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Abstract 
Online course facilitation is critical to the success of online courses. Instructors use various 
facilitation strategies in online courses to engage students. One hundred instructors were surveyed 
on their perception of helpfulness of twelve different facilitation strategies used in online courses 
to enhance instructor presence, instructor connection, engagement, and learning. Instructors’ 
timely response to questions and instructors’ timely feedback on assignments/projects were rated 
the highest in three of four constructs (instructor presence, engagement, and learning). For 
instructor connection, ability to contact the instructor in multiple ways was rated the highest. 
Interactive visual syllabi of the course were rated the lowest in all four constructs. In the open-
ended comments, group projects and synchronous sessions were rated helpful. Descriptive 
statistics for each of the construct by gender, delivery method, and course level taught are 
presented. Significant differences were found between gender but analysis of variance failed to 
detect differences between primary delivery method or course level taught.  
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Facilitation Matters:  

Instructor Perception of Helpfulness of Facilitation Strategies in Online Courses 
According to National Center for Educational Statistics (2017), almost twenty million 

students are enrolled in online courses, and enrollment is likely to grow. By interviewing award-
winning online instructors, (Martin, Budhrani, Kumar & Ritzhaupt, 2019) found online 
instructors’ roles to be categorized as facilitator, course designer, course manager, subject matter 
expert, and mentor. In this study, the online instructor role of being a facilitator is examined (Berge, 
1995; Pappas, 2014). Online facilitation is described as to be present, available, to share expertise 
online and model for the students what it means to participate in an online course (Martin, 
Budhrani, Kumar & Ritzhaupt, 2019). Gustafson and Gibbs (2000) state that successful online 
facilitators need to learn strategies to humanize the online course and identify new ways to engage 
the learners to construct meaning. Online instructors use multiple strategies to facilitate student 
learning and critical thinking skills (Richardson et al., 2015; Schindler & Burkholder, 2014), to 
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improve students’ sense of community (Rovai, 2007), and to promote students’ connectedness and 
learning (Shea, Li, & Pickett, 2006). Berge’s (1995) study on Instructor Roles Model focused on 
the functions of instructors, which shifted from a subject expert to a course facilitator, and 
categorized facilitation into four categories: pedagogical, social, managerial, and technical.  

Previous literature discussed various types of facilitation strategies in an online setting, 
such as instructor’s feedback to students’ assignments (Badiee & Kaufman, 2014; Thiele, 2003), 
responses to students’ questions (Sheridan & Kelly, 2010), announcements (Ko & Rossen, 2010), 
questionings (Wang, 2014), and video-based course introduction (Jones, Naugle & Kolloff, 2008). 
Few studies have looked at students’ perception of facilitation strategies in online environments 
and outcomes (Martin, Wang & Sadaf, 2018; Shea, Li, & Pickett, 2006; Hew, 2015). Martin, Wang 
and Sadaf (2018) reported that instructor’s timely response and feedback were highly valued by 
students on establishing instructor presence, instructor connectedness, engagement and learning. 
Hosler and Arend (2012) found that course organization and timely specific feedback improved 
students’ participation. Shea, Li, and Pickett (2006) added that instructors’ questioning and 
feedback have positive impact on students’ perception of learning and connectedness.  

However, few studies have examined instructor perceptions regarding facilitation 
strategies in online classes and their impact on students’ learning achievements. Cavanaugh and 
Song (2014) compared instructor and students’ perspectives regarding audio feedback and written 
feedback and found that instructors had mixed feelings about giving feedback using audio, whereas 
students welcome audio feedback. Borup, West, and Thomas (2015) surveyed both students and 
instructors on their perceptions of text and video feedback in blended courses and discovered that 
both students and instructors believed that feedback in a written form is more efficient and 
organized whereas video feedback facilitated supportive communication. Santilli and Beck (2005) 
examined graduate faculty perceptions of online learning and found that about half of the 
instructors considered peer interaction as the most significant feature of online discussion and 
instructor feedback as the second most important feature. Hsiao (2012) discovered that online 
teachers use several strategies to facilitate online communication, including providing clear 
guidelines, rubrics and examples for online discussions; showing instructor presence by 
monitoring students’ discussion; and absorbing other strategies that facilitate online discussion. 
Although these studies identified faculty perceptions regarding a few facilitation strategies, online 
faculty need to be knowledgeable in the use of facilitation strategies in order to maintain high 
academic standards in online courses (Bigatel & Williams, 2015; Al-Salman, 2011). 

