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Abstract

This study was a phenomenological study examining the experiences of faculty in an online

learning environment in order to identify the factors that could produce job burnout and stress in

master’s programs in education. The challenges and related stress-producing factors were also

explored to identify best practices for online faculty and attributes most suited for the demands

and expectations required in the online teaching environment. The study’s insights and findings

are based on perspectives from online faculty who have been teaching in the modality for three

or more years. These findings may be useful to stakeholders such as administrators, faculty

mentors, faculty trainers, and faculty interested in employment in the modality so that

identifiable and realistic criteria may be available upon which to base future hiring standards,

employment practices, training, and decisions about teaching online. Insights about procedures

and practices have been identified that may be effective in helping to develop initial training

programs, faculty mentor supports, administrative decisions, and on-going faculty training.

Based upon the findings, institutional leaders have information that could help identify best

practices for online faculty and attributes most suited for the demands and expectations required

in an online teaching environment. Institutions and administration can seek out and recruit the

best possible online faculty who have the necessary skills, abilities, and characteristics required

in this modality rather than hiring based merely upon academic credentials that would fail to

identify specific attributes necessary for online teaching. Finally, those specific characteristics

can then be applied to alleviate job burnout challenges online faculty would experience. The

study will help institutional leaders (a) identify faculty earlier who will be better suited to the

modality; (b) identify how to offer relevant, on-going faculty supports and training practices; and

(c) prevent online faculty job burnout.

Introduction

Institutions of higher education in the United States are offering increasing numbers of online

programs and courses (I. E. Allen & Seaman, 2014). While traditional faculty members who are

engaged in face-to-face lectures have recognized online teaching as a new teaching method that

reaches potential university enrollees, traditional faculty continue to remain doubtful regarding

the efficacy of online learning (I. E. Allen & Seaman, 2014; Columbaro & Monaghan, 2009;

Mills, Yanes, & Casebeer, 2009). The suspicion and continued distrust of faculty toward online

learning have been depicted in traditional universities’ preference to hire faculty who earned

their degrees at traditional institutions (I. E. Allen & Seaman, 2014; Columbaro & Monaghan,

2009). This preference for hiring faculty who prefer the traditional methods of teaching has the

potential to result in a shortage of faculty who appreciate online learning.
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Having online faculty, who can be most involved and fulfilled in an online environment, is

imperative for the growth and success of institutions of higher education. However, only a small

percentage of academic leaders believe that their faculty members subscribe to the legitimacy

and value of the online modality (I. E. Allen & Seaman, 2014). It is essential that online faculty

be encouraged about the academic success of their online learners because the expansion of

online learning requires committed and competent faculty in sufficient numbers to meet student

demand. This study sought to examine the experiences of faculty in an online learning

environment in order to identify the factors that can produce job burnout and stress in master’s

programs in education.

Literature Review

The primary objective of this study was to explore the experiences of faculty in an online

learning environment as it related to job burnout and stress in master’s programs in the discipline

of education. The study also identified the teaching strategies, personal attributes, organizational

skills, software competencies, and job satisfaction of faculty who taught in online master’s

degree programs in education to overcome the burnout problem. The literature review was done

to ascertain the theoretical foundation of the topic being studied. After an exhaustive literature

review search on the topic of engaged and experienced characteristics of online faculty who have

taught three or more years in master’s degree programs in education, it became evident that there

were no studies done in this specific area. There was a dearth of literature that dealt with online

faculty teaching at the master’s level in the education field, which warranted this study. Key

findings from the I. E. Allen and Seaman (2014) Babson Survey Research Group report on

online education, Grade Level: Tracking Online Education in the United Statesinclude: (1) The

percent of academic leaders rating the learning outcomes in online education as the same or

superior to those in face-to-face remained unchanged at 74.1%; (2) Only 28.0% of academic

leaders say that their faculty accept the “value and legitimacy of online education”; (3) The

proportion of chief academic leaders reporting online learning is critical to their long-term

strategy reached a new high of 70.8%; and (4) The adoption of MOOCs (Massive Open Online

Course) is reaching a plateau, only 8.0% of higher education institutions currently offer one,

another 5.6% report MOOCs are in the planning stages.

Conceptualization of Adult Learning

To meet the educational needs and abilities of adults, Brookfield (1999) pointed to the necessity

of establishing a “connectedness” to learning, encouraging adults to incorporate their previous

learning and experience, to be more self-directed, and to link the curriculum to their lives and

their work. Three theories of adult learning that have significantly affected higher education and

the online learner include andragogy theory by Malcolm Knowles, transformative learning by

Jack Mezirow, and student-centered learning by Carl Rogers.

Job Burnout and Stress

Maslach (1993) defined burnout as “a psychological syndrome of emotional exhaustion,

depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment” (p. 20). Emotional exhaustion means

being overextended and having depleted one’s emotional resources. Depersonalization refers to

an excessively detached response to other people. Reduced personal accomplishment results

from diminished feelings of competence and achievement at work (p. 21).
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The research literature acknowledged difficulty in pinpointing a single definition of the term

stress. A frequently cited definition of stress has been provided by Selye (1974): “the nonspecific

response of the body to any demand made upon it” (p. 27). The term has been further defined by

Gold and Roth (1993): “a condition of disequilibrium within the intellectual, emotional and

physical state of the individual; it is generated by one’s perceptions of a situation, which result in

physical and emotional reactions. It can be either positive or negative, depending upon one’s

interpretations” (p. 17).

