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Abstract: Experienced e-learning faculty members share strategies for implementing a comprehensive training model essential to the continued development of high performing online instructors. Their high-impact model promotes information sharing, facilitates content creation, and fosters collaboration among a large geographically dispersed teaching faculty members instructing undergraduate students in Web-based learning environments, and has as its goals increasing student satisfaction, promoting instructional quality, and motivating participants. Model components include a professional development blog focused on adult learning; an extensive resource wiki to assure great teaching; and, a self-check performance review tool shared between instructors and evaluators. Additional Web tools include the use of a peer-to-peer conferencing platform in which a seven-part training series focusing on online teaching strategies is conducted, and the utilization of SkypeTM through which regularly scheduled faculty team meetings are facilitated. 

The development and implementation of the instructional training model using Web technologies evolved from the need to develop, implement, and update a comprehensive faculty training program to enable self-assessment and reinforce continuous quality improvement. The Web technologies utilized include a blog and wiki, as well as peer-to-peer conferencing and cloud computing features. The goals of the training model include: 

1.
Promoting collegiality and affiliation within a decentralized organization that includes geographically dispersed personnel.

2. 
Creating a community of practice for ongoing dialogue and the exploration of participatory pedagogies and instructional methods.

3. 
Reinforcing self-assessment and continuous quality improvement in teaching.

4. 
Coordinating the organized distribution of information, processes and procedures to promote instructional consistency and learner persistence.

5.  
Facilitating continuous professional development related to teaching practice.

6.  
Promoting ongoing capacity building in faculty members’ adoption of technologies for use in their online classes.

7.  
Identifying challenges and promoting collective problem solving.

8.  
Distributing information related to organizational innovations, policies, and mandates.

9.  
Reinforcing course standards and compliance with Quality Matters
 criteria.

Using Emerging Technologies to Further Instructional Excellence

As described by McLoughlin and Lee (2007), the use of Web 2.0 tools such as blogs, wikis, peer-to-peer media sharing platforms, and folksonomy tagging promotes knowledge sharing and collaboration among users; Bonk (2009) elaborates, noting that such emerging technologies enable such participation to occur at a speed never before utilized in facilitating teaching and training efforts. These technologies, according to Tapscott and Williams (2008), impact not only workforce economies, but also the very culture of organizations in so far as they promote communications and collaboration in ways and at speeds previously unavailable. Given that the broad-based goals for the training of faculty members require mechanisms to support not only information sharing through continuous communication but also the construction of new knowledge through ongoing facilitation, a range of Web 2.0 applications is particularly well-suited for this training model. The range of means utilized to engage such a high level of interaction provides variety and enables personalization, guarding against reliance on a single medium.


A cognitive, constructivist approach (Murray & Hourigan, 2008) enabled the development of the information collection to inform users of news and trends, educate regarding strategies for expanding professional interests, and engage colleagues related to reviewing best practices and innovation. Web 2.0 tools provide mechanisms for requisite collaboration and interaction, particularly important when training a diverse and distant faculty, common among online teaching teams. Such a range of technologies is used to engage, motivate, and challenge faculty members sharing a common Web-based curriculum as they teach undergraduate students to continuously sharpen critical skills. For example, tools such as blogs and wikis provide just-in-time information sharing and distribution; additionally, a variety of Web 2.0 technologies present the capacity to both promote knowledge generation and archive information. An important benefit is that they are openly available at no or low cost to participants and can be implemented with a minimum of training. Finally, their use represents innovation, allowing for creativity and personalization.
The Use of a Blog to Facilitate and Motivate Involvement in Professional Development Activities


The professional development blog provides information related to current issues and pedagogical trends, related events and activities, resources about adult learning topics and associated conferences, and relevant publishing and research opportunities. Bonk (2010) writes, “This is a participatory learning age. Nowhere is this more evident than in the blogosphere and podosphere” (p. 395). It is within this spirit that the blog titled “Focus on Adult Learning: Innovation through Inquiry” (or “Focus”) was begun.
 Because the purpose of the blog was to facilitate and motivate involvement in professional development activities and practice-based exchange, it was initially begun to sustain personal career development as well as initiate discussion with colleagues engaged in a variety of educational and instructional settings. 