While specific online facilitation strategies have been examined by other researchers, 
faculty perception on the helpfulness on a variety of these facilitation strategies and the factors 
associated with them have not been studied in online settings. In order to address this limitation, 
Berge (1995) Instructor Roles Model was used as a comprehensive validated model in online 
instruction to identify a variety of facilitation strategies based on the most important roles of online 
instructors as learning facilitators. In this study, we examine (a) which facilitation strategies do 
instructors perceive to be most and least helpful in establishing instructor presence, instructor 
connection, engagement, and learning in online courses, and; (b) which factors (gender, delivery 
method, level taught, discipline) are associated with instructor perception of facilitation strategies 
in online teaching. 
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Theoretical framework for online course facilitation 
Berge (1995) categorizes instructor facilitation strategies into four functions: Managerial, 

Social, Pedagogical and Technical (Figure 1). These instructor facilitation roles were initially 
described within the online discussion context, but later Berge (2008) changed the roles to focus 
on broader online learning environments that are “informal, collaborative, reflective learning, with 
user-generated content” (p. 412). Berge (2008) suggested that some functions of instructors and 
facilitation strategies may overlap or can be categorized in more than one group.  

 
Figure 1. Online Facilitation framework (Berge, 1995). 

Pedagogical 
In the pedagogical role, instructors facilitate students’ learning and sustain their 

participation and motivation in an online course (Bawane & Spector, 2009). Pedagogical 
facilitation strategies include having clear objectives, encouraging participation, promoting 
conversations, making the course material relevant, and encouraging contributions (Berge, 1995). 
Instructors also model effective learning and keep discussions on track, provide special knowledge 
and perceptions, combine course content, and maintain group harmony (Rohfeld & Hiemstra, 
1995). To facilitate and focus effective discussions, instructors use questions and probes (Berge, 
2008). Eskey and Schulte (2010) found that instructors’ prompt responses to questions in the 
discussion and via email are two important facilitation strategies for students to be successful in 
online courses. Swan (2001) found that student to instructor interaction and active discussions 
significantly impact student’s satisfaction and their perceived learning of the course material in 
asynchronous online environments. 

Managerial 
In the managerial role, instructors design the logistics of the course. Some of the 

managerial strategies include providing administrative responsibilities, procedural leadership, 
planning and developing course materials, organizing the course, deciding the dues dates, and 
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pacing the online discussions (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001; Berge, 1995). Wei 
and Chen (2012) suggested that online instructional design should include a roadmap to effectively 
guide the learner through the course to foster a positive learning environment. In addition to 
facilitation and scaffolding, instructors should focus on organizational structure, such as learning 
objectives, due dates, and expectations to facilitate effective online learning (González-
Sanmamed, Muñoz-Carril, & Sangrà, 2014; Richardson et al., 2015). Research indicates that 
instructors facilitation in terms of prompt response to questions and timely feedback on 
assignments are important in creating instructor presence, student engagement in their courses, 
and facilitating higher levels of learning (Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Martin, Wang & Sadaf, 2018; 
Sheridan, & Kelly, 2010). Ko and Rossen (2010) suggested that regular announcements in an 
online course can be used to get students attention and remind them about the course activities 
during the semester. In online courses, instructors sending weekly reminders activities and 
assignments that are due is helpful for students to manage their time effectively (Kelly, 2014). 
Social 

In the social role, instructors encourage and promote meaningful human relationships for 
working together in a mutual cause. Some of the social facilitation strategies include using 
introductions to help build the sense of community, facilitating interactivity, modeling the 
discussions behaviors, and reinforcing online etiquettes (Berge, 1995). In online learning, 
promoting student-student or student-instructor relationships, developing cohesive groups, and 
helping students work together for their shared benefit are helpful to the success of online learning 
activities (Berge, 2008). Ko and Rossen (2010) suggested strategies for instructors to design and 
facilitate the discussions that include narrowing down topics, starting topic threads, responding to 
discussion posts, and mentioning student names.  
 Jones et al. (2008) found that video-based instructor introduction assisted in connecting 
with the students from the start of the course which contributed to students’ growth in the course. 
Researchers suggest that students demonstrate high levels of cognitive presence in discussions 
facilitated by well-structured discussions and discussion questions (Oh & Kim, 2016;Richardson, 
Sadaf & Ertmer, 2012; Sadaf & Olesova, 2017). Lowenthal (2010) recommend instructors to 
create a space to interact socially with the students, engage them, and provide feedback on time.  
Technical 

In the technical role, instructors facilitate a transparent technology environment so that the 
learners can focus on the academic tasks and learning activities (Berge, 1995). Technical 
facilitation strategies include providing resources, materials, and other tools to facilitate learning 
within the online course. Berge (2008) suggested that it is important for the facilitator to help 
learners become comfortable with the information and communication technologies being used 
within the online course. Research suggests that using multimedia tools in online courses increase 
student learning and engagement. Using synchronous tools provide opportunities for instructors 
and students to interact with each other using various features within the synchronous tools 
including audio, video, text chat, interactive whiteboard, and applications (Martin & Parker, 2014). 
Draus, Curran, & Trempus (2014) found positive relationships between content created by 
instructors in the form of videos and student engagement, satisfaction, and retention. Instructor-
created videos assists students grasp the instructional content better and connect with their 
instructors (Borup et al., 2012; Rose, 2009). Table 1 lists the 12 facilitation strategies proposed by 
Martin, Wang and Sadaf (2018) categorized by Berge’s framework. 



