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Abstract 

Given the increased number of online courses offered every year across the world, it has 

become imperative that teacher preparation programs prepare high quality online 

teachers. Research suggest that teachers’ professional identity can greatly affect their 

self-efficacy, confidence and competence, as well as the curricular and pedagogic 

decisions they will make. Therefore, it is important that online teacher preparation 

programs pay attention to what kind of online teachers they want their participants to 

aspire to be, and create learning experiences that support that identity development – 

above and beyond learning how to use specific digital tools, resources, and online 

teaching practices.  

To contribute to this goal, in my study, I investigated the online teacher identity 

development of a group of graduate students in the context of a course designed to 

prepare them to teach online. The aim of my study was to understand what kind of 

identity the participants developed as online teachers (defined as what kind of online 

teachers they aspire to be), and which course activities most influenced that 

development, with the ultimate goal of informing the design of courses and programs that 

can better support novice online teachers’ identity development so that they can become 

more effective online teachers. 

This study took place in the context of a specific section of a graduate course preparing 

online teachers at the Warner School of Education. The study was informed by the 

following overarching question: How can we positively affect the identity development of 
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novice online teachers? More specifically, I investigated the following research questions 

in the context of this specific course:  

1. What kind of online teacher did each participant aspire to be at the end of the 

course, and how did it differ from where they started? 

2. How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation and 

recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? 

Following a case-study methodology, I collected a rich set of data from two rounds of 

semi-structured interviews, as well as course artifacts such as the syllabus and lesson 

plans, students’ online written work (including reflective journals, discussion boards, 

lesson plans for online modules, and final reflection papers), and researcher memos. I 

used qualitative methods to analyze the data, using identity theory as the main theoretical 

framework.  

The findings show that, as a result of this semester-long course, changes did occur in how 

these novice online teachers perceived online learning and teaching; as well as the values 

and aspirations they developed for the kind of online teachers each of them wanted to be. 

The findings also suggest that the course experiences that most affected these 

participants’ identity were: participation in carefully structured experiences as online 

learners and experiences as online teachers, accompanied by multiple opportunities for 

recognition of that participation – from self, from classmates and from the course 

instructor. Most importantly, the findings indicate that the participants perceived online 

teacher identity as a component of their overall teacher identity – not as a separate 

identity.   
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Chapter 1: Overview of the Study  

The ultimate goal of this dissertation study is to inform the design and 

implementation of more effective courses and programs to prepare novice online 

teachers. This is important in today’s world because of the increasing demand for online 

teaching and the recognition that the quality of online learning depends highly on the 

quality of the design and facilitation of online experiences (Allen & Seaman, 2013; 

Storandt, Dossin & Lacher, 2012; Sprague, 2006; Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000; 

Vaill & Testori, 2012; Faulk, 2010; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009; Richardson & Alsup, 2015). 

Therefore, educational institutions need high quality online instructors, and teacher 

educators need to learn how to prepare them most effectively. To achieve this goal, my 

dissertation study focused on how programs preparing online teachers could better 

support the development of their students’ online teacher identity. While there are many 

definitions of identity in the literature, for this study I used the term online teacher 

identity to mean essentially what kind of online teacher one aspires to be. I used identity 

theory as the main theoretical framework for the study. 

There are many reasons why teacher identity development is an important topic to 

investigate. It is evident from the literature that how teachers perceive themselves – that 

is, the kind of teacher they think they are and/or they want to be – impacts their self-

efficacy and confidence, what they decide to teach and how, how they evaluate their 

performances as teachers, and what improvements and trainings they will seek. For 

example, Beijaard, Verloop and Vermont (2000) argued that “teachers’ perceptions of 

their own professional identity affect their efficacy and professional development as well 
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as their ability and willingness to cope with educational changes and to implement 

innovations in their own teaching practice” (p. 750). Hong’s (2010) study showed that 

there was a relationship between pre-service and beginning teachers’ perceptions of their 

professional identity and their decisions to remain in or leave the profession. Han (2017) 

argued that, to develop a “comprehensive and feasible curriculum, consideration of the 

teachers’ professional identity and its meaning systems is essential in curriculum design 

as well as implementation process” (p. 566). Beijaard, Meijer and Verloop (2004) also 

explicitly pointed out the relevance of identity development for teacher preparation as 

they contended “research on teachers’ professional identity formation is seen as relevant 

to teacher educators and mentors in schools in order to better understand and 

conceptualize the support student teachers need” (p. 109). 

Research on online teacher identity development is still very limited, and few 

online teacher preparation programs today explicitly consider this important component. 

To address this gap, my dissertation study investigated the identity development of 

participants in a semester-long graduate course preparing online teachers, the design of 

which was informed by identity theory principles. Using artifacts from the course, as well 

as interview data, I first identified what kind of online teacher each of my participants 

aspired to be by the end of the course and how this changed from the beginning of the 

semester. I also investigated how key activities in the course influenced my participants’ 

identity development. I used this information to both create individual case studies for 

each participant and to identify commonalities and differences through a cross-case 

analysis. 
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Findings from this dissertation study are intended to help us design and 

implement more effective courses and programs to prepare high quality online teachers. 

Therefore, it is my hope that this dissertation study will benefit teachers, teacher 

educators, course designers, and eventually the students taking their courses.  

Terms Used in the Study 

Since the term “online” has been used with different meanings in the literature, I 

would like to first state how it is interpreted in this study. I used the definitions provided 

by Allen and Seaman (2014) of traditional course as one requiring regular face-to-face 

meeting between the teachers and students within a classroom setting in a campus 

(including web facilitated courses), fully online course as “a course where most or all of 

the content is delivered online” and which “typically have no face-to-face meetings,” and 

blended or hybrid course as a “course that blends online and face-to-face delivery” where 

a “substantial proportion of the content is delivered online” (p. 6). I used the term online 

course in this study to mean both fully online and blended courses. Consistently, I used 

the term traditional teacher to mean a teacher who only teaches face-to-face (F2F) 

courses in a college or university, and online teacher to mean a teacher who teaches or 

intends to teach online courses (including fully online and hybrid courses). 

Rationale for This Study 

Why is the Preparation of Online Teachers Important? Views from the Field 

Online teaching and learning is growing and evolving quickly in our current 

world of communication and technology (Faulk, 2010; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009; Storandt, 

Dossin & Lacher, 2012; Richardson & Alsup, 2015), and so is the need for high-quality 
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online instructors. Allen and Seaman’s (2013) study on more than 2,800 colleges and 

universities reported that 6.7 million students were taking at least one online course in the 

United States. Baxter (2012) reported that there were 2,800 higher education courses 

offered online in the UK, and the number is continuing to increase – thus requiring an 

increasing number of competent online teachers. Vaill and Testori (2012) argued that 

“quality faculty development is critical to the success of online programs and online 

students” (p. 112). Therefore, with the growth of online education, it is imperative that 

higher education institutions provide high quality teacher preparation programs for online 

teachers (Storandt, Dossin & Lacher, 2012; Sprague, 2006; Garrison, Anderson, & 

Archer, 2000).  

Allen and Seaman (2011) reported that there was more training available for 

online teachers than traditional teachers in higher education, as 72% of online teachers 

got training in online teaching, compared to 34% of face-to-face teachers. Faulk (2010) 

posited that, though programs to prepare online teachers were growing, the empirical 

research on the quality of such programs and courses remained limited. Meyer (2014) 

called for more research on how teachers actually learn to teach online, and how they 

experience online teaching, as it could provide “perspectives that can inform how faculty 

development programs can be designed to achieve their goals” (p. 95).  

Why is the Preparation of Online Teachers Important? Personal Perspective 

My research is also very important for me personally. I believe that online 

education has great potential for Bangladesh (where I am from), especially with the 

recent boom of private universities. Distance education is offered by several public and 
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private institutions in Bangladesh, including Bangladesh Open University. There are also 

many teachers who take online courses through study abroad and through the US 

Consulate in Bangladesh, which offers scholarships for online courses from universities 

like the University of Oregon. Other private universities, including the university in 

which I worked, have certain online instructional elements but do not yet offer online 

courses as to my knowledge.  

My three visits home from the US have helped me understand the changes in the 

education sector and the potentials much more clearly. People in Bangladesh are very 

enthusiastic about the Internet, which is readily available now, and the government is 

supporting the development of telecommunication. There are platforms like 

www.shikkhok.com, a free website conceived and designed by a Bangladeshi professor at 

University of Alabama at Birmingham, which offers free online courses to teachers and 

students. Another project in Bangladesh called English in Action, which is funded by the 

Department for International Development (DFID), offers internet, television, and print-

based education to teachers and students across the country (https://www.eiabd.com). 

Also, there are Facebook and other social media based online learning platforms in 

Bangladesh that offer free classes to learners. The success of these initiatives has 

demonstrated the potential of online courses for aspiring learners in Bangladesh. 

Therefore, with the help of my wide network of teachers, colleagues, and friends, I would 

like to promote formal online learning in educational institutions in Bangladesh. For that, 

first of all, higher education institutions would need high quality courses to prepare 

online teachers.   
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My interest in the preparation of online teachers, and their identity development 

in particular, also comes from realizing that many people in Bangladesh, as well as the 

US, still have negative impressions about online education. Sometime this is because of 

prior negative experiences with online courses, but more often it is because of a lack of 

knowledge and experience. When I took my first course on teaching online at the Warner 

School, I knew little about online teaching but was curious to better understand its 

affordances and limitations. Soon, I started to realize that online contexts offer great 

potential for teacher learning and teacher education, and my view was affirmed by the 

scholarship we read and discussed in the course. As a result of taking this specific course, 

my beliefs about online learning and teaching changed significantly, as I developed a new 

appreciation for the affordances and contexts of online learning, and for the kinds of 

online teaching practices linked with effective learning. These beliefs, in turn, shaped the 

kind of online teacher I wanted to be – in other words, my identity as an online teacher. I 

feel that this change in identity was most influential to my future practice as an online 

teacher, as it would inform all of my instructional decisions. This is why I decided to 

investigate online teachers’ identity development for my dissertation.  

Identity Theory as a Lens 

This dissertation draws upon identity theory as a primary theoretical framework. 

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 2, many scholars have argued that learning is 

more than acquiring a set of knowledge and skills, and in fact any learning is connected 

with identity development (Gee, 2000-2001). In the field of teacher education, in 
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particular, there is growing appreciation of how the kind of teacher one aspires to be will 

affect one’s instructional decisions and practices. 

My study was especially influenced by Gee’s definition of identity as being 

recognized by self and others as a certain kind of person and his notion that identity is 

developed through participation in activities and discourse within a specific community, 

as well as recognition of that participation by self and by others (Gee, 2000-2001). This 

is consistent with Wenger’s (1998) position that to develop an identity, individuals have 

to participate in communities of practice and this participation has to be reified. It is also 

consistent with Danielewicz’s (2001) statement that identity encompasses how we 

understand ourselves and how others understand us. There is consensus in the literature 

that individuals can hold multiple identifies, and that identities may change over time as 

new identities are constructed and reconstructed in various contexts (Richardson & 

Alsup, 2015).  

As documented in Chapter 3, there is a substantial amount of literature on 

teachers’ identity development – although there is less research specific to online teacher 

identity (Richardson & Alsup, 2015). How teachers perceive themselves as teachers and 

how they identify themselves within a social and environmental system of teaching 

contributes to their confidence as educators, which is important for their and their 

learners’ success. Teacher identity also impacts their motivation and instructional 

decisions (Nykvist & Mukherjee, 2016) and the depth of their participation in the 

teaching profession and its standards and practices (Hammerness et al., 2005). These 

findings are especially crucial to novice teachers, who often enter the profession with 
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already-formed views of what teachers and teaching are like, built through the 

apprenticeship of observing their own experiences as students (Lortie, 1975). For these 

reasons, it is important that teacher education programs shape novice teachers’ 

dispositions, knowledge, and social practices – and thus, their identities. 

Research Design 

Given the importance of teacher identity development, I was interested in the 

following overarching question for my dissertation study: 

How can we positively affect the identity development of novice online teachers? 

To investigate this question, I focused on the experiences of novice online teachers who 

took a foundational course in online teaching and learning within a graduate-level teacher 

education program. This hybrid, three-credit graduate course is the first of a two-course 

sequence designed to prepare online teachers, and is offered at the University of 

Rochester’s Warner School of Education as part of its advanced certificate program in 

online education. 

I chose this context for my study because this course was designed with the 

explicit goal of supporting the development of a “certain kind of online teacher,” and 

because it had a transformational effect on my own identity as an online teacher. 

Informed by identity theory, the course includes carefully designed sequences of 

experiences as an online student and an online teacher intended to provide participants 

with rich opportunities to participate in activities and recognize that participation (Gee, 

2000-2001).  
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I studied the identity development of the participants in a section of the course for 

which I was a Teaching Assistant. There were a total of eight students from diverse 

backgrounds who took the course. Given the small number of students, I planned to 

include as participants all who agreed to be a part of this study; and all but one of the 

students agreed to do so. 

The seven participants – to whom I gave names of flowers as pseudonyms – 

presented some interesting differences in background, pedagogical training, teaching 

experience, field of study, gender, age and nationality. They included: 

A. Ren – a counselor and future counselor educator, with no formal training in 

teaching; 

B. Lupin – a college administrator and doctoral student in human development, with 

limited in-service teacher training and some experience teaching higher education 

courses; 

C. Tulip – an international student from China learning to become a TESOL teacher; 

D. Peony – another international student from China, with two years of TESOL 

teaching experience;   

E. Laurel – an experienced international TESOL teacher with ten years of teaching 

experience in a European country;  

F. Iris – a veteran special education teacher with over 20 years of experience in K-12 

US schools; and 

G. Lilac – a veteran TESOL teacher and currently an instructional coach, with over 

20 years of teaching experience in K-12 US schools. 
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I investigated the following research questions with all seven of these 

participants:  

1. What kind of online teacher did each participant aspire to be at the end of the 

course, and how did it differ from where they started? 

2. How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation and 

recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? 

I adopted a case study approach (Yin, 2014) to address the research questions 

articulated above, using each course participant as a unit of analysis. Then, I conducted a 

cross-case analysis. My data set came from the following sources: 

1. The course syllabus and instructor’s detailed lesson plans; 

2. Written work produced by students in the course, including several individual 

assignments, online discussions, reflective journals at the end of each module, 

plans for two online learning modules (a group project and an individual project), 

and most importantly, a final reflection on what they learned in the course; 

3. Transcripts of semi-structured interviews with students who agree to participate in 

the study after they completed the course. I interviewed each participant in the 

study twice: once after an initial analysis of the artifacts collected from the course, 

and a second time as a “subject check” to verify the claims and findings I 

generated through my initial analysis and to ask follow-up questions for further 

details; and  

4. Analytical memos written by the researcher to capture insights and questions 

throughout the study. 
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Preview of Key Findings 

As a preview, below I have highlighted key findings related to each research 

question.  

Research Question 1:  

What kind of online teacher did each participant aspire to be at the end of the course, and 

how did it differ from where they started? 

Online Teacher Identity as a Part of Teacher Identity: As all participants of 

my study came to see online learning as something they want to capitalize on for all of 

their students (in ways that are appropriate to specific instructional context and learning 

goals), they did not develop separate identities as online teachers, but rather expanded 

their identities as teachers to include what they aspired to be with respect to using online 

technology in their teaching. This might help explain why none of the participants – 

including those who were veteran teachers – experienced resistance or tension in 

developing their online teacher identity in the course.  

Widespread Need for “Repair Work”: All but two of the participants came to 

the course after negative past experiences as learners in online courses; and even the 

remaining two had developed negative perceptions about online teaching, thus requiring 

what Gee calls repair work as they worked to develop their identities as online teachers. 

The course offered opportunities to engage in this repair work. 

Changes in Perceptions about Developing Relationships with Students 

Online: All participants aspired to be the kinds of teachers who develop close 

relationships with students and were concerned at the beginning of the course about 
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whether they could achieve this online. They resolved this concern by the end of the 

course, as everyone was able to identify ways to leverage available online technology to 

get to know students and maintain rapports and relationships with them. 

Changes in Perceptions about the Effectiveness of Online Courses: As they 

entered the course, most participants believed that online courses could not achieve the 

same learning outcomes as face-to-face courses – and they articulated this as a core 

concern, given their aspirations for powerful and effective student learning. They also 

resolved this concern by the end of the course, since they themselves experienced 

effective learning outcomes while participating in different activities in this course.   

Changed Expectations and Priorities about the Level of Technology Mastery 

Needed to be a Successful Online Teacher: Most participants expected that a major 

focus of the course would be on learning the technology needed to be good online 

teachers and were concerned about their ability to succeed in that regard. But by the end 

of the course, all participants recognized that minimal technological knowledge and skills 

were needed to be the kinds of online teachers they aspired to be. 

New Aspiration for Collaborating with Other Teachers in Designing 

Instruction: All participants demonstrated that course experiences had strengthened the 

role of collaborator as a component of their professional identities. This involved 

ascribing new value to collaborative planning and teaching with others and a new desire 

to find opportunities to do so within online instructional contexts. 

Preference for Teaching Hybrid Online Courses: As all participants identified 

affordances and limitations specific to online and face-to-face learning, they also 
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expressed a preference for teaching hybrid courses, as they believed such an environment 

would provide them “the best of both worlds.” This implicitly shows that they aspired to 

be the kind of teachers who can choose when to use online versus face-to-face activities 

to maximize students’ learning.   

All Participants Embraced at Various Levels the Kind of Online Teacher 

Promoted by the Course: Each participant explained that the kind of online teacher they 

aspired to be was consistent with the key components of online teacher identity that the 

course designers had identified as their targets, although with some variations. 

Consequently, by the end of the course, each participant had achieved a quite extensive 

and nuanced articulation of the kind of online teachers they wanted to be. 

Impact of Other Professional Identities on Online Teacher Identity: 

Depending on their areas of specialization (TESOL, special education, counseling, 

human development, teacher education), participants identified specific affordances for 

online learning and focused on aspects of online teaching that were particularly relevant 

to their field – thus adding some unique dimensions to the kinds of online teachers they 

aspired to be. 

Research Question 2:  

How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation and recognition 

offered in the course to support their identity development? 

Participants’ Experiences as Online Learners in this Hybrid Course Were 

Essential Conditions for Modeling Online Teaching and Engaging in Repair Work: 

There was rich direct and indirect evidence that the online learning experiences the 
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participants engaged in as part of the course helped them come to appreciate affordances 

and limitations of online learning in a powerful way, and in many cases dispelled their 

previous negative perceptions and concerns. Indeed, these “experiences as online 

learners” provided the participants with some unique opportunities for “participation,” 

which were also instrumental in achieving the needed “repair work.” Several participants 

also articulated that the course design and the course instructors became a powerful 

model for the kind of online teachers they were aspiring to be.  

The Course’s Scaffolded Experiences as Online Teachers Provided 

Participants with Critical Opportunities for Participation: All participants recognized 

the Group Project (where, as part of a team, they designed and taught an online module to 

the rest of the class) and the Individual Project (where they had to independently design 

an online module for a topic and an audience of their choice) as critical to their 

development as online teachers. Several participants mentioned that experiencing success 

in going through the entire cycle of teaching in the Group Project, in particular, was a 

pivotal moment, as it gave them confidence that they could indeed be effective online 

teachers.   

All Participants Made Good Use of the Opportunities for Reflection Provided 

in the Course: The participants had multiple opportunities for reflection – in online 

journals and discussion boards, as well as in a final reflection paper – and they all used 

these opportunities well to make sense of both their participation experiences as online 

learners and as online teachers, and the readings assigned in the course. This represented 

the important identity work of self-recognition. 
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The Course Provided Valuable Opportunities for Recognition by Others: 

Many opportunities for recognition by others were provided in the course, as each 

participant received comments on their posts in discussion boards as well as feedback 

from both their peers and the instructor on drafts of their instructional plans. All 

participants expressed their appreciation for the feedback received on their instructional 

materials, as they felt that it not only helped them improve the products, but also 

provided valuable affirmation that contributed to their growing confidence and self-

esteem as novice online teachers. 

The Perceived Stigma Concerning Online Teaching Negatively Affected some 

Participants: All the participants reported negative perceptions about the quality of 

online learning and teaching in their field which almost acted as negative recognition by 

the field.  However, some participants seemed to be more affected by this stigma than 

others; in fact, some participants reported that realizing that people in their fields had 

misconceptions about online education turned them into advocates for online learning 

and teaching. 

Overview of This Dissertation 

In this introductory chapter I have briefly described the problem I addressed in 

my dissertation and its significance, the main theory informing my study, and the 

research design I chose, and I provided a summary of key findings and implications.  

In Chapter 2, I discuss the theoretical framework that informed the design of this 

study’s course context, which I also chose as the theoretical framework for my research: 

identity theory as articulated by Gee (2000-2001) and applied by Luehmann (2007, 2008) 
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in the context of teacher identity development. I also describe in detail the design 

elements of the course, and how they reflect key tenets of the assumed theoretical 

framework. 

A summary of the literature review I conducted to learn about existing research 

on teacher identity development and online teaching and learning contexts can be found 

in Chapter 3.  Since my theoretical framework informed this review, I chose to report it 

following the articulation of my theoretical framework in Chapter 2. 

A detailed description of my study design can be found in Chapter 4. This chapter 

includes a more in-depth rationale for choosing a case study approach, a description of 

the context for the study (i.e., the section of the course I studied and its participants), my 

positionality as a researcher in this study, and an elaboration of the research questions 

informing the study, as well as a detailed description of the data sources I used and the 

way I analyzed them to address each of the research questions. Additional information 

about the course and the data collection instruments can be found in Appendices A and B. 

I report findings from the study in two separate chapters. First, in Chapter 5, I 

include narrative case reports of each of the seven participants who agreed to participate 

in the study. Results from the cross-case analysis built on those narratives can be found in 

Chapter 6, organized around the two research questions and key findings within each of 

them.  

This dissertation concludes in Chapter 7 with a summary of the study and its key 

results, along with some implications and recommendations for the future preparation of 

online teachers.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and its Implications 

Introduction 

While identity theory was used as a theoretical framework in all the studies of 

teacher identity that I reviewed, scholars assume different definitions of “identity” and 

“identity development” along different loci (e.g., professional identity versus online 

teaching identity); and therefore, they describe and focus on different aspects of teacher 

identity. For this dissertation study, I chose to use the same definitions of identity and 

identity development, and related theoretical assumptions that informed the design of the 

course in which I studied the development of online teachers’ identities. This theoretical 

framework was derived from the identity theory proposed by Gee (2000-2001) as 

interpreted by Luehmann (2007) and Luehmann and Borasi (2011) with respect to the 

identity development of “reform-minded STEM teachers.” 

 In this chapter, I first articulate the key principles and elements of my theoretical 

framework, while also making references to other scholars who have supported similar 

theoretical tenets. Then I provide an in-depth description of the key design elements of 

the online teaching and learning course, making explicit how key principles from identity 

theory were applied in the design of the course (based on course artifacts and 

conversations with one of the course designers).  

I will refer to this chapter as appropriate in chapter 3, as I report on my literature 

review of empirical studies of teacher identity, and in Chapter 4, as I discuss my choice 

of research questions and categories to create the structure for a case-study database.  
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I would like to clarify here that the concepts of teacher identity and online teacher 

identity were not considered as dichotomous in my study. Rather online teacher identity 

was seen as a component of a more general teacher identity. There are several reasons 

why I chose to focus on online teacher identity as an aspect of teacher identity: 

1. Online contexts present some important differences from face-to-face (F2F) 

contexts, which in turn may call for different practices as well; 

2. Online learning presents some unique affordances and limitations that online 

teachers need to learn to deal with; 

3. Unlike traditional teaching, many teachers do not have rich personal experiences 

with online learning; and 

4. Even experienced teachers may “become novices again” when asked to teach 

online because it requires special training and changes in expectations. 

Identity Theory Informing the Study 

Definition of Identity and Online Teacher Identity Assumed 

Identity theory recognizes that “all learning…requires identity work” (Gee, 2003, 

as cited in Luehmann & Borasi, 2011, p. 22). Beijaard (2019) also held similar view that 

“learning to teach is an identity making process” (p. 1). Among the definitions of identity 

that can be found in the literature, for this study, I assumed Gee’s definition of identity as 

“being recognized as a certain ‘kind of person’ in a given context” (Gee, 2000-2001, p. 

99). Adopting Gee’s definition, Luehmann defined teachers’ professional identity as 

“being recognized by self or others as a certain kind of teacher” (p. 27). Consistent with 

Gee’s and Luehmann’s definitions, I defined online teacher identity as “being recognized 
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by self or others as a certain kind of online teacher.” As in the literature, the terms 

teacher identity and teacher professional identity are mostly used interchangeably; I also 

did not make a distinction between the two.   

The way Gee’s identity theory was used in Luehmann (2007) to describe the 

identity development of reform-minded science teacher in the teacher preparation 

program she designed has some important similarities with my study. Luehmann (2007) 

focused on preparing a certain kind of teacher, which in her case was a reform-minded 

science teacher. In my study context, the course was trying to prepare a certain kind of 

online teacher – a teacher with certain mindsets and practices, as identified later in this 

chapter. 

Key Elements of Identity and Identity Development 

Luehmann (2007) described the following characteristics of identity development: 

a) Identity is socially constituted, that is, one is recognized by self and others as a 

kind of person because of the interactions one has with others;  

b) Identity is constantly being formed and reformed, though the change process for 

one’s core identities is long-term and labor intensive; 

c) Identity is multifarious – that is, consisting of a number of interrelated ways one 

is recognized as a certain kind of person, participating in social communities; 

d) Identity is constituted in interpretations and narrations of experiences (Luehmann, 

2007, p. 827).  

 

Indeed, there is substantial support in the literature for the concept that identity is 

never static, as it continues to be molded by new experiences and understandings (e.g., 

Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; Johnston, 2012; Taylor, 2017), nor monolithic. For example, 

Danielewicz (2001) posits that each individual has “multiple, often conflicting, identities, 

which exist in volatile states of construction or reconstruction, reformation or erosion, 

addition or expansion” (p. 10). Similarly, Johnston (2012) contends that identity is 
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“holistic and individually unique, comprised of a convergence of all the elements of life 

experiences, physical characteristics, personality, roles and background, genetic makeup, 

ethnicity and culture” (p. 18). He also posits that identity “includes a person’s 

understandings, knowledge, beliefs, feelings and values” (Johnston, 2012, p. 18). 

Empirical research also suggests that teachers might have multiple identities, and 

sometimes those identities shift and conflict, so that teachers have to negotiate among 

them (Soreide, 2006; Han, 2017). 

Factors That Influence Identity Development 

There are two key factors contributing to identity development as proposed by 

Gee (2000-2001) – participation and recognition – as discussed in more detail below.  

Role of participation and factors affecting it. Based on Gee’s definitions and 

descriptions, Luehmann contends that “…learning as professional identity development 

occurs through participation in specific professional activities” (p. 818). It is important to 

note here that “… not all forms of participation and engagement are equal with respect to 

learning potential” and as such, not all participation has equal potential to promote 

identity development (Luehmann & Borasi, 2011, p. 24). Building on Nasir and Hand’s 

work (2008), Luehmann and Borasi (2011) identified some factors as especially 

important in making an “activity” conducive to supporting identity development. They 

argue that an activity has greater potential to impact learners’ identity development when:  

 learners are actively engaged in the activity;  

 learners have some control over what is learned and how they engage in that 

learning; and 

 learners are held accountable for their learning (Luehmann & Borasi, 2011, p. 24). 
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Learners’ successful participation in the activity also needs to be supported by:  

 having expertise distributed across the students in the class;  

 receiving frequent and formative feedback, from both the teacher and the peers; 

and 

 having rich opportunities to have students’ competence recognized, both by the 

teacher and by the peers (recognition) (Luehmann & Borasi, 2011, p. 25).  

 

Nasir and Hand (2008) also contend that positioning the learners in their learning 

is important for their identity development, which means they should be assigned specific 

responsibilities, and this positioning of the learners’ “participation” is “central to both 

individual and group progress” (p. 174). 

Support for the importance of participation in identity development can be found 

also in the work of Wenger (1998), who considers identity development as inseparable 

from the concepts of “practice, community, and meaning” (p. 145) as part of his social 

learning theory. Wenger argues that identity is closely connected with practice because 

“engagement in practice gives us certain experiences of participation, and what our 

communities pay attention to reifies us as participants” (p. 150).    

Importance of Recognition. Gee’s identity theory makes clear that, while 

participation in key activities within a community of practice is critical, “identity work 

occurs in the interpretation, narration and thus recognition of that participation” 

(Luehmann 2007, p. 828). And it is important that this recognition occurs both by self 

and by others. Luehmann also suggests that “the interpretation of one’s participation 

through reflective work is a process through which identities are fashioned” (p. 828). 

Once again, there is considerable support in the literature for the key role played 

by recognition, as Wenger (1998), for example, describes identity development as “a 
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layering of events of participation and reification by which our experience and its social 

interpretation inform each other” (p. 151), and Danielewicz (2001) defines identity as 

“our understanding of who we are and of who we think other people are” (p. 10). Cohen 

(2010) also argues that reflective talk can play an important role for achieving a 

professional identity, as those identities are “established and maintained” through the 

recognition process, and their validity depends on the group members’ recognition of 

“each other’s ways of talking, thinking, and interacting as appropriate to the group” (p. 

475) – even if this recognition is often implied. 

Common Challenges in Identity Development  

Luehmann and Borasi (2011) contend that “trying on a new identity… involves 

assuming a number of challenges and risks” (p. 23). Some common challenges include: 

 Tensions caused by prior experiences and beliefs – in the case of online teacher 

identity, this could be partly because of negative past experiences with online 

learning; 

 Need for negotiation among multiple identities – especially for experienced 

teachers who have already developed a teacher identity and then learn to teach 

online later; and 

 Additional challenges when “going against the norm” – as was the case in the 

online teaching and learning course at the center of this study, which may have 

interrupted norms for some participants who previously had experienced online 

education differently from the ways it was advanced in the course. 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 23 

 

When challenges and risks are experienced by learners, the teacher needs to 

support the students through “repair work,” specifically by: a) enticing learners to try new 

identities through specific activities; b) motivating learners to put efforts in those 

activities; and c) providing opportunities to experience success in those activities 

(Luehmann, 2007, p. 831). 

Description of the Online Teaching and Learning Course in Which This Study Was 

Situated (EDE 484), In Light of the Theoretical Framework 

General Information about the Course 

My study focused on the first course – EDE 484: Online Teaching and Learning – 

in a sequence of three 3-credit, graduate-level courses designed to prepare online 

teachers. The course has been offered multiple times by different instructors and has been 

taken so far by over 100 students. This is the same course I took as a student, although for 

this study I focused on a later section of the course, for which I was a Teaching Assistant. 

The course design was explicitly influenced by the elements of identity theory articulated 

above, as discussed in more details below. 

Course Goals 

The course design was informed by the goal of preparing a certain kind of online 

teacher. As made explicit in the course syllabus (reproduced in its entirety in Appendix 

A.1), and further articulated by one of the course designers in conversations with me, the 

kind of online teacher the course was striving to prepare could be described by a 

combination of the following mindsets, beliefs, values, and aspirations: 
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1. Seeing online learning as a complement, rather than an alternative, to 

traditional/face-to-face learning; 

2. Seeking to increase students’ access to learning opportunities by leveraging online 

spaces; 

3. Seeking to create a caring and interactive learning community in any instructional 

context; 

4. Seeking to enhance students’ engagement and motivation by capitalizing on the 

many affordances of digital technologies; 

5. Seeking to promote deep learning and understanding by capitalizing on 

appropriate digital tools and resources; 

6. Seeking to promote collaborative learning in any instructional context; 

7. Seeking to provide students with choices and differentiated learning opportunities, 

leveraging technology whenever possible; 

8. Seeking to enhance student assessment practices through the use of digital 

technologies, so as to better support learning and inform instruction; 

9. Appreciating the need for goals-driven and meticulous instructional design – 

especially when planning online learning experiences; and 

10. Seeing the use of digital technologies as a tool rather than a goal. 

The course designers recognized the importance of supporting the development of 

an online teacher identity consistent with the aforementioned vision and made it an 

explicit goal of the course, using many of the principles of identity development 
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identified earlier in this chapter to create a rich set of opportunities for participation and 

recognition for students in the course – as described in more detail below. 

Creating Multiple Opportunities for Participation and Recognition. The 

course was designed to provide multiple and diverse opportunities for participation and 

recognition. Students participated in several activities as online learners and online 

teachers, reviewed examples of online modules to discuss what online learning and 

teaching could look like, and reflected on the implications of these experiences. There 

were several core experiences designed to promote identity development as described 

below. 

Early Experiences as Online Learners. The course was purposefully designed to 

start by providing some personal experiences as online learners that could challenge the 

participants’ previous negative experiences or perceptions and concretely show the many 

affordances (as well as limitations) of online learning. As explicitly described in the 

syllabus: 

In the first part of the course, students will learn some fundamental principles of 

learning, motivation, assessment, teaching and instructional design relevant to 

online teaching and learning by engaging in a carefully designed series of learning 

activities including both in-class and online components. These experiences are 

intended not only to facilitate students’ learning of this important content, but also 

enable them to “experience as learners” a number of online instructional tools and 

online teaching practices. Explicit reflections on these experiences (both in class 

and online) will take place in parallel to enable students to generalize from these 

concrete experiences and gain insights about best online teaching practices that 

can inform their own future teaching. 

 

In the first few modules of the course, participants engaged in several online 

learning experiences as if they were participating in online learning contexts as novices. 

For example, the tasks in the first module were designed to provide the students “with an 
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opportunity to try out and become familiar with some of the tools and features of 

Blackboard” that they would use in the “hybrid online course (i.e., accessing reading 

materials – both texts and multi-media documents, posting assignments, using the 

Discussion Board, etc.).” The students were also expected to review an online module to 

get sense of what a quality online course may look like. 

In another asynchronous online module early in the course, the students explored 

constructionist learning theories to better understand the concepts of learning and 

motivation. The learning activities in this module incorporated a review of various 

principles through readings, websites, and videos. The students used discussion boards to 

discuss how teaching activities are impacted by learning theories and motivation, and 

they reflected in an online journal on how their own understanding of learning theories 

and motivation would guide their practices as online teachers. In the face-to-face sessions 

accompanying the online modules, they discussed the asynchronous aspects of the 

module, talked about assessment, discussed Bloom’s Taxonomy and participated in a 

case discussion about grading discussion boards.  

A key element of each of the course modules was the use of Discussion Boards as 

a way to share student work, as well as to engage in online discussions focused around 

specific questions (see Appendix A.4 for the prompts focusing each of these Discussion 

Boards). In each discussion board, each student was required to make an initial post as 

well as comment on at least two posts by classmates. This allowed for participation from 

each of the students to help build their online teacher identity and to share their 

experiences and develop views related to online teaching and learning. 
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Each module also concluded with a reflective journal, where each student was 

expected to synthesize key take-aways – as described in more detail later.  

As illustrated by these examples, these experiences as online learners were 

designed to include both participation and recognition components. They also were 

intended to enable some of the repair work needed to counter common negative 

perceptions about online learning, as well as negative online learning experiences some 

of the participants might have had prior to the course.   

Scaffolded Experiences as Online Teachers. In the second part of the course, 

students engaged in supported online experiences as teachers, where they first designed 

and delivered to the rest of the class an online learning module on content related to 

online teaching and learning as part of a group, and then they individually designed an 

online learning module on a topic and for an audience of their choice.    

Group Project. In this first experience as online teacher, with some support from 

the teacher, participants worked collaboratively in groups to design and teach an online 

learning module to the rest of the class. This project was designed to scaffold the 

students’ participation so that they get the opportunity to utilize distributed expertise and 

learn from and support each other while designing and teaching the project with the intent 

that they would utilize this learning to design their individual projects. This was intended 

to offer the students an opportunity to experience success as an online teacher for the first 

time.   

To scaffold this first experience as online teachers, they were provided with a 

“planning template” informed by a “backward design” approach (Wiggins & McTighe, 
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2005). Each group submitted their initial plan to their instructor and the instructor gave 

them feedback, so the plan could be revised before they were expected to post their 

instructional materials on Blackboard and facilitate the online module (so as to ensure a 

first successful experience for them, as well as a worthwhile learning experience for the 

students participating in their module). After each group taught their module, they 

received feedback from their students as well as from the instructor, and then they were 

given the opportunity to make revisions on their plan – to improve future implementation 

of the same module (for more information, see the detailed guidelines provided by the 

instructor for this major project, reproduced in Appendix A.5).   

As evidenced even in this brief description, this activity embedded several of the 

principles identified by Nasir and Hand (2008) conducive to identity development, such 

as: “access to domain,” or opportunities to participate in domain-specific practices and 

learn from observing and from receiving continuous feedback on their learning practices; 

“integral roles,” or opportunities to participate in specific assigned roles as part of the 

team/group; and “opportunities for self-expression,” which come from “dedication and 

commitment,” social interactions, and “responsibility of decision making” (Nasir & 

Hand, 2008, p. 159).   

The participants’ identity development was supported in terms of how the learner 

was “positioned” and what kind of “support” was provided as they were “positioned” as 

teachers, learners, and group members, with support from the course instructor as well as 

from each other. Multiple opportunities for recognition were also embedded in this 

activity, as each participant continually received feedback from members of the group, as 
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well as from the instructor and his/her “students” at specific points in time. Participants 

also were expected to reflect in a journal entry about the experience of designing and 

teaching the online module.  

Individual Project. In this second experience as online teacher, each participant 

designed an individual lesson plan independently, making all of the decisions about topic, 

goals, contents and audiences, with the support of a “thinking partner” and with the 

instructor only acting as a consultant to offer feedback and suggestions for 

improvements. In this case, the task involved designing an online module and posting all 

the instructional materials on Blackboard, but it did not require teaching the module. 

Once again, students were expected to use the same planning template to design their 

modules. They shared an initial plan with both their thinking partner and the instructor, 

and based on the feedback received, they revised and resubmitted the plan before finally 

posting the instructional materials on Blackboard (for more information, see the detailed 

guidelines provided by the instructor for this major project, reproduced in Appendix A.6).   

In this project, the learners were again positioned as teachers, and they were 

supported by their teacher by providing feedback on their work in progress as well as on 

the final product, while expecting students to be more independent. Some opportunities 

for recognition were embedded in this activity as well, as the participants received 

feedback from the instructor and from their thinking partner at specific points in time, as 

well as from selected classmates once the module was completed. 
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Additional Opportunities for Recognition. The course also purposefully offered 

several opportunities for “recognition by self” as well as by the “others,” including most 

notably: 

Discussion Boards. The students were required to participate in various 

discussion boards throughout the course, where they interacted with each other as well as 

with the instructor, sharing their ideas, experiences, views, concerns, challenges, and 

solutions on specific issues related to online teaching and learning. For each discussion 

board, students received a prompt from the instructor (see Appendix A.4 for a complete 

list of these prompts). The students were required to make an initial post in response to 

the prompt, as well as comment on at least two posts by their classmates. This allowed 

for multiple opportunities for “recognition” from other students in the course. While most 

discussion boards were parts of the already mentioned online modules at the beginning of 

the course, others occurred later in the course as well.  

Reflective Journals at the End of Each Module. For each of the eight instructional 

modules in the course (both the early online modules, and later modules designed around 

their experiences as teacher), the students were asked to write a reflective journal that 

summarized what they learned from that module – as a way to help them synthesize and 

articulate their learning, and by doing so, provided an opportunity to “recognize by self” 

how their views about online teaching and learning might have changed. For each 

journal, the instructor provided detailed instructions. For example, for module three, the 

instructor provided the following prompt:  

For this week's entry, please include your main takeaways regarding learning 

theories and motivation, including implications for your future practice as an 
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online instructor. Additionally, identify some specific questions (at least two) that 

the readings and experience in this module have raised for you (see Appendix A.6 

for a complete list of the weekly journal prompts). 

 

Final Reflection. The students were asked to write a final reflection paper at the 

end of the semester to capture their learning and growth as a result of the course. The 

students were asked to answer eight specific questions for this reflection paper – see 

Appendix A.8 for a list of these questions as well as the complete guidelines for this final 

project.    

Conclusions 

For my dissertation study, I used the identity theory proposed by Gee (2000-2001) 

as understood by Luehmann (2007) and Luehmann and Borasi (2011). However, I 

recognize that the different components of identity theory proposed by diverse 

researchers often overlapped or were inter-connected; they had just used different terms 

and had explained them in different ways. Therefore, my study also was informed by 

identity theories explained by researchers like Wenger (1998) and Nasir and Hand 

(2008).  

As my site for this research, I chose a hybrid course preparing online teachers, 

which was purposefully informed by Gee’s (2000-2001) identity theory as interpreted by 

Luehmann (2007) and Luehmann and Borasi (2011).  The course created rich 

opportunities for “participation” and “recognition” for the students and offered them the 

opportunity to design and teach online modules to experience success to support their 

identity development as online teachers. Hence, it was an ideal site for me to explore two 

things: (1) what kinds of online teachers the participants aspired to be at the end of the 
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course, relative to those dispositions when they started the course; and (2) how 

participants took on the opportunities of “participation” and “recognition” offered by the 

course to build their identities as online teachers.  
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

Introduction 

To inform my study of the identity development of participants in a graduate 

course preparing online teachers, I reviewed the literature that studied teacher identity 

and online teacher identity. My search confirmed that research on online teacher identity 

is still limited, although I was able to find some valuable literature reviews (e.g., 

Richardson & Alsup, 2015), as well as individual studies. In contrast, more research has 

been done on teacher identity construction in the context of K-12 education, and some at 

the college level as well. Given my choice of considering online teacher identity as a 

component of teacher identity, these studies also were important for me.  

In this chapter, I first summarize key findings from my literature review of 

teacher identity, followed by results from my literature review of online teacher identity. 

In both cases, given that researchers assumed different definitions of identity, I have tried 

to make explicit the authors definitions and assumptions, as well as the methodology 

used. As mentioned earlier, researchers have mostly used the terms teacher identity and 

teachers’ professional identity synonymously, but I will note when that was not the case. 

I will conclude this chapter by discussing the implications of this literature review for my 

own study.  

How Teacher Identity Has Been Studied in the Teacher Education Literature 

As professional identity development is considered by many teacher educators as 

a central constituent of “the process of learning to become a teacher” (Friesen & Besley, 

2013, p. 23), researchers have worked intensively to study the identity development of 
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teachers, especially in the past two decades or so (Thanaraj, 2016). When Beijaard, 

Meijer and Verloop conducted a review of literature on the topic of teachers’ professional 

identity development in 2004, they reported that there were not that many articles 

available from a web search. But as I searched the web for teacher identity or teachers’ 

professional identity, it yielded a substantial amount of results. In this section, I will 

discuss findings from empirical research about teacher identity development. 

Reviews of Studies on Traditional Teacher Identity   

Beijaard, Meijer and Verloop (2004) provided a review of literature of the 

research on teachers’ professional identity where they categorized these research studies 

as three types: 1) studies focusing on teachers’ “professional identity formation,” 2) 

studies focusing on the “identification of characteristics of teachers’ professional 

identity” and 3) studies representing professional identity by “teachers’ stories” (p. 107). 

They argued that the concept of teachers’ professional identity is “an area in which 

researchers conceptualize professional identity differently, investigate varying topics 

within the framework of teachers’ professional identity, and pursue a diversity of goals” 

(p. 108). The authors mainly used 22 articles they found from a web search and some 

additional ones they found from those articles and other sources. Then they analyzed the 

articles “with regard to their (1) purpose, (2) definition of professional identity, (3) 

concepts related to this definition, (4) methodology, and (5) major findings” (p. 109). 

Beijaard, Meijer and Verloop (2004) found that most of the reviewed literature 

concentrated on “understanding and describing teachers’ perceptions of aspects of their 

professional identity in general or perceptions that are related to specific issues of their 
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profession and that can enrich the debate on these issues” (p. 116). They reported that “a 

shared sense or perception of professional identity is hard to identify in the studies” (p. 

119). Their findings also revealed that the majority of the research on professional 

identity formation of teachers “demonstrated or reconstructed ways in which teachers 

build their personal practical knowledge from experiences in practice” (p. 123) which 

supports Gee’s (2000-2001) position about the critical role of “participation” in a 

teacher’s identity development.  

Based on the studies they reviewed, Beijaard, Meijer and Verloop (2004) 

identified four features of teachers’ professional identity: a) “professional identity is an 

ongoing process of interpretation and re-interpretation of experiences” (Kirby, 1991, as 

cited in Beijaard, Meijer & Verloop, 2004, p. 122), b) “professional identity implies both 

person and context,” c) “a teacher’s professional identity consists of subidentities that 

more or less harmonize,” and d) “agency is an important element of professional identity, 

meaning that teachers have to be active in the process of professional development” 

(Coldron & Smith, 1999, as cited in Beijaard, Meijer & Verloop, 2004, p. 122). They 

suggested that these features could be used as a framework to conduct research on 

teachers’ professional identity. They contended that “professional identity is not 

something teachers have, but something they use in order to make sense of themselves as 

teachers” (p. 123). 

From a review of literature on how identity was studied in education, Johnston 

(2012) reached similar conclusions as she contended that there were three types of 

teacher identity studies in the literature: a) literature that relate teacher identity to teacher 
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professionalism and that study “identity of people in their role as teachers” (p. 6); b) 

literature that “approaches identity from a narrative, storied and/or biographical 

perspective;” and c) the literature that looks at identity “in the contexts of teachers’ lives 

and work” (p. 7). 

Teacher identity has been studied in a wide range of contexts, including pre-

service teachers’ education, in-service “novice teachers,” and experienced teachers’ 

education. In the following few sub-sections, I will discuss findings that relate to these 

three different contexts.   

Pre-service/Student Teachers’ Identity. Based on Wenger’s (1998) concept of 

learning, Timoštšuk and Ugaste (2010) conducted a qualitative study of 45 student 

teachers using semi-structured individual and focus-group interviews to explore how 

teachers perceive themselves and “describe their professional identity” (p. 1565). 

Timoštšuk and Ugaste (2010) explain that they based their study on Wenger’s social 

concept of learning, where identity is “defined through learning, experiencing, doing, and 

belonging” (p. 1568). They contended that Wenger looked at learning as becoming 

someone – “an understanding of how learning, in the context of the community, affects 

and moulds [sic] us” (p. 1568). Participants reported that their professional development 

was influenced primarily by the interactions and cooperation with their students and 

supervising teachers. There were very few instances shared by the participants when they 

felt they belonged to the teachers’ community. The participants reported that they valued 

the support from the school, but seemed not to experience it much. The authors 

concluded that student teachers’ identity is “described by experiencing, that it is strongly 
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related to emotions and, in the majority cases, is linked to personal social context” (p. 

1569).    

Analyzing the discourse of discussion board posts, Irwin and Hramiak (2010) 

explored pre-service teachers’ “expressions of identity as both university student and a 

developing professional teacher” as well as the role played by the mentoring university 

professor in the process of transforming their identity (p. 2). Findings from this study, 

which used discourse analysis to examine how university mentors shaped preservice 

teachers’ identities through online discussions, showed that the student teachers 

established themselves as a “distinct group from the teacher community, defining 

boundaries in their text” with language like “we” to define themselves and “they” and 

“them” to define people outside their pre-service group (Irwin & Hramiak, 2010, p. 6). 

They also used certain terms “to differentiate” themselves in a way to define their own 

group – for example, “real teachers” referred to those who are already teaching (p. 7). 

Participants developed a community culture supporting each other, requesting help, 

sharing experiences, and uplifting their spirit through humor. The author contended that 

the way the university mentor “refers to the trainees reveal the way she sees them, and 

this subconsciously affects the way they see themselves” (p. 12). 

Beginning Teachers’ Identity. Flores and Day (2006) investigated “the ways in 

which the identities of a cohort of new teachers were shaped and reshaped over the first 2 

years of teaching” (p. 219). They explored the participants’ “beliefs,” “values” and 

“learning experiences” and “their views of the challenges of teaching, learning and being 

an effective teacher in different school settings” (p. 219). Fourteen participants were 
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interviewed for one and a half hours each. They also kept a “case record” of the 

participants for two years, which were analyzed, too. The findings suggested that the 

identities of the participants had been “strongly personally embedded at the beginning of 

their teaching careers, but destabilized by the negative school contexts and cultures in 

which they worked” (Flores & Day, 2006, p. 230). Moreover, the “meanings, values, 

images and ideals of what it meant to be a teacher with which they entered teaching were 

challenged and, for many, teaching became more routine, more rule governed and less 

creative” (p. 230). How the new teachers perceived their school culture and its leadership 

played an important role “in (re)shaping teachers’ understanding of teaching, in 

facilitating or hindering their professional learning and development, and in 

(re)constructing their professional identities” (p. 230).  

Thomas and Beauchamp (2011) investigated how 45 new teachers from two 

universities in Canada “describe their professional identities through the metaphors they 

choose to represent their teaching selves” and compared the metaphors that they used 

while they were participating in the teacher education program and during the first year 

of their teaching. Participants in the study generated their own metaphors in two 

interviews. The authors investigated whether offering opportunities to use metaphors to 

discuss identities was useful to understand the complex subject of identity. Findings of 

the first interview showed that the metaphors “focused on supporting future students, 

nurturing, protecting and helping them find their way,” whereas, in the second interview 

the participants emphasized more themselves and their own classroom experiences, with 

emphases on being “challenged, facing changing and unpredictable situations, and 
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focused on survival” (p. 765). The authors identified patterns in the metaphors used by 

the teachers and categorized them in five themes: “supporting the student,” “often 

changing,” “transformed from the beginning of the teacher education program,” “flexible 

or being moulded [sic] by others,” and “uncertain” (p. 765). Findings also suggested that 

though the participants attended the program for a considerable amount of time, and they 

were involved in the practice of teaching for many weeks, they lacked a “strong and 

positive feeling about their professional selves” (p. 767). These metaphors could have 

implications for teacher educators as well as researchers. This study helped us to 

recognize that because “the development of a professional identity does not automatically 

come with experience, and that some form of deliberate action is necessary to ensure that 

new teachers begin their careers with the appropriate tools to negotiate” their identities 

and survive their first year (p. 767).  

In-service teachers’ identity. In an exploratory study, Beijaard, Verloop and 

Vermunt (2000) examined the perceptions of professional identity of 80 experienced 

secondary school teachers in Netherlands using a four-part questionnaire. They 

operationalized what teachers’ professional identity should mean and what factors might 

influence that identity by describing teachers’ professional identity “in terms of the 

teacher as a subject matter expert, the teacher as a pedagogical expert, and the teacher as 

a didactical expert” (p. 750). They argued that the recent shift in education, which 

emphasized learning more than teaching, had caused a shift in teachers’ roles affecting 

the teachers’ understanding of their professional identity. Findings of the study showed 

that most of the teachers in the study “saw themselves as a combination of subject matter 
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experts, didactical experts and pedagogical experts” (p. 762). Also, 31% participants 

reported that their “current perceptions of their professional identity did not differ from 

their prior perceptions of this identity;” however, the researchers noticed significant 

differences in their previous and current conceptions (p. 762). There was a shift in their 

perceptions of professional identity; many of the teachers “shifted specifically from 

subject matter expertise to didactical and pedagogical expertise during their careers” and 

different subject teachers experienced different levels of development (p. 762). 

Soreide (2006) explored “how different teacher identities were constructed within 

the teachers’ narratives about their job” using interviews among five elementary school 

teachers from Norway (p. 528). She reported that her participants referred to several 

“subject positions” to explain how they understand themselves, three of which were more 

noticeable: a) a person who was “concerned with the child/pupil’s well-being and 

development,” b) someone who focused on cooperating with their students, co-workers 

and parents, c) someone who cared about the “social climate” in class  (p. 532). Soreide 

also mentioned seven other subject positions that the teachers used to describe 

themselves, with emphases on teachers’ knowledge, their ethics of care and dedication to 

students’ development and positive changes in their field, their separation of public and 

private life, and demanding nature of teaching. Then the author explained how these 

narrative subject positions were used to construct teachers’ identities through “distancing, 

opposition and/or rejection of the available subject positions,” which she called “negative 

positioning,” and through “identification with and recognition of the available subject 

positions,” which she calls “positive positioning” (p. 534). Some of the teacher narratives 
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in her study described what the teachers wanted to be or do and what they did not want to 

be or do, with clear allusions to how these teachers wanted to be “perceived as teachers” 

(p. 535). For example, one of the participants identified herself as a “child-centred [sic], 

learning-centred [sic] and responsibility-centred [sic]” teacher, while others stated that 

they would like people to perceive them as other types of teachers. Soreide also reported 

that the participants constructed multiple teacher identities concurrently: “the caring and 

kind teacher; the creative and innovative teacher; the professional teacher; the typical 

teacher” (p. 536). None of these identities should be taken as “ready-made” or “sharply 

defined;” rather, they should be understood as “flexible” (p. 536). Some of the subject 

positions were dichotomous, the author posited. She also contended that the participants 

seemed to negotiate between their identities “to construct identities that feel comfortable 

and unique” (p. 543).  

Han’s (2017) study aimed at conceptualizing professional identity “based on the 

socio-psychological understanding of identity” and examined what constituted 

professional identity and what the dynamics of professional identity were (p. 550). He 

investigated how “Korean teachers respond to their curriculum and related ELT [English 

language teaching] policies” which revealed their various identities contributing to their 

professional identity (p. 558). He adopted qualitative methods using a narrative approach 

in his study of five Korean English language teachers from different state high schools. 

The narratives from the participants of Han’s study showed that they had several 

identities that constituted their professional identity: “national identity,” “English teacher 

identity,” “teacher identity,” “learner identity,” “public teacher identity,” “gender 
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identity,” and “person identity.” He argued that “each identity is not totally subordinated 

to professional identity,” as these could work as distinct identity or as “part of other 

identities” (p. 562). These identities might manifest themselves differently in various 

contexts and might overlap as well. There might be conflicts of identities, which might be 

negotiated. The author maintained that because of different requirements of the ELT 

policy, the environments, and education department, the Korean English teachers’ 

professional identity experiences conflicted and so did their negotiations. 

Using two in-depth semi-structured interviews, O’Connor (2008) studied how 

three Australian secondary school teachers “constructed and maintained a sense of 

professional identity which cohered with their philosophical or humanistic beliefs about 

the teaching role” (p. 118). The results of the study showed three types of care that the 

participants demonstrated: a) “caring as performative,” which indicated “behaviour [sic] 

geared towards motivating students in order to reach pedagogical goals;” b) “caring as 

professional,” which indicated “the management and maintenance of appropriate 

relationships with students in order to maintain a professional role;” and, c) “caring as 

philosophical/humanistic,” which indicated “making the personal decision to care in 

adherence with a personal and individual philosophy or code of ethics” (p. 121). The 

teachers reported to have found meaning in their conscious choice of being caring to their 

students. One of the participants resisted the “service provider” label given by the private 

school where she taught. This teacher also mentioned that her “meaningful relationships” 

with her students were the reason for her to continue teaching; however, she also 

recognized that emotional engagement could be “exhausting” (p. 124). She viewed her 
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“professional identity as being pervasive and as involving a process of becoming as 

opposed to merely being” (p. 125, emphasis in the original). The author concluded that 

the participants in their research “used their identities to guide and shape their 

professional and emotional decisions” (p. 125) and they used these identities to justify 

their caring attitude in their professional activities.  

