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Abstract—Existing research shows a slow transition to 
online education by many university teaching staff. A mixed 
methods approach is used to survey teacher educators in 
three jurisdictions in the UK who have made the transition 
to online teaching, followed by focus group and individual 
interviews to triangulate the data. The eight tenets of 
connectivism are used as a lens for analysis. Findings reveal 
sound pedagogical reasons for the limited choice of online 
tools and tutors highlight two elements, namely, self-
fulfilment and their desire to continually develop as an 
educator, as the rationale for adopting informal professional 
development in the 21st century. 

Index Terms—connectivism, online pedagogy, professional 
development, teacher educator. 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

Unlike our personal lives, where technology assists us 
in staying in contact with people of importance to us or 
increases our efficiency by saving time, the same per-
ceived ‘value’ of using technology is not present in our 
professional life at university (Siemens, 2004). The 
acceptance rate and transition to online learning in univer-
sities is acknowledged to be slow with suggestions that 
“Faulty effort, workload and lack of reward systems may 
very well be a hidden factor in the perceived overall lack 
of acceptance [of online education]” (Puzziferro and 
Shelton, 2009, p.3) and without lecturers supporting and 
responding to pedagogical change, nothing moves forward 
(Bates, 2000). Indeed, without the endorsement of senior 
management, many university staff are reluctant to invest 
their time and energy in experimenting with creative uses 
of these new technologies needed for online teaching as 
indicated by MacKeogh and Fox (2009) who declare 
“priority in terms of funding and prestige accorded to 
research over teaching reduces the incentive to increase 
teaching commitments” (p.151). Furthermore, the negative 
preconceptions that exist around online education that the 
qualifications are less valued by the academic community, 
it lacks rigour and quality assurance (Weiger, 1998) thus 
making it easier for participants to cheat (Muirhead, 
2000), have been indirectly reinforced by the lack of 
incentives and credit for those lecturing staff who make 
the transition to this mode of teaching (Betts, 1998; Bates, 
2000; Shea et al., 2005; Zirkle, 2006; MacKeogh and Fox, 
2009).  

Regardless of whether this negativity towards online 
education is reliable or justified, it remains a fact that 
lecturing staff are slowing the pace of change in universi-
ties especially in the area of online teaching (Friel et al., 
2009). It is not the technical inadequacies of lecturers 
which are the problem as Puzziferro and Shelton (2009, 
p.8) declare “Anyone can learn how to use a learning 
management system, but values, attitudes and beliefs are 
not easy to change”. As Cummings et al. (2005) acknowl-
edge “academic staff acceptance and engagement is a key 
factor in the successful implementation of the institutional 
strategy [for online learning]” so although the learning 
platform is easy to use, if negative attitudes exist then 
delays in adopting online education will ensue. The 
tradition of academic freedom further reinforces the 
strength of educationalists’ opinions especially where a 
“strong allegiance to the face-to-face teaching model 
allied with a current of scepticism about e-learning, 
particularly around issues of quality, workload and loss of 
control” exists (MacKeogh and Fox, 2009, p.151). It is 
only through educating the lecturing staff on the virtues of 
online education that their values, attitudes and beliefs 
may change and the acceptance of online education 
becomes a viable and equitable alternative to face-to-face 
teaching.  

The research reported in this paper provides a unique 
insight into the characteristics of lecturers who have 
already made the transition to online teaching. It captures 
their values and attitudes towards professional develop-
ment in the online context. Armed with a clearer under-
standing of the characteristics demonstrated by these 
educators, this paper considers the role of connectivism 
(Siemens, 2004; Downes, 2007) as a way of defining the 
factors influencing the professional development of 
lecturers as online tutors thus offering a direction for 
tutors assuming this role in future.  

II. TRAINING LECTURERS TO WORK ONLINE 

In the past there has been dissatisfaction with the exter-
nal training provided for online tutors as “faculty prefer to 
learn at their own pace rather than within the limited time 
available” when external trainers are used (Owusu-Ansah, 
Neill and Haralson, 2011, p.4; Donovan and Macklin, 
1999). Matthew, Parker and Wilkinson (1998) also report 
staff concerns due to insufficient time being made avail-
able at ‘hands-on’ training and mentoring workshops. 
However it is not just cognitive concerns that are raised at 
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training events but also affective outcomes such as in-
creased technology anxiety or ‘cyberanxiety’ being 
reported and also the frustration of having ‘dead’ links due 
to websites being constantly updated (George and 
Camarata, 1996). 

Internally delivered courses have fared no better. Staff 
development workshops, awareness raising programs or 
certificated courses may be necessary and successful in 
preparing faculty to initiate the move to online education 
and they may offer support in the creation of specific 
‘teaching tasks’ for the learning platform however are 
these skills aligned to the real needs of lecturing staff? Are 
these programs truly preparing these educators for their 
role as online tutors? Puzziferro and Shelton (2009, p.5) 
reveal concerns about training of this type:  

“Much of the training and development for … faculty is 
still focused on technology, tasks, and very general 
pedagogical technique. This translates to a lack of active 
learning amongst students, possibly in part because 
faculty may not have the skills to create active learning 
environments in the context of the course and make 
effective use of the available technologies.”  