Facilitation Matters: Instructor Perception of Helpfulness of Facilitation Strategies in Online Courses 

Online Learning Journal – Volume 24 Issue 1 – March 2020                    5 32 

Table 1 
Facilitations Strategies in Online Courses (Martin, Wang & Sadaf, 2018) 

 Facilitation Strategies 
Social Video-based instructor introduction  

Instructor being present in the discussion forums  
Able to contact the instructor in multiple ways  

Managerial Video-based course orientation  
Instructors timely response to questions  

Instructors weekly announcements to the class  
Pedagogical Instructors timely feedback on assignments/projects  

Instructor’s feedback using various modalities  
Instructors personal response to student reflections  

Technical Instructors use of various features in synchronous sessions to interact 
with students  

Interactive visual syllabi of the course  
Instructor created content in the form of short videos/multimedia  

 
Helpfulness of online facilitation in this manuscript is examined through four variables, 

instructor presence, instructor connection, engagement, and learning. The following sections 
discuss the literature on how facilitation strategy helped the instructor be present in the classroom 
(instructor presence), how the facilitation strategy helped the instructor get to know the students 
(instructor connection), how the facilitation strategy helped the instructor engage the students in 
the online course (engagement), and how the facilitation strategy helped the instructor facilitate 
learning of the content (learning). 

Instructor Presence 
According to Richardson et al. (2015), instructor presence is defined as the “specific 

actions and behaviors taken by the instructor that project him/herself as a real person” (p. 259). 
Within the context of online instruction, instructor’s role can be seen as more of a facilitator instead 
of a teacher or lecturer (Richardson & Swan, 2003). With a focus on the role of facilitator, 
instructor presence is described as the instructor validating their personal identity by 
acknowledging and performing their role through various strategies (Martin, Wang & Sadaf, 
2018). Research has demonstrated that instructor’ presence influences their students in their 
affective learning, cognition, and motivation (Baker, 2010), students’ satisfaction (Brinkerhoff & 
Koroghlanian, 2007), and students’ sense of community (Sheridan & Kelly 2010). Vesely, Bloom, 
and Sherlock (2007) stated that receiving frequent, timely, and constructive feedback from 
instructor are important elements of instructor presence for the online students. Richardson, 
Besser, Koehler, Lim, and Strait (2016) found that instructors perceived their presence as an 
important factor in online courses. Mandernach, Gonzales, and Garrett (2006) studied instructor 
interactivity and establishing standards to enhance instructor presence in online discussions. 
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Results showed that the majority of instructors believed online instructors’ participation in online 
discussions is important. 

Instructor Connectedness 
According to Gallien and Oomen-Early (2008), “Connectedness refers to a person’s sense of 

belonging or presence, feelings of support, and level of communication/interaction with the 
instructor. Students who perceive a sense of connectedness with their instructor are likely to feel 
satisfied and perform well in their online courses” (p. 468). Similarly, D’Alba (2014) believes 
connectedness is the “perceived closeness between the student and instructor as well as the 
instructor and student” (p. 8). Regarding connectedness and its psychological effects, students with 
close connection with instructors are likely to build more confidence (Ryan, Gheen & Midgley, 
1998), feel less isolated (Cates & Slagter van Tryon, 2002), and reduce anxiety (Creasey, Jarvis & 
Knapcik, 2009). Creasey et al. (2009) conducted a survey with 94 students to validate the scale of 
student and instructor relationship and found students were less anxious as they felt more 
connected with their instructors. Creasey, Jarvis, and Gadke (2009) found that instructor 
immediacy impacts student achievement orientations which was partially mediated by student-
instructor relationship. Micari and Pazos (2016) reported that instructor connectedness together 
with self-efficacy and peer alignment are predictors of student satisfaction. LaBarbera (2013) 
examined how email correspondence between student and instructor influences students’ 
perceived connectedness with instructors. Results showed that students’ sense of connectedness 
were associated with instructor feedback, instructor interaction and support, email correspondence, 
and their satisfaction with the online course.  
Engagement 