Luehmann and Tinelli (2008) examined how blogging provided a space for 15 

school teachers enrolled in a graduate seminar at a US university to interact with each 

other, and thus helped support their identity development as reform-minded science 

teachers. They defined the term identity using Gee’s (2001) definition: “being recognized 

by self or others as a reform-minded science teacher” (p. 324). They identified 

“participation” and “recognition” from the 395 posts and 551 comments made by the 

teachers in the blogs and analyzed those to see how blogging helped support their new 

identity development as reform-minded science teachers. They categorized evidence of 

participation and recognition under three broad categories: a) “cognitive work,” when 

“participants displayed and discussed understanding of pedagogy, students, or other 

issues related to the field of teaching;” b) “affective work,” when the participants shared 

emotions or advocated for something; and c) “social work,” when they shared resources, 

mentored and encouraged each other (p. 329). The authors presented details of how the 

participants shared emotions, wrestled with dilemmas in the process of becoming reform-

minded teachers, offered advice and information to each other to cope with the dilemmas, 

shared resources, discussed their experiments, provided encouragements, and mentored 

each other. They valued the support provided by the community through the blogs. 
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Luehmann and Tinelli concluded that the blog connected the participants to other “like-

minded” colleagues and offered them a platform to participate in the discourse and 

engage in “meaningful discussions” contributing to their learning as well as to their 

professional identity development as reform minded science teachers (p. 331).  

Finally, in a recent study, Taylor (2017) used narrative as a tool to investigate the 

identity construction of six teacher-researchers in a graduate program, examining how the 

process of becoming a teacher-researcher was supported by interactions with their 

instructor. She drew on case study discourse analysis methods and used a socio-cultural 

view of identity, which posits that the development of new practices requires construction 

of new identities. Findings from her study showed that the instructor “used language to 

both construct the identity of teacher researcher and to position her students as teacher 

researchers” via different strategies like personal narratives (p. 19). But Taylor also 

clarified that how the participants understood themselves within their experiences also 

helped them construct a new identity. The author described how the instructor helped the 

teachers construct teacher-researcher identities and positioned them as teacher-

researchers. The instructor did not overtly discuss issues related to teacher identity or 

teacher-researcher identity, but she used language carefully to help them construct their 

identities. For example, she used the pronoun “we” deliberately to indicate that the 

teachers are also teacher-researchers. The participants later were involved in a study 

which further reinforced that identity; however, the construction of identity as mentioned 

by Taylor was not “linear.” At some points, participants would differentiate themselves 
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as non-researchers, going back to their older identities as teachers only, claiming that the 

instructor was the researcher, not them, because she had published.        

Identity Tensions and Struggles. Some of the available research focused on the 

tensions and struggles of teachers in constructing their teacher identities. Using semi-

structured interviews, Pillen, Beijaard, and den Brok (2013) studied the professional 

identity tensions 24 beginning teachers experienced in the Netherlands. They posited that 

professional identity conflicts might cause tensions among teachers resulting in serious 

consequences, which in turn might lead them to leave teacher education programs or the 

profession. They defined identity tensions as “internal struggles between the teacher as a 

person and the teacher as a professional regarding an undesirable situation” (p. 662). 

They categorized 13 professional identity tensions experienced by beginning teachers 

based on a review of literature:  

 Feeling like a student versus being expected to act like an adult teacher  

 Wanting to care for students versus being expected to be tough  

 Feeling incompetent of knowledge versus being expected to be an expert   

 Wanting to invest time in practicing [sic] teaching versus feeling pressured to 

invest time in other tasks that are part of the teaching profession  

 Feeling treated like a student versus wanting to take responsibility as a teacher  

 Feeling like a peer versus wanting to take responsibility as a teacher  

 Wanting to respect students’ integrity versus feeling the need to work against this 

integrity  

 Wanting to treat pupils as persons as a whole versus feeling the need to treat them 

as learners (or vice versa)  

 Experiencing difficulties in maintaining an emotional distance  

 Experiencing conflicts between one’s own and others’ orientations regarding 

learning to teach  

 Being exposed to contradictory institutional attitudes  

 Feeling dependent on a mentor (colleague/supervisor) versus wanting to go one’s 

own way in teaching  

 Wanting to invest in a private life versus feeling pressured to spend time and 

energy on work (Pillen, Beijaard & den Brok, 2013, p. 88).  
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Pillen, Beijaard, and den Brok (2013) described professional identity tensions 

experienced by their participants as consisting of three themes: “the change in role from 

student to teacher,” “conflicts between desired and actual support given to students,” and 

“conflicting conceptions of learning to teach” (Pillen, Beijaard & den Brok, 2013, p. 90). 

Then they compared the experiences of tension shared by the participants with the 13 

categories from the literature, and reported that 36 experiences fit with those categories, 

while the other 23 fit with the three themes they had identified. The participants reported 

to experience these tensions, some of which were quite serious, on a regular basis. These 

tensions were accompanied by “feelings of helplessness, frustration or anger” (p. 674). 

But these tensions had some positive outcomes as well; the participants reported to have 

learned from their experiences with them. They felt “stronger as teachers,” and were 

more equipped to handle certain situations. The authors concluded that professional 

identity tensions were “very common,” and therefore, measures should be taken to 

transform these into positive experiences.  

Ruohotie-Lyhty (2013) used a qualitative narrative study approach to explore how 

the two participants in her study “use their identity, their self-stories” to interpret their 

experiences and “in which ways does their identity develop through the process of 

making sense of their experiences” (p. 122). The findings from the reflective essays and 

interviews showed that one participant, Taina, experienced difficulty in the beginning in 

the profession and “doubted her ability” to be a teacher, while the other participant, Suvi, 

had an easier beginning. Both of the participants perceived their work and their positions 

differently before they entered the profession. Taina had a strong self-conception as a 
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subject teacher. But her narratives after entering the profession changed to 

“disappointment, shock, guilt, and betrayal” (p. 125). She wanted to teach innovatively 

but failed, which caused disappointment for her. She stated that the teacher education 

program gave her a “false picture of school reality” (p. 125). In her second-year narrative, 

she reported that the level of her students and the school was poor, and there were not 

enough resources available, which contributed to her poor performance. As a result, she 

became alienated from the teacher community and her students. In the fourth year, her 

teaching ideals continued to remain far from her professional reality. In contrast, Suvi 

had several similar challenges but she reflected upon herself as an educator, she was not 

shocked, and maintained a positive tone. She involved herself deeply with the teacher 

community in her second and third years. She developed a strong identity as a language 

teacher and developed strong pedagogic approaches. In her fourth year she was confident 

and believed that the previous years were significant for her professional development. 

Before entering the profession, Taina had a strong sense of herself as a teacher of 

the languages she taught, whereas Suvi understood herself as a teacher who focused more 

on “education and interaction.” The author argued that Taina’s previous “subject teacher” 

identity contradicted with her “school realities” (p. 126), and that she was not ready to 

“abandon her initial identity” (p. 126). The author concluded that her professional 

identity development was “partly hindered because of her inability to accept the current 

situation” (p. 126). She developed two identities: “ideal and forced identity that are in 

constant conflict,” which led her to adopt a “victimic stance” that ultimately limited her 

“agency as a teacher” (p. 127). By contrast, Suvi’s preliminary teacher identity developed 
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before starting the profession and made the beginning of her career easier, since it aligned 

with the school realities. This helped her to have “purposeful agency” and “continuing 

professional identity development” (p. 127). Based on these findings, the author argued 

that “pre-service teacher education is an important phase in constructing teacher 

identity,” therefore, teachers should be supported to develop their identities in these 

programs.      

Reviews of Studies on Online Teacher Identity 

There are not as many research studies available on the identity and identity 

development of online teachers. In 2018, I conducted a web search using Google Scholar 

and the US Educational Resource Information Center (ERIC) using terms like “online 

teacher identity,” “online teachers’ identity development” or “professional identity of 

online teachers.” This search did not yield many useful results. I also searched the 

database in my university library to identify articles that focus on online teachers’ 

identity and used the references of available literature to look for articles on online 

teachers’ identity development. Via these searches, I focused my review on publications 

dealing with identity development of online teachers within professional development 

contexts and beyond. I will discuss the results of this review in this section.  

Richardson and Alsup (2015) investigated the professional identity construction 

of seven new online teachers from the US using qualitative interview method to explore 

“online teachers’ perceptions of their own identity as online instructors in college 

settings” (p. 146). They used Beijaard et. al.’s (2004) “four characteristics of teacher 

professional identity” identified earlier which are: a) “professional identity as an ongoing 
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process of interpretation and re-interpretation of experiences,” b) “professional identity 

implying both person and context,” c) “a teacher’s professional identity consists of sub-

identities that more or less harmonize,” d) “agency is an important element of 

professional identity” (p. 146). The participants in the study came from various 

backgrounds and were assigned to teach online courses for the first time by their 

institutions; six of the seven participants already had positive perceptions about teaching 

online. The participants expressed that their challenges were mainly related to interacting 

with the students, providing feedback, planning the lessons, and managing time.  

Based on these findings, Richardson and Alsup (2015) argued that, in an online 

teaching role compared to traditional one, the instructors must “re-design course content 

and re-think his or her teacher behaviors” (p. 153). They also argued that teaching online 

requires that teachers “re-think, or engage” in an internal “dialogue” with the various 

prejudices or “beliefs” that are related to traditional teaching (p. 152). They contended 

that, to effectively teach online, teachers sometimes have to “deconstruct and re-build a 

traditional teacher identity or some traditional assumptions about effective teaching and 

learning” (p. 152). Initially, the participants in their study wanted to be the same teacher 

online as they were in their traditional classes. Later, they recognized that teaching online 

was different, and they shared their concerns regarding connecting and building 

relationship with the students in an online setting. To meet the challenges, they utilized 

“instructor videos, student-driven videos, and Skype” (Richardson & Alsup, 2015, p. 

152).  
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In a three-year study at the Open University UK, Baxter (2012) qualitatively 

investigated how higher education distance-learning teachers approached professional 

development and learning, and the “type of learning” that might be most impactful “in 

creating and sustaining an online teaching identity” (p. 1). She also investigated the 

“expressions of resistance discourse in the formation of online teaching identities” and its 

implications for professional development (p. 2). She used a phenomenological research 

methodology and twice interviewed 12 students working with a single faculty that was 

moving from blended to fully online teaching. The transcribed interviews were analyzed 

“according to the research questions and the framework for professional identity” 

(Baxter, 2012, p. 1). 

Baxter (2012) reported that her study identified several areas in which her 

participants were “attempting to find new online teaching identities” (p. 5). The first 

resistance was visible in grading the student papers, where the teachers were concerned 

about grading students who they haven’t met face-to-face. The teachers argued that it was 

difficult to grade students without knowing them much. To solve this, one participant 

browsed the Facebook group of the students, which helped him to understand the 

students’ character a little. The teachers reported that it was difficult to get meaningful 

feedback from the students about their teaching to feel that they were doing a good job, 

the students’ feedback felt very impersonal to them. The other area that was challenging 

to them was the facilitation of virtual group work and making sure that all students 

engaged in such group work. The participants felt that they did not facilitate the online 

group work as effectively as they did in face-to-face environments, which impacted their 
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professional online teaching identity negatively. One participant mentioned that she felt 

like a beginner teacher again though she was an experienced face-to-face teacher, which 

“compromised an important part of her professional identity” (p. 6). The other area of 

their concern was conveying online presence through texts and visuals. To fill out the gap 

of body language in online contexts, the participants argued for the use of avatars. Baxter 

concluded by saying that her findings indicated the “changing nature of professional 

teaching identities” and awareness among the participants of “the ways in which they 

present and manipulate these online identities” (p. 8). She argued that identifying the 

resistance discourse among teachers will allow us to ascertain the professional learning 

needs of teachers and to intervene accordingly to support their identity formation and 

development as online educators.   

Using semi-structured interviews and case study methodology, Thanaraj (2016) 

examined how three academics moved from being traditional teachers to online teachers, 

and if their definitions of themselves as academics changed in an online context. The 

participants, who had teaching experiences ranging from one year to twenty years, were 

interviewed three times: before they started teaching online, after the first year, and 20 

months after their online teaching experience. Thanaraj used Margaret Archer’s (2000, 

2003, 2012) reflexivity theory that proposes that “personal identities are created through 

the various internal conversations we have with ourselves” (Archer, 2003, as cited in 

Thanaraj, 2016, p. 41). Findings showed that the teachers were nervous about the new 

teaching approach as they had four months to prepare themselves before teaching online. 

The author stated that the three participants “were challenged in recognising [sic] their 
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identity” in the online space (p. 45). Participants 1 and 2 wanted to replicate classroom 

lectures in their online classes, whereas participant 3 recognized the need for change but 

did not know “what role she should adopt” (p. 45). Participant 1 reported to have 

benefitted from readings about good online teaching practices and from reflections. 

Participant 2 reported to have realized that online teaching requires “knowledge and 

skills” beyond content knowledge (p. 45) and she felt that in the online context, “her role 

was more of a learning space architect” (p. 46). Participant 3 reported to have made 

significant changes in her practices and approach, and discussed how her identity was 

challenged from being an expert face-to-face teacher with authority in her subject area to 

be someone whose limited technological skills made it difficult for her to impart 

knowledge online. However, after their first year of teaching online, the participants 

reported to be “more confident and comfortable” (p. 45). They realized that their “role 

and identity changed significantly” while teaching online (p. 47). Thanaraj also reported 

that after 20 months, participant 1 “described herself as a ‘facilitator of learning,’” 

participant 2 “described himself as ‘an instructor and manager of discussions’” and 

participant 3 “described herself as an ‘interaction facilitator’” (p. 47). The author 

concluded that though the three participants experienced challenges in the beginning, as 

they continued to involve in their new roles and examined the “expectations” of that role, 

they started “to develop new expertise, knowledge and skills for online teaching” (p. 50) 

and developed a new identity.  

In an informal self-study, Hurst (2015) used equivalency theory to find out if 

“student outcomes and student perceptions of learning and enjoyment and learning” in 
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her online classes were comparable to her F2F classes (p. 37). She examined her identity 

as an online teacher by comparing student works and student evaluations from seven 

online and seven face-to-face courses that she taught. Hurst reported that, at first, she had 

extremely negative perceptions about online classes and was very reluctant to teach 

online, because she believed that “social interactions” were most important in education 

and they did not take place in online contexts. She was also concerned if she would be 

able to “achieve the same goals” in online classes as she did in traditional classes (p. 36). 

After her first class, she was surprised to see that the student quality and their work 

quality were good. She also received good evaluation from her students about their 

learning. She developed strategies to design her face-to-face classes as online ones and 

checked what activities and assignments could be used online. From her experiences and 

findings she posited that “based on the students’ perceptions and coursework, their 

learning and enjoyment of learning did not seem to be tied to whether I was in the room 

with them or not. But it did matter that I was there” (p. 39). She looked at this self-study 

as “a paradigm shift for herself” (p. 39). In terms of her professional identity, she 

concluded that she “did not have to change as a teacher just because the format of 

delivery changed,” for her, teaching online was “still teaching” (p. 39).   

Johnson, Ehrlich, Watts-Taffe and Williams (2014) drew on reflective case 

studies to report identity shifts among four faculty members at a US university who were 

learning to teach online. They argued that exploring online teacher identity “allows for a 

greater understanding of teachers’ relationships to the modality” (p. 43). Reflections, peer 

evaluations of course designs and informal notes were used as data, analyzing what the 
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authors “identified four distinct identities” of themselves as online teachers (p. 45). 

Within their community of practice the four faculty members emerged as “the doubting 

perfectionist,” “the critical facilitator,” “the accessible pragmatist” and “the absent 

framer.” Paula, “the doubting perfectionist” who had 20 years of teaching experience in 

traditional classes, continuously felt the needed to “make things right” and felt that she 

had become a student while learning to teach online (p. 45). Technology was a barrier for 

her in the beginning to be an efficient online teacher. Loreen, “the critical facilitator” 

acknowledged the importance of online classes, but had negative perceptions about those. 

She felt that online classes caused distance between the teacher and the students. She 

lacked skills in technology use as well to be effective as an online teacher. “The 

accessible pragmatist” Anna viewed online classes to be an “opportunity” as well as a 

“challenge” (p. 47). Anna moved from being an “observer of online teaching” to 

someone who achieved and practiced new skills. The authors reported that she 

experienced a shift in how she valued online classes, but “the overall value she placed on 

constructing meaningful and engaging learning experiences had not changed her identity 

as a teacher educator” (p. 47). Maggie, “the absent framer” had fairly good knowledge 

about online teaching learning and she was considered very tech-savvy by her colleagues. 

The authors note that her identity was connected to “her colleagues’ perceptions” (p. 48) 

and her “identity was grounded not in her teaching ability but rather in her expertise and 

facility with technologies that could be used for teaching online and developing online 

programs” (p. 48). She looked at online teaching to be “professionally fulfilling” (p. 48), 

and she gradually moved from being a “framer” to a “teacher” emphasizing more on the 
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quality of teaching using technology. Based on their analysis, the authors concluded that 

“the continuum of our teaching identities replicated our stances toward technology” (p. 

49).     

Using surveys and interviews, Comas-Quinn (2011) explored in what ways 

online-teacher participants’ in a blended Spanish course valued “identity and notion of 

self” and how they learned to undertake their new roles as teachers of blended courses in 

a teacher training program (p. 4). The participants were required to teach the blended 

course by their institution and attended two mandatory training sessions. Comas-Quinn 

(2011) argued that online teachers needed special skills and personalized trainings, not a 

“one size fits all” kind of professional development. The findings showed that the 

training sessions were more focused on the use of technologies and did not emphasize 

helping teachers to “reconsider their professional identities as teachers” in an online 

setting (p. 25). The author also argued that such trainings should focus more on 

supporting the teachers as well as learners to re-conceptualize their new roles in an online 

environment and how they “co-construct understanding through synchronous and 

asynchronous online interactions” (p. 25). She contended that teacher identity was a 

concept that played a central role in determining the success of professional training for 

online teachers. But such training programs often disregarded the “understanding and 

transformation” of the learners, and became courses “about learning to teach online rather 

than learning to become an online teacher” (p. 26). 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 56 

 

Implications of the Review of Literature for My Study  

My desire to study the identity development of novice online teachers was 

motivated by the impression that, while there is a growing interest in teachers’ 

professional identity in the field of education, and there is significant recognition of its 

impact on teaching practices, there are not many studies that explore the process of their 

professional identity development, and there are fewer studies available that focus on the 

identity development of online teachers. My literature review, as reported in this chapter, 

confirmed this initial impression. Thomas and Beauchamp (2011) also argued that the 

“process of envisioning the self as a professional” was very critical in the development of 

a teacher identity. Yet, the available literature on teacher identity development relative to 

“how identity develops and how teacher educators might influence this development” is 

thin (Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011, p. 768). Miles and Mikulec (2008) also contend that 

there are few studies on factors that impact teacher training programs with regard to 

“identity, power, and professional satisfaction and growth” (n. p.). Taylor (2017) suggests 

that there is not enough literature on how teachers’ identity construction could be 

supported by teacher educators. These arguments support my belief that more research is 

needed to understand how online teacher identity is constructed and how teacher 

education programs can support aspiring online teachers to develop their professional 

identities.  

Different definitions of teacher identity also delimit what researchers study and 

why they choose those directions. Many studies seemed to focus on identifying the 

“meanings, values, images and ideals of what it means to be a teacher” (Flores & Day, 
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2006, p. 230), and how this changed over time. This direction informed the articulation of 

my first research question: “What kind of online teacher did each participant aspire to be 

at the end of the course, and how did it differ from where they started?” It also was 

evident from my review of literature that the available research on online teachers’ 

identity did not focus much on the kinds of learning experiences offered to the 

participants within professional development programs and how those learning 

experiences might have impacted their identity development. This informed the 

articulation of my second research question: “How did the participants take on the 

opportunities for participation and recognition offered in the course to support their 

identity development?” By addressing these questions, I aim to explore how specific 

kinds of online learning experiences offer opportunities for “participation” and 

“recognition,” and in turn how those experiences might impact identity development – 

with the ultimate goal of providing suggestions about the kind of activities or other 

components that could be included in courses that prepare online teachers to deliberately 

support and encourage their identity development.  

My review also showed that the past research identified some specific concerns 

and challenges experienced by novice online teachers that I wanted to pay special 

attention to in my study, including:   

 Concern about creating a sufficient connection with students; 

 Fear of not knowing enough technology; 

 Expert teachers feeling like novices again, and losing efficacy; and 

 Negative past experiences that may require “repair work”. 
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In particular, my literature review highlighted a potential tension for novice online 

teachers about their identities as traditional teachers versus online teachers. People who 

teach online or are willing to teach online often already have constructed a traditional 

teacher identity. Even those who do not have a traditional teacher identity may already 

hold strong beliefs from lengthy “apprenticeship of observation” experiences (Lortie, 

1976). But when they start to teach online they discover themselves as “beginners” 

(Thanaraj, 2016). So, becoming online teachers might require some deconstruction of 

their traditional teacher identity to reconstruct their teacher identity as online teachers 

(Richardson & Alsup, 2015). Hence, in my study, I planned to pay special attention to the 

interaction between their “traditional” versus “online” teacher identity.  

The literature also told us that the teachers might have multiple identities, and 

sometimes those identities might conflict, so teachers would have to negotiate among 

them (Soreide, 2006; Han, 2017). Though some of the studies I reviewed indicated the 

impact of multiple identities in the development of a professional identity, only one 

empirical study (Han, 2017) from my review had reported the findings on this aspect 

showing that multiple identities might overlap and conflict; therefore, I wanted to look 

specifically for this in my data analysis. 

The literature I reviewed for my study used different types of research methods, 

including case study methods (Taylor, 2017; Thanaraj, 2016), discourse analysis (Taylor, 

2017; Irwin & Hramiak 2010), semi-structured and focus-group interviews (Flores & 

Day, 2006; Timoštšuk & Ugaste 2010; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011; Soreide, 2006; 

O’Connor, 2008;  Pillen, Beijaard & den Brok, 2013; Ruohotie-Lyhty, 2013; Richardson 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 59 

 

and Alsup, 2015; Baxter, 2012; Thanaraj, 2016; Comas-quinn, 2011), surveys (Comas-

Quinn, 2011) lexis analysis and critical discourse analysis (Irwin & Hramiak, 2010), 

narrative approach (Han, 2017, Taylor, 2017), phenomenological research methods 

(Baxter, 2012), informal self-study (Hurst, 2015) and reflective case studies (Johnson, 

Ehrlich, Watts-Taffe & Williams, 2014). Some unconventional approaches were also 

used in the studies; for example, Thomas and Beauchamp (2011) offered metaphors for 

their participants to describe their identities. For my study, I chose to use a case-study 

method given the richness of data provided by student work in the course, to be 

complemented by semi-structured interviews.  

To sum up, this literature review confirmed the value of investigating how 

participants in EDE 484 perceived themselves as online teachers and what it meant to 

them to be an online teacher. More specifically, it also informed my decision to examine 

how their beliefs, values, and views of teaching and learning, and being an effective 

teacher, changed as a result of the course. I also wanted to explore how their engagement 

in different activities within the course allowed them to “participate” in practices and 

discourses as online teachers, and how they described their perceptions of themselves as 

online teachers in their reflections. Additionally, I wanted to examine how they were 

recognized by their peers, as well as their instructor, as online teachers; what kinds of 

challenges they faced in the process of developing the identity of an online teacher; and 

how the curriculum and course instructor’s scaffolding supported them to see themselves 

as online teachers.  
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Chapter 4: Study Design 

Introduction 

This chapter describes in detail my research design to study the identity 

development of participants in a section of EDE 484 – a course designed to prepare them 

to teach online with an explicit focus on developing their identities as online teachers − as 

described earlier in Chapter 2. First, I will identify my choice of research methods and its 

rationale. Then, I will describe the context of my study – that is, the specific section of 

EDE 484 I studied, and the study participants. Next, I will describe my research design, 

and conclude the chapter with a discussion on issues related to trustworthiness and ethical 

considerations.  

Rationale for Qualitative Research Design 

My study explored the identity development of participants in a course designed 

to prepare online teachers. As I wanted to investigate “thoughts, feelings, beliefs, values, 

and assumptions” of the participants, I realized that a qualitative research approach would 

be most appropriate for my study (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 91). As pointed by 

Denzin and Lincoln (2005), a qualitative researcher emphasizes the “socially constructed 

nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and 

the situational constraints that shape inquiry” (p. 10), as well as studies the “lived 

experiences of real people in real settings” (Hatch, 2010, p. 6) – which well-describe the 

nature of my study. I chose to adopt qualitative methods also because I wanted to be 

meticulous in collecting “specifics” from my study site to identify “patterns of 

relationships among the specifics” (Hatch, 2010, p.10).  
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Rationale for Adopting a Case Study Approach 

I chose case study approach for my dissertation because it “allows for a level of 

understanding explanation not possible through conventional experimental or survey 

designs” (Merriam, 1985, p. 204), it also allows to “bring about understanding that in turn 

can affect and perhaps even improve practice” (Merriam, 1998, p. 41) and it presumes 

that “such an understanding is likely to involve important contextual conditions pertinent 

to” a case (Yin, 2014, p. 16). My study was “anchored in real-life situations” (Merriam, 

1998, p. 41). It was context specific, the study setting was “naturalistic” and it dealt with 

an emergent issue of aspiring online teachers’ identity development (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2016, p. 44). Adopting a case study method allowed me to have a “means for 

investigating complex social units consisting of multiple variables of potential 

importance in understanding the phenomenon” (Merriam, 1998, p. 41), in my case, the 

identity development of online teachers.  

Studying Yin (2002), Merriam (1998) and Stake’s (1995) works on case-study 

methodology, Yazan (2015) contended that it is mandatory for a case study researcher to 

collect data from various sources and “capture the case under study in its complexity and 

entirety” (p. 142). Therefore, I designed my study to involve “multiple sources of 

evidence” which I then used to triangulate the findings (Yazan, 2015, p. 142). Yin (2014) 

also stated that a case study “benefits from the prior development of theoretical 

propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (p. 17); my “theoretical propositions” 

are articulated in chapter 2, and they truly guided my data collection and analysis – as 

described in more detail later in this chapter.   
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There are two concerns regarding case study method as identified by Yin (2014) – 

whether the study is rigorous enough or not, and if it is generalizable. According to him, 

it is essential to show in a case study that the researcher has been “rigorous” 

methodologically, has done a systematic literature review and has chosen the research 

questions carefully - which I have shown in chapter 3 and 4. Also, because my research 

includes seven case studies of participants from diverse backgrounds, I believe several of 

my findings have the potential to apply to various types of novice online teachers. While 

conducting my study, especially while collecting and analyzing my data, I also kept in 

mind that “the process of conducting a case study is perhaps more art than skill, the 

success of which is somewhat dependent upon the sensitivity, tolerance, and flexibility of 

the investigator” (Merriam, 1985, p. 214). I also shared a preliminary draft of each case 

narrative with my participants to check if my interpretations were close to what they had 

said, and they all agreed that those were. I believe my study has “something important to 

say” and I made efforts to make it “well-structured” and write it well, which are 

important elements of a case study method (Harland, 2014, p. 1120).  

Study Site and Participants 

This study focused on a specific section of EDE 484: Online Teaching and 

Learning, in which I participated as a Teaching Assistant (TA). There were several 

reasons why the course was an ideal site for my study. As mentioned earlier, I chose this 

course because as a student in an earlier section of EDE 484 I myself experienced a 

change in my perspectives and a complex process of identity development. This course is 

the entry course for preparing online teachers offered at Warner School. As such, many 
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of the students taking this course get the opportunity for the first time to learn about 

online teaching learning via this course and, thus, begin to develop an identity as online 

teachers. Moreover, the course design was influenced by identity theory – as discussed in 

detail in Chapter 2.  

Using emails, I approached all the eight students who took the aforementioned 

section of EDE 484, inviting them to be my study participants. Out of the eight total 

students in the class, seven students responded and agreed to take part in my study and I 

recruited them all as my participants. The other student never responded to my email or 

communicated in any other way, and therefore, was excluded from the study.   

Background Information 

The Warner School of Education is one of the academic units in a small private 

research university situated in upstate New York which has about 11000 students. The 

school has approximately 650 graduate students and offers master's and doctoral degrees 

in Teaching and Curriculum, Human Development, Counseling, Higher Education, 

School Leadership and Educational Policy. The school is committed to social justice, 

diversity and inclusion, and strives to create a learning community that values people’s 

background, their experiences and their cultures. International students comprised about 

15% of enrollment in the school at the time when this study was conducted. 

Accessibility 

Because I am a student at the Warner school and I was a TA in the course, it was 

easy for me to gain access to conduct my research. Being a TA in the course, I still had 

access to the course on Blackboard so that I could use the course assignments and other 
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documents as my data after gaining written permission from each of the participants as 

well as the university’s Institutional Review Board’s (IRB) approval for my study. 

Researcher Role and Reciprocity 

Being a TA in the course allowed me to get to know the participants and build a 

rapport with them prior to my research. I strictly maintained my status in the class as a 

TA and did not make any participant observation as a researcher while the course was 

taking place, since my dissertation proposal was still in process and I had not yet received 

IRB’s approval. I believe, however, being a TA in the class and participating in 

discussions in the class and sharing my ideas and thoughts, I was able to build a good 

relationship with the participants and gain their trust, as well as a deep understanding of 

the course. 

 While conducting my interviews and communicating with my participants, I 

listened to them carefully, conveyed my sincere thanks to them in my communications 

for participating in my research.    

Participants  

The seven participants in this study presented very diverse backgrounds. Three of 

them were pursuing master’s degrees, 2 were pursuing PhDs and 2 were pursuing EdD 

degrees. They included 4 domestic students (one African American and 3 Whites), and 3 

international students (2 from China and one from a European country). Five of the 

participants were trained k-12 teachers (four in TESOL and one in special education), but 

their teaching experiences varied from a few months to more than 20 years; two of the 

participants were Counseling and Human Development doctoral students with limited 
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formal training in teaching. The participants also had diverse prior experiences with 

online teaching learning - for some this was the first ever online course, some had a little 

experience of taking online classes in the US, and others had taken online courses outside 

the US. These diverse backgrounds and experiences made my study rich.  

Overview of Research Design 

In this section, I will describe my research design, starting with a more detailed 

articulation of my research questions, followed by a presentation of my data collection 

and analysis process.   

Research Questions  

My study investigated the following overarching question in the context of the 

course EDE 484: How can we positively affect the identity development of novice online 

teachers?  

More specifically, this study addressed the following research questions: 

1. What kind of online teacher did each participant aspire to be at the end of the 

course, and how did it differ from where they started? 

2. How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation and 

recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? 

Below, I will explain in more detail what each of these research questions entailed 

and how I addressed each question: 

1. What kind of online teacher did each participant aspire to be at the end of the 

course and how did it differ from where they started? 
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Based on the definition of identity by Gee (2000-2001), and consistent with the 

approach taken by several of the studies on teacher identity I reviewed (i.e. Baxter, 2012; 

Flores & Day, 2006; Luehmann, 2007; Luehmann & Borasi, 2011; Luehmann & Tinelli, 

2008; Richardson & Alsup, 2015; Thanaraj, 2016, Han, 2017), studying the identity 

developments of my participants throughout the course required first of all making 

explicit what kind of online teacher each of the participant identified with by the end of 

the course, and how this was different from what they were thinking at the beginning of 

the course. More specifically, for each participant I looked for how their beliefs, values, 

aspirations, and ideals developed within each of the following categories, which were 

identified by one of the course designers as characterizing the kind of online teacher the 

course aimed to prepare: 

1. Seeing online learning as a complement, rather than an alternative, to 

traditional/face-to-face learning 

2. Seeking to increase students’ access to learning opportunities by leveraging 

online spaces 

3. Seeking to create a caring and interactive learning community in any 

instructional context 

4. Seeking to enhance students’ engagement and motivation by capitalizing on the 

many affordances of digital technologies 

5. Seeking to promote deep learning and understanding by capitalizing on 

appropriate digital tools and resources 

6. Seeking to promote collaborative learning in any instructional context 
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7. Seeking to provide students with choices and differentiated learning 

opportunities, leveraging technology whenever possible 

8. Seeking to enhance student assessment practices through the use of digital 

technologies, so as to better support learning and inform instruction 

9. Appreciating the need for goal-driven and purposeful instructional design – 

especially when planning online learning experiences 

10. Seeing the use of digital technologies as a tool rather than a goal. 

In addition, I also looked explicitly at how other identities might have affected the 

development of each participant’s online teacher identity and was open to notice any 

other changes related to my participants’ identity development. 

2. How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation and 

recognition offered in the course to support identity development? 

For each participant, I looked for evidence in their online written work from the 

course and interviews in relation to how specific experiences in and/or characteristics of 

the course might have affected any of the changes identified in the findings for Research 

Question 1. I looked specifically at the impact of each of the following key activities 

within the course (which were explicitly designed to support identity development): 

 Experiences as online learners in the first part of the course; 

 Group Project: Designing and teaching an online module to the rest of the class; 

 Individual Project: Designing an online module of their choice;  

 Reflective Journals at the end of each module, and Final Reflection. 
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My theoretical framework suggested that “participation” and “recognition” are 

most significant components of identity development. Therefore, I identified which 

opportunities of participation and recognition were offered within each of these key 

elements of the course, and how each participant made use of these opportunities. I also 

looked for the implications of the level of activity/ engagement, agency, and 

accountability of specific activities/learning experiences, as well as the level of support 

provided (and perceived) in terms of expertise, feedback, and recognition. I also looked 

for similarities and differences across individuals. 

In addition to these key course components, I was also open to identify other 

aspects of the course that might have affected participants’ identity development.   

Data Collection  

I used several data sources to collect the data for my study, as described below: 

Course Artifacts. I used the following artifacts from the course as data for this 

study: 

 Documents created by the course instructor - these artifacts allowed me to better 

understand the course design and expectations, and later examine their impacts on the 

participants’ identity development, these included: 

1. The syllabus of the course, as posted on Blackboard and accessible to all 

students, which was a 9 page document with detailed description of the course, 

its goals and objectives, key components of the course and course expectations 

(see Appendix A.1). 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 69 

 

2. “Guidelines for success in an online course” provided by the instructor on 

Blackboard, which among other things articulated expectations about 

participants’ online interactions (see Appendix A.2).   

3. Detailed descriptions of major course projects and assignments, as posted on 

Blackboard and accessible to all students – including most notably: 

a) The prompts provided for the initial introductions and the journal entry 

students were asked to write prior to other course activities (see Appendix 

A.3);  

b) The prompts provided for each Discussion Board (see Appendix A.4);  

c) The prompts provided for the Reflective Journals to be completed at the end 

of each instructional module (see Appendix A.5); 

d) Detailed guidelines for the Group Project (see Appendix A.6); 

e) Detailed guidelines for the Individual Project (see Appendix A.7); 

f) Detailed guidelines for the Final Reflection (see Appendix A.8). 

4.  Instructor’s detailed lesson plans prepared by the instructor for each of the 

modules, which were shared only with the TA but not with the students. 

 Writing produced by the students in the course (as captured online in Blackboard):  

1. Students’ posts from the “meet your classmates” discussion board and the 

preliminary Journal entry (see Appendix A.3 for the prompt provided for these 

assignments): These preliminary journals served as a “baseline,” as they were 

completed before the course started, and required students to share what 
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interested them about the course, what experiences they had with online teaching 

learning, and their current beliefs about online teaching and learning.   

2. Discussion board posts and comments from each module (3 discussion boards in 

total − see Appendix A.4 for the specific prompts): Through their participation in 

the discussion boards, students shared their ideas, experiences, views, concerns, 

challenges and solutions on different issues related to online teaching and 

learning at different points in the course; therefore, discussion boards entries 

provided valuable information to trace how participants’ views changed 

throughout the course and the kind of online teacher they wanted to be.  

3. Reflective Journals at the end of each instructional module (total of 7 journal 

entries by each student − see Appendix A.5 for the prompts provided by the 

instructor for each module): These journal entries, in addition to providing each 

student with an opportunity for reflecting and synthesizing their key take-aways 

from each module, also provided valuable data for me to trace the development 

of participants’ views and insights about various aspects of online teaching and 

learning, and the impact of specific components of the course on this 

development. 

4. Iterative plans for the Group Project module (including instructor’s feedback): 

This project was the first ever opportunity for most participants to design an 

online module to teach to others; looking at how their plan developed provided 

some implicit yet concrete evidence of what they most valued about online 

teaching and learning, and how that changed over time.   
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5. Feedback from the students who took the Group Project module: This feedback 

provided very valuable data about how students in the class recognized each 

other as online teachers, and how this recognition impacted the identity 

development of the participants.   

6. Iterative plans for the Individual Project (including instructor’s feedback): I also 

looked at each participant’s Individual Project plans as implicit evidence of what 

they most valued about online teaching and learning by the end of the course; the 

individual project assignment was especially valuable to identify each 

participant’s identity as an online teacher, as they were solely responsible to 

make all the decisions and design it based on what they have learned throughout 

the course. 

7. Final reflection papers: These final papers represented one of the most important 

data points, as each student provided answers to the following questions: 

a) What do you think are the most valuable affordances of online learning, and 

how do you plan to capitalize on them in your future teaching? 

b) What do you think are the greatest limitations of online learning, and how 

could you minimize them if you were asked to teach an online course because 

your students do not live in the region? 

c) Which types of OTL practices are you planning to use with your students, why 

and how? 
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d) What do you think are the greatest challenges for you with respect to 

designing high-quality online learning activities? What do you plan to do to 

address these challenges?  

e) How would you choose when and where to use online learning activities for 

your students? 

f) Looking back at your learning throughout the course, what stands out as main 

“take-aways” and surprises? 

g) How did your perceptions about and approach to online teaching and 

learning change as a result of this course? 

h) How did each of the OTL practices you learned about in the course impact 

your thoughts about teaching and learning practice, generally, and how might 

you be able to apply these practices in your future practice – either in online 

teaching or in F2F teaching?  

Semi-Structured Interviews. Interviews are often used in qualitative data 

collection as they allow the researchers to ask key questions defining the main issues to 

be investigated (Gill, Stewart, Treasure & Chadwick, 2008) – and indeed many of the 

studies I reviewed in chapter 3 used this mode of data collection. I used semi-structured 

interviews for my study because they gave the participants the opportunity to elaborately 

discuss things that were significant to them. The semi structured interviews allowed me 

to explore the experiences, perceptions and beliefs of the participants to have a deeper 

understanding of their identity development, the challenges they faced in the process of 

the identity development and how they dealt with those challenges.  



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 73 

 

I used intensive interviewing with my participants. Intensive interview refers to a 

“gently-guided, one sided conversation that explores research participants’ perspectives 

on their personal experience with the research topic” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 56). Intensive 

interviews rely on “open-ended questions” and explore “participants’ experience and 

situations” in detail, with an emphasis on “understanding the research participant’s 

perspective, meanings, and experience” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 56). Intensive interviewing 

also allows flexibility and “opens interactional space for ideas and issues to arise” 

(Charmaz, 2014, p. 56). Therefore, for my study, intensive interview enabled me to 

follow up on “unanticipated areas of inquiry, hints, and implicit views and accounts of 

action” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 56). I interviewed all the seven participants twice; after 

asking them to respond to a pre-interview survey prior to the first interview.  

(a) Pre-Interview Survey: Based on the course goals in terms of the kind of 

online teachers the course was aiming to develop and the initial analysis of the existing 

data from students’ online work, I developed a survey (see Appendix B.3) for the 

participants to fill in before they participated in the first interview. The main goals of this 

survey were to get some systematic data about key issues and to create an opportunity to 

ask follow up questions. The survey had 16 questions, which were based on the ten 

aspects of the kind of online teacher the course wanted to promote – the participants had 

to rate those on a scale from 1-3 with 1 as least important and 3 as most important. 

 I sent the survey to the participants well in advance to go through and respond to 

– most of them sent it back to me with their response prior to the interview, and I printed 

and took those with me for the interviews. Two participants responded to it before we 
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started the interview- which took 3-5 minutes. During the interview I focused on some of 

the listed items in the survey to add information I was not able to gather from my reading 

of their online work. This enabled me to know more about what they thought about those 

specific items as an aspiring online teacher. I also requested them to talk about the survey 

items they rated less and share why they rated those less than the others.  

(b) First Interview: Before conducting the first semi-structured interview, I had 

coded and analyzed most of the course artifacts (initial reflection, weekly reflective 

journals and final reflections). This analysis enabled me to finalize what questions to ask 

in the interviews, and where I needed more elaboration to have a better understanding of 

the changes and transformation each participant experienced in terms of identity 

development. I developed some general questions based on my research questions and 

my experience as a TA in the course (see appendix B.1). Each of the interviews was 

maximum 1.5 hours long. Prior to the interviews, I shared an information letter with the 

participants describing my research and providing my contact details, so that the 

prospective participants could contact me with additional questions they had.  

Though I had a set of questions for the interviews, I was conscious not to focus 

too much only on them during the interviews, because Lindlof and Taylor (2010) 

suggested that one can have a list of questions but has to be flexible. I also remembered 

the suggestion of Seidman (1991) for asking for clarification, seeking concrete details 

and requesting stories during the interviews. I ensured my qualitative interviews to be 

very free flowing and context-bound. In the interviews I made sure to “listen more, talk 

less” (Seidman, 1991. p. 56).     
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(c) Follow-up Interview. After analyzing the first set of interviews, and writing a 

first draft of the case narrative for each participant, I interviewed my participants for a 

second time, asking follow-up questions and elaborations on emergent important issues. 

Prior to the interview, I shared the draft of their narratives with each participant, so that I 

could request their comments and feedback. This allowed me to cross-check issues and 

points. The data from the second set of interviews helped me to revise the individual 

narratives, as well as contributed to addressing my research questions more generally. 

The follow up interviews were shorter – about half an hour for each of the participants, 

except for one which was about one hour. 

Analytical Memos. Memos are useful data for qualitative studies which can be 

coded and categorized (Saldana, 2009). According to Marshall and Rossman (2011), 

“writing notes, reflective memos, thoughts, and insights is invaluable for generating the 

unusual insights that move the analysis from the mundane and obvious to the creative” 

and these contribute to analytical memos (p. 213). Throughout the process of collecting 

the data for my dissertation as well as analyzing them, I wrote analytical memos about 

the process, about insights gained and the changes I had done and why. I used those 

memos as data for my dissertation. 

Data Analysis  

According to Goldenberg (1992), “Our analysis more often than not is an 

appendage, an interruption, a parenthetical effort attached to the actors’ own statements, 

transforming them and reconceptualizing them, but never replacing them” (p. 324). While 

analyzing the data one must keep in mind that the “analysis strategies have to be 
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compatible with” the questions asked (Maxwell 1998, p. 90). Keeping all these 

considerations in mind, I analyzed the data collected from various sources to find answers 

to my research questions. In this section, I will describe the data analysis process of my 

study. 

Transcribing the Interviews. To ensure accuracy and to save time, I used 

professional help to transcribe all my interviews.  

Data Analysis Process. For analyzing my data, I followed the process described 

below.  

Phase 1: My first phase of analysis took place before interviewing the 

participants. I first read through the initial journal entries, weekly journals and the final 

reflections for each participant, and coded them using attribute coding and descriptive 

coding related to the following specific questions for each participant: 

 What does s/he perceive as the main values and limitations of online learning? 

 What kind of online learning does s/he want to promote as a teacher, and why? 

 When does s/he envision using online learning in her/his teaching, and why? 

 What kind of online learning environment does s/he want to create and why? 

 Which online teaching practices does s/he consider most important (and would 

want to acquire), and why? 

For each participant, I summarized my findings for each of these questions, at the 

“beginning” and “end” of the course respectively in a table (Appendix D.1), and 

identified changes that occurred. I then reviewed all the rest of the course artifacts 

chronologically to identify evidence of some of these changes taking place (and in 
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relation to what course activities), as well as evidence of challenges the student 

encountered. This preliminary analysis allowed me to finalize my interview questions.  

Phase 2: After I had conducted the first round of interviews with each participant, 

I got the interviews transcribed and coded them using the same set of questions 

mentioned in phase 1 to add to the previous tables, and with references to specific course 

activities as impactful.   

Phase 3: Based on the coding from phase 1 and 2, I created a new table for each 

of the participants organized around my two research questions, using categories related 

to the kind of online teacher the course was striving to prepare, and the main course 

activities providing opportunities for participation and recognition, respectively.  

Phase 4: In this phase, I conducted follow-up interviews with each of the 

participants to verify my interpretation of their online teacher identity and their journey 

towards their identity formation as online teachers, and asked supplementary questions. 

As part of this interview, I shared in advance the preliminary narrative with each 

participant and requested for their comments and feedback. None of the participants 

wanted to change anything in the narratives that I had written; they stated that the 

narratives well represented their views. 

Phase 5: In this phase I analyzed the discussion boards that were most relevant to 

my study (module 3, module 5 and module 8). Additionally, I also analyzed the group 

lesson feedback the students provided to the group where they were students. Lastly, I 

analyzed the feedback the instructor provided to the students in their individual and group 

projects. 
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Phase 6: At this phase I finalized the narratives for each of the participant based 

on all the available data as reported in chapter 5. After all the individual narratives were 

finalized, I systematically looked across them to conduct my cross-case analysis – the 

results of which are reported in chapter 6. 

The following table presents an overview of the data collection and analysis 

process: 

Table 4.1:  

Overview of Data Collection and Analysis 

Data sources Data analysis 

 

Course artifacts 

(Syllabus, 

Discussion 

Board prompts, 

Final paper 

prompts, Weekly 

journal prompts) 

1. Reviewed to gather information about the course- course 

requirements and expectations, requirements for specific 

assignments  

2. Reviewed to identify opportunities for “participation” and 

“recognition” provided to the participants 

Blackboard 

documents-  

Initial 

reflections, Final 

paper, Weekly 

journals 

1. First review and open coding 

2. Second coding based on pre-determined categories  

3. Creation of tables summarizing key data for each category 

4. Used the data to write the first draft of the narrative for 

question 1 and 2 (prior to the interview) 

5. Used this first draft to finalize the questions for the first 

interview 

6. After the first interviews, revised the narrative and added 

from the  interview data  

7. Used the narratives to determine the follow-up questions for 

interview 2. 

Transcript of  

Interview 1  

(see Appendix 

B.1 for interview 

questions) 

1. First reading 

2. Coding based on the pre-determined categories  

3. Added findings and selected quotes to the case narratives 

4. Used the revised narratives to determine the follow-up 

questions for interview 2 

5. Shared these narratives with the participants during 

Interview 2 for member check 

Blackboard 

documents - 

1. After the first interview and writing the first draft of 

narratives, read and coded the discussion boards 
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Discussion 

boards    

2. Used the data primarily to identify quotes to illustrate how 

the participants received recognition from their teacher and 

peers. 

3. Added the findings to the narratives 

Transcript of 

Interview 2 

(see Appendix 

B.2 for interview 

questions) 

1. First reading 

2. Coding based on the pre-determined categories  

3. Added new findings and quotes to the case narratives 

 

Researcher 

Memo 

 

1. Reviewed and used to write down the individual cases, cross 

case analysis for chapter 6 and for writing down the 

recommendations and implications 

 

 

Note: Final case narratives were used as the base to conduct the cross case analysis 

Study Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness of a qualitative study answers questions like whether the data are 

reliable, whether the claims are supported well enough by evidences, and if the claims are 

useful or not, which “capture concerns with validity, reliability, objectivity, and 

generalizability while broadening and deepening them” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 

40). “Credibility,” “dependability,” “confirmability” and “transferability” are the four 

constructs of trustworthiness of a qualitative study originally proposed by Guba in 1981 

(Shenton, 2004). In this section, I will discuss how I made efforts to achieve the four 

constructs of trustworthiness throughout my study. 

Credibility 

The credibility (also known as internal validity by many researchers) of the data 

in a qualitative study refers to how far the interpretations of data are true to the context. 

As a TA in the course, I engaged in conversations and interactions with the participants 

throughout an entire semester prior to starting my research study, which I believe added 
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to the credibility of my study. I also shared the draft narratives with the respective 

individual participants before the second interview to ensure “member checks” (Marshall 

& Rossman, 2011). Moreover, I also wrote analytical memos to ensure “reflexivity” 

which is “the process of reflecting critically on the self as researcher” (Guba & Lincoln, 

2005, p. 210). Reflexivity allows us to think critically about our research choices, and 

examine critically our efforts (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Lastly, I ensured triangulation in 

my study through data collection from multiple sources over a long period of time, using 

multiple methods, and I also used “peer debriefing” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 40).  

Dependability 

Dependability means applying techniques in the study so that “if the work were 

repeated, in the same context, with the same methods and with the same participants, 

similar results would be obtained” (Shenton, 2004, p. 71). To achieve dependability, I 

remained true to my data and developed an audit trail (Marshall & Rossman, 2011), 

where I transparently described every steps of my planning, data collection, analysis and 

reporting of findings. I recorded every decision and their reasons throughout my research 

path. I also utilized reflexivity to ensure dependability in my study.  

Confirmability 

According to Shenton, “The concept of confirmability is the qualitative 

investigator’s comparable concern to objectivity” (2004, p. 72). A qualitative researcher 

has to make sure that the findings of the study represent the “experiences and ideas of the 

informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences of the researcher” (Shenton, 

2004, p. 72). The findings of a research should be free of the researcher’s biases. To 
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achieve confirmability I was very careful in interpreting the participants’ responses. I also 

utilized reflexivity and triangulation which helped me to achieve confirmability. 

Moreover, I used member-check for confirmability.  

Transferability 

In a qualitative study transferability indicates the applicability of the findings of 

the study in other contexts, settings, time, situation and people. In this study, I aimed at 

finding out how the participants developed their identities as online teachers, and how the 

opportunities for participation and recognition offered in the course supported such a 

development, with the purpose of identifying what helped or hindered their identity 

development, to use these findings to help design better online courses and programs. I 

believe the findings will be transferable to other contexts and settings to understand 

teachers’ identity development because my participants represented diverse backgrounds 

in terms of their race, nationality, teaching experiences and online learning experiences, 

grade levels they teach or would be teaching, and their fields of education. The findings 

of my study were also contextualized in each of the case narratives. To ensure 

transferability I utilized “thick description” (Geertz, 1973), which means, when reporting 

specific findings I also described the context, participants, and situations.  

Ethical Considerations  

Throughout my study and beyond, I was respectful and honest to my study 

participants. I ensured my best effort to keep all their responses confidential. I informed 

them about my study and was flexible to answer any questions they asked regarding the 

study and its design. I was honest in all my communication with them. I received the 
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Research Subject Review Board’s (RSRB) approval from the University of Rochester’s 

Office of Human Subject Protection (OHSP) after completing the required procedures. 

This included providing an outline of my research methods, benefits to my participants 

and potential risks as well as participants’ informed consent letter and confidentiality 

statement.  

Informing Participants  

I shared information about my study to my participants in an email attachment 

where I told them what the study was about, why I was doing it, why it was relevant, why 

their participation was important (Appendix C). I also explained the benefits of the study 

for them, for the future students, course and program designers and teachers of courses 

that prepare online teachers. I assured them that their story would be kept confidential 

and would be used only for the research purpose for my dissertation. I made “complete 

disclosure” about my study to my participants (Patton, 2002, as cited in Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011, p. 113). I also requested for their permission to access their written 

works in Blackboard to use those as my data for which they consented; I also requested 

for permission to interview them twice for which they also consented. I handed over the 

semi-structured interview questions to them prior to each of the interviews and informed 

them that they could decline answering questions, as well as being interviewed. None of 

the participants declined to answer any questions or being interviewed. The interviews 

were conducted at their convenience. I made sure that no harm or discomfort was caused 

to them because of this study.     
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Participant Privacy and Anonymity 

I made efforts to ensure the anonymity of all my participants. The data was kept 

confidential and the participants’ privacy was maintained strictly. During the interview I 

offered the participants to choose their pseudonyms for the study. However, I had already 

used pseudonyms for the participants during my preliminary analysis of the data before I 

conducted the interviews. I chose flower names for each of them because Rochester is 

called the city of flowers. At the beginning of the first round of interviews, I told them 

this, informed them the names I had used so far and invited them to choose any name 

they would prefer for themselves. Each of my participants happily agreed to the 

pseudonym I had chosen for them and they told me they liked those. While reporting my 

findings and writing my dissertation, I took utmost caution so that the identity of my 

participants remained concealed. I shared my findings and narratives with them before I 

included those in my dissertation. I kept my interview and other data password protected 

in my personal laptop which I believe is secured because I am the sole user of it.   
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Chapter 5: Individual Cases 

Introduction 

In this chapter I report on the findings of the case study of each of the participants 

who took the course and agreed to participate (7 out of 8), in the following order (based 

on the pedagogical training received and their teaching experience prior to entering the 

course): 

A. Ren – a counselor and future counselor educator, with no formal training in 

teaching; 

B. Lupin – a college administrator and doctoral student in human development, with 

limited in-service teacher training and some experience teaching higher education 

courses; 

C. Tulip – an international student from China learning to become a TESOL teacher; 

D. Peony – another international student from China, with two years of TESOL 

teaching experience;   

E. Laurel – an experienced international TESOL teacher with ten years of teaching 

experience in a European country;  

F. Iris – a veteran special education teacher with over 20 years of experience in K-12 

US schools; and 

G. Lilac – a veteran TESOL teacher and currently an instructional coach, with over 

20 years of teaching experience in K-12 US schools. 

Each case narrative will be organized as follows: 

Background Information 
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To provide a context for each case, I will briefly report information about the 

subject’s field of specialization, current occupation, teacher training and past experiences 

with online teaching and learning.    

In His/her Own Words 

Before reporting the findings of my systematic analysis of the rich set of data 

collected, I think it would be useful to report verbatim the “key take-aways” from the 

course each participant recorded in his/her last journal – as I think these lists capture what 

stood out the most from the course experiences for each of the participants. 

Response to Research Question #1 

What kind of online teacher did each participant aspire to be at the end of the 

course, and how did it differ from where they started? − to answer this question, in this 

section I have reconstructed the participants’ beliefs, aspirations, and ideals with respect 

to each of the following categories (originally identified by one of the course designers as 

characterizing the “kind of online teacher” the course aimed to prepare):  

1. Seeing online learning as a complement, rather than an alternative, to 

traditional/face-to-face learning. 

2. Seeking to increase students’ access to learning opportunities by leveraging online 

spaces 

3. Seeking to create a caring and interactive learning community in any instructional 

context 

4. Seeking to enhance students’ engagement and motivation by capitalizing on the 

many affordances of digital technologies 

5. Seeking to promote deep learning and understanding by capitalizing on 

appropriate digital tools and resources 

6. Seeking to promote collaborative learning in any instructional context 

7. Seeking to provide students with choices and differentiated learning opportunities, 

leveraging technology as most appropriate 

8. Appreciating the need for goals-driven instructional design and thoughtful 

instructional decisions – especially when planning online learning experiences 
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9. Seeking to enhance student assessment practices through the use of digital 

technologies, so as to better support learning and inform instruction 

10. Seeing the use of digital technologies as a tool rather than a goal in itself. (R. 

Borasi, Personal Communication, June 11, 2018)  

 

In addition, in this section I will also examine systematically how each of the 

participants addressed a few other themes that emerged from my analysis, those are: 

 Considerations related to who the participant wanted to be as a professional 

teacher. 

 Field specific considerations – which may shed light on how other identities 

might have affected the participant’s development of her/his online teacher 

identity. 

 Changes in perceptions about online teaching and learning the participant 

explicitly identified. 

For each of these categories, I describe the views of the participants by the end of 

the course (as identified from the systematic analysis of the data collected from the 

course as well as from the interviews); I also report on changes that might have occurred 

as a result of the course, and any challenges or concerns they encountered. Whenever the 

information is available, I will also identify what experiences within the course might 

have affected the reported change. 

Response to Research Question #2 

How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation and 

recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? − in this section 

of each case study, I will systematically examine how the participants engaged with each 
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of the following key opportunities offered in the course and the impact of these 

experiences on their identity development: 

a) Opportunities for Participation: Experiences as online learners 

b) Opportunities for Participation: Experiences as online learners 

c) Opportunities for Recognition: From Self 

d) Opportunities for Recognition: From Others 

At the end of this section, I will also identify other factors that seemed to have 

affected the participants’ identity development.  

Case Summary  

In this final section, I will summarize key findings about the kind of online 

teacher the participants wanted to be, how that changed as a result of the course, the 

challenges they might have encountered as well as the impacts of the participation and 

recognition opportunities they were offered in the course.  