It is currently integrated into departmental training efforts to enable a single access point for faculty members utilizing and seeking practice-based resources; this community enables a dynamic context in which to engage colleagues, share information, generate debate, and collectively problem-solve. Blogs are increasingly utilized in education due to their ability to provide information on an immediate and continuous basis; in fact, one of the decisive strengths of the blog, notes Downes (2004), is its capacity to generate new intelligence and link to supplemental resources. In educational environments such as the one in which this blog is introduced, its use enables the creation of new knowledge based on the continuous exposure to and exchange of information, opinions, experiences, events, facts, data, and pictures. The blog “Focus on Adult Learning: Innovation through Inquiry” is maintained to communicate information related to a range of professional development information, activities, and opportunities so that a geographically dispersed faculty can easily identify and access resources as they continue to build skills, abilities, and knowledge essential to sustaining a current and relevant teaching practice. It continues to be authored by a single blogger as an outreach mechanism to faculty colleagues teaching within the undergraduate academic program, as well as a general resource to a broader base of colleagues and visitors. 

Anderson (2007) defines WeBlog, or “blog” as a highly adaptable form of journal that consists of informational entries focusing on specific topics (p.7). “Focus” is maintained on a daily basis in the tradition of a journal, with one to three or more new postings, resources and/or events entered. It was a priority that the blog include a broad topical focus both to enable users from a wide variety of disciplines and professions to interact together, generating dialogue spanning a range of focuses, as well as to identify commonalities among connected interest areas emphasizing innovation, teaching and learning, which generates from a range of disciplines and specializations. Topics identified for inclusion were extracted from informal requests for information to reinforce professional development, for example, related to types of available conferences and workshops, or publishing opportunities offered. As such, the following categories were included to address the range of interest areas expressed by potential readers: adult education, community colleges, continuing and professional education, distance education, educational leadership, educational technology, experiential learning, global education, higher education, teaching and learning, and virtual volunteerism. Moreover, the blogroll that is included at the blog’s website encourages users to link to a range of external sources that reinforce the integration of information with a range of specializations, thus providing a connectedness to sources beyond its confines; this enables users to extend their learning into unique, personalized interest areas.


In addition to narrative text, media typically integrated in blogs include audio and video technologies in the form of podcasts and vodcasts, and incorporate syndication capabilities such as RSS feeds that enable further and continuous distribution of content. Such media resources have not been incorporated directly into “Focus” but are rather linked from the blog in order to ensure appropriate copyright compliance. A blogging service was utilized to the extent that it allowed for the efficient creation of a blog that had the potential to incorporate a range of features to expand the depth and breadth of available information, including tagging, widgets, and plugins, as well as applications to accelerate the process of linking to related articles and postings, all of which facilitate broad based sharing to generate continuous discussion and collaboration and distribute resources. Additional features enable polling, sharing (with other websites), and categorizing (filing). A key factor in the successful use of the blog was to organize it in such a way that it was visually appealing as well as functional, promoting ease of reading, navigation, and authoring, and that associated features were usable to a wide variety of participants with a range of skill levels. 


The conversational format of the blog enables participants to contribute ideas, resources, and experiences related to key news and trend topics; this contributes to the evolution of the blog itself as well as to the development of an informal community of practice based in teaching and learning. In addition to information, resources cited in the blog have been used as a foundation for the examination of creative teaching practice and the exploration of potential innovations. Because collegial relationships had already been established by virtue of their shared professional affiliation, the blog was not intentionally established to promote a high level of collaboration but rather to reinforce current interfaculty connections based in teaching and learning. However, by virtue of the discussion that occurs around various topics and resources the blog continues to incorporate relational elements as secondary benefits of its use. Williams and Jacobs (2004) observe “…blogs provide the potential for relatively undifferentiated articles and information passing through an organisation [sic] to be contextualised [sic] in a manner that adds value, thus generating ‘knowledge’ from mere ‘information” (p. 233); the information and resources included in the blog have enabled exactly that. 