Newman, Wehlage and Lamborn (1992) defined student engagement as “the students’ 
psychological investment in and effort directed toward learning, understanding, or mastering the 
knowledge, skills, or crafts that academic work is intended to promote” (p. 12). Student 
engagement denotes student commitment and effort to learning (Krause & Coates, 2008). 
Compared to traditional classes, engagement is more important to online courses due to its lack of 
face-to-face interactions between instructor and students. Engagement has a positive impact on 
students’ satisfaction (Swan 2001), sense of community (Robinson, 2011), and persistence (Kuh 
et al., 2008). An interactive online course that connects instructors and students can help to 
eliminate students’ feelings of isolation and reduce dropout rates and online attrition (Banna, Lin, 
Steward, & Fialkowski, 2015; Boton & Gregory, 2015). Dixson (2010) studied 186 students 
enrolled in six universities and found that instructor presence had a positive influence on student 
engagement. Bolliger and Martin (2018) compared student and instructor perceptions of online 
student engagement strategies and found that instructors and students showed consensus on the 
significance of multiple engagement strategies. However, instructors tend to rate most of the 
strategies higher than students, including “the use of virtual lounges, icebreaker discussion, 
reflections, peer review, interaction with peers, student moderation of discussions, collaborative 
activities and projects, and the use of learner’s names in discussion forums by instructors” (p. 13). 
Learning 

Learning is defined as the attainment of knowledge or skills through experience or 
education (Martin, Wang & Sadaf, 2018). In terms of online learning, Ally (2004) defined learning 
as “the use of the internet to access learning materials, to interact with the content, instructor, and 
other learners, and to obtain support during the learning process, in order to acquire knowledge, to 
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construct personal meaning, and to grow from the learning experience” (p. 7). Online learning 
benefit learners and instructors in which they can update or access learning materials anytime at 
any locations. However, there are differences between learner and instructor perceptions of online 
learning. Tanner, Noser, and Totaro (2009) found that faculty showed less preference to online 
learning than students when they compared business faculty and undergraduate students’ 
perceptions. Delaney-Klinger, Vanevenhoven, Wagner, and Chenoweth (2014) found that faculty 
members who lack online teaching experience and the knowledge of using effective tools in online 
environment are at a disadvantage that may have negative impact on their students’ learning.  

Role of Instructor Demographics in Online Courses 
Because of the impact online instructors have on students’ learning achievements, 

researchers have explored and found differences in demographics factors that may influence 
faculty facilitation in online teaching and learning environments (Chang, Lin, & Song, 2011; Shea, 
2007). For example, Chang, et al., (2011) investigated faculty perceptions of teaching efficacy and 
their relation to their demographic backgrounds and found that education faculty have higher 
perception of efficacy than faculty in other disciplines, female faculty score higher in class 
management and learning assessments than male faculty, and faculty with less teaching experience 
indicate low perception of their teaching efficacy. In another study, Shea (2007) explored 
instructors’ motivations to teach online and found that female faculty were more attracted to online 
teaching than male faculty, older faculty (those 45 or over) were more motivated to experiment 
with new pedagogy then were younger faculty, and faculty at four-year institutions were more 
motivated to teach online than community college faculty. Similarly, Seaman (2009) examined 
online teaching and course development by gender found that females more confident in 
instructional skills and are more involved in course development than males.	The results of these 
studies show that since the demographics of online faculty can play an important role in their 
online teaching, having a clear picture of whether or how demographics affects instructors’ 
perceptions of facilitation strategies is essential to enhance student learning. 

Purpose of the Study 
There is limited research focusing on online course facilitation and the studies on 

facilitation focus on individual facilitation strategies. Since the choices faculty make to facilitate 
online learning in their courses can have important effects on desired student learning outcomes, 
identifying their perceptions of facilitation strategies can help enhance student learning in online 
courses. Therefore, the main purpose of this study is to bring together several strategies and faculty 
perception of these strategies on how it helps their online teaching. The second purpose is to 
identify factors associated with faculty perceptions of facilitation strategies. The following 
questions guided the study:  

1. What facilitation strategies do instructors perceive to be most and least helpful in 
establishing instructor presence, instructor connection, engagement, and learning in online 
courses? 

