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completion.  This professional development will provide new and existing online faculty 

with the skills necessary to design and deliver online instruction, advise students in the 

selection of online courses and help students gain access to support structures specifically 

for online students.  In this section, a three-week professional development opportunity 

was presented based on the findings outlined in Section 2, along with a literature review 

presenting current research on professional development for distance learning faculty.  

Section 4 will provide a comprehensive review of the project, as well as my personal 

reflections. 
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions 

Project Strengths  

This project study reaffirmed the importance of professional development for 

faculty teaching in the online classroom.  I proposed a professional development program 

based on the research conducted in this project study.  I believe a thoughtful, research 

grounded training and development for online faculty will significantly improve 

successful course completion rates for students.  Faculty indicated that promoting 

engagement in the online classroom was a significant challenge.  In contrast, students 

perceived a lack of instructor presence as having a negative impact on learning and 

successful course completion.   

The professional development outlined in Appendix A addresses the need for 

faculty to develop the skills necessary to design and deliver online instruction that 

promotes an increase in course completion rates for students.   Embedded into each week 

of the online professional development session is an opportunity for faculty to acquire 

and demonstrate the necessary skills required to design and deliver online instruction.  

 One of this project’s strengths is its design.  By developing a single training 

opportunity for both new and existing online faculty, the training encourages faculty to 

share best practices while laying the framework for faculty mentors for new online 

faculty.  Another strength of the project is that it identified a disconnect between student 

and faculty perceptions regarding engagement in online courses.  By identifying the 

disconnect between students and faculty, faculty can receive professional development 



133 

 

that helps them understand the unique needs of online students and provides them with 

the tools necessary to intentionally promote interaction and engagement in their courses.   

The approach used for data analysis is another of this project’s strengths. 

Interviews of both faculty and students provided rich descriptions of their own 

perceptions of what it takes for students to be successful in the online classroom.  By 

incorporating observations of online course records with faculty and student interviews, 

the triangulation revealed the real-life experiences of both faculty and students.  My 

research design allowed for the creation of professional development tailored to faculty 

and students in the online classroom.   

Project Limitations 

A limitation of this project is that the range of topics covered in the professional 

development are complex, and a single three-week professional development opportunity 

may not provide faculty with an in-depth understanding of the material presented.  While 

participants receive a significant amount of information in the training, reinforcement of 

the topics will take place through additional professional development sessions offered 

throughout the academic year.   

An additional limitation of this project is that the formulation of the professional 

development presented was based on research conducted at ABC Community College.  If 

other institutions provide this professional development to their faculty, the content of the 

training would need customization to meet their unique needs.   Finally, a limitation of 

this study is that the hiring of adjunct faculty often doesn’t take place until close to the 



134 

 

start date of the course.  The limited time between hiring and the beginning of the course 

would not allow ample time for adjunct faculty to complete the training.   

Recommendations for Alternative Approaches 

The research collected in this study revealed that there are several gaps in practice 

relating to the advising of distance learning students and the design and delivery of online 

courses.  Another approach to addressing these gaps is to develop a distance learning 

faculty handbook.  The development of a distance learning faculty handbook would 

provide faculty with a comprehensive guide relating to all aspects of teaching in the 

online classroom.  It would also be a valuable resource for new distance learning faculty, 

especially for new adjunct faculty members who may not be familiar with the array of 

support services available for distance learning faculty and staff.  Another approach 

would be to setup a self-paced online training that allowed faculty to work through the 

material in this project.  This approach would make it easier to accommodate varying 

faculty schedules. It would also allow faculty to return to the material and work through it 

multiple times.  While this is a viable alternative approach, it also has a substantial issue.  

Participants would not have the opportunity to see modeling of best practices in fostering 

engagement in the course. 