A Resource Wiki as a Hub for Ongoing Faculty Development


Anderson (2004) identifies that wikis include history and roll back functions, which are typically not available in the more structured blog format. Fountain (2005) further differentiates blogs from wikis, noting that as compared to the blog’s structured approach to information sharing, the wiki is a more flexible application that is “…egoless, timeless and never finished” (section 4, paragraph 2). He emphasizes negotiation as characteristic of the wiki, which typically focuses on the community’s purpose as opposed to individual goals (2005). A private wiki characterized by such elements was designed for use by faculty members teaching in the program; established in 2006, it has evolved into the primary training and informational resource for the faculty
. The faculty resource wiki functions as an informational hub around which teaching techniques and instructional strategies are provided, assisting faculty members to efficiently manage time and schedules. It decreases the administrative aspects of online instruction by sharing helpful elements such as checklists, policies, and procedures that assure thoroughness and consistency. In this way, it assures that faculty members can focus exclusively on cultivating great teaching and providing learner guidance. For example, curricular developments and modifications are announced and coordinated through its use. In addition to text-based resources, it includes audio and video sources in an effort to promote their adoption by users. Further, the resource wiki promotes user-generated content, creating a continually evolving community of professional practice representing the collective intelligence among a high-performing faculty team. It is a platform for facilitating pedagogical idea sharing, as well as providing ongoing mentoring and networking. Lastly, the rich-featured wiki empowers collaboration and assures a strong performing team on both individual and collective bases.

For example, the faculty wiki houses teaching tips, suggestions for implementing best practices, and information about key policies and procedures while at the same time enabling opportunities for peer production, collaboration, and negotiation. Anderson (2004) writes that a key idea driving the development of wikis is the management and sharing of data on “an epic scale” (p. 18); this function is particularly critical to the nature of this wiki in so far as it currently includes 212 pages with links to an additional 245 files. The home page represents an expansive index with links to information organized by topics; search and navigation features, such as a sidebar offering quick links to the most commonly used pages, enable a particularly usable collection. Content includes such topics as suggestions for the development of learning unit content, associated best practices, such as tips for guiding student development of high-quality research papers or managing academic honesty, and collateral course enhancements, frequently authored and shared by individual faculty members. As information is updated and adjusted, the wiki assures the latest resources are available to faculty members on an as-needed basis. 

In addition to the wide array of communal pages, the wiki further includes individual pages for faculty members. Such pages, shared between the faculty leadership team, department chair, and individual faculty members, include specific evaluative data utilized to further strengthen performance and correlate these data with related training resources. For example, data related to individual quality reflecting, for example, key markers for evaluation (such as levels of instructor engagement with students), are documented as a basis for continued performance improvement.

A Webinar Series to Reinforce Best Practices

Based on anecdotal faculty feedback as well as student performance indicators, seven instructional themes of course outcomes were identified for incorporation in an instructor training sequence that extends and focuses information addressed in the blog and wiki. The training series represents a pedagogical innovation with the goal of producing high-performing faculty members within a learner-centered instructional context. The comprehensive seven-part training program offers communication strategies that motivate online students to develop specific course competencies while maximizing learner achievement and faculty satisfaction, as reflected by increased student engagement and persistence and strong end-of-course evaluations of instruction. Through their participation in the training series, faculty team members acquire strategies to guide students through key tasks in meeting learning outcomes, for example, the successful completion of requisite research and writing processes. Further, faculty members gain ideas for the continued development and refinement of practices, expanding their individual and collective skill repertoires as well as assuring compliance with university and departmental standards. 

The training series focuses on communication strategies for providing ongoing guidance that consists of substantial feedback on written assignments as well as related to course discussions, and includes the following topics:

a.  Webinar 1:
Communication Strategies to Connect Students with the Course, Instructor, and Peers.

b.  Webinar 2:
Communication Strategies to Guide the Critical Thinking Process.

c.  Webinar 3:
Communication Strategies to Guide the Development of Research and Writing Processes, Part 1: Developing an Appropriate Problem Statement.

d.  Webinar 4:
Communication Strategies to Guide the Development of Research and Writing Processes, Part 2: Identifying and Selecting Appropriate Sources.

e.  Webinar 5:
Communication Strategies to Guide the Development of Research and Writing Processes, Part 3: Developing High Quality Draft and Final Papers.

f.   Webinar 6:
Communication Strategies to Guide Successful Team Formation and Facilitation.

g.  Webinar 7:
Communication Strategies for Faculty to Guide Student Participation and Increase Learning through Interactive Discussions.