Rubino, Luksyte, Perry, and Volpone (2009) investigated the stressors that lead to burnout and

the role of intrinsic motivation in mediating this phenomenon. Stressors related to burnout

include fit and role ambiguity. Fit is the compatibility between a person and the work

environment. Rubino et al. found that a misfit leads to negative attitudes and discourages people

from acquiring expertise in a particular area. Role ambiguity is a lack of clarity or job-related

information. One’s role includes standards used to evaluate performance, expectations for task

completion, and information about the time needed for, and the order in which one should

perform, tasks. Role ambiguity can lead to burnout because uncertain situations are inherently

stressful. In addition, individuals waste valuable time seeking information to clarify ambiguities,

thereby depleting their energy reserves.

When examining the development of burnout among professionals, literature suggests that

burnout may be related to past anxiety, guilt, pain, and sensitivity (Ochberg, 2007). Thus, it can

be deduced that role and ambiguity experiences of employees constitute stress and, consequently,

can lead to their burnout. According to Ahola et al., (2006), burnout is determined through

physical exhaustion, headaches and hypertension, emotional exhaustion, depression, anxiety,

boredom, decline in performance, insomnia, increase of addictions or dependencies, self-doubt,

blame, and general disillusionment. These burnouts have contributed to workers’ inability to

perform their jobs adequately, which, in turn, may have resulted in a decline in their feelings of

professional efficacy (Bakker & Heuven, 2006).

In one of the few studies to involve physical education teachers, Fejgin, Talmor, and Erlich

(2005) investigated the relationship between including special needs students in mainstream

classes and burnout among Israeli physical education teachers. Challenges reported by

participants about special needs students included inadequate facilities, difficulties with timely

assessment and diagnosis of such students, the necessity of modifying teaching methods, and the

need for increased parental communication. Fejgin et al. found that the number of special

education students in class positively correlated with burnout, while the degree of assistance

provided to teachers in caring for these students negatively correlated with burnout.

Faculty Job Burnout and Stress Studies

In a study conducted by Beam et al. (2003), findings revealed that stressors relating to

technology contributed to lower job satisfaction and higher burnout of faculty in the discipline of

mass communication and journalism in higher education. In this study, technology-related

stressors stood out among other job stressors, and in most cases these stressors seemed to take

precedence over other factors such as seniority, age, tenure status, gender, academic rank, or

course load. In addition, the study identified how administrators could help alleviate this stressor

amongst their faculty members by (a) improving the quality of their technical supports and (b)
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improving or adding support to faculty, such as tutorials and workshops, to help alleviate the

demands placed upon them to learn and adapt to new hardware and software. Job satisfaction or

dissatisfaction has been linked to absenteeism, turnover, motivation, performance, and burnout

(Beam et al., 2003; Iiacqua et al., 1995; Terpstra & Honoree, 2004).

In the study by Iiacqua et al. (1995), the impact of the workplace and socio-demographic factors

on job satisfaction was examined. Herzberg’s (1987) model was used to test the validity of the

two-factor hypothesis regarding the influence of extrinsic and intrinsic variables on job

satisfaction in higher education. By testing Herzberg’s hypothesis, the study indicated that 83

faculty members who participated in the study could experience both job satisfaction and

dissatisfaction simultaneously. For example, one could be fulfilled and satisfied with one’s

professional occupation, yet be exceptionally unfulfilled and dissatisfied with the work

environment. This study postulated that faculty members may be fulfilled and satisfied with their

chosen academic profession, yet if they are not intrinsically motivated by the various levels of

technology skills required, they may be extremely inefficient, dissatisfied, and unfulfilled by the

realities of working in an online environment. Moreover, faculty who are new to the modality

may be unaware of the personal attributes necessary to be engaged and satisfied in an online

environment. Understandably, one may enjoy being an academic professor in higher education

but may be unfulfilled working in an online environment.

According to eminent researchers in the study of burnout, such as Maslach (2003),

Freudenberger and Richelson (1989), and Pines and Aronson (1989), burnout can be attributed to

significant health challenges, exhaustion, cynicism, poor job performance, and overall

inefficiency. These researchers discussed how individuals exposed to prolonged chronic

emotional and interpersonal stressors can negatively affect relationships in the workplace. Job

burnout has been attributed to serious workplace challenges in many sectors but has been

particularly present in higher degrees in many human services occupations.

In the study by Claybon (2008), the frequency of burnout in faculty who taught online graduate

courses within institutions in the Tennessee Board of Regents system using the Maslach Burnout

Inventory-Educators’ Survey (MBI-ES) was determined. Using the participant responses to the

Perceptions of Burnout of Online Instructors (PBOI) survey, the study identified possible

contributing factors for those who experienced burnout, and resources and strategies that could

effectively mitigate potential for burnout among those who taught distance learning

graduate-level courses. The study indicated that online faculty members teaching graduate-level

coursework who scored lowest in the areas of emotional exhaustion, personal accomplishment,

and depersonalization experienced job burnout more often than online faculty members who

scored higher in these three areas.