Scholarship, Project Development, and Leadership and Change 

Throughout the course of this project study, I have gained a significant amount of 

knowledge concerning scholarship.  I have learned that educators must remain current 

and up-to-date with both knowledge and best practices in their field.  The importance of 

up-to-date practices is especially true in the field of distance learning.   Those involved in 
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the delivery of distance education are faced with the task of not only staying up-to-date 

with best practice, but will also assuming other roles such as advising of the distance 

learning students and helping students obtain support services for distance learning.  I 

have learned that in order to help faculty with this challenge, research into the specific 

needs of faculty and students at our institution. 

Over the last 20 years, I have developed the skills necessary to be an effective 

practitioner.  I believe that this project study has significantly strengthened my 

practitioner skills.  Through this project, I have become more conscious of the 

importance of developing professional development developed through research-based 

practices.  I have also learned that the unique nature of higher education makes it 

imperative that institutions provide professional development related to pedagogical 

practices on a continual basis and should not assume that faculty possess a basic 

understanding of educational principles.  Faculty often do not come from an educational 

background and professional development on pedagogical practices should be provided at 

a basic level and should be slowly introduced over time.   

As an instructional technologist, I frequently develop professional development 

opportunities for distance learning faculty; however, I have never used a research-based 

approach when developing the content of the training.  In the past, I would review best-

practices related to the professional development topic and use that as the foundation of 

the training.  This experience has taught me that effective professional development 

should start with research into related theoretical frameworks and a review of current 

literature on the topic.  It should also include research into the current practices of both 
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faculty and the students they serve.  While I have often polled faculty for input into their 

training needs, I have never included student opinions in that process.  I have learned 

through this process that it is especially important to collect data from all stakeholders, as 

the discovery of potential gaps can significantly impact student and faculty success.  The 

gap between the perceptions of faculty and students highlighted a significant challenge 

facing distance learning students and faculty.  By gathering input from all stakeholders, I 

will have a stronger basis for the development of training content.  

Throughout this process, I have learned a great deal regarding leadership.  In the 

past, I have said leadership is an attitude, not an action.  Helmrick (2016) asked 33 CEOs 

and industry leaders to define what leadership meant to them.  Of the definitions included 

in Helmrick’s (2016) article, two had a profound impact on me personally.  Katie Easley, 

the founder of Kate Ryan Design, defined leadership as follows:  “Leadership is stepping 

out of your comfort zone and taking a risk to create reward” (as cited in Helmrick, 2016, 

p. 1).  Josh Kuehler, president of Internal Consistency, stated, “Leadership is the ability 

to inspire motivation in others to move toward a desirable vision.  While management 

focuses on tasks, leadership is focused on the person.  All in all, the best leadership drives 

change and long-lasting motivation.” (as cited in Helmrick, 2016, p. 1).Throughout the 

course of this project study, I have come to realize that leadership is an attitude displayed 

by actions.  The landscape of higher education is constantly changing, and many within 

higher education find change uncomfortable.  According to Murray (2009), "the 

enterprise of the future will approach change in three ways: it will accept change as a 

state of being and integrate it into its culture; it will encourage employees to be 
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comfortable with unpredictability and to recognize that business models may be in flux, 

and it will ensure that its values and goals provide alignment and cohesion during times 

of rapid change" (p. 30).  I have learned through this process that having a goal and 

clearly communicating that goal to those around you is critical to the success of any 

project.  As a result of this study, I am now more aware of how I react to change and that 

I provide clear goals when facing challenges that fundamentally change our organization. 

Reflection on the Importance of the Work 

Distance learning has provided adults with unprecedented access to higher 

education.  Increased access is especially true within the community college system.  

Students whose life experiences prevent access to higher education now are afforded the 

opportunity of an education through distance learning courses and programs.  Increase 

access to higher education does not automatically equal success.  Many of the students 

who enroll in online coursework do so because it is the only way they can fit education 

into their life.  I believe that the work I have accomplished through this project study will 

help faculty better support students in their online courses.  It will allow them to increase 

their engagement with their students and allow them to help guide distance learning 

student to the support services necessary to help them succeed.  I have learned through 

this process that faculty in the community college system often have many roles within 

their institution and thus require professional development on a wide variety of topics.    

Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research 

I developed this project to meet the needs of faculty teaching in the online 

classroom.  By providing administrators with a sound research-based project plan, 
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professional development created specifically for this institution will provide customized 

training to faculty at ABC Community College.  The implications of this study could lead 

to further research in student support services for distance learning students in 

community college coursework.  It could also lead to additional research into how to 

better prepare community college students for online coursework.  Also, a quantitative 

study could be conducted to research the success of distance learning students in courses 

taught by faculty who have completed the professional development outlined in this 

study, and ABC Community College could track the successful course completion of 

students enrolled in courses taught by faculty who completed the professional 

development. 

Conclusion 

The aim of this project study was to explore the impact of professional 

development for distance learning faculty on successful course completion.  An in-depth 

review of the current literature provided the framework for distance learning student and 

faculty interviews, as well as observations of online course records.  The data collected 

provided rich descriptions of the experiences of both faculty and students and laid the 

foundation for the professional development outlined in Appendix A.  While I 

customized this professional development opportunity for the unique needs of ABC 

Community College, other institutions can easily modify the content and approach.  

Preparing new and existing faculty to teach in the online classroom is essential to 

successful course completion.  It is also critical that both faculty and students understand 

the support structures in place for distance learning students.  By providing faculty with 
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an understanding of the unique needs of distance learning students, faculty can pave the 

way towards student success in the online classroom. 
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Learning Resource 4 – Sample Discussion Board Rubrics 
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Activity 3 – Developing a Discussion Prompt that Promotes Interaction 

Choose a unit of study from a course that you currently teach.  Write a discussion 

board prompt for the unit.  The prompt should incorporate each of the components 

discussed in Learning Resources 2 and 3.  When you have completed your 

prompt, share it with the other participants in the Writing a Discussion Prompt 

forum.  Then provide a peer-review of each of your classmate’s prompts.  You 

might consider: 

o Providing suggestions for improving the prompt 

o Identifying potential challenges of the prompt 

Activity 4 – Developing a Rubric for Your Discussion Board 

Using Learning Resource 4 as a guide, develop a rubric for the discussion you 

developed in Activity 3.  Share your rubric in Rubric Peer Review Discussion 

Forum.  After you have posted your rubric, review and provide feedback to each 

of your fellow faculty members. 
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Week 2 Lesson Plan – Advising Students for the Online Classroom 

Activity 1 – Your Experience with Advising Students for the Online Classroom 

Visit the Advising Experience Discussion Board and share your personal 

experiences with advising students.  If you have advised students regarding online 

learning, share your experiences.  If you are new to advising online students, 

describe how you advise students for traditional courses.  How do you think those 

processes will have to change for the online learner? 

After you have posted your personal experiences, return to the discussion forum 

throughout the week and respond to other participants.  Use the following to guide 

your responses: 

 Did you face the same challenges? 

 How might you have overcome those challenges? 

 Was your experience different?  In what ways? 

Learning Resource 1 – In the Student’s Own Words Video 

Watch the video titled, “In the Student’s Own Word”.  This video contains 

interviews with current online students discussing their experiences in taking their 

first online course.  Students discuss the challenges they faced and what they wish 

they had known before taking an online course. 

Learning Resource 2 – Distance Learning Student Orientation 

Go to the Distance Learning Student Orientation link.  Work through the 

orientation as though you are a first time online student.  As you work through the 

orientation, think about the skills students need to have to take an online course.  

Once you have completed the orientation, upload your certificate of completion in 

Moodle using the Orientation link. 

Learning Resource 3 – Distance Learning Student Readiness Inventory  

Go to the Distance Learning Student Readiness Inventory and take the 

assessment.  Students should take this inventory prior to registering for an online 

course.  As you take the inventory, be thinking about how you can use this in the 

advising process. 