2. What factors (gender, delivery method, level taught, discipline) are associated with 
instructor perception of facilitation strategies in online teaching? 
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Method 
Data Collection Procedure 
 Once the institutional review board approval was received, data was collected using an 
online survey tool (SurveyShare) that was used at the university where the researchers were 
affiliated. Email invitations were sent to Association of Educational Communications and 
Technology (1,900 members) and to the distance education instructors at a southeastern university 
through the director of distance education (411 instructors). The response rate was at 4.8%. This 
survey had instructions stating that only faculty who teach hybrid or online courses to complete 
the survey. The AECT email list has practitioners, students, and faculty. Hence the low response 
rate was expected. One reminder was sent about two weeks after the initial email. Three $25 gift 
cards were given as incentives for their participation in this study through a random drawing. 
Participants 
 A total of 115 instructors responded to the survey. Out of these 115 respondents, 11 missed 
at least 10% of the questions and were therefore dropped from the study. Three respondents 
reported teaching face-to-face and one person did not report this information, so these four 
respondents were removed from the analyses. The final sample consisted of 100 instructors who 
responded to at least 90% of the questions in the survey. The sample was mostly female instructors 
(n = 65, 65%) with 34 (34%) male instructors. One person reported “other” as his/her gender 
identity. Their age ranged from 25 to 68 years with a mean of 49.25 years and a standard deviation 
of 10.71 years. Half of the participants (n = 48, 48%) taught undergraduate students and the other 
participants (n = 51, 51%) taught graduate level courses. One participant did not report this 
information. Most of the participants (n = 83, 83%) reported the delivery method, 72 asynchronous 
online and 11 synchronous online, and the rest of them reported teaching hybrid courses (n = 17, 
17%). Faculty were from various disciplines such as arts (n = 20, 20%), business (n = 7, 7%), 
engineering (n = 6, 6%), health (n = 9, 9%), and education (n = 53, 53%). Five participants (n = 5, 
5%) did not report this information. 

Instrument 
 The instrument developed in a previous study on facilitation strategies by Martin, Wang 
and Sadaf (2018) and administered to students was used in this study. The Cronbach’s alpha for 
students’ responses to all items was .98, and that for students’ responses to items used to measure 
instructor presence, instructor connection, and engagement was .91, .94, and .95, respectively 
(Martin, Wang & Sadaf, 2018). The evidence of structural validity was measured by confirmatory 
factor analysis and the results were satisfactory with all comparative fit index values greater than 
.93, normed fit index values greater than .90, and standardized root mean residual values less than 
.09 (Martin, Wang & Sadaf, 2018). The online facilitation strategies survey was developed after 
conducting an extensive literature review on facilitation strategies in online courses and based on 
the practical experience of expert online instructors. Participants were asked to rate each of the 12 
facilitation strategies on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree) 
for the four aspects of facilitation strategies: instructor presence, instructor connection, 
engagement, and learning. The questions that the online instructors were asked include:  

(1) The following facilitation strategy helped me be present in my classroom (instructor presence); 
(2) The following facilitation strategy helped me get to know my students (instructor connection); 
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(3) The following facilitation strategy helped me to engage my students in the online course, and;  
(4) The following facilitation strategy helped me facilitate learning of the content. 

 The international consistency, measured by Cronbach’s alpha, for instructors’ responses 
to all items was very satisfactory (.96). The Cronbach’s alpha for the subscales were .85 for 
instructor presence, .88 for instructor connection, .87 for engagement, and .81 for learning. In 
addition to these 12 items, two open-ended questions were used to solicit instructor use of 
facilitation strategies in addition to those listed in the 12 items: (a) What are some facilitation 
strategies that you use but not listed here and you have found it helpful? (b) What are some 
facilitation strategies that you use but not listed here and you have found it least helpful?  
Data Analytical Procedure 
 Participants’ perception of the facilitation strategies were reported with descriptive 
statistics. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to see if instructor perceptions of facilitation 
strategies vary across gender, delivery method (hybrid versus online), level taught (undergraduate 
versus graduate level courses), and discipline (education versus non-education majors). Pearson 
correlation coefficients were used to represent relations between the perceptions of facilitation 
strategies and age and the number of online courses taught. Thematic analyses were used to code 
the instructor responses to open-ended questions. 
 

Results 
Facilitation Strategies 
 Instructors rated the helpfulness of facilitation strategies listed on the 12 items with a mean 
of 3.80 and a standard deviation of 0.63. Descriptive statistics at the item level and subscale level 
(instructor presence, instructor connection, engagement, learning) are presented in Table 2. 
 Participants rated item 4 (Instructor’s timely response to questions) most helpful for 
instructor presence, engagement, and learning. Although the most helpful facilitation strategy for 
instructor connection was item 3 (Able to contact the instructor in multiple ways), item 4 was rated 
second to Item 3 only. Item 8 (Instructors timely feedback on assignments/projects) was rated 
second highest as helpful for instructor presence, engagement and learning. Item 12 (Interactive 
visual syllabi of the course) was rated least helpful for all four subscales: instructor presence, 
instructor connection, engagement, and learning. 
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Table 2 
Instructor Perception of the Helpfulness of Facilitation Strategies 