Moreover, online faculty members often experience a compelling emotional pull to review their

courses before or after traditional working hours. Working during off hours can lead to faculty

burnout, which affects teaching performance and ultimately the learning experience of the

students. In the study by Perry (2008), the reasons for online faculty returning to the online

environment after hours were identified, as well as ways through which they could manage that

tendency. Using an in-depth online survey, Perry posited that many online faculty members tend

to experience an emotional pull into their online classrooms during off hours. This off-hours pull

can lead to job burnout, which eventually can negatively affect faculty performance as well as

negatively impacting students. Findings in this study revealed that faculty who felt supported
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were more satisfied, and this factor led to greater student satisfaction as well. Furthermore, Perry

posited that stress and job burnout are possible for online faculty who feel compelled to

constantly go online and check their classrooms. If not managed well, this compelling pull can

contribute to online faculty experiencing negative feelings about their workload, mismanagement

of time, and intrusion into personal time or time off.

Research showed that avenues of opportunity have opened for students and faculty as distance

education initiatives flourish throughout higher education. Using Delphi methodology, McLean

(2006) identified stressors and levels of job satisfaction among faculty teaching exclusively at a

distance. According to McLean, online faculty job burnout appeared to be a problem when

faculty members were unable to manage and set reasonable guidelines for classroom

involvement. Furthermore, establishing boundaries for work and personal life could create stress

if online faculty were unable to manage a balance between these areas. Researchers Shi, Bonk,

and Magjuka (2006) stated that online faculty must learn how to manage their time effectively.

While these researchers suggested various strategies one could use to overcome feelings of being

overwhelmed, they believed these strategies could improve instruction.

Moreover, Oliver (2004) examined the everyday work experiences of college professors who

taught online, including their work responsibilities as online faculty within the larger university

system. Oliver conducted a survey on 17 faculty members to examine community college online

faculty. The study reported that longer work hours significantly affected life and work time

management challenges. In addition, along with longer hours being a significant problem, larger

online class sizes also affected overall faculty job dissatisfaction.

Summary

Online learning communities and modalities offer the online learner flexibility, autonomy, and

self-direction. The three learning theories highlighted relate well to these concepts, and

coursework designed for the online learner is well accommodated by each of these theories.

Higher education pursuit via an online modality is an excellent equalizer because physical

appearance, age, race, weight, clothing, disability, and the prejudices, biases, and assumptions of

others do not necessarily play as large a role as they would if one were sitting in a physical

classroom.

Although the three theories of adult learning discussed in this chapter have significantly defined

the field of adult education, “no single theory of adult learning has emerged to unify the field.

Rather, there are a number of theories, models, and frameworks, each of which attempts to

capture some aspect of adult learning” (Merriam et al., 2007, p. 103). Knowles, Mezirow, and

Rogers are known as humanistic theorists, and each wrote extensively on the notion of

self-directed learning, which is a concept well-suited to the development of modalities

specifically created for the online learner. Facilitators, program developers, and curriculum

writers who incorporate adult learning theories such as andragogy, transformative learning, and

student-centered learning will find that their online programs will benefit the online learner

immeasurably.

According to Merriam et al., (2007), a humanistic orientation to learning emphasizes human

nature, human potential, human emotions, and affect (p. 294). Choice, motivation, and

responsibility are necessary factors related to the online learning process. The role of prior
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knowledge and experiential learning must be incorporated into any online learning classroom

environment. These factors, when allowed to manifest in an online environment, may

significantly affect the learning experiences of the online learner in positive ways. The study

provides insight into online faculty burnout and methods and strategies faculty use in their

classrooms. Previous studies have not interviewed online faculty in master’s programs in the

college of education.

Research Questions

Why do faculty choose to facilitate an online course(s)?1. 

How do faculty prepare for this assignment?2. 

What do faculty find are the major differences between lecture/discussion face-to-face

instruction and online learning?

3. 

In what ways has facilitating an online course been both rewarding and challenging?4. 

What do faculty find to be the most challenging aspects of facilitating an online course?5. 

Methodology

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative research study was to identify the teaching

strategies, personal attributes, organizational skills, software competencies, and job satisfaction

of faculty who teach in online master’s degree programs in education. Qualitative data were

gathered through semi-structured, open-ended interview questions with 12 online faculty to gain

insights and a detailed view of online faculty and their teaching strategies, personal attributes,

organizational skills, and job satisfaction. This qualitative research used a modified van Kaam

method developed by Moustakas (1994). The modified Kaam method was based upon recorded

and transcribed interviews using semi-structured questions to capture the lived experiences of

online faculty.

Sampling Procedure

The study used a purposeful sampling method for understanding and exploring specific purposes

and judgments of a select group or case of individuals who had experienced the same

phenomenon (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, & Worthen, 2004; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Participants were

chosen based upon the following inclusion criteria:

Taught at least four online courses within a year;1. 