Activity 2 – Challenges Facing Distance Learning Students 
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Visit the Challenges Discussion Board and discuss the challenges facing first-time 

distance learning students.  Use the following questions to guide your post:   

What challenge did you find the most surprising?  As an advisor what 

could you do to help prevent those challenges?  As a faculty member, 

what can you do to help support first-time distance learning students?  

How might you use the distance learning student orientation and readiness 

inventory to help advise first-time distance learning students? 

After you have posted your initial response, return to the discussion forum 

throughout the week and respond to other participants.  Use the following to guide 

your responses: 

o What are the pros and cons of that approach? 

o What are some examples you have used in similar situations? 

o Expand on your classmate’s response. 

 

Activity 3 - Advising Checklist 

Visit the Advising Checklist discussion board and brainstorm on a checklist for 

advising first-time online students.  For example:  What questions might you want 

to ask?  What information should you make sure they have?  What assessments 

will they need to complete?   

 

As a group, narrow the checklist down to the top ten items needed on an advising 

checklist. 
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Week 3 Lesson Plan – Distance Learning Student Support Services 

Learning Resource 1 – Overview of Distance Learning Student Support Services 

 

  

  

  

 

 

Learning Resource 2 – Support Services Overview Video 

Watch the video titled, “Support Services Overview”.  This video provides an 

overview of each of the support services available to students and how distance 

learning students can access the services. 
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Activity 1 – Technology Tutorials WebQuest 

 

Visit the Technology Tutorials webpage and work through the tutorials.  As your 

work your way through the tutorials, answer the following questions in a word 

processing document: 

 

1. What are the minimum computer requirements for taking an online 

course? 

2. Name each of the components found on the Moodle homepage. 

3. What is the password to access the campus wireless network? 

4. Name each of the four steps in registering for classes. 

5. Explain the process for downloading the free student version of Microsoft 

Office. 

6. What mobile devices are supported by technology services? 

7. Name 4 Moodle survival skills. 

 

Once you have completed the Technology Tutorials WebQuest, upload your file 

to our Moodle course page. 

 

Learning Resource 3 – ThinkingStorm Online Tutoring Video 

Watch the video titled, “ThinkingStorm Online Tutoring”.  This video provides an 

overview of the ThinkingStorm Online Tutoring platform.  This video will 

provide an overview of the service, subject area providing, usage reports and 

information for accessing the service. 

Activity 2 – Support Services Quiz 

 

Visit our Moodle course page and complete the Support Services quiz.  This 

interactive quiz will test your knowledge of the support services and allow you to 

visit each of the support services webpages. You may take the quiz as many times 

as necessary. 

 

Activity 3 – Supporting the Distance Learning Students Discussion 

 

Visit the Supporting Distance Learning Students discussion board and discuss the 

how faculty can help students access the necessary support services.  Use the 

following questions to guide your post:   

 How can faculty reinforce the services available to distance learning 

students?   
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 How can faculty increase awareness of the services available?    

 What are the challenges in helping distance learning student gain 

access to services?   

After you have posted your initial response, return to the discussion forum 

throughout the week and respond to other participants.  Use the following to guide 

your responses: 

 What are the pros and cons of that approach? 

 What are some examples you have used in similar situations? 

 Expand on your classmate’s response. 
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Professional Development Formative Feedback 

Thank you for completing this training opportunity.  This evaluation will provide 

important feedback on the effectiveness of this session.  Please circle your response to 

each of the following questions. 

 

1. The content presented in this training was easy to navigate. 

 

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 

2. The content of this training prepared you for teaching in the online classroom. 

 

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 

3. The multimedia elements of this training were easy to use. 

 

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 

4. The discussions in this training helped my understanding of the concepts presented. 

 

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 

5. The activities in this training reinforced my understanding of the concepts presented. 

 

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 

6. How will you incorporate the information presented in this training in your online 

courses? 

 

 

 

 

7. Please share any additional comments or suggestions regarding this training session. 
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Appendix D:  Observational Protocol 

Course: 

Semester: 

Faculty Full-time or Adjunct: 

 

Description Notes Reflective Notes 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 