 
Facilitation Strategies 

Instructor 
Presence 

M (SD) 

Instructor 
Connection 

M (SD) 

Engagement 

M (SD) 

Learning 

M (SD) 

1 Video-based instructor introduction (e.g., 
Voicethread, animoto, Camtasia )  

3.83 (1.21) 3.40 (1.35) 3.55 (1.25) 3.39 (1.24) 

2 Video-based course orientation (e.g., 
recording using Camtasia, screencast-o-
matic) 

3.87 (1.14) 3.05 (1.22) 3.61 (1.12) 3.69 (1.13) 

3 Able to contact the instructor in multiple 
ways (Contact the Instructor Forum, Email, 
Phone, Virtual Office hours) 

4.47 (0.78) 4.31 (0.88) 4.29 (0.85) 3.91 (1.01) 

4 Instructors timely response to questions 
(e.g.,within 24 to 48 hours) via forums, 
email 

4.74 (0.59) 4.18 (1.08) 4.50 (0.74) 4.45 (0.75) 

5 Instructors weekly announcements to the 
class (e.g. Every Monday via 
announcement forum, email) 

4.17 (1.02) 3.25 (1.35) 3.92 (1.12) 3.78 (1.09) 

6 Instructor created content in the form of 
short videos/multimedia (e.g., Camtasia, 
articulate modules) 

3.94 (1.09) 3.02 (1.29) 3.91 (1.04) 4.05 (1.06) 

7 Instructor being present in the discussion 
forums (e.g., refers to students by name, 
responds to students’ posts) 

3.93 (1.16) 3.92 (1.14) 3.97 (1.13) 3.85 (1.12) 

8 Instructors timely feedback on 
assignments/projects (e.g., within 7 days). 

4.62 (0.69) 4.09 (1.15) 4.43 (0.78) 4.43 (0.75) 

9 Instructor’s feedback using various 
modalities (e.g., text, audio, video, and 
visuals) on assignments/projects. 

3.58 (1.26) 3.31 (1.31) 3.61 (1.22) 3.70 (1.15) 

1
0 

Instructors personal response to student 
reflections (e.g., via journals to questions 
on benefits/challenges) 

4.04 (1.10) 3.86 (1.18) 4.06 (0.95) 4.03 (1.05) 

1
1 

Instructors use of various features in 
synchronous sessions to interact with 
students (e.g., polls, emoticons, 
whiteboard, text, or audio and video chat). 

3.43 (1.23) 3.45 (1.30) 3.55 (1.28) 3.49 (1.23) 

1
2 

Interactive visual syllabi of the course 
(e.g., includes visual of the instructor and 
other interactive components) 

2.98 (1.18) 2.82 (1.27) 2.89 (1.23) 2.94 (1.20) 

Subscale Total 3.97 (0.65) 3.55 (0.82) 3.86 (0.68) 3.81 (0.64) 
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Most-Helpful Instructor Facilitation Strategies 
Responses to open-ended questions demonstrate most helpful facilitation strategies 

(Table 3). Using group projects to support peer learning was rated as helpful by 13% of the 
respondents. Another facilitation strategy rated helpful by 11% of the respondents was using 
synchronous sessions to explain the content. An exemplary quote is “I have found an always 
open synchronous chat to be helpful, especially with graduate students. Tools like this could 
include Skype chat, Slack chat, and the like.”  

 

Table 3 
Most Helpful Facilitation Strategies 

Codes Frequency Percentage 
Group projects to support peer learning 15 13 
Synchronous sessions to present content or answer 
questions 

13 11 

Feedback to enhance communication between 
students and instructor. 

9 8 

Students to take active role in leading discussions 
or presenting projects etc. 

8 7 

Consistent course structure in terms of deadline and 
content 

8 7 

Having personal interaction with students for 
clarifying the concepts 

7 6 

 

Least-Helpful Instructor Facilitation Strategies 
The least helpful facilitation strategies are presented in Table 4. Some participants (4%) 

did not find synchronous sessions helpful as one of them said that “Synchronous sessions tend to 
not be well attended and does not really encourage active learning due to limitations in how you 
can present information.” Similarly, discussion boards are not effective for some instructors (4%): 
for example, “Required replies to student discussion posts without a specific requirement or 
prompt. Discussions too hard to read via threads and don't have sufficient new info to make the 
effort valuable.”  
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Table 4 
Least Helpful Facilitation Strategies  

Codes Frequency Percentage 
Synchronous sessions 4 4 
Discussion boards 4 4 
Group projects 3 3 
Personal interactions 3 3 
Announcements 2 2 
Exams and quizzes  2 2 

 

Demographics and Facilitation Strategies 
Since the relationships between the subscales of facilitation strategies and the total score 

(ranged from .87 to .95) were very high (Table 5), the total score of instructor facilitation strategy 
instrument was used for the following analyses.  