Taught for three or more years; and2. 

Taught in a master’s degree program in education.3. 

In order to recruit participants for the study, the researcher used purposeful sampling by inviting

online faculty to participate such as colleagues and acquaintances based upon years of

experience in the field of online teaching in the college of education at many institutions. Those

to be interviewed were from many different settings, were nominated by those that knew their

online work, and were responding as individuals not faculty at a specific institution. In fact, some

did not have any institutional affiliation whatsoever.

Data Collection

The factors included the need for data from subject matter experts based upon lived experiences,

access to a representative population, and varied perspectives from diverse participants.
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Unstructured observational data in different venues as a participant observer or non-participant

observer were not available, and this precluded the opportunity to take field notes or to record

data to inform the research. The most appropriate and available data collection method to

achieve data validity and reliability in the target population frame was the semi-structured

interview (Elliott, 2005).

This research study utilized telephone interviews to capture a wider range of participants in terms

of geographic locations. Telephone interviews, however, permit less time to collect data but

allow better access to research participants, especially for those in different geographic locations.

Thus, this research study utilized telephone interviews. Participants were informed that the

conversation would be recorded and would be transcribed for data analysis. The interviews lasted

approximately 20 to 30 minutes, and interviews took place only once.

The researcher invited online faculty such as colleagues and acquaintances to participate based

upon their years of experience in the field of online teaching in the college of education at

various institutions. Instructions as to how to participate in the study were made available.

Interested participants received an overview of the study. If their qualifications matched the

criteria considered in this study, they were included as potential participants. All potential

participants were contacted to arrange for telephone interviews. During the interview process,

participants were informed that audio tapes were to be employed to ensure that their responses

could be transcribed appropriately. A transcribed copy was also provided to each participant for

approval after the interview process. The data collection process ended when the researcher

received the approved copy of the transcribed interview. After that, the data was inputted to the

NVivo© qualitative analysis software program for data analysis.

Data Analysis

The study was analyzed using triangulation techniques, which included the use of multiple data

collection methods, analysts, data sources, or theories as collaborative evidence for the validity

of standard qualitative research findings (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003, p. 640). For the study,

multiple methods employed included qualitative analysis as well as the use of multiple analysts

in the development of the qualitative component.

The triangulation method condensed, clustered, and sorted the data by implementing the

following steps:

Step #1: Interview participants were selected in the following order: (a) three participants from a

public university, (b) three participants from a private university, (c) three participants from a

for-profit university, and (d) three participants from a research 1 university to triangulate how

participants from four different types of institutions respond to the qualitative questions.

Step #2: Interview participants via phone with qualitative questions.

Step #3: Transcribe and give responses to the participants for review and approval.

Step #4: Collaborate with outside evaluator on the study to evaluate the transcriptions. Outside

evaluator will collaborate to identify and analyze meaning units and assign themes (Creswell,

1998).

Data Analysis and Results

The result of the analysis yielded the following thematic categories and thematic subcategories:
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(a) category 1: factors that drive faculty to facilitate an online course; (b) thematic subcategory 1:

challenges that were overcome by online instructors; (c) thematic subcategory 2: effective

teaching-learning practices in an online learning environment; (d) thematic category 2: faculty

preparation for online teaching assignment; (e) thematic subcategory 3: personal attributes of

instructors in an online learning; (f) thematic category 3: perceived differences between

lecture/discussion face-to-face instruction and online teaching; (g) thematic category 4: elements

of online teaching that reward online instructors; and (h) thematic category 5: challenging

elements in online course facilitation. In the analysis of the first thematic category, two

subcategories emerged: (a) challenges that were overcome by online instructors, and (b) effective

teaching-learning practices in an online learning environment.

Discussion of the Results

The thematic categories of the present study were the lived experiences of the online instructors

with regards to teaching in an online environment. The majority of these participants had many

years of teaching experience in a traditional classroom environment before joining the pool of

online instructors. These faculty members were specifically exposed to various traditional and

progressive teaching methods and strategies and had worked with diverse adult and minor

learners extensively before teaching online. These teaching experiences gave them advantages in

taking classes via the online learning environment. In fact, these experiences have become

significant factors driving their decisions to handle online classes.

While the participants had several advantages, they also indicated several challenges to

overcome before they became generally satisfied with online teaching. The theme ability to cope

with the challenges in an online teaching-learning environment arose from this observation. The

inherent challenges of online teaching are manageable among instructors with wide teaching

experience and innate time-management ability. The challenges to becoming effective in online

teaching included the following: (a) management of students’ behaviors, (b) the innate

limitations of online learning, (c) learning online technologies, (d) management in responding to

multiple e-mails, and (e) individualized teaching strategies. These challenges among others were

overcome even without instruction from the administrators.

Managing student behaviors involves helping students understand how to address peers and

professor in a professional, academic tone in all activities and correspondence in the classroom.

This may include posting specific announcements regarding the issue, modeling an academic,

professional tone in all materials the faculty present in the classroom, and quickly and

professionally addressing any misbehavior or unprofessional tone that may be presented by

students.