In many instances the easy-to-implement tools and 
strategies embedded in the learning management system 
are utilised (Lui, Lee, Bonk, Magjuka and Liu, 2007) 
rather than the students’ preferred strategies of “active 
learning techniques such as collaboration, case-based 
learning, and problem-based learning” (Kim and Bonk, 
2006) – strategies linked to a highly connectivist approach 
which is detailed later in the paper. 

Yang and Cornelious (2005) highlight that online edu-
cation is more than the physical uploading of teaching 
resources, interacting with students and promoting discus-
sions online, it is “an arena for an interactive, deep, 
collaborative, and multidimensional thinking and learning 
environment” (Ascough, 2002). To be effective online, 
training is therefore necessary. Before delivering online 
courses it is recommended that aspiring online tutors 
upgrade their technical skills and remain up-to-date with 
technological developments (Volery, 2000); possess the 
appropriate instructional design skills to present the course 
content in an engaging and interactive way, and know 
how the learning platform functions so they can solve 
students’ problems (Cuellar, 2002). Ko and Rossen (1998) 
and Hitch and Hirsch (2001) agree that staff training is 
best offered online so that tutors experience the same 
learning experiences as their students. Qualifications for 
online tuition are strongly advocated by US institutions 
with accreditation being required in areas such as the use 
of the software and learning platform, managing online 
courses including how to deal with providing negative 
feedback, prompting reluctant participants to post, ad-
dressing disruptive behaviour online, integrating online 
resources into the course and interacting with students in 
the web-based environment, before embarking on online 
teaching (Ko and Rossen, 1998).  

III. ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGES OF ONLINE 

LEARNING 

In terms of staff workload, it is accepted that “online 
courses take more time” not only to create but also to 
teach (Puzziferro and Shelton, 2009, p.6). Betts (1999) 
reports that the increase in workload is the factor most 
concerning lecturers about online education especially 

students’ expectations of access to the lecturer almost 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week. This viewpoint is extended by 
Piotrowski and Vodanovich (2000) who declare that 
“faculty cannot afford an increase in professional time 
commitment” and teaching online requires tutors to guide 
and moderate online discussions in addition to offering 
more support for students both technically and pedagogi-
cally than for face-to-face (F2F) teaching. Yet tutor 
engagement in the online community builds accountability 
which is valued as a measure of quality. Educationalists 
should be encouraged to invest their time and expertise in 
online pedagogical practices but this requires acknowl-
edgement of a staff member’s dedication by senior man-
agement. However frequently assumptions are made that 
online teaching is easy to manage as it offers more flexi-
bility to tutors than timetabled F2F teaching sessions so 
this dedication often goes unnoticed. Cho and Berge 
(2002) stress the importance of a sound technical infra-
structure, sufficient time and rewards for educators who 
create and deliver online courses. These rewards may 
include financial incentives (Picciano, 2001; Zirkle et al., 
2006), or appreciation through tenure and promotion 
(Shea et al., 2005). Institutional level commitment to 
online teaching also needs to be transparent to the whole 
staff in terms of clearly defined goals, flexible organisa-
tional structures, the provision of resources and pedagogi-
cal support (Levin and Arefeh, 2002). However it should 
be noted that “while the support of senior management for 
change is essential, purely top-down implementation 
strategies will not work in the traditional academic 
environment” (MacKeogh and Fox, 2009, p.152). 

IV. CONNECTIVISM 

By adopting a model of training which parallels the 
process of online learning, lecturers who have not already 
experienced an online course, which may be a large 
proportion of them, have the opportunity to engage in this 
unique learning experience in the context of their own 
university systems. It has been widely accepted that 
technology supports a constructivist approach to learning 
and models, such as Salmon’s (2003) five stage hierarchy 
for online learning or Laurillard’s (2008) framework for 
technology-enhanced learning which traverses instruction-
ist, constructionist, social and collaborative models of 
learning, have confirmed this viewpoint. Nevertheless, 
constructivism is limited in its representation of the more 
widespread and less controlled modes of learning cur-
rently being utilised in the virtual learning environments. 
Indeed, a connectivist model is gaining momentum in the 
research debate especially for the ‘digital learner’ who 
maximises the potential of social networking sites and 
Web 2.0 pedagogies. Connectivism was defined by 
Siemens (2004) as “the integration of principles explored 
by chaos, network, and complexity and self-organisation 
theories” where the core elements of learning are con-
stantly shifting relative to the new information being 
acquired and knowledge being constructed between the 
appropriately inter-connected individuals. Downes (2007) 
simplifies the idea to knowledge that is distributed across 
a network of connections and the process of learning is the 
ability to construct pathways to navigate across those 
networks. Like Siemens (2004), Downes’ definition 
places the primary focus on the connections rather than 
the knowing. Connectivism starts with the individual and 
is most effective when there are ‘hubs’ (well-connected 
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people) who can sustain the knowledge flow in multiple 
directions (Siemens, 2004). Siemens (2004) defines the 
main tenets of connectivism as: 
 “Learning and knowledge rests in diverse opinions; 
 Learning is a process of connecting specialised nodes 

or information sources; 
 Learning may reside in non-human appliances; 
 Capacity to know more is more critical than what is 

currently known; 
 Nurturing and maintaining connections is needed to 

facilitate continual learning; 
 Ability to see connections between fields, ideas, and 

concepts is a core skill; 
 Currency (accurate and up-to-date knowledge) is the 

intent of all connectivist learning activities; 
 Decision-making is itself a learning process. Choos-

ing what to learn and the meaning of incoming in-
formation is seen through the lens of a shifting real-
ity. While there is a right answer now, it may be 
wrong tomorrow due to alterations in the information 
climate affecting the decision.”  

