda for the 
conference: the objectives of the discussion, the 
timetable, procedural rules and decision-making 
norms” 

Set up discussion forum, release 
discussion questions, answer 
administrative questions. 

Technical* “Make the technology transparent” Provide students with, or direct 
students to, technological 
assistance. 

*Because system support staff assisted students and faculty with technology issues, this role was not 
included in the analyses. 
 
Issues of validity were addressed through collecting data by multiple researchers from multiple sources 
(i.e., interviews and document analysis) and by quoting the research participants’ own account of their 
teaching. By using researcher and method triangulation and thick description [39, 40], data collection and 
analysis in this study conform to accepted standards for qualitative research [41, 42]. 
 

IV. RESEARCH FINDINGS 
Data from the interviews and document analysis were combined to describe how the instructors perceived 
their roles in the virtual classroom (interview data), how they carried out and prioritized their roles 
(archival analysis), and how they perceived and handled the workload issue (interview and archival data).  
 

A. Perceived Roles of Online Instructors 
Interviews with the thirteen online instructors revealed that they perceived three primary roles in the 
online environment: course customization, course facilitation, and grading and assessment. 
 
 



JALN Volume 9, Issue 1 — March 2005 

71 

1. Course Customization: Managerial/Pedagogical Role 
All except two of the instructors reported customizing the “canned” course in the form of checking and 
updating links, testing and fixing quiz errors, adding or deleting content, revising discussion questions, 
revising instructional activities, or structuring the discussion forums. For example, some instructors 
reported tailoring the discussion questions to reflect areas of expertise, or editing the unit question to 
make the discussions more engaging. Some instructors added relevant materials when they disagreed with 
the developed materials. In some cases, instructors made decisions about adopting or ignoring certain 
instructional activities, such as a group project, based on their teaching experience. Generally speaking, 
experienced instructors were more likely to customize their courses prior to the semester; some 
considered such advance planning a time-saver in the long run. One instructor explained by saying, 

“[I] set up the calendar, the syllabus, set up the discussion but keep them closed until I’m ready to 
open them. [I] set up the quizzes; same thing—keep them locked until I’m ready. Prepare the 
initial postings, and somewhere in the future you can pick a date and release them on. So it is 
nice. I can set it up and know the software will automatically do it for me. So I try as much as 
possible to get those things done. That helps. And then I can sit up and relax and answer posts, 
instead of having to worry about the set-up … It (planning the course) is a big advantage and a 
big time-saver, if we have time before the beginning of the semester to get the course and get it 
set up. So that saves a lot of time.” 

 
The activities mentioned in the quotation above are clearly managerial ones, but other pre-course 
activities, e.g., deciding on the content to include or drop, could be considered a pedagogical decision. 
According to those interviewed, the primary effort prior to the beginning of the course was setting up the 
calendar and doing other primarily management activities so that the course would run smoothly once the 
term began. 
 

2. Course Monitor/Facilitator: Pedagogical/Social/Managerial Role 
Half of the interviewed instructors implied or stated explicitly that students should take the primary 
responsibility for learning, and that the role of the instructor is to facilitate the learning process. For 
example, one instructor who had taught online course for three years stated,  

“I always see my roles as a facilitator of learning. I don’t know what people define 
teaching to be, but what I want to try to do is to create an opportunity for the students to 
learn information and try to facilitate the process while they are doing that. I think adults, 
including eighteen-, nineteen-year-olds, should be responsible for themselves and for 
their activities. So I don’t think it is appropriate for me to take the responsibility for 
making them learn. But I do want to create an opportunity and do everything I can to 
support that as they do throughout the process.” 

 
A novice instructor who was teaching his second online course described his role in the online class in a 
similar way,  

“They (online students) are forced to learn the content really on their own. They have to 
put the content time on their own. I mean, I answer their questions constantly for them, 
but in term of real content instruction, they have to absorb the content on their own. The 
only thing I really did is to clarify and give broader discussion … opportunities and my 
role on this is largely as instructor, structuring the interaction, evaluating their work and 
giving them feedback on that.” 
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Another experienced instructor described her role as “guide on the side, not sage on the stage,” saying,  
“That is what we are really trying to mentor all the faculty to do. But I try to, for 
example, get them (online students) started in our discussion forum, and I back off, and 
let them run with it. And most of the time it works very well. I try to make a point of, 
even if just saying “nice post,” “good comments,” I try to always respond to students’ 
posts, sometimes it takes a lot of time, especially early in a semester. As the semester 
goes on, I tend to do less and less of that, and let them take the responsibility of their 
learning and for managing the discussion board on their own. And I think that is good, 
because they kind of like (that), need a little bit hand-holding at the beginning of a 
semester, but by the end most of them are just very competent and almost running the 
course by themselves.” 