Innate limitations of online learning include the fact that faculty cannot meet with learners face

to face to explain concepts, lecture material, or answer questions in person. For some students,

this may be a challenge that online faculty must address in other ways. Faculty can address this

by being present daily in their classrooms, being present before and after typical working hours

of 8am to 5pm, being present in the classroom on weekends and nights, answering questions in

detail within 24 hours, presenting various ways to contact faculty via e-mail, phone, social

media, classroom chat room, faculty website, instant messaging, creating questions to the

instructor section or links within the classroom, and posting answers to common questions.
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Learning online technologies involves learning new software and programs quickly and

effectively so that there is little to no down time in the online classroom. Faculty are required to

learn new online technologies on a regular and consistent basis. Online coursework often

requires changes to the curriculum and systems need to be altered, removed, changed, and newly

created. Faculty need to be able to learn these new skills as quickly and effectively as possible so

that students and teaching ability are not negatively impacted. Learning online technologies

quickly and adeptly is a fundamental and significant skill for faculty to possess.

Management in responding to multiple e-mails is required by online faculty. Most universities

with online coursework require faculty to respond to students within 24 hours. Faculty are

required to manage student e-mails and questions with individualized attention and in a timely

manner. Finding ways to do this on a daily basis is necessary for faculty.

Individualized teaching strategies may involve faculty using progressive teaching strategies that

address various learning styles with significant, specific feedback to each learner that is unique

to each learner’s needs. A one-size-fits-all approach to teaching does not address individualized

teaching strategies. Faculty should be addressing students on an individual basis, meeting the

student where he or she is, and working toward bringing each student to a higher level. This

approach requires that faculty respond to each student according to his or her individual needs

with individualized feedback rather than standardized feedback. All correspondence to each

student should be created uniquely for each student based upon students’ comments, assignment

submissions, e-mails, questions, and so on.

Among the driving forces that attracted retention among the online instructors was the flexible

time that is inherent in the online teaching environment. The instructors are able to travel without

compromising their responsibilities with students. In addition, working parents prefer to teach

online because it allows them to perform their familial roles while practicing their teaching

profession. Although faculty have specific deadlines for posting, grading, and answering student

questions, teaching online can take place 24/7 and asynchronously. This allows faculty the

opportunity to schedule other personal and professional duties. Online faculty are not

micromanaged in a physical office or a campus-based classroom on a Monday through Friday,

8am to 5pm schedule. For example, if faculty must post grades every week by Wednesday,

midnight Central time, this can be done days before the deadline, on the weekend, or hours

before the deadline. Faculty can manage other personal and professional duties however and

whenever they choose as long as that deadline is met each week. This allows faculty the

opportunity to create flexibility in their lifestyles and other commitments and duties however

they choose as long as university deadlines and expectations are met. An example of flexibility is

that faculty can be present and post in online classrooms for fifteen minutes daily and yet meet

weekly deadlines and work for many hours on one or two days of the week.

Another example of flexibility is that faculty can be present and producing in the online

classroom while completing other personal and professional computer or Internet research-

related tasks. Depending upon how adept faculty are at multitasking, they can be present in the

online classroom while pursuing these other activities simultaneously. Another example might be

having the ability to be productive and present in multiple online classrooms simultaneously. In

addition, faculty can check into several classes within the same half-hour or hour timeframe

without the constraints of physical buildings, walls, or walking great distances across campus.

This may not be as easily accomplished in campus-based courses as instructors can only be
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present in one place at one time. Online faculty can be in many online classrooms simultaneously

while producing quality work depending upon the technological savvy and time management

skills they may possess.

Other examples of flexibility include parents working from home while caring for and managing

children and family commitments. Faculty can travel for personal or professional reasons and

with an online connection they have the ability to be present in the classroom from anywhere.

Faculty can work for multiple universities in an online capacity. Faculty can have full-time,

ground-based, 8am to 5pm employment and also teach several online classes. Many online

faculty in the College of Education are working parents who teach full-time in public K-12,

campus-based schools and work for a variety of universities in an online teaching capacity. Some

online faculty teach campus-based university courses in addition to their online courses. Time

management is left to faculty to handle as they see fit rather than being micromanaged by the

university as long as faculty expectations and deadlines are met.

Other factors faculty considered important in their decisions to teach online were the reduction of

the physical stress from the time spent driving to and from their respective universities and

exposure to new teaching pedagogy. These factors contributed to the positive work satisfaction

of online instructors in this study.

While the participants are professionally and technically prepared for online teaching, they noted

the recruitment process as a crucial stage that determines the success of universities in offering

online courses. These participants articulated that online instructors should have personal

characteristics that are aligned with the demands of online teaching, ability to manage students’

behaviors, and knowledge in teaching styles that are appropriate to the diverse needs of online

students. These characteristics of online instructors include (a) good organization skills, (b)

effective time management, (c) positive work attitude and behavior, (d) comfort in an online

learning environment, (e) technological competence, and (f) flexibility in dealing with students’

needs. Instructors with these characteristics can be identified via new faculty training programs

such as an online faculty training classroom where new faculty are required to perform specific

tasks. In addition, reviewing faculty resumes and asking specific interview questions related to

experience with the management of students’ behaviors, online learning and teaching, learning

online technologies, time management, working with students in a timely manner, and

individualized teaching strategies should be considered in the hiring process. Meeting criteria in

these areas and performing according to specific expectations in an online training classroom

would be first steps to identifying online faculty candidates. Peer monitoring, monitoring in the

first class one is assigned to teach, and monitoring over a yearly basis would be further steps in

identifying faculty who could perform at expected and required levels.