 
Table 5 

Relationships between Subscales of the Facilitation Instrument 
 Connection Engagement Learning Total 

Presence .73*** .89*** .81*** .93*** 

Connection  .74*** .64*** .87*** 

Engagement   .84*** .95*** 

Learning    .89*** 

Total    -- 

Note. *** p < .001. 
  

Statistically significant differences were noted between male and female instructors who 
teach online with respect to their perception of the helpfulness of facilitation strategies. 
Specifically, female instructors endorsed the strategies more than male instructors: t (97) = 2.63, 
p = .01, Cohen’s d = 0.54 (medium effect size). Results from four-way ANOVA suggested no 
statistically significant differences in either delivery method, level taught or discipline after 
controlling for gender. No statistically significant interaction effects were found either (p > .05). 
Specifically, no statistically significant differences in instructor perception of facilitation strategies 
were found between education and non-education faculty: F (1, 90) = 0.34, p = .56, partial η2 = 
.004 (small effect size). No statistically significant differences in instructor perception of 
facilitation strategies were found between faculty who teach online courses and faculty who teach 
hybrid courses: F (1, 90) = 0.96, p = .33, partial η2 = .011 (small effect size). Moreover, no 
statistically significant differences in instructor perception of facilitation strategies were found 
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between faculty who teach undergraduate courses and faculty who teach graduate courses: F (1, 
90) = 0.96, p = .33, partial η2 = .011 (small effect size). Means and standard deviations of instructor 
perception of facilitation strategies by gender, delivery method, and course level taught are 
reported in Table 6. 

 
Table 6 

Means and Standard Deviations of Instructor Perception of Facilitation Strategies 
Gender Delivery 

Method 
Level 
Taught 

Discipline M SD n 

Female Hybrid Under Non-Education 4.38 -- 1 

Education 3.86 0.38 5 

Graduate Non-Education 4.29 -- 1 

Education 3.64 0.63 7 

Online Under Non-Education 3.83 0.69 15 

Education 3.81 0.33 10 

Graduate Non-Education 3.77 0.62 7 

Education 4.13 0.44 19 

Male Hybrid Under Non-Education -- -- 0 

Education 3.92 -- 1 

Graduate Non-Education -- -- 0 

Education 4.11 0.58 2 

Online Under Non-Education 3.36 0.63 13 

Education 2.41 2.00 2 

Graduate Non-Education 3.68 0.50 8 

Education 3.88 0.63 7 

 

 
Discussion 

In the following section, we discuss the most helpful and least helpful instructor facilitation 
strategies based on instructors’ perception. 

Timely response to questions/feedback is very helpful 
Instructors rated timely response to questions and timely feedback on assignments/projects 

as the two most helpful facilitation strategies in three out of the four constructs (instructor presence, 
engagement, and learning). This is consistent with findings from research studies that indicate that 
instructors' facilitation in terms of timely response to questions and timely feedback on 
assignments are important in establishing instructor presence, student engagement in their courses, 
and facilitating higher levels of learning (Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Sheridan & Kelly, 2010). 
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Martin, Wang and Sadaf (2018) noted that instructor’s timely response and feedback were highly 
valued by students. There is consistency in both students and instructors valuing the importance 
of timeliness in online course facilitation. When instructors respond promptly it establishes 
immediacy and reduces isolation for the online students. Instructors can use a variety of strategies 
to provide timely responses, including a group forum where all students can see the questions 
posted, periodic virtual office hours, and providing collective feedback. 

Group Work is helpful 
 In the open-ended comments, instructors rated group projects as a helpful facilitation 
strategy. Research has shown the benefits of group work. Koh, Barbour, and Hill (2010) identified 
strategies for instructors to improve online group work that include assist group formation, build 
a sense of connection, be involved in group processes and evaluate group processes. Chang and 
Kang (2016) recommend instructors to split group work into individual portions, use peer 
evaluation, create guidelines for communication, and oversee group work processes. Instructors in 
the open-ended comments listed that group work supports peer learning and these studies confirm 
the findings.  
Synchronous Session helpful or not  