With the influx of technologies to improve teaching and learning, virtual meeting rooms and audio presentations significantly assist faculty members to deliver high-quality teaching experiences. Such virtual presentations offer them opportunities to hear and see the latest best practices in “real time” through the use of a peer-to-peer platform that includes screen and file sharing functions, as well as audio and video capabilities
. Archived audio and video enhanced recordings are, then, available to instructors asynchronously on demand for purposes of retraining. 


 Webinars are developed and facilitated by the department chair in collaboration with members of the department’s leadership team. Substantive feedback strategies illustrated during the Webinars promote student persistence, and rely heavily on the use of experientially based examples generated from current online course archives to demonstrate and emphasize best practices. By providing tools to assist with high quality communications, faculty members are inspired to maximize student success and continue to develop and sustain critical teaching skills based on individual and collective feedback. 
Ongoing Assessment to Promote Teaching Development and Quality


While the wiki provides checklists and details specifically related to best practices corresponding to each learning unit in the curriculum, a course review worksheet in the form of a Google DocTM provides an avenue for faculty members and their mentors to record notes about individual course progress and performance from one academic term to the next. King (August 4, 2008) observes that a range of human resources functions are being migrated to software for service applications such as Google DocsTM in so far as such applications enable document and file sharing, asynchronous collaboration and viewing, and universal availability to individuals who obtain the requisite permissions; this type of has been particularly effective for geographically dispersed workforces.


Online teaching includes attention to many intricacies that require consistency to be maintained both during academic terms as well as between student cohorts; this is particularly critical under conditions that include instruction by a decentralized, diverse, and expansive cadre of faculty members. In order to promote self-evaluation that has as its core collaborative assessment, the course review worksheet provides individual faculty members with a self-check instrument; such worksheets are maintained for each individual instructor teaching in the program. Weekly performance information is entered and discussed by the faculty members and their mentors, also instructors and members of the departmental leadership team. The individual assessment process culminates, then, with performance reviews facilitated by the departmental chair with each instructor as well as each mentor at the conclusion of the term. 

The instructional assessment tool is developed and maintained using a shared file format – in the cloud – for easy access and use. To sustain the ongoing assessment process, those faculty members acting in mentor roles easily record and track their feedback to instructors through the use of the worksheet. Such a mechanism is critical to facilitating the level of knowledge transfer and performance feedback inherent in promoting active learning and continuous quality improvement. 

Software for service technology that enables file maintenance on remote servers eliminates email attachments and version control issues through cloud computing: the document’s Web address is constant, always linking to the latest version of the instrument. Both instructors and their mentors maintain the course review sheet weekly during quarterly academic terms; the tool itself reflects a dynamic process in so far as it is constantly changing to respond to instructor needs, administrate requests, or curricular changes.
 

Constant Collaboration to Facilitate a Coordinated Team Approach to Instruction


Hargis and Wilcox (2008) discuss the importance of robust applications such as SkypeTM to promoting authentic collaboration within the context of dynamic communications. In fact, Mitchell, Chen, and Medlin  (2010) specifically note the importance of using such technologies within organizations to facilitate intercultural communications among a diverse workforce, such as they are applied in this comprehensive training model. In order to disseminate information to the large faculty in such a way as to enable interactions with instructors possessing a range of learning styles, communication patterns, and technology skills, ongoing team meetings are facilitated through the use of SkypeTM, a virtual communication application that enables broad-based communications through the use of voice and video calls between single or multiple individuals over Internet protocols, as well as text and chat messaging. 