 

These skills closely resemble those of an ‘active 
learner’ which are typified by “lively debates between 
instructor and students, peer-to-peer discussions, reflec-
tive writing and team work” (Kassens-Noor, 2012, p. 9) 
combined with “thoughtful engagement” (Drake, 2012, p. 
41) which motivates learners to take responsibility for 
their own learning decisions as evidenced in enquiry 
learning or discovery learning, the ‘pure’ active learning 
strategies (Drake, 2012). The above eight tenets of con-
nectivism will be pertinent for understanding the analysis 
later in the paper.  

Based on these eight tenets, the skills required to be an 
effective learner in this environment are largely independ-
ence, motivation and socialisation in diverse societies. 
However it is possible to be too connected. For some, the 
sheer volume of information available can be overwhelm-
ing leading to learners struggling to identify the relevant 
information from the irrelevant (Surowieki, 2005). Yet 
Surowieki (2005) purports there is wisdom in crowds and 
that interaction is key to intelligence. But it is acknowl-
edged that connectivist learners need to possess skills such 
as the ability to find, synthesise and apply the knowledge 
with a high level of independence, they need to identify 
their own learning needs and seek information, participat-
ing in a variety of online groups as necessary. Connectiv-
ist learners must also excel at filtering information and 
making electronic contributions which deepen their own 
understanding of the content area and develop their 
retrieval skills (Anderson and Dron, 2011). Although the 
online tutor collaborates electronically with the learners to 
outline and produce the subject matter and assessments, 
the attitude of the tutor is almost irrelevant. Teaching 
presence in a connectivist environment focuses on teach-
ing by example, and includes learners teaching tutors as 
well as each other. For this reason, connectivist pedago-
gies often appear to be at odds with the accepted models 
of instruction, curriculum and assessment (Siemens, 
2004).  

Using the above definition of connectivism, this paper 
investigates its role in educationalists’ work and how 

connectivism is useful in understanding the professional 
development of teacher educators as online tutors. 

V. THE AIMS OF THE STUDY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Active learning strategies dominate much of the online 
teaching both formally and informally in the education 
sector at present (Palloff and Pratt, 1999). Indeed, Web 
2.0 tools offer increased opportunities for interactivity, 
engagement and self or peer assessment making the use of 
connectivism as a lens through which to analyse teacher 
educators’ role online, a preferred choice. Thus connectiv-
ism is the theoretical framework underpinning this study 
and the research aimed to determine the extent to which 
tutors, who have made the transition from face-to-face to 
online teaching, utilise the tenets of connectivism as listed 
above either themselves or in their online courses. This 
investigation is guided by the following research ques-
tions: 
 To what extent are the active learning strategies 

which map to connectivist tenets being used in online 
teaching? 

 Which elements of connectivism best explain online 
tutors’ professional development? 

 Is there evidence that the further professional devel-
opment needs of online tutors can be explained using 
these connectivist tenets? 

VI. METHODOLOGY 

A pragmatic paradigm of inquiry offered the research-
ers the opportunity to collect data from a real problem 
using a mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches 
and was deemed the “most appropriate to use for e-
learning research” (Phillips et al., 2012, p.77). As Kozma 
(1994) affirms, pragmatism is capable of coping with the 
complexities inherent in e-learning contexts in addition to 
promoting discovery within the learning context and 
seeking to identify causal relationships, by identifying the 
nature of reality of being an online educator. 

An online survey was used to capture an overall picture 
of online educators delivering courses in third level 
institutions in Northern Ireland, Scotland and the Republic 
of Ireland. Due to the online nature of the respondents’ 
work, there were minimal concerns about the use of the 
online questionnaire as it was deemed to be the more 
accessible and ‘natural’ environment for the target popula-
tion. Closed questions were used to capture biographical 
details, rating questions determined the level and fre-
quency of use of the various online technologies while 
open-ended questions offered opportunities for the re-
spondents to provide extensive insights into their peda-
gogical practices online through self-reporting. Volunteers 
from the survey respondents were sought for the focus 
group and individual interviews to be conducted via 
Skype.  

A. Sample 
Purposive sampling was used to identify those online 

tutors from Northern Ireland, Scotland and the Republic of 
Ireland who delivered more than 80% of their course 
online on the basis that these online educators were 
‘information-rich’ with respect to the aims of the study 
(Patton, 2001). Initial contact was made to confirm their 
interest in the research and approximately 70 online tutors 
were sent an email with the link to the consent form and 
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online survey. Complete responses were obtained from a 
total of 46 tutors (66% response rate) and half these 
respondents expressed a willingness to be involved in the 
qualitative stage either as part of the focus group or 
individual interviews. A subgroup of 15 tutors representa-
tive of the three jurisdictions, with a variety of years of 
experience teaching online and from different back-
grounds were interviewed before data saturation was 
reached. The survey data was analysed using SPSS and 
due to the small number of respondents in each jurisdic-
tion, it was considered inappropriate to make national 
comparisons from the data as it was not generalizable. The 
next section discusses the collective results from the three 
countries which portrays the reality of online education in 
higher education institutions within these three countries 
in the UK. Connectivism was used as the lens through 
which the interview data was analysed and reported in the 
following section.  