The required attributes of an online instructor were based on the pedagogical differences between

face-to-face instruction and online teaching, where the former emphasizes a less individualized

approach to learning than the latter. The participants have cited that with online teaching,

instructors are required to monitor and evaluate each student’s learning progress and behavior in

the online classroom. Unlike in traditional classrooms, teaching online requires the instructor to

post, review, and synthesize the online discussion as means to encourage students’ participation

in the online classroom.

In addition, the nature of the online classroom requires more time in the preparation of
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instructional materials and evaluation of students’ performance than face-to-face instruction. The

online instructors must be sensitive to the difficulties students may encounter with online

learning such that they can appropriately design instructional materials that are effective for

students who may experience difficulties. Moreover, online instruction imposes urgency in

reviewing and providing feedback to keep the online discussion and coursework active. Based on

these responsibilities and work expectations, online instructors must have competency in written

instruction.

The thematic category elements of online teaching that reward online instructors reiterated the

factors that motivate educators in teaching online. The perceived rewards among the educators

involved in the study were (a) continuing enhancement of technological competence, (b) meeting

of personal and professional satisfaction, and (c) opportunity for new learning and improvement.

These themes were consistent across the responses of the participants.

While these elements focus on the individual needs of the educators in an online learning

environment, the degree of academic support from the school administration has also been

examined. Accordingly, online course facilitation needs appropriate guidelines, policies, and

procedures to protect the integrity of education and the online instructors. In this study, job

burnout and stress were associated with decisions of the administration to favor students’ unjust

complaints over the online faculty.

Discussion of theResults in Relation to the Literature

While the present study also aims to understand the job burnout and stress among online faculty

in relation to their responsibilities in teaching the students enrolled in a master’s education

program, the researcher was unable to collect this information from faculty who have several

years of teaching experience in both traditional and online classrooms. The faculty who

participated in the present study denied experiencing job burnout and in fact suggested that

online teaching offers them satisfaction, as they can practice their teaching profession while

performing their familial roles. The perceived work satisfaction motivated them to learn

available technology so they can further enrich their teaching strategies and become effective in

teaching students with diverse learning needs.

In effect, their years of online teaching gave them expertise in the management of online

discussion as well as the management of students’ behavior, even without guidance from online

classroom administrators. For instance, one participant claimed that as she earned experience in

teaching, she adopted a random selection of students’ online postings for evaluation and

feedback. From the experiences of the faculty, it was evident that fit and role ambiguity are

related to years of experience (Rubino, Luksyte, Perry, & Volpone, 2009). This means that as

years of teaching experience of faculty increase, fitness for the work environment increases

while role ambiguity decreases (Rubino et al., 2009).

This level of comfort in the work environment is evident in the deep concern faculties have

demonstrated to their students. Within the online learning environment, the instructors possess

higher commitment in terms of providing individualized teaching and mentoring, particularly to

those students who have learning difficulties as well as difficulties in the use of technology.

Unlike traditional classrooms, the online instructors are committed to ensure that presentation

materials are effective for self-learning. The inherent difficulty of self-learning has been
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considered by the online instructors as shown in their commitment to respond to students’

e-mails immediately. The urgency of responding to e-mails was considered an important strategy

in sustaining the interest of students in learning the required online tasks. In many cases,

instructors respond to students outside typical face-to-face class schedules to clarify learning

points that are difficult to understand in the online environment (Beer et al., 2005; Bocchi et al.,

2004; Gaytan & McEwen, 2007; Oliver, 2004).

The challenges noted in the empirical research, such as work-related demands, necessary work

adjustments, methods in managing online discussion boards, students’ behavior, inactive

discussions, proper netiquette in classroom, ensuring quality participation, and their

responsibilities as instructors have been confirmed in this research (Betts, 2008; Claybon, 2008;

Dolan, 2011); however, these challenges are not the factors that provide stress and job burnout,

which can subsequently be the reasons for faculty resignation (Claybon, 2008; Perry, 2008;

Wiesenmayer et al., 2008). The elements that contribute to job burnout and stress among online

faculty who have been teaching for several years are their inability to handle the behavior of

students who take for granted their online course requirements, the demands of students for

higher grades without making extra efforts, administrators who take the side of students who

complain unjustly, and administrators who compromise quality education to attract and retain

students. These stressors are particularly experienced by online faculty from private for-profit

academic institutions, who avoid arbitration due to fear of losing their jobs (Beam et al., 2003;

Rubino et al., 2009).