The results of my cross-case analysis will be reported later in Chapter 6, and in 

Chapter 7 I will discuss the findings and recommendations. Before reporting the seven 

case narratives in the remainder of this chapter, I have included a table that summarizes 

the score each participant (identified by the alphabet at the top of each column) provided 

to items in the pre-interview survey – so that I will be able to refer to these data as needed 

in the context of each case narrative.  
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Table 5.1 

Pre-Interview Survey Response  

I aspire to be an online teacher who: 

Statements  A B C D E F G 

1. Is knowledgeable about the content 

taught 

3 3 3 3 3 3 3 

2. Is knowledgeable about the latest 

technology 

2 2 3 2 3 2 3 

3. Is knowledgeable about digital 

resources students could use 

2 2 3 2 3 3 2 

4. Is a life-long learner and innovator 3 3 3 2 3 2 3 

5. Is goal-driven/ Designs instruction to 

meet specific learning goals 

3 3 3 3 3 3 3 

6. Fosters a caring and vibrant learning 

community in class 

3 3 3 3 3 3 3 

7. Creates a personal relationship with 

the students 

3 3 3 2 3 3 3 

8. Promotes deep learning, building on 

students’ prior knowledge and 

providing students with meaning-

making opportunities 

3 3 3 3 3 3 3 

9. Creates opportunities for students to 

work together  

3 2 3 2 3 2 2 

10. Designs motivating and engaging 

activities 

3 3 3 3 3 3 3 

11. Meets students’ individual needs 

and preferences 

3 3 2 3 3 3 2 

12. Provides multiple opportunities for 

students to demonstrate learning 

3 2 3 2 3 3 3 

13. Clearly communicates learning 

goals and expectations/ provides 

clear directions  

3 3 3 2 3 3 3 

14. Creates and curates great online 

materials from students 

3 2 3 3 1 1 1 

15. Collaborates with colleagues to 

design quality instructions 

3 2 3 2 2 1 2 

16. Increases students’ access to 

learning opportunities and resources 

3 2 2 1 1 1 2 
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5A. The Case of Ren – A Counselor and Future Counselor Educator 

Background 

Ren was a white male PhD student in Counseling at the Warner School. He was a 

mental health and addictions counselor who aspired to be a counselor educator.  

Teaching Training and Experience 

As a trained counselor, Ren did not have any formal training on teaching before 

taking EDE 484. After his experience in EDE 484, however, he decided to continue his 

training for the Advanced Certificate in Online Teaching. By the time of the interview he 

had taken two additional courses and the Online Teaching Practicum. 

Prior to taking EDE 484 and after he completed his master’s degree, Ren guest 

lectured at a university, but he never taught an entire course. By the time of the interview, 

however, he had already taught some face-to-face courses at the Warner School.  

Online Experience 

Ren took a hybrid online course during his master’s program, which he thought 

was “poorly organized” with very little feedback from the instructor. It was mostly self-

paced and there was no communication between students, there was “an absolute ton of 

reading” and nobody responded or commented on others’ posts (Interview 1, L- 11).   

What Kind of Online Teacher Ren Aspired to Be 

In this section, I will address my first research question by describing what Ren 

aspired to be with respect to each of the ten components identified by the course 

designers as characterizing the “kind of online teacher” the course aimed to prepare, and 

then report on other elements that emerged from my analysis of the data. I will conclude 
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this section by discussing the changes Ren reported to have experienced as a result of the 

course. I will start with Ren’s own take-aways at the end of the course, as reflected in his 

last journal entry.  

In his own words – main take-aways at the end of the course:  

 

1. Make sure the online module is organized. 

2. Make sure design of module keeps the student’s attention and is aesthetically 

pleasing. 

3. Make sure that you are not continuously redesigning while the course is in 

progress, or moving course materials around. 

4. Give clear and explicit directions. 

5. Set clear and explicit deadlines/timelines for assignments. 

6. Provide resources for troubleshooting technology. 

7. Do not be limited by your own technological capacities; look up how to do new 

things on the internet, ask other technologically inclined individuals for ideas. 

8. Thoughtfully use technology, don’t just use it because it is a new tool or an 

arbitrary reason. 

9. Make sure you are available to the students and encourage questions.  

10. Establish an online presence and identity as an instructor. 

11. Do something different; it will be memorable. 

12. Login to the module frequently. 

13. Have students interact with each other and the instructor using multiple 

modalities to build a community. 

14. Check-in with the students about the requirements of the course, and how 

they’re doing with those requirements.  

15. Use humor. (W.J.7, L- 372-390) 

 

 

1. Seeing Online Learning as a Complement, Rather Than an Alternative, to 

Traditional/Face-to-Face Learning 

Ren did not see a distinction between the kind of the online teacher and the kind 

of face-to-face teacher he wanted to be – although he recognized that some modifications 

in approach and pedagogy might be called for by the two different environments. Talking 

about the list of items in the pre-interview survey, Ren stated that they were all “pretty 
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core competencies of being a pretty good teacher or instructor” (Interview 1, L- 250-

251), that were necessary for both online and traditional classes: 

Best practices are always important, being organized and being supportive and 

providing materials and being available for students and I think those are really 

the basics of any kind of instruction, you have to have those if you’re going to 

have a successful course. (Interview 2, L- 211-214) 

 

He considered these best practices to be “difficult” but “doable” in both online 

and face-to-face learning environments (Interview 1, L- 252-253), although he also 

recognized that “You may just have to change some of your pedagogical approaches and 

change some activities that may have worked in an offline setting and being able to 

integrate that into an online setting” (Interview 1, L- 253-255). He concluded, however, 

by saying, “I do think that all of these are important for a teacher whether you’re an 

offline, hybrid, or no matter what kind of course” (Interview 1, L- 255-256). 

2. Seeking to Increase Students’ Access to Learning Opportunities by Leveraging 

Online Spaces 

Ren wanted to be a teacher who would promote wide access to education, and he 

believed that using online teaching and learning (OTL) would provide him with a 

valuable tool to expand access and include students who were not able to participate 

before. He also expressed some concerns, though, about how access to the Internet might 

limit this affordance.  

One of the greatest values of OTL identified by Ren was that “education is no 

longer confined to a brick and mortar institution,” students could be anywhere in the 

world and “at their convenience” (I.R. L- 2-4). He contended that those who work full-

time and are not able to attend classes on campus can take classes online easily (F.R. L- 
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50-51). He reflected upon the affordances brought by Coursera and other Massive Open 

Online Courses (MOOCs) that have enabled access to education to “people who were 

unable to attend traditional universities, whether due to disabilities, familial obligations, 

or employment constraints” (I.R. L- 5-7) – thus addressing social justice issues. He 

thought that this “flexibility” offered by online education to students “is something that 

has been conspicuously absent from education in the past” (I.R. L- 7-8). He stated, “With 

the physical-location barrier broken down, a classroom can become more diverse” and 

students with different types of physical disabilities could be included without them being 

worried about “navigating challenging locations on campus” (F.R. L- 47-50). Thus, 

according to him, OTL creates “an opportunity to include and just get more voices in the 

room in terms of not excluding anybody” (Interview 1, L- 320-321).  

Ren shared, however, his concern about the fact that not everyone might have the 

same access to online education:  

My concern now is, whether or not the audience who really needs access to online 

courses is actually capable of doing so. Sure, online learning is a great 

convenience for me, but I have access to a computer, and I am fortunate enough 

to be taking a class that centers around online learning. Supposedly, four billion 

people in the world still do not have internet access (Luxton, 2016). I realize that 

means a large number of people in the world actually have internet access, but 

I’m concerned that those people without internet access will just keep falling 

farther and farther behind, especially since, as the readings discussed, our 

literacies and competencies in education are changing with this technological 

revolution. The ability to learn online is such a powerful tool, I just wish more 

people had the opportunity to engage with it. (W.J.1, L- 7-15) 

 

Ren said he would “love to create content for massive open online courses 

(MOOCs), because he thought that “the MOOC audience would yield an incredible 
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diversity” and he would also like to see how that experience might differ from traditional 

higher education online courses (F.R. L- 27-29). 

3. Seeking to Create a Caring and Interactive Learning Community in Any 

Instructional Context 

Ren put paramount importance on creating a learning community in his classes 

and establishing a positive and caring relationship with students. At first, he was 

concerned about whether this would be possible to achieve in online courses, but after the 

course, he became confident that this was possible and identified some strategies to make 

it happen in his future online teaching.  

As mentioned earlier, Ren believed that online education could bring people from 

different parts of the world together. At the same time, to achieve the highest benefit 

from this, it was also important to make them be “engaged with a community of learners” 

(F.R. L-45-47). He contended that “the instructor needs to intentionally put effort forth to 

build the community” (F.R. L- 65- 67).  

At the very beginning of the course, Ren shared his feeling that “lack of 

community or cohesiveness between the students and instructor in the course is the 

greatest limitation to online education” (F.R. L- 60- 61). His main concern was whether, 

as a future online teacher, he would be able to communicate well in an online 

environment – especially because all his experiences thus far had been in face-to-face 

contexts: “I know that we can use web-cameras for the face-to-face interaction piece, but 

I am sure there will be little subtleties that I will need to address to express myself in an 

unequivocal manner” (I.R. L- 23-28). 
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Later in a discussion board post, Ren came back to discuss the kind of 

relationship a teacher and students should have and the kind of interactions that could 

help create a connection between them, thus contributing to a learning community. He 

wrote: 

Within the conclusion of Pacansky-Brock’s (2016) editorial piece, she discusses 

the necessity of a “present, empathetic and aware instructor” to help students and 

faculty alike see the learning opportunities that online courses afford. In order to 

foster online connections between students and instructors, I feel that these 

instructor qualities are a must. I also think that establishing a connection between 

student and teacher is fundamentally determined by the pedagogical methods the 

professor relies upon. Anecdotally, in an online environment, an instructor who 

just posts lectures and does not interact with the students on a message board or 

through video chat will be perceived very differently from one who is frequently 

making a point to engage with the students. Since pedagogy determines the way 

professors interact, it also determines how the students will perceive the 

professor, ultimately resulting in connections being made or lost. I keep thinking 

back to our conversation in class about how “teachers teach how they were 

taught.” I think this can be extended to say “teachers make connections, or not, 

based on the way they were taught. (DB Module 5.2, L- 60-72) 

 

  As the course progressed, Ren developed a much more positive view of how a 

learning community could be developed online, as well as some concrete strategies to 

make this happen as a future online teacher. From his personal experience he saw that if 

the teacher takes the time “to personally engage everyone” students become “more 

active” (F.R. L- 64- 65). He also stated that online teachers could use “multiple 

modalities” for the students to interact with the teacher as well as with each other to build 

a community (W.J.7, L- 386-387), and that they could also utilize assessments that 

promote cooperative work (F.R. L- 65- 67).   

Most importantly, to build a learning community, Ren wanted to ensure his online 

presence as an instructor, for which he would like to utilize “video overview” of himself 
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to put a face on his name as well as to allow his students to “get a sense of his 

personality” and to show them that he was “relatable” (F.R. L- 118-120). While reflecting 

on the importance of this practice, he said that the educators who influenced his 

“development” allowed their students “to see their genuine self, and they were not afraid 

to be themselves when they were instructing” (F.R. L- 120-122). He believed that by 

doing this the educators were able to support “the educational process since they 

established a relatable, and genuine, teaching presence” (F.R. L- 122- 123).  

On a personal level, Ren thought he was “personable” and had a “decent sense of 

humor” which he liked to “integrate” in teaching (Interview 1, L-116-117). He believed 

this would help him build a relationship with his students and would break down the 

“power differentiation,” so he could be a guide to his students who was just “a little bit 

more experienced in the field” (Interview 1, L- 119-121). He wanted to break down the 

“student-professor dynamic” and wanted to have conversations with his students about 

how they wanted to learn and if he was teaching it “the best way” (Interview 1, L- 126-

127). From his previous experience he saw that when he did this his students became 

“more receptive” and “more open” (Interview 1, L- 127-129). 

4. Seeking to Enhance Students’ Engagement and Motivation by Capitalizing on the 

Many Affordances of Digital Technologies 

Ren wanted to be a teacher that motivates and engages students, and believed that 

online teaching could provide him with some valuable tools to do that – especially as it 

would enable him to present materials in new and more engaging ways:  

I want to be the kind of teacher that instills intrinsic motivation in my students to 

be able to do well and to have the confidence to go out and do well in their 
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counseling courses, and again when they get out into the field.… an instructor can 

have an incredible influence on students and can really impact their trajectory in 

their profession, and if I’m an instructor and I’m just kind of going through the 

motions and telling people just to read things in classes or I’m using one 

pedagogical method you’re just missing a lot of opportunities to help people 

develop. (Interview 2, L- 200-208)  

 

In a weekly journal early in the course, Ren recognized that it is imperative for 

teachers to foster “intrinsic motivation,” and to explicate to their students “how learning 

skills in a course can be applicable to any career path, even if the course isn’t necessarily 

related to the interests of certain individuals in the course” (W.J. L- 66-68). He further 

elaborated on this point in his final interview: 

When I’m shaping syllabi for courses I’m teaching next year and thinking about 

okay how can I word this assignment, how can I word this in the syllabus, how 

can I present this assignment in class to have that intrinsic motivation piece and 

how can I sell it to them that it’s actually going to be really important for them to 

get involved with this assignment and how it can positively affect them as they 

move forward in their career, just like getting people excited to be able to do 

course work. (Interview 2, L- 219-225) 

 

To motivate and engage students as a teacher, Ren would like to try to present 

things differently, introduce topics in a different way that “students may not traditionally 

have been exposed to” (Interview 1, L-176). He believed that online teaching could 

provide him with ways to be more creative and willing to take risks that would help 

motivate and engage his students in activities. As an example, in his final interview he 

referred back to their Group Project, where they created a video game to teach some 

content:  

Something that I really strive to do is just to help people see something or present 

material in a different way so it’s a little bit more memorable than just some of the 

standard pedagogical tools that we use, that’s what I strive to do to help people 

engaged. Usually people remember something if it’s the first time they’re seeing 

it or if it’s presented in a different way. I definitely had the opportunity to do that 
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in the course … creating a video game theme for the module and then having the 

video that explained everything that we were doing and just creating elements into 

that just to keep people alert and attentive to the actual content of what was 

important in that module. (Interview 2, L- 31-40) 

 

Ren also thought that if a course is graded in the “satisfactory/unsatisfactory 

continuum” it “takes away the motivation to be performance oriented, and makes the 

course learning focused” (W.J.2, L- 68-71). 

5. Seeking to Promote Deep Learning and Understanding by Capitalizing on 

Appropriate Digital Tools and Resources 

Ren wanted to be a teacher that fosters deep learning and understanding. As a 

result of the course readings and reflections and discussions around them – since he did 

not receive any teacher training prior to this course – he seemed to have adopted a 

constructivist approach to learning, and to value eliciting and building on students’ prior 

knowledge, engaging students in critical inquiry about the content and helping students 

deal with conceptual barriers. He also identified online tools like discussion boards and 

chats as valuable to achieve these goals.   

In a discussion board, Ren articulated some of his views on learning and 

pedagogy, as he referred to research on a learner-centered approach:  

In my estimation, a major factor that determines student-to-student interactions, 

and building those connections, is the teaching philosophy of the instructor. The 

instructor can ultimately influence the amount that students interact, and how they 

interact, particularly in an online environment. Thorman and Zimmerman (2012) 

reiterate the constructivist/student-centered learning approach, and describe the 

constructivist approach as one that involves “learning by doing,” engaging with 

one another, and engaging with the instructor(s). The instructor(s) is/are 

essentially a guide(s) on the side. Apart from the philosophy, the pedagogical 

methods that are employed also can hinder/help student interactions. In an online 

environment, the use of threaded discussions and video chats, in conjunction with 

project-based learning and authentic learning can help students make those 
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essential social connections that facilitate learning. Also, after reading Janssen’s 

et al.’s (2009) work, I would argue that a level of familiarity would be necessary 

for students to foster meaningful social connections in a learning environment, but 

not the type of familiarity that can lead to complacency. (DB Module 5.3, L- 4-

16) 

 

Ren’s appreciation for constructivist principles and practices was also revealed in 

this reflection after experiencing the “Fish activity” early in the course, captured in a 

discussion board:   

Boettcher (2010) discusses several principles that are essential to learning which 

were present in the “fish-area” activity. For instance, [the instructor] encouraged 

us to bring our own personalized knowledge and skills to solve for the area of the 

fish. Additionally, [the instructor] directed the learning experience. The tools that 

were available to us certainly shaped the outcome of our learning, and we each 

uniquely approached the situation in response to the tools that we had available to 

us. Lastly, we were encouraged to connect knowledge clusters when we discussed 

our different approaches to finding area (DB Module 3.1, L- 6-12). 

 

I felt [the instructor] encouraged us to find personal relevance that aided in our 

learning by asking us to figure out how to solve for the area based on our prior 

knowledge. By doing so, she was fostering intrinsic motivation throughout the 

activity. The activity itself also focused on the process of how we found the area, 

not finding the area the “correct way.” In this way, [the instructor] created a 

challenging activity that was competency based, and could have application in 

real world settings, which also aides in the development of intrinsic motivation. 

Lenburg (1999), as cited in Stavredes (2011), discusses how competency based 

learning should include various principles. These principles were reflected in the 

fish-area activity, especially since the activity was learner-oriented, worded in 

succinct and clear language, could have real-world applications, and catered to 

numerous abilities of the students in the classroom. (DB Module 3.1, L- 14-23) 

 

Ren also explicitly stated that, to reach the “learning objectives” of the courses he 

would teach, he would like to “expand upon the prior knowledge” of the students (W.J. 

L- 96- 97). However, he thought that eliciting students’ prior knowledge is challenging in 

his field of counseling, which he thought is “a little restricted” with accreditation and 

other standards (Interview 1, L- 147-149). He contended that these standards do not 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 99 

 

“touch on students’ prior knowledge;” however, he did not think that it is impossible to 

elicit students’ prior knowledge and to provide them with meaning-making opportunities 

(Interview 1, L- 153-155). But he thought he needed to “grow” on the area of building on 

students’ prior knowledge.  

Ren said, “Providing students with opportunities to engage in critical inquiry 

online is an absolute necessity” (DB Module 5.3, L- 252-253). He also believed that 

promoting deep learning and engaging students in critical inquiry requires a teacher to be 

knowledgeable about content, as well as about deep learning and about ways to ensure it.  

Another thing Ren talked about related to deep learning was the idea of 

“conceptual barriers,” which he found fascinating. He explained in a discussion board, in 

response to a peer:  

I’m interested in how a particular conceptually-based pedagogy can resonate with 

one student, but hinder the learning of another. I think having a grasp on 

pedagogy, teaching principles, and the unique issues that face a discipline are 

important to break through any conceptual barriers or cognitive dissonance … I 

also think that to overcome conceptual barriers for a student, the teacher or 

environment needs to foster creative problem solving. (DB Module 5.1, L- 70-76)  

 

6. Seeking to Promote Collaborative Learning in Any Instructional Context 

Ren recognized the importance of having students learn with and from each other, 

and wanted to be a teacher that could provide his students with multiple opportunities to 

do so. While personally he was not a fan of group work, he recognized its value – 

especially if carefully orchestrated as he experienced in EDE 484. He also believed that 

an online course could provide unique opportunities for collaborative learning.  

Ren believed that for the development of the students it is important for them to 

“work together to construct their own meaning” (DB Module 5.3, L- 249- 250), and he 
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specifically stated that “interactive activities” are fundamental for students to achieve 

their “learning goals” (W.J. L- 152-153).    

Recognizing the challenge to engage his students in active participation in 

discussion boards, Ren planned to encourage them to “return to it after multiple posts” by 

combining a “written post with a video response,” because he thought “someone may be 

more likely to revisit a post if another classmate took the time to post a video response” 

(W.J.3, L- 144-148). 

Ren thought group projects could enable collaborative work among students. 

Even if he stated “typically I hate group projects” (Interview 2, L- 63), he recognized the 

value of the Group Project in the course. For collaboration to be meaningful in a group 

project, he believed the teacher should “frame” it well so that the students understand that 

each of them could and has to contribute in the project. A teacher should also make sure 

that the students define the roles each of them has to play in the project, especially if it is 

“a content area that they’re still trying to grow in” (Interview 1, L- 471-479). This might 

be especially important when working online, as he said,  

Group projects online are great if you can frame it in a way and you can get 

people to work together, for everybody to be able to do their part, or to leave 

anybody out and to not have like one person do all of the work. (Interview 1, L- 

471-479) 

Regarding how collaborative learning could be promoted in an online class in his 

field, Ren gave an example of a practice called peer supervision “where counselors can 

work together to develop solutions to difficult counseling situations” (W.J. L- 204-205). 
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He contended that peer supervision could be done using a Zoom meeting, about creating 

discussion board so that the counselors could review “their case study conclusions” 

(W.J.4, L- 208). 

7. Seeking to Provide Students With Choices and Differentiated Learning 

Opportunities, Leveraging Technology Whenever Possible 

As a teacher, Ren certainly valued meeting students’ individual needs and he 

appreciated that online education offers flexibility and brings in diversity to a class – as 

shown by the top rating he gave to this dimension of teaching in his survey responses. 

However, he did not discuss this aspect much in his reflections and interviews, nor did he 

include anything in this regard in the list of main take-aways from the course listed in his 

last journal. 

To meet students’ individual needs and preferences, Ren would like to design 

some informal assessment in the course for students to give feedback to their teacher. He 

wanted to create an environment where his students could “feel comfortable enough” to 

say when they think something is not working for them (Interview 1, L- 162-165). He 

would like to keep the door open for students to give feedback to their teacher more than 

once during the semester. He contended that because multiple modalities can be used in 

an online class, OTL allows a teacher to deliver the contents in various ways to meet the 

needs of students with different learning styles.  

8. Appreciating the Need for Goal-driven and Meticulous Instructional Design – 

Especially When Planning Online Learning Experiences 
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Ren gave utmost importance to the design of an online course as part of the kind 

of online teacher he aspired to be, as evident in the fact that the first five items in his last 

journal “take aways from the course” dealt with course design:  

1. Make sure the online module is organized. 

2. Make sure design of module keeps the student’s attention and is aesthetically 

pleasing. 

3. Make sure that you are not continuously redesigning while the course is in 

progress, or moving course materials around. 

4. Give clear and explicit directions. 

5. Set clear and explicit deadlines/timelines for assignments. (W.J.7, L- 372-377) 

 

In his more detailed final reflection, Ren identified several practices related to 

instructional design that he considered critical to be an effective online teacher. First of 

all, since he thought online “activities lend themselves better to certain topics than 

others” (F.R. L- 149-150), he would decide what activity to use based on his goals and he 

would like “to try to integrate an activity into the course that students have not seen 

before as well” (F.R. L- 155-156).  

Ren also gave considerable weight to how to give students directions for their 

online work, to make sure that expectations are clear and students can attain them. More 

specifically, he said that he would give “clear and explicit directions” which he 

considered crucial “for the attainment of learning goals in a course, and for each student 

to know what is expected of them” (F.R. L- 124-126). He would like to use “concise 

directions” because he thought “not all students will read all directions or utilize support 

materials, even if it is in front of them and clearly labeled” (F.R. L-134-136). He shared 

his personal teaching experience about this:  

After co-teaching a counseling course, I know the importance of this practice, 

since I felt the final presentations in that course were not as strong as I would 
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have liked. The presentation assignment was intentionally left open-ended to 

allow students to harness their creativity, but that only led to what I felt was a lack 

of effort. In the future version of that course, and in any online course I teach, I 

will lay out my expectations in an unequivocal manner. (F.R. L- 126-131) 

 

Most importantly, Ren believed that teachers could design the “online 

environment” the way they want which he thought they cannot always do in a traditional 

classroom. He thought that “The instructor is really only limited to the current 

technological knowledge that they possess and their creativity” (F.R. L- 58-59). 

9. Seeking to Enhance Student Assessment Practices Through the Use of Digital 

Technologies, so as to Better Support Learning and Inform Instruction 

Ren was concerned about the use of high-stakes assessments and the negative 

impact they might have on student learning, and recognized instead the value of informal 

assessment. He wanted to be a teacher who would provide his students with multiple 

opportunities to demonstrate their learning, in a caring and supportive environment – 

regardless of whether he taught face-to-face or online.  

Ren preferred “low stakes” assessments (Interview 1, L- 226) and would like his 

students to get multiple opportunities to take a quiz. He said, “I don’t want anybody in 

my classroom to feel overly anxious or to put pressure on just two marker points 

throughout a semester” (Interview 1, L- 240- 241). Consistently, he favored multiple 

assessments because he believed a single paper of a single exam puts a lot of pressure on 

the students.  

Ren would like to have “informal” assessments like small group discussions, and 

presentations, as well as tasks that create opportunities for students to bring in their own 

“outside knowledge” (Interview 1, L- 236-239). Talking about designing activities for 
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students to informally demonstrate their learning, Ren emphasizes the importance of 

conveying to students that there is not just one correct answer:  

I think every time students come into a classroom they have the opportunity to 

demonstrate some sort of learning whether it is lecture based or small discussion 

based, or whether you’re using a whole host of pedagogical methods … I think 

that probably relates to how a professor is engaging with their students. So if an 

instructor is willing to maybe take a more constructivist position sometimes to say 

this is a factor, this is an opinion, tell me what you guys think about this and how 

does that impact your lens about how you see a particular topic. I think that’s 

important. I think I’ve done a decent job with that throughout the course I’ve 

taught. I think that’s important especially in the field of counseling because 

there’s so many situations where that just requires your own clinical judgment but 

also if you put 15 counselors in a room given the same situation all of them can 

react differently to that situation and none of them are necessarily wrong, they’re 

just different. Many of them may come to the same conclusion but it might just be 

a different way of how they got there. (Interview 1, L- 210-224) 

 

10. Seeing the Use of Digital Technologies as a Tool Rather Than a Goal in Itself 

Ren’s view of the role of technology and technological expertise for the kind of 

online teacher he aspired to be seemed to have changed as a result of his experience in 

the course. He started the semester by identifying technological issues as one the biggest 

challenges ahead of him as an online teacher, but by the end of the course he seemed to 

have found strategies to manage those technical challenges and to feel strongly that the 

use of technology in an online course should be instrumental to one’s goal. Finally, at the 

time of the interview he rated “being knowledgeable about latest technology” and being 

“knowledgeable about digital resources” as the least important items in the pre-interview 

survey.    

In his initial reflections at the beginning of the semester, one of his main concerns 

as a future online teacher was that he would “spend a fair amount of time instructing 

students on basic computer commands that take away from the overall class content” 
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(W.J.1, L- 30-32). He did not consider it as a problem for himself, but he was concerned 

about his students “to become frustrated and give up on online learning all together 

because of this complication” (W.J.1, L- 33-34). He was also concerned about 

connections and speed of the Internet. 

An initial concern for Ren as a student in EDE 484 was if he was “missing a piece 

of information” because of his “carelessness” or because it was “hidden in an online 

space” that he was not sure how to navigate (W.J.1, L- 27- 29). When engaging as an 

online teacher in the projects, Ren found “troubleshooting a Blackboard page” to be 

challenging and he was frustrated while designing the individual module. He “had to 

sacrifice” his “vision” of building his module to submit the assignments on time (F.R. L- 

78-85). Yet he was beginning to find strategies to overcome these technical challenges, as 

illustrated by the following quote from his final reflection: “[The] most logical way to 

overcome this (type of) challenge is to use my strengths to hide my weaknesses. I can 

create video or audio content to supplant my lack of design and coding skills while still 

engaging students aesthetically” (F.R. L- 85- 87). 

In his final reflection, Ren also said that he wanted to be “thoughtful” in using 

technology because in the past he was “very tempted to integrate cutting edge 

applications into a course” which would “take away class time from other more important 

topics” (F.R. L- 141-144), but now he did not “want to sacrifice course content for the 

use of technology” (F.R. L- 144-145).  He said he sometimes found himself “caught in a 

trap” of finding some cool technology which might not be as useful as he expected 

(Interview 1, L- 95-98). He contended that being able to do something does not mean that 
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one has to do it, but rather a teacher should consider the “benefit of bringing the new 

technology in” and whether it increases student participation and “level of 

comprehension” (Interview 1, L- 98-101). Additionally, he started to realize that the 

continuous use of new technology could be “confusing and cumbersome to students if it 

is not properly explained or appropriately used in the course” (F.R. L- 145-147). This 

new position was reflected in three of the items Ren chose to report in his final journal as 

main take-aways from the course: 

 Provide resources for troubleshooting technology. 

 Do not be limited by your own technological capacities; look up how to do new 

things on the internet, ask other technologically inclined individuals for ideas. 

 Thoughtfully use technology, don’t just use it because it is a new tool or an 

arbitrary reason (W.J.7, L- 378-381). 

 

Ren gave a rating of 2 to both “being knowledgeable about latest technology” and 

being “knowledgeable about digital resources” in the pre-interview survey. Indeed, at the 

end of the course he started to believe that one does not need to be a tech expert or a 

programmer to be a good online teacher; rather, some knowledge of “standard video 

conferencing software” and knowledge of computer together with care for the students 

would suffice to be able to teach online (Interview 1, L- 361-363). He further explained 

that, while he had fair knowledge of technology and he was good with computers, it was 

“really difficult to stay current on available technology” and he thought he would not 

have that much time to always be up to date on the latest technology (Interview 1, L-88-

89).  
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Additional Aspects of the Kind of Online Teacher Ren Wanted to be 

In this section I will discuss some of the other aspects of the kind of online 

teacher Ren aspired to be besides the ten components explicitly targeted by the course. 

Professional Components of Teaching. As a professional, Ren saw himself as a 

teacher who strived to be innovative and a life-long learner, and he believed that teaching 

online would push his creativity and risk-taking. As a result of the course, he also came to 

the appreciation of the value of collaborating with colleagues in the design of instruction, 

as well as the importance of content expertise.  

Ren wanted to be “more familiar with the content” so that he could feel 

comfortable to teach a course “efficiently” and be able “to describe the purpose and 

meaning of why they are learning what they’re learning” (F.R. L- 88-92). 

Based on his experience, Ren thought that “people teach the way they were 

taught” and he said he was not sure if “people want to go outside of a comfort zone and 

try to explore different pedagogical methods” (Interview 1, L- 70-72). But as an online 

teacher he wanted to “encourage everybody to try different pedagogical methods just to 

try it out and see how students respond and make a course more engaging” (Interview 1, 

L- 74-76). He believed creativity also relates to bringing innovations into the class that 

better serve the students.  

Ren believed that being a teacher meant to be a life-long learner because 

everything changes and teachers need to keep updated and find new ideas and better ways 

to teach. Teachers have to be always willing to learn new things and “put that knowledge 

out there” for their students (Interview 1, L-203). He would like to “continuously grow 
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and investigate new ways of learning” to ensure better “delivery of learning activities” 

(F.R. L- 156-157).  

As for the teachers, Ren believed that “engaging in online teaching presents the 

opportunity to reach students in a new medium, and to enhance current teaching skills” 

(I.R. L- 10-11). He contended that technological skills could help teachers “feel an 

enhanced sense of creativity,” which could also enable them to adopt “pedagogical 

methods” which are not lecture based (I.R. L- 11-13). He held the view that online allows 

teachers to “transform the educational experience of the students in potentially more 

meaningful ways” (I.R. L- 10-14). He contended: “A professor is only limited by the ‘do 

something different’ mantra if they are unwilling to tap into their creativity, or if they 

simply do not want to put in the effort to investigate new teaching methods” (F.R. L- 

106-116). 

One of Ren’s major lessons from the course and from the Group Project in 

particular, was a new appreciation for the value of collaborating with other teachers in 

designing instruction:  

In terms of what kind of teacher I want to be, I definitely don’t want to be 

somebody that’s isolated but somebody who’s willing to go out and talk to other 

people and get feedback on things and get their ideas so I can make adjustments 

before I can actually present the material whether it’s online or offline. (Interview 

2, 81-84) 

 

“When you’re building an online course you should absolutely be talking to 

people throughout that entire process and just getting different perspectives” 

(Interview 1, L- 450-452). 

 

Field-Specific Considerations. Ren discussed several issues that were specific to 

counseling with respect to the kind of online teacher he wanted to be, as well as how he 
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might be perceived by others in his profession. While he was convinced that online 

learning and teaching could be very valuable for his field, he also recognized some 

limitations of online spaces that might make hybrid-online counseling courses preferable 

to fully-online counseling courses. He also saw the persisting negative perceptions about 

online learning in the field of counseling as a significant obstacle for him to overcome to 

be accepted as an online teacher.   

As a major obstacle for him to teaching online courses in counseling, Ren 

identified the fact that “many counselor-educators do not believe that online education 

has a place within the field of counseling” (F.R. L- 69-70). He reported that counselor 

educators argue that “it is quite difficult to make a connection with another person 

through a computer” (F.R. L- 70-71).  

Ren recognized that it is challenging to create a “fostering and caring, vibrant 

environment” in counseling courses. A counselor can “read people’s body language” and 

understand things from seeing their expression which builds relations between them 

(Interview 1, L- 270-271), but this aspect would be missing in an online class since the 

teachers would not be able to see the “full personality of somebody online” (Interview 1, 

L- 273). However, Ren thought that “certainly…it is possible for people to make 

connections online” (F.R. L- 71-72), as he gave the example of the “online dating 

industry (which) depends on fostering online connections between two people with text-

based messaging and video chatting” (F.R. L- 72-73). He argued that the success of the 

online dating industry indicated that the field of counseling could also implement online 

teaching. He held the view that “this limitation [of missing body language] is just a way 
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to hide some counselor-educator’s unfamiliarity with software and lack of desire to learn 

more about technological advances that can help students or clients” (F.R. L- 75-77). He 

contended that this kind of “mindset really does the field a disservice” (F.R. L- 77). 

Ren thought that it is possible to overcome many of the challenges he mentioned, 

and he had “seen it done well” (Interview 1, L- 276). Among the strategies he planned to 

employ to manage these limitations of online spaces, he mentioned being available, 

“checking in with people” and encouraging students to reach out – would help build an 

online community (Interview 1, L- 284-285). However, Ren concluded that hybrid 

classes might be best in counseling because in a hybrid class one would be able to “get 

the best of both worlds that way” (Interview 1, L- 300). He said,  

I am not totally sold that you can do a counseling session online yet, but I know 

that there are a lot of places that do that but just fostering those relationships with 

your students and having students foster those relationships with each other 

because when they get out in the field those are the people they’re going to turn to 

when they have a question or need support from one another it’s their cohort who 

they graduated with. (Interview 1, L- 292-297) 

 

Ren discussed several things that he would do for an online course in counseling. 

He would like to “find java applets that could work within the realm of counseling” (W.J. 

L- 151-152). He thought that the “role-playing method” in traditional counseling 

curriculum often “fall flat for a number of reasons” (W.J.3, L- 154-155). He believed “a 

java-app may help overcome that shortcoming” (W.J.3, L-155). Ren also presented a 

detailed example of how he would address supervision – a key practice in counseling 

courses – in an online environment:  

Within the field of counseling exists the practice of peer supervision. Peer 

supervision is essentially a venue where counselors can work together to develop 

solutions to difficult counseling situations. When I think of the social presence 
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element (student-to-student) of the community of inquiry, I am reminded of peer 

supervision. I can include a Zoom meeting, or create a discussion board, that 

would allow these developing counselors to engage in some peer supervision 

when reviewing their case study conclusions. Outside of peer supervision exists 

the practice of traditional supervision, where a senior counselor mentors and 

guides junior counselors. In terms of a teaching presence (student-to-teacher), I 

can act as a supervisor, and make myself available via email, zoom, and 

discussion boards to establish a teaching/senior counselor presence. This material 

demands a cognitive presence, particularly since a counselor is ultimately dealing 

with the livelihood of their individual clients. To ensure there is a cognitive 

presence, perhaps I could add an online multiple choice assessment of some sort 

(student-to-content). However, I feel that engaging in a message board discussion 

could also be used to establish a cognitive presence. (W.J.5, L- 203- 216) 

 

In his final reflection, Ren also shared a concern about policies regarding privacy 

of online contents that might be especially impactful for the field of counseling:   

On March 28, 2017, the Senate resolution to allow internet service providers to 

sell their consumer’s private Internet data without their knowledge or consent was 

approved by the House of Representatives (Shepardson, 2017).… When 

S.J.Res.34 becomes law, what will happen to online education? I wonder to what 

extent an online student’s privacy will be maintained in counselor education. 

Confidentiality is held in the highest regard by the counseling profession, but a 

counseling program that utilizes online education will no longer be able to state 

with confidence that their students’ information is protected. The counseling 

profession also utilizes reflections as a method of counselor development, and it is 

feasible that a counseling student’s reflections could be accessed, bought, and 

sold to potential employers. It is my hope that the Department of Education will 

have some positive influence on how this bill will be applied to online education, 

but seeing as how other recent bills sought to abolish that department, I am less 

than optimistic. (F.R. L- 186-194) 

 

One of the challenges that Ren anticipated to face in the process of being the 

online teacher he wanted to be was the limited number of online courses in the field of 

counseling. He had already applied to teach courses outside the Warner School but did 

not get any “positive responses” (Interview 1, L- 585). He thought that presenting himself 

as somebody who has an Advanced Certificate in Online Teaching, and making them 

understand what it means or “being able to convey the worth of (himself) as an online 
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teacher” would be the biggest challenge for him (Interview 1, L-587-588). However, he 

believed that once he achieves a PhD, “the three magical letters” after his name, things 

will be different (Interview 1, L- 591).    

Acknowledged Changes in Views on Online Teaching and Online Teachers 

Ren frankly shared that when he took the course first, his “outlook of online 

education was somewhat jaded” (F.R. L- 158-159). He also added, “My vision of online 

learning prior coming here and learning about it was kind of skewed, I did not think it 

was a great option” (Interview 1, L-15-16). He was aware that online education was 

becoming prevalent but his previous negative experience with online classes made him 

doubt “its utility or validity as an educational tool” (F.R. L- 160). Moreover, he was 

influenced by the fact that the field of counseling “is somewhat unsure of how to 

integrate online education into their curriculum, despite accrediting bodies now 

mandating students to get some technological training” (F.R. L- 163-165). After taking 

the course, he concluded that his “main takeaway” was that “online education can be 

utilized in the counseling curriculum” (F.R. L- 165-166). He pledged to be an advocate 

for OTL in his future career as a counselor educator. 

Impacts of the Course Activities on Ren’s Identity Development  

In this section I will discuss how different learning experiences in the course 

impacted Ren’s identity development as an online teacher, so as to address my second 

research question: How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation 

and recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? I will first 

talk about the impacts of participation (both as an online learner and as an online teacher) 
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on Ren’s identity development as a certain type of online teacher, and then I will talk 

about the effects of recognition by self and by others on his identity development. I will 

also discuss some other factors that influenced his identity development.  

Overall Impact of the Course  

Ren acknowledged that his perceptions about online teaching changed 

significantly after taking EDE 484: “I had gone into class with one online learning 

experience that wasn’t great and after going through and learning how to set up modules 

and how to teach online just really opened up my mind” (Interview 2, L- 234-245).   

Ren stated that he was “happy” to have taken the online teaching courses (EDE 

484, EDE486) at Warner School, as these experiences allowed him to have “much more 

insight in pedagogy and how to be an effective instructor whether that’s online or offline 

and that is so valuable for me as somebody who wants to be a faculty member and to be 

able to teach counselors or developing counselors” (Interview 1, L- 598-600). He 

contended that taking these courses had made him realize what he was “good at” as a 

teacher and what he needed to “work on” further. He said, “Had I not taken these courses, 

I don’t think I would have come to those conclusions” (Interview 1, L- 606-607). When 

asked in his first interview more specifically about what components of the course most 

impacted him, Ren was not able to fully address the question: 

Obviously the readings and being able to talk about it with my classmates, being 

able to interact with people such as yourself who were knowledgeable about it 

and then just again being able to experience everything - but I can’t pinpoint one 

specific this was the turning point kind of deal. (Interview 1, L- 338-341)  
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From this response, it is clear that the opportunities for “participation” and 

“recognition” offered by the course were both influential for Ren, and often inseparable. 

In what follows, I will try to examine how he engaged in each of these opportunities.   

Participation: Experience as an Online Learner  

Ren’s experience as a learner in this hybrid online course was very influential in 

changing his perceptions about online teaching, because he was “able to see how 

powerful online learning could possibly be” (Interview 1, L- 317). This was especially 

important given his previous negative experiences in an online course. He also intended 

to take what he learned in the course “forward” to his “next online endeavor” (F.R. L- 

172).  

Ren said the course was a pleasant surprise for him and he “was relieved to see 

how smoothly an online course, or hybrid course, can operate” (F.R. L- 168-169), and 

that the course itself would “serve as a model” for him “for what an online or hybrid 

course can actually become” (F.R. L- 170- 171). In a discussion board Ren talked 

elaborately about his experience of taking the course, and in particular the instructional 

practices he experienced as a learner and the intentionality behind them, which he 

thought was influential for the development of his own teaching practices: 

From the onset of this course, I have felt that the expectations for each learning 

module have been clearly spelled out for us as students, and that each module’s 

formatting and organization has helped with defining those expectations. The 

checklists also have helped give me a clear idea of what is expected, and has 

served as very valuable reference point for me. 

 

I have been able to decipher the intentionality of completing readings or 

assignments in a certain order, and an explanation as to why those readings or 

assignments are part of the module has always been offered. The roles of the 

instructors and students have always been explained, and when there have been 
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questions about those expectations, the instructors have answered them in a 

straightforward manner. The amount of time that we should be spending on 

certain assignments has also been communicated effectively through the 

guidelines of each assignment.  

 

In terms of communication, the instructors have been available via email, and 

have encouraged students to reach out if there were questions. The syllabus also 

leaves little doubt about how the class will be communicating with one another 

throughout the week, whether it is in a face-to-face session, a session on zoom, or 

simply through the use of message boards. (DB Module 8, L- 191-207) 

 

He also commented in another discussion board that “These subtle pedagogical 

approaches will most likely serve us well as we engage in more challenging and complex 

content moving forward” (DB Module 3.3, L- 48-50). 

Some specific experiences as a learner in this hybrid online course seemed to 

have been especially influential for Ren in terms of developing his own identity as an 

online teacher. One of those instances was his experience in the “Fish activity,” which 

illustrated for him the power of constructivist learning - as already mentioned in a 

previous section.  

It is worth noting that his positive experience in the Group Project affected his 

view of how he could use group work as a teacher – despite his own previous dislike for 

this kind of activity: 

Typically I hate group projects … This experience was different just because I 

think we all communicated with each other and we all wanted to do well in the 

course and we all were onboard with making the module interactive and fun, so 

working in that group was kind of a change of pace for me because it was a very 

positive experience. (Interview 2, L- 63-67) 

 

I do have group projects and individual projects in my courses that are face-to-

face but I try to implement the same principles that I learned in the online course. 

Just making sure everybody is communicating with each other in the group and 

making sure that I’m available and always checking those students when they’re 

working on their individual projects just so they know that even though the work 
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is going to be challenging they’re not going through it alone. (Interview 2, L- 104-

109) 

 

The opportunity to engage with readings and to reflect on them in private journals 

as well as discussion boards also seemed to be important experience for Ren. Since these 

activities were designed as opportunities for “recognition by self and others,” I will report 

on them in a later section. 

Ren explicitly recognized the importance of experiences as learners on the kind 

of teacher one wants to be by saying, “I think people teach how they were taught and I 

don’t necessarily know that people want to get outside of a comfort zone and try to 

explore different pedagogical methods” (Interview 1, L- 70-72).  

Participation: Experience as an Online Teacher  

Ren said participation in the Individual Project and Group Project allowed him to 

have “hands on experience” and the opportunity to put the things he learned to practice 

(Interview 1, L- 375). These experiences were very important to give him the confidence 

that he was capable of teaching online and also reinforced some of his beliefs about what 

matters most to be an effective online teacher and what it would take to do that. Doing 

the Group Project before the Individual Project was very helpful for him, as he was able 

to benefit from the distributed expertise and responsibilities within the group, as well as 

the exchange of ideas, before attempting to design an online module on his own.   

The following two examples illustrate how the Group and Individual Project gave 

Ren the opportunity to “experience as teacher” some aspects of the kind of online teacher 

he aspired to be:  
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Something that I really strive to do is just to help people see something or present 

material in a different way so it’s a little bit more memorable.… I definitely had 

the opportunity to do that in the group online module … just creating a video 

game theme for the module and then having the video that explained everything 

that we were doing and just creating elements into that just to keep people alert 

and attentive to the actual content of what was important in that module. 

(Interview 2, L- 31-40) 

 

I think by doing those modules and just making ourselves so available in those 

modules and getting content information and being encouraging and offering 

feedback to students when they’re in the modules again just solidify it’s the right 

way to go at least for me to create a safe learning environment and to have 

students behave. (Interview 2, L- 95-100) 

 

Ren expressed multiple times in his interviews his appreciation for the feedback 

he received from the instructor as well as his peers on his projects. I will return to this 

point in a later section.  

About the feedback he received from his peers, Ren said, it “really brought an 

awareness to me like if we’re going to have them do something new you absolutely have 

to provide instructions for them to be able to be successful” (Interview 2, L- 149-151). 

He added that the feedback from his peers shaped his understanding of how to be 

supportive to his students. He realized that he needed to make expectations clear, be 

available for them, help them with technology and “content” and if needed, to direct them 

to the right person for technological support. He also said the peer feedback in the course 

was also meant to “bring up” new points, or guide them to the “central message” when 

someone “got lost” (Interview 2, L- 170-171). He felt that everyone was “supportive” to 

each other and helped others to “navigate through an issue” (Interview 2, L- 172). The 

peers would help each other present things “in a way that’s successful for all audiences” 

(Interview 2, L- 174-175). Comparing the feedback received from peers versus the course 
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instructor Ren stated, “The feedback I got from the students was more of figuring out 

how to be more supportive and I’ll take the feedback from the instructors as sort of a 

mentoring experience and use it as I move forward” (Interview 2, L- 190- 192).  

Overall, Ren reported that the two projects were very affirmative for him as a 

novice online teacher, as they made him feel, “I can be creative and I can try to introduce 

new elements and they can be met with a positive reception from students so I had 

definitely a sense of accomplishments after I completed those modules” (Interview 2, L- 

47-50).  

Experience in the Group Project. Participation as a teacher in the Group Project 

had significant implications for Ren as a future online teacher. He said, the Group Project 

was a “model” for him “of what (he) could do” if he had the “time and resources” 

(Interview 1, L- 422-423). It was an ideal situation for him where he had the time to 

understand the topic, be creative on delivering it “in a way that’s going to engage 

students and then given time to implement that content after having thought about the 

best way to deliver it and then get feedback on that content” (Interview 1, L- 428-430). It 

was also very significant for him to have the opportunity to actually implement the 

module and see how the students (i.e., the classmates that participated in the module as 

students) reacted to it. He said, “It was great to see the kind of the vision that we had 

come together and work well” (Interview 1, L- 417-419). 

Ren contended that the ability to discuss with his teammates greatly contributed to 

making the Group Project “easier and more effective” (Interview 1, L- 457), showing the 
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power of participation in scaffolded situations when one can benefit from distributed 

expertise: 

Having other people around to divide not only the workload but just coming up 

with ideas of how to create a successful module so you weren’t working in 

isolation, it wasn’t like you were doing something new for the first time but you 

had resources, you had group members that you could turn to.… I had two people 

from teaching and curriculum and another one from human development there, 

just because of their disciplines they’re going to look at situations differently … 

so it’s helpful to have those different perspectives especially when your shaping 

content, because sometimes I might miss something when I’m creating a lesson 

and somebody else would be able to pick it up and adjust it so the audience is 

getting what they need and it’s not just this myopic view of okay this guy is a 

counselor, you’re getting everything through a counselor kind of deal. (Interview 

2, L-112-131) 

 

Experience in the Individual Project. Ren reported to have missed the 

opportunity to work with others in the Individual Project. Although he always preferred 

to “work alone,” while working in the Individual Project he felt that he had “a ton more 

stuff to do and especially trying to find ways to make the content interactive and 

memorable” (Interview 2, L- 67). He missed not having anyone to discuss his ideas:  

Since I’m the only counselor in the course if I needed to go to somebody about 

the online module it wasn’t necessarily going to be somebody in the course who 

could validate that what I’m putting forward is something useful for addiction 

counselors, you know what I mean, so that was a little challenging. (Interview 2, 

L- 71-74) 

 

Ren also commented that if they had done the Individual Project before the Group 

Project, “I’m fairly sure the individual project would not have been as strong just because 

we wouldn’t have had the resources that we did in the group setting” (Interview 2, L- 

117-120).  
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Opportunities for Recognition 

While the previous section showed how the experiences as an online learner and 

experiences as an online teacher provided in the course were critical to the development 

of Ren’s identity as an online teacher, Ren’s reflections on these experiences – as they 

occurred in discussion boards, journals, and final paper – were also very significant to 

help him make sense of those experiences and connect them with readings assigned in the 

course. 

Recognition by Self. The reflections on the fish activity reported earlier provided 

a good example of how Ren used the opportunities offered by journals and discussion 

boards for reflection and meaning making. Another example is provided by the following 

quote from another discussion board, where Ren talked about his experience of reviewing 

some sample online courses: 

I certainly had my own preconceived notions of what an online module was 

supposed to look like before reviewing those samples. By working through those 

preconceived notions, I was given an idea of what those modules could look like 

within my own frame of reference, and how I could go about expand beyond my 

own personal ideas to create a well-rounded module that meets learning 

objectives … after reviewing multiple modules, I was able to gather a more 

sophisticated viewpoint of what an online module could become. I hadn’t thought 

of a discussion surrounding weakness and strengths as being an opportunity for 

assessment, but after consideration of the experience, I would agree that it did 

give our instructors insight into how we may be thinking about crafting a module 

as instructors. (DB Module 3.3, L- 36-44) 

 

In several occasions Ren reflected on the readings and discussed their 

implications for his own teaching practices. For example, in a discussion board Ren 

wrote:  

In Bransford et al.’s (2000) chapter on the design of learning environments, the 

idea of diagnostic teaching is discussed, as well as how to start a learning 
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experience from the structure of a child’s knowledge. When I think of 

establishing a student’s cognitive presence, I feel that beginning from the 

student’s structure of knowledge is essential. An understanding of the student’s 

knowledge structures gives insight into where a student can be challenged in 

certain necessary growth areas. To cultivate this growth, as Bransford et al. 

(2000) mentions, an instructor can engage students in “cognitive conflict” (p. 

134). Cognitive conflict involves being presented with opposing viewpoints, 

discussing those opposing viewpoints, and deciding if they do or do not fit into 

the student’s worldview. By introducing new material in this lens of conflict, the 

student could likely experience a form of cognitive dissonance, and then 

assimilate new knowledge into their worldview. An example of creating conflict 

is having a student of a certain political stance explore the opposing side’s 

arguments, and examining similarities and differences. (DB Module 5.1, L- 41-

53) 

 

While Ren made good use of the journals and final reflections to “make sense” of 

the course readings and activities, explicit recognition of himself as a certain kind of 

online teacher were rare; there were, however, some notable examples:  

“While I still strongly identify as a counselor, my professional identity is shifting 

to that of a counselor-educator, or one who prepares developing counselors to 

begin their clinical work” (F.R. L- 10-11). 

 

I really enjoyed the interactive e-Assessment article, and I’m hoping to find java 

applets that could work within the realm of counseling. I’m very much 

practitioner oriented when I teach, and those interactive activities are crucial for 

helping students accomplish learning goals. (W.J. 4, L- 151-153) 

 

I recall the feedback my group received because of the video overview and 

posting a video message assignment quite vividly. I know that feedback 

solidified, for me, the importance of stretching the boundaries of what 

instructional pedagogy should look like, whether a course is online or not. (F.R. 

L- 106-109) 

 

Ren also explicitly recognized that the opportunities for reflection provided 

throughout the course allowed him to look back to see what worked and what did not and 

what areas to grow on. At the same time, he wanted to make sure that writing reflections 

was not “overdone”: “I think that’s always an effective and useful tool to put into any 
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kind of course whether it’s mathematics, counseling, or whatever, but I also think that a 

reflection doesn’t necessarily have to be done every week” (Interview 1, L- 484-493).  

Recognition by Others. Throughout the course, there were many occasions when 

Ren received recognition about his participation in online activities as well as his 

reflections on those activities, from both his classmates and the instructor, in the form of 

comments in class, replies to his posts in discussion boards, and most notably in the 

feedback received on his Group and Individual Projects. He explicitly recognized the 

importance of these affirmations – although in the interviews he most often seemed to 

focus on the content of the feedback received. He also seemed to be affected by the 

negative perceptions of online teaching in his field. 

In his interviews Ren expressed multiple times his appreciation for the feedback 

he received from the instructor as well as his peers on his projects. He also mentioned 

that it was “reassuring” for him to know that what they did in the Group Project was 

“appreciated” and that they were able to facilitate learning and capture “students’ 

attention” (Interview 2, L- 50-52). He shared that the feedback he received from his 

classmates who participated in the Group Project as students “solidified, for me, the 

importance of stretching the boundaries of what instructional pedagogy should look like, 

whether a course is online or not” (F.R. L- 107-109), as a result, he would continue 

“doing those things” and he would make effort to “introduce content in new ways” 

(Interview 2, L- 56).  

He also received affirmation about his ideas and work from his peer’s responses 

to some of his posts in discussion boards. For example, Ren’s post about the in-class fish 
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activity, where he pointed out that the students were “encouraged to connect knowledge 

clusters when we discussed our different approaches to finding area” (DB Module 3.1, L- 

11-12), received the following comment from a peer: “I like your point that class 

discussion on presenting our different approaches is a good way of connecting knowledge 

clusters, which can enrich students' concepts and would not feel isolated” (DB Module 

3.1, L- 31-33). This shows how Ren was recognized as a future online teacher who values 

specific teaching practices. 

Ren thought the feedback he received after finishing the Group Project and 

Individual Project was “pretty critical” for him and it got him to think about designing 

and teaching online courses the same way as he and his team designed and taught the 

Group Project and the way he designed the Individual Project (Interview 2, L- 56). He 

said, “Doing those things and being creative are very representative of the person that I 

am … it just kind of solidified everything for me” (Interview 2, L- 57-58).  

Regarding the feedback he received from the course instructor, Ren said in the 

second interview,  

Instructor feedback for the most part was pretty validating for me because I didn’t 

get too much feedback that was like hey I need you to think about this in a 

different way or you’re missing the point of this reading. It just really seemed to 

be encouraging, like this is the idea you have, you know, you’re supporting your 

arguments from the readings that we’ve supplied you with in the course and 

you’re making decisions based on the course content and what would work well 

for the students that you have and so it’s encouraging and reassuring that I was 

on the right track. (Interview 2, L- 178- 185) 

  

Indeed, the comments the teacher left on his journals were also quite affirmative, as 

illustrated by the following examples: 
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“You are right to be concerned about your audience and whether they have access 

to internet. You cannot create an online course for a group of students that don't 

have steady, reliable access” (W.J.l, L- 45-47). 

 

 “Your comment about exhaustion and time limits - that is also a good one” 

(W.J.2, L- 114). 

 

I do think that your video assignment was a great one and it was quite powerful, 

but I did warn you that it would have its technical challenges. I am glad that you 

went ahead and did it anyway though. As you said in class, you sometimes have 

to take the risk. And you clearly were not afraid to do that here - and it may help 

you when you decide to do this in a real course. (W.J.5, L- 279-283) 

 

While Ren appreciated receiving feedback from his teachers and peers, he also 

said that “The difficult part for me is how do I take that feedback and make it work for 

me in what I’m trying to do” (Interview 1, L- 500-501). He contended that though the 

feedback he receives from others “definitely” have some impacts on him, he would 

always try to “fit it” into his own “framework” and if it does not fit in, he would feel 

“disingenuous” and he thinks it would not be “authentic” to who he is (Interview 1, L- 

524-526). Thus, though he appreciates feedback and discussion, and tries to “integrate” 

those in his teaching, he has to “put” them through his “own lens… to be able to make it 

useful and helpful” (Interview 1, L- 531-532). 