VII. ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

Of the 46 respondents to the online survey, more female 
(72%) online tutors than male (28%) tutors replied. Three 
quarters of the respondents were aged 45-64 years of age 
indicating a more mature population of online tutors 
employed in this field. None of the respondents were 
under 25 years of age and only 4.3% were aged 25-34 
years. The majority of tutors had taught online between 1 
and 10 years with the modal number of years of online 
teaching, 4 years and a mean of 5.74 years (s.d. = 3.17 
years). The males had more experience of being an online 
tutor (mean = 7.2 years) compared to the females (mean = 
5.1 years) however two respondents had been innovators 
in the online world having already accumulated 15 years 
of online teaching experience each. Over 80% of online 
tutors were teaching on award-bearing courses such as 
Diploma, Masters or Chartered Teacher while only 45% 
delivered non-award bearing courses such as in-service 
training or on-going professional development courses. 
13% of online tutors were involved in both types of 
courses and there were equal distributions of males and 
females teaching the non-award bearing courses.  

Just over half (52.2%) of the respondents had taken an 
online course themselves as a student, the majority of 
whom were females (75%). The respondents were gener-
ally positive about their own ICT confidence and compe-
tence with over half of the group selecting High in both 
cases although the mean scores reveal that they are 
slightly more competent (mean = 1.44) than they are 
confident (mean=1.49) with males being slightly more 
positive than females. 

In terms of the rationale for moving to online teaching, 
75.5% of respondents reported they had moved by per-
sonal choice, while 53.3% declared it was an institutional 
requirement. It would therefore appear that respondents 
made the choice of when to move to online teaching 
providing them with the level of personal choice within a 
longer-term institutional requirement to make this transi-
tion. Similarly a mixture of ready-made and own design 
courses was used with 60% of participants indicating they 
were using both types in their current teaching. Further 
clarification of this response revealed that departmental or 
group collaboration for the content of the course had 
occurred so the respondents did not view it as entirely 
their own creation; for other tutors, shared courses existed 
supported by co-teaching online.  

A. Active learning strategies used 
The respondents were familiar with a range of tech-

nologies for work and pleasure. The majority (85%) were 
familiar with virtual learning environments (VLEs) such 
as Moodle, WebCT and BlackBoard. Almost 70% of them 
used Skype while 46% participated in social networking 
(FaceBook, Twitter etc.) and 41% were users of video-
conferencing. Collaborative tools such as wikis and blogs 
were used by 28% and 22% of respondents respectively 
while only one person had experienced Immersive Virtual 
Worlds such as Second Life. For both males and females, 
the top technologies used for work and/or pleasure were 
VLEs and Skype. In third place the males preferred the 
shorter, more informal messaging approach of social 
networking such as FaceBook and Twitter compared to 
the females who ranked the formal interactions associated 
with video-conferencing in third place. Other written 
modes of collaboration were favoured by the males 
including wikis and blogs, a pattern not present for the 
female online tutors. 

The respondents were asked to rate the importance of 
15 elements of online environments on a scale of High, 
Medium, Low or Unknown (if they were unsure of the 
feature listed). The items ranking most often in the High 
category were the asynchronous uses of VLEs such as 
Discussion forums (90.7%), asynchronous communication 
(83.7%), email (72.1%) and blended learning (46.5%) as 
shown in Figure 1a. The use of Live Classroom was most 
frequently reported in the Medium category by 27.9% of 
respondents. The Low category contained the real-time 
interactive tools including synchronous communication 
(48.8%), video-conferencing (39.5%), instant messaging 
(37.2%) and online voting or polling (44.2%). Non-
interactive delivery of materials was also rated Low such 
as powerpoint (with voice-over (44.2%) or without voice-
over (46.5%)), a non-interactive online course (58.1%) 
and calendar (1%). Wikis (44.2%) and blogs (39.5%) were 
both reported as Unknown. This data is summarised in 
Figures 1a and 1b which reveals the match between the 
unknown functionality of VLEs and their perceived lack 
of importance. 

It would therefore appear that the real-time interactivity 
and collaboration being afforded online does not rank 
highly with these current online tutors however active 
learning through the use of asynchronous methods is 
dominant. 

When asked to consider the same 15 elements and rate 
them according to their frequency of use, a more striking 
picture results as shown in Figure 2. As indicated by the 
dark proportions of the bars on the left-hand side of the 

 
Figure 1a Elements of High importance in online learning 
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Figure 1b Unknown elements in online learning 

chart, over 70% of respondents reported High frequency 
of use of discussion forums (88.4%), asynchronous 
communication (74.4%), and email (69.8%). Low usage of 
synchronous communication (51.2%) was revealed (in the 
topmost bar) while there was no reported use of the 
remaining features – as indicated by the longer grey 
sections on the right-hand side of the chart in Figure 2. 

It is apparent from this data that the tools most com-
monly associated with online collaboration such as wikis, 
blogs, video-conferencing, instant messaging and online 
voting/polling were unused by over 50% of tutors. The 
active learning supported by these online Web 2.0 tools 
was therefore reduced in many of the online courses being 
delivered. It is not known whether these online tutors were 
unfamiliar with these facilities and how to use them 
effectively, or whether the outcome reveals a more perti-
nent issue such as restrictions in course design or institu-
tional policy which does not advocate the use of these 
Web 2.0 tools. 