 
In contrast, a senior professor, experienced in both traditional and online education, simply characterized 
his role as “teacher.” He reported responding to every single student posting, and he took pleasure in 
doing this. As a group, the instructors reported during the interviews that they were involved in the online 
discussions, although in varying degrees, and they believed they were “present” in the online 
environment.  
 

3. Evaluator/Grader: Pedagogical Role 
A review of the course syllabi revealed that the online courses are intensive with readings, discussions, 
writing assignments, and proctored exams. The instructors confirmed this observation. As a result of the 
frequency and scope of student work, all the instructors reported spending a disproportionate amount of 
time on grading assignments and providing evaluation feedback. A few of them reported grading student 
discussions on a weekly basis and providing individual students with a status report on performance 
somewhere in the middle of the semester, and most of those interviewed reported providing detailed 
comments on students’ writing assignments within WebCT. 
 
Due to time constraints, some instructors in this study reported prioritizing grading of written assignments 
and managerial tasks over participating in the discussions. According to an instructor who was teaching 
his second online course:  

“I don’t feel like I’m doing a lot of teaching here (online). I feel I am doing a lot of 
grading and structuring, but I actually wish I was really doing some teaching, and we 
were interacting back and forth… But the more demanding, pressing issue is to get 
grades back, get lessons open, and make sure the students have access to the course. And 
so you spend a lot of time doing that kind of stuff, and less of the stuff, which I kind of 
like, which is the interaction with students and really that sort of thing.”  

 
During the interviews, the instructors could describe in great detail their process for grading exams or 
other students’ work. The pedagogical role in evaluation was clearly articulated; less well described was 
the pedagogical role in specifically online activities, such as facilitating learning or leading discussions. 
 
In general, the interviews suggested that most online instructors attached much importance to the 
managerial and pedagogical tasks prior to course delivery, and that most tended to prioritize managerial 
over pedagogical roles during course delivery. Most of the online instructors felt the pressure to prioritize 
grading over participating in the discussion forum as the former was considered more urgent than the 
latter, although they were aware of the importance of facilitating student discussions.  
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B. Observed and Enacted Roles of Online Instructors 
Access to the ten archived courses allowed the researchers to look in depth into how the online instructors 
enacted their instructional roles online and to compare faculty perceptions and enactments of online roles. 
The archival analysis provided insight into the difficulty some faculty experienced in describing their 
online instructional activities—specifically, facilitation. 
 

Below are examples of faculty postings at the discussion board classified according to Berge’s three roles 
(i.e., pedagogical, social, and managerial). Following the examples are figures and tables classifying and 
comparing the roles of novice and experienced faculty. 
 

1. Examples of Instructor Postings at the Discussion Board  
• Group feedback: “Students: You did a fine job role playing, except that most of you were too nice 

to the Indians. Had the colonists been so good to the Indians … Remember, history is not made 
up of ‘might have been,’ but what actually took place.” (Pedagogical) 

• Group feedback: “I just want to commend everyone for doing such a good job with this 
discussion/debate. Many of you have done well in defending your positions, and you are engaged 
in good debate with other students while being very civil and polite. Anyway, good job, folks, 
and keep up the good work! Unit 5 will be open ‘til early Monday for those who haven’t had a 
chance to debate.” (Pedagogical) 

• Individual feedback (disagreement): “I really like your descriptions of the Tao and how it works 
in the ideal, but don’t be surprised if the Legalists and Confucians try to dismantle your 
argument.” (Pedagogical) 

• Individual feedback (probing): “One quick question: if history is a science, what IS history? Want 
to stab at defining it?” (Pedagogical)To individuals: “Welcome, (student name)! Wow, you’ve 
got a lot on your plate; I wish you success in all your goals.” (Social) 

• To class: “Welcome to the Photo Gallery! Please feel free to post photos of yourself or your 
family if you wish!” (Social) 

• Discussion questions and requirements: “Unit 5, China, has a very interesting discussion 
assignment. You initial post is due to this discussion area by (date). After you make your initial 
posting, you should respond to arguments contained in at least two other postings from different 
characters’ points of view. The postings should be at least one paragraph in length. Use available 
evidence to refute that character’s position and further support your own.” (Managerial) 