Other Factors That Affected Ren’s Identity Development  

 Ren was clearly affected by what the people in his field of counseling thought 

about online teaching learning. As mentioned earlier, he was aware that counselor 

educators believe that there is no “place” for online education in counseling. As he 

reported in one of his early journals: “For the majority of my high school, undergraduate, 

and master-level graduate training, the use of the internet for anything outside of research 

was typically frowned upon by my professors” (W.J.1, L- 17-19).  
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 Ren added that still today some of his teachers are “even hesitant to use their 

Blackboard spaces for furthering education” (W.J. L- 22). As a result, in his final 

reflection he still stated: “I feel as though a stigma continues to surround online 

education. This stigma is essentially the idea that an online education cannot compare to 

that of a brick and mortar education” (F.R. L- 175-177). So, he found some of the course 

readings especially validating as they showed “how educators are actually interested in 

pursuing online learning as a way to enhance education” (W.J. L- 16-17) and confirmed 

his own experiences and changing perspectives. He stated,  

Honestly, the most surprising thing for me was to read about how educators are 

actually interested in pursuing online learning as a way to enhance education.… 

To see it actually written about and valued was a little shocking to me since it has 

been the opposite of my schooling experience.… I was blown away and also 

delighted to read in Thormann and Zimmerman (2012) about the school who 

attached a wi-fi router to a bus to encourage learning in what was typically a 

raucous space. I’m happy to see educators, schools, and universities are seemingly 

serious about improving online learning and their technology acumen overall. 

(W.J.1, L- 16-26) 

 

 Ren’s position after the course was that if one has the ability to transform their 

teaching, or they “take a pedagogical method and present it in a different way” or they 

are able to engage more students in an online course or make them interact, then he does 

not care about the “negativity of somebody else saying that this isn’t the way to go” 

(Interview 1, L- 568-571). He believed that the negativity about OTL in the field of 

counseling is often connected with “unfamiliarity” or “unwillingness to be reflective or 

push (oneself) to learn something new” (Interview 1, L- 573-574). He held the view that 

the negativity stem from people not wanting to change or “invest in a new tool,” which 

he thought is not “a great way to go about teaching in general” (Interview 1, L-576).    
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Summary 

Ren came to the class with some negative experience from an online course he 

previously took, as well as reservations about the quality of online education given that in 

his field of counseling people still do not believe that online can be an option for 

teaching; therefore, he was clearly in need for some “repair work.” However, he was 

curious to know more about online teaching learning, and after taking the course he 

reported his perceptions to have changed to a positive one. Based mostly on his own 

experience as a learner in the course, he realized that online learning has great 

possibilities with respect to offering access to more people, including people with 

disabilities and other constraints to take classes on campus, and he also realized that it 

could be equally effective.  

As a counselor and future counselor educator, the course was the first training 

Ren ever had as a teacher; it was a transformative experience for him not just for 

developing his online teacher identity, but also his teacher identity more generally. After 

his experience in EDE 484, Ren decided to be an advocate for online teaching and 

learning in his field and beyond. Though there is negativity surrounding online in 

general, and especially in his field, and though there are very limited opportunities for 

him at this moment to teach online courses in counseling, Ren developed an identity as an 

online teacher who believes in the values, affordances and quality of online teaching 

learning if done well.     

Ren made great use of the opportunities offered by the course to introduce him to 

theories of motivation, learning and teaching. This helped him to realize that there were 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 127 

 

ways to create the kind of learning community he cared about as a teacher also in online 

courses – using strategies such as using multimodality for students to interact with their 

peers and with him, using humor, being available to his students, being personable and 

genuine. Ren thought the qualities of a teacher listed in the pre- interview survey were all 

“hallmarks of a great instructor,” whether teaching online or in traditional courses. He 

greatly appreciated learning in the course what he considered as best practices for 

teaching. He recognized the potential of online learning to increase access to education 

and, thus, building a connection to his personal commitment to social justice. 

Like most of the other students in the course, Ren also came to the class with 

significant doubts about the effectiveness of online education which were caused by his 

prior negative experiences with online learning as well as by the fact that in his field of 

counseling online education is not much valued. But after he attended the course, his 

perception of online learning changed to a positive one and he started to believe that 

online education could be an option for counseling too, and he vowed to be an advocate 

for online education in his field.   

Ren’s participation in online learning experiences as well as online teaching 

experiences in the course was very influential for him. Because Ren believed “people 

teach the way they were taught” (Interview 1, L- 70), the course became a model for him 

of what online teaching should look like and how powerful it could be. The course 

readings, class activities, discussions, the two projects, the feedback from the teacher and 

the peers, all contributed to his understanding of the kind of online teacher he wanted to 

be in future and the kind of instructional design and teaching principles he would follow. 
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His participation in designing and teaching online modules in the two big projects 

allowed him to experience success, and he realized that he had developed the capability 

to teach an online course. 

While the experiences as an online learner and experiences as an online teacher 

provided in the course were critical to the development of Ren’s identity as an online 

teacher, it is also important to note that Ren’s reflections on these experiences – as they 

occurred in discussion boards, journals, and final paper – were also very significant to 

help him make sense of those experiences and connect them with readings assigned in the 

course. Throughout the course, there were also many occasions when Ren received 

recognition about his participation from both his classmates and the instructor in the form 

of comments in class, in discussion boards, and most notably in the feedback received on 

his Group Project and Individual Project. He explicitly recognized the importance of 

these affirmations – although in the interviews he most often seemed to focus on the 

content of the feedback received.  

Ren also discussed some challenges that he anticipated to face in the future as an 

aspiring online teacher, the biggest one of which is the limited number of online courses 

offered in the field of counseling.  
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5B.The Case of Lupin – A College Administrator Specialized in Human 

Development 

Background 

Lupin, a white male from Rochester, New York, was pursuing a PhD in Human 

Development at the Warner School. He held an administrative position at a local college 

where he worked closely with students. He aspired to secure a full-time faculty position 

or a faculty-administrator position. 

Teaching Training and Experience 

Lupin had about 8 years of teaching experience at two higher education 

institutions. Most of his teaching experience involved teaching a “first year experience” 

course at his college. He did not have any prior teacher preparation but received some in-

service teacher training attending workshops once or twice a year focusing on best 

teaching practices and principles. 

Online Experience 

Lupin took a couple of online courses which were “several years apart” before 

taking EDE 484 (Interview 1, L- 5). Since taking EDE 484, he also enrolled in the second 

course in the sequence (EDE 486: Designing Online Courses) and also co-taught an 

online course in his subject area at Warner School. Lupin shared the following reason for 

taking EDE 484:  

I was inspired to take the course through my experience with teaching and my 

interest in learning how to become a better teacher, especially through the 

integration of technology, which I believe is the future of teaching and learning in 

higher education. (Lupin, personal communication, November 12, 2018)  
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What Kind of Online Teacher Lupin Aspired to Be 

In this section, I will address my first research question by describing what Lupin 

aspired to be with respect to each of the ten components identified by the course 

designers as characterizing the “kind of online teacher” the course aimed to prepare, and 

then report on other elements that emerged from my analysis of the data. I will conclude 

this section by discussing the changes Lupin reported to have experienced as a result of 

the course. I will start with Lupin’s own take-aways at the end of the course, as reflected 

in his last journal entry. 

In his own words – main take-aways at the end of the course: 

 

1. Plan ahead and plan backwards! Start with what learning goals you want to 

accomplish and then design activities and assessments that support those goals. 

2. Be intentional! This applies to learning goals, activities, assessments, 

instructions, and expectations.  

3. Consider where all students are starting from and what they bring with them to 

make the learning environment relevant and conducive. 

4. Keep student motivation in mind! Offer opportunities for choice, promote self-

efficacy, be creative and fun, and build community of inquiry to keep students 

engaged. 

5. Get help! I can’t imagine building an online course now without having an 

opportunity to review with colleagues and get their input on how to improve the 

course. (W.J.7, L- 243-252) 

 

1. Seeing Online Learning as a Complement, Rather Than an Alternative, to 

Traditional/Face-to-Face Learning 

For Lupin, there was no difference between the online teacher and face-to-face 

teacher he wanted to be. He did not consider any of the two modes of learning – online 

and face-to-face – to be “inherently better or worse than the other,” rather he recognized 
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that the “optimal delivery method depends on the focus and learning goals for the course” 

(W.J.1, L- 11-13).  

In response to what kind of online teacher he wanted to be, Lupin wrote, “A 

caring and knowledgeable teacher who situates learning in the lives of individual students 

to foster engagement and the co-construction of knowledge” (Pre-interview survey). In 

the first interview he further said,  

Being caring and engaging were important to me and a focus on situating learning 

within the lives of the students in the class for some relevancy for them but also 

so that they are active participants in the co-construction of knowledge. I really 

believe in the co-constructivist approach and I think those really are the biggest 

things for me in thinking about online learning. (Interview 1, L- 23-27) 

 

Lupin contended that many of the online teaching and learning (OTL) practices 

learned in the course were “informed by good teaching principles that can apply to 

traditional and online environments” (F.R. L- 96-97). He believed “Theories and 

principles that promote effective teaching and learning transcend delivery mode … the 

same principles that should be considered when designing an in-person lesson should also 

be considered when designing an online lesson” (W.J.2, L- 43-46). 

In the first interview Lupin explicitly recognized the impact the course had on 

him as a teacher more generally:  

I think it made me a better teacher overall and that applied to online in terms of 

again some of the specific content we were getting in the course, but overall 

thinking about the theory and the design those were elements that I could apply to 

both the online format and my face-to-face format. (Interview 1, L- 198-202) 

 

Lupin believed that both face-to-face and online modes of instruction could 

appeal to different learning styles. Furthermore, he thought it depends on the teachers 

what choices they make and there will always be the possibility that a choice that suits 
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some students will not be the preferred option for others. He doubted if a “true universal 

design is achievable” (W.J.1, L- 17). 

2. Seeking to Increase Students’ Access to Learning Opportunities by Leveraging 

Online Spaces 

Lupin identified increasing students’ access to education as critical for him as a 

teacher. He believed he could make a difference in people’s lives by contributing to 

increasing access through online learning.  

While talking about increasing access to education as an online teacher, Lupin 

said the reason he “got into higher education” was because of its “social justice 

component” (Interview 1, L- 90-91). He discussed how his internship experience at a 

college after his undergraduate studies changed his perspectives, as he witnessed 

diversity in the students’ “socio economic backgrounds, their ethnic identities, racial 

identities, religious identities,” which he considered to be a “great exposure” for him. He 

was proud of what he was doing, because that community college was “their access point 

to higher education … because it really was providing access to students that may not 

have otherwise had it” (Interview 1, L- 99-101). Since then access had been “really 

important” to him and whatever he did; and as a teacher he wanted “to do something, 

because I feel like it’s something deeper than a paycheck just in terms of a paycheck and 

teaching, I like to feel like I’m making a difference in people’s lives” (Interview 1, L- 

105-107). 

3. Seeking to Create a Caring and Interactive Learning Community in Any 

Instructional Context 
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As an aspiring online teacher who identified “being caring” as very important to 

him, creating a learning community for his students was critical for Lupin. He believed 

that building a learning community is a very useful way to create “a student centered 

learning environment,” which in his opinion is the best approach to learning both online 

and in a traditional setting (F.R. L- 174-175). He would like to create a learning 

community by being available to his students, by responding to their queries on time, by 

supporting those who need extra support with technology and by offering clear 

instructions via diverse media. Lupin also believed that synchronous sessions might be 

critical to create a rapport with students in an online course. 

For Lupin, meeting students’ individual needs and preferences, promoting deep 

learning, building on students prior knowledge, providing students with meaning making 

opportunities, and creating a personal relationship with the students, were all “related 

through the concept of the relationship with the students” (Interview 1, L- 47-48). He 

contended,  

One of my guiding principles in teaching in general and definitely online is the 

concept of unconditional regard … my initial approach with students is honoring 

them, valuing their perspective, trying to as much as possible check my own 

biases and assumptions and really again make them active participants in the 

learning process. (Interview 1, L- 48-52)  

 

He believed that following this approach would always help him build “good rapport and 

trust” and make the learning process “a little easier and more productive” (Interview 1, L- 

54-56). 

To create a learning community in his online classes, Lupin would strive to ensure 

teacher’s “availability and timely response” to students’ questions and to support “less 
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techno-savvy students” (F.R. L- 65-66). Lupin also wanted to ensure teacher presence 

through “providing clear instructions” and “offering instructions in multiple formats to 

help students with different learning preferences” (F.R. L- 66-67).   

One of the course readings also seemed to have provided Lupin with additional 

strategies to achieve the learning environment he strived for as a teacher, as articulated in 

this journal entry:  

One of the things that stood out to me in the articles on community of inquiry is 

the importance of developing a collaborative environment through attention to 

social presence. As Garrison and Anderson (2000) put it, “Collaborative inquiry 

provides for a qualitative dimension beyond acquiring specific content of a 

discipline” (p. 95). Especially for a topic so personal and complex as identity 

development, fostering collaboration seems crucial in establishing deep 

understanding by sharing perspectives that can help elucidate points students may 

not have considered due to socio-cultural norms. Using positive/deep indicators in 

each phase of the critical thinking model would also be important in fostering 

cognitive presence that goes beyond surface learning. Finally, in addition to the 

strategies already mentioned, to address instructor presence, I would focus on 

appropriate amount of content that leaves room for reflection and analysis. 

(W.J.4, L- 116- 126) 

 

From his own experiences in EDE 484, to build rapport between the teacher and 

students Lupin would also like to make use of synchronous online sessions and teacher-

created videos. In his final reflection he stated:    

I think the synchronous sessions are critical, you know, that opportunity to have 

some face time with people in real time I think is really important in building 

rapport and then that’s a way for not only through written materials or videos 

posted asynchronously but for the instructors to really present themselves and 

again give students the opportunity to build rapport with one or more of the 

instructors. So the online activities I would really want to keep in mind the video 

aspects, so recording a video overview or do a video introduction, you know, 

those kinds of things are important too especially if you have multiple instructors 

to help get the different voices out there. (Interview 2, L- 152-160) 
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4. Seeking to Enhance Students’ Engagement and Motivation by Capitalizing on the 

Many Affordances of Digital Technologies 

Enhancing students’ motivation was extremely important to Lupin and he 

identified “being engaging” as very important to him as a teacher. Consistent with 

strategies to motivate students suggested by Stavredes (2011), to motivate and engage 

students Lupin would like to offer choices to them, increase their self-efficacy though 

providing appropriate levels of challenge and encouraging feedback, and create an 

environment for students to connect with each other – while also taking students’ 

perspectives into consideration when designing a course.  

 Consistent with self-determination theory, Lupin recognized that student 

autonomy, sense of competence and connections with each other may increase their 

motivation to engage in learning. In his list of take-aways as an online teacher he wrote in 

the end of the semester weekly journal: “Keep student motivation in mind! Offer 

opportunities for choice, promote self-efficacy, be creative and fun, and build community 

of inquiry to keep students engaged” (W.J.7, L- 249-250).  He wrote in a discussion 

board early in the course, after reading about motivation,  

In order to increase motivation, you must create an environment that supports 

peoples' need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Providing choice 

supports autonomy, presenting material that is not too difficult or to easy supports 

competence, and offering opportunities to connect supports relatedness. (DB 

Module 3.2, L- 50-53) 

 

Furthermore, Lupin believed that while offering choices to students could be 

challenging, teachers can have more options to do so online, as they can select texts to 

read and videos to watch or “choose from a range of activities in a module that all 
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achieve the same learning goals but allow students to go with their preferences” (F.R. L- 

109-111). 

With respect to competence, Lupin contended that to build students’ self-efficacy 

instructors should provide clear instructions and offer “manageable level of challenge” 

(F.R. L- 82). Additionally, providing “positive feedback,” “encouraging students to be 

collegial in their discussion responses” and providing “positive verbal persuasion” can 

help build self-efficacy (F.R. L- 83-85).  

Lupin also held the view that it is crucial to analyze the course from a student’s 

point of view to ensure motivation and engagement. From his experience of designing 

online modules in the course and being a student in the module taught by his classmates 

in EDE 484, he realized the importance of this practice and became determined to “make 

it a more central component” when he plans for his own teaching “regardless of format” 

(F.R. L- 168-174).  

5. Seeking to Promote Deep Learning and Understanding by Capitalizing on 

Appropriate Digital Tools and Resources 

Consistent with a constructivist approach to learning and teaching, as an online 

teacher Lupin would like to build on students’ prior knowledge and offer them 

opportunities to synthesize their learning in an online environment, in a way that is 

culturally relevant and ensures equal opportunity to the students. Moreover, he would like 

to promote deep learning by being knowledgeable about the content.  
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While reflecting on teaching presence in a discussion board in module 5, Lupin 

discussed research on project based learning and connected it with how he experienced it 

in the context of the Group Project as a learner in EDE 484:  

Thormann and Zimmerman (2012) discuss the use of project based learning and 

authentic learning to support a constructivist approach to learning. In project 

based learning, students develop a project in a cooperative and interactive way to 

address a fundamental question. In authentic learning, students grapple with real-

world problems and contribute to the assignment structure and process in order to 

make the learning relevant and interesting. Although these are certainly learner-

centered approaches, the authors point out that this “does not mean that the 

instructor is absent” (p. 21). Instead, the instructor plays a vital role in creating an 

effective learning environment by carefully planning the assignment and 

providing guidance to students as they work through the project. The group 

project in this course seems to be a great example of project based learning that is 

also authentic. (DB, Module 5.2, L- 77-86) 

 

In his list of take-aways as an online teacher at the end of the course, Lupin 

suggested: “Consider where all students are starting from and what they bring with them 

to make the learning environment relevant and conducive” (W.J. L- 247-248). He stated 

that it is important to identify students’ “preconceived notions and understanding” of a 

given topic, which he thought could be done online through surveys or discussion boards 

at the beginning of the semester (F.R. L- 75-76). This would help instructors take the 

students’ point of view and experience into consideration when designing the “learning 

module content, activities and assessments” (F.R. L- 77). He argued that giving students 

opportunities to express their own points of view regardless of right or wrong answers 

would also allow them to experience success (F.R. L- 80-82). 

To promote deep learning and understanding, Lupin believed it is important to 

create opportunities for students to synthesize and share their learning. He stated:  
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Opportunities to synthesize concepts and share student work are also important in 

any learning environment. The former can be achieved online in a number of 

ways. Instructors can impart the desired synthesis themselves at the end of an 

activity or module, either in writing or verbally in a video or audio message. 

Instructors can also give students the chance to craft their own synthesis through 

discussion boards, journals, work sharing apps, or through creative assignments 

like making a video or photo essays. These same venues exist for students to 

share other kinds of work and levels of learning. (F.R. L- 86-92) 

 

For promoting deep learning and understanding, Lupin also recognized the 

“importance of starting with informal and culturally defined ideas and meanings in order 

to provide an inclusive learning environment in which everyone has equal opportunity to 

achieve the learning goals for the course” (DB Module 5.1, L- 141-143). 

According to Lupin, one of the greatest affordances of online learning for the 

students is to have “the ability to contemplate their position before posting, which 

hopefully results in improved quality” (I.R. L- 11-12).  Being an introvert, he valued the 

opportunity in online classes “to carefully reflect on questions and comments” before 

offering one’s own viewpoint in a discussion board and to “review and edit” how that 

viewpoint is “framed” (I.R. L- 4-5). He also appreciated the opportunity to ponder over 

his views and “craft a measured comment or response” (I.R. L- 6).  

Finally, Lupin stated that “being knowledgeable about the content really is 

important” for him as a teacher because it brings confidence and respect from the 

students (Interview 1, L- 33). He said that as a teacher he wanted to “know the material” 

so that he “can anticipate questions…in thoughtful ways that really get at what is the 

content and then how might it imply to individual lives and then how might 

interpretations and perspectives differ on this particular content” (Interview 1, L- 36-39).  
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6. Seeking to Promote Collaborative Learning in Any Instructional Context 

Having embraced a constructivist approach to learning, Lupin strongly advocated 

for creating opportunities for students to “share and collaborate on work,” (F.R. L- 93). 

He also contended that “Fostering collaboration seems crucial in establishing deep 

understanding by sharing perspectives” (W.J.4, L- 120-121).   

While talking about social presence, Lupin said that “Pacansky-Brock (2016) 

suggests that by designing activities that encourage student collaborations, teachers can 

‘empower students to inspire one another’” (DB Module 5.3, L- 95-96). Referring to 

Stavredes’ (2011) discussion on self-efficacy and its connection with collaboration, he 

said, “One of the ways students' self-efficacy can be improved is through encouragement 

offered by peers. Another way peers can impact students' self-efficacy is through the 

examples (vicarious experiences) they set for” (DB Module 5.3, L- 97-100). He also 

provided the following example, “if a student sees another student in their class 

struggling with a problem or concept but eventually find success through effort and 

perseverance that can serve as a powerful engine of motivation/inspiration for the 

observing student” (DB Module 5.3, L- 100-102). 

Furthermore, Lupin believed that “the principles of self-determination theory 

(supporting autonomy, competence, and relatedness) can help foster positive student-

student interaction” (DB Module 5.3, L- 24-25). He contended that if we can create a 

learning atmosphere where “these basic psychological needs” of students are met, they 

will feel more motivated and “in turn, can create interactions based on mutual interest for 
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the task at hand, as opposed to interactions that are seen as forced and resented” (DB 

Module 5.3, L- 26-28). 

While reflecting on his own experience engaging in the Group Project in EDE 

484, Lupin said about collaborative projects: 

I think definitely giving the opportunity for collaborative projects it would be 

crucial, so I can’t imagine doing a class without some sort of group project so that 

they’ve got that same opportunity to again get in and test their understandings 

with others and move to applying that in some concrete way … anything from 

doing a shared presentation on some readings and doing some critical analysis of 

those readings is one way to actually have done it in one of the courses that I 

teach. (Interview 2, L- 178-185) 

 

7.  Seeking to Provide Students with Choices and Differentiated Learning 

Opportunities, Leveraging Technology Whenever Possible 

 Lupin did not explicitly identify differentiation in instruction as one of his goals, 

although he did highlight the importance of providing students with choices as discussed 

in the context of enhancing students’ motivation and he also commented on the 

importance of meeting students’ individual needs and preferences for him as a teacher.  

Lupin stated that the concept of meeting students’ individual needs and 

preferences for him was connected to “the concept of honoring each person in the class, 

understanding that they all have ideally an active part to play in the learning process, that 

I really wanted to be a bi-directional process” (Interview 1, L- 78-80). He said that while 

teaching he learns things as well, and he believed that trying to meet the students’ 

individual needs and preferences supports his “learning in the process” (Interview 1, L- 

81-82). He contended that meeting students’ individual needs and preferences would 

allow him to put his constructivist beliefs into practice (Interview 1, L- 83-86). 
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As mentioned earlier, Lupin would like to provide his students with choices, as he 

thought this would increase his students’ motivation. He would offer them “options” to 

select their own readings and the videos to watch. He would also allow them to “choose 

from a range of activities in a module that all achieve the same learning goals but allow 

students to go with their preferences” (F.R. L- 109-111).     

Lupin also mentioned that all instructors could benefit from the various 

technologies available to “enhance the learning experience and accommodate a range of 

learning styles” (I.R. L- 113-114), and they should plan on incorporating technology 

when they design their courses.   

8. Appreciating the Need for Goal-driven Instructional Design and Thoughtful 

Instructional Choices – Especially When Planning Online Learning Experiences 

His approach to instructional design is a critical element of the kind of online 

teacher Lupin wanted to be, as illustrated by the first two items in his end of semester list 

of take-aways:   

 Plan ahead and plan backwards! Start with what learning goals you want to 

accomplish and then design activities and assessments that support those goals. 

 Be intentional! This applies to learning goals, activities, assessments, instructions, 

and expectations (W.J.7, L- 243-246). 

 

As evident from what is reported in the previous sections, as an online teacher 

Lupin wanted to plan his courses carefully, analyze each course from the perspective of 

the students, provide choices to the students, and make his course student-centered. He 

would also like to scaffold in new tools for learning to avoid making students 

“overwhelmed” (F.R. L- 69). 
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At the beginning of the course, Lupin identified “how carefully the instructor 

designed the course” as his biggest concern as an online student, because he thought it is 

challenging for instructors “to be consistently intentional and give adequate attention to 

detail as they design and maintain an online learning environment” (I.R. L-18-20). This 

concern seemed to have been addressed by the end of the course, since in his final 

reflection Lupin mentioned backward design as “a very effective way to ensure 

intentionality by starting with desired learning outcomes and working backwards to 

design specific learning activities that best support those objectives” (F.R. L- 115-117). 

Lupin believed that backward design is “critical in creating an effective learning 

environment in traditional and online modes” (DB Module 3.1, L- 162-163). While he 

wondered “if backwards design is more critical in one mode or the other” (DB Module 

3.1, L- 163-164), he also stated that backward design helps the instructor in any of those 

two modes to “have a clear idea of the learning objectives” (DB Module 3.1, L- 165). He 

said,  

The more you step back from specific learning activities, the more you realize just 

how much work it takes to put together a thoroughly thoughtful plan with 

intentional design in not only the activities but in how technology and 

online learning can best be incorporated. (DB Module 3.1, L- 166-169) 

 

9. Seeking to Enhance Student Assessment Practices Through the Use of Digital 

Technologies, so as to Better Support Learning and Inform Instruction 

As an online teacher, Lupin would like to offer multiple low-stake assessment 

opportunities to his students. He also greatly valued providing useful feedback to 

students, and believed that if he could create “genuine” relationship with students it 

would help them receive that feedback well.   
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In the second interview Lupin talked in detail about the kind of online teacher he 

wanted to be with respect to assessment: 

It’s something that I do try to be mindful of since taking the course, and any 

other teaching experiences that I’ve had, and I just do think that those multiple 

opportunities to assess work it’s a fairer way to really understand the knowledge 

that a student might have, more accurate way to do that when over the course of a 

full semester you’re offering multiple opportunities and kinds of assessments. 

Then I think it also just enhances the learning even if you have frequent low 

stakes as opposed to one or two high stakes assessments, then there’s that 

opportunity for the ongoing learning between those, as opposed to the very little 

feedback you can offer personally to somebody with let’s say just a final paper or 

an interim or final exam. (Interview 2, L- 258-267) 

  

Regarding teacher presence and the importance of providing meaningful feedback 

in an online setting, Lupin said,  

Providing feedback can be a tricky road to navigate, in terms of the feedback 

accomplishing its intended purpose – and that is why I think teaching can 

sometimes be as much of an art as it is a science. It seems to me that teachers who 

are really successful in providing feedback develop a feel for what works best in 

different situations and with different kinds of students. To me, the feedback loop 

is really an extension and embodiment of the fundamental relationship that exists 

between student and teacher. When that relationship is based on the teacher 

having a genuine interest in the student and the student respecting the authority 

and expertise of the teacher, I think there is a better chance that feedback will be 

framed well and well received (DB Module 5.2, L- 47-55).  

 

Lupin reported the influence of his own experience as learner with the 

assessments embedded in EDE 484, as he wrote in a journal:  

The multiple assessment methods used in module 3 and in the course in general 

have helped to get a learner’s perspective on more creative approaches and the 

assignment to create our own assessment was a great way to get practice as a 

teacher. (W.J.3, L- 88- 90) 

 

10. Seeing the Use of Digital Technologies as a Tool Rather Than a Goal in Itself 

Lupin appreciated the contributions that technology could make to the kind of 

online teacher he wanted to be, and identified a few specific tools as especially valuable. 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 144 

 

At the same time, he also recognized the instrumental role that technology should have in 

service of a teacher’s goals, and cautioned against letting technology rule instructional 

decisions. 

Lupin believed that technology plays a “really important” role in online teaching 

and he benefitted from EDE 484 as he learned about specific tools and “how those can be 

used” (Interview 1, L- 111-112). In particular, Lupin valued the affordances that online 

technology could bring to a class in the forms of videos and social media. He also 

believed that smartphones have made it easy to “record and upload video and audio 

content” apart from the already available videos through platforms like YouTube (F.R. L- 

39-40). Moreover, he contended that “Modern learning management systems give 

instructors the flexibility to adapt and embed all of this content in visually appealing 

ways” (F.R. L- 40-41). Ultimately, “this improves motivation and advances learning 

goals by offering multimedia formats to appeal to different learning styles and by 

creating a rich and engaging learning environment” (F.R. L- 41-43).   

Lupin also learned about research “that shows the intentional use of technology 

really … can make a difference in the learning experience for the students” (Interview 1, 

L- 114-116). So, as an online teacher, he recognized the importance not only of knowing 

about available online tools and resources, but also about when and how to use them most 

appropriately.  

About technology Lupin also stated, “I don’t know that it’s an absolute necessity 

for as much as some of those other pieces” (other teaching practices mentioned in the 

survey) (Interview 1, L- 117-118). He believed that technology could be very helpful for 
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him, if used “wisely;” however, he thought as a teacher he could “still create that 

constructivist approach” – which is “central” in his teaching – without technology 

(Interview 1, L- 118-119).  Without technology he would use his “own knowledge about 

the course and the ability to just create through dialogue some of the learning” (Interview 

1, L- 130-131). He believed, though technology is important, a teacher can “get by 

without” it, whereas, if a teacher does not know “anything about the topic,” it would be 

“hard to get by without that” (Interview 1, L- 133-134). 

Lupin also pointed out that technology skills are important for students to be 

engaged in online learning and a lack of familiarity and skill with technology can present 

challenges to online learning.  

Additional Aspects of the Kind of Online Teacher Lupin Wanted to be 

In this section I will discuss some of the other aspects of the kind of online 

teacher Lupin aspired to be besides the ten components explicitly targeted by the course. 

Professional Components of Teaching. In discussing the kind of online teacher 

he wanted to be Lupin also noted that he wanted to collaborate with his colleagues in 

designing courses and he also recognized the importance of having strong content 

knowledge of the topic to be taught.  

After taking the course Lupin started to value collaboration with colleagues even 

more, as in his last journal he identified one of his main take-aways from the course: “Get 

help! I can’t imagine building an online course now without having an opportunity to 

review with colleagues and get their input on how to improve the course” (W.J.7, L- 250-

252).  In his second interview he further talked about how as a learner he himself 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 146 

 

benefitted from the collaborative work in EDE 484 leading him to value collaboration as 

a teacher and said: 

I cannot imagine teaching a course without the opportunity of going back and 

forth with others and having them check your work or ask you questions and 

provide feedback because it certainly, you know, at least in my experience I 

remember things being caught that I had just sort of looked at 100 times and 

stopped sort of being cognizant of so that was very helpful. (Interview 2, L- 86-

109) 

 

Lupin also recognized the importance of developing content knowledge as an 

online teacher. Talking about cognitive presence in Module 5 discussion board, Lupin 

stated:   

Bransford et al. note that there are ‘conceptual barriers’ in every discipline that 

impede students’ ability to grasp essential knowledge in the discipline. They 

suggest that in order for teachers to be effective, they not only need to know about 

good teaching principles in general, but also need to know what is uniquely 

challenging in their discipline that is likely to trip students up. By combining good 

teaching practices with attention and creativity directed at common disciplinary 

learning challenges, teachers can be particularly effective at helping students 

connect with content. (DB Module 5.1, L- 58-64) 

 

One of Lupin’s concerns as an online teacher was not letting himself “take 

shortcuts or be otherwise lazy in interacting with an online environment” (I.R. L-23-24). 

He shared his experience of seeing online teachers’ losing “energy and focus” as the 

semester flowed (I.R. L-25). He thought this could be a challenge for online teaching 

because online teachers “may not feel the same sense of direct accountability” since they 

do not receive direct feedback from students (I.R. L-28).  

Lupin anticipated that the biggest challenges for him as an online teacher would be 

– “time and competing priorities and responsibilities” (Interview 1, L- 372-373). He had 

various roles as a doctoral student, full time employee, husband, father, son, brother, and 
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friend – and these were roles he had to play and “struggle” with “on a weekly and a daily 

basis” (Interview 1, L- 376). He identified, designing an online course, and then 

maintaining “instructor presence,” reading the discussion boards, setting “expectations of 

certain timeliness of feedback on assignments” and living “up to the expectations” that he 

sets for himself, as all important to him (Interview 1, L- 379-380). Yet, as a teacher, 

“wearing so many hats and having so many different responsibilities” would be 

challenging for him (Interview 1, L- 381-382). Therefore, he said,  

The biggest struggle for me overall in balancing the personal and professional is 

the feeling that I’ve spread myself a little thin and so that may mean I don’t always 

get to do every role or fulfill every role to the level of excellence that I would 

ideally like to. (Interview 1, L- 382-385) 

 

Field-Specific Considerations. Lupin discussed some issues about the kind of 

online teacher he wanted to be that were specific to his field of human development and 

higher education. He also discussed the type of courses in his field that he thought could 

benefit most from an online format. 

First of all, Lupin stated that as a teacher, he always wanted to “come across as 

authentic” (Interview 1, L- 62). He used to teach a “first year experience course” in his 

college, where they talked about “the importance of learning” (Interview 1, L- 61-63). He 

said, 

For me to talk about learning to the students and the importance of it, if I wasn’t 

practicing that myself I felt like a hypocrite and that authenticity wouldn’t be 

there and that ability to establish that genuine relationship and rapport with 

students and so that’s sort of one of the things that I wanted to talk to them about, 

I knew then that I wanted and needed to sort of live that and not just kind of speak 

it. (Interview 1, L- 65-70) 
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From that intention to be authentic, Lupin got enrolled in a PhD program in Human 

Development. He remembered clearly when he decided to go for a Ph.D. He was 

teaching a class, where they were talking about the “difference between personality and 

identity” (Interview 1, L-73). He thought he provided “a surface level answer to it” which 

made him think that he did not have a “really good grasp” of the topic (Interview 1, L-

74). This thought “got stuck” with him and at that point he wanted to get a Ph.D. and 

conduct his research on “identity development” (Interview 1, L-75).   

Not surprisingly given the focus of his own research, Lupin found my research 

topic to be interesting. In his first interview she shared the following observations:  

I had a chance to think about applying the content and theory to my own life and 

my approach to learning. But now since then I’ve had a chance to teach a couple 

of courses especially through the practicum, having that opportunity to go through 

and talk a little bit about how it was going while I was the lead instructor on a 

course, it was really interesting to think about who I am relative to that online 

teacher role that I have, so I think it is very interesting. (Interview 1, L- 440-446) 

 

Lupin thought his field of human development was “variable” in terms of “the 

different ways to think about development and heterogeneity of development trajectories” 

(Interview 1, L- 388-389). In human development, it is “important for people to bring 

their own perspective to discussing development and theories of development and how 

they do or don’t apply to their lives” (Interview 1, L- 390-392). Before taking the course, 

Lupin believed that “in an online environment we just can’t have that richness of 

dialogue and discussion” (Interview 1, L- 392-393). However, after taking the course his 

perspective changed:  

I honestly believe that that can be accomplished online. I would say that some 

face-to-face time whether that be through Zoom or whether it be in a hybrid 

format where you have some face-to-face time is important in getting to that 
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component. I do think that that richness of dialogue and some of that learning that 

can take place in the sharing of those perspectives would be difficult to 

accomplish strictly through asynchronous method, that some synchronous 

component or just the immediacy of sharing perspectives and making connections 

is important. (Interview 1, L- 394-401) 

 

Lupin believed that hybrid courses had “real potential” in his field (Interview 1, 

L-404). Based on his experience of teaching the same course on life studies in a fully 

online format (which included synchronous sessions) and in a hybrid online format 

(which happened after he took EDE 484 and before his final interview), he felt that the 

hybrid version of the course worked “better.” He believed hybrid classes allowed for 

“face-to-face conversations” for required group works which he thought would have been 

harder without those face-to-face meetings (Interview 1, L- 408-409). From his 

experience, he held the view: 

In terms of opportunities and developments I would just for my own experience 

say there’s some really exciting ways that hybrid courses could be designed that 

really leverage both the advantages that we get through the online side of it as 

well as the face-to-face. (Interview 1, L- 412-415)  

 

Influenced by the experience in EDE 484, Lupin planned to suggest one of the 

planning teams at his workplace to make the course that he taught a hybrid one as he 

believed this would create an opportunity for the students to:  

Share ideas and reflect on them in an asynchronous way and then after that 

priming of the engine, so to speak, they can come together and continue 

discussion face-to-face, building off of what has already been shared and off of 

the passionate and energetic views students often have on these topics.... By 

placing content and expectation for initial discussion online, perhaps students will 

be more motivated to ground themselves in the theory and grapple with the 

concepts because they feel compelled to post at least something to the discussion 

board so they are not glaringly absent from the thread. (F.R. L- 125- 128, 132- 

135) 
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Acknowledged Changes in Views on Online Teaching and Online Teachers 

 Lupin recognized that EDE 484 – together with the other two courses in the 

Online Teaching Certificate sequence that he completed prior to the interviews – made a 

big difference in his views not only about online teaching, but teaching more generally. 

He gained a better appreciation of both best teaching practices and the theory behind 

them, as well as confidence in himself as a teacher. 

In the final reflection, Lupin shared how initially he was not so excited about 

teaching an online course at Warner School in summer (of the following year) because he 

thought the connection with the students that he enjoyed in face-to-face classes would not 

be possible in an online class; however, his perspectives changed after he took EDE 484. 

He wrote:  

I knew that an asynchronous format made this kind of real-time exchange of ideas 

impossible and so I assumed that the same kind of deep learning that takes place 

in these discussions was also impossible. However, I learned this semester that 

online teaching does offer opportunities for deep learning but in some different 

ways than in traditional classrooms. And just like the immediacy of face-to-face 

learning can be leveraged to achieve learning goals, the affordances of online 

learning can be leveraged to do the same (F.R. L- 24-29). 

 

 In the first interview, he reflected on the main changes he experienced since 

taking the course, emphasizing how without this experience he would just have taken as 

model the online courses he had previously taken. Talking about the survey items he was 

asked to rank in the pre-interview survey, he said:  

Going through the whole experience [of the Online Teaching Certificate] I’m 

feeling much different about how I would have ranked these things and I think it 

really gets back to going in I had only had a couple experiences online as a 

student, neither of which really would have been exemplary instances of online 

teaching and design, now knowing what those could have looked like had I gone 

through the course. So I went into the course thinking yeah I know what online 
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teaching is, I’ve taken a couple of classes and it’s you know to me those learning 

experiences were more, the learning was not as deep I felt, I missed the discussion 

component even though there was some discussion board in one of them, it was 

really surface level, it felt like something you just had to get through every time 

the prompts weren’t great and nobody seemed really engaged in the discussion 

and I think that was because the overall course design lacked in other pieces that 

can enhance engagement in the online environment. And so I went into this class 

thinking alright I’ll learn some practical things about how do I interact with 

Blackboard, you know, how do I use the discussion board or how do I use the 

different tools to navigate and create in the system but what I didn’t know I was 

going to get was as much of the theoretical background and really the 

understanding about the design process itself. So those are the pieces that I’ve 

definitely learned the most about in the course that I found most valuable in the 

course and that really helped me see online teaching just as a different format but 

that the same importance of design in your face-to-face courses applies to the 

online teaching. This course really in particular - and I am thinking of just 484 

here and not overall - helped me really come back to some of the things that I had 

some familiarity with in terms of just overall learning theory and best practices 

around course design, you know, the backward design I knew what that was but I 

really learned a lot more about it in this class. The constructivist approach to 

learning, I knew what that was but I had a much better handle on how to do that 

from a process oriented standpoint, both in the online design and just in general in 

thinking how I created face-to-face courses. (Interview 1, L- 162-194) 

 

 When asked if his responses to the pre- interview survey questions would have 

been different if he was given the survey before the course, Lupin stated, “probably it 

would have been similar” but he probably would have “a lot more 1’s” especially with 

“technology” and “design components” (Interview 1, L- 149- 150) – which showed his 

development as an online teacher. He explained the reasons: 

I just simply did not have the awareness as much of a sophisticate familiarity with 

the research and the theory behind those components, just again how technology 

can help, how the process of collaborating with others can help and had I not had 

that first-hand experience, yeah I definitely would have said it’s all about the 

relationship with the students and while I still think that’s very much fundamental 

I don’t think I would have had as much difficulty saying oh yeah, here’s what’s 

most important, here’s what’s least important, whereas after the class all of these 

seemed more important to me. (Interview 1, L- 150-158) 
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Lupin further discussed how the course made him “more confident,” and how it 

equipped him with ideas to design and teach online courses:  

I definitely feel more confident, really if it weren’t for this class, if I try to 

imagine myself going in and just teaching an online class I’m sure I would have 

sort of replicated the experience that I had which was again really sub-par in the 

sense that I did not have the appreciation for some of the theory and design 

processes and best practices and so I would have just said okay here’s some basic 

learning outcomes, here’s some tools that I’m familiar with, I’m just going to 

drop these in would have the intentionality behind it, and that idea of again 

coming back to backwards design and in particular okay here’s the goals that I 

have and I’ve always been aware of that and here’s the things I’ve accomplished 

to do that, I had some sense of that before the class, but through the course I was 

able to really get more sophisticated in my thinking about that and say okay now I 

have some very specific ideas of what am I going to design to accomplish these 

end goals and based on the theory and best practices. (Interview 1, L- 205- 217) 

 

Impacts of the Course Activities on Lupin’s Identity Development  

In this section I will discuss how different learning experiences in the course 

impacted Lupin’s identity development as an online teacher, so as to address my second 

research question: How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation 

and recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? I will first 

talk about the impacts of participation (both as an online learner and as an online teacher) 

on Lupin’s identity development as a certain type of online teacher, and then I will talk 

about the effects of recognition by self and by others on his identity development. I will 

also discuss some other factors that influenced his identity development.  

Overall Impact of the Course  

As mentioned earlier, Lupin recognized the significant impact the course had on 

his views on online teaching particularly, as well as on teaching more generally. In 
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answer to what specific aspects of the course caused the change of his perspectives, 

Lupin said: 

I think it was really just the exposure to things that I had previously been unaware 

of, so it was that deepening of my knowledge and understanding that helped me 

think about how to apply those things in my own life and again just back to the 

idea of identity as a teacher that really allowed me to think of myself as a more 

competent teacher and somebody who could be more effective and so I think it 

was mostly through the exposure to things I was previously unaware of that 

enabled me to think a little bit differently about what I was going to do. (Interview 

1, L- 219- 225)  

 

Lupin also said that from the experience in the course he held to the concept of 

“community of inquiry.” He kept thinking about how a teacher would “build a 

community of inquiry and the idea of instructor presence and the cognitive presence and 

the community presence” and he felt that those were very well “done in the design of the 

course” (Interview 1, L- 242-245). He said he reflected on those “first-hand experience” 

and recognized how he benefitted from the experience (Interview 1, L- 247).   

Participation: Experience as an Online Learner  

There was multiple evidence in Lupin’s discussion board entries and journals that 

his experiences as learner in EDE 484 contributed to making him aware of what online 

learning and teaching could look like – and how different it could be from his previous 

experiences. In his interviews, he also explicitly reflected on the influence of his 

experiences as online learner in the course, and how the course instructor emerged as an 

important model for him.  

For an example, in a discussion board while talking about the in-class Fish 

Activity, Lupin told a peer that the activity had “a lot of implications for how we think 
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about online teaching” (DB Module 3.1, L- 159-160). In another discussion board Lupin 

discussed his experience of reviewing several online course modules:  

I think the use of the sample online modules reflected several of the learning 

principles outlined by Bransford et al (2000). For instance, Bransford et al. 

emphasize the need to engage students’ preconceived notions and understanding 

of the topic. By explicitly instructing students to review a sample module after 

doing the survey on our thoughts on OTL, it gave us a chance to test those 

preconceptions. Discussing what was positive and what limitations we saw in the 

lessons provided an early picture to the instructor on what our understanding of 

OTL was at the outset of the class. This provided a kind of early assessment 

opportunity, which Bransford et al. emphasize is important to incorporate beyond 

the standard testing assessment method. Bransford et al also discuss the 

importance of teaching subject matter in depth. The repeated use of the sample 

modules in varied lesson formats offered multiple opportunities to engage with 

the content and develop more sophisticated perspectives on them. 

 

The use of sample modules also incorporated strategies for building self-efficacy 

as described by Stavredes. For example, giving students a chance to earn points 

based largely on their own perspective, in which there were no right or wrong 

answers, offered built in success at the beginning of the course. By providing 

clear directions and a manageable challenge, the instructor controlled the content 

to build self-efficacy. Finally, by offering positive feedback and encouraging 

students to be collegial in their discussion responses, the instructor offered 

positive verbal persuasion, which also builds self-efficacy. (DB Module 3.3, L- 

10-28) 

 

Lupin stated that he did not have the “same rush of excitement” about the online 

discussions as he felt about face-to-face discussion (F.R. L-155). But he acknowledged 

that he found himself in the same “deep contemplative state” in this online course “when 

engaging with the content and discussion boards, most especially those that dealt with 

motivation and learning theory” in which he was interested (F.R. L-156-159). He 

recognized that because the “readings, discussion posts and journal prompts” were 

carefully chosen and well aligned, the students had “to think critically in order to develop 
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a worthwhile contribution to the discussion board and journal based on the prompts and 

peer posts” (F.R. L-161-163). 

Lupin also appreciated the “multifaceted ways in which we were able to learn 

about and experience online learning in the first week of class” (W.J. L- 4-5). He found it 

useful “to discuss everyone's initial thoughts and assumptions” and “being able to explore 

the sample lessons and to reflect on and discuss their respective pros and cons” (W.J. L- 

5-7). He further added:  

The multiple assessment methods used in module 3 and in the course in general 

have helped to get a learner’s perspective on more creative approaches and the 

assignment to create our own assessment was a great way to get practice as a 

teacher. (W.J. L- 88- 90) 

 

About his overall experience as a learner in the course and how it impacted his 

views, Lupin stated:  

Having gone through an online experience that was much different than I had 

previously been familiar with was a great way to sort of just oppose those and 

okay this feels different from a qualitative kind of standpoint and then as we went 

through and I learned more about the elements that went into that design in the 

course as a learner the more I could appreciate okay I knew it felt different and 

now I can start to realize the things that happen that made it feel different. 

(Interview 1, L-235-241)   

 

Lupin’s group project experience also helped him get a better appreciation of the 

challenges and benefits of group work – as mentioned earlier. 

Participation: Experience as an Online Teacher  

In his interviews, Lupin discussed his experience as a teacher in the two projects 

(Group Project and Individual Project) and how they impacted the kind of online teacher 

he wanted to be. He derived several important take-aways from the two projects as an 

aspiring online teacher. Most notably, from the Group Project he realized the importance 
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of collaboration when designing and teaching an online course, whereas from the 

Individual Project he gained the confidence that he could teach an online course.     

 Experience in the Group Project. Lupin thought the Group Project was “a lot of 

fun” because the group was “great” and “everybody had different strengths” that added to 

the experience (Interview 1, L-252-253). Working in a group produced “better” result 

with more time. While he appreciated “the benefit of multiple perspectives” in a group 

project, he also would like to keep in mind for designing his own courses that group 

projects take time (Interview 1, L- 290-291).   

 In the second interview he further discussed the importance of collaboration in a 

group project and his take-aways as a future online teacher as follows:  

I don’t remember any challenges once we got into the course in terms of the 

group part. I think everybody did their part, were timely, were clear on 

communications in what they had to do. So in that sense once all the course was 

built and the design was all there and we agreed on that then we really didn’t have 

any confusion or misunderstandings about who was going to do what when ... But 

the nice thing about the online is once you’ve got it built then it’s built and it 

should be pretty clear to everybody what they need to do to run it. So in that sense 

I actually don’t really have any downside that I can think of to teaching 

collaboratively as opposed to individually. (Interview 2, L- 124-133) 

 

About the collaborative aspects of teaching, he also added:  

I’m a collaborative teacher because I do see the value in it because again it is a 

little different from a design side of things, but in terms of the actual running that 

I can see the value it adds in terms of getting multiple people involved and 

creating opportunities for students to connect with more than one person if 

something style-wise or just rapport-wise isn’t clicking with another instructor. So 

I think from my perspective I’m somebody who’s willing and open to learning 

from others and so I certainly see that opportunity not only in terms of working 

with students, but absolutely in terms of working with other instructors as well. 

(Interview 2, L- 139-147) 
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From the experience in the Group Project Lupin realized that as an online teacher 

“being present can be a challenge, despite best efforts” (DB Module 8, L- 52). He 

mentioned how they “neglected to send reminders” to one student in their Group Project 

“due to some confusion about expectations” (DB, Module 8, L- 53). He said he also 

realized that another student had “some difficulty getting some help on the video posting” 

(DB Module 8, L- 54). Based on this, he reflected “even when this is a priority, it is 

possible for things to slip through the cracks and potentially have negative impact on the 

students' experience and motivation” (DB Module 8, L- 55-56). 

Lupin discussed his take-aways from the feedback they received on the Group 

Project from their classmates. He thought some of the feedback was “critical,” but some 

of the “critiques” on their work made him and his team members feel that the critic did 

not actually read some of the things in their project. This made him realize that they 

“designed something” that a student or students “didn’t interact with” the way they had 

“intended,” or they did not achieve the goal that the team wanted them to achieve 

(Interview 1, L-260-261). This experience made him feel that they could have done those 

things in a different way. He mentioned that this “led to discussions on … where is that 

give and take … you can lead the horse to water but it’s ultimately up to the student to 

participate in the process” (Interview 1, L-266-269). The discussion got more 

“interesting” when they talked about teacher’s expectations:  

Does the fact that these few individuals didn’t do something that we had designed 

that we felt would have cleared up their concerns is that on us as the instructors or 

is that on them as the students and maybe it’s a little bit of both. (Interview 1, L-

270-273) 
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Considerations Specific to the Individual Project. Talking about the Individual 

Project, Lupin said, “The biggest thing was just getting to pull it all together” (Interview 

1, L- 297). He reflected in the second interview on his experience of doing the Individual 

Project compared with the Group Project:  

I guess that doing it alone might be faster but it probably does not lead to as a 

high of a quality product just because of that extra set of eyes looking at 

something and offering a different perspective especially if as I said, one of the 

things that’s important to me is to make the online environment engaging to a 

range of learners that I need some other perspectives other than my own to help 

test that. (Interview 2, L- 112-117) 

 

 Completing the individual project made Lupin feel confident because he felt “it 

came together pretty well” and that experience made him realize that he could design 

online modules on his own (Interview 1, L- 299). He also thought if he was given “the 

individual assignment as a week one project it would have looked much, much different 

than the way that it did turn out after having all that led up to it” (Interview 1, L- 301-

302). He believed everything that he learned from the course throughout the semester and 

everything he reflected on culminated in the Individual Project. 

The feeling that he could teach an online course was the biggest take away for 

Lupin from the Individual Project. Though it was just one module, he could “see how that 

same approach to that module could apply to a full course design” and this made him feel 

that he “had the competency and ability to teach an online course and to do it in a way 

that was not just going to be okay” (Interview 1, L-309-313). He thought he became 

capable of using theories and tools “in intentional ways to really try to get the most out of 

that online format” (Interview 1, L-314-315). In the second interview Lupin discussed 
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more about how the Individual Project impacted the kind of online teacher he wanted to 

be: 

In the individual project I did a kind of mock module for an introductory first year 

experience course and I think the biggest thing I remember doing there was the 

opportunity to really be thoughtful of that. Okay we’ve learned a lot about best 

practices and theory and now this is my opportunity to put this into practice so it 

was really helpful. 

 

I think some of the things I’m remembering being really salient were having 

mixed online activities. So not just all written, not just all readings, so I think I 

used some video in mine, I think there was a discussion board, some reflection, 

maybe a quiz in there as well, certainly some video. So that mix of media and 

activities was something that when I started to get into it realized boy if I want 

this to be something that is engaging to students that it’s considering different 

learning styles how can I put that into effect and getting to in and play around 

with Blackboard and the different tools and then going through that backwards 

design approach of okay here’s what I want to accomplish this module and how 

can I do that with different activities and tools that again it’s going to be engaging 

for students and hopefully appealing for different kinds of learners.  

 

That was probably the biggest takeaway for me was just the actual participation in 

it and how that really helped me make that leap from okay this isn’t just 

theoretical, this just isn’t abstract, you know, I actually know how to do this now 

and apparently through that process learned how to do that practice. (Interview 2, 

L- 33-54) 

 

 The Individual Project also made him experience a sense of accomplishment, a 

sense of success which had significant implication for him as a future online teacher: 

One of the things that I study in my program is self-efficacy, and so that concept 

of kind of mastery experience where you’ve done something and that’s evidence 

to yourself that you can do this and increasing your efficacy for similar kinds of 

experiences in the future, so that absolutely applied in my experience. Not to say 

that I mastered it … [but] this was something I was able to practice, I was pretty 

pleased with how everything came together, the feedback that I received was 

positive and the evaluation was positive, so it definitely improved that confidence, 

that sense of self efficacy, that okay I can translate what I’ve been reading about 

other people doing and thinking about to actually something that is constructive, 

useful for me in a real life setting. (Interview 2, L- 59-68) 
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Discussing the significance of doing the Group Project first and the Individual 

Project later, and its implications for him, Lupin said,  

It definitely was good to have the group first because I wasn’t on my own doing 

it, it was an opportunity to kind of check my understanding of again that theory 

and best practice that we’ve been learning about and kind of have some 

conversation with folks in applying it and so I felt like there was an opportunity to 

check my understanding with my peers and have some further dialog if our 

perspectives maybe didn’t fully align on a particular way to apply it or just what 

we understood as a theory or best practice to mean.  So that was very helpful in 

again kind of building up the confidence in okay now I can do this on my own. 

(Interview 2, L- 74-82) 

 

Opportunities for Recognition 

Apart from experiencing participation, Lupin also had opportunities for 

recognition in the course that supported his identity development. The discussion boards, 

weekly journals, final reflection created opportunities for recognition from his own self, 

from the teacher and from his peers which helped him have an understanding of the kind 

of online teacher he wanted to be.  

Recognition by Self. While Lupin’s experiences as an online learner and 

experiences as an online teacher in the course impacted the development of his identity 

as an online teacher, his reflections on those experiences in the discussion boards, 

journals, and final paper enabled him to understand his experiences and relate those with 

the course readings (recognition from self) – as illustrated by several of the quotes 

reported in response to research question 1.  

The following quote is another good example of how Lupin took advantage of the 

opportunities for reflection offered in the course to make connections between readings, 

experiences as a learner/teacher and his developing identity as an online teacher:  
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I appreciated the quote from Ramakishnan and Ramados used by Crisp (2009) to 

describe what is involved in designing good assessment, which includes 

‘planning, discussion, consensus building, reflection, measuring, analyzing, and 

improving based on the data and artefacts gathered about a learning objective’ (p. 

1). This quote holds true to my experience in the group module design project. 

That was not a simple linear path but rather a cycle that involved more than 

simply thinking about things on your own and then writing up your plans. It 

requires multiple iterations that incorporate multiple perspectives and available 

information. (F.R. L- 163-170) 

 

 Lupin also recognized that the opportunities for reflections offered in the course 

allowed him to “process” what he learned as an aspiring online teacher. He believed that 

reflection is a “key part” of students’ “learning process” that allows the “individual to 

synthesize” things from their own perspectives: 

I’ve been exposed to these things, maybe had some conversations with others 

about them, how am I making sense of this, how is it that I’m really incorporating 

this into my overall kind of world view and other things that I know are related to 

it in terms of who I am (Interview 1, L- 322-326). 