B. Assessment methods in online courses 
Like the course design, the assessment methods used by 

online tutors appear confined to the conventional written 
assignments (89.5%), tutor assessment (76.3%) and on-
going assessed tasks and/or reflective journals (55.3%) 
generated throughout the course. These choices may be a 
direct result of the requirements of award-bearing courses 
rather than the tutor’s perception of the most appropriate 
method of assessing students’ learning. Online tests 
(26.3%), e-portfolios and peer assessment (31.6%) were 
the least used assessment techniques, while around 40-
50% of respondents used online quizzes, individual or 
collaborative group projects/presentations or self assess-
ment as shown in Figure 3. 
When asked about the frequency of use of these assess-
ment methods, the pattern of black bars (on the left-hand 
side of Figure 3) reflected the priorities identified above 
with written assignments remaining High frequency for 
71.1% of respondents, and tutor assessment being domi-
nant for 57.9%. On-going assessed tasks were also catego-
rised as High frequency use by 39.5% of online tutors. As 
Figure 3 illustrates, over 60% of respondents report their 
use of online tests, e-portfolios and peer assessment being 
non-applicable (the grey sections of the right-hand side of 
the chart) while online quizzes and collaborative group 
projects/presentations were considered not relevant by 
55.3% and 50.0% of respondents respectively. Similarly, 
no use was made of individual projects/presentations or 
self-assessment by 44.7% of online tutors, while 39.5% of 
them reported no use of reflective journals. 

 
Figure 2.  Frequency of use of the elements of online learning 

 
Figure 3.  Frequency of use of assessment methods in online learning  

It could therefore be argued that although active teach-
ing strategies exist in the online courses, albeit mainly via 
asynchronous communications rather than in real-time or 
using Web 2.0 tools, the assessment methods show no 
indication of a transition towards the more authentic, 
application of knowledge in real-life contexts as captured 
through e-portfolios or job-related projects. Moreover, the 
influence of institutional restrictions on the access and 
availability of online features is also constraining the 
structure and content of the online courses and associated 
activities which is further exacerbated in the assessment 
methods being adopted. The most interesting outcome 
from the survey however, is the widespread nature of 
these constraints especially when higher education is 
already lagging behind in the move to online education 
(Owusu-Ansah et al., 2011). 

C. Online tutors’ professional development 
The transition from face-to-face (F2F) to online teach-

ing was reported as a positive experience for 77.1% of 
respondents, the remainder indicated a neutral attitude 
towards the change. When discussing their continued 
professional development (CPD) as online tutors during 
the focus group interview (denoted by FG) or individual 
interviews (denoted by I), the tenets of connectivism 
(Siemens, 2004) surfaced in various formats.  

1) Diverse opinions 
Some tutors focused on the importance of diverse opin-

ions declaring that you “learn lots from students. ... It’s 
great working with adults – the new information, new 
ideas of ways of working, ...” (Male, I). For many tutors 

14 http://www.i-jet.org



PAPER 
A CONNECTIVIST PERSPECTIVE OF THE TRANSITION FROM FACE-TO-FACE TO ONLINE TEACHING IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

collaboration and co-operation is key to their approach to 
professional development as highlighted by the statement 
that “Good training is vital for online learning and there 
is a need to have a team internally [in School] who can 
support each other on an as-needed basis” (Female, I). 
Collegiality through peer support on a regular basis was 
noted as an effective mechanism for CPD as was dissemi-
nation of good practice including “more dialogue with 
peers around e-learning” (FG) and getting inspiration 
from those in other Schools through sharing reflections.  

2) Connecting specialist nodes 
The importance of learning to work collaboratively 

with other tutors, possibly as co-tutors with complemen-
tary expertise, is seen as a priority by a subgroup of online 
tutors, as is assessing student work online using authentic 
assessment opportunities. This holistic approach to CPD 
reinforces the continued commitment of online tutors to 
supporting, guiding and sharing ideas with each other. As 
one tutor stated “the community of practice model is 
perfect for CPD for tutors!” (Female, I) 

It is clear that CPD is “driven by the person” (FG) and 
their desire to improve and extend the repertoire of online 
skills being implemented in their courses. For these 
people, being able to discuss and share ideas with others is 
a key to broadening the range of experiences used to 
empower their learners. Capacity-building within and 
across institutions is therefore important. Modelling good 
practice and having the facility to open the course to 
others (as viewers) assists in the process of innovative 
course design.  

3) Learning residing in non-human appliances 
Many of the currently used online collaborative tools 

are considered not to be developed for educational pur-
poses. Instead they are deemed to be for “community and 
socialising and research...VLEs are the exception and 
they are clunky” (Female, I). So this raises the question for 
CPD: how does one focus on curriculum development 
which is inclusive of the technology? The key factors 
identified are “tutor, learning, prior background of the 
learner, and technology itself” (Female, I). This may be 
captured as Technological, Pedagogical And Content 
Knowledge or the TPACK model (based on PCK of 
Shulman, 1986). It is not the content that is important but 
the mechanism to facilitate the process of learning, how 
the technology – VLE – facilitates the learner’s needs. As 
one online tutor declared “The last thing kids need from 
me is information which used to be the first thing they 
needed!” (Female, I). Instead the online course should 
encourage students to engage in “critical thinking and 
[consider the] implications of decisions” (FG).  