• Proctored exam: “Mm, not sure … Can you give (an administrator’s name) a call to see if she has 
an alternative site there [for your proctored exam]? Do you have her phone number?” 
(Managerial) 

• Discussion forum: “The technical assistance board is designed ESPECIALLY as a place to come 
and get technical questions answered. Not sure about something in WebCT or on a computer? 
Maybe someone can help. Post your tech questions and get answers. Don’t forget to use the Help 
tool, too.” (Managerial) 

Clearly, classifying the instructor discussion postings according to the type of roles enacted was time-
consuming and difficult, and, as can be seen above, some messages had multiple dimensions. For 
example, on the second posting above, the researchers deliberated as to the primary intention of the 
posting. The post was labeled “pedagogical” primarily because the instructor was speaking directly to 
group performance on a specific instructional activity. Posts that were classified as “social” in nature were 
more generic and were not directed specifically to learning outcomes or performance. Through multiple 
reviews, we felt confident that the posts were classified sufficiently to indicate the prevalence of the 
social, managerial, and pedagogical roles enacted at the discussion board.  
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After each post was coded, the posts were aggregated by category to indicate the prevalence of each, by 
course, for faculty experience, and vis-à-vis student postings. As the tables and figures below reveal, the 
degree of faculty involvement, as defined by participation in the discussions, varied considerably by 
course.  
 
Figure 1 shows a wide range of discussion postings by course, by students, and by instructors, even 
though the class size was similar across the ten courses. For example, the total postings across the ten 
courses ranged from approximately 500 to almost 2,000, student postings varied from 451 to nearly 
1,900, and the instructor postings ranged from 5 to nearly 500. Discussions in each course counted for 
approximately 20 percent of the grade, which motivated the students to create original and follow-up 
posts; consequently, it is not surprising that student postings account for the great majority of posts in all 
of the ten courses.  
 

Figure 1: Discussion Postings by Students and Instructors 

 N=Novice E=Experienced (The bars are ordered from least experienced to most experienced.)  

Figure 1 illustrates the wide variation in faculty presence in the discussion board of the observed online 
courses. For example, one instructor posted more than one-third of all class postings, whereas the other 
instructors entered into the discussions much less frequently, and some even posted minimally. When 
examined by faculty experience in the online environment, the courses taught by the novice instructors 
(i.e., three or fewer semesters) had fewer postings overall than those taught by their more experienced 
counterparts. The novice instructors had an average of 19 instructor postings and 869 student postings per 
course, whereas in comparison the courses by the more experienced instructors had an average of 193 
instructor postings and 1,176 student postings. A wide range of instructor participation also existed within 
the experienced group, with instructor postings ranging from 42 to 480.  
 
As described above, the discussion posts by the instructors were categorized according to the primary role 
represented in the posting. Figure 2 shows that among the ten online instructors, only four enacted the 
pedagogical roles as the leading role; the four were classified as experienced online instructors. Only two 
instructors showed a roughly equal balance between pedagogical, social, and managerial postings; one of 
these, however, posted a low number overall. Interestingly, only one of the experienced instructors posted 
fewer than fifty posts overall, the level below which all of the novices fell. 
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Figure 2: Enactment of Berge’s Three Faculty Roles by Instructor 

 

Interestingly, none of the novice instructors enacted the pedagogical role as the primary role. Table 2 
shows the number of postings classified by novice and expert instructors. The data show that more 
experienced online instructors tended to focus on intellectual tasks, whereas their novice counterparts 
seemed to spend most of their time on managerial tasks. Both groups spent less time enacting the social 
role.  
 

Table 2: Comparison of Novice and Experienced Online Instructors 

Category 
 Student 

Postings 
Instructor
Postings Pedagogical Social Managerial 

Ratio of Instructor-
Student Postings 

Total 3473 76 13 9 54 N/A Novice 

(N=4) Average 869 19 3 2 14 46:1 
Total 7054 1157 806 125 226 N/A Experienced 

(N=6) 
Average 

1176 193 134 21 38 6:1 
Total 

10528  1233 819 134 280 N/A Overall 
(N=10) Average 1053 123 82 13 28 8.5:1 

 

C. Perception of Workload 
Surprisingly, only four of the thirteen instructors reported a greatly increased workload in teaching online 
as compared to face-to-face courses; this finding contradicts most of the literature and our previous 
research. One experienced online instructor stated it this way:  