 

Lupin also thought the reflections improved his learning for the following reasons:   

Learning was more deeply internalized, if it was something that was going to stay 

with me over time and not something that I had just kind of memorized for a test 

kind of thing, but it allowed me to really think about okay, how does this apply to 

me, how do I see this as relevant or why do I and then that kind of sort of kept it 

in my brain I feel like a little bit on a longer term basis. (Interview 1, L- 329-334) 

 

It is interesting to note that Lupin also appreciated participating in the interview 

for my study because he saw “the value” in this kind of reflection that would help him 

“think about what kind of teacher” he would like to be and he believed it “really does 

make you a better teacher the more intentionally you think about it” (Interview 1, L- 19-

22).   

Recognition from Others. While Lupin mostly expressed his appreciation for the 

feedback he received from his peers and from the instructor for the group and individual 
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projects as opportunities to improve his product, he also explicitly recognized how the 

positive feedback received were important to bolster his confidence as a novice online 

teacher. 

 Here are some examples of recognition that Lupin received from the course 

teacher in his weekly journals: 

Lupin - great comments here. I like your comments about preferences and 

learning styles - what one person finds helpful another might find distracting. I 

also like your focus on how the optimal delivery method might depend on the 

focus and learning goals... keep these in mind as we move forward (W.J.1, L- 

30-35). 

 

Lupin, continue to think this through. You will need more than this one 

identified activity to get to your learning outcome - which is well articulated. It 

is possible that much of your face-to-face course transfers easily into online? 

But that is not obvious here. You are correct that COI will play a large role in 

your course due to its nature (W.J.4, L- 131-134). 

 

“I was impressed with the higher-level thinking types of questions. It wasn't 

just regurgitation of the reading. You have a knack for good multiple choice!” 

(W.J.6, L- 234-238). 

 

Here are some examples of recognition that Lupin received from his peers in 

discussion boards:  

As you mentioned, after reviewing multiple modules, I was able to gather a more 

sophisticated viewpoint of what an online module could become. I hadn’t thought 

of a discussion surrounding weakness and strengths as being an opportunity for 

assessment, but after consideration of the of experience, I would agree that it did 

give our instructors insight into how we may be thinking about crafting a module 

as instructors…. Thanks for sharing your thoughts. (Ren to Lupin, DB Module 

3.3, L- 40-50) 

 

You touched on creativity, and I also think that to overcome conceptual barriers 

for a student, the teacher or environment needs to foster creative problem solving. 

You’ve given me much to think about. (Ren to Lupin, DB Module 5.2, L- 73-76) 

 

The power of peer to peer learning cannot be understated. I agree with the points 

you brought out regarding peer encouragement that leads to improved self-
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efficacy. While I believe instructors can certainly impact that as well, we as 

humans tend to "pull up our bootstraps" when we see others struggle and grow as 

a result. It is a perfect model of self-empowerment. (Lilac to Lupin, DB Module 

5.3, L- 107-110) 

 

While talking about feedback as a way of recognition, Lupin reported to have felt 

that the feedback he received were “always constructive” (Interview 1, L- 340-341). 

Sometimes he received feedback from classmates where they would say what he did well, 

how he made “connections,” or sometimes they would say he could think about 

something in a different way. He said his group received “some critical feedback” on the 

Group Project. Talking about his take away from the experience of receiving feedback, 

he stated:  

It probably goes back to that confidence piece that it was something that I felt like 

okay through this process of feedback some pointers here but no tearing down of 

who I am and do I have the ability to do this, which I have to say I’ve come to 

expect in higher education but that I don’t want to take for granted either that if it 

were the opposite and it was feedback that was not as constructive in its nature, it 

was more just sort of negative or malicious in any way, which I’ve heard from 

folks in other programs can happen I think that that would have at least made me 

second guess myself a little bit. (Interview 1, L- 348-356)  

  

 Discussing the differences between the teacher feedback and peer feedback, 

Lupin stated in the second interview,  

The only difference I can think of was the peers were, you know, had some 

questions and some insights but maybe not quite as substantive than the 

instructors, and so I felt like the instructors were maybe a little more comfortable 

pushing a little bit more or bringing up explicit comments, ideas, that’s the only 

thing I can think of. (Interview 2, L- 210-214) 

 

 However, in another point in the interview he recognized the importance of the 

positive feedback received from the “students” in the module he created in his Group 

Project, as he said, “We got feedback from the students which was really very helpful and 
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this is where kind of the identity, the ego stuff gets wrapped up in some of the things that 

we do” (Interview 1, L-255-256). 

 On being asked how the feedback from the teacher and the peers shaped how he 

saw himself as an online teacher, Lupin further said: 

Again [I received] generally positive feedback so it helped me feel like okay I’m 

growing into this and getting the gist of it and feeling comfortable, but then also 

the notion that in each case, or at least in most cases, that there was at least 

something that I didn’t think of or some other way to look at it than I did, and so 

that was motivating for me because I mean that’s what I enjoy is that intellectual 

curiosity, that exchange of ideas, that opportunity to grow in that co-construction 

of knowledge. So that for me it was motivating, that okay there’s actually a lot 

that I can get out of this in addition to just the opportunity to teach, that there’s 

opportunity to learn as well. (Interview 2, L- 217-225)  

 

Other Factors that Affected Lupin’s Identity Development 

Lupin very frequently made references to the reading in his weekly and final 

reflections, implicitly showing that he found recognition to the ideas he was developing 

in the course from experts in the field. He also recognized the negativity surrounding 

online teaching in his field, but he was ready to use it as a motivation to be an “advocate” 

for online teaching in future. 

Lupin said the readings grew “awareness” in him. The readings exposed him to 

many theories, “best practices,” topics like “backward design,” “community of inquiry” 

and the uses of different tools (Interview 1, L- 363-364). He thought those were “really 

impactful” because he “felt more knowledgeable afterwards” and thus the readings acted 

as the “fundamental foundation” for him on which he would reflect more and “think 

about the application” (Interview 1, L- 365-367). 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 165 

 

The following quote from the second interview illustrates how experts in the field, 

through readings, supported his developing aspirations as an online teacher: 

I think the article that talked about cognitive presence, social presence, instructor 

presence, that just really helped me, it gave me a framework that was really 

helpful in thinking about okay have I accounted for each of those things in 

whatever it is that I’m designing and as it progresses am I making sure that I’m 

being attentive to those pieces and doing what I need to do week to week to make 

sure those pieces are being accounted for. Then the other piece that really has 

stood out to me is the concept of situated learning for the learners in the 

classroom and so really being attentive to and valuing different forms of 

knowledge, different experiences, not assuming anybody had a particular 

experience or understanding coming into a particular topic and actually that is 

something that I have used both in face-to-face and in my classes since and that’s 

been really helpful, at least it’s felt that way for me in terms of feeling like okay 

the ideas are flowing, you know, I felt like when I do that that opportunity to 

check perspectives before making assumptions, I’m not sure if students feel more 

safe or if there’s a genuine interest, or some combination or something else, I feel 

like their willingness to participate in those discussions is greater than if you just 

make some assumptions and don’t give students that opportunity. (Interview 2, L- 

232-248) 

 

Lupin also discussed how the negativity surrounding online education impacted 

the kind of online teacher he wanted to be. He said that “Given some of the negative 

connotations that do still seem to be out there” (Interview 1, L- 446-447), he started to 

think of how to “react” to those and realized that now he wanted to play another role – 

“to be an advocate and to help increase awareness of what can be accomplished online” 

because it was something of value to him (Interview 1, L- 448-449). 

Summary 

Lupin started the class with limited prior experience of online learning, which he 

thought was “sub-par.” This course provided him critical experiences to build an identity 

of an online teacher. His experiences as a learner, his experiences as a teacher, the course 

readings, recognition from the peers and others, as well as specific activities in the 
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course, all helped him develop an idea of the kind of online teacher he wanted to be in 

future. He also realized that there was not much difference between the kind of online 

teacher and face-to-face teacher he wanted to be, since he recognized from his 

experiences in the course that none of the two modes of teaching were better or worse 

than the other and “theories and principles that promote effective teaching and learning 

transcend delivery mode” (W.J.2, L- 43-44). 

From his experiences throughout the course, Lupin gradually developed specific 

understanding of the kind of online teacher he wanted to be, and what he wanted to 

promote, achieve and advocate for. One of the things he mentioned several times in his 

posts and in the interviews was the concept of “being caring.” As a future online teacher, 

Lupin would be mindful about the issues of access and social justice. He would like to 

create a learning community by being available, by building trust and rapport. He would 

motivate students by providing them choices and taking their perspectives into 

consideration in designing course activities. He would promote students’ deep learning 

by eliciting their prior knowledge, by being mindful of their culture, by having adequate 

knowledge of the content and by providing opportunities for synthesis. Having embraced 

a constructivist approach to learning, Lupin would create opportunities for his students to 

collaborate with each other by designing collaborative projects activity; he would also 

create an environment conducive to social presence. Lupin would also use multiple low-

stake assessments and provide timely and meaningful feedback to his students. As an 

aspiring online teacher, Lupin valued the affordances of technology for an online class; 

therefore, he would like to use different online tools and social media as most appropriate 
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for his classes. He would also provide scaffolding for technology for students who might 

need extra help.  

From his experiences in the course, Lupin also developed an appreciation for 

collaborating with colleagues, therefore, he planned to get his colleagues’ input when 

designing and teaching an online course in future.    

Participation in the course as an online learner impacted Lupin’s understanding of 

the kind of online teacher wanted to be. He talked in detail about his experiences as a 

learner in the in-class fish activity, reviewing online modules, participating in online 

discussions, engaging with the content, discussing prior experiences, and experiencing 

the varied assessments used in the course. All these experiences presented a clear contrast 

with his previous experience of online education; therefore, he had a clearer idea of what 

he could aspire to as an online teacher.     

Lupin’s experiences as an online teacher in the Group Project and Individual 

Project greatly impacted his identity as an online teacher. From the Group Project he 

acknowledged the value of collaboration, the importance of distributed expertise and 

learning from each other; and later used that knowledge in his Individual Project. He 

learned from the Group Project that ensuring teacher presence was challenging. In his 

Individual Project he missed the extra eyes that he had in the Group Project. Yet as a 

result of completing the Individual Project, where he incorporated all that he learned in 

the course – the theories, the best practices, the use of different tools etc. – he felt 

confident. From the two projects he had the feeling that he could teach online – he was 

able to put the theories into practice.      
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Throughout the course, Lupin made good use of the many opportunities for 

recognition from his own self, from his teacher and from his peers which also 

significantly impacted his identity development as an online teacher. Unlike most of the 

other participants, because of his own research interests, he explicitly recognized the 

importance of identity development and the value of reflections. He also acknowledged 

how the recognition received from others contributed to his self-esteem and self- efficacy 

as an aspiring online teacher.   

In particular, Lupins’s interactions with his classmates in the discussion boards 

allowed for recognition from his peers – which made him feel connected as well as made 

him think critically and differently, and helped him improve his own practices. His peers 

recognized his practices as an online teacher in several occasions through the discussion 

boards by agreeing to and or adding more to a discussion. The impacts of the teacher 

feedback were also similar leading him to improve his practices; sometimes the teacher 

would push him further with critical questions. He could see how he was growing from 

all the feedback. There were instances as discussed in the recognition section where the 

teacher recognized him as an aspiring online teacher who was making meaning of his 

experience. The recognition from his teacher and peers made him feel he was going in the 

right direction as a future online teacher.  

The main challenges Lupin identified as a future online teacher were – his 

concerns not to get lazy and take “short-cuts,” maintaining his teacher presence, and 

living to the expectations he set for himself. He thought these would be challenging to 

face given his many other responsibilities and competing demands on his time.  
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5C. The Case of Tulip- an International Student Learning to Be a TESOL Teacher  

Background 

Tulip was a full time international student from China enrolled in a master’s 

degree in TESOL at Warner School of Education at the time she took the course. At the 

time of the interview she had just completed her master’s program. 

Teaching Training and Experience 

Tulip taught in what she called “a traditional Chinese classroom” at a high school 

for four months (Interview 1, L- 3-4). She also taught TOEFL and GRE preparation 

classes at a language institute in China for about 3 months. In both of these teaching 

experiences, everything was focused on exams. Additionally, she also worked with the 

International Student Office at the University of Rochester where she taught oral English 

informally to international students for two semesters. She planned to teach English to 

teenage students in her country. She took EDE 484 “to have a new experience on learning 

online and find out how to improve and change online courses in China” and because she 

wanted to “know various types of teaching tools, strategies and designing methods” 

(Tulip, Intro post). 

Online Experience 

Tulip took three online courses in her college in China and had a disappointing 

experience, as she reported that those courses were “boring” and had “lower 

effectiveness” (Tulip, Intro post). Tulip’s previous experience of online courses was more 

like self-learning where she watched videos, and reflected on her own; those experiences 

set the bar for her expectations and views about online teaching prior to taking EDE 484.  
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What Kind of Online Teacher Tulip Aspired to Be 

In this section, I will address my first research question by describing what Tulip 

aspired to be with respect to each of the ten components identified by the course 

designers as characterizing the “kind of online teacher” the course aimed to prepare, and 

then report on other elements that emerged from my analysis of the data. I will conclude 

this section by discussing the changes Tulip reported to have experienced as a result of 

the course. I will start with Tulip’s own take-aways at the end of the course, as reflected 

in her last journal entry. 

In her own words – main take-aways at the end of the course: 

1. Online teaching and learning is not easy. 

2. Online class is not easy to design. 

3. Make students know each other in online context. 

4. Instructions and directions should be concise and clear. 

5. Effective feedback and responses from the instructor and classmates are 

very important, and it will motivate students to learn and communicate 

more. 

6. The content and workload of a module should be proper. 

7. Make connections between the readings and synchronous activities. 

8. The goal and purpose of a lesson should be clear, and we should follow it. 

9. Ask students to share their online resources. 

10. Make activities to be fun and motivating. 

11. Always answer the questions from students in time. 

12. Never assume students know how to use the online software and 

application.(W.J.7, L- 261-274). 

 

 

1. Seeing Online Learning as a Complement, Rather Than an Alternative, to 

Traditional/Face-to-Face Learning 

Tulip recognized that there are differences between online and face-to-face 

teaching that teachers need to take into consideration, as well as students’ preferences for 
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one modality over the other. However, she also believed that there are more similarities 

than differences and teachers can make online and face-to-face courses equally good.  

 Tulip shared that after taking the course she realized that being an online versus 

traditional teacher is not so much different, as she said, “I think the goals maybe different 

but it’s the same theory you have to focus on goals and design which related materials, all 

those pedagogies are the same for an online teacher” (Interview 2, L- 207-210). However, 

she also said, “One thing I have to remember, offline and online are different so we have 

to design different lessons and we have to set different expectations and I think that is 

really important” (Interview 2, L- 161-163). Tulip believed that it is up to the teacher to 

take advantage of the available technology so online and face-to-face courses are equally 

good, “online teachers … need to improve to let everyone feel that there is no difference 

between online session and face-to-face session” Interview, 1, 385- 387). 

Based on her personal experience, Tulip thought that online classes are “proper 

for learners who can motivate themselves … this person should be self-determined 

(Interview, 1, 376- 378). She also recognized that there might be students who prefer 

traditional face-to-face classes:   

But for the people who really like the face-to-face connections, or they really 

want someone to supervise them, I think online learning probably should not be 

their first choice. Because now I think face-to-face one is more popular than 

online. Most people still do not want only online meetings. A lot of my Chinese 

friends here will avoid taking the online class because they prefer to take the face-

to-face session. (Interview, 1, 379- 384) 

  

 Tulip also realized that online learning is a “trend” and “it is a faster happening 

thing, no one can change this” (Interview 2, L- 398-399). Therefore, she wanted to be 
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able to teach both online and face-to-face classes, although personally she would prefer 

hybrid courses to teach.  

2. Seeking to Increase Students’ Access to Learning Opportunities by Leveraging 

Online Spaces  

As an aspiring online teacher, Tulip recognized the opportunities for increasing 

access that online learning can bring. She believed that online learning can not only 

provide more convenience and flexibility for students, but even more importantly it can 

offer access to quality education to students across the world through Massive Open 

Online Course (MOOCs) – thus contributing towards social justice. Yet Tulip also 

recognized that just giving access was not enough.  

Overall, Tulip considered online teaching learning  (OTL) to be “very convenient 

for both the instructor and students,” because she thought it allows “people more 

possibility and flexibility to learn what they really want and need” (F.R. L- 45-46) as well 

as “time and place” flexibility for both teachers and students (F.R. L- 47). For examples, 

those who work during the day can have evening classes online. 

“Geographic restrictions” do not limit online education (F.R. L- 55). Students 

across the globe can take the same course and those who had dropped out can have the 

chance to “go back to ‘classroom’ again” because of online education (F.R. L- 49). She 

shared her experience of taking an open online course at Harvard University during her 

undergraduate years which allowed her to share “ideas and views” with people across the 

world (F.R. L- 61-62). Citing the example of having a classmate from Mexico in one of 
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her Warner online courses, Tulip also said that OTL makes the “circle of learning bigger 

and wider, which is good for diversity and education equality” (F.R. L- 52).  

Tulip held the view that OTL “makes education fairer” (F.R. L- 59) as more 

ordinary students can get good education through online, and “not only a few top students 

can take courses from well-known professors in the best schools” (F.R. L- 57-58). She 

contended that, even though MOOCs are video based teaching, “at least it gives learners 

resources to choose” (F.R. L- 60).  

Nonetheless, Tulip rated increasing access only 2 out of 3 in her pre-interview 

survey response. Explaining this rating, she said:  

I think of course every online teacher wants to increase the student’s access but 

it’s like sometimes they just cannot change the situation nowadays, so I think the 

problem is not about access but it’s about how can you use the access you have. 

So I think of course it’s important but it’s not the most important thing. (Interview 

1, L- 162-166) 

 

3. Seeking to Create a Caring and Interactive Learning Community in Any 

Instructional Context 

For the kind of online teacher Tulip wanted to be, it was very important to build a 

close relationship with her students, and to know each student especially in online 

classes. She was concerned that this can be very challenging to achieve in a completely 

asynchronous online class, but as a result of the course she learned some strategies to 

minimize this concern. 

Tulip also had concerns initially related to trust in an online class. Reflecting on 

her previous experiences in online courses she said:  

From my learning experience in online class I think it’s really hard for me to 

100% trust my online teacher because we don’t see each other, we don’t know 
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each other, even if the teacher gives me feedback I still feel like I don’t know this 

person. I don’t know what kind of question is okay for me to ask. I really want to 

know what the teacher thinks about me, I know maybe from a teacher’s position 

the teacher will have the same feeling like the students, they want to know how to 

answer the students properly, how to give the response to let the students know 

that they really support the students. (Interview 1, L- 89- 97)  

 

Tulip thought that the age of the students might make a difference, as the teacher-

student relationship may be more critical with younger students than adults: 

Probably because most of my students are teenagers, so I feel that the relationship 

is very important. You should have your students trust you. But I think if it is 

adult students maybe it is different because adults are more self determined, they 

have more strong purpose, more strong goals for their course, they only need to 

pass a course to get a certificate, or they need this course. (Interview 1, L- 97-102)   

  

However, Tulip did not want teachers to become friends with the students 

especially when teaching young learners. Based on her experience she shared the concern 

that this might lead the students not follow the teacher’s “instructions.” She said:  

I don’t want to use the word control, but that is your class, you are the teacher or 

the instructor… after class students and teacher can be friends but still in the 

classroom you should be the leader to guide them and the students should know 

that. In the classroom even if it’s online class you are a student, you are not 

friend, or other things, I think that is really important. (Interview 1, L- 144- 149) 

 

Tulip embraced the concept of creating a “community of learner” in the class 

introduced in some of the course readings. She commented: 

I like the community of practice in situated learning in which people can be 

involved naturally because they share a common interest. Students in this 

community share similar prior knowledge and experience and learn from each 

other. I really love this theory. In my mind, it is a very natural learning process 

among students. Students in this community have more self-learning motivation 

and can be more effective in learning. (DB Module 5.3, L- 213-218) 

 

Tulip believed that a community of learners can be created in an online class, but 

she also realized that it could be challenging to maintain the community and to decide 
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“what’s the role of the teacher in the community” (Interview 1, L- 258). She identified a 

number of activities that can help create a learning community in the class – like sharing 

via Padlets or Blackboard, creating Facebook groups, and assigning group work to help 

the students to connect with each other. She also believed it is important to give clear 

instructions for the students “to know what you can do in this community” (Interview 1, 

L- 268-269).  

Tulip believed that building relationship with students is easier in a hybrid class 

because the teacher and the students get to see each other sometimes, and this increases 

their “bonding” (F.R. L- 35). It is a bit easier also in an online class with synchronous 

sessions, so students and teachers can see each other “at least through the screen” 

(Interview 1, L- 115). She contended, though, that when people meet in person it creates 

“physical connections” which is important to her personally (Interview 1, L- 116-117).  

Tulip reported that when she had classes via Zoom for EDE 484, at first she felt a 

bit uncomfortable, but later she felt relaxed. From her experience in the class she believed 

it takes time for people to get used to online classes. Tulip also shared her prior 

experience of taking a fully online class at Warner School, where some of the students 

were from Mexico and she never saw them face-to-face. She said that it took her 4-5 

weeks to feel relaxed and feel connected, to understand other student’s accent and 

communicate directly. Therefore, Tulip decided that she would be “more patient if I want 

to build a relationship with my students and also give students more time to adjust to the 

teacher’s style” (Interview 1, L- 126-127). 
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To create a learning community, Tulip thought that it is very important for the 

teacher to ask students for feedback about the class, using questions such as: “How do 

you think this class this week or do you have any suggestions for it, do you like the 

materials, do you like the activities?” (Interview 1, L- 128-129). She discussed the 

importance of following up on the feedback received: 

I think teachers can always ask this kind of questions and I think we should pay 

attention to students’ feedback ... You should take action. If they think the reading 

materials are a lot you should try to find a way to help them.… or to reduce their 

workload. Maybe the reading amount will be the same but you can try to find 

other ways to encourage them to read like in groups, or do some reading 

activities, or jigsaws, a lot of different strategies to encourage them but I think 

through your feedback you have to let them know that you care about their ideas 

and you value their ideas not only because they are students but you really think 

their opinions are important, I think that is very important to build a close 

relationship. (Interview 1, L- 129-139)    

 

4. Seeking to Enhance Students’ Engagement and Motivation by Capitalizing on the 

Many Affordances of Digital Technologies 

  As an aspiring online teacher, enhancing students’ engagement and motivation 

was critical for Tulip. She believed the core learning principles that she learned in the 

course would help her motivate and engage her students in an online course. She 

discussed several strategies that she would adopt to enhance her students’ motivation and 

to engage them, especially in the context of an online course. She would like to learn 

more about technologies and create fun activities and games to motivate her students. 

Tulip held the view that “motivation and engagement are very important in one's 

class” (DB Module 3.2, L- 61). In particular, she believed that “self-learning is a key 

factor in an online course” and, therefore, teachers should take into consideration how 

they can design and teach the course so that it can “motivate people to learn by 
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themselves” (DB Module 3.2, L- 62-63). She referred to Stavredes (2011) who proposed, 

“By using effective strategies, teachers/ instructors can help students develop their 

intrinsic motivation, high self-efficacy and an internal locus of control” (DB Module 3.2, 

L- 63-65). Tulip contended, the core learning principles she learned from the course 

readings “are really helpful for the teacher to use in their online courses to inspire 

and motivate students” (DB Module 3.2, L- 65-67). 

Tulip thought it is sometimes hard for the teacher to create engaging and 

motivating activities for an online class. She believed teachers should try to create 

activities or design a course in a way that feels “new” to the students because “everyone 

likes new things” (Interview 1, L- 295). Tulip observed that “Technology can be a very 

useful and powerful tool for informal learning,” and therefore teachers should take 

advantage of technology to encourage and motivate learners from all ages (F.R. L- 93).    

While Tulip would like her students to be intrinsically interested in what she 

teaches, she shared her concern that there are some topics that are important, yet not 

naturally engaging for some students:   

I really want them to be attracted to my class or my materials or the content I 

create … I think the best way for me is to combine both the teacher’s goals and 

students interest but sometimes … students will not like the course, like 

mathematics or physics, the really hard subject, they don’t like but I think they 

have to learn it.… We have to know history, know how to do mathematics or 

literature… So I think the teacher’s job is to find the connection between their 

interest or preference in the class, but it’s hard. (Interview 1, L- 184-196) 

 

To motivate students and to engage them in an online environment, Tulip planned 

to choose contents and activities that would motivate the students to learn. For example, 

she said, “I will design some games, or some activities like the fish activity, to motivate 
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my students to engage in the online environment” (W.J.3, L- 103-104). She also thought 

that to motivate students in online classes it is very important to give “feedback on time” 

(W.J.3, L- 105), a point that will be elaborated in a later section. 

5. Seeking to Promote Deep Learning and Understanding by Capitalizing on 

Appropriate Digital Tools and Resources 

As an aspiring online teacher, Tulip recognized the importance of promoting deep 

learning and understanding. She emphasized eliciting prior knowledge as a means to 

promote deep learning. She discussed elaborately the importance of eliciting and 

connecting prior knowledge to enable new learning, and also provided examples of how 

this could be done taking advantage of technology. She also commented on the value of 

assuming an “inductive approach” to promote deeper understanding.  

Tulip contended that teachers “need to find a proper way to stimulate students to 

think about the problem, the challenge or the task deeply” and teachers should “trigger 

their curiosity” so that students would become more interested “to explore more” (DB 

Module 5.1, L- 192-194). She would like to “guide” her students to “form a habit to think 

deeply” (DB Module 5.1, L- 194-195). 

Tulip held the view that “Prior knowledge is very important for students to 

connect to the new content” (DB Module 5.1, L- 98-99):  

As a language teacher, I am always worried about if I do not know the 

background of my students or their prior knowledge. The same happens in online 

course that the instructor sometimes cannot understand each student very well. 

How can I teach them the content knowledge without knowing them? One 

solution in this article is, shared experience among students and inductive 

learning. At the beginning of the class, students can talk about their own 

experience on this topic/concept. The benefit is that no one will feel excluded in 

this situation although they have different cultural background, language barriers 
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or prior knowledge. Because students can share common experiences, they will 

have an interest in learning the content knowledge together. By using the common 

experiences, the teacher can lead group activities and everyone can fully engage 

in it. Therefore, it can increase the effectiveness, motivation and enjoyment of a 

class. (DB Module 5.1, L- 12-22) 

 

In the same post, Tulip also reflected on the value of using an “inductive 

approach” to foster learning and understanding – as introduced in a reading about the 5E 

learning cycle (Settlage and Southerland, 2012) –  while also sharing some concerns 

about how it could be applied in a fully online asynchronous course: 

The 5E learning cycle model definitely combines inductive approach and shared 

experience together. For example, the first step (Engage) allows students to share 

common experiences to a topic/concept and then they move to the second step 

(Explore) to investigate a question with classmates together. In each step, the 

teacher will guide and observe them and give help if necessary. Then students 

move to the third and fourth steps to have a class discussion about the question, 

and what the teacher wants to teach can be introduced this time. Finally, students 

can apply this concept to another new field. (DB Module 5.1, L- 23-29) 

 

I think this cycle can be used in the hybrid online course, but it is difficult to 

apply to the asynchronous online course. The reason is that it needs plenty of 

collaborative activities in groups and the entire class. Both the instructor and 

students need a lot of time to communicate with each other. Also, it is time-

consuming to understand a concept totally. In addition, it requires learners to have 

high motivation and self-control in the learning process. Still, I think it is a good 

approach for teachers to try this cycle learning mode. Once students have learned 

the concept, they can completely comprehend it and apply it to another field. (DB 

Module 5.1, L- 30-36) 

 

6. Seeking to Promote Collaborative Learning in Any Instructional Context 

It was very important for Tulip to create the opportunity for students to work 

together. She also recognized that teachers need to proactively work at creating a 

classroom climate that is conducive to collaborative work in general, and productive 

group work in particular, and that it may be more challenging to do so in an online 

course.  
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Tulip contended that “in a constructivist approach” it is crucial for the teacher to 

create “a positive and effective environment for students” to work together (DB Module 

5.2, L- 104-106). She expressed the value of collaborative learning experiences as 

follows: “when team members interact and engage in the group activities and practices, 

they can learn by themselves. Actually, they can be strongly motivated by group 

members and the shared interest” (DB Module 5.2, L- 107-109). In her first interview, 

Tulip also explained why promoting collaborative learning is important to her as a 

teacher, as well as identified some challenges presented by an online course:  

If I work with my partners it’s really different from what I learn with professors 

or the instructors, because I hope students can learn from each other and because 

they are not professionals in the field, they’re just learners, maybe they will be 

more relaxed or they can solve problems together. Of course teachers need to 

guide them to work together. I know there are some problems with how they 

divide the task or how the teacher evaluates their performance because when we 

have group work, sometimes students feel it’s unfair because some did more, 

some did less, it is very hard for teachers to evaluate this. I think for online 

teachers it’s more difficult for them because you cannot supervise each student. 

(Interview 1, L- 67-76) 

 

  In a discussion board, Tulip discussed some strategies to minimize the challenges 

of promoting collaborative work in an online environment based on some of the course 

readings: 

Garrison et al. (2001) said that there are three categories in social presence; they 

are- “emotional expression, open communication and group cohesion” (p. 99)… 

In my opinion, each of the factors is very important in group work. In a group, 

students need to be confident to express themselves. For example, participants in 

a group can use humor and self-disclosure (p. 100). Humor can be an icebreaker 

when beginning a conversation with a group. Also, self-disclosure can help 

students build a trust relationship quickly. The more personal information you 

share with your partners, the more you are familiar with each other. According to 

Janssen et al. (2009), higher familiarity in a group can increase critical and 

exploratory norm perceptions in the group (p. 168). The familiar group might be 
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more comfortable when the team members express themselves. (DB Module 5.3, 

L- 47-57) 

 

As a future online teacher Tulip anticipated that it would be challenging for her to 

have the students communicate and collaborate with their classmates. She held the view 

that because students do not have the opportunities “to have direct physical contact” in an 

online setting, it is important to have a “harmonious environment and good peer relation” 

to build “good peer connection” (DB Module 5.3, L- 162-164). She considered it to be 

more difficult to “create this kind of environment for fully online students,” but once it is 

created “students in this environment can build a positive relationship together” (DB 

Module 5.3, L- 164-167).  

7. Seeking to Provide Students with Choices and Differentiated Learning 

Opportunities, Leveraging Technology Whenever Possible 

Tulip did not talk much about differentiation in her posts or interviews; however, 

she recognized and discussed the value of giving choices and the importance of 

understanding the needs of the students. She also discussed the challenges of knowing 

and meeting students’ individual needs in China.  

In her first interview Tulip shared her belief that “online teachers can teach all 

kinds of different types of students, but they should really know their students… their 

needs” and they should help them achieve their goals (Interview 1, L- 105-107). But 

because classes are large in China, with 40-50 students in each class, she realized it 

would be “really hard” for her to “pay attention to every student’s preferences” and if she 

would try to “focus on everybody’s interest” she would be “very tired” and she would not 

have time for herself (Interview 1, L- 182-184).  
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In her second interview, Tulip discussed the value of having some face-to-face 

meetings to better get to know her students’ needs, and discussed some other things that 

she would like to do to ensure differentiation in her class: 

I hope I can have some not only online but face-to-face teaching experience to 

know students’ needs, what are their difficulties when they are in an English 

class, for example, like some students are afraid to tell the teacher their needs or 

they just don’t want to practice speaking the English. I want to know more what is 

their needs and connect to the piece to my design so I think that is logical because 

when I do the individual project I just imagine who is my student, who are my 

students and what probably they need but I don’t know in the real life do they 

have the same questions, the same problem that is important for me to know more 

about the students. (Interview 2, L- 96- 105)  

 

Tulip believed that online technology can offer more choices of resources for 

teachers to use in their classes:  

We already have a lot of different resources, even if it’s just the open class or just 

the video class you can choose the speakers or their interest or if their speeches 

are interesting, or if the topics are related to your goals (Interview 1, L- 166-169). 

 

8. Appreciating the Need for Goal-driven Instructional Design and Thoughtful 

Instructional Choices – Especially When Planning Online Learning Experiences 

Being effective at designing instruction is central to the kind of online teacher 

Tulip wanted to be. She discussed several design principles she would like to adopt in the 

future as an online teacher as well as the importance of adopting a backward design 

approach. She also planned to use students’ feedback to improve her instruction. 

The importance of instructional design for Tulip as an online teacher was first of 

all evident in her choice of listing several items related to designing online instruction as 

her key take-aways in her last journal entry, which included:  

 Instructions and directions should be concise and clear. 

 The content and workload of a module should be proper. 
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 Make connections between the readings and synchronous activities. 

 The goal and purpose of a lesson should be clear, and we should follow it. 

 Ask students to share their online resources. 

 Make activities fun and motivating (W.J.7, L- 264-271). 

 

Consistent with the backward design approach emphasized in the course, Tulip 

believed that setting clear learning goals should be the first step to design a course. She 

identified “what I want my students to learn and how to know that they have learned it” 

as two things she would consider first in her planning (W.J.5, L- 168-170). 

When she would design courses in future, Tulip would like to “consider the 

connections between the theory from the reading and the activities” (W.J.5, L- 165-166). 

She considered it important because “by doing the activities, students can apply the 

theory they learned” (W.J.5, L- 166-167). Tulip also said that she preferred simple 

instructions and “a lot of activities” for her online classed (Interview 1, L- 417). 

Tulip would like to choose readings for her students carefully, especially in the 

beginning because she would not know their reading ability or their interests. She did not 

want her students to be bored with the readings. She would like to provide “some leading 

questions” to help the students read the texts (Interview 1, L- 530-532), as this would 

allow the students to know what the teacher wants them to learn from the readings. One 

problem she identified with this approach is that the students might just find answers to 

the questions; she did not discuss how she would solve this problem. 

  Another important thing for Tulip as an online teacher was to get feedback from 

her students about the course during the semester. She planned to use reflective journals 

for students to write about their readings and observations – both as a way for the 
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instructor to get to know their students better in asynchronous online courses, and as a 

valuable learning activity for the students.    

9. Seeking to Enhance Student Assessment Practices Through the Use of Digital 

Technologies, so as to Better Support Learning and Inform Instruction 

To become the kind of online teacher she wanted to be, Tulip emphasized the 

importance of using multiple assessments, including formative assessment. She also 

discussed her preferences for certain types of assessments, and talked about the 

importance of timely and meaningful feedback from both teachers and peers.  

As an Asian student, Tulip pointed out the value given to grades and, therefore, 

her dislike for “only one chance quiz;” she said: 

My personal experience as a student is, we cannot give a grade only on one quiz 

or one examination. The more important thing is how the students’ experience, 

how they learned from this class. Because some students like me really care about 

the grade like even just one point … Asian students really care about their grades 

because of culture, so if the student only takes one chance grades which will make 

me feel nervous. (Interview 1, L- 461- 467) 

 

For assessing her online students, Tulip planned to use journal entries, discussion 

boards, and quizzes. She would take advantage of various “features and functions” these 

assessment tools offer (F.R.L- 181). She preferred journal entries and quizzes that could 

be taken several times. However, she believed that “If all the quizzes can be taken for 

many times, the students will not take it seriously and try several times only for the 

correct answer” (F.R. L- 183-184). She also said that though she preferred Facebook to 

discuss readings, more academic platforms are needed; and she also thought that the 

Blackboard discussion boards are easier for teachers to “evaluate” (F.R. L- 185-187). 
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Tulip suggested offering on time and to the point feedback to students, both in 

synchronous and asynchronous classes. Peer feedback was also crucial for her. She 

believed that feedback allows teachers and students to establish a relationship of “trust,” 

as “good and effective feedback can be a bridge between the instructor and the students” 

(F.R. L- 106), as the teacher can “guide and direct students through feedback” and 

students will learn where to improve (F.R. L- 102-108). Tulip also thought that because 

in a fully online course the students and the teacher do not meet each other, feedback also 

acts as a means “to make connections with each other” (F.R. L- 112). According to her, 

this can build a sense of belonging. Providing feedback late can disappoint the students 

and make them less motivated (F.R. L- 114-115). She further elaborated on the 

importance and challenges of providing timely feedback in an online course:    

As a teacher in the future, if my students ask me a question I will answer it as 

soon as possible and I think that is very, very important especially in the online 

settings because compared to face-to-face session the teacher can immediately 

give the response even if you can’t answer his question you can just tell the 

student you will find the answer for them. But in an online session sometimes 

truly as a student you have an expectation for how long the professor will give 

feedback … for the online session you just threw e-mails I think it will have some 

communicative misunderstanding sometimes, so not only students but professor 

should try to avoid it I think. Especially, English is my second language, 

sometimes I will read people’s feedback more carefully. (Interview 1, L- 610-

621) 

 

10. Seeing the Use of Digital Technologies as a Tool Rather Than a Goal in Itself 

As an aspiring online teacher, Tulip recognized the importance of mastering the 

use of technology, especially to create and curate useful online materials for students and 

to make lessons more engaging. Tulip also discussed how online learning, technology 

and the Internet can bring global resources to learners and bring people together. She also 
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recognized some challenges related to technology she would have to overcome – such as, 

students’ and teachers’ familiarity with technology, as well as limited availability of 

specific technologies in China.  

 As a student in both online and face-to-face classes Tulip saw her teachers using 

“different materials” (Interview 1, L- 153). From these experiences, she believed that the 

use of technology can make activities and classes in an online context more interesting:  

If the teacher uses really good materials the students will be attracted, I mean they 

will spend more time reading the materials or they will use or like that. Even a 

quiz, if a quiz is very interesting they will like to take it. Students are easy to get 

bored, I think, they are picky sometimes but you should use different kind of 

materials, I think that is really important. (Interview 1, L- 154-159)  

 

Tulip planned to use a diverse set of online “teaching tools and strategies,” and 

she would keep herself updated about online tools and resources (F.R. L- 118). She 

would like to use tools that her classmates talked about in class, like Mindmap.com, 

Prezi, Ted Talk (F.R. L- 117-123). She would also like to use Facebook for her online 

class, because she felt relaxed when using Facebook as part of her classmates’ Group 

Project. She also thought a teacher might be able to give more immediate feedback on 

Facebook discussions (F.R. L- 124-132).  

Tulip believed students, especially the young ones, now-a-days already know 

about the Internet, they are aware of interesting online activities, they know about 

Facebook, and are used to communicating with people online, using cell phones, sending 

messages – while she felt that she was rather new to this. At the same time, she 

cautioned, “never assume that students know how to use the online software and 
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applications” (W.J.7, L- 273); therefore, she would like to make sure to provide 

appropriate technological support to her students. 

 Tulip also discussed some challenges related to technology that she anticipated facing 

in her country:  

In China we don’t have Blackboard, we have similar chat applications as 

Facebook or Twitter, we have similar applications but I don’t know, we don’t 

have a special hard focus on education only for students’ use or teachers’ use, so I 

think when I go back to China that is a very important problem I would need to 

fix. (Interview 2, L- 108-112) 

 

Additional Aspects of the Kind of Online Teacher Tulip Wanted to be 

In this section I will discuss some of the other aspects of the kind of online 

teacher Tulip aspired to be besides the ten components explicitly targeted by the course.  

 Professional Components of Teaching. There were several professional aspects 

of teaching that Tulip thought were critical for her as an online teacher. Most importantly, 

she would like to have knowledge about the content and she would like to collaborate 

with her colleagues. She also expressed some concern about time-commitment and 

demands on her personal time as an online teacher. 

It was very important for Tulip to have knowledge of the content, because she 

believed students come to the class with the goal of learning about a specific subject 

(Interview 1, L- 43-45). For example, as a TESOL student she took a course on second 

language acquisition because she wanted to learn about it. She thought having knowledge 

of the content is important for both traditional teachers and online teachers.  

Tulip realized that, while designing an online course, it is very important to talk 

about it with colleagues to get feedback on the activities, readings etc. There should to be 
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people to “pre-read” the course plan to see if it is “good or not” (Interview 1, L- 545-

547). Her positive experience in the Group Project seemed to have impacted this 

realization. She also connected the value of designing instruction with other teachers with 

the more general value of collaboration in the workplace. In one of her interviews she 

stated:   

The environment for the workplace is very important and your colleagues, 

supervisors stay with you everyday … It’s important to keep a good relationship 

with your colleagues. I don’t know how in real life the online designers work 

together … I think still for an online teacher they need to communicate with each 

other to share group ideas … Just like book editors…. you have to talk about your 

lesson and make other people understand and really work together and cooperate 

with each other, I think that is really important. (Interview 2, L- 517-532) 

 

One of Tulip’s biggest take-aways as an aspiring online teacher was the 

realization that teaching online is “not easy” (F.R. L- 170) and she expressed some 

concerns about the time commitment required and the potential impact on her personal 

life. Having taken two online courses in that same semester made her feel that the 

workload was heavy since she had many assignments to complete, and had several 

deadlines each week. This made her wonder about the workload of an online instructor as 

she said, “If I am going to teach online, I need to prepare myself mentally, because every 

week I have to read journals of my students, reply on the discussion board, answer 

unexpected technical questions, do the maintenance of the online system” (F.R. L- 174-

176). She thought this might make her feel “crazy,” yet keeping in touch with the 

students would make both of them “know each other quickly” and they would not “feel 

isolated” (F.R. L- 177-178).   
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  Field-Specific Considerations. As a TESOL teacher, Tulip recognized both the 

unique opportunities and challenges for online teachers in her field. On the one hand, she 

believed language learners might find it difficult to practice communication skills in an 

online environment – unless synchronous sessions are included. On the other hand, online 

courses might provide unique ways for learners to interact with other students across the 

world, yielding great benefits.   

Tulip wanted to use online learning in the future when she teaches English 

language, because she thought it would benefit students learning English. She stated that 

she would “prefer” teaching hybrid TESOL classes if her situation allows it. She would 

design her classes the way she designed her individual project for EDE 484. She would 

teach all the four skills of English language – reading, listening, writing and speaking – 

online; in the synchronous sessions the students would be able to talk and listen to their 

peers, and they would utilize the discussion board to improve their writing. However, 

Tulip thought teaching skills like speaking can be challenging for online classes, so, she 

discussed some alternatives:  

I find it rather hard sometimes especially for a language learner because, for 

example, if you want to practice your speaking you have to speak, but if it’s 

online class I think how can you just look at the screen and practice without other 

people…. writing a discussion board or reflection practices your writing, but … 

maybe we need Zoom meetings with the classmates, so they can practice and 

record their conversation and teachers can read and look. (Interview, 2, L- 66-75) 

 

In the second interview Tulip discussed an interesting issue of connecting with 

people globally and having access to diverse resources that technology affords to 

learners: 
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I’ve become more confident [about] the promising future of online teaching and 

learning because we want more resources, want to communicate with people 

around the world … I think especially for language teaching we should use this 

technology because …if we can talk to people from outside your country, talk to 

native speakers or speakers who speak English just like us as the second language, 

we can communicate with them, I think that is really, really important for 

language learners … in the face-to-face course I cannot imagine how we can 

invite people from different countries to get together in a real [traditional] class 

but online class can do that. That is why I think I really want to bring this back to 

China, because I think for learning English or other languages we really need this 

technology and the teachers need to learn how to teach students online at home. I 

think that is the most important thing I learned from this class. (Interview 1, L- 

339-355)  

 

Acknowledged Changes in One’s View of Online Teaching and Online Teachers 

Tulip’s views about online courses as well as what it means and what it takes to 

be an effective online teacher changed significantly as a result of the course – as she 

explicitly acknowledged in her final reflection, as well as during her interviews.  

In her final reflection Tulip acknowledged that she had “negative impression” 

about OTL before taking the course (F.R. L -1). She said the course “Actually changed 

my attitude toward online teaching and learning” (F.R. L -18). Her perspectives changed 

to a positive one, as she stated: “I was attracted by the activities and multiple ways of 

sharing ideas, collecting resources and doing a cooperative project with different people. 

I will recommend my friends to try one online course to experience the convenience 

brought by the technology” (F.R. 189-192). 

Regarding how her perspectives changed, in her first interview Tulip explained 

why after her experience in the course led her to believe that online classes were not 

completely different than face-to-face: 

I thought face-to-face was more effective and helped me learn more but after I 

took ED 484 I think probably online teaching could be the same like the face-to-
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face one because teachers and students they interact with each other, they 

communicate with each other although it’s through the screen but I can feel the 

relationship … with (my) classmates, I think that is why I changed the attitude to 

positive one and I feel like I really learned something from the class. (Interview 1, 

L- 321-326) 

 

 In the second interview, Tulip talked about her greater appreciation for the 

complex roles played by online teachers:   

Before I took this class, I would think of the online teacher maybe their jobs are 

less than a face-to-face teacher because the only thing they have to do is to design 

the class and to use the technologies to show the class to the students and then just 

ask students questions and answer students questions, that’s all. After I took this 

class I understand that for an online teacher they actually will do more things 

compared to a face-to-face teacher … it’s not just to look at the screen to see the 

discussion board but you have to notice a lot of things behind the discussion board 

or how to find what kind of questions I haven’t ask. I think that is very different 

compared to my previous thoughts about an online teacher. (Interview 2, L- 202-

213) 

 

 In the second interview, Tulip also said that she had a specific image of a 

traditional teacher and an online teacher in her mind before taking the course, and that 

image changed not only for an online teacher but for a traditional teacher as well. She 

stated:   

(In my mind I had) the image of a teacher just like my elementary or my middle 

school teacher – they always bring a book with them or a PowerPoint, reading 

materials, exercise materials and they send it to students, go through the reading 

discussion and just like teach you what they have and just the knowledge, the 

content that they have and then they have a task an exercise this study to make 

sure they understand the content, that is a teacher in my mind. But for this class 

… I feel like for online teacher or even for a face-to-face teacher a teacher 

should be more like a facilitator. In the beginning they have to know how to 

learn and then they can learn by themselves, I mean like for this class 484 we 

have a lot of reading materials. The teacher like you … let the students know what 

we want to read more or what questions we have from the readings. I really like 

that, teacher is just like I said an organizer. You have a lot of teaching materials, 

you organized all the materials for us, you arranged activities.… I mean you 

created an environment for us … it’s a very new experience for me to … 

understand it by myself, and nobody teach me what is this, but I can gradually … 
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understand it differently deeper and deeper … it’s very different compared to 

previous image of teacher and this online teacher … I read the transcript you gave 

me and I realized that I really talked a lot about my experience in this class and 

that it what I learned from this class. (Interview 2, L- 220-247)   

 

Impacts of the Course Activities on Tulip’s Identity Development  

In this section I will discuss how different learning experiences in the course 

impacted Tulip’s identity development as an online teacher, so as to address my second 

research question: How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation 

and recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? I will first 

talk about the impacts of participation (both as an online learner and as an online teacher) 

on Tulip’s identity development as a certain type of online teacher, and then I will talk 

about the effects of recognition by self and by others on her identity development. I will 

also discuss some other factors that influenced her identity development.  

Overall Impact of the Course  

In her posts on Blackboard and in the interviews, Tulip reflected on her 

experiences in the course and said that for her it was like a travel to a “different world for 

teaching and learning” (F.R. L- 196-197). Tulip said, in contrast to her past OTL 

experience, in EDE 484:  

We had a lot of activities, different kind of materials and I felt like I was not 

learning by myself, I think that is the most important thing I find that changed, 

that will motivate me to learn more because I’m the kind of people that if I learn it 

by myself I’ll feel lonely, but here I can find the support from professors like from 

you or from my classmates and I think that is why I changed my attitude. 

(Interview 1, L- 328-334) 

 

Tulip had “really high expectations” about online classes before she took the first online 

course in China and “it let (her) down” (Interview 1, L- 425-426). But after experiencing 
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EDE 484 she better understood online teaching and the responsibilities of the designer of 

an online course.  

When asked what changed her perspectives about online teaching and online 

teachers, Tulip said it was first of all the design of the course as a whole. She said at first 

seeing the syllabus of the course she thought there were “a lot of activities and things” 

(Interview 1, L- 359-360) and she worried about how she would be able to do all them; 

she also thought there were a “lot of instructions” for her to follow (Interview 1, L- 360). 

But she gradually understood the importance of these structured activities.  

Participation: Experience as an Online Learner    

Tulip had very positive experiences as an online learner in EDE 484that 

significantly affected the kind of online teacher she wanted to be. She elaborately talked 

about her experiences as a student in the course – she liked the combination of 

synchronous and asynchronous classes and activities, the real time interactions in the 

Zoom sessions, and the flexibility of asynchronous activities. She also discussed how the 

experiences in the course made her compare it with her previous experiences online and 

led her to realize that perhaps the previous teachers did not know how to teach online. 

She also discussed how she would use specific activities she enjoyed, like weekly 

journals, in her future online classes. 

In a discussion board, Tulip said about her overall experience as a learner in the 

course: “I think this course is the best example for using both synchronous and 

asynchronous activities” (DB Module 8, L- 71). She also added, “I really like the 
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curriculum of this class because it provides me an opportunity to experience different 

ways of online teaching and learning” (DB Module 8, L- 74-75). She contended: 

I like the combination of synchronous and asynchronous activities. For example, 

we use the Zoom meeting to discuss the case study which is more direct and in 

time. I can get the point of my partner directly and immediately, and share my 

ideas in the same way. By the real-time interaction, both of us can reflect the 

information given by the instructor at the same time. We can share the emotion or 

feeling for the activities sometimes, which I think is really important for 

synchronous activities. (DB Module 8, L- 77-82) 

 

Tulip believed that “asynchronous activities are also necessary for an online 

course” (DB Module 8, L- 84). She gave the example of module 3 of the course: 

It includes several asynchronous activities, such as journal entry, discussion 

board, Padlet and so on. It takes time to finish and digest all the readings and 

reflect on what we have learned from the reading. This time we need 

asynchronous activities which have more flexible time for everyone to work on 

his or her own pace. (DB Module 8, L- 85-88) 

 

 In the second interview, Tulip mentioned again “I had a very negative impression 

about online teachers because I thought they try to be responsible, but sometimes it 

doesn’t work, but now I think maybe they just don’t know how to do it” (Interview 2, L- 

383-386). As a learner in EDE 484 she experienced what a good online class could look 

like, which changed her perspectives. She acknowledged that the class was a “very good 

example for us to know what is online teacher like – you care about students, you design 

the class very well and always hear, always give us feedback immediately or timely and 

of course make the class very interesting” (Interview 2, L- 388-391). As an aspiring 

online teacher she wanted to have those qualities as well.  

Participation: Experience as an Online Teacher 
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Tulip reflected in detail on her experiences as a teacher in the two course projects 

and discussed the implications of those experiences for her as an online teacher. Both 

experiences helped her gain confidence in herself as an online teacher, as she said in the 

second interview: “Just like I said before, after the project I have a sense of what is an 

online teacher or what is the thing they have to do” (Interview 2, L- 263-265).  

The two projects also challenged her previous image of a teacher. She said: 

For both of the projects, individual and group project, I feel I’m not a teacher like 

the teacher in my mind, I’m more like a facilitator, organizer … is a very, very 

different part compared with the face-to-face teacher. (Interview 2, L- 145-150)  

 

What follows are considerations that are more specific to the Group Project and 

Individual Project, respectively. 

Experience in the Group Project. While designing the Group Project, her very 

first experience as an online teacher, Tulip realized that “teachers really have a lot of 

things to think about” (Interview 1, L- 419-420). She also realized how time consuming 

online teaching and giving feedback to students is, and as a result she stopped blaming 

her online teacher back in China (Interview 1, L- 485-486). As part of her group work, 

she found it challenging to design useful activities that matched the module’s “goals and 

length” (F.R. L- 147-148). 

Tulip said that she learned many things and had “an amazing experience from the 

group project” (W.J.5, L- 164). For example, when designing courses in future, she 

would “consider the connections between the theory from the reading and the activities” 

(W.J.5, L- 165-166). From the Group Project she also understood that “on time feedback 

is really important” (Interview 1, L- 445-446). She wanted to reply to students’ questions 

immediately, but she could not do so because of technology problems.  
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Tulip also recognized the value of collaborating with other teachers from her 

experience of the Group Project: 

In the group project, because we had four members, there’s less pressure on each 

of us like maybe replied to your reflections or just answered e-mails, I didn’t have 

to focus on every part of my project.… it’s better for us to make it in a group to 

design a lesson. Because sometimes I maybe sit here to think about what I want, I 

just lock myself here, I need different opinions. I think that is really important 

because not only the feedback from your student but also maybe feedback from 

your supervisor, your colleagues, I think that is more important. (Interview 2, L- 

133-145) 

 

Tulip says that while they were working on the Group Project, her groupmates 

helped reduce her anxiety by correcting her grammar errors and by making her sentences 

“more concise and clear” (F.R. L- 144-146). Tulip talked about how she learned things 

from others and how she felt valued in the group:  

I really liked the group project because you put different people (in the group), I 

had Peony and we are from China, and the gentlemen are American, and we have 

a different culture and different way to think. I really liked it because we were 

really a good team and … all of us had responsibilities to the group and we used 

everyone’s advantages … for example, like Lupin and Ren they are native 

speakers they are good at writing, so they wrote the instructions or the quiz, 

Peony and I were more like learners, we had a lot of good ideas about activities 

and sometimes I feel like we had different jobs in the group and I think that is 

why I felt happy in that group, because I was participating in each step, not like 

other experience in some group in other class, maybe they have native speakers 

and international students but some of the native speakers may [think] 

international students you can write … but in this group everyone valued 

everyone’s ideas or work. (Interview 2, L- 470-483) 

 

 Tulip continued to talk about her learnings and her bonding as a community with 

her group members and its importance to her:  

You feel that you are useful … you are really the member of the group and … I 

think for me that is why I feel like I learned a lot from this group. After this group 

project we are still friends I mean we talk about our lives … I think that is also 

very valuable. (Interview 2, L- 509-514)   
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Tulip discussed how she felt accomplished after completing the Group Project 

and the implications for her as an aspiring online teacher:  

I feel that I really did something good for this group … I mean I did actual things, 

I could see what part I contributed to this group, not only like some ideas but I can 

see what actually is there on Blackboard, I designed activity together, we really 

liked the questions we wrote on Blackboard, that makes me feel I really 

participated in this project not just give some ideas and that’s it … we had several 

meetings together and so I think it’s very important to feel that when you are 

participating in a project. (Interview 2, L- 500-507) 

 

 Tulip’s experience in the Group Project showed that she felt less stressed while 

collaborating with others, she learned things from her group members, she felt like a 

facilitator. It also showed how she felt that others valued her ideas and how she felt 

accomplished. All these experiences contributed to her understanding of the kind of 

online teacher she wanted to be; in particular, her appreciation for collaborating with 

colleagues, led her to want to promote collaborative work in her own classes.       

 Experience in the Individual Project. The other significant experience that 

Tulip had as an online teacher in the course was designing a second online module on her 

own. She felt “amazing” after being able to design her own online module as part of the 

course and was very “excited to ‘show off’ her module to her friends” (F.R. L- 192-193).  

Tulip also talked about the challenges she experienced while designing a module 

on her own. While designing the individual module, Tulip felt that, first of all she had to 

be clear about her “perspectives” and her “goals” (Interview 2, L- 44-45), and to “know 

the content” she was going to teach. She found the planning template provided by the 

course instructor valuable, as it helped her to “have a clear understanding” of what she 

was going to do in terms of designing the module (Interview 2, L- 52- 55). She also 
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found connecting the goals and activities was difficult for her. Based on this experience, 

Tulip said:   

I think compared with the face-to-face lesson plan it’s more difficult to design an 

online class because you just look at your screen and you have to be familiar with 

maybe Blackboard or other software and then I think I do the lesson plan and find 

the reading materials and activities for the class (Interview 2, L- 55- 59). 