From the online tutor’s perspective, looking at the 
teaching continuum from Sage-on-the-Stage (at one end 
with full control) to being a Facilitator or Guide-on-the-
Side (with minimal input) (King, 1993), it has become 
accepted that 21st century teaching processes need to be 
located somewhere near the centre of this continuum with 
the online tutor acting as a co-learner or ‘Meddler-in-the-
Middle’ (McWilliam, 2008). But taking this stance re-
quires from teachers “the need to change; we should now 
learn to create something” (FG) such as tutors taking 
control of creating their own online courses to deliver the 
content in a pedagogically sound way. 

 

4) Capacity to know more 
Online tutors are constantly aware of the need to sustain 

their capabilities and familiarity with the latest techno-
logical innovations. There is no clear boundary between 
their personal development and their professional devel-
opment as a tutor. Scholarship is key to these tutors who 
recognise the importance of “finding new ways for stu-
dents to interact with one another as well as the tutor” 
(FG) and “keeping up to date with developments” (Fe-
male, I) in terms of refreshing their courses and upgrading 
the pedagogical approaches embedded in the online 
activities to include the new Web 2.0 tools such as wikis, 
blogs, voting and live classrooms as they become avail-
able within the virtual learning environments hosting the 
courses. Specific training needs were stated such as on-
going training and up-skilling to match current develop-
ments in online pedagogy. Assessment online, authentic 
assessment opportunities and giving feedback through 
effective questioning are other areas where tutors want 
more up-skilling. Specific skills development was men-
tioned in relation to moving from audio to video delivery 
indicating the effective use of self-evaluation and reflec-
tion on the course structure and content combined with 
tutors’ capacity to learn and trial more challenging proc-
esses. 

5) Nurturing and maintaining connections for continual 
learning 

In some cases the nurturing of connections for lifelong 
learning was conveyed by tutors as “raising my game” 
(Female, I) while for others it reflected the shift in society 
towards a more informal, collaborative partnership be-
tween learners where study and life blend seamlessly into 
one another. For one online tutor “CPD, continued profes-
sional development, is a way of life and something I need 
to do” (Female, I) indicating a personal desire and com-
mitment to be engaged, try new ideas and “give something 
back to the profession” (Female, I). Connections varied 
from social networking options such as FaceBook and 
Twitter, to more traditional types of networking such as 
being part of an online community of practice, either as an 
active participant or as a casual observer in learning 
environments such as TED.  

6) Seeing connections and interrelationships 
Hearing about other tutors’ experiences online, seeing 

ideas implemented in practice and sharing research 
findings are all part of the on-going professional devel-
opment of the online tutor. However it was also recog-
nised that “you don’t know what you want” (FG) at times 
so opportunities to observe other colleagues teaching 
online could offer inspiration to fellow online tutors and 
initiate an interest in trialling a new approach in their 
online course. In addition immersion in other online 
courses is often needed to uncover the gaps in tutors’ own 
subject knowledge and expertise of course design. It was 
agreed by the FG that working with others outside your 
own area of expertise also offers opportunities for the 
cross-fertilisation of ideas and pedagogies. 

7) Currency of knowledge and skills 
Ways to keep up-to-date vary with some online tutors 

opting for the traditional methods of relying on reading 
the research literature in books and journals, while others 
enjoy the online materials such as video in TED as a less 
formal mechanism for learning. Experiential learning was 
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also advocated as a good gauge for determining the 
effectiveness of delivery of materials using emerging 
technologies, such as FaceBook and Twitter, and also 
acting as a template or model for online courses to embed 
in their own course structures. National conferences were 
acknowledged to be beneficial to CPD especially if other 
tutors were sharing their experiences online, or demon-
strating how ideas are implemented in practice. Sharing 
research findings as an element of scholarship are all part 
of the on-going professional development of the online 
tutor.  

8) Decision-making and changing realities. 
For some, the changing reality of CPD from day release 

and in-service courses to the participation in online 
professional development such as webinars and live 
classrooms has been a challenge in itself. In addition, the 
twilight nature of these courses means they have to be 
self-funded and may be seen to intrude into home life. 
Decisions to partake in CPD of this format may result in a 
negative impact on take-up rates. For other tutors profes-
sional development requires them to understand the role 
and context in which their learners are working so that 
empathy, advice and support can be provided in an honest 
and accepted manner. An awareness of “not living their 
problem” (Female, I) is felt as a disadvantage by the 
online tutor and so compensatory strategies are used to 
“bridge the gap” (Female, I). 

Other elements of CPD arose in the discussion and have 
been added to the existing list of connectivist principles 
for discussion. 

9) Self-fulfilment – CPD for the mature online tutors 
Self-fulfilment is an important element of CPD. As one 

online tutor declared “The experience is fulfilling; it gives 
me something I don’t get elsewhere.” (Female, I). Like 
mentoring, the more mature online tutors view their role 
as providing them with an outlet through which they can 
“give something back to the profession” (Female, I) by 
allowing other online tutors to learn from their experi-
ences. Another tutor contrasts his online world with his 
day job saying “I enjoy working with adults, it’s very 
different from kids, they are nice. ... There’s progression 
once you get older. It’s very refreshing to be tutoring 
online, it helps me going off to school. ... I feel I am 
keeping in touch and how you feel is important and 
enjoyable. It comes from the heart.” (Male, I) The feelings 
of self-fulfilment come in a variety of packages as illus-
trated above, however in all cases, being an online tutor 
appears to be a heart-warming experience for them and 
one which they may feel will live on when they are no 
longer participating. 