In the quantitative data, the synchronous session was rated as average helpful by the 
instructors, and the open-ended comments showed 11% of the instructors consider it as helpful. 
Synchronous session was considered least helpful by 4% of the instructors. There has been mixed 
perception by instructors on the benefits of synchronous session. In online programs that are 
entirely asynchronous instructors may not see the benefit of facilitation strategies since their 
students are not mandated to participate in synchronous sessions. Moreover, in this study 72% of 
the instructors primarily taught in an asynchronous format. According to Lowenthal, Dunlap, and 
Snelson (2017), faculty avoid using synchronous communication for various reasons including not 
having to be in class at specific time, scheduling, and technological challenges. Instructors who 
see the benefit of synchronous sessions use it to assist student’s isolation and provide immediacy 
in online environment (Martin & Parker, 2014). 
Visual Syllabi is the least helpful 

Using Visual Syllabi was rated the least helpful by the instructors for all four constructs. 
Although there is reference in the literature about the importance of using a visual syllabi, it is not 
widely researched (Grigorovici, Nam, & Russill, 2003; Richards, 2003). Like the instructors, 
students rated the visual syllabi the least helpful (Martin, Wang & Sadaf, 2018). They 
recommended that for visual syllabi to be beneficial, online instructors should create syllabi with 
hyperlinks and visuals where students can easily find information they need and answers to all 
their questions. 
Demographics 

Female instructors rated the facilitation strategies higher than male instructors. Female 
faculty were more interested in online teaching compared to male faculty (Shea, 2007) and to be 
more confident in instructional skills and involved in course development than male faculty 
(Chang, Lin, & Song, 2011; Seaman, 2009). The sample in this study included 65% of female 
instructors and majority of them teaching online (83%). The findings on high ratings of the female 
instructors is consistent with the previous studies. 
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Implications and Recommendations 
This study has implications for online instructors, instructional designers and 

administrators. The results of this study recommend helpful facilitation strategies for instructors 
who teach online. It is not only important for the instructors to design an effective online course, 
but also be an effective facilitator.  
Instructors 

Use a variety of facilitation strategies: All the facilitation strategies except the one to use 
visual syllabi were rated strongly high. This shows that instructors who teach online could use all 
the 11 strategies in their online teaching and benefit from it. Most important, it is essential for the 
instructors to provide timely responses to questions and provide timely feedback along with 
providing multiple ways for the students to contact them.  

Set aside time for facilitation: It is important to reserve time for facilitation of the online 
course. This will assist in responding to questions and in grading work and providing timely 
feedback to students. Some of the creative strategies to provide timely responses include using a 
common forum for questions that saves them time from responding to questions individually, using 
a frequently asked questions that students can read and benefit from, and hosting synchronous 
office hours to answer student questions. Re-using feedback comments, providing collective 
feedback to the class, using various modalities to provide feedback (audio, video) in situations 
where it saves time will assist in providing timely feedback.  

Include policies for facilitation in syllabus: Regarding providing timely feedback to 
students, it is essential to have a policy in the syllabus on the timeframe when students can expect 
to receive feedback. 

Instructional Designers 
This study also has recommendations for instructional designers who support instructors 

in the design of the online course. Facilitation Strategies are important in addition to design. In 
many cases, the emphasis is placed on design when instructional designers work with instructors. 
The findings from this study recommends that instructional designers also recommend faculty to 
build in various facilitation practices in their online courses. All the recommendations listed above 
for the online instructors also apply for the instructional designers. 
Administrators 

This study has recommendations for administrators who provide support for instructional 
designers and faculty who teach online. 

Teaching evaluation: When peer observation or teaching evaluation forms and processes 
are created, it is important to include items on facilitation along with design. More and more 
campuses are adopting processes such as Quality Matters that focus on design only. The findings 
from this study emphasizes that in addition to design, facilitation is also important. A well-
designed course if not implemented well will not be effective. 

Policies on online teaching: Creating policies on presence of online instructors in the online 
courses will enable instructors to be present in the online course. 
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Limitations and Future Research 
This study is limited due to small sample size and low response rate. We received only 100 

complete responses, with a response rate of 4.8%, from the instructors surveyed because the AECT 
email list includes faculty, practitioners, and students. We did not have access to the email list of 
only faculty. Only faculty who teach online or hybrid were requested to complete the survey. In 
addition, the data were self-reported so there might be a response bias. For example, instructors 
who chose to respond to the survey might be different from those who chose not to. In this case, 
the data would not be representative of the population and conclusions reached in this study would 
be limited in external validity. Moreover, only the 12 facilitation strategies identified in a previous 
study (Martin, Wang & Sadaf, 2018) were used in the survey. They might not be an extensive list 
of strategies. Future research studies could examine other facilitation strategies and use qualitative 
methods to interview expert instructors to identity more facilitation strategies in online teaching.  
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