 

 Tulip appreciated having had the experience of the Group Project before engaging 

in the Individual Project. Comparing the two projects Tulip said:  

I think the first thing that came in my mind was the workload. In the group project 

like you just had some of the part but for the individual project you had to design 

the whole class, you have a lot of things to do and I think that is one thing group 

project is better than the individual one because you just share the risks, share the 

challenges with your members … I think both of them have pros and cons. For the 

individual project.… you make every decision in that class. So I think there will 

be more argument or more different opinions in the group project than for the 

individual project. (Interview 2, L- 287-297) 

 

It’s very good to put the group project first because I think for individuals it’s 

really a lot of work.… from the group project I learned what I should pay 

attention to in my individual [lesson] or we collected a lot of great ideas and I 

used the ideas later in my individual project. I think also during the group project 

we got to know each other and we all got familiar with online tools. (Interview 2, 

L- 308-319)  

 

Opportunities for Recognition 

The course created several opportunities for the participants to get recognition as 

an online teacher, both from their own self through reflections and from the instructor 

and peers via the discussion boards and feedback on the projects. In this section I will 

discuss the recognition Tulip received within the course and how this impacted her 

identity development as a specific kind of online teacher. 

Recognition by Self. Tulip took great advantage of the opportunities of reflecting 

on her practices as an online learner and teacher offered in the weekly journals and final 
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reflections. In the interviews, she also clearly recognized the importance and impact of 

these reflections.  

 Based on her own experience in the course, Tulip thought self-reflection is 

important in online learning. Regarding her weekly reflections Tulip said, “I like the 

weekly reflection because that is very significant for teachers and students to make a 

connection, it’s like a personal diary between you and the teacher because no other 

people can see it just you and the teacher” (Interview 2, L- 544-547). She also said:  

I think it’s a record for my learning process … it doesn’t require me to write 

academically, it’s like a journal.… If I will teach online in the future I think I will 

continue to use the personal reflection or the weekly reflection. (Interview 1, L- 

560-566) 

 

Because weekly journals are a “private zone,” Tulip considered her reflections in 

the weekly journals to be a record of her “true as feeling and personal perspective on 

OTL” (W.J.3, L- 87-88). She also added, “I do not know what other people’s journals 

look like, but I am not very academic here” (W.J.3, L- 88-89). It was a place for her 

where she was not afraid of what others would think, and this made her feel “relaxed.” 

She believed a teacher could “know more about the students individually and can 

differentiate” them from the journal entries (W.J.3, L- 92-93). She contended, “The 

student and the instructor are two interlocutors, using the journal as a media to 

communicate” which allows each student to have “the opportunity to express his or her 

feeling freely” and get feedback from the teacher (W.J.3 L- 93-96). She also recognized 

the value of reading through her journals at the end of the course. 

While Tulip preferred the weekly reflections written only for herself and the 

teacher, she recognized that “it’s necessary to have the reading discussion [in discussion 
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boards] because sometime when I see other people’s posts I learn from them” (Interview 

1, L- 579-580). She said when she did not understand a text clearly, reading other 

people’s posts helped her; at other times posts by others would help her confirm her 

understanding of the texts.    

In the second weekly journal Tulip discussed some implications of the first week 

of class, for her as an online teacher,   

I have started to think about the workload of the online instructor. If I am going to 

teach online, I need to prepare myself mentally, because every week I have to 

read journals of my students, reply on the discussion board, answer unexpected 

technical questions, do the maintenance of the online system, etc. (W.J.2, L- 41-

45) 

 

Like Lupin, Tulip also appreciated the additional opportunity for reflection she 

got from participating in my study, as the interviews helped her think more deeply about 

the kind of online teacher she wanted to be. She said in the second interview: 

You helped me to reflect on this class again today … I appreciate it and I think for 

an online teacher we have to be a lifelong learner because the world changes so 

quickly and the technologies change every day, so for an online teacher and also 

for a face-to-face teacher we have to keep our pace to those kind of new things. I 

hope after you finish this project you would share your research (Interview 2, L- 

581-586). 

 

Recognition from others. The course created multiple opportunities for Tulip to 

get recognition from her teacher and peers on her beliefs and practices, to help support 

her identity development as an online teacher. In the interviews Tulip talked about the 

feedback she received from others in the course, which worked as “recognition” as it 

helped her understand best practices as an online teacher as well as helped her to create 

better products. She also discussed how the feedback she received from others impacted 

her.    
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The followings are examples of the recognition Tulip received in the course from 

her teacher, who validated the insights shared by Tulip as well as asked additional 

questions to promote her thinking: 

I do like your points about the videos being too long, the PowerPoint slides being 

too wordy, and there were not any interesting triggers or activities. Do you think 

that there are ways around that? With the exact same content (and non-

charismatic professor speaking)? I think that there are. (W.J.2, L- 73-76) 

 

I hope that your thoughts on the Facebook module help you in your journey to 

being an online teacher. I think that what you learned is that videos need to be 

truly helpful and appropriate to the content you want to deliver. And that clear 

instructions are super important! (W.J.2, L- 204-206)  

 

About the feedback she received from the teacher in her weekly journals, Tulip 

said, “Every time I saw the feedback from the teacher I knew it’s just like a small talk 

between teacher and the student” (Interview 1, L- 561-562). The feedback from the 

course teacher on Tulip’s Individual Project helped her see that she had issues with 

connecting her activities with the goals; Tulip changed some of her activities based on 

this feedback. In the first interview she further elaborated on the feedback she received:  

I think most of them or all of them are very good suggestions, ideas that can help 

me improve myself in that class and I think just like I said before I think the 

feedback and getting the feedback in time is very important and I will always pay 

attention to this. (Interview 1, L- 606-610) 

 

I think what I have learned from the feedback is I should always keep the goals in 

my mind.… even if I know students will like it, just like the video games, if it’s 

not my goal I shouldn’t use it. Some time I forget about my goal but want to find 

something interesting but I think as an online teacher I cannot do that. (Interview 

1, L- 626-632) 

 

While recognizing that “feedback from instructor is very important in online 

learning both synchronous and asynchronous” (DB Module 5.2, L- 4-5), Tulip also 

thought that “we cannot ignore the necessity of peer feedback” (DB Module 5.2, L- 5). 
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She believed that feedback contributes to building a relationship of “trust” among the 

students and instructor by enabling “exchange of ideas and views” (DB Module 5.2, L- 5-

7).   

Other Factors that Affected Tulip’s Identity Development  

There were other elements that affected Tulip’s identity development as a result 

of the course. She talked about the impacts of the course readings as well as the 

negativity surrounding online education in her identity development.   

 In the second interview Tulip discussed how the course readings helped her 

understand what an online teacher should look like, what an online teacher should do, and 

what kind of materials they should use. Reading about the theories allowed her to better 

understand what constitutes best online teaching practices. She said:  

When I am back to China I really want to bring to the Chinese teachers those kind 

of theories or the basic things about online teaching and learning because we 

already have a lot of technology companies, they have online courses, but 

sometime we feel the courses are not very effective, probably because the 

teachers don’t really understand what is online community, what is online 

teaching. So I think we always need the readings to help us understand what we 

are doing, what can we do. These are just like guide books. (Interview 1, L- 646-

661) 

 

 About the negativity surrounding online education Tulip contended that people – 

especially parents – in her country were not used to it yet, however she was very hopeful 

that things would change. She stated:  

I don’t have any experience to communicate with students’ parents who have their 

ideas about online teaching and learning but I told my parents about my own 

experience in that class. I told them that I could never imagine we can use online 

technologies same as face-to-face meeting … My parents just asked me do we 

have this kind of thing in China. So I think from their feedback…. it will take 

time for my friends and my parents to accept it. But now I’m very optimistic 
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about it because I know I really enjoyed the time in that class. (Interview 1, L- 

719-730) 

 

Summary 

Tulips’ prior negative experiences with online courses in China made her doubt 

the effectiveness of online education, but her perspective changed to a positive one as a 

result of the course. She learned about best online teaching practices, experienced a 

hybrid online course that she thought was very effective, and as a result she recognized 

the values and affordances that online education can offer. She started to see online 

courses not as an alternative rather as a complement to traditional courses. She also 

developed a better understanding of the kind of online teacher she wanted to be after 

taking the course.  

Tulip wanted to be an online teacher who recognizes the opportunities for access 

brought by online education, and the flexibility it offers. Because building close 

relationship with students was important to her, Tulip would make efforts to create a 

learning community and follow a situated learning approach in her online courses. She 

would provide on time feedback and ask for student feedback on her classes to help build 

community. She would motivate and engage her students by creating fun activities that 

would trigger their curiosity using technology and tools like games, and by offering 

timely feedback. She would promote deep learning by eliciting students’ prior knowledge 

and connect that with the new learning. Tulip valued collaborative learning, because she 

believed students can learn valuable things from each other and might feel more relaxed 

solving problems together. Therefore, she would create an environment for collaboration 

and provide students with opportunities to work together in her online courses. She would 
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like to utilize technology to offer choices to her students, but she was also concerned 

about meeting students’ individual needs in large online classes in China. While 

designing instruction, Tulip would use backward design principles, starting with the goals 

first. She would provide clear directions, choose readings carefully to connect theory and 

practice, and create opportunities for students to provide feedback to the teacher. She 

would have multiple assessments and multiple attempts for quizzes, and she would use 

journals as well for assessment. She would like to utilize technology in her class to make 

classes engaging, to create resources and to connect people globally, using tools like 

Facebook and Prezi. 

Tulip’s identities as a TESOL teacher and an international student also played a 

role in her identity development as an online teacher. As noted earlier, she saw unique 

opportunities and limitations of online learning vis – a – vis the learning of another 

language. Several times she also referred to expectations about teaching and learning 

specific to her culture (like the importance of grades and parents’ perceptions about 

online education) and limitations due to the technology available in her country. 

The participation in the course both as a learner and as a teacher was crucial for 

the identity development of Tulip as an online teacher. Because she had bad prior 

experience with online courses, her experiences in EDE 484 allowed her to see and 

understand what an online class should look like. She saw the course as a model for her 

future teaching. She picked up online teaching practices to utilize in her future classes 

based on her experiences as a learner. Based on her experiences, she grew a preference 

for a combination of synchronous and asynchronous activities and hybrid classes.  
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Tulip’s experiences as an online teacher in the course helped her gain confidence. 

She felt anxiety-free working in the Group Project because of the support she received 

from her group members. She also learned to value collaborative work, like several other 

participants in the study. She learned significant things from her group members because 

of the distributed expertise within the group and got ideas from them that she later used in 

her Individual Project. She had a sense of accomplishment after completing the Group 

Project. She found the Individual Project more challenging as she did the project alone, 

but she was very proud of her final product. 

The recognition opportunities created by the course helped develop Tulip’s online 

teacher identity as well. She made very good use of the opportunities offered in the 

course to reflect on her experiences and practices as a learner and as a teacher, which 

allowed her to think deeper about implications for her future teaching. The feedback she 

received from her teacher and peers helped her improve her practices and better 

understand the kind of online teacher she wanted to be.  

Additionally, the readings on theories in the course helped her understand the 

principles informing specific online teaching practices and their implications. Thinking 

about the stigma surrounding online education, Tulip realized that it would take time to 

change but she felt optimistic. 

Among the challenges identified by Tulip as a future online teacher were: keeping 

up with technology, giving clear directions, enabling students to communicate and 

collaborate with classmates, and providing immediate feedback. She was still concerned 

that the “digital distance” never disappears in an online context. She thought this feeling 
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of distance is “why face-to-face class will never be replaced by online class” (F.R. L- 72-

74), hence her preference for hybrid online classes. 

Tulip also talked about challenges that she anticipated to face in the future as an 

online teacher in China. She believed it will be challenging to interact with parents and 

convince them about online education, and she was also concerned about the 

effectiveness of large synchronous online classes.  
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5D. The Case of Peony – A Novice International TESOL Teacher  

Background 

Peony was an international student from China who completed her Master’s 

degree in TESOL from Warner School and then started her PhD studies in another state. 

She aspired to be an ESL (English as a Second Language) teacher and teach online 

courses. 

Teaching Training and Experience 

Peony did not have any formal teacher training prior to coming to the Warner 

School for her MS in TESOL. She worked at a training institute in China as an English 

teacher for two years before she joined Warner School. Her students were from age 9 to 

60.  

Online Experience 

Peony had some experience of online learning as a student from taking an online 

course at Warner School before she took EDE 484, but she did not have any experience 

of teaching online. Peony’s had negative perceptions about online teaching learning as a 

result of the online course she took, which she said “didn’t go very well” (W.J.1, L- 5). 

She thought that it was “very tedious and boring … though the lecturer was an 

experienced teacher, he didn’t know how to teach online” (W.J.1, L- 5-7).  

What Kind of Online Teacher Peony Aspired to Be 

In this section, I will address my first research question by describing what Peony 

aspired to be with respect to each of the ten components identified by the course 

designers as characterizing the “kind of online teacher” the course aimed to prepare, and 
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then report on other elements that emerged from my analysis of the data. I will conclude 

this section by discussing the changes Peony reported to have experienced as a result of 

the course. I will start with Peony’s own take-aways at the end of the course, as reflected 

in her last journal entry. 

In her own words – main take-aways at the end of the course: 

 

1. Multiple content conveying 

2. Specific introduction 

3. Create a supportive online community 

4. Get to know your students’ population and their needs (W.J.7) 

 

 

1. Seeing Online Learning as a Complement, Rather Than an Alternative, to 

Traditional/Face-to-Face Learning 

  From her experience in EDE 484, Peony realized that there was not much 

difference in the “instructional approach” when teaching a class online versus face-to-

face. She started to recognize the similarities between the two modes of teaching. She 

said that through the course she gained more strategies, approaches and tools to utilize 

not just in her online classes but for her traditional classes as well. While talking about 

the two modes of teaching, Peony stated:  

Though there are many differences between online learning and face-to-face 

learning, the instructional approaches are similar and even the same. Student 

centered learning, project based learning and authentic learning are the most 

prevalent and dominant approaches. And the instructors and teachers’ role are not 

only the lecturer, but also the guide or supporter. (F.R. L-156-159) 

 

Peony believed that “OTL practices can not only be applied in online 

environment, but also can be used in face-to-face teaching” (F. R. L- 167-168). For 

example, she realized the knowledge she gained in EDE 484 about motivation theory, 
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and about ways to increase self efficacy, had equipped her with strategies to motivate her 

learners and she would like to use it not only in her online classes, but also in her face-to-

face classes. 

Peony was “impressed” to learn about the “pedagogies for online teaching” 

(W.J.2, L-54-55). She realized she was introduced to “most of those pedagogies” already 

from the previous TESOL methods courses she took, that focused on traditional 

classrooms. She contended that she “never thought that those pedagogical approaches 

could also be adopted by the online courses,” citing as an example situated learning 

theory (W.J.2, L- 56-57). 

Peony believed what works and does not work in the two modes of teaching (F2F 

and online) depend “on the course goals” and “what students are expected” to do – and  

even more specifically how these two issues are addressed “when designing instruction” 

(F.R. L- 152-153). She argued that “the choice to use one over the other depends on 

student, instructor, and school needs and interests, and the appropriateness of course 

content for the format” (F.R. L-153-155). 

2. Seeking to Increase Students’ Access to Learning Opportunities by Leveraging 

Online Spaces 

Peony believed online education has great potentials for increasing access to 

learning. She discussed the access to resources that online brings for students. She 

thought it also allows students to connect with and learn from people around the world.  

Peony held the view that as online learning is developing, and more students are 

taking online courses, developers are also creating new online resources and 
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opportunities for people to learn more and better. As an online teacher she would like to 

take advantage of this when she teaches online. She said,  

Another potential is that, as I said before, because students can find a lot of 

resources, very concrete resources, for example, if they don’t know an item they 

can Google, they can know the definition of these items from Wikipedia so they 

can find different aspects of this item and learn from it. Also they can have an 

opportunity to share with the people around the world, not only their close 

community but also a very huge and worldwide community. (Interview 2, L- 236- 

241) 

 

She also added in her second interview: 

As an online teacher, I want to give students opportunities to access the content 

and resources because you know the Internet is very huge, like you can find many 

materials, many content that you want to learn but you have to choose the most 

effective content. So I want students to have such ability for them, not only to 

give them the knowledge but also to train them the ability of learning, the ability 

to find the resource they need to learn, they want to learn, the ability to give them 

opportunity of learning. (Interview 2, L- 220- 228) 

 

3. Seeking to Create a Caring and Interactive Learning Community in Any 

Instructional Context 

As an aspiring online teacher, Peony put special emphasis on the importance of 

creating a learning community, as indicated by the fact that she identified this as one of 

the four items in her final take-aways from the course (as reproduced earlier). She 

thought that by building a learning community she could help lessen the feeling of 

isolation among online learners. There were several strategies that she would like to 

follow to help create a learning community; including: creating a supportive community, 

ensuring dialogues, posting personal introductions, creating student groups and forums, 

and adopting a collaborative and situated learning approach.  
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Peony stated that she would strive to “foster an interactive environment and build 

a comfortable community for students” (F.R. L- 182-183). She wanted “to create a 

supportive course community” where she wanted to ensure dialogues between “faculty to 

student, student to student and student to content” (F.R. L- 56- 57). She believed that 

“these dialogues promote effective communication and learning” (F.R. L- 58) and that 

can be especially important in an online environment. In one of her journals, Peony 

explained: 

In an environment where instructors do not necessarily meet students face-to-face 

and where students may never have an opportunity to meet their peers in a 

physical classroom, developing a sense of supportive community can be 

particularly challenging. Instructors should build an online learning environment 

which will motivate students to do their best. (W.J.7, L- 250-253) 

 

In her final reflection, she came back to this point by saying, “Online courses may create 

a sense of isolation. Studying alone with only the computer as your companion can be 

terrifying” because there is “no applause when classmates have a wonderful presentation 

or speech” (F.R. L-32-35). In response to a post from a peer on creating learning 

communities, Peony also wrote:  

I think the theory of Community of Practice is the better way to explain how 

students connect with each other. And I think online instructors should build an 

online community so that students won't be isolated and learning happens through 

interaction with peers (DB Module 5.2, L- 224-227). 

 

Informed by the course readings, in another discussion board Peony further 

discussed the concept of building communities in an online class:  

I believe that an online harmonious environment and good peer relationship is 

very important to build connections among peers, as Thormann and Zimmerman 

states, “online, students are not able to saunter out of the classroom or turn to a 

classmate and ask if he or she understands the course material.” Thus, it is 

important to create opportunities for students to support each other and encourage 
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appropriate participation. I appreciated Thormann and Zimmerman’s techniques 

that can foster peer relationships and keep a good online communication 

environment, for example, group work, peer mentoring, leaders and followers, 

and especially creating a “Coffee Shop Forum’’ on discussion board. I also 

believe that learning happens in social community, which means students learn 

effectively in interaction with peers in the community. So, a positive and 

harmonious community allows more peer interaction and effective learning 

practice. (DB Module 5.3, L- 146-155) 

 

In order to create a supportive online learning community in her online courses, 

Peony planned to start her course with “a personal introduction posting so that students 

can get to know one another” and the teacher gets to know where her students are – as 

done in EDE 484 (F.R. L- 59). She would also like to send quick e-mails to her students 

“to help them feel better connected if the sense of community” they “seek is missing” 

(F.R. L- 47-50). 

Peony also wanted to create “an online community or study group for students to 

seek help” if needed. She would like to create and use a “general open student forum for 

students to post and request help and assistance from each other through the various 

student-to-student tools, such as discussions, help areas, etc.” (F.R. L- 61-63). 

Additionally, she wanted to create small student groups “where students can assume 

responsibility for supportive mentoring of fellow students and summarizing key points of 

a class assignment” (F.R. L- 63-64).  

Peony recognized the connection between the pedagogical approach adopted and 

building connections with students, as she wrote in a discussion board:  

I believe that teacher’s pedagogies are the keys to build connections of student to 

student. Because instructors play an important role in the interaction with 

students, instructors’ pedagogies determine how they interact with students. For 

example, if the instructor adopts traditional lecturing teaching method, it increase 

isolation, however, instructors would connect with students more effectively by 
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adopting collaborative learning or situated learning. Because these pedagogies 

allow instructors to shift the role as a lecturer or authority to the role of a coach or 

even a friend or group leader, students feel easy and less stressed to communicate. 

(DB Module 5.2, L- 142-149) 

 

Though Peony had well equipped herself as an online teacher with strategies to 

create a learning community, she still contended that “No matter how hard we try to fully 

transfer human communication to online platforms, no matter how natural it seems to 

form relationships behind computer screens, a virtual environment is just not human. 

Nothing can replace human contact” (F.R. L- 36-39).  

4. Seeking to Enhance Students’ Engagement and Motivation by Capitalizing on the 

Many Affordances of Digital Technologies 

Peony recognized the importance of enhancing students’ engagement and 

motivation as a future online teacher. She believed that “Online teaching and learning has 

more advantages and potential to sustain students’ intrinsic motivation” (W.J.2, L- 45-

50). She would like to adopt a few specific tactics to enhance student engagement and 

motivation for her classes – such as, creating a relation of trust, increasing self-efficacy, 

and using motivation theory to help enhance student motivation by providing students 

with choices and opportunities for collaboration.   

One thing that influence students’ motivation is trust, Peony contended, as she 

stated in a discussion board: “Teacher and students should trust each other in order to 

keep a positive cycle. Students would like to be more interactive and motivated if they 

trust their instructor” (DB Module 5.2, L- 262-264). 

Peony was concerned that as an online teacher it would be challenging for her to 

ensure student motivation and engagement. She believed the first few weeks to be easy, 
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“because of the novelty of the subject, but it is not easy for learners to keep their interest 

and be engaged through the whole semester” (F.R. L- 90-92). To overcome this challenge 

she would like to apply motivation theory to her online teaching and would like to 

explore “how to implement it effectively and improve my online courses” (F.R. L- 93). 

From readings on motivation theory, Peony learned about “various strategies to 

increase self-efficacy, and how to communicate with students to increase their intrinsic 

motivation” and she would utilize those in her teaching (W.J.2, L- 46-47). Most notably, 

Peony believed “Flexibility in choosing tasks and collaboration are important and can 

make students connect to content” (DB Module 5.1, L- 260-261). She held the view that 

“These factors aim to increase students’ motivation so that they are willing to interact 

with the content” (DB Module 5.1, L- 262-263). As a future online teacher, Peony would 

like to “give more options for students to let them choose what they want to learn” – they 

would decide what “content” to choose or what they are interested in (Interview 1, L- 

494- 496). She would include tasks for her students, for which they would have to find 

articles themselves. She said, “I will give the power of choosing content to students to 

make students be more self-motivated” (Interview 1, L- 499-500). 

Peony also said she would like to ask for student feedback and would find out the 

reasons for students’ lack of motivation and she would find “efficient solution,” to 

address the issue of students’ lack of motivation (F.R. L- 92-95).   

5. Seeking to Promote Deep Learning and Understanding by Capitalizing on 

Appropriate Digital Tools and Resources 
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To become the kind of online teacher Peony aspired to be, she would like to 

promote deep learning and understanding for her students. As an online teacher, Peony 

would choose contents that are relevant for the students’ everyday life and present them 

in different formats; she would also like to elicit students’ prior knowledge and connect 

those with their current learning.   

As an online teacher Peony would select “content related to daily life” of her 

students which she thought would enable them to “easily understand or acquire 

knowledge base on their real experience, and it is the way to build students’ cognition of 

learning” (DB Module 5.1, L- 264-266). Peony would also like to choose different types 

of contents for her students – “not only written form” of contents – for example, in her 

class she would like to include “voice recording, like Zoom, videos, or movies” 

(Interview 1, L- 507-509). 

About the importance of students’ prior knowledge in promoting deep learning, 

Peony said in the first interview, “I’ve learned that prior knowledge can facilitate 

students’ learning process. There is one hypothesis called I + 1 which means students get 

input based on knowledge they have already learned, that would be more effective and 

efficient” (Interview 1, L- 115-117). Recognizing the importance of students’ prior 

knowledge, Peony decided to utilize the practice of “eliciting prior knowledge” in her 

Individual Project, by asking students to start with reflecting on their prior knowledge 

about the topic she was teaching.  

6. Seeking to Promote Collaborative Learning in Any Instructional Context 
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Peony valued collaborative learning as she believed it to be more effective and 

motivating for students, and she also believed that online offers better opportunities for 

fostering collaborative learning. She wanted to create an environment in her class where 

students would interact with each other and work in groups to learn from their peers. She 

recognized that enabling group work might be challenging in an online class, but she had 

thought about some ways to handle it.  

Based on her previous online learning experience, which was negative, Peony 

thought “learning alone” in an online setting “is not effective” (Interview 1, L- 167). 

Rather she used to think that “Interaction is the essential factor for effective teaching and 

learning” (F.R. L- 176). She believed knowing that others are learning the “same thing” 

motivates students to “learn more” about the thing they “want to learn” (Interview 1, L- 

167-168). She argued, “I think learning together is more important than learning alone, so 

if I were an online teacher I would give more opportunity for students to contact each 

other, learn from each other, share things with each other” (Interview 1, L- 170-172). In 

her final reflection, she also stated that online students “should be required to interact 

with one another, with the instructor, with the text, with the peers” (F.R. L- 176-177). 

As an online teacher it was most important to Peony to “give students opportunity 

… to interact or [participate in] group work” (Interview 1, L- 229-230). She would like to 

create small student groups “where students can assume responsibility for supportive 

mentoring of fellow students and summarizing key points of a class assignment” (F.R. L- 

63-64). 
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Interestingly, Peony believed that “online learners … have more opportunities to 

learn from each other and … take greater control of class work” (W.J.1, L- 11-12). She 

contended that online teaching aligns more with “constructivism” and the concept of 

“community of practice,” as students learn together and communication is “important” 

here (Interview 1, L- 156-157). She contended as an aspiring online teacher “It is 

important to build this kind of community for students, to provide opportunity for 

students to communicate not only with peers but also with like the specialty in their field 

or their interests” (Interview 1, L- 159-162). She held the view that it is more challenging 

to create a collaborative learning environment in traditional classes due to “time 

constraints” (W.J.1, L- 13). 

At the same time, Peony recognized that making people work in groups in an 

online context can be challenging and can have some limitations. She said when people 

work in a group, there might be some members who would prefer face-to-face meeting, 

but those who live in a distant region might not be able to attend the meeting. If necessary 

she would help schedule a meeting time for each group of students in advance. This way, 

they would be able to keep their schedule free at the chosen time.  

7. Seeking to Provide Students with Choices and Differentiated Learning 

Opportunities, Leveraging Technology Whenever Possible 

 As an aspiring online teacher Peony valued the opportunities online education 

offers for students to have more choices and differentiated learning. She contended that in 

an online context a teacher can reach smaller groups of students at a time and can provide 

differentiated feedback. She believed it to be essential to know the needs of one’s 
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students, and to take these needs into consideration when designing an online class. 

However, Peony she did not provide details on how she would enact differentiated 

learning or how she would identify and meet students’ individual needs in her online 

classes by leveraging technology.   

In her initial reflection, while talking about the affordances of online education, 

Peony wrote that OTL offers access to online resources and “free choice to learn” based 

on learners’ “interests” (I.R. L- 4). Later, in her final reflection, Peony came back to this 

point saying, “Another most valuable affordance of online learning is that it can be 

individualized, differentiated and personalized” (F.R. L- 12-13) and also stating that OTL 

allows students to “manage their learning themselves” and schedule their learning 

according to their needs and at their convenience (F.R. L- 14-15). But she did not explain 

how she would offer differentiated learning in her own online teaching. In her second 

interview Peony further said,  

Differentiated learning … I think that’s one of the potential of online learning 

because you can provide a differentiated learning to students, you can 

communicate or you can like I said instruct the students one person from another, 

it’s not necessary for you to have a very huge classroom but you can have a small 

classroom for them. So also from the online teaching you can have the 

differentiated feedback from different students so yes I think online teaching can 

provide the differentiated learning. (Interview 2, L- 247- 253) 

 

Peony emphasized the importance of understanding students’ needs and meeting 

those needs. She contended, “Understanding the student population allows an instructor 

to best determine how much or how little help they need. Knowing their needs can help 

instructors better determine the teaching goals and how to design the modules” (W.J.7, L- 

256-258). 
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About meeting students’ individual needs, Peony said that in her childhood the 

classes in China had 50/60 students each; therefore, teachers were not able to focus on 

students’ “individual interest or their individual preferences” (Interview 1, L- 179-181). 

Teachers would give “the same instructions” and all the students would learn the “same 

thing” and teachers would not “care about the kind of level of proficiency” a student was 

at (Interview 1, L- 182-183). However, she believed “Online teachers can reach this goal, 

reach this aim because… online teachers can now contact one to one, they can give 

instructions individually rather than give general instruction” (Interview 1, L- 191-193). 

She thought focusing on students’ individual needs and preferences is “the effective way 

for students to learn or develop” (Interview 1, L- 193-194). 

8. Appreciating the Need for Goal-driven Instructional Design and Thoughtful 

Instructional Choices – Especially When Planning Online Learning Experiences 

Proficiency in instructional design was a key component of the kind of online 

teacher Peony wanted to be. There were several practices she would like to follow and 

several specific strategies she would like to adopt when designing and teaching an online 

course. Based on what she had learned in the course, she would pay special attention to 

determining course goals based on students’ needs, clarifying her expectations for her 

students and determining the course outcomes before designing the activities. She would 

adopt a backward design approach, and follow the principles of learning and the 

templates for online assignments offered in the course readings.  

Peony held the view that “Backward design is really the most effective method 

for developing online courses” (F.R. L- 133-134). She believed it is not only “convenient 
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for the teacher, but also for the students” and “It is good for teachers to establish a goal of 

teaching and for students to clearly understand what they should know and are expected 

to learn at the beginning of each module” (F.R. 137-139). Therefore, Peony contended 

that how a teacher addresses the issues of “course goal” and “what students are expected 

to do” determines the success of a course. She held the view that knowing the needs of 

the students “can help the instructor to better determine the teaching goals and how to 

design the modules” (W.J.7, L-257-258). 

Peony suggested that before designing activities for online classes, teachers 

should think about what they want their students to learn and what will be the desired 

learning outcomes. They should decide what the student should be able to do “as a result 

of” taking the class (F.R.L- 99). This would allow them to identify how to engage their 

students in learning and how they would “measure this learning” (F.R.L- 101). After 

considering all these “learning and assessment activities” teachers should decide which 

ones would “lend themselves best to online learning” (F.R.L- 101-102). As an example of 

how learning activities in an online course should be based on “specific teaching goals 

and challenges” (F.R.L- 103), Peony said,  

For example, you want to conduct discussions or debates and want all students, 

especially shy students, participate or make substantial contributions. Hosting 

discussions online can accommodate a variety of learning styles, allow you to 

provide more structure to a discussion, encourage more participation, and result in 

more thoughtful responses. (F.R. L- 103-107) 

 

Peony added that she would follow the “10 core learning principles” (Boettcher & 

Conrad, 2016) when she designs her online course (W.J.2, L- 51-52). She would use as 

many of these principles as possible in designing “an effective and efficient online 
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course” (W.J.2, L-53-54). Peony was particularly impressed by the several templates 

offered by Thormann and Zimmerman (2012) for the instructors to use in designing and 

teaching their courses, and to assess the students. She said,  

I selected several templates that are new for me and I think I could use in my 

future online language teaching, such as compare and contrast case study finding, 

case study analysis, developing a Podcast, developing a Blog or Website. These 

templates can be adopted to assess students’ ability of reading, writing, listening 

and speaking (F.R. L- 118-121).  

 

9. Seeking to Enhance Student Assessment Practices Through the Use of Digital 

Technologies, so as to Better Support Learning and Inform Instruction 

Assessment was critical for the kind of online teacher Peony wanted to be, given 

her adoption of a “backward design” approach. As an English teacher, Peony would 

utilize some of the assessment templates from the readings in the course as models for 

her future online classes. She would like to give special emphasis on formative 

assessment (which she did not employ in the past), and she would also provide multiple 

and multi-modal opportunities for students to demonstrate their learning leveraging 

technology.  

Consistent with a “backward design” approach, Peony believed it is important for 

teachers to “determine course goals and think what ability they are going to assess before 

choosing templates to deliver content” (F.R. L- 123-124).    

In the final reflection, Peony discussed Thormann and Zimmerman’s (2012) 

activity and assessment templates for online instructors. She would like to use these as 

models for herself because “These templates adopt learning principles and theories that 

build a scientific way of learning and create enthusiasm and interest in online learning” 
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(F.R. L- 113-115). She would like to use many of these in her “future online language 

teaching, such as compare and contrast case study finding, case study analysis, 

developing a Podcast, developing a Blog or Website” (F.R. L- 118-120). Peony would 

like to adopt these to “assess students’ ability of reading, writing, listening and speaking” 

(F.R. L- 121). Reviewing Thormann and Zimmerman’s (2012) templates, which offer 

both summative and formative assessment samples, she realized that in the past she spent 

more time on summative assessment and neglected the “importance and significance of 

formative evaluation” (F.R. L- 128). From reading this book and from the discussions 

with her classmates she now understood that “Adopting only one type of evaluation is not 

enough and it would be better to combine two types of evaluation in courses to promote 

students learning process” (F.R. L-130-132). 

Peony held the view that providing students with a variety of online tools to 

demonstrate their learning would allow them to “perform better” and get better 

“outcome” (Interview 1, L- 211-212). She gave an example, “Online teachers [can] 

provide multiple options for students to perform- like you can record, you can do a 

presentation, you can make a movie, video, game, or you can explain on your own or 

something so students can find a way they prefer” (Interview 1, L- 214-216). 

10. Seeing the Use of Digital Technologies as a Tool Rather Than a Goal in Itself  

Peony believed that “Technology plays an important role in designing high-

quality online learning activities” (F.R. L- 82-83). She recognized her need as an aspiring 

online teacher to learn more about technology, in particular, how to use “multimedia 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 223 

 

resources” and Web 2.0 tools for her classes, but she acknowledged later in the course 

that knowledge of content and pedagogy is more important than knowledge of the tools.    

In her first weekly journal Peony wrote about her surprise seeing the 

technological and digital resources offered by online education and its ability to connect 

people with experts:  

I was surprised by the power of technology and new literacies. The model of 

learning powered by technology shows that technology supports learning in 

various aspects. Technology allows students to be surrounded with teachers, 

parents, peers and mentors/coaches so that students can have much attention and 

care; it has increased our ability to both study and enhance all three types of 

learning—factual knowledge, procedural knowledge, and motivational 

engagement (National Research Council 2000, 2003, 2007, 2009; National 

Science Foundation 2008b). Technology supports students to be lifelong learners 

and provides ways to integrate informal learning into formal learning. (W.J.1, L- 

16-22) 

 

Peony contended that OTL offers “multimodal resources such as text, media, and 

sound” that can make learning more interesting and reach out to students with various 

styles of learning (F.R. L- 9-10). She believed that when content is presented “in multiple 

ways” students understand “concepts” better; and multimedia is also beneficial for 

“visual learning” (F.R. L- 10-11). OTL also offers options for learners “to create and 

submit assignments multi-modally” (F.R. L- 12).  

Peony shared her own concerns related to technology as a future online teacher. 

She believed that “Instructors have to be familiar Web 2.0 tools before designing 

activities and choose which are the best tools to support students reach their results” (F.R. 

L- 83-84). She felt that she was not sufficiently familiar with the Web 2.0 tools and 

wanted to “take advantage of opportunities for training and workshops, speak with 

colleagues and instructors who are currently teaching online, and request consultations 
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with an instructional designer” (F.R. L- 87-90). She felt confident about her content 

knowledge and she thought she was capable of finding resources, but she said “I lack a 

little bit on technologies” (Interview 1, L- 367-368). Yet, in the interview while 

discussing technology and its importance for her as an online teacher Peony said, 

I think compared to the content technology is less important … I think 

students or teachers should have more focus on content or knowledge rather than 

what kind of technology is cool or the best. So the focus should be on academic 

rather than technologies. So I think if teachers have enough knowledge about 

technology, it’s okay. (Interview 1, L- 81-85) 

 

Peony also discussed some challenges related to technology in an online class. 

She said that OTL “requires high speed internet,” so, during an online session students 

might face technical issues, which might even be “beyond control” (F.R. L- 43-45). She 

thought if a person faces these issues, sometimes it can create problems for the other 

students as well, because the class cannot go as planned by the teacher. To minimize this 

challenge she would ask her students to check their internet capacity and speed before 

synchronous sessions. 

Additional Aspects of the Kind of Online Teacher Peony Wanted to be 

In this section I will discuss some of the other aspects of the kind of online 

teacher Peony aspired to be besides the ten components explicitly targeted by the course.  

Professional Components of Teaching. Peony believed that the role of an online 

teacher is different than a traditional teacher. She said, as far as she understood “online 

teacher would more be like a designer or an instructor, or a partner, or facilitator” 

(Interview 1, L- 89-90). She contended that an online teacher might have multiple roles – 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 225 

 

the roles of a lecturer, “innovator,” designer, creator (of contents), instructor and above 

all the role of a life-long learner.  

Peony believed it is “important” for teachers to know the content. If teachers are 

“knowledgeable,” they can select “good contents” and identify “bad contents” or decide 

on what contents are “effective for students, and what are not effective for students” 

(Interview 1, L- 62-64). She thought having content knowledge is important for both 

traditional teachers and online teachers. She believed, “There are more things you need to 

choose online” … because internet offers many “sources” for online teachers, there are 

“articles or activities” to choose from (Interview 1, L- 71-74).  

Peony held the view that “We are not only teachers, we’re all lifelong learners” 

(Interview 1, L- 149). She believed an online teacher has to be a life-long learner because 

“Technology is changing, teacher methods or teacher activities are changing, everything 

is changing, you have to keep up with the society, and you have to keep up with the trend 

because this is important” (Interview 1, L- 150-153).  

Field-Specific Considerations. As a TESOL teacher, Peony wanted her students 

to “have practical knowledge about English rather than … just focus on books or 

materials that everybody buys at schools” (Interview 1, L- 102-104). She thought it 

would be important for her students to be “good communicators” (Interview 1, L- 104-

105). She held the view that both traditional and online teachers “should focus more on 

students’ meaning making rather than just display or present their language knowledge” 

(Interview 1, L-106-107). She would like to promote “deep learning” and “life-long 

learning” and she would not want her students to learn “what they don’t have to learn” 
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(Interview 1, L- 108-111). Therefore, she would like to leverage online learning to offer 

more resources and various materials and better opportunities for communication for her 

students.  

 As a TESOL teacher, at first Peony questioned whether online education could 

offer opportunities to practice and improve communication skills, as reflected in her first 

weekly journal:  

I believe online learning offers students opportunities practicing communication 

skills, however, students could only practice in an online setting rather than in a 

real context. Thus, my question is can online learning help students give speeches 

in public? (W.J.1, L- 23-26) 

 

Later, though, Peony wrote in her final reflection paper how she would take advantage of 

technology and multimedia resources to teach English to her students and to interact with 

them better: “To have an effective English learning experience, I will convey the content 

not only in traditional ways but in various types of multimedia. I will take advantage of 

technology to enhance learners’ knowledge and better support and communicate with 

them” (F.R. L- 24-27). 

Acknowledged Changes in Views of Online Teaching and Online Teachers 

Peony experienced significant changes in her perception about online education 

after she took EDE 484. Being new to the field of teaching, the course also helped her to 

gain confidence as a teacher regardless of the mode of teaching she will use, as she 

gained a better understanding of teaching in general and she grew in her appreciation of 

specific teaching practices, theories, approaches.    

Based on her previous experience of online learning (which did not “go very 

well” and which she said was “tedious and boring”) Peony initially “doubted the 
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effectiveness of teaching online” (F.R. L- 146-147). She thought that, compared to online 

students, “face-to-face students should perform” better (F.R. L- 148). Her “perception” 

changed after taking EDE 484 and she came to realize that “There is no evidence that one 

is better than another” (F.R. L- 149-150), but rather “They are just two different types of 

teaching, and both have its strengths and limitations” (F.R. L- 150-151). She contended 

that teachers should compare these “two ways of teaching, list their pros and cons” and 

then “consider what works and what doesn't work based on the course goals” when they 

design instruction (F.R. L- 151-153). She held the view that “The choice to use one over 

the other depends on student, instructor, and school needs and interests, and the 

appropriateness of course content for the format” (F.R. L- 153-155). 

After taking the course, Peony realized that “online teaching can also satisfy 

students’ need or it has the same result as … face-to-face classes” (Interview 1, L- 284-

286). In fact she thought “Online teaching can be even more effective than face-to-face 

class because online teaching has many advantages” because of technological and online 

resources (Interview 1, L- 286-288). After taking the course Peony “realized the potential 

of online learning and realized that a blended form of learning is already central to 

education today” with supplementing “face-to-face classes” (F.R. L- 160-162). She 

believed, “Online learning can also be the way of informal learning outside the face-to-

face classroom, especially for K-12 education” (F.R. L- 162-163). 

Peony also learned that despite the “differences between online learning and face-

to-face learning, the instructional approaches are similar” or even the same (F.R. L- 156-

157). She believed in an online setting “student centered learning, project based learning 
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and authentic learning are the most prevalent and dominant approaches” (F.R. L- 157-

158).  

Peony’s perception of the role of an online teacher also changed after taking the 

course, as she realized that an online teacher plays multiple roles (Interview 1). She 

believed that an online teacher does not play the role of a lecturer only, rather s/he plays 

the role of a “guide or supporter” (F.R. L- 159).  

The other change of perception Peony experienced was related to “opportunities 

for students to learn,” while she used to think that online learning meant watching videos 

and presentations, now she realized that online learning is much more than that. The 

experiences in the class, she said, “broadened my horizon of how to give students 

opportunities to access the resources” (Interview 1, L- 272).   

Peony said that her change of perceptions about online education was a result of 

her overall experience in the class. The design of the course, the step by step clear 

instructions in the class, individual learning as well as the community of learning in the 

class all contributed to her change of perspectives (Interview 1).  

When asked whether her responses would have been different if she was given the 

pre-interview survey before taking the course, Peony replied that it would have been 

different. She contended she would rate items like “designs motivating and engaging 

activities” differently. She did not use to think those were important, because she did not 

“trust online teaching” and she preferred traditional classes (Interview 1, L- 243-244). 

She thought traditional classes were more motivating and engaging for students. So, she 
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would have rated these items differently. She would also not give importance to teachers 

being life-long learners and innovators, she would think a teacher needs to just lecture.   

Impacts of the Course Activities on Peony’s Identity Development  

In this section I will discuss how different learning experiences in the course 

impacted Peony’s identity development as an online teacher, so as to address my second 

research question: How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation 

and recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? I will first 

talk about the impacts of participation (both as an online learner and as an online teacher) 

on Peony’s identity development as a certain type of online teacher, and then I will talk 

about the effects of recognition by self and by others on her identity development. I will 

also discuss some other factors that influenced her identity development.  

Overall Impact of the Course  

Peony’s perceptions about online education changed substantially because of her 

experiences in the course overall, as it is evident from what I have discussed so far in the 

case. From the course she reported to have learned about theories relevant to online 

teaching learning, as well as some valuable classroom strategies. She said the overall 

course will influence her future teaching – both online and face-to-face (Interview 1). 

From what she learned in the course, she would focus more on motivation and she would 

like to use multiple ways to convey content, and provide clear instructions using lists, 

“time schedule” (Interview 1, L- 356-357). She would also like to adopt some of the 

activities she participated in in EDE 484 for her future teaching. She would utilize 
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surveys, reflections, journals, group and individual projects, teacher feedback and peer 

feedback that were also used in the course. 

Participation: Experience as an Online learner  

From Peony’s posts on the discussion boards, journals, final reflection, and from 

what she said in her interviews, it is evident that her experiences as an online learner in 

EDE 484 influenced greatly her understanding of what online education should look like. 

She also expressed her desire to adopt some of the activities she participated in as a 

learner in the class for her future teaching – including online surveys, reflections, 

journals, group and individual projects, teacher feedback and peer feedback.   

In a discussion board in module 3, which was fully asynchronous, Peony 

discussed her experience as a learner. She connected the design and implementation of 

the module with the “ten core learning principles” (Boettcher & Conrad, 2016) from one 

of the readings of the course. She recognized that several of these learning principles 

were reflected in the module: 

Principle1: Every Structured Learning Experience Has Four Elements with the 

Learner at the Center. Principle 3: Faculty Mentors Are the Directors of the 

Learning Experience. In this online module, we can see leaners are the center of 

the teaching and learning process; the instructor is the facilitator to provide 

support and guide to the learners, rather than lecture. For example, the instructor 

designs this module and gives directions and supports; the instructor didn’t play 

the role of the person who transmits knowledge, rather, provide various ways for 

students to gain knowledge by themselves. The content provided by instructors 

facilitate each students to meet the expectation. This online module can be done 

anytime anywhere. Principle 7: Concepts Are Not Words But Organized and 

Interconnected Knowledge Clusters. Discussion board and journal entry are 

provided to help learners take advantage of new concepts learned in the content 

and really think these words instead of just focusing on learning the vocabulary or 

terms. (DB Module 3.2, L- 11-22) 
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In the same discussion board, Peony also discussed her understanding of how the 

module engaged and motivated students and how the content was delivered. She said,  

In this online learning module, I can see many motivation principles were used. In 

order to increase learners’ self-efficacy, the content is at the proper level of 

difficulty so that learners do not feel bored nor frustrated. Plus, the content is 

presented by readings but also by multiple perspective via multimedia, like video 

and PowerPoint in order to keep students motivated. Moreover, isolation can 

impact motivation, in order to manage students’ isolation, there is an “Ask a 

question” that allows students to post their questions and problem that occur 

during the learning process. Plus, students are required to review classmates’ 

posts and reply. Interacting with other learners can create an opportunity for 

learners to develop relationships in the course. And most impressive is that 

flexibility is reflected in this module. For example, students are allowed to choose 

one of the course activities for the discussion board activity. (DB Module 3.2, L- 

23-33)  

 

In a discussion board on best practices, Peony shared her opinion that the course 

Group Project and Individual Project well demonstrated the best practice of combining 

the “core concept of learning with customized and personalized learning” (DB Module 8, 

L- 114). She contended, “The purpose of the two projects is to apply the concepts that 

we've learned in the module into practice” (DB Module 8, L- 116-117). She also wrote, 

According to the key principle that aids in concept learning from Vygotsky (1962, 

1978), we had a couple of case studies and problem solving in face-to-face class 

which aimed to apply concepts within a context. This is an effective way to 

cluster learning concepts rather than isolated (learning). Moreover, video 

recording and journals from group lessons are all good ways for engaging learners 

in combining concepts together and encouraging cognitive presence. (DB Module 

8, L- 120-124) 

 

In another discussion board post, Peony reflected on her own experience as a 

learner in the course as she wrote about the best practice of creating a supportive online 

course community. She said,  

It reminds me that we were required to post a personal introduction, post our 

photos and response to other's posts on blackboard at the beginning of this course, 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 232 

 

which encouraged peer-to-peer engagement. And both this course and group 

lessons had email reminder announcements to create a set of dialogues of faculty 

to student. I also appreciate that we received the feedbacks from each week's 

journal entry which can strongly encourage the interaction between faculty and 

student. In addition, I think using Padlet is a very good strategy that students can 

be in an online community where we collect and share the resource that related to 

the course. (DB Module 8, L- 147-154) 

 

Participation: Experience as an Online Teacher  

In several occasions in the reflective journals and also in the interviews, Peony 

discussed explicitly her experiences as a teacher in the two course projects and how those 

impacted the kind of online teacher she wanted to be. Peony recognized how challenging 

it was to design an online module alone in the Individual Project, and appreciated the 

opportunity to collaborate with and learn from others in the Group Project. Her 

experiences in the two projects made her gain some self-assurance as a future online 

teacher.  

First of all, her experiences in the two projects made Peony aware that online 

teaching is not “easy” and online teachers have to play multiple roles. She said, 

I think from these two projects I can see being an online teacher is not an easy 

job. That sometimes it’s even harder than a lecturer because … an online teacher 

has many roles, not only a lecturer but also like an instructor, and facilitator and 

something like that. So from these two projects I think it is not that easy and I 

need more practice. (Interview 2, L- 55-60) 

 

Peony also stated that her experiences in the two projects had helped her gain 

confidence as a future online teacher, “because through these projects I think I have 

gained or I have absorbed certain amount of strategies, certain amount of technologies 

and related knowledge about online teaching and learning” (Interview 2, L- 70-73). 
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Before doing the two projects, Peony was worried about teaching online since she 

felt she needed to “be familiar” with many things and was not sure how to “use these 

theories into the real life” (Interview 2, L- 81-82). She was also anxious because of her 

lack of experience, and she was concerned whether she would be able to “do a good job 

or not” (Interview 2, L- 83-84). After completing the two projects, she felt – “I can do it” 

(Interview 2, L- 80- 85). 

Peony liked the Individual and Group Projects since they were more “practical” 

and motivating,” and while completing the projects she could put “into practice” what she 

had learned in the course (Interview 1, L- 428-429). She believed this enhanced her 

thinking and learning. From the Individual Project her “one specific take-away” for the 

future was to make her classes “more student- centered” (Interview 1, L- 435). She would 

like her students to “be the facilitator of the class, or instructor of the classroom” and she 

would like them to “be more communicators rather than listeners” (Interview 1, L- 438-

441).  

Experience in the Group Project: The Group Project enabled Peony to realize 

that “teachers need to have a clear purpose and clear goal before designing the course” 

(Interview 1, L- 390-391). After that, designing activities and assessments becomes 

“smooth.” Not having clear goals “makes it confusing and less effective” (Interview 1, L- 

394-395). From the experience of the Group Project Peony also realized that the teacher’s 

goals can be reached in online teaching and it can be more interesting and motivating. 

She thought if she were to teach the same group module face-to-face, it would not be as 

interesting. 
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Overall, Peony thought their Group Project went well “considering the level and 

types of student-to-student and student-to-instructor interactions,” and it engaged and 

motivated the students to experience video games and “build a community to share their 

thoughts in a discussion board” (W.J.6, L- 213-215). She felt that it was evident from the 

“quizzes, discussions and reflections, that the students demonstrated what they learned 

and knew, which presented a better learning experience in this lesson” (W.J.6, L- 217-

218). 

Peony was also very reflective and self-critical about how her group online 

module could have been improved, as evident in the following journal entry: 

Though there was a clear and specific instruction on how to use technology to 

record personal video, we didn’t provide enough opportunities for students to give 

feedback on ease of online technology. When assessing the lesson from the 

perspective of students, our lesson didn’t offer opportunities in receiving feedback 

from students. Thus, to improve the quality of lesson and subsequent course, we 

need the feedback from students at the end of the lesson. To assess the quality of 

course materials, we can use the students’ posts and responses in discussion 

boards. Most students had an insight reflection on their post, though few of them 

failed to get the main concepts of the lesson, they learned from other’s post. This 

indicates that the content materials are appropriate for them, maybe we might take 

advantage of multimedia for them to get the concepts more straightforward. 

(W.J.6, L- 203-213) 

  
Experience in the Individual Project: Being alone, Peony “felt less confident” 

about the Individual Project because she had no experience of online teaching (Interview 

1, L- 406-407), whereas, in the Group Project she had her group members to talk to. 

From this experience she realized that in future she would have to learn from “more 

experienced teachers” and discuss with them “more effective ways of teaching” 

(Interview 1, L- 413-415). 
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Peony compared her experiences in the two projects and explained how those 

impacted her as an aspiring online teacher: 

My experience … in the group project and individual project were a little bit 

different, because when I was in group project I regarded myself as a member of 

the group as well as a part of the instructor, so from the group project I could see 

my strengths as well as my weaknesses and also I could learn from my group 

members which I think impacted … my further teaching I think. When I worked 

in my individual project I was under pressure because I took charge of the whole 

project so I have to have, I had to think from the very beginning, for example, 

how I should start my class until the end of the project, for example, how I design 

the assessment, how I construct the feedback and also I had to use the theories and 

strategies into my project so I learned a lot from the project and I had appropriate 

practice in my individual project so I think these two projects impacted me for my 

further teaching … I (got to) know what I’m good at and what I need to continue 

to study or continue to learn. (Interview 2, L- 39-51) 

 

Peony also contended that working in a group allowed them to create a better 

product, because they had each-others’ expertise to help produce something better. She 

said, “I think my group project is better than my individual project because you work 

with your members and you discuss to a better solution or a better way to convey the 

project” (Interview 2, L- 67-69). Peony further discussed the difference between the 

experiences of participating in the two projects:   

The difference is that when I work in the group project I don’t have much 

pressure compared with the work of individual project because in a group you 

discuss a lot, you share your thoughts and choose the best solution as I said and 

also your members will come up with the plans or come up with the ways or 

strategies that you haven’t thought of which I think to some ways they 

complement your plans or your ideas which sometimes I neglect of so I think but 

when you work in your individual project there’s a lot of work, like you have to 

think individually, you have to consider a lot whether your ways are efficient or 

not, your ways are not because no one is going to help you, no one is going to tell 

you that maybe another way is better than your way or something so I think the 

difference is there’s no peer feedback in your individual project I think. 

(Interview 2, L- 90- 100) 
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Peony also recognized the importance of doing the Group Project before the 

Individual Project; she discussed how she learned things from her group-mates which she 

later used in designing her Individual Project. She stated,  

I think it’s really important and I think it is reasonable to have the group project 

first and then the individual project … because as I said in the previous interview 

I’m not a technology person and I don’t know how to design, or how to decorate, 

or how to construct the Blackboard, the board, the Blackboard, I just put the 

content on the website and that’s it. (Interview 2, L- 103-109) 

 

Peony mentioned how she learned about technology, how to decorate the website 

and use the Blackboard from one of her peers:  

He’s good at the technology, he decorated the website, the Blackboard, and he 

came up with a good idea of how to categorize the content and how to highlight 

each content … I  learned from this because I was not good at it. So I took 

advantage of his technology in my individual project … I think group project first 

and then individual project later will be better because you can learn a lot from 

other members when you work in a group project and use the knowledge … into 

your own individual project. (Interview 2, L- 114- 121) 

 

Opportunities for Recognition 

In this section I will discuss the opportunities the course created for Peony to get 

recognition from herself though reflections, from her teacher and from her peers in their 

interactions in various discussion boards and other posts, and what kind of recognition 

she received as an aspiring online teacher.  

Recognition by Self. It is evident from the findings that Peony’s experiences as 

an online learner and experiences as an online teacher in the course influenced her 

identity as an online teacher. At the same time, as evident in the quotes included in the 

previous sections, the course offered opportunities for her to reflect on the experiences in 
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the discussion boards, journals, and final paper which allowed her to understand her own 

practices and get recognition from her own self as an online teacher.  

Peony also explicitly recognized the value of the reflections to process what she 

had learned in the course and what she would “go on to do in the future,” as she said, it 

“directed” her to decide on “how to teach” online courses in the future (Interview 1, L- 

455-456). From the experience of reflecting in the course she wanted to be a teacher who 

is “equipped” with three things – “be proficient with content, be proficient with strategies 

as well as technologies” (Interview 1, L- 457-459). 

Recognition from Others. During the course, Peony had multiple opportunities 

to receive feedback and recognition from both the instructor and her peers. What follows 

are two notable examples. This first example shows how the course instructor identified 

specific elements of Peony’s critique of her group module, and pointed them out as 

evidence of an aspiring online teacher:  

Excellent reflection and assessment of your module, Peony. Your analysis is very 

clear. I like that even though your module was quite well done to start you found 

ways to improve. I also like your comment about how students might have 

learned from each other when they did not see the point of the activity. That is a 

really important concept. Thank you! (W.J.6, l- 227-230) 

 

The second illustration is an example of how Peony got recognition as an online 

teacher from one of her peers after she described Dewey’s concept of practical inquiry in 

a discussion board:  

What a wonderful and concise description Dewey’s concept. It helped me to grasp 

that article better when reading your post and I will remember these four phases 

for long time due to your post. I also agree that the two phases are easier to 

implement but might take longer to plan for them as instructor has to really well 

think about authentic situations, problems and tasks that best match the learning 

goals while in the second phase I think it is a matter of management and being 
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diligent so the exploration does not go in unknown directions but stays 

meaningful toward achieving the final learning results. Thank you for such a great 

post! (Laurel to Peony, DB module 5.1, L- 165-171) 

 

In the interviews, Peony conveyed her appreciation for the teacher’s as well as 

peers’ feedback she received in the course for the two projects, as those helped her to 

learn from others and improve her own product. Her experience of receiving and giving 

feedback in the course also had significant implications for her as an online teacher that 

made her realize how to utilize “feedback” in her own teaching and what type of 

feedback opportunities she would like to offer. 