“I think I’ve got a little more efficient in some of the areas. I can go back and use posts I 
used previously. Now I know pretty much what the problems will be, so I can pretty 
much anticipate before they happen … [For example,] from the previous semesters I can 
pull out my last semester’s orientation to a lesson so we talk about that link, the 
assignment, what’s the problem. So rather than go back and redo it each time now, I use 
the previous semester’s posts as a guide.”  
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In comparison, the novice instructors found their teaching online was not that time consuming because 
“I don’t allow it to consume my time. I think it is tempting to sit online all the time and 
do that. I know these are the times I’m going to work on (my online course). I have two 
and a half hours of office hours, so I am online only during that period of time … So if 
somebody wants to find me, they can find me online and make sure I answer all my e-
mails [within WebCT] during that period of time.”  

 
The four instructors who reported increased workload also claimed to interact a lot with students in the 
discussion forum by releasing questions, providing instructions for assignments, and responding to 
student posts. 
 

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
This study found that, although almost every instructor claimed to be a facilitator in the online course, the 
frequency and type of participation online varied dramatically. Clearly, the instructors held different 
opinions about what it means to facilitate and what the responsibilities are in the facilitation of discussion 
in this environment. As stated earlier, some placed the responsibility on the student, claming that it was 
the students’ responsibility to learn and that the instructor’s role was to set up the course, structure the 
discussions, and grade the writing assignments. Others considered it their responsibility to answer 
students’ questions, provide constant feedback, and direct learning closely in the virtual classroom, 
mirroring guidelines cited in much of the literature for effective teaching online [9, 13, 2, 16].  
 
In this study, online instructors could be classified into one of three types: (1) online monitor (<75 
instructor postings), who was visible primarily at the beginning of the course and read each message, yet 
rarely participated in the discussion; (2) online facilitator (125–275 instructor postings), who released 
questions, occasionally provided feedback to individuals in the discussion, provided guidelines for 
assignments, and fostered a climate of student collaboration; (3) online teacher/participant (>450 
postings), who was highly visible in the discussion throughout the class, was responsive to student 
discussions, and interacted with students back and forth—in effect “teaching” in the virtual community.  
 
Figure 3 indicates that instructor participation varies considerably among these three types. Whereas the 
online monitors were minimally present, the online teacher contributed almost 500 postings, several per 
day and in total almost 40 percent of the overall class postings. The online facilitators, on the other hand, 
seemed to have more balance among the three roles (i.e., social, managerial, and pedagogical), and 
interestingly the student postings in these courses were higher than those in the monitor or teacher-led 
courses. This finding on student participation suggests that in combination the three roles bring about 
higher student engagement than enacting the pedagogical role alone, even when the faculty member 
engages this role at a very high level. This finding also suggests that enacting multiple roles, i.e., having a 
balance in type of faculty participation, supports not only student engagement but results in a decreased 
faculty workload in the discussion area. Our research suggests that by blending roles faculty may increase 
efficiency online while not decreasing effectiveness. Additional research should address how online 
faculty roles may differ from face-to-face roles and how online teaching approaches can bring about 
student outcomes comparable to those found in the traditional classroom. Can the same diversity observed 
in face-to-face teaching styles be brought to the online environment and still reach similar student 
learning outcomes?  
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Figure 3: Instructor and Student Postings Across Instructor Type 
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In terms of the leading role, online monitors, who were more likely to be novice instructors, primarily 
played a combination of managerial and social roles, whereas the online facilitator and teacher tended to 
be more experienced and devoted more time and attention to enacting a pedagogical role (Figure 4).  
 

Figure 4: Instructor Posting Type Compared by Role 

 
From on the categorization of discussion postings, it is also clear that the novice instructors were not 
providing much in the way of either information feedback or acknowledgement feedback as described by 
Graham et al. [25]. This finding confirmed previous research that teaching online is a learning curve [18, 
19]; novice online instructors entered the new delivery medium with little knowledge of what online 
teaching means and the strategies that are effective in facilitating the online course. 
 
