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education has be-
come mainstream in higher educa-
tion, with 25% of college students
taking online courses. Adult learn-
ers typically prefer online to face-
to-face courses because of the con-
venience and opportunity to take
classes that are not available close
to home. Educators take graduate
classes to acquire an advanced 
degree, for professional growth, or 
to acquire additional certification
that enhances their professional
future. The exponential growth in
elearning offers rewarding career
opportunities for school media and
technology specialists wishing to
expand their own professional ca-
reers as online instructors.

Online teachers represent all
fields of education and even non-
education careers. In 2009, non-
tenured faculty members were more
likely to be online instructors than
tenured faculty. Many are adjunct
faculty, teaching online courses in
addition to another career; others
teach only online. Most have a mas-
ter’s degree while others have an
M.Ed., a Ph.D., or training in online
teaching and learning. Their per-
spectives represent experiences
teaching for multiple brick-and-

mortar universities and for-profit
online schools.

My online teaching colleagues
have diverse educational back-
grounds ranging from elementary
classrooms to high school English or
social studies classes, as well as spe-
cial education. Commonalities also
include backgrounds in technology,
curriculum and instruction, and in-
structional design. Many describe
themselves as experienced in work-
ing with adult learners as staff de-
velopers and workshop presenters.
Several were school media special-
ists and early adopters of technol-
ogy. Jo Dervan said her experience
as a library media specialist made
her more familiar with computers
and computer applications. “I had to
learn much about technology to
maintain a current media center,”
she noted. “When I started teaching
online, I was able to transfer those
skills to the new job.” Good organi-
zation, time management, and com-
munications skills, flexibility, expe-
rience in working with diverse
learners (and compassion for what
they are experiencing), and a pas-
sion for lifelong learning are other
traits that are beneficial for media
specialists and other educators 
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considering online teaching. “What’s it like to teach on-
line?” What’s it like to teach adult learners?

A LOT OF WORK, BUT WELL WORTH IT
Instructors who shared their ideas for this article

believe online teaching is very rewarding. But like
64% of those surveyed in a Sloan report, they say it
takes “somewhat more” or “a lot more” effort to teach
online compared to a face-to-face course. In a face-to-
face class, the instructor and students are in contact
a few hours each week or less. In a highly interactive,
engaged online environment, there may be interaction
several hours a day, depending on the level of discus-
sion and interaction expected by the instructor and
the students.

Instructional design and content development re-
quire extensive upfront and ongoing investments of
time. Instructors may fully design their own curricu-
lum, adapt an existing syllabus and course structure,
or teach from a prescribed curriculum and delivery
method. Whatever the system, online instruction re-
quires attention to detail and carefully presented in-
formation. Developing an online course is not just
reusing an old syllabus; it requires developing content,
instructions, activities, multimedia learning objects,
and assessment rubrics appropriate for a dynamic, in-
teractive learning environment. Content updates keep
material current and meaningful. Students quickly
spot dated information or learning activities or errors;
teaching is more enjoyable when content and activities
are fresh. Monitoring and participating in discussions,
assessing students’ work, and addressing questions 
(including technical questions) require dedication. Stu-
dents with learning disabilities may need additional
assistance or assignment modification, just as in a “reg-
ular” classroom. Each university has its own adminis-
trative and support system to navigate.

INTERACTION/SATISFACTION
The amount of time spent in discussions and follow-

up yields high satisfaction from students. Traci Skog,
a graduate student with a background in organiza-
tional leadership and curriculum design in post-sec-
ondary and corporate settings, identified several ele-
ments that facilitate deep learning and student
satisfaction in an online classroom as compared to a
face-to-face course. Key factors Skog identified include
the following:

■ Meaningful peer discussion and feedback
■ Emphasis in participating in discussions versus

an instructor telling students what to think in
the face-to-face setting

■ Clearly defined expectations
■ Instructor feedback provided within 24 hours

Writing and research take time. Datta Kaur Khalsa
says, “I always have at least 2–3 papers in the works.

CONSIDERING A
FUTURE TEACHING

ONLINE?

• Take an online course. Ideally, it will be a good experience
that motivates you to continue. However, one instructor 
said she learned a lot by taking a poorly taught online
class, which taught her what never to do; she learned 
so much.

• Get your feet wet by offering to be a guest “speaker” in
another online class.

• Talk to other online instructors.

• Attend workshops at technology conferences or offerings 
by regional education agencies.

• Take classes in elearning.

• Use the online teaching tools your district provides.
(Moodle is becoming common.)