Peony said that the feedback received from the teacher and her peers allowed her 

to understand what she had “neglected” as well as what she did well and helped her to be 

more “professional” (Interview 1, L- 468-469). The feedback helped her to identify her 

“weaknesses” to decide on what to focus on more when designing courses in future or 

how to “refine” her “teaching strategies or ideologies” (Interview 1, L- 470-473). The 

feedback also helped her to reflect on why she did something, or whether she was 

effective or not. Overall those helped her to be “more critical” about designing and 

teaching courses online in future (Interview 1, L- 476).  

Peony held the view that “feedback should be given not only by teachers but also 

by peers” and she would like to “combine” these two types of feedback in her own 

teaching (Interview 1, L- 479-480). She considered feedback to be “one of the most 

important things for students” because it “makes students realize … what they did not 

know … and students also can learn a lot from feedback” (Interview 1, L- 470-473). In 

the second interview Peony further said,  
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Feedback is also important for me. For example, the feedback from the discussion 

board, the feedback from the face-to-face course, these feedbacks can facilitate 

your thinking, your understanding the content, as you interact with people you 

share your ideas, they share their ideas, oh okay to change your, not change to 

improve your thinking. So from this I think feedback can strengthen my 

understanding and can also make be better understand the content we learned in 

the course and this is one impact for me. (Interview 2, L- 142-148) 

 

Talking about the difference between the feedback she received from the teacher 

and from her peers, Peony said:  

I think there’s no difference between instructor feedback and peer feedback … 

they both pointed out your weaknesses … Maybe peer feedback will focus on 

your content or instructor feedback focus on your whole structure or something, 

but they’re the same thing I think. If have to say the difference may be the 

feedback from the instructor may be more than the peer feedback, I think 

probably the instructors are more experienced than the students, than us, so they 

can give more feedback than peers. (Interview 2, L- 163-170) 

 

Other Factors that Affected Peony’s Identity Development 

Peony referred to several readings that helped her make sense of online teaching 

practices and these worked as recognition from the expert in the field for her own 

understanding, views and ideas that she formed as an aspiring online teacher while 

participating in the course. She was also aware of the stigma and negativity surrounding 

online education in general and decided to do her best to help change people’s 

perceptions regarding online education.  

About the readings on theories in the course Peony said, “I will make theories into 

practices because what I’ve read … are about the theories of online teaching so I will 

apply these theories in my future practices” (Interview 1, L- 513-515). Peony concluded 

that the readings made her realize what to “follow” and where she needed to improve. 

She contended:   
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I should learn from the theories and I need more preparation - not only theories 

but also technologies because I always think I’m not that experienced so this 

material [the readings] equipped me with enough knowledge … gave me the 

confidence to be an online teacher. (Interview 2, L- 205- 209) 

 

Talking about the negativity surrounding online education Peony reported that she 

herself initially had very “negative perception” about online teaching learning which 

changed into positive one after taking the course (Interview 1, L- 540-541). Therefore, 

she decided, “I will try my best to change others’ perceptions, especially students’” 

(Interview 1, L- 541-542). In the future, if she were to find students who think online 

teaching learning is not effective, she would make efforts to “prove” that online class is 

“as effective as face-to-face class” (Interview 1, L- 544). However, she did not think the 

negative way in which others looked at online teaching learning impacted her idea of the 

kind of online teacher she wanted to be. 

Summary 

When Peony came to the class she had very limited previous experience of online 

leaning consisting of just one online course that had not been effective for her. This 

blemished her perceptions about online education. Her experiences in the course both as a 

student and as a teacher played crucial roles in changing those perceptions and in shaping 

the kind of online teacher she wanted to be. As an aspiring online teacher Peony 

recognized that online teaching is not easy and she would have to play multiple roles: 

“innovator,” “facilitator,” “partner,” life-long learner as well as online teacher. Peony 

also realized that the “instructional approaches” in both online classes and traditional 

classes are the same (F.R. L- 157) and she recognized that choosing one mode of 
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teaching over the other needs to be determined by the “course goals” and instructors’ 

expectations from the students as well as by the context (F.R. L-150-153). 

As an online teacher Peony would like to create a “supportive” online learning 

community where students interact with each other, collaborate with each other to have 

meaning making experiences, and have easy access to interact with the teacher and to ask 

questions whenever they need. Peony would like to engage and motivate her students by 

creating a relationship of trust and by improving their self-efficacy. She would like to be 

an online teacher who would use content that relates to the day to day life of the students 

and who would value and elicit the students’ prior knowledge to make their learning 

more effective and meaningful. As an online teacher Peony would like to use both 

formative and summative assessment and offer multimodal opportunities to students to 

demonstrate their learning while also using specific assessment templates that she was 

introduced to in the course. Peony wanted to identify students’ needs and their interest 

before determining the course goals and she would make effort to create learning 

opportunities for them based on their needs.   

As for designing online courses, Peony would adopt the backward design 

approach and use many of the other design principles she learned in the course. She also 

planned to take advantage of “multimodal resources,” Web 2.0 tools and other 

technology to teach her online classes. She learned important things about technology in 

the course; yet, she thought she needed to learn more about technology to be an effective 

teacher. However, for the kind of online teacher she wanted to be, content knowledge 

was more important to her than technology.  
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Peony’s participation in the course activities and in the two projects, both as an 

online learner and as an online teacher enabled her to comprehend what works and what 

does not in an online setting. She decided to use several of the course activities modelled 

in the course in her own teaching. She realized the importance of collaboration in 

designing and teaching an online course since in the Group Project she learned many 

things from her peers and felt less stressed. She experienced a sense of accomplishment 

after completing the two projects which helped her gain confidence as an aspiring online 

teacher.   

Peony acknowledged the opportunities provided by the course for recognition 

from self and from others, as well as their values. The various reflection opportunities in 

the course allowed her to think deeply about teaching methodologies, being 

knowledgeable about content, and being efficient in using technology as an online 

teacher. The reflections also allowed her to see where she was doing well and where she 

needed to improve as a future online teacher. Though in her discussions she did not talk 

about these as “recognition,” however, these indeed were cases where she recognized 

herself as an online teacher implicitly.  

Similarly, Peony did not explicitly discuss how her teacher and peers recognized 

her as an online teacher, but she discussed in detail how the feedback she received from 

these people helped her to understand various experiences and practices and thus helped 

her grow as an online teacher. Their feedback and comments enabled her to see her 

strength as well as her shortcomings, which she found beneficial as a future online 

teacher.  
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At the end of the course Peony said that she aspired to be an ESL teacher and 

teach ESL learners online, using both synchronous and asynchronous sessions. Her ESL 

background made her want to be the kind of online teacher who would use online 

education to connect people across the world. 

Peony also discussed some challenges that she anticipated to face in future as an 

online teacher. Keeping up with “technology” would be a challenge for her. Another 

challenge would be “resources;” she was aware of some resources but she would have to 

identify which of those are good for her students. It would take her time to choose the 

right resources having no experience of teaching online.  
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5E. The Case of Laurel – An Experienced International TESOL Teacher 

Background 

Laurel was an international student from a European country enrolled in a 

master’s degree in TESOL at Warner School of Education. At the time of the interview 

she was back home, but shortly after she came back to the Warner School as a PhD 

student in Teaching and Curriculum.  

Teaching Training and Experience 

Laurel was a language teacher back in her country, where she taught for about 10 

years. She received no teacher training before she started to teach. However, she 

participated in several  in service professional development trainings in her country, and 

further her preparation as a teacher in the TESOL program at Warner School. 

Online Experience 

Laurel had some prior online learning experience, as while in her country she took 

an online course from another US university through a US State Department Scholarship. 

In her preliminary introductory post she explained that her interest in online education 

came from realizing the great demand for online learning as many of her students had 

difficulty coming to class because of their jobs and constantly used technology in day to 

day life. Therefore, she took EDE 484 because her “career goals in the future matched 

this course” and, “online teaching and online teacher training is what I aspire to do using 

the knowledge gained in this course” (Student introduction). She further articulated her 

reason for taking EDE 484 in a personal email communication:  

The reason I took the course was first of all to open the door for myself for more 

job opportunities, as being able to teach online removes constraints of place for 
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one. Second, I think that with the evolution of technology and dynamics of lives 

of our students, we should definitely teach hybrid courses even when we can do 

face-to-face as this removes costs, time and allows for more self-paced learning 

on the side of students. Another thing is that learning how to use platforms such 

as Blackboard facilitated my face-to-face teaching as I can this way disseminate 

the learning materials, assignments and other information more effectively. 

Another additional reason was that I aim to be a teacher trainer and being skillful 

in online teaching is precisely what is required in a world where teachers find it 

difficult to travel to venues due to their busy routines. Add to this that I want to 

teach internationally, both as a teacher and a teacher trainer, so taking this course 

was a way to make it true by both gaining the needed skills as well as having the 

qualification on paper to present to possible recruiters. (Laurel, personal 

communication, November 15, 2018)  

 

What Kind of Online Teacher Laurel Aspired to Be 

In this section, I will address my first research question by describing what Laurel 

aspired to be with respect to each of the ten components identified by the course 

designers as characterizing the “kind of online teacher” the course aimed to prepare, and 

then report on other elements that emerged from my analysis of the data. I will conclude 

this section by discussing the changes Laurel reported to have experienced as a result of 

the course. I will start with Laurel’s own take-aways at the end of the course, as reflected 

in her last journal entry. 

In her own words – main take-aways at the end of the course: 

1. make learning goals, instructions for students and everything else as clear as 

possible 

2. use multimodality in delivering content 

3. share work in chunks because it is easier to absorb one piece of knowledge at a 

time for students 

4. create opportunities for informal social interaction between instructor-students 

and students-students through building such threads on Blackboard or by 

utilizing other social media as additional tools to enhance this aspect 

5. model informal interaction by being active first 

6. use prompting questions that explicitly welcome students to share how new 

knowledge relates to their past experiences and future goals 

7. monitor learners’ participation and track their activity on Blackboard in order 
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to figure out their level of motivation, thus intervene in time 

8. use open-ended questions that stimulate higher order thinking 

9. give feedback as often as possible 

10. show examples of work done in previous sessions of course to students as a 

model 

11. make course menu easy to navigate, use visual help like timetables, 

instructions in bullet points, checklists, etc. 

12. use tools that enable synchronous communication or classes such as ZOOM as 

often as possible but not for long sessions 

13. organize learners in small groups when in synchronous activities so everybody 

gets a chance to speak 

14. provide hyperlinks in instructions that enable students to access learning 

materials or learning spaces directly 

15. remind students explicitly how they can benefit from course 

16. remind that not all the students have the same knowledge about using 

technology, so provide them with guiding resources even when there is little 

doubt 

17. use a wide range of assessments which enable evaluating students’ learning 

progress both formally and informally such as tests, quizzes, projects, journal 

entries, papers, self-assessment activities, etc. 

18. be concise about what learning goals each assessment is used to intend to 

measure 

19. ensure that students feel free and welcome  to ask any  question at any time to 

instructor and provide them with concrete ways to do it such as through phone, 

e-mail, a separate discussion thread, etc. 

20. provide students with ways to benefit from each other’s knowledge through 

designing tasks which require peer review during the process 

21. use your observation of students’ progress, their learning artifacts, open 

discussions about how they feel about their learning and so on to modify your 

content as necessary, thus enabling learners to have a say in curriculum and 

instructional methods. (W.J.7, L- 326-364) 

 

1. Seeing Online Learning as a Complement, Rather Than an Alternative, to 

Traditional/Face-to-Face Learning 

As an aspiring online teacher Laurel recognized that online education does not 

necessarily have to be an alternative, but rather can be a complement to traditional 

education, although she did not talk about it as elaborately as some other participants did. 

She thought that experienced traditional teachers would make better online teachers.  
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Laurel contended that “synthesizing learning practice” via “online venues” can be 

used in face-to-face as well as online classes (F.R. L- 176-177), and online education can 

be used as an additional means of learning together with face-to-face classes especially in 

a large class context. She explained:  

If students have appropriate devices, they can be online in real time when in 

classroom and use these venues to take notes, summarize new content and share 

relevant resources. For example, instead of having students using a notebook and 

pen to create mind maps, they can use Padlet application, which moreover, allows 

them to share their work with more audiences than instructor and classmates. 

(F.R. L- 177- 182) 

 

Interestingly, Laurel believed that “teachers with more face-to-face teaching 

experience would be able to design and deliver better quality online classes. This is 

because they already know what motivates students and how to keep them engaged and 

stimulated” (I. R. L- 7-13). 

2. Seeking to Increase Students’ Access to Learning Opportunities by Leveraging 

Online Spaces 

Laurel valued the increased access to education that online teaching could provide 

to students. She considered online education to be flexible and cheaper. She believed it 

could bring students from different places or countries together, and it can be used as 

complementary to face-to-face classes. She saw online education as also having potential 

for after school activities in her country. 

As a future online teacher, Laurel considered online learning to be “an invaluable 

opportunity for students” because “they do not have to attend the venue in order to attend 

the content, information and education” (I.R. L- 2-3). She thought that online learning 

allows people the opportunity to have access to education and “knowledge from different 
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places while not disturbing their routine and work that they are already engaged with but 

still developing further professionally” (I.R. L- 3-5). She believed that online learning is 

“less costly” “in many cases” (I.R. L- 5-6).  

According to Laurel, one value of online teaching and learning (OTL) for teachers 

is that “they can reach students who they normally would not meet at a venue” (I.R. L- 7-

8). One can teach a course abroad while being at home. Some teachers might find online 

teaching more appropriate for them at least in the beginning because of the struggle to be 

face-to-face with students. She also identified some unique uses of OTL in her country: 

[OTL can be used] as supportive or additional learning to regular face-to-face 

classes because it removes time and venue constraints present at schools in my 

country where, due to the large number of students, school time is only four to 

five hours. Higher grades (6-9) have to finish their shift in the morning so 

younger ones (grades 1-5) can enter the school in the afternoon. (F.R. L- 103-107)  

 

Laurel added that in her country “there is no room for after-school activities that 

would help students who need additional learning hours to succeed” and this can be 

solved by introducing online learning. However, she realized that she would have to work 

hard “to convince the school staff and parents about its effectivity” (F. R. L- 107- 110). 

In the pre-interview survey, Laurel rated increasing access a little less because she 

realized there would be other factors at play and she would not be able to “do that much” 

about increasing access on her own (Interview 1, L- 117). She thought she could 

“increase their [students’] awareness” or she can “increase access to resources but it 

doesn’t guarantee” the increase of access to education (Interview 1, L- 119-121). She 

contended, “On my end it can be perfect, I am so willing to collaborate, but ... there’s 
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another part, the other person who needs to do the half of it, so it’s not only on  me” 

(Interview 1, L- 122-124).   

3. Seeking to Create a Caring and Interactive Learning Community in Any 

Instructional Context 

  Laurel believed that in order to keep students motivated, and to overcome 

transactional distance, creating a learning community is crucial for an online teacher. She 

would like to create an informal space for discussion to help create a learning 

community, as well as create opportunities for informal reflections. To ensure group 

cohesion in a learning community she would intervene and interact only when necessary. 

Additionally, she would utilize informal talks and collaborative activities to build a 

learning community.   

Laurel thought the “most challenging part in designing and maintaining quality of 

online activities is building a community of learners” (F.R. L- 62-63). She described a 

community of learners as a space where “students must be engaged with the teacher and 

with each other not only through doings tasks that have to do with content of the course 

but there must exist a social cohesion between them” (F.R. L- 63-65). 

Laurel shared her own experience of feeling isolated in an online setting, which 

she was reminded of by the texts on transactional distance. About an online class she took 

some years ago, she said: 

I had a feeling that I was the only one suffering and all classmates were doing 

well. But, once I got engaged in pair work I felt relieved to learn that my partner 

was experiencing the same difficulties and pressure. This made me see the task as 

of normal difficulty level and increase my motivation to keep on. (W.J.2, L- 67-

70) 
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This experience made Laurel think that in an online setting, “communicating between 

classmates is even more important than communicating with the instructor” (W.J.2 L- 70-

71). Laurel believed that fostering a secure and vibrant learning community is “more 

necessary especially in an online setting” because there is “transactional distance” 

(Interview 1, L- 52-53). The distance of location between the teacher and the learners can 

get students “easily … disengaged” compared to face-to-face settings; therefore, a 

learning community is important in online classes to “motivate” students (Interview 1, L- 

54-55). 

Laurel would like to create a space for her students to “ask for help in regards of 

any trouble they might have such as needing more clarifications about new concepts, 

difficulty in understanding instructions or expressing frustration with technical problems” 

(F.R. L- 33-36). She also stated that “providing learners with enough opportunities and 

spaces to communicate with each other and instructor in a more informal way is a must” 

(F.R. L- 65-67).  

Laurel would like to create a learning community by using “informal reflections 

both to get insights about each student’s thinking process and to help in building a 

relationship between each student and instructor” (F.R. L- 172-173). Regarding social 

presence, she wrote in one of the discussion boards: 

I just wanted to say that as for group cohesion to occur, I think that there also 

must be a limited presence of teacher in each group as well. Sometimes, the group 

might not be able to develop a constructive relationship among its members at all 

and in that case teachers should be pedagogically prepared and have strategies to 

intervene when it happens. It can be simple things like popping in and asking 

what they are doing and who is doing what, discussing their ongoing work with 

them and so on. I just experienced the benefit of this facilitation during our Zoom 
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breaking rooms when the instructor entered our group and gave us suggestions 

about doubts we had about our topic. (DB Module 5.3, L- 73-80) 

 

Laurel suggested that online teachers need to be proactive to create the 

connections needed to create a learning community: “The lack of nonverbal and 

paralinguistic communication is a disadvantage in online classroom and we should 

compensate for them by using informal talk initiated by instructor which can make 

learners feel more ready to open up and express their emotions” (Module 5.3, L- 136-

138). Regarding creating social presence, as needed for a learning community to be built, 

Laurel said:  

I think that the first step is when the instructor presents a syllabus with a section 

with clear statements in regard of behaviour [sic] and communication norms 

expected during class. However, this is not enough and the social presence has to 

be maintained all the time by all the parties and sometimes it is little details that 

impact social atmosphere a lot. One such example was when our instructor asked 

us to address each other with names when replying in posts. (DB Module 5.3, L- 

118-123) 

 

Laurel also reminded that there are “social norms concept even in communication 

in online environment, especially considering the cultural diversity that such a class can 

have” (F.R. L. 37-38). Because online communication “lacks non-verbal cues, gestures 

and body language that are present in face-to-face setting,” she would like to keep her 

students’ cultural backgrounds in mind when she communicates with them (F.R. L- 37-

41). 

4. Seeking to Enhance Students’ Engagement and Motivation by Capitalizing on the 

Many Affordances of Digital Technologies 

For the kind of online teacher Laurel wanted to be, it was critical to enhance 

students engagement and motivation. While at the beginning she shared concern on this 
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point, by the end of the course she came up with specific plans for engaging and 

motivating her online students. Monitoring learners’ participation, having synchronous 

sessions, having explicit talks on challenges and benefits of online learning, and 

promoting social interaction are some of the strategies for enhancing engagement and 

motivation that Laurel mentioned.  

In the initial reflection, Laurel shared her concerns related to “maintaining 

students’ motivation and also making sure that technology use does not become an 

alienating tool for them during the process” (I.R. L-14-15). To avoid this problem, Laurel 

said she would also “monitor learners’ participation and track their activity on 

Blackboard in order to figure out their level of motivation, thus intervene in time” (W.J.7, 

L- 337-338). It order to help the students to remain motivated, Laurel planned to include 

“as many synchronous sessions with my students as possible and talk explicitly about 

their challenges and remind them about learning goals and benefits of taking the course” 

(F.R. L- 42-47).  

Additionally, Laurel would make the “learning goals explicit” and promote 

“social interaction” among the students to keep them motivated both in an online as well 

as in a face-to-face setting (F.R. L- 183-186). This will allow them to “feel comfortable 

to make their needs known, thus enabling peers and the teacher to help them” (F.R. L- 

186- 187). 

5. Seeking to Promote Deep Learning and Understanding by Capitalizing on 

Appropriate Digital Tools and Resources 
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Promoting deep learning and understanding was important for Laurel as an online 

teacher. She discussed ways to promote deep learning for her online students, which 

included utilizing strategies like asking open ended questions, using different media and 

technology to share students’ ideas, and building on students’ prior knowledge as a 

means of promoting better understanding.  

Laurel discussed some of her beliefs about what it takes to promote deep learning 

while reflecting on one of the readings in a discussion board:  

Bransford et al. (2000) highlighted that one of the approaches that support 

learning with understanding and encourage sense-making of content being learned 

is progressive formalization. This means starting with learners’ informal ideas and 

then transforming and formalizing them as course progresses. One such example I 

think was the online learning preconceptions survey we did at the beginning of 

our course as well as posting our thoughts about what we think about this way of 

learning in discussion board. (DB Module 5.1, L- 108-113) 

 

In another discussion board, when discussing the best ways to deliver content 

online based on research, Laurel wrote: 

The way of building connection between students and content is by explicitly 

encouraging and planning for students to construct new meanings of new content 

upon previous conceptual and cultural knowledge and experience. According to 

Bransford et al. (2000), a key strategy toward applying the above theory is 

through designing critical tasks that stimulate cognitive conflict so learners test 

their thinking and discuss conflicting viewpoints. Also, teachers should 

design  for gradually and structured delivery of knowledge by dividing content  in 

units which way enables gradual and structured acquisition of new concepts, 

knowledge and information as tasks should always allow for students to elaborate 

their initial preconceptions before moving on with new knowledge (Bransford et 

al., 2000). (DB Module 5.1, L- 114-122) 

 

Laurel contended that teachers can ensure deep learning by “posting open ended 

questions through forums … or even social networks or using different means of 

technology,” so that students can have an “environment” where they can share “whatever 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 254 

 

they know and connect it in whatever way they want” (Interview 1, L- 63-66). She also 

believed that it is important for teachers to provide students with an “environment” where 

they can “feel more relaxed” (Interview 1, L- 67).   

Laurel held the view that it is important to take into consideration and to build 

upon students’ culture and prior experiences:  

We should also acknowledge our learners cultural backgrounds and their previous 

schooling experience. This can be achieved through encouraging them to talk in 

narrative about themselves while answering open-ended questions. For example, 

in this course we are always prompted to give our opinions and examples about 

topics in the readings. (DB Module 5.3, L- 135-142) 

 

6. Seeking to Promote Collaborative Learning in Any Instructional Context 

As an aspiring online teacher, Laurel recognized the importance of collaborative 

learning; therefore, she wanted to create an environment where her students can work 

together – whether in online or face-to-face settings. She would like to promote 

collaborative learning in her online classes by creating group projects and activities, 

while also leveraging different digital tools for collaborative work, such as google docs. 

She also planned to scaffold her students through the zone of proximal development 

(ZPD) with the help of collaborative learning.  

Laurel believed it is important to create opportunities for students to share “their 

knowledge, their concepts” and she contended, “It is also very important to expose 

students to each other’s writing” (Interview 1, L- 72-74). She thought that sharing 

students’ work is also connected to fostering a caring and vibrant community, as well as 

designing motivating and engaging activities (Interview 1, L- 74-76). 
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  In another discussion board Laurel discussed elaborately what she thought about 

connecting learners, learning communities, and collaborative work. She said,  

According to constructivist theory, questioning new knowledge, accommodating 

it in the already existing one and reconstructing it do not occur individually. This 

said, the higher the social presence the higher the cognitive presence. Thus, 

collaborative work and peer- assessment are two particular ways that can 

contribute to connecting learners. In distance learning, the feedback process can 

create a sense of community in the online classroom. Providing feedback, and 

receiving and utilizing feedback, often results in a reflection process that becomes 

a lifelong learning skill (Phelan, 2012). Computer-mediated communication tools 

definitely allow for implementation of collaborative work such team-based 

learning activities due to its synchronous and asynchronous communication tools. 

(DB Module 5.3, L- 124-134) 

 

Laurel would like to promote group projects and collaborative activities as an 

online teacher. She said, “I would like my students to create products that prove they are 

learning, like the ones we did online [in EDE 484]” (Interview 1, L- 90-91). As a teacher 

she would like to give clear instructions to her students for projects like the Group Project 

they did in EDE 484, and she would like to “be available” for them. She would form the 

groups to leverage the members’ different expertise to create a good product. She would 

communicate with the students and help them to “come up with a good idea … 

something that they can do, concrete, something that can be done” (Interview 1, L- 101-

102). She would like to help her students to narrow down a topic, or to come up with a 

“concise topic or concise lesson” so that they can do it (Interview 1, L- 103-105). She 

would also like the course activities to be engaging and interesting to the students. Laurel 

would utilize “online spaces such as Google docs, Prezi, Padlet” to enable collaborative 

work in online as well as face-to-face teaching (F.R. L- 173-175). 
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Laurel also held the view that “It is the responsibility of the teacher to drive 

students through the Zone of Proximal Development in regards of cognitive development 

and also make sure that during this journey they benefit from collaborative work as much 

as possible” (DB Module 5.2, L- 171-173). 

7. Seeking to Provide Students with Choices and Differentiated Learning 

Opportunities, Leveraging Technology Whenever Possible  

Laurel did not discuss explicitly about providing choices to students and meeting 

their individual needs. However, she did talk about differentiated learning in an online 

context. She would use a multimodal approach in her class to provide differentiated 

learning and she would amend the curriculum based on her students’ needs.    

In a discussion board Laurel said, “Multimodality is another important concept in 

regards of presenting content as it can address different learning styles” (DB Module 5.1, 

L- 130-131). Laurel contended “presenting and accessing knowledge and information 

through different modes is what definitely makes technology and online spaces 

invaluable” (W.J.1, L- 5-7). 

Additionally, to ensure differentiated learning, Laurel would like to “modify the 

curriculum and learning activities” based on her students’ individual “needs and 

preferences” (F.R. L- 79-82). 

8. Appreciating the Need for Goal-driven Instructional Design and Thoughtful 

Instructional Choices – Especially When Planning Online Learning Experiences  

As an aspiring online teacher Laurel placed utmost importance to instructional 

design. She had very clear views on her approach to designing an online course. First of 
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all, she would adopt a backward design approach and use Bloom’s Taxonomy for 

deciding the learning goals. She had also identified a number of concrete teaching 

practices she would want to use in her online courses. She also recognized the need to 

acknowledge and address her students’ pre-conceptions about online learning.    

Laurel said in the future she would “pre-teach one to one sessions with students in 

order to ensure that everybody is on the same page when the course officially starts” 

(F.R. L- 35-36). She contended:  

For me who is used to value traditional classroom learning and had 

preconceptions about online learning, I understood that there is need to know your 

students’ thoughts about it and have a plan how to change their attitudes toward 

positive ones. I think this can be done through having a rigorous and flexible 

course design at the same time. (F.R. L- 139-143) 

 

This according to her would require the teacher to make “criteria for evaluation clear, 

setting strict deadlines and respecting and evaluating based on them as well, but at the 

same time allow for students to have a say in the curriculum of the course through having 

them discuss other alternatives” (F.R. L- 143- 146). 

Consistent with a backward design approach, Laurel would like to use Bloom’s 

Taxonomy for determining her learning objectives, which in turn would guide her 

“planning.” She added, “I learned that I can ensure my learners will reach higher order 

thinking levels only if I have covered all its levels in my learning goals” (F.R. L- 86-93). 

She would also align her formative and summative assessment with the learning goals, as 

modeled in her Group Project.  

As reflected in the long list of take-aways she reported in her last journal, Laurel 

had identified several specific strategies she planned to use in her online teaching. She 
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would use journal entries in her classes because she thought those would allow the 

instructor “to use open-ended questions as prompts to trigger students’ higher level 

thinking skills” (F.R. L- 50-51). This would also allow her to learn about her “students’ 

thinking process and respond to each’s student needs appropriately” (F.R. L- 49-56). 

Another important thing Laurel would like to adopt in her teaching (in which she 

was not good at in the past) is “allowing students to experience success” (W.J. L- 50-52). 

In order for that to happen she would leave “larger assignments around the second half of 

the course, and being clear and concise in giving instructions about tasks” (W.J.1, L- 52-

53). 

An important practice Laurel would adopt is “having work load divided in chunks 

so students do not feel overwhelmed due to inappropriate cognitive load” (F.R. 182-184). 

When there is “heavy load of content to deal with, dividing it in small chunks of work 

and with a balanced deadline” would keep her students less stressed and make them 

“constantly” to manage everything on time (W.J.2, L- 57-60). She would make the 

learning goals explicit, promote social interaction among the students to motivate them 

both in online and in face-to-face setting. She believed this would allow the students to 

“feel comfortable to make their needs known” and they will be able to receive support 

from both their peers as well as the teacher (F.R. L- 184-187). 

Laurel would like to participate in the online discussions to make sure her 

students are not “confused about the structure of their posts, length, and formal and 

informal nature of their writing.” She would grade the students’ participation in the 

discussions to motivate them (F.R. L- 188-194). 
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For sharing students’ work Laurel would use “Google docs and open discussion 

threads, with the aim of having students being exposed to others’ opinions and 

perspectives and providing them with opportunity to co-construct knowledge together” 

(F.R. L- 57-59). To give directions for independent work, Laurel would adopt multimodal 

approach using “videos, written check lists, tables, PowerPoint slides,” as she thinks that 

“this way students’ different learning styles are supported and it leaves less room for 

confusion” (F.R. L- 195-197). She would use reminder e-mails to help students “stay 

organized” as well as to show that the instructor is concerned” about the students’ 

progress (F.R. L- 195-200). 

Laurel would use an “introductory video” explaining the course goals to build a 

connection with her students. She would also ask students to make and post videos on 

specific tasks because she thought “it is actually like killing two birds with one stone, 

because while students are proving what they have learned, you actually get to know a lot 

about them and their ways of thinking, become familiar with their faces and personalities 

and so on” (W.J.5, L- 238-241). 

Laurel said when face-to-face meetings are not possible, “sharing screen would be 

just as helpful as face-to-face when it comes to demonstrating how to create a lesson 

online, or modular or unit, or whatever course online because you really have to know 

practical work, technical work” (Interview 1, L- 209-212). She believed that it is 

important to have the skill and experience of “putting it online” because “these skills do 

not come without practice, without trying and without demonstration” (Interview 1, L- 

214-216).   
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9. Seeking to Enhance Student Assessment Practices Through the Use of Digital 

Technologies, so as to Better Support Learning and Inform Instruction  

Assessment of student learning is important for the kind of online teacher Laurel 

wanted to be. In the discussion boards and weekly journals she talked about assessment 

and stated that she would use journal entries for assessment, use formative assessment 

where needed and would provide constructive feedback to her students with the 

assessment. She would also like to create a database of progress of her students to 

monitor learning outcomes.  

Laurel believed that online classes allow for more “assessment opportunities” 

because “while students traditionally were asked to write a paper and bring it to class, 

online learning comes along with practicing new literacies, so they can make a video, a 

website, a PowerPoint presentation etc., to illustrate their learning” (F.R. L- 158- 160). 

Thus online classes can enhance student assessments because “not all learners are 

supposed to be able to articulate their learning in the same way or prove that they have 

learnt the same things” (W.J.3, L- 127-128). Laurel believed that use of technology in 

online classes makes it possible for students to “prove and perform their learning in 

authentic ways” (W.J.3, L- 129). OTL also offers the opportunity to use “ready-made 

learning materials, spaces and articles instead of modifying or creating new ones” (F.R. 

L- 160- 162). 

Laurel also identified an important aspect of online learning she learned about is 

that “more open-ended questions that require higher order thinking are able through 

online than face-to-face as both instructor and students have ample time to construct their 
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questions and answers thoughtfully” (F.R. L- 163- 166). Also, these posts can be ‘tracked 

at any time and can serve as artifacts of learning for evaluation purposes” (F.R. L- 163- 

167). 

Laurel specifically talked about the value of utilizing journal entries for 

assessment, saying:  

The informal structure of writing (in journals) enables students to convey their 

main take aways without the concern of saying things like in books but as they 

understood them. Another great aspect about journal entries is also the fact that 

students can go back to them and quickly recall their learning and track it as well. 

When teachers sees there is an appropriate social atmosphere, sharing journal 

entries as a class would be another great wrap up activity as learners would be 

able to see things from others’ perspectives. However, when we use journal 

entries for ending one module and not only as part of it, then the nature of 

prompts for them should also be a concluding one like “What are your main take 

aways? How has your thinking changed after this learning?” And so on. This 

activity can also serve instructors for further planning when as it gives 

opportunity to observe to what extent students have grasped the fundamental 

learning concepts. (DB Module 8, L- 62-71) 

 

Laurel thought that “instructors can use formative assessment to change the 

instructional methods when it reveals that content is not being acquired to a pleasant level 

by students” (DB Module 5.1, L- 123-124). She also proposed to “incorporate reflective 

writing as well as self-assessment and peer-evaluation as part of a metacognitive 

approach” which she aimed at using in her future teaching (W.J.3, L- 120-121). 

While talking about assessment, Laurel also discussed the topic of feedback 

which she thought could also help students to perform self-assessment. Laurel summed 

up her learning about assessment in the course: 

This week’s readings highlighted that the role of feedback is supposed to serve 

teachers as much as students and facilitate their work rather than merely 

communicate some learning results to learners. But, it is all about the forms of 
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feedback we design that make it worth or not for using for further improvement. 

(W.J.3, L- 110-113) 

 

Regarding the importance of teacher feedback Laurel said, “When instructor’s 

points are meaningful and constructive it makes you feel in control of your learning, 

because you have an idea of how much work is needed in order to improve as well as 

assess your own work as well” (DB Module 5.2, L- 131-134). She contended, “I have 

seen students who do not agree to a certain grade they have taken but never encounter 

any student who would not agree with feedback remarks of teacher” (DB Module 5.2, L- 

134-136). She thought that “feedback helps creating self-assessment skills for students as 

they can see clearly how their work was given certain grade” (DB Module 5.2, L- 136-

137). 

While talking about peer feedback, Laurel said that she believed online courses 

have better opportunities for enabling peer feedback compared to face-to-face courses 

where it is constrained by the class time.  

Creating criteria rubrics was a new thing Laurel learned in the course and she 

particularly appreciated as “Not everything can be measured through a letter grade or 

numerical grade” (W.J.3, L- 113-124). Therefore, she would like to “develop a practice 

of providing assessment rubrics before the assignments and also involve students in 

developing rubrics themselves” (W.J.3, L- 118-119). Laurel said, for her, “designing 

learning outcomes and criteria rubrics can be challenging as well, as sometimes I feel like 

they allow for a lot of subjectivity when it comes to evaluation” (F.R. L- 33- 36). 

Laurel would like to create “an electronic learning records/database of students’ 

progress over time” because she thinks “it would be a great advantage if enabling 
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education stakeholders at multiple levels have access to learning outcomes with the 

purpose of informing their future interventions and educational programs” (W.J.,3 L- 

134-137). She brought up an important issue in her country related to student assessment:  

Students’ academic success in my country is not protected by any law and in 

many cases there are many humiliating instances when learning results are in 

public. There have been changes in higher education about these, of course thanks 

to incorporation of technology, but in primary schools parents are still 

communicated their children’s progress during collective meetings. An electronic 

database, as claimed in the readings, can  make assessment more transparent and 

inclusive not only to parents, but interconnect educators, school leaders, district 

administrators as well as reduce external assessments which bring extra stress to 

students. (W.J.3, L- 137-144) 

 

10. Seeing the Use of Digital Technologies as a Tool Rather Than a Goal in Itself  

As a future online teacher it was important for Laurel to have sufficient 

knowledge of technology and its latest developments to keep up with her students. She 

particularly emphasized the value of learning about digital resources for her online 

classes. She believed technology allows for better products, but instead of creating new 

online resources, she would prefer to learn how to best utilize the existing ones for her 

classes. She also discussed some anticipated challenges related to technology in an online 

context.   

Laurel believed creating great online learning materials “is not quite of primary 

importance, because there are millions of great materials that first of all I want to utilize” 

(Interview 1, L- 125- 127). Rather, she would think herself successful as an online 

teacher if she can utilize what is already there. She also thought “creating materials is 

enough, it doesn’t need to be great” (Interview 1, L- 130- 127) because, she said, “for my 

students they can write the materials that make sense only in the context, in the context 
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that they did throughout the course, but … maybe it doesn’t serve everybody else” 

(Interview 1, L- 132- 134). She believed those things do not depend on her “100 percent” 

(Interview 1, L- 135).    

Laurel held the view that apart from knowing about available digital resources 

and tools, teachers have to know about what technology their students have access to. 

Though there are so many free “applications” available in the Internet, not all of those are 

accessible everywhere in the world. Some of the students might not be skilled in using 

certain “applications or educational tools,” therefore, teachers have to know what their 

students can or cannot use and what can be adopted for the class (Interview 1, L- 40-41). 

Teachers have to use resources from which “all can benefit” (Interview 1, L- 41-42). To 

better support her students with technology and digital resources, Laurel would “pre-

assess” her students’ “digital skills” and enact “trial session about internet” to find out if 

they have “the appropriate software needed for the course” (F.R. L-33-35). 

Laurel shared a concern about effectively introducing new tools to students, as 

she explained that, 

It is challenging to facilitate technology tools at the time when needed and 

through no face-to-face communication. Students can get frustrated and have 

problems with accessing materials due to different causes which might not be 

something that instructor or classmates can help with all the time. (I.R. L- 14-18) 

 

Another concern for Laurel was that “the majority of teachers around the world 

have not been part of or experienced online learning. Moreover, only knowing that they 

are not part of the digital generation is sometimes enough they feel alienated from 

technology use and try to avoid it” (W.J. L- 22-25). Also, teachers do not receive training 

on online education much while pursuing their “teacher education” degrees (W.J. L- 26). 
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Limited Internet access or difficulty with internet, “time difference,” and learners’ 

“digital skills” can worsen the situation (F. R. L- 30- 33). 

Additional Aspects of the Kind of Online Teacher Laurel Wanted to be 

In this section I will discuss some of the other aspects of the kind of online 

teacher Laurel aspired to be besides the ten components explicitly targeted by the course.  

Professional Components of Teaching. Laurel discussed some other 

professional components of her teaching identity in her posts and interviews. As a 

prospective online teacher she especially emphasized the importance of knowing the 

content, being a life-long learner and innovator, and collaborating with colleagues.    

Laurel said that as a teacher it was “very important” for her to “know the content” 

she had to teach (Interview 1, L- 15-16). She added, “If I don’t know very well the 

program, I can find sources to fill the gaps I have in my knowledge about the content” 

(Interview 1, L- 16-18).  

Laurel also stated that she was a “lifelong learner and innovator,” and she thought 

these are important characteristics especially for online teachers (Interview 1, L- 44). She 

contended that she took the course EDE 484 because of that reason.  

As an aspiring online teacher, Laurel believed it would be very important for her 

to collaborate with colleagues; however, she also pointed out that “the other colleagues 

also have to be willing to collaborate” (Interview 1, L- 141-143), as she thought not every 

teacher is willing to collaborate. She believed collaboration does not need to be in real 

time face-to-face with colleagues, as she could collaborate “virtually” with colleagues 

from “around the world for materials” (Interview 1, L- 144-145). She would like to visit 
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“blogs” created by other teachers to “see what they have done with classes and in 

different spaces, or online spaces to benefit from materials that others have developed 

before” (Interview 1, L- 145-147). She said she would not depend on in person 

collaboration “that much” (Interview 1, L- 149).  

Field-Specific Considerations. Laurel’s focus on TESOL also made her more 

appreciative of the value of online learning to enable students in different locations and 

from different cultures to interact with each other.  

In her blackboard posts Laurel did not discuss much about the considerations 

specific to her field of TESOL in an online context. However, in the first interview 

Laurel stated that because she taught English, “language can be a barrier” in her case 

because “people use a lot of second language so they can have different understanding or 

the way you expect them to do things, the way you structure your class your course” and 

also because “people don’t have experiences” with online (Interview 1, L- 252-255).  

Laurel also contended that the most “distinguishable” feature of OTL is that “it 

can bring together people from different regions of the world, from different disciplines 

and with various experiences, thus enabling much more than only learning the content of 

the course” (F.R. L- 3-5). Online classes can enable “intercultural communication” (F.R. 

L- 5-6) which would add value to her TESOL classes.  

Acknowledged Changes in Views on Online Teaching and Online Teachers 

Like several of the participants of the study, Laurel came to the class with not so 

positive ideas about online education which she had developed mostly as a result of her 

previous experiences with online courses. However, it is evident that Laurel experienced 
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significant changes in her perceptions about OTL after taking the course, most of which 

were related to specific teaching practices and activities. 

After taking the course, Laurel realized online teaching requires a lot of “time and 

effort” “to give/write detailed instructions so students do not get confused during the 

learning process, things that teachers usually clarify spontaneously in classroom” (F.R. L-

148-149). She also used to think “instructions work better when given face-to-face as 

compared to written ones” (F.R. L-150-151), yet from her experience in this course she 

“learned that it’s possible to give people instructions online so they do not become 

confused about what they have to do” (Interview 1, L- 182-183).  

Laurel initially thought that face-to-face meetings were important, and at least a 

couple of face-to-face meetings would be needed for the students to know the teacher “as 

a person” – which she considered very “important” (Interview 1, L- 167-171). Because 

she believed some questions can be answered only face-to-face, she thought a teacher 

would be able to answer questions and clarify details on how things has to be done during 

those face-to-face meetings (Interview 1, L- 171-174). But after she took the course, she 

realized that if teachers provide instructions clearly or if they “clearly explain things” 

with the use of “videos and other means” or “using different media” a fully online class 

can just “go smoothly”  (Interview 1, L- 174-177). She even started to think that when 

instructions are written online, they may become more “accessible” (Interview 1, L-178). 

She contended it “maybe sometimes even easier” to ask questions in an online class 

because during face-to-face conversations people “sometimes do not hear very well, are 

not focused, or forget, or need things to be repeated twice to be sure” (Interview 1, L- 
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179-181). Therefore, she thought, “when there are written things you can read them once, 

twice, and just think and get what it is saying” (Interview 1, L- 181-182).  

Before taking the course, Laurel used to think face-to-face communication was 

“invaluable” for a teacher to “give on the spot feedback and clarifications to learners” 

(F.R. L- 117-118). While taking this course, she realized that there are other ways in 

which instructors can provide feedback and concluded, “Now I think that online learning 

enables even more feedback opportunities” (F.R. L- 119-120). She also believed that 

online classes enable the feedback to be “recorded and learners can refer to it whenever 

they need” (F.R. L- 120-121). Moreover, she contended that online teachers have better 

opportunities to “make well-constructed comments” (F.R. L- 120- 121). She stated that 

“If it is well planned, online feedback can be even more constructive and as timely as in 

face-to-face classes” (F.R. L-152-154). Additionally, people can have enough time to 

read each-other’s work carefully and give useful feedback, which is not possible in a 

face-to-face situation due to time limit.  

Laurel had an online synchronous session via Zoom for the first time in the 

course. She was amazed to see “how easily” it can be done and that students “can 

actually feel like it is in a real classroom” (Interview 1, L- 185-187). She said, “I loved it 

being at home and just discussing things” (Interview 1, L- 188). She read in some of her 

other TESOL course that “sometimes being behind the screen lowers anxiety” and she 

said she “really experienced that” in EDE 484. After taking the course she concluded, “I 

came to believe or to reinforce my belief that for some people online works maybe better 

than face-to-face” (Interview 1, L- 192-194).   
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When asked if the survey was given before she had taken the course, would her 

answers be different, Laurel responded affirmatively. She contended: 

It would be easier to do that, I would give some of them three and some of them 

one too and I would know by each situation by my own online experience as a 

learner that some are important but I wouldn’t pay attention to the meaning of 

each of them as I pay attention now. Like, of course, we did the whole course on 

these things, and now I can see each of them, the importance of each of them. 

(Interview 1, L- 156-160) 

 

Impacts of the Course Activities on Laurel’s Identity Development  

In this section I will discuss how different learning experiences in the course 

impacted Laurel’s identity development as an online teacher, so as to address my second 

research question: How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation 

and recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? I will first 

talk about the impacts of participation (both as an online learner and as an online teacher) 

on Laurel’s identity development as a certain type of online teacher, and then I will talk 

about the effects of recognition by self and by others on her identity development. I will 

also discuss some other factors that influenced her identity development.  

Overall Impact of the Course  

Laurel said her experience in EDE 484 was completely different from her 

previous online experiences, which were “asynchronous most of the time, like all 

technology, the technology we used back in 2012, I can’t remember which platform” 

(Interview 1, L- 253-256). She said it was not “as lively as” EDE 484 and “the instructor 

was not as flexible … the instructor was like someone from far away, we didn’t know 

much about her” (Interview 1, L- 257-260). She shared her experience of working with a 

peer from Myanmar where they completed the task by sending emails back and forth 
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which she found “very difficult.” Whereas, EDE 484 was “lively” and “transactional 

distance” was removed by the “face-to-face meetings,” and by the “flexibility” of the 

communication between the instructor and students (Interview 1, L- 264-266). She 

thought EDE 484 had “better technology, smaller class” and it used “different media” to 

make the experience different (Interview 1, L- 266-269). 

Regarding what caused the changes in her perceptions about online education, 

Laurel said, her “experience” throughout the class – “having the Blackboard, having all 

the options, having e-mail, having the context to ask for help, having clear instructions, 

having this face-to-face meetings time after time and having instructors demonstrating 

what we have to do” (Interview 1, L- 198-201).   

Participation: Experience as an Online Learner  

Throughout the course in her discussion board posts, journals, and final reflection, 

as well as in the interviews, Laurel showed how her experience as a learner in the course 

shaped the kind of online teacher she wanted to be. She discussed her views on sharing 

students’ work, quizzes, zoom sessions, group project, fish activity, feedback and she 

also discussed her take-aways from those learning experiences.  

Laurel said that she greatly benefitted from the “sharing students’ work practice” 

in the course; these experiences made her realize that there are assignments that are 

“more appropriate to be shared privately” and there are assignments that are more useful 

if completed collaboratively. She realized the importance of balancing these two types of 

assignments.  
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Laurel thought the quizzes in the course “were an effective way of rehearsing the 

content in general and I liked the way questions were formulated as they required having 

a gist of readings and not merely memorization of facts” (W.J.2, L- 61-63). 

From her experience of the Zoom sessions, Laurel was “convinced” that group 

works in breakout rooms “can be even more effective than during face-to-face classes as 

there are no such distractions such as noise coming from others’ discussion, and 

moreover, students can take notes online which can serve them whenever they need” 

(F.R. L- 124-126). She thought Zoom sessions should be short and frequent to be 

effective. She also believed that “online learning is more documented than face-to-face” 

(F.R. L- 127). 

Laurel discussed her experience as a learner in the Group Project where having 

“different ideas and … different perspectives were very important” and she thought 

without this diversity “things wouldn’t have come to be as good as they were at the end” 

(Interview 1, L- 282-286). From her experience in the Group Project, she contended, if 

the students are from various places where they cannot meet in person, the teacher has to 

make sure that they can use technology like Zoom to “see each-other’s face” and to work 

in the project. In a group project like this “they have to talk many times, they have to 

discuss, they have to embrace or defend, embrace other ideas or defend theirs or have to 

listen to other explain more about their ideas so they get convinced” (Interview 1, L- 294-

296). She said it is like making “a deal” where they need to communicate a lot, and “if 

they are not able to meet physically then you really have to choose and make sure that 

your students use a good media or a good application, whatever for this, or skillful and 
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willing and able to use this” (Interview 1, L- 297-300). She said this communication 

makes the students “move forward” to make progress.  

In a discussion board in module 3 Laurel commented on the design of that module 

and its implications for her as an online teacher:  

We had this module structured in steps (tasks), it had a timeline, deadlines and so, 

which I think fall under the instructor’s role of designing and structuring the 

course experiences. Furthermore, the description (instructions) about each task 

and the process of doing them were clearly stated as well as expectations and 

outcomes which I think reflect directing and supporting aspect of instructor’s role. 

This aspect was further fulfilled through the section “Ask Your Instructor,” as a 

way of supporting students if they encounter barriers during the process. As for 

assessment role, this was illustrated by dividing work into smaller tasks and 

giving points for each section that count toward the final grade. (DB Module 3.2, 

L- 82-90) 

 

In another discussion board Laurel discussed some other experiences she had as a 

learner in the course that touched on issues like motivation, feedback, quizzes which also 

had significant implications for her as an online teacher. She said,   

In regards of motivation, I considered quiz to be a way of fulfilling the 

“continuous feedback” criteria, as you could see where you should check for more 

clarity of information in readings. It also gave the feeling of “controlling content” 

because questions were easy and manageable and required at least to have a gist 

of readings. They did not ask for specific information and did not make you feel 

overwhelmed. The points we gather through doing all the tasks and activities in 

this module apply to our final grade and it ensures “monitoring learners with 

external locus control” because we are aware that by doing chunks of work we 

raise our chances to have a higher grade at the end. Since I once got an email 

saying that I did not enter the course, I suppose this course has a tracking system 

for participation which is a tool of “monitoring learners with poor performance”, 

so the instructor can act and help when it is necessary in and in a timely manner. 

(DB Module 3.2, L- 91-101) 

 

Laurel also talked about her take aways from another learning task – reviewing 

examples of online modules – in a different discussion board: 
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I also appreciate the way our instructor enabled us just say our thoughts and get 

points out of that  as it really gave me the feeling of success and easiness with the 

course right at the beginning. Reviewing different online lesson formats did affect 

my previous ideas of online lessons that they all must have a similar structure to 

our course. For example, when reviewing Khan Academy lesson, I was looking 

for the same patterns like where is a content folder and where is a collaborative 

task or an assignment part but it was not that linear as in research methods 

module. Khan’s lesson seemed to have a more holistic layout though. Realizing 

that not every online lesson should necessarily have the same format represents a 

way of changing my preconceptions, while feeling  free to imagine what my 

individual online module would look like and plan what features I would like to 

take from all these examples is a way of exercising self-efficacy. (DB Module 3.3, 

L- 84-94) 

 

From her experience as a learner in the course, Laurel learned that in an online 

class “everything has to be planned before and it work just like that” (Interview 1, L- 

240-241). She was not “used to being in those kind of education settings” in her country, 

and she found the course to be outstanding (Interview 1, L- 241-242).  

Laurel considered the course and the course instructor as her models for her future 

online teaching. She contended that the course itself was a “good example” and she “just 

wanted to be like the instructor” even “months before” they taught their group project 

module (Interview 1, L- 308-310). She stated:  

I wanted to be available for my students, I wanted to make sure they do not get 

confused, I wanted to make sure they are reminded about deadlines, I wanted to 

make sure that the content of the things they had to learn were just one step 

behind what they know, so that the information doesn’t overwhelm the students, 

short activities, interesting ones, maybe the ones just for the sake of fun and just 

have a variety of things, some which require a short attention span and some 

others which require a longer attention span and then different ways of presenting 

the content like taking care about visual learners, audio learners and other 

individual preferences. Also the content being an interesting topic relating to 

students’ interests and so on. (Interview 1, L- 310-319)   

 

Participation: Experience as an Online Teacher 
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Laurel’s understanding of the kind of online teacher she wanted to be was also 

shaped significantly by her experiences as a teacher in the two course projects. About 

these experiences she said,     

The first thing that comes to my mind is that it taught me that I can be a skillful 

online teacher and that I started to believe in myself … For example, when I’m 

looking for a job, I just say, yes, I designed a whole module online so I know the 

whole process from the beginning to the end, I was in control of it. I can say that I 

taught online, and I found that I could manage it, that that gave me more self-

esteem and along the way of course I learned a lot of additional skills or computer 

skills, or online teaching and learning skills like practical skills and figure things 

out and how they can work more smoothly and so on.  

 

So all in all I say that through doing it, this experience of participation of doing 

it, coming up with an explicit product to give me self-esteem and taught me or 

teach me that way I believe that I was a skillful online teacher, at the end I came 

to believe that I’m skillful, I can play around with things online and good design 

it’s fun, I have all the time to move things around and to make things better and 

all the luxury to plan ahead or I felt it’s in my, I’m in control of it. (Interview 2, 

L-31-46) 

  

 In an email correspondence, Laurel further stated that her experience as a teacher 

in the two projects gave her a lot of confidence in herself as an online teacher,   

I gained a lot of self-confidence through designing and implementing the online 

module. I enjoyed being able to play around with all the technology tools on 

Blackboard. Trying out new options and being successful made me see myself as 

a skillful and digitally literate teacher, what I consider as very important for 

aspiring online teachers as technology tends to evolve quickly, therefore our 

learners’ technology preferences and tools as well. Doing everything from the 

beginning, that is first designing the project, and then putting it online, was 

invaluable in the sense that I experienced not only online teaching in the second 

phase but instructional design as well. This way I learned beforehand to answer 

many why-s behind items I planned to do once online. I also learned how 

important it is to design according to learners’ interest, especially doing a little 

research about their background before deciding on the content I want to teach. At 

the end, I came to conclusion that another topic would have worked better.  

 

All in all, after successfully implementing this online module I felt ready to teach 

online without fear that I would not be able to manage connecting with my 
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students or about not finding easy and enjoyable ways or modes to transfer the 

content. (Laurel, personal communication, June 26, 2018)  

 

Experience in the Group Project. The Group Project was very meaningful for 

Laurel because it allowed her to experience a complete cycle of designing, teaching and 

getting students’ feedback for an online module. In addition to what is already reported in 

a previous section, it is worth highlighting the following comments about the 

implementation of the Group Project: 

Reaching your students in the way, and once you have reached them and they are 

reaching back, that was exceptional because you see that you have transferred 

what you wanted to transfer. You have this- will they get it, will they do what 

they are asked to do…are they blowing up and then just the feeling that you were 

clear and you got understood, you’ve transferred what you wanted to transfer 

(Interview 1, L- 235-240).  

 

Laurel also looked at her experience of working as a group in the project very 

positively, as she felt that the members of the group benefitted from dividing the works 

based on each team members’ expertise. She stated,  

We were led by the good will to uplift each other and contribute to the tasks to 

our best, appreciate each other’s efforts, value the social atmosphere occasionally 

and most importantly be motivated to come up with a well-done draft at the end 

(W.J.5, L- 206-212).  

 

Experience in the Individual Project. Laurel considered the Individual Project 

of designing a module as “a way of transferring our knowledge gained through readings 

to real world” (W.J.2, L- 44). She also talked about how she missed having someone to 

discuss the project as it was in the case of the Group Project. Additionally, she talked 

about the value of doing the Group Project first.  

Laurel said that as a teacher, she “sometimes” needs a second opinion to check if 

things are “doable” or not, but in the Individual Project she did not have that “opportunity 
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to check with somebody” whether she was “too ambitious” (Interview 1, L- 335-337). 

While doing the Individual Project she sometimes felt the need for opinions about “the 

content or activity” whether those were “appropriate for all the students,” whereas, she 

had that opportunity of getting a second opinion in the group project (Interview 1, L- 

337-339). Laurel contended, “I had to take care of many things, I had to imagine all the 

time” (Interview 1, L- 340). She had to work on one step but at the same time she had to 

think two steps “forward” because, she said, “What I designed for them to do now will 

affect them later” (Interview 1, L- 341-343). She was doing and redoing things again and 

again; however, she thought she “was able to take care of many aspects while designing 

that unit,” she could take into consideration “different aspects which make an online 

course a good one” (Interview 1, L- 343-347). She made sure to “present the materials 

and content in different modes” and create “opportunity for collaboration;” she was able 

to “cover” many things “besides the technology” (Interview 1, L- 347-350).   