10) New forms of continued professional development 
(CPD) 

The perception of what constitutes CPD in the 21st cen-
tury was noted as a barrier for many of the online tutors 
being interviewed. The perceived notion of CPD being 
formal courses attended either F2F or online, where 
attendance is registered, evaluations completed and often 
certification attached is now being challenged in light of 
the ubiquitous nature of online learning. This mismatch 
between traditional CPD and current modes of learning is 
resulting in a lack of recognition of the impact of informal 
learning as an acceptable and often valuable form of CPD. 
Social networking has re-shaped CPD as was previously 

conceived and a recognition is emerging that the role of 
online forums, twitter feeds, RSS feeds and sharing 
websites via social bookmarking are skills needed by 
employers. Often “online learning is a barrier to itself 
with assumptions being made that online courses are 
easier” (Female, I). The cost of online training can be 
prohibitive as employers may prefer to fund F2F courses 
which are more easily monitored and have pre-defined 
release times.  

Finally informal learning was considered ‘the elephant 
in the room’ and the culmination of connectivism on a 
grand scale. Inquisitive people can search out and join 
online groups to further enhance their expertise. There is a 
considerable amount of informal online learning taking 
place daily without any recognition of its role in profes-
sional development. Informal learning is the key to 
determining how people learn online, explaining why 
some people have a desire to search out like-minded 
individuals, join their online discussion forum and become 
part of that community of practice. In fact, “communities 
of practice are probably diametrically opposed to formal 
learning” (Female, I) and FaceBook was considered by 
online tutors possibly to be the obvious example of how 
an informal community of practice can be established and 
sustained without the context of any formal learning. 

VIII. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

As indicted earlier, this investigation was guided by the 
following research questions: 
 To what extent are the active learning strategies 

which map to connectivist tenets being used in online 
teaching? 

 Which elements of connectivism best explain online 
tutors’ professional development? 

 Is there evidence that the further professional devel-
opment needs of online tutors can be explained using 
these connectivist tenets? 

 

Unlike Christie and Jurado (2009) who found lecturers 
felt compelled to incorporate as many of the technological 
tools as possible into their online courses, this survey 
revealed that asynchronous communication dominated the 
online pedagogies for the courses and there were High 
levels of usage of discussion forums and email as key 
channels of communication for these tutors. Live class-
room was ranked of Medium use indicating the ‘lecture 
style’ of presenting new ideas and concepts was preferable 
to the more open and interactive discussions typical of 
video-conferencing, or instant messaging as noted by 
Oren et al. (2002). Asynchronous online collaboration and 
group discussions were utilised by the tutors to engage 
and motivate the learners to share their experiences and 
generate theory from their practice. By co-operating on 
various activities as indicated by the presence of on-going 
tasks and/or reflective journals, knowledge was being 
constructed in contexts relevant to the learners while the 
contributions and reflective evaluations were also being 
used for assessment purposes in addition to the more 
traditional and dominant use of the teacher-assessed 
written assignment.  

During the participant individual interviews or focus 
groups, reasons for the low level of usage of synchronous 
communication strategies included the students’ expecta-
tions of an online course having no time restrictions and 
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the any-time/any-where nature of the course was the 
rationale for choosing this online mode of delivery. 
Consequently it would be difficult to introduce expecta-
tions that all students would be available online at specific 
times for video-conferencing or real-time discussions. In 
addition, the flexibility that is inherent in online courses in 
terms of studying around work commitments is removed 
if requirements for synchronous communication prevail.  

Finally, the global nature of online education means 
that time zones may restrict the feasibility of synchronous 
communication and so a ‘trade-off’ is needed between the 
forms of communication and the spread of participants 
worldwide. It was considered to be of more value to have 
input and perspectives from a breadth of participants 
internationally rather than the ability to meet in real-time 
virtually. Based on these constraints and the importance 
the tutors’ assigned to the process of learning over the 
utilisation of the functionality available on the VLE 
platform, the level of interactivity in the online courses 
was appropriate for the purpose of the course, resulting in 
valuable discussions in the forums which facilitated 
knowledge sharing and construction (Salmon, 2003). 
Where live classrooms were recorded and available for 
playing back, the atmosphere of a real-time session could 
be captured for those absent from the experience. 

The second research question considered the features of 
the connectivist framework which impact most on tutors’ 
professional development. This study revealed that the 
eight features proposed by Siemens (2004) did exist in the 
lived experiences of these online tutors. Despite the ethos 
of collaboration and sharing typified in online learning, 
from the tutors’ perspectives, in the main the process of 
professional development is more individualistic and 
person-centred. If the connectivist tenets are adopted at 
departmental level, then a whole staff emphasis on devel-
oping connectivism in teaching would prevail however 
this lack of reciprocity in support for online learning 
further reinforces the earlier discussions regarding the 
stigma attached to online courses (Betts, 1998; Bates, 
2000; Shea et al., 2005; Zirkle, 2006; MacKeogh and Fox, 
2009).  