• Provide a space in the media center or labs for online
students.Welcome learners to the media center. It’s an
opportunity to observe online learning in action.

• Become familiar with Web 2.0 tools and 
communications technologies.

• Learn if the model of teaching expected at the 
school you would like to work for is a fit for you.

• Find out the level of support, training, mentoring,
and autonomy given to instructors.

• Start small by teaching no more than two classes.
Teach only one if you are teaching online in addition 
to a day job.

Sloan-C. A Consortium of Institutions and Organizations
Committed to Quality Online Education, www.sloan-c.org.
Specific reports used (all available at www.sloan-c.org/
publications/survey/index.asp):

• “Learning on Demand: Online Education in the 
United States, 2009”

• “Strong Faculty Engagement in Online Learning 
APLU Reports”

• “Changing the Role of Adjunct Faculty in Online
Professional Education”

Lehmann, Kay and Lisa Chamberlin. Making the Move 
to eLearning: Putting Your Course Online. Rowman & Littlefield
Education Publishers. 2009.

Skog,Traci. “Learner Satisfaction in Online Learning.”
University of Wisconsin–Stout, Graduate Paper. 2010.
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The topics are based on my full-time work or content
areas in which I teach or would like to expand prior
personal writings.” Instructors also spend time learn-
ing and staying abreast of developments with online
course delivery systems (Moodle, Desire2Learn, Black-
board, and others).

Financial investments include purchasing texts, pro-
fessional journal subscriptions, computers, software
and peripherals, and general office supplies—all nec-
essary because many online instructors work indepen-
dently and without access to resources available to 
on-campus instructors. Many instructors purchase
state-of-the-art mobile devices to stay current in their
skills and to communicate with students. Other ex-
penses may include the costs of attending and pre-
senting at conferences. One instructor hires a gradu-
ate assistant to help with assessing. Pay varies from a
flat rate per credit or by the student. Benefits such as
retirement fund contributions also vary.

Web 2.0 helps online instructors kick both our own
learning and student experiences up a notch. We learn
from webinars and by delving into tools that improve
course delivery and models new ways to teach. Web 2.0
provides new ways of reaching students who are Digi-
tal Natives and model new possibilities for others. Lisa
Chamberlin says, “We use blogs [and] wikis, build col-
laborative websites, [use] Twitter, surveys, open ed re-
sources, Flickr, Google Apps, etc. Students see more
connection to the real world by sharing their thoughts
and products with the real world and receiving feed-
back from the public at large. Further, they are able to
learn from and get resource sharing from experts in the
field.” Khalsa added, “Ninety percent of what I do is
collaborative work, so the wealth of Web 2.0 tools is vi-
tal to my involvement with virtual team planning, writ-
ing, research, and general interactions.”

Chamberlin notes that Twitter has had more influ-
ence on her online teaching and has added to her
knowledgebase more than any other training. “I’ve
built a great PLN [personal learning network] from
which I am able to learn from industry leaders, share
insights [and] questions, and glean ideas/resources

from the give and take of the microblogging site,” she
notes. “I especially have connected with elearning pro-
fessionals through the live Twitter chat called #lrnchat.
… I consider them part of my community.”

Teachers and students experience true collaboration
learning and growth professionally from each other. I
am continually energized by student projects that uti-
lize Animoto, Edmodo, VoiceThread, Audacity, and
Glogster, to mention a few.

UNIQUE EXPERIENCES
Interesting and unique experiences abound. My stu-

dents are typically widespread, creating geographical
and cultural interest and awareness. I have had stu-
dents from 20 states, 14 countries, and five continents.
Students living outside of the U.S. are usually Ameri-
cans teaching in international or Department of De-
fense schools, but I have also had native Latin Ameri-
can educators as students. A student from Peru was
the first online student I met in person when she at-
tended a Minnesota technology conference. Twice I’ve
taught students who were all geographically close, the
same composition as an on-campus class. A student
who lived only an hour away visited my office; another
acquired a teaching job in my district, making it pos-
sible to collaborate on a classroom project she devel-
oped as my student. Khalsa organized a group of stu-
dents who lived close by for an evening dinner. We
talked for some time and “closed the restaurant,” re-
luctant to stop. What a great time.

One instructor described a face-to-face gathering
during which a student talked on and on about how
well she and her class partner had worked together,
shared so much, had fun, and supported each other.
She couldn’t wait to see her in person! “When the stu-
dent, a woman in her 40s, met her class partner, she
was astonished to learn that the partner was much
older,” the instructor told me. “She leaned over to me
and said, ‘I can’t believe that’s her.’ The younger woman
left the dinner early, and I don’t think that they ever
talked again!”