In the attempt to manage an active online discussion while avoiding conflict with students,

online instructors ensure that grading rubrics are set, clarified, and agreed by the students

enrolled in the course. Based on this agreement, the instructors evaluate the students’

performance based on the agreed rubrics. All 12 participants interviewed in this study discussed

how rubrics also serve as the instructors’ monitoring and evaluation tool concerning the

achievement of the learning course objectives (Beer et al., 2005; Bocchi et al., 2004; Gaytan &

McEwen, 2007; Oliver, 2004).

In this study, four general factors motivated online faculty in their decisions to teach in an online

learning environment. The factors were (a) the ability to cope with the challenges in an online

learning environment, (b) being able to balance familial roles and professional practice without

getting physical stress, (c) online teaching provides professional and personal satisfaction, and

(d) perceptions that the online environment offers a new perspective in teaching students. This

information further implies that these intrinsic motivations were not evident among faculty in

traditional learning environments. In the light of the results of the present study, the researcher

affirmed the findings of the earlier studies that concluded that there was job burnout and stress

among online instructors (Beamet al., 2003; Betts, 2008; Claybon, 2008; Dolan, 2011; Iiacqua et

al., 1995; McLean, 2005; Oliver, 2004; Perry, 2008; Pines & Aronson, 1989). However, unlike

the factors that contribute to job burnout and stress as identified in past research (e.g., Bruner,

2007; McLean, 2006) the present study posits that the nature of online teaching and the job

responsibilities of online instructors do not significantly affect their commitment to work. The

participants of the study have claimed that the perceived attitude of students concerning online

instruction as “diploma mill course work” and the tolerance of the online administrators to this

perception in exchange for student retention and enrollment are factors that affect the online

instructors’ motivation and job commitment.
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Implication of the Results for Practice

The results of the present study provided empirical information on the job burnout and stress of

online instructors in the master’s education program in American universities. Literature has

been scarce in this area since online distance education was introduced in higher education.

Specifically, the results provided the perspectives of online instructors who have teaching

experience in non-traditional, for-profit universities that most often serviced adult,

non-traditional, and at-risk learners. New faculty may benefit from this study because

participants revealed various job actions, habits, expectations, traits, daily routines, job stressors,

and burnout challenges that are specific to online instruction. This study also revealed various

differences regarding teaching for public, private, for-profit, and research 1 institutions that

compare and contrast how faculty are expected to manage student issues, challenges to authority,

and negative student behaviors. Furthermore, many online institutions enroll at-risk,

non-traditional, adult learners who may have learning difficulties and present challenges to

instruction that require specific facilitation methods. Not all faculty may be willing or equipped

to handle teaching online or the demands required in for-profit institutions. In addition, this study

revealed the technological demands, individualized teaching, and feedback on student

requirements in addition to the inherent challenges of online instruction that faculty are required

to address and manage effectively. Finally, faculty expectations for grading deadlines and a

24-hour turnaround response to all student questions and inquiries may be challenging to faculty

who are accustomed to the traditional, campus-based environment.

The most relevant research findings of the present study to educational practices was on the

selection of online instructors with personal attributes that are aligned with the online teaching

environment. The university administrators who intend to improve the delivery of quality

education through online education must emphasize the development of these attributes to their

hired online instructors. Other than providing training on the use of software and other related

technology, administrators of online instructors may also consider the development of

value-based training and development specifically in honing their patience and diligence in

mentoring students with learning difficulties.

Regular monitoring of faculty during the interview stage where faculty are required to complete

a mock online training class, the first class assignment, and annual peer-mentoring and

monitoring evaluations would be effective. In addition, faculty supports such as faculty chat

rooms, on-going training and mentoring in areas such as technology, software, classroom

facilitation techniques, and research support in all areas of online instruction would be beneficial.

Faculty could benefit from peer-mentoring and administration support where questions,

problems, and solutions can be addressed effectively and without fear of dismissal. Experienced

online faculty can provide additional support to new faculty in all areas of instruction and student

management via e-mail, faculty chat rooms, peer-mentoring, and sharing of research and

effective facilitation strategies. Administrators could create peer-mentoring groups where an

experienced faculty member manages a group of less experienced faculty so that a regular

contact for guidance is established with open communication channels.

Taking into account themes that have been identified in this study, online coordinators and higher

education leadership have a framework and a basis of knowledge and information to aid in their

hiring practices and support of online faculty. The participants in this study can offer insight into

hiring practices and support of online faculty as they each (a) had vast teaching experiences, (b)

Work Ethic, Characteristics, Attributes, and Traits of Successful Online ... http://www.westga.edu/~distance/ojdla/spring181/portugal181.html

13 of 19 29/07/2015 10:43 AM



had deep knowledge and expertise in teaching, (c) were skillful in the management of individual

learning difficulties, and (d) were skillful in teaching at-risk learners. Identifying and supporting

faculty who can specifically work with individual learning difficulties and at-risk learners is a

major factor discussed by the participants. Having patience, diligence, and exposure to various

traditional and progressive teaching methods and strategies was also common with these

participants. In addition, working with diverse adult and minor learners extensively before

teaching online was common. Based upon these factors, online coordinators and higher

education leadership should understand the importance of hiring and supporting online faculty

who have these traits, abilities, skills, and experiences.