Contradicting those studies that report a greatly increased workload for faculty in the online environment 
[3, 5, 21, 22, 30], this study found that workload is directly related to the enacted faculty roles. A closer 
look at the ratio of the student-instructor postings (Figure 5) seems to confirm the relationship between 
these variables. Figure 5 shows that the overall ratio of faculty to student postings is approximately 1:8.5; 
those functioning as online facilitator or online teacher yielded an even lower ratio, evidence of their 
increased participation. Those who viewed their role as online monitor saw the course largely as “self-
directed study” and spent less time in directing discussions. Those who saw the course as a delivery 
mechanism for their teaching envisioned a teaching role as advocated in the literature, and they posted 
more frequently, entered more directly into discussions, and were present online. The former instructors 
were less concerned about the time demands of online instruction; the latter instructors were more 
experienced and had learned how to be more efficient in their time allocation. 
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Figure 5: Ratios of Student Postings to Faculty Postings Across Instructor Type 

 
The courses included in this study were designed with multiple assessments throughout the course, 
thereby emphasizing in the structure of the course the faculty member’s role as evaluator. All of the 
instructors said that grading was a time-consuming and ongoing task in these courses. In all of the 
interviews, faculty could describe clearly their methods of evaluating student work (e.g., grading essays 
or reviewing answers on quizzes). From the interviews, it was found that instructors could not speak with 
the same articulation about leading discussions online as they could about evaluating student work in this 
environment. Evidently, the skills of evaluation are more easily transferable to the online environment 
than the skills of discussion. Although feedback on student learning through assessment and evaluation is 
an important part of teaching, it is only one of the necessary ingredients for effectiveness in this 
environment according to multiple scholars in the field [13, 43, 15, 3]. Additionally, feedback to students 
through assessment and evaluation was largely a private conversation between the student and faculty in 
the manner of a returned paper or quiz; thus the class as a whole did not benefit from this instructor-to-
student feedback. 
 
Because much of the literature on teaching effectiveness or best practices in the online environment 
describes the importance of building community online or facilitating discussions [3, 18], and because 
most of those interviewed spoke of their role as facilitator, this research raises the following questions: (1) 
what does facilitation mean to novice and experienced online instructors; (2) how do these different 
conceptions of facilitation lead to enacting various roles in the online environment; and (3) how do the 
various conceptions of facilitation interact with workload. Clearly, the definition and type of facilitation 
was not uniform across the instructors in this study.  
 
What other influences affect the roles that faculty enact in the online classroom? The online environment 
per se is certainly an important factor in that novice instructors were faced with learning how to use the 
new technology both from a technical and instructional standpoint. Some of the novices spoke of how the 
courses “practically teach themselves”; consequently, they saw only a limited role for the instructor in the 
online environment. Clearly, the novices did not envision the multiple instructional roles carried out by 
the more experienced instructors. The more experienced instructors saw the technology as a delivery 
mechanism, not an instructional strategy. 
 
There are several limitations to this study that we hope to address in future work. Learning about faculty 
behavior and roles online is only one part of the equation in teaching and learning. A central question is, 
what did the students do online in view of such varied faculty behavior? Did faculty engagement of their 
roles appear to affect student behavior and student learning? Also, did faculty enact teaching roles when 
giving feedback to students on assessments, or was the feedback primarily a grade? Perhaps more 
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“teaching” was going on between faculty and students in the e-mail component and the evaluation 
component of the course than appears in the public area of these courses. To answer these questions will 
require gaining direct access to student papers and examinations.  
 
Also, this study only looked at the quantity and type of faculty posting; no consideration was given to the 
quality of the faculty postings. Where is the diminishing return to enhancing student learning in the wide 
range of 5 to 480 faculty postings? Additionally, it is not known how the students evaluated the various 
courses and if those course evaluations correlated with instructor presence in the online environment. 
Access to course evaluations will give the student perspective on faculty roles in the online environment. 
 
It would also be useful to examine courses that are designed and taught by the same faculty member. Do 
instructor-designed online courses require a greater engagement of the faculty role than specially 
designed courses? Are there upper limits and lower limits on optimal faculty engagement in relation to 
effectiveness? These and many other questions need to be explored to fully develop the pedagogy of 
teaching online.  
 
In summary, this study reveals the variation in participation online between novice and experienced 
instructors and shows the discrepancies between described and enacted faculty roles. Also highlighted is 
the interaction among course design, the instructor’s attitude toward participation, instructor activity 
online, and perceptions and indicators of workload. Clearly, the instructors in this study enacted various 
roles in the online environment, and they managed their time as an expression of these interpretations. To 
understand teaching online and to bring about improvements in faculty development programs, much 
more needs to be known about how instructors understand and enact facilitation in the online 
environment.  
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