An unfortunate situation for this same instructor
was discovering that a student was sharing false in-
formation in class. “He claimed to own his own com-
pany, gave it a name and location, and claimed many
talents, which were false. Eventually, a fellow student
uncovered the misinformation. This fellow student ac-
tually lived in the town where the company was sup-
posedly located, and none existed, so she looked fur-
ther and discovered more misinformation. … It affected
trust in the online learning community—mostly a bit
of shock to people—shock that they could have been so
trusting or was it shock that so much was untrue?”

FRUSTRATIONS 
One instructor mentioned a lack of stimulation and

the time required to assess student work: “I’m always

‘Students see more connection
to the real world by sharing their
thoughts and products with the
real world and receiving feedback
from the public at large. Further,
they are able to learn from and
get resource sharing from 
experts in the field.’
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grading papers. I wish I had time to really discuss
things with my students instead of constantly grading
papers. I also feel many times it’s the ‘same old.’ In a
live classroom, sometimes the discussion goes off on a
different direction and becomes stimulating. Online,
many times I’m bored.”

Technical problems and keeping up with changes can
also be frustrating at times. The level of technical sup-
port varies among universities. Collegial and technical
support systems provide instant assistance to students
and staff at some institutions; at others, technical as-
sistance is slow and bureaucratic.

Class sizes too large for an online environment; stu-
dents who do not put forth an effort, expecting that on-
line learning will be a breeze; and being locked behind
an LMS (learning management system) that is not
“searchable, taggable, Tweetable, comment-abled” are
other occasional frustrations. A longtime instructor be-
lieves she had more freedom to experiment in the past.
“We were renegade rebels in the beginning—now we
are slightly more mainstreamed,” she noted.

REWARDS FAR SURPASS PROBLEMS
A community bond is created through discussion, and

relationships often continue after a class ends. Dervan
expressed pleasure in working with adult learners and
staying in touch after the course has ended.

A colleague loves “the ability to ‘peek’ into the class-
rooms of the teachers that I teach. I learn so much from
what they post in discussion about what is going on to-
day in the classrooms of these young teachers. It’s eye-
opening to me, and it keeps me current in education.”
It is exciting to see students become connected and to
often discover there are not always that many degrees
of separation between them.

According to a Sloan report, a majority of online fac-
ulty cited student needs as a primary motivator for
teaching online, most commonly citing “meet student
needs for flexible access” or the “best way to reach par-
ticular students” as the reasons they choose to teach
online courses. One instructor singled out the reward
of seeing disabled students succeed: “They basically
said they could be ‘invisible’ in an online classroom be-
cause no one could see their disability. They also liked

the fact they could pace themselves. Some preferred to
finish everything early, and some liked to write drafts
and then rewrite for posting. They felt in an online en-
vironment they could read the material over and over
again.” Instructors also like the flexibility that online
teaching provides; it is teaching that can be done from
home any time of day. It is working from home at its
best. It keeps us fresh and motivated, and we are al-
ways learning something new.

Datta Kaur Khalsa speaks for many of us: “My per-
sonal investment has been tremendous, but [it’s all
been] my choice so that I can continue to expand my
career, writings, and involvement in this field—done
out of love, passion for the topics, and strong enthusi-
asm for online education. Continual interaction with
students through coursework is a form of community.
We update each other on the course content. We dis-
cuss a range of topics. I learn from them, and they learn
from me. They inspire me to do more research contin-
ually and to stay abreast of the latest in field.” 

Like Khalsa, I love it; it’s rewarding, exciting, and
challenging … and it’s a growing field. Care to join me?

Mary Alice Anderson is an online adjunct instructor
with the Online Professional Development for Educa-
tors program in the School of Education at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin–Stout where she teaches Teaching 
Information Literacy With Primary Sources and Inno-
vations and Opportunities for Media Specialists. She
has also taught online courses for Minnesota State Uni-
versity–Mankato. She received a Top Online Educator
recognition from Surfaquarium. She is a member of the
Library of Congress TPS Direct Professional Develop-
ment Review Committee and is available as a workshop
presenter on primary sources and other topics. Her per-
sonal websites can be found at http://tinyurl.com/
cs49mr and http://tinyurl.com/ya5tsnz. Mary Alice
formerly worked as a school media specialist in Min-
nesota. Communications to the author may be sent to
maryalicea@mac.com. 
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(UW–Stout and Rutgers University), Datta Kaur Khalsa, Ph.D.
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and to many other online colleagues who have shared their
experiences throughout the years.
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