Furthermore, faculty who can effectively manage challenging student behaviors, individualized

feedback, the inherent challenges of online teaching, and time management seem to do best in an

online environment. Hiring, training, and supporting new faculty in these areas is essential and

may relieve stress, job burnout, attrition of faculty, and attrition of students.

Recommendations for Further Research

While the results of the present study are compelling regarding job burnout and stress among

instructors in relation to their teaching careers in an online learning environment, the researcher

recommends further research on the lived experiences of newly hired online instructors who

have a maximum of at least two years teaching experience either in traditional and online

learning environment. The contribution of this recommended research is that it will further

explore the challenges and coping mechanisms of these newly hired online instructors with

regards to the identified issues of the expert online instructors. With this research, attrition of

newly hired online instructors can be resolved.

With regards to integration of technology and mentoring of its use to online instructors, past

research has shown the value of teachers’ attitudes toward technology in general and the use of

this technology in effective online instruction (Bahr et al., 2004; Helton & Helton, 2005). This

conclusion has been reiterated in the present study; however, the process of technology

integration to instructors’ systems of work has not been explored. The perspective emerging

from the interview data was that online instructors are already knowledgeable, if not experts, on

information technology, including the use of software for the improvement of online instruction

materials. In this regard, further research can be done concerning online instructors’ processes of

acquiring knowledge and skills of information technology. This future research can further

provide effective strategies in molding a pool of instructors who are receptive and eager to

integrate technology into their curriculum more than required by school administrators (Grove et

al., 2004; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006).

Furthermore, regardless of age, online instructors have similar views concerning the relationship

of use of technology and ease of teaching (Bruner, 2007). However, younger instructors are more

adept in the use of technology when compared to instructors who may have longer teaching

careers (Beamet al., 2003; Iiacqua et al.,1995; Terpstra & Honoree, 2004). In this case, a study

comparing the strengths and weaknesses of younger and older age cohorts may need to be done

to understand the behavior, stress, and job burnout of online instructors in relation to use of

technology and effective instruction better.

Conclusion
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This study is particularly important among universities who envision hiring, supporting, and

training online faculty who are best equipped to manage the rigors of the online environment and

adult, at-risk learners who may have challenging behaviors and learning difficulties effectively.

The thematic categories used in understanding effective online classroom instruction as well as

the constraints in the achievement of quality online education can guide administrators in the

development of professional training exercises for their regular and newly hired online

instructors to learn and adopt effective strategies in reaching these at-risk students. Not all

faculty may have the attributes and innate skills necessary to be effective, successful, and

satisfied teaching in an online environment. Online coordinators and higher education

administrators have a specific challenge in identifying faculty who are best suited for this type of

employment. Furthermore, once faculty are identified, supporting and training the newly hired

present additional challenges. The strengths that experienced online faculty bring to this form of

learning have been identified as major themes discussed by all 12 participants in the areas where

one 100% consensus was present quite often.

Based upon the overwhelming common themes reported by all participants, it is evident that

online coordinators and higher education administrators can find specific areas of importance in

relationship to hiring practices, support, and training for new and currently employed online

faculty support, and training for new and currently employed online faculty.
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Appendix A:

Interview Questions

Research Question #1

Why do faculty choose to facilitate an online course(s)?1. 

Interview Questions #1

What work-related practices do you use as you teach online that may be different

from what you are used to doing in a regular brick and mortar classroom?

a. 

What adjustments have you made, if any, to be successful as an instructor in the

online classroom?

b. 

What methods do you use to manage your online discussion boards?c. 

How do you manage a dominating, rude, or disrespectful student?d. 

How do you manage a discussion that has become inactive?e. 

What ideas do you have for maintaining proper netiquette in the classroom?f. 

What strategies do you use in the online classroom to encourage and ensure quality

participation in threaded discussions?

g. 

What is your interpretation of your responsibility as an online instructor?h. 

Research Question #2

How do faculty prepare for this assignment?2. 

Interview Questions #2

What personal attributes do you have that you believe are necessary for teaching

online?

a. 
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How do you handle possible procrastination issues?b. 

How do you handle possible job burnout issues?c. 

How does your teaching style and/or philosophy fit in with the requirements and

demands of online instruction?

d. 

How do you feel about the notion of the “student as customer” philosophy that has

been adopted by many online institutions in higher education?

e. 

How do you handle students who challenge your facilitation style, methods, and

strategies?

f. 

Research Question #3

What do faculty find are the major differences between lecture/discussion face to face

instruction and online learning?

3. 

Interview Questions #3

What are your administrative and clerical skills that you believe are necessary for

teaching online?

a. 

What methods do you use for time management?b. 

How do you use these methods to successfully facilitate online classes?c. 

Research Question #4

4. In what ways has facilitating an online course been both rewarding and challenging?

How well do you use the software required for online teaching?d. 

Research Question #5

5. What have faculty found to be the most challenging aspects of facilitating an online course?

Interview Questions #5

How satisfied are you with online teaching?e. 

What are your motivators to teach online?f. 

How do you feel about your personal accomplishments as an online educator?g. 
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