From the focus group and individual interviews, the 
online tutor was revealed as the clear driver of the process, 
reflecting on their own performance and setting goals to 
continually strive for more modern and interesting uses of 
the technology - skills proposed by Volery (2000). As 
Deubel (2003) confirms, it is the online tutor’s attitude, 
motivation and true commitment that generates quality 
online instruction. Online tutors indicated the value they 
place on viewing other tutors’ courses to get new ideas 
and approaches, and also the importance of training in the 
new functions added to VLEs, and support in ‘raising 
their game’. As Pankowski (2004) revealed, more oppor-
tunities for technical training exist compared to pedagogi-
cal guidance in universities. For this reason, it is impera-
tive that online tutors participate fully in peer review and 
mentoring processes to assist in the sharing of new ideas 
and effective pedagogical practices. The tutors in this 
study reported a sense of enjoyment when being part of an 
online course and forming new allegiances with other 
online tutors through sharing experiences and capacity-
building.  

Two new perspectives related to the connectivist view-
point emerged from the interviews: firstly, the importance 
of self-fulfilment when acting in this mentorship role and 

leaving a legacy for future generations of online tutors, 
and secondly, an acknowledgment of the changing format 
of professional development and its potential to encroach 
on personal time and space resulting in important deci-
sions needing to be made about ‘costs’ in terms of time 
and money. Both aspects emerged most predominantly 
from the focus group and individual interviews as the 
teacher educators reflected on their perceived role as 
online tutors and the impact they had on other learners. 
The high level of social responsibility they feel to the 
wider teaching profession, whether F2F or online, is 
characteristic of connectivism where they view them-
selves as nodes in the learning process and recognise the 
importance of their role as a conduit connecting others, 
often with diverse opinions, and nurturing relationships to 
facilitate continual learning. Their capacity and desire to 
know more and continually develop themselves as online 
tutors evolves from their teaching roots as teaching is a 
reflective profession. The major shift for online CPD 
however is the recognition (by senior management) that 
formal methods of CPD in timebound and expert-led 
sessions are outdated. Current innovative educational 
practices emerge from informal exchanges with others 
from a variety of disciplines and may occur anytime, 
anywhere making collaboration through being well-
connected, the goal for future educators. For this reason, 
there should be acknowledgement of the ‘costs’ to the 
online tutor in terms of personal time and commitment. 
These additional elements relate to the third research 
question, further professional development in using 
connectivist principles.  

The more informal approaches to CPD as offered by the 
ubiquity of technology and the blurring of the boundaries 
between work and life, facilitates online tutors’ desire for 
self-development, capacity-building and improved schol-
arship. It should be remembered that an online tutor’s 
work is never done – committed tutors are available online 
almost 24/7 due to the pleasure they gain from helping 
others and being part of an ever-changing community of 
practice. For these tutors, the spirit of connectivism is 
embodied in their being, and the increasing ease with 
which they can access the online course from mobile 
technologies which support their connectivist beliefs and 
offer the self-fulfilment they desire from their mentoring 
role as an online tutor. 

This research aimed to provide an insight into the pro-
file of teacher educators in the UK as online tutors and 
their attitudes and beliefs which assisted them in making 
the transition from F2F to online teaching. Although the 
sample size is relatively small – 46 tutors – and a re-
stricted number of UK jurisdictions were sampled, the 
findings indicate a clearly justified approach to online 
education taken by online tutors which offers active 
learning in asynchronous contexts to accommodate the 
international audience they aim and in some cases, do 
attract on their courses. Although the restricted use of the 
available functionality in VLEs appears to contradict the 
‘active’ stance being portrayed, the online tutors’ com-
mitment to supporting, guiding and extending learning via 
the discussion forums counterbalances any concerns 
raised. The interviews capture the essence of an effective 
online tutor as someone who is connected, innovative, and 
continually striving to learn more. They accept the infor-
mal nature of CPD in the 21st century in which their work 
and their personal life converge, as they are enthusiastic 
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about continuing to grow as a professional and a person, 
and view this as self-fulfilment.  

It is acknowledged that future research addressing all 
jurisdictions in the UK would determine if country spe-
cific patterns exist due to separate funding arrangements 
and educational initiatives which may influence online 
education and expectations from higher education institu-
tions. As it stands this study extends the existing literature 
by revealing the specific beliefs and attitudes of this group 
of teacher educators who are considered innovators by 
senior staff within their institutions driving forward online 
teaching and learning to a global market. However it is 
acknowledged that other groups of educators, such as 
those involved in engineering or science, may utilize a 
different tool set within the VLE’s functionality as a 
consequence of the need to have real-time chat on core 
theoretical ideas or complex concepts. Nevertheless the 
intention of this study was to reveal the extent to which 
experiences from F2F pedagogy impacted upon or chal-
lenged teacher educators’ ability and skills to teach online.  

By applying connectivist principles to these online tu-
tors, aspects of good practice in their online pedagogy 
were captured in addition to identifying areas for future 
development and support to sustain the commitment to 
online learning which is so clearly portrayed in these 
online tutors’ work ethic. Future online tutors are advised 
to seriously consider the eight principles of connectivism 
prior to embarking on online teaching and to ensure their 
online practices evoke the additional level of self-
fulfilment, passion and enthusiasm needed to continue to 
develop as a professional and innovator of technology-
enhanced learning. 
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