Faculty members, often familiar with SkypeTM through personal use, easily use this application in communications that generate both peer-to-peer collegiality as well as affiliation with the larger institution. This application permits the facilitation of just-in-time meetings, as well as the completion of collaborative projects that are truly representative of the diverse faculty’s collective intelligence, education, training, and experience. 
Implications and Discussion


The ongoing implementation of this model is critical to sustaining quality, consistency, and collaboration among a large faculty teaching from locations throughout the United States and other countries. As a whole, it reinforces the importance of maintaining current knowledge of technological tools to aid in Web-based teaching and learning, as well as professional engagement. Its use impacts continued pedagogical development and curricular improvement and reinforces prioritizing ongoing professional development to sustain quality and policy compliance. Moreover, the positive effects of the model are evidenced by a growing departmental cohesiveness and high degree of organizational affiliation, as well as through increased levels of engagement with both students and peers. In combination, the tools that comprise the comprehensive model provide a foundation for actualizing ongoing performance improvement initiatives and innovative pedagogical practice.


While the benefits of such a model are many, there have been challenges at various stages of its development and implementation. Such challenges relate to integrating technology-based tools with administrative processes and instructional goals, and include the following:

1. Generating stakeholder “buy in” related to the potential of Web 2.0 tools to provide training and share information.

2.  Facilitating faculty members’ adoption of tools for instructional as well as professional development purposes.

3.  Maintaining the time commitment required to sustain tools and associated programming and content.

4. Ensuring all faculty members have the technical competence as well as requisite hardware, software and access to connectivity to implement the model on an ongoing basis.
5.  Maintaining a continuous awareness of privacy concerns and safeguards.

6.  Examining legal issues related to user generated content, such as those related to copyright and ownership.


The long-term use of this comprehensive model demonstrates an impact on instructional quality, as well as learning outcomes and student engagement. It reinforces the importance of data-driven approaches to curricular development, skill-based training, assessment, and performance improvement strategies. Furthermore, it assists faculty members to connect instructional techniques, curriculum development and implementation strategies, learner persistence trends, and teaching performance.

Conclusion


Tapscott and Williams (2008) discuss the improbability of traditional organizational structures adapting to environments made possible through adoption of such technologies, particularly in settings that prioritize team collaboration. However, as experienced within the academic department examined in this paper, a large, geographically dispersed workforce continues to experience great success through the creative coupling of a range of applications in the accomplishment of shared goals and quality standards that defy potential barriers created by physical separation. From peer production and knowledge creation to self-evaluation and performance improvement, the implementation of such tools encourages the democratic participation and representation of a diverse team of teaching faculty that can only be made possible through intentional communication and collaboration. 


Applying the comprehensive training model through the use of Web 2.0 technologies not only aids in the development of high performing online faculty, but holds implications for potential impact to the larger field of faculty training and evaluation for those teaching in online learning environments. The integration of the technologies when combined with administrative and performance improvement structures is increasingly relevant as a model for faculty training related to technology use, instruction, curriculum development, performance measurement and management, and ongoing professional engagement.




An exciting aspect to the use of technology tools is that they are constantly changing, and as such, provide limitless opportunities for continued development and application. For example, the integration of additional tools to further training and development (e.g., RSS, pod/vodcasts, portfolios, and personal collections), and the exploration of social networks as a compliment to professional development opportunities and initiatives provide rich options for continued examination. The increased coordination of training strategies with learner persistence data, organizational mandates, and program initiatives are but a few of the possibilities as technological tools and instructional systems evolve.
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� “Quality Matters”, developed by MarylandOnline, is a certification based on a set of standards for the development and delivery of high quality online and blended courses. For more information visit: http://www.qualitymatters.org.


� For additional information about the creation and maintenance of blogs visit WordpressTM at: http://www.wordpress.com. The Internet address for the blog “Focus on Adult Learning: Innovation through Inquiry” is: http://hollymccracken.wordpress.com.


� For additional information about developing customized wikis, visit PBWorksTM at http://pbworks.com/content/supportcenter.





� Several vendors provide virtual meeting rooms and audio presentations. A comparison of features is at http://www.webconferencing-test.com/en/webconference_home.html


� GoogleTM offers software as service resources at http://docs.google.come/support??hl=en.