 Laurel also expressed her appreciation for the scaffolding role that the Group 

Project played for the Individual Project:   

Having more confidence knowing that design, the work did not overwhelm me 

because it was not the first time like when the first time it was major work but 

divided in parts it was manageable. The second time it was manageable because 

we had already gone through the process so it was not something big on your own 

after doing it in group and that sense it was relieving or it was a good strategy 

according to me. (Interview 2, L- 97-102) 

 

Opportunities for Recognition 

In addition to Laurel’s experiences as a learner and experiences as a teacher in the 

course, the other thing that significantly impacted the development of her online teacher 

identity was receiving recognition from her own self as well as from others. In this 
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section I will discuss in what ways the recognition she received impacted the kind of 

online teacher Laurel wanted to be. 

Recognition by Self. For Laurel, recognition from self happened mainly in the 

reflections throughout the course. Laurel explicitly recognized the value of these 

reflections, and especially the journals which she said worked as “a checklist” for her; 

and she also said that by reflecting in the course she “was able to take more” with her and 

she could push herself “to find more and more” (Interview 1, L- 396-397). She 

contended,   

When you have to reflect you say one thing and it seems like you run out of ideas 

and then you push yourself to say more of what you learned, and then you find 

more and more, and the more you find for the sake of reflection the more you 

improve because it pushes you to find what you want to learn, and it’s time you’re 

trying but you just cannot articulate. Once you have to reflect you have to 

articulate and you it remains with you … It’s more ready to use it when you want 

to use it. (Interview 1, L- 398-404)  

 

Many of the quotes from journals, discussion boards and final reflection reported 

so far are good evidence of the depth of Laurel’s reflections. Here is another example of 

how she recognized herself as an online teacher in a journal entry, where she reflected on 

her past practices and present experiences and her take-away for the future: 

Among other important things that I learnt and want to really practice in my 

future teaching and at which I might have not been very effective in the past were 

allowing students to experience success, which translates to leaving larger 

assignments around the second half of the course, and being clear and concise in 

giving instructions about tasks. Many times, I planned that way for my students 

that they develop hard working habits right from the beginning. While with task 

instructions, I used to have a method of giving a kind of description about tasks. 

Now, I think that I will write my instructions in the form of steps (one thing at a 

time). (W.J.2, L- 50-56) 
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  Recognition from Others. The recognition Laurel received from her teacher as 

well as from her peers also impacted the development of her identity as an online teacher. 

This recognition came in the forms of comments, feedback and evaluation. For an 

example, the instructor recognized Laurel commenting on her last weekly journal where 

she posted her list of insights on online teaching learning, she wrote: “Wow! This is an 

excellent list. Very thorough!” (W.J.7, L- 368). The following is another example of how 

Laurel was recognized by her instructor in a weekly journal:  

Laurel- I am glad you found a way to plan and organize the content into 

manageable chunks. And that checking things off a list was a motivator for you. I 

do like your thoughts on balancing different teaching styles. I think it depends on 

the course, the learners, their prior knowledge, and your objectives. (W.J.2, L- 90-

93) 

 

 The following extract is an example of how Laurel was recognized in a discussion 

board on cognitive presence by her peer Lupin:  

I couldn't agree more with the importance of starting with informal and culturally 

defined ideas and meanings in order to provide an inclusive learning environment 

in which everyone has equal opportunity to achieve the learning goals for the 

course. The practical design elements in and teaching principles you referenced 

provide a helpful roadmap or toolkit to put that theoretical approach into practice. 

Thank you! (DB Module 5.1, L- 141-145) 

 

Laurel talked explicitly about the feedback she received; she believed feedback 

makes one’s work “better” not only in an online setting, but in any situation. Feedback 

can work as “an eye opener” for a teacher (Interview 1, L- 374). Laurel contended that 

the feedback she received in the course “doesn’t impact me on what kind of online 

teacher I want to be, it impacts me in general of what kind of teacher I want to be” 

(Interview 1, L- 378-379).  
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Laurel compared the two types of recognition and feedback she received from her 

teacher and her peers as reflected in the following excerpts: 

Every time I got feedback, it first highlighted the positive aspects and this way 

made me read my work again as to believe that I really had managed to transfer 

what I wanted. My self-confidence increased as I felt more and more capable 

and engaged in the conversation about the subject matter. Therefore, I also 

was able to recognize the way I would like to give feedback to my students in the 

future, e.g. how to avoid unnecessary comments and be more constructive or 

leaving open ended questions for them which do not necessarily ask them to 

answer me back but push them reflect further on their own.  

 

The feedback from instructors was a way of confirming my understanding of 

the materials we were working with, like big ideas or theories, while peer 

feedback had a more affective role, the one of solidarity and understanding 

each other as instructors to be, or at least this is how I felt. (Laurel, personal 

communication, June 26, 2018)  

 

I felt that the feedback from the teachers was affirming − for me that was the 

nature, or that was the effect it had on me.  I was looking for affirmation there 

while feedback from peers was explorative…. it was an ongoing conversation. 

(Interview 2, L- 205-207)   

  

Other Factors that Affected Laurel’s Identity Development 

Apart from the opportunities for participation and recognition offered in the 

course, there were some other factors that impacted the kind of online teacher Laurel 

wanted to be. In particular, Laurel discussed the impacts of the course readings and also 

the stigma surrounding online education.  

Laurel found the readings to be confirming many of her thoughts and experiences 

– thus acting as a kind of recognition from experts in the field. One of her reflections 

about the reading texts reads:  

The readings of this week once again raised my awareness about the importance 

of formative assessment. It could not have been better theorized than in Bransford 

et al. (2000), “Students’ thinking must be made visible (through discussions, 

papers, or tests)...” (p. 140). For teachers who have been schooled themselves in a 
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system when assessment was done  only to measure what students have learnt at 

the end, it is challenging to vision the above in practice. I remember when we 

used to say to our students that whoever has a grade below B needs to work a lot 

in order to increase points, and that was all. No details on what parts and how. 

Our students would go and try hard to improve their results but most likely they 

will be improving even better in those parts of the test\task when they were 

already good at. This week’s readings highlighted that the role of feedback is 

supposed to serve teachers as much as students and facilitate their work rather 

than merely communicate some learning results to learners. (W.J.3, L- 102-112) 

 

Later in the same journal, Laurel also commented on the value of the course 

readings for her:  

Readings throughout the whole program and this module’s input in particular, 

have all contributed that I now have a different perspective on assessment and 

look at it as a way of informing me about the effectiveness of my instruction and 

the need of changing it when necessary. (W.J.3, L- 122-125)  

 

Laurel reported that the course readings helped her realize that learning theories 

do not stand “as absolute on its own” rather “it is all about combining them skillfully” 

and this combining depends on the “teaching and learning beliefs” of the teacher. She 

stated, “I could easily recognize all the learning theories we read about to have happened 

in my teaching” (W.J.2, L- 83-84). In an email correspondence, Laurel further discussed 

how the readings impacted her as an aspiring online teacher:  

Reading about best practices also helped me articulate better how my teaching 

and learning beliefs should look in practice. Readings helped me in detailing 

theories into explicit and recognizable activities and aspects I have to take care of 

as an online instructor. For example, I became aware about the importance of 

providing my students with  a broader audience than only the teacher, thus 

enabling and planning carefully for them to communicate and co-construct 

knowledge together. Also, about dividing work in chunks, that is acknowledging 

that it is important to challenge my students only one step beyond where they are. 

(Laurel, personal communication, June 26, 2018) 
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In contrast to most of the other participants, Laurel said that she was not affected 

by the negativity and stigma surrounding online education – in fact, she never even saw 

this as a problem:   

I never considered online teaching and learning as stigmatized, it is just depends 

on how well you design it for whom and how you maintain it. If you really want it 

to be effective then you continuously and consistently have to work on making it 

work. Therefore, I wanted to learn more about how to motivate students and keep 

them engaged timely. And my expectations were definitely met by doing this 

course. (Laurel, personal communication, November 15, 2018) 

 

Summary 

With extensive international teaching experience and some limited online 

experience as a student, Laurel took EDE 484 to increase her expertise and broaden her 

horizon as a teacher, since she saw online as having great potentials especially in her 

country. Her perspectives about online education changed significantly as a result of 

taking the course, as evident in what is reported so far. As her prior experience of taking 

an online class was not that good, her experiences in EDE 484 both as a teacher and as a 

learner allowed for “repair work” that made it possible for her to develop a different 

vision for the kind of online teacher she wanted to be. 

Laurel saw online education as offering opportunities for access where more 

students from diverse global background can learn together, and people with different 

types of restrictions can have educational opportunities they were previously excluded 

from. Laurel would like to create a learning community in her class to eliminate the 

transactional distance, and develop some strategies to do so in an online course. As an 

online teacher Laurel would keep her students engaged and motivated by monitoring their 

participation, having synchronous sessions, and having clear goals. She would promote 
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deep learning by asking open ended questions, by eliciting her students’ prior knowledge, 

and by being mindful about their cultural background. Laurel recognized the importance 

of collaborative learning in an online setting. As an online teacher, she would promote 

collaboration among her students by having group activities, using specific digital tools, 

and by supporting them through ZPD. For assessment, Laurel would like to use formative 

assessment, provide her students with multiple ways to demonstrate their learning, 

provide meaningful feedback to her students, while leveraging digital tools to maintain a 

confidential database of their learning outcomes. She would make effort to learn about 

students’ needs and respond to those individually, and she would revise her curriculum 

based on her students’ needs. For instructional design, Laurel would like to use Bloom’s 

Taxonomy to determine the learning objectives, plan everything well in advance 

accordingly, and most importantly, she would create opportunities for students to 

experience success. Laurel would make efforts to be knowledgeable about digital 

resources and use various media to deliver content and to provide instructions and she 

would use synchronous sessions where possible. As a professional, Laurel would like to 

be knowledgeable about the content she teaches, be a life-long learner to continuously 

improve her practice, and collaborate with her colleagues to learn from them as a teacher.  

 Laurel’s participation in the course as an online learner as well as an online 

teacher impacted her identity development significantly. She discussed specific learning 

activities and how those impacted her. Because of these experiences, her perspectives 

changed meaningfully to a positive one. The Group Project experience was most 
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impactful as a means to develop her confidence as an online teacher, where she was able 

to engage in a full online learning cycle.  

 Laurel also made good use of the opportunities for recognition offered in the 

course. The reflections in the weekly journals and in the final reflection allowed her to 

deepen and retain her learning. Feedback from her teacher allowed her to feel confirmed 

about her understanding of the theories and her practices; whereas, interactions with and 

feedback from her peers were more “explorative.”  

 Laurel also talked about some challenges she anticipated to face in the future as 

an online teacher. She recognized the challenges of students’ limited access to 

technology. She also thought that in her specific field language can be a barrier in an 

online context. Laurel continued to think that her biggest challenge as an online teacher 

in the future would be “not having the opportunity to meet my students face-to-face” 

(Interview 1, L- 438). She was also concerned about how to choose from the many 

available digital resources, and about her students’ technological skills.  
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5F. The Case of Iris – A Veteran Special Education Teacher  

Background 

Iris was an African American veteran special education teacher and EdD student 

in Teaching and Curriculum at the Warner School. She aspired to be an 

administrator/teacher educator who would like to provide professional development and 

coaching to other teachers.  

Teacher Training and Experience  

Iris had over 20 years of teaching experience as a traditional teacher for special 

needs children. She never had any formal teacher training before she started teaching. 

She said, “I learned as I went along” (Personal Correspondence, July 8, 2018). She 

received some in service teacher training later. 

Online Experience  

Iris had no prior experience with online teaching or learning, she never took any 

online course before enrolling in EDE 484.  

What Kind of Online Teacher Iris Aspired to Be 

In this section, I will address my first research question by describing what Iris 

aspired to be with respect to each of the ten components identified by the course 

designers as characterizing the “kind of online teacher” the course aimed to prepare, and 

then report on other elements that emerged from my analysis of the data. I will conclude 

this section by discussing the changes Iris reported to have experienced as a result of the 

course. I will start with Iris’ own take-aways at the end of the course, as reflected in her 

last journal entry. 
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In her own words – main take-aways at the end of the course:  

1. In designing the lesson, it is important to clearly state what it is I want my 

students to do in navigating through the lesson 

2. Be available by any means necessary to answer student concerns 

3. Be sure to have a voice as the instructor 

4. Encouraging feedback it is important to student growth 

5. Make the lessons interesting 

6. Change lesson design don’t keep repeating the same format 

7. Provide opportunities for social interaction 

8. Use a variety of online resources as the instructor to help diversify the 

lesson for all learners 

9. As the instructor, be careful not to over shadow students in discussions 

10. Encourage students to be authentic in their response. (W.J.7, L- 109-114) 

 

1. Seeing Online Learning as a Complement, Rather Than an Alternative, to 

Traditional/Face-to-Face Learning  

Iris explicitly stated that she saw no significant difference between the kind of 

online teacher and face-to-face teacher she wanted to be. The only difference she 

mentioned was that online teaching requires much more details “compared to the face-to-

face lessons” (F.R. L- 81-82). She stated:  

My overarching takeaway from the course was whether it be traditional, or 

whether it be online, we are going for the ultimate goal, ultimate student learning, 

student achievement. Two different forms but yet they sort of parallel a lot and 

the online teaching helped me to realize that whether I’m standing before my 

students physically or if I’m online with them I still make a difference in that, I 

carry a lot of responsibility in their learning and how that learning is presented to 

them. (Interview 1, L- 479-485) 

 

2. Seeking to Increase Students’ Access to Learning Opportunities by Leveraging 

Online Spaces 

Iris held the view that online learning can provide new opportunities for students 

with disabilities (as articulated in more detail in a later section); therefore, as a special 
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education teacher she would like to make use of online learning to increase access for 

students with special needs.  

Iris contended that the special need students should not be “excluded” from online 

teaching and learning (OTL) because they are going to live in this world of technology 

more than she will (Interview 2, L- 168). Therefore, as a special education teacher she 

wanted to learn more about OTL to create access for her students.  

As an example of the potential for online teaching to create greater access for 

students with special needs, Iris told the story of a student who had down syndrome and 

other people said “she couldn’t process” (Interview 2, L- 204). The students in that class 

were supposed to make a family tree and others said she would not be able to do it, but 

Iris disagreed. Iris sent the student to the computer and she said,  

When we put her on the computer she was hitting those keys, she just lit up, she 

just started smiling and started pushing those keys with her finger and then she 

could see the words, she could see what she was hitting on the monitor and it was 

just so amazing … she ended up making her book like everyone else did and she 

shared her story and it was good. (Interview 2, L- 215-221) 

 

3. Seeking to Create a Caring and Interactive Learning Community in Any 

Instructional Context 

Iris gave significant emphasis on being able to create a learning community as the 

online teacher she aspired to be. In the beginning of the semester one of her concerns was 

how to get her learners to “bond” with her and how to build a learning community in an 

online course. But as the semester progressed, these concerns changed to the realization 

that “the most valuable affordances of online learning are socialization and building an 
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online community” (F.R. L- 5-6). Iris mentioned several times the behaviors and 

practices of the instructor of EDE 484 as a “model” for how to make this happen.  

When she first started the course, Iris had some doubts and concerns in her mind 

about establishing relationships in an online course. In the first weekly journal she wrote, 

“I believed that the teacher and the student could not form an online trust: that is essential 

to the learner and teacher” (W.J.1, L- 5-6). She was also concerned about ensuring 

teacher “presence” in an online class (F.R. L- 85). After taking the class for a week and 

looking at “the design of online instruction” she was experiencing, Iris realized that trust 

can be built between students and teachers even in an online setting. One way to achieve 

this trust, according to her, is by developing the lessons and tailoring the assignments in a 

way “to meet the needs of the students” (W.J.1, L- 5-9). She also realized that using the 

correct tone in her communications and having a welcome page introducing herself 

would be beneficial to create a teacher presence in her online courses.   

It was very important for Iris to be available to her students and to answer 

students’ questions promptly. She considered the course instructor of EDE 484 as a 

model for doing this. She shared her experience of reaching out to the instructor 

regarding some issues while designing the individual lesson plan – as she was struggling 

with it, since this was the first time she was designing an online module. She commented 

that the instructor was very patient, gave ample time to help her and make her understand 

the process. Iris said that the instructor did not make her feel “uncomfortable” or did not 

make her feel that she “wasn’t adequate” (Interview 1, L-117). As an online teacher Iris 
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wanted to demonstrate this quality and be equally available to her students. She also 

realized that online technologies would allow her to do so effectively: 

I’ve learned that I could go into the system and design a question where if you 

have any questions please contact me, or maybe get to the point where I could 

leave my number making myself more personal, they could contact me and that 

builds that trust. So if I don’t have that visual, that physical input I could still have 

it online and it’s all on how I could represent myself. (Interview 2, L- 70-74) 

 

Iris stated that “To be an online teacher I think I want to also show compassion 

and I want to be patient” (Interview 1, L- 197-198). She thought everyone in the class but 

herself “had some experience and some knowledge they brought to the table” related to 

online teaching learning. She only had her “professional experience as a teacher” in a 

traditional classroom setting, but she felt the course instructor and TA showed “so much 

compassion … so much understanding … it wasn’t pity, it’s just we understand where 

you’re at and we’re going to bring you to here, and I got there” (Interview 1, L- 204-207). 

She would like to show similar compassion to her students. She contended, “As a teacher 

when your children lack that background knowledge you have to provide it – whether 

field trip, movie, whatever” (Interview 1, L- 224-226). She stated that the course 

instructor “showed me that knowledge by sitting down to me and explaining whatever it 

took, she provided me with that background knowledge and that was very essential to my 

moving forward” (Interview 1, L- 227-229). Similarly, as a teacher she would like to 

always provide her students “an understanding where they’re not feeling inadequate and 

where they are in the learning” (Interview 1, L- 231-232). 

Iris would prefer to have hybrid classes, so as to create opportunities for her 

students to meet each other face-to-face and to socialize (F.R. L- 19-20). To create a 
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learning community, she would “provide students with as much contact information 

needed in order that they may not experience the feeling of being alone or neglected” 

(F.R. L- 60-62). She would share her cell phone number and email contacts with them 

and would collect their contact information. Additionally, she shared her idea of 

implementing a “check-in point” in her online course:  

I would send out an email to all the students in the class as a check point in which 

they could express their needs without feeling incompetent. I would also 

implement in the module an online tracking system that would alert students to 

where they are in the lesson. Providing students a peer buddy to help them as they 

navigate throughout the lesson would be beneficial. However, the peer buddy 

would have to be accessible and active in helping: and not make the individual 

feel he/she is a burden or a problem. (F.R. L- 57-71) 

 

Another thing that Iris thought was important for building a learning community 

is the connections between the teacher and the students. Iris believed the “wording” a 

teacher uses in designing the lesson “creates the tone for connecting with the student” 

(F.R. L- 86). Therefore, she would like to be careful about wording in her online 

modules, and she planned to have a welcome page in which she would introduce herself 

to her students (F.R. L- 86-88).  

In a discussion board Iris discussed the importance of communication in creating 

a leaning community, as she wrote: “Communication between instructor and peers is very 

important, without open communication, so many problems can occur” (DB Module 5.2, 

L- 84-86). Recognizing that when people work in a group project, lack of communication 

can hinder progress, she also wrote: “Communication helps the members to embrace 

others ideas and differences, it is a necessary resource” (DB Module 5.2, L- 90-91). Iris 

gave examples of the course teacher several times, how she responded to emails 
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promptly, and was available through “different media.” She believed that being 

accessible is very important for a teacher for creating a learning community, especially 

when teaching children with special needs, because:  

To me they’re so damaged in a lot of ways, educational wise, social wise, emotion 

wise and their voices are silent. I think the online teaching gives them a way to 

hear their voice and a way that they can share their opinions and comments with 

others without being injured. So I like it (online) for that, it keeps them safe, you 

know, they’re not dealing with their peers who may bully them or tease them 

about their thought and may have a student who’s bright, they’re not feeling 

intimidated or shy for being bright. It’s a safe space for them… it depends on the 

teacher how safe that space is going to be (Interview 1, L- 593- 601).  

 

In her final reflection, Iris also stated that she would “design lessons in a manner 

that the goals and objectives would promote and encourage socializing by means of 

communication, and sharing” (F.R. L- 8-9). 

4. Seeking to Enhance Students’ Engagement and Motivation by Capitalizing on the 

Many Affordances of Digital Technologies 

As an online teacher Iris would like to ensure students’ engagement, and therefore 

enhancing their motivation to learn was of great importance to her. She identified a 

number of ways in which technology could be used to increase engagement in learning – 

including leveraging young people’s natural interest in digital devices, using a variety of 

media to convey content, and using social media to allow students to communicate and 

share work. Iris also greatly valued the private options online learning can provide to 

students with special needs – which in turn can encourage them to take more risks and 

increase their confidence.    

Iris wrote in a discussion board that “learning and motivation are essential to 

student learning” and “how the instructor motivates the learner through the lesson, builds 
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self-efficacy, self-confidence” (DB, Module 3.2, L- 130-131). Iris also recognized that 

“Motivating students can be challenging but when they are involved in activities that 

make them think, they are more likely to be motivated in the learning” (DB, Module 3.3, 

L- 117-118). 

Iris stated that the “first potential” she saw about online learning is that “it is 

private” (I.R. L- 2). It is a benefit “for those students that may feel they are not smart as 

other students can work in the privacy of their home/ selected location – and not feel 

threatened to keep up with others” (I.R. L- 2-4). She believed “this will help build their 

individual self-confidence and motivate them to learn. It will help them in building other 

skills as well: such as discipline, commitment and self-motivation” (I.R. L- 4-6).  

 Being asked in the interview about how she would design motivating and 

engaging online learning activities, Iris responded: “I would like to design hands on 

lessons, engaging lessons that they (students) could have fun at and it would provide 

them with different media” (Interview 1, L- 163-164). She would like to design the 

course “in way in which students are not afraid to take risk: the learning becomes fun- not 

something they are afraid of” (W.J.2, L- 57-58). She stated that EDE 484 was an example 

for her for that, as from this course Iris “learned that online learning can be fun for 

students” (W.J.1, L- 15). She contended: 

The online course can be developed in a manner in which the student can 

participate in a variety of assignments. As most learners enjoy chatting and 

socializing on social media, creating a blogging activity in the lesson would 

promote socialization: and the student would have fun engaging in social 

conversation with others. (W.J.1, L- 15-22) 
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Iris believed that technology can help increase students’ motivation and 

engagement, since children are so interested in and familiar with digital devices in their 

everyday life. She further elaborated this view as follows:   

Children cognitively are taking in a lot of learning from their multimedia 

devices. And as teachers, we have to compete with some very interesting material 

being presented to children. I have noticed that children can spend hours on their 

cell phones and other digital devices, but when they come to school, down goes 

their head and they sleep for the entire class period. When asked why they come 

to class and sleep, students say because their classes are boring. This is why I 

liked Dewey’s approach to learning. Getting children to inquire and making 

connections is important between how they are seeing the world and how it 

operates. (DB Module 5.1, L- 273-279) 

According to Iris, another value of OTL for students is “not being exposed to 

other students’ negative behaviors. Many students working in a school environment do 

not like the bad behaviors of disruptive students: but cannot escape it, for they are 

contained in the environment” (I.R. L- 1-9).  This, in turn, could increase their 

engagement, she believed. 

Iris also said that as an aspiring online teacher she would like her students “to see 

the passion that I have for what I’m doing, it doesn’t have to be great, just that I love it” 

(Interview 1, L- 190-191). Seeing the passion in the teacher for her subject can also 

motivate students to learn.  

5. Seeking to Promote Deep Learning and Understanding by Capitalizing on 

Appropriate Digital Tools and Resources 

As a teacher, Iris had always aspired to enable her students not just to learn and 

understand the course material, but also to become problem solvers and critical thinkers. 
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As a result of EDE 484, she also came to a deeper appreciation of the importance of 

building on students’ prior knowledge. 

Iris stated that she would like to be “the kind of teacher that promotes learning” 

for her students, she would like to “present lessons in a way that it makes them (the 

students) be critical thinkers and problem solvers” (Interview 1, L- 289-291). She 

believed that “learning is all about connecting the real world to the lesson for the 

students” (F.R. L- 36). Reflecting on some of the course readings in an early journal, Iris 

wrote:  

I will design instruction that allows my students to think, and to think about how 

learning impacts their lives, and how their lives impact education. It is important 

that I bring to the learning their present thinking and ability: and have 

them concentrating on when, where, what, and how their learning will navigate 

their futures. It is my belief that instruction should provide children the 

opportunity to be challenged, and to learn problem solving skills. Higher learning 

involves students being able to inquiry about the world around them. (W.J.2, L- 

59-69) 

 

Iris said that from the course instructor of EDE 484 her “takeaway was learning to 

embrace the student's present level of understanding” (W.J.2, L- 55-56). She would like 

to remember that “prior knowledge is an asset, on which new learning is formed and 

built” (W.J. L- 56-57). Iris stated, “I think it’s important that students realize that their 

knowledge is not obsolete to the learning and that they bring with them their experiences 

from their culture, their history” (Interview 1, L- 38-40). As a teacher she would like to 

“build on that” and “to embrace that” because she believed this would allow them to take 

“ownership” of their learning and gradually they would “become an expert” in the 

learning (Interview 1, L- 40-42). She would design lessons in a way so that it connects 
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with the students prior learnings (Interview 1, L- 43). Regarding eliciting prior 

knowledge, Iris further said:  

All children bring prior learning to an assignment … All children have different 

experiences in life that mold who they are, how they view the world and what 

they become. As instructors, we want to build on all aspects of the learning. It is 

their prior knowledge and engagement in communities...such as their families, 

churches, peers, and other events that they learn to form opinions, values, 

communication, and morals. (DB Module 3.2, L- 131-136) 

 

Iris believed that for creating a “learner-centered environment” it is crucial to 

build connection between students to content. She contended: 

In this teaching approach, students think and learn in relation to their prior 

knowledge and understanding of the world. They think about a problem from 

their cultural experiences. Their experiences could have them think about the 

problem in a correct manner or an incorrect way. Discussing the problem for 

clarity and understanding allows them to rethink and readjust their misconception 

of the problem at hand. Here the teacher recognizes the importance of building on 

students’ ideas and cultural knowledge, as they are essential to the student's 

understanding and growing of the content. (DB Module 5.1, L- 209-214) 

 

6. Seeking to Promote Collaborative Learning in any Instructional Context 

Iris looked at promoting social interactions and collaborative learning as a key 

component of the teacher she aspired to be. She also believed that promoting 

collaborative learning is particularly important in an online environment, and that there 

are tools she could use as a teacher (such as discussion boards) that would help her 

achieve this goal.  

Regarding social presence and interaction between students and teachers, Iris 

stated, “Teacher presence and social interaction with peers is so essential to student 

learning” (DB Module 5.2, L- 34-35). She also wrote:  

Research has shown that students grow mentally, academically and emotionally 

from social interaction. Social interaction promotes competition and motivates 
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one to want to do better, because their peers are being successful…. we as human 

creatures need socialization in order to cognitively develop and to be healthy. (DB 

Module 5.2, L- 35-42) 

 

Iris believed that collaborative learning is especially important in an online setting 

because learners in an online class can feel isolated, as “you might have questions and 

concerns and there’s no one that you feel you would be able to reach out to help you 

resolve those” (Interview 1, L- 152-153). To address the issue, she suggested: “have the 

students work together, they can collaborate, they can help one another, they can share 

ideas, the exchanging of ideas and thoughts” (Interview 1, L- 153-155). She contended 

that promoting collaborative learning is also very critical “in developing and appreciating 

the online course” because “by nature we’re just social animals, it’s just something we 

can’t get around, so we need that social piece that is what is natural within us, we’re 

going to always need that that collaboration and that contact” (Interview 1, L- 157-159).  

Iris further shared her thoughts on social interaction, collaboration, community of 

practice and their implications for her online teaching in another discussion board: 

As I have learned from prior modules, the design of the online lesson should 

promote social interaction and collaboration between students. Social interaction 

of students in an online course is essential to their motivation. Wenger and Lave, 

the researchers responsible for the community of practice theory, said by nature 

we are social creatures and that need must be nourished. The researchers 

explained that is through social interaction we learn and acquire knowledge of the 

world. Learning from one another broadens our understanding of things we do not 

understand, and it brings diversity to the learning. Brown (2000) states that 

schools are a part of the larger community in which students live and interact. It is 

from social interaction with their families, churches and friends that children learn 

to think, problem solve and view situations from different perspectives. Would it 

not be natural for schools to continue building on what is human nature in the 

learning? Brown’s (2000) concept of learners as part of a school community is 

central to how students learn and build their social skills. Building discussion 

boards into the online learning encourages competition between learners and is 

a positive form of self-assessment. (DB Module 5.3, L- 192-205) 
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Iris planned to use Padlet in her future classes because she thought it is “a great 

source of socialization, communication and sharing of ideas between peers. It allows the 

students to see others work and introduces them to the real world. Learning is all about 

connecting the real world to the lesson for the students” (F.R. L- 34-36). 

In her reflections Iris mentioned her own experiences of collaboration in the class 

several times. She stated that working with her classmates in the Group Project was a 

great learning experience for her, as she learned things from others. She also learned 

things from interacting with others in the discussion boards, in class and in the 

synchronous online sessions.  

7. Seeking to Provide Students with Choices and Differentiated Learning 

Opportunities, Leveraging Technology Whenever Possible  

Providing choices and differentiated learning were important for Iris. While she 

did not elaborate on how she would identify her students’ individual needs or provide 

differentiated learning online, she talked about how she would make efforts to meet her 

students’ individual needs.   

Iris suggested that all teachers should “keep the students’ needs and wants at the 

center of attention in designing the lesson” (F.R. L- 78-79). She would let the students 

know throughout the course that they can depend on their instructor “to provide 

assistance in a positive and caring manner” (F.R. L- 78-81). She wanted to tailor the 

lessons and assignments to match the students’ needs, and provided the following 

example in this regard: “if the student is at the primary age, his/her online work should be 

developed in a manner in which the assignments are short in quantity” (W.J.1, L- 9-10). 
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Iris contended that “Online learning for students is like having your own one-on-one 

teacher” (I.R. L- 16-17). Thus, it allows better opportunities for meeting students’ 

individual needs.  

8. Appreciating the Need for Goal-driven Instructional Design and Thoughtful 

Instructional Choices – Especially When Planning Online Learning Experiences 

Iris considered being good at instructional design to be a critical part of the kind 

of online teacher she wanted to be, as evident in her list of take-aways from the final 

journal entry, which included several items related to designing instruction:   

 In designing the lesson, it is important to clearly state what it is I want my 

students to do in navigating through the lesson. 

 Make the lessons interesting. 

 Change lesson design, don’t keep repeating the same format. 

 Provide opportunities for social interaction. 

 Use a variety of online resources as the instructor to help diversify the lesson for 

all learners. (W.J.7, L- 280-289) 

 

As an online teacher Iris would adopt goal-driven instructional design. She would 

like her instruction to be student centered, where she would build on students’ prior 

knowledge, make the lessons interactive and use Bloom’ Taxonomy to identify 

worthwhile learning goals and related tasks. She also emphasized the importance of 

giving clear directions and creating opportunities to synthesize learning. She recognized 

some of the unique limitations of online classes in terms of instructional design, and 

found ways to deal with them.    

In a discussion board Iris talked about several aspects of designing online courses 

and the responsibilities of teachers related to instructional design. She stated:  

The teacher is like the driver of a car. It is the driver's responsibility to keep 

his/her eyes on the road to keep others safe in the car. A skillful driver knows how 
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to avoid an accident, because he/she knows the meaning of the signs on the 

road. The same with the teacher, he/she navigates the students to success by the 

skills they implement in the design of the lessons. (DB Module 5.2, L- 197-201) 

 

In her final reflection Iris reflected on her increased understanding of instructional 

design as a result of the course: 

As a new learner, I have learned that designing online lessons is what the teacher 

brings to the instruction. It is about what the goal and objectives the teacher wants 

the students to experience and that can be done in a variety of media’s.… I have 

learned that there is a process in creating lessons for students. I learned that the 

lessons can be engaging, when fun activities are implemented to enhance the 

lesson. (F.R. L- 96-105) 

 

In addition to promoting the building of an online community, the goals and 

objectives of the lesson should be present, clear, and doable. I do feel that I can 

apply these practices to my future online classes. (F.R. L- 89-94)   

 

For her future online courses, Iris would like to choose activities based on the 

“goals and objectives” of each module (F.R. L- 73-74). Interestingly, when she first 

joined the program, Iris was “totally against goals” (Interview 1, L- 47-48). She 

explained her changed position as follows:  

I believed there’s some sort of learning structure but goals were not my priority. I 

think they were too constraining, too confining to children’s learning but I find 

it’s the opposite because you can open up their minds and broaden their learning 

by setting a goal. A goal is just the starting point for them. So by having the goals 

will help me to design lessons based on their learning styles, how they take in 

knowledge. (Interview 1, L- 49-54) 

 

While designing and teaching an online course, Iris would remember that “prior 

knowledge is an asset, in which new learning is formed and built” (W.J.2, L- 56-57). She 

would design the course in a way that it is student centered as opposed to teacher 

centered because she believed “the purpose of an online lesson is to have the student take 
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ownership of his/her lesson” (W.J.3, L- 95). She would also design the lesson “in a 

manner that reflects the student’s ability and talents” (W.J.3, L- 101-102).  

Throughout the semester in the journals, discussion boards, as well as in the final 

reflection and interviews, Iris discussed specific instructional practices that she thought 

would help her become the kind of online teacher she wanted to be. In a journal entry, 

Iris wrote that she was “concerned about the design of the lesson being interactive 

enough for students, both academically and socially” (W.J.1, L- 24-26). In her future 

teaching, she would like to include “a variety of activities in the lesson” and she would 

“implement many of the methods learned in the class [EDE 484]” (W.J.3, L- 109-110). 

The activities would also “involve communication, sharing and responding to the online 

community” (F.R. L- 76-77). Iris would like to “design lessons that will challenge” her 

students (W.J.3, L- 111-112). Her lessons would “involve collaboration with other 

classmates and the use of technology” and those would “engage the student in higher 

level thinking” (W.J.3, L- 93-104). 

To help her students synthesize the learning, Iris would “have them practice 

problem solving skills based on the content learning” (F.R. L- 29-30). She believed that 

“synthesizing the lesson is a good way to have the students think about and show how 

they understand the lesson from a different perspective” (F.R. L- 30-32). 

Iris also recognized a challenge in designing online modules as she said, “the 

greatest limitation of online learning is getting the students to commit to responding to 

the module questions in an appropriate timeframe, in order for others to respond” (F.R. 

L- 10-12). Another limitation according to her is that “in online courses or activities, 
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directions for independent work cannot be provided face-to-face” therefore, there will be 

no immediate opportunities for the students “to ask clarifying questions or for the 

instructor to elaborate” (F.R. L- 52-53). To overcome this limitation, Iris would like to 

provide “clear and comprehensive” directions for independent work – something she 

learned to appreciate as a result of the course (F.R. L- 54). 

9. Seeking to Enhance Student Assessment Practices Through the Use of Digital 

Technologies, so as to Better Support Learning and Inform Instruction 

Iris wanted to be an online teacher who helps her students grow by providing 

meaningful feedback. She would like to create on-time, formal and yet fun assessments 

for her students; she also preferred multiple opportunities for assessment and diverse 

types of assessment other than tests for demonstrating students’ learning. 

In the second interview Iris talked in detail about what she learned from the 

course about assessment and how she would want her students to demonstrate learning:  

I learned that assessment doesn’t have to mean a test ... Whenever I hear the word 

assess, it sounds so scary to me. But I learned that there’s multiple ways of 

assessing and again I learned that from the class. [The instructor] would give us 

something to read and then she said give me your feedback on that, where was the 

author going on that, what would you change, that’s assessing. So I have just 

learned - in my years of schooling it was always a test of multiple choice or 

something - assessing can be fun. It could be a project. Because the thing with the 

assessing piece is that what I want to know is did my students get what my goal 

was in my objective, did I accomplish that through my objectives? (Interview 2, 

L- 390-399) 

 

Iris believed that “providing learners with feedback on their work is essential to 

their academic growth” and she contended that feedback can be provided “in the form of 

a formative or summative assessment” (DB Module 5.2, L- 221-223). She also believed 

“assessment or feedback should be given routinely” (DB Module 5.2, L- 227). She 
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wanted to make the assessment fun for her students, allowing for student choices and 

offering opportunities for them to feel “successful” (W.J.3, L- 98).  

Interestingly, Iris held the view that “assessment is meant for the teacher more 

than for the student. The assessment helps the teacher in bettering his/her practice in 

improving student academics, and it helps the student in understanding how he/she is 

processing the academic information” (DB Module 5.2, L- 223-226).  

10. Seeing the Use of Digital Technologies as a Tool Rather Than a Goal in Itself 

As an aspiring online teacher Iris recognized the importance of technology to 

support students’ learning as well as their success in today’s world, especially in her field 

of special education. In the second interview she gave some examples from her 

experience of how technology can enable learning and change the lives of students with 

special needs, as discussed in more detail in a later section. In the beginning of the 

semester, Iris shared some concerns about her lack of knowledge of technology – along 

with her eagerness to learn more about technology to support her students’ learning. 

Those concerns seemed to be reduced as a result of the course. 

According to Iris, exposure to technology is a great affordance of OTL because 

“technology is connecting the global world. People are discovering and learning about 

cultures, foods, diverse societies and so much more through technology” (I.R. L- 19-20). 

She contended that “as an educational culture, we need to keep up with what is going 

on” (I.R. L- 21-22). She also stated, “As technology is moving forward and quickly, I as 

a teacher have to keep up” (Interview 2, L- 166-167).  
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In her preliminary journal, Iris specifically mentioned some technological concerns 

she had as a learner, as well as a teacher. The concerns she mentioned were:   

1. Privacy, will my peers respect and keep confidential what I share? 

2. How long does my work stay on the system? 

3. Will my instruction be completely scripted? 

Interestingly, she did not revisit these concerns in any of her posts as the semester 

progressed.  

Iris stated that she learned about some technology and the use of certain tools 

from this course. She mentioned Padlet several times in her reflections and interviews, as 

a tool she found useful for her and she would like to use it in future in her own teaching. 

Another tool she specifically mentioned was Zoom, which she would like to use to meet 

her students synchronously online; she thought Zoom was a great means “to socialize, 

communicate and provide feedback on the content” (F.R. L- 41-42). 

Additional Aspects of the Kind of Online Teacher Iris Wanted to be 

In this section I will discuss some of the other aspects of the kind of online 

teacher Iris aspired to be besides the ten components explicitly targeted by the course.  

Professional Components of Teaching. Iris wanted to be a teacher who has 

adequate content knowledge, who collaborates with her colleagues, who has up to date 

knowledge of research in relevant fields and who is a life-long learner.  

In her first interview Iris mentioned that, from observing the course instructor of 

EDE 484, she realized that it is crucial to have deep knowledge of the subject one is 
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teaching. Talking about what she would need to become an effective online teacher, she 

said,  

Knowledge that they [the students] need from me to give them answers to their 

questions, be knowledgeable on the [online] system and knowledgeable in that 

content because sometimes you can design a lesson and you may not be familiar 

with the content or what it’s asking, what is the goal, what is the objective, what 

are the outcomes, what are your resources to get that student from point A to point 

B, so if you don’t have that knowledge yourself you have to have some content 

knowledge, if you’re lacking that you’re not going to be able to move forward. 

(Interview 1, L- 134-141) 

 

Iris believed that when designing her future online lesson, it would be “natural” 

for her to collaborate with her “peers and colleagues” and she would like to receive 

“ideas and feedback” from them (Interview 1, L-181-182). Based on their feedback she 

would revise and re-design her lessons to make them “great” for her students (Interview 

1, L-183-184). Her experience in the Group Project taught her the value of these 

practices. 

As a future online teacher, Iris also emphasized the importance of being a life-

long learner. She thought all teachers need to be life-long learners because students want 

their teachers to be innovative, use new techniques, and include creative activities. In 

particular, Iris contended that it is critical for online teachers to have knowledge of the 

recent research and development in their field. While discussing the importance of the 

course readings. Iris provided the following suggestions for online teachers: “Stay up 

with the readings, stay up with the research as much as you can, because things are 

always changing, new things are always coming out” (Interview 2, L- 327-328). In her 

second interview, Iris provided additional suggestions for teachers to be lifelong learners: 
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I say become a lifelong learner, don’t continue doing what you did last year, try to 

do something new next year. So constantly go out there and keep seeking, keep 

asking and getting involved. So that’s how I see myself as a lifelong learner … 

Kids talk, all her lessons are like this, she doesn’t change her lesson, I did this 

when I was in school, she’s been teaching 20 years and it’s the same lesson today. 

Kids know, so they’ll tell other kids, they won’t value you, they won’t value what 

you’re saying because they’ll just be oh take her class because she doesn’t change 

her stuff it’s the same old stuff when I was taking her class. But when you have 

something new they’re surprised, surprise them big time. I can only do that by 

keeping myself abreast with the knowledge and learning I had. (Interview 2, L- 

363-374) 

 

Field-Specific Considerations. As evident in the observations reported in 

previous sections, Iris’ identity as an online teacher was influenced by her prior identity 

as a special education teacher – as she was constantly looking for ways to use online tools 

and technology to improve the learning experiences of students with special needs.  

One of the reasons why Iris believed OTL has great potential for special 

education is because students like new things and innovations, she contended that it is 

important for the special need students to “know the technology and it just changes them” 

(Interview 2, L- 222-223). They should be able to “participate” in technology, because 

she said that “this generation as a whole already come with the skills to work with the 

computer” (Interview 2, L- 225-226).  

Explaining what potential online education has for the students with special 

needs, Iris said:  

Each child learns differently, but I find children with special needs, not all of 

them, but they tend to be really good with technology. For some reason they’re 

not afraid, they don’t have inhibitions about it, they get on there and it doesn’t 

take very long for them to pick up. I know a young lady personally … she 

couldn’t remember formulas and multiplication, you know, linear stuff, she 

couldn’t remember it at all, but we gave her a computer, the phone there, and it 

was amazing. She went on to excel, she went on to work for the Pentagon. 

(Interview 2, L- 175-182) 
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 In her interviews, Iris gave several examples from her teaching experience of 

special need students excelling with the use of technology, in addition to the student with 

Down syndrome reported earlier in the “increasing access” section:  

I’ve had other students that go on and they’ve excelled, they’ve done well. I’ve 

had other people that go into the computer, they go into research, they can look 

things up, they interact and get really wild. Those children go on to get good jobs. 

So that’s what I see with technology, I’ve seen the impact of technology on 

students, I know it’s good, like I said it’s not for all kids but for those that we can 

take to they do very well, it builds their confidence, wow I can do something that 

no one else can do. (Interview 2, L- 184-190) 

 

As a special education teacher, Iris would like her students to be “advocates” 

(Interview 2, L- 347), and for herself to design lessons that would develop her students’ 

“thinking in understanding peoples’ differences and to embrace diversity” (F.R. L- 16-

17). She would like the teachers that she would teach “to not just say the word diversity 

but to live it” (F.R. L- 18). 

Acknowledged Changes in Views on Online Teaching and Online Teachers 

Iris came to the class without any prior experience of online teaching and 

learning – although she had her own pre-conceived notions about online teaching 

learning, including significant doubts about OTL and its effectiveness. However, after 

taking the course her perceptions changed significantly – especially about building 

trust, developing relations with the students, and making lessons appropriate to 

students in an online space.  

Iris stated, “When I first entered the course I did not see myself as an online 

teacher” – especially since she had been a traditional k-12 school teacher for a long time 

(Interview 1, L- 58-59). Before taking the course, Iris thought it would be tough to build 
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trust in an online setting. Because in a traditional class the teacher and the students meet 

face-to-face, they can solve issues quicker and build trust easily as they meet face-to-

face. Iris was not sure how to do that online. However, her perception changed and she 

wrote in her very first weekly journal:  

When I first came to class, I believed that the teacher and the student could not 

form an online trust: that is essential to the learner and teacher. However, I have 

learned in one week that based on the design of online instruction, the teacher and 

the student can build trust. This can be done when the teacher in developing the 

lesson tailors the assignments to meet the needs of the student, he/or she is 

instructing. For example, if the student is at the primary age, his/her online 

work should be developed in a manner in which the assignments are short in 

quantity. Time also plays a role. A young student based on the format of the 

lesson should not be spending hours at time doing assignments. The teacher 

taking into consideration the student's ability and age is building trust between 

him/her and the student. (W.J.1, L- 5-13) 

 

Another major doubt Iris had was about building a relationship with students. 

When she first entered EDE 484, she was not sure how an online teacher could “build a 

relationship” with their students because they would not see each other (Interview 1, L- 

255). However, from the final reflection and weekly journals, it was evident that Iris 

experienced a change of perceptions about online teaching and learning in terms of 

developing relationships with students in an online setting. She said in the final 

reflection:  

My perception about developing a relationship with my students has changed. 

When I first entered the class, I just could not wrap my head around how the 

online instructor could create a presence. I know that the wording I use in 

designing the lesson creates the tone for connecting with the student. For 

example, I could have a … welcoming page in which I introduce myself to the 

student; this allows the student to get to know me on a personal and professional 

level (F.R. L- 83-88). 
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Iris had some concerns related to teaching online which were resolved gradually 

as a result of the course: “how do you make your lessons age appropriate, challenging, 

engaging, collective… I had a negative perception of online, I didn’t think those things 

could be accomplished but after taking the course I saw that they can be accomplished” 

(Interview 1, L- 298- 302). After taking the course, Iris realized that in an online class she 

“could have the same results” with her students, and she could “phrase” her “questions” 

in the same way. 

Iris started to believe that “being an online teacher is just as important as being a 

teacher in the classroom” (Interview 2, L- 227-228). Because of the experience in the 

course, she stated: 

I’ve become a believer because for me I can now really see what you can 

accomplish … because the point is to get students learning, to have them 

responsible for their learning, what they’re learning they’ll remember that better, 

the computer allows that. (Interview 2, L- 233-237) 

 

Regarding her overall experience in the course and how it impacted her 

perceptions, Iris wrote in her final reflection:  

I remember entering the class unsure and doubtful of my ability and what to 

expect. I heard about the challenges of the class but I never heard anyone say not 

to take it.… I have seen a lot of growth in me when compared to my first day in 

the class. I can now see that the online instructor can create presence in getting to 

know his/her students. I have learned that there is a process in creating lessons for 

students. I learned that the lessons can be engaging, when fun activities are 

implemented to enhance the lesson. (F.R. L- 96-105) 

 

As concluding remarks in her second interview, Iris stated that she would 

“encourage” students coming to the programs at Warner School to take courses on online 

teaching, because she believed they would “come out a different person” (Interview 2, L- 

412). Her message to future students was, “Even if you had the knowledge, you’re 
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literate on online teaching you’re going to walk away thinking differently, you’ll 

appreciate it, because I do, I appreciate it” (Interview 2, L- 413-416).  

Based on her overall experience in the course and especially in the two projects, 

Iris said if she were to get a job offer to teach online courses she would “more probably 

say yes, I would take it – as opposed to when I first started the class, I’m not going to 

take it, I know nothing at all” (Interview 2, L- 140-142). She felt that she now had the 

“foundation.” In one of her interviews she stated:  

I came in as an empty vessel, literally, but when I walked away I said to you I 

could do an online class. That’s pretty cool in just a semester. I was an unbeliever, 

I didn’t make it no secret that I was an unbeliever of online teaching and you were 

very patient with oh you’ll see, it will come together and it did. It did for me. 

(Interview 1, L- 577- 581) 

 

Impacts of the Course Activities on Iris’ Identity Development  

In this section I will discuss how different learning experiences in the course 

impacted Iris’ identity development as an online teacher, so as to address my second 

research question: How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation 

and recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? I will first 

talk about the impacts of participation (both as an online learner and as an online teacher) 

on Iris’ identity development as a certain type of online teacher, and then I will talk about 

the effects of recognition by self and by others on her identity development. I will also 

discuss some other factors that influenced her identity development.  

Overall Impact of the Course  

As already discussed in the previous section, the course had a significant impact 

on Iris’ views of online teaching and learning as well as herself as an online teacher. 
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About her participation in the course and how it impacted her, Iris stated in her first 

interview: 

As a learner I did enjoy the process … I came in as a learner, I came in totally 

with nothing, when I walked away from the program I had quite a lot of learning 

through readings, through interacting with my peers, interacting with my teachers, 

building a project, implementing a project, all those together made me, I feel that 

if I was asked to do it I could do it based on what I learned in the course. So I 

think it was really beneficial to me as a learner. (Interview 1, L- 359-368) 

 

Iris also appreciated the fact that the course was hybrid. She thought the face-to-

face sessions helped build the relationship between the teacher and the students, and 

helped build trust. She felt that the way the lessons were designed made the students feel 

the teacher “was there” and that the students “could communicate with her” (Interview 1, 

L- 271). Iris also talked about the impact the course teacher had on her:  

Didn’t take over the conversation, she didn’t critique you on your thoughts, she 

just expanded on those thoughts and maybe gave you what you were thinking or 

what made you think that way. It wasn’t like oh that’s not the way you do it or oh 

that’s wrong, she was never negative, neither were you. There was never negative 

response to my feedback to the task, so communication was really good, it made 

me share, it gave me a safe environment, I felt safe on the site when I was online 

that I was going to be put down with what I said mattered, so that really helped 

me a lot. So that did change my perception of building that relationship. 

(Interview 1, L- 272-280) 

 

Participation: Experience as an Online Learner  

From several of the Blackboard posts, final reflection and the interviews, it is 

evident that Iris’s experience as a learner in this hybrid course had a profound effect on 

her perceptions about online teaching and learning. As already reported in several of the 

previous sections, Iris also explicitly mentioned how the instructor in the course acted as 

a model for her – and how she wanted to replicate some of the instructor’s practices in 

her own future online teaching.  
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About her experience as a learner in the course, Iris explicitly said in an early 

discussion board, “As a learner, the various forums used in the online class were 

motivating. Having a variety of tasks, engaged me in the learning, as I am learning new 

approaches to online instruction” (DB Module 3.3, L- 115-117).      

In her final interview, Iris also shared that in the beginning of the semester she 

found it difficult “to deal with the timeframe, to meet the time demands, that was hard” 

(Interview 1, L- 357-358). But as the semester went by she realized it was “necessary” 

and she “got used to it” (Interview 1, L- 358).  While it was tough for her to keep up with 

the deadlines, it made her manage her time, and not to wait till the last moment for 

completing tasks. She stated, “I learned how to become more regimented as a participant 

in the online learning and you have to open the computer because the teacher may send 

you a message that you may have to respond to something” (Interview 2, L- 422-424). 

She contended that keeping up with the schedule and staying focused would make an 

online experience “fun” (Interview 2, L- 425). 

Iris’ experiences as a learner in the course also made her more sensitive to the 

difference students might feel when interacting online versus face-to-face. In the 

interview she shared:  

I think what I learned is when you do it as a student in the class and you’re online 

you become more conscious of what you’re writing because others are viewing 

that so you tend to put more, you’re more careful, you give more thought to what 

you’re saying. (Interview 2, L- 308-311) 

 

Iris thought that the instructor made her activities in the course “engaging.” She 

mentioned how the instructor gave “different types of instructions” for the students 
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(Interview 1, L- 170). For example, Iris found module 5 of the course “interesting” as 

well as “challenging,” as she reported in a discussion board: 

It was very challenging for me, because it made me look beyond the readings, and 

forced me to start thinking about the concepts that the researchers presented. It 

made me question how I as an online teacher would implement those ideas into my 

lessons. I was made to look at my students perspectives: and that as an online 

teacher I need to consider the culturally and social communities of my students in 

designing a lesson(s). Communicating with my students and having limited teacher 

presence is also essential to their academic growth and learning. (DB Module 5.3, 

L- 259-265) 

 

Of all the activities in the course, the one that impacted Iris most was the Group 

Project. Reflecting on this experience from the learner’s perspective, she said:  

Doing the group project was very influential to me and then as a future teacher, 

online teacher, how important those social interactions of those students so having 

them doing group projects, collaborating together on assignments, designing 

something, designing an online group project and having them to implement that. 

So I think that social piece for me, that grouping stood out. (Interview 1, L- 314-

319) 

 

Iris mentioned that the Group Project was “very challenging” for her as a learner 

because of the “group dynamics” (Interview 1, L- 328-330), but this provided her with 

some important insights about how to manage group work as a teacher:  

As a teacher I think I want to be more specific when I set up my groups, I think I 

might want to make it as a survey and kind of see if we could kind of match 

personalities, maybe giving groups, different ones in the group tasks so that no 

one person in the group is doing more than another or doing less. (Interview 1, L- 

330-334) 

   

To deal with similar challenges for students working in a group project, Iris came up with 

a suggestion, “I think there should be a pre and a post survey … what did you feel about 

the experience, what’s not going well…. I think that would be essential for the social 

piece implementing that group project” (Interview 1, L-339-344).  
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Iris also said that if she were to take a position as an online teacher, she would go 

back to the course instructor as her model.  

Participation: Experience as an Online Teacher 

Iris discussed in detail her experience as an online teacher in the course and how 

those impacted her confidence as well as her idea of the kind of online teacher she 

wanted to be.  

Regarding participation in the course as a teacher, Iris said, “Participation for me 

was crucial in terms of designing the lesson” (Interview 2, L- 22). She said that it was the 

“main thing” for her, because she never designed an online module or course. Based on 

what she had learned in the course her goal was to find out “how was I going to get my 

students to understand what I wanted them to know, what was I going to do, what was 

going to be my objective, how was that going to look,” she also wanted to find out 

“where…to start” (Interview 2, L- 24-26). She learned from the instructor that identifying 

the learning goals was the first step, then the activities and assessment should be 

designed.  

 After finishing the entire Group Project, Iris said, “I started seeing that I could 

have the same results” in an online class as a teacher (Interview 2, L- 62-68). She felt 

confident. Based on her experiences in the two projects, Iris also gave some suggestions 

for aspiring online teachers: 

There are going to be times when you may not be able to put your hands, you may 

not be able to reach out to someone, but there are tools that you can use, there are 

resources and books and things that you could do or you could contact, you could 

make that connection. So but my takeaway is don’t be afraid, I’ve learned that 

because I was really scared, I was really nervous and I really doubted my 

ability. I learned from this experience don’t be afraid to embrace other’s thoughts 
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and their contribution and don’t be afraid of your own, put it out there and if it’s 

not the direction you want to go in then embrace someone else’s opinion on that 

and you may be able to help someone else too. So that’s my takeaway. (Interview 

2, L- 128-137) 

 

 Experience in the Group Project. Iris showed her growing confidence in herself 

as an online teacher as she reflected back on the outcomes of her first experience as an 

online teacher, after completing the Group Project: 

I thought we did a good job with the class because we presented our questions 

and our activities, they were doable, they weren’t intimidating, they were age 

appropriate for what we wanted. I think we reached our goal which was to have 

them design their own lesson and then communicate amongst their peers, so we 

were able to accomplish that. (Interview 2, L- 48-52) 

 

From this experience, Iris realized she herself can be effective as an online teacher. 

She felt a sense of achievement after completing the Group Project, she said,  

It [Group Project] has made me realize that yeah I could do online teaching, it can 

be accomplished, just that same accomplishment you get in class you can also get 

through the online teaching. So, that for me was the eye awakener because I 

walked in not believing but I walked out believing. (Interview 2, L- 75-78) 

 

 Experience in the Individual Project. Iris said the Individual Project helped her 

to think about how she should “approach” the lesson, because “it’s not just getting on the 

computer and designing a lesson,” it required setting the goals first of what her students 

would learn as a result of the lesson, which she found time consuming (Interview 1, L- 

379-380). Iris thought that it takes time to find the “resources” to design a course, 

because a teacher would want her “lessons to have substance and to be meaningful” 

(Interview 1, L- 381-382).  

 About her experience of doing the Individual Project and its implications for her 

as an aspiring online teacher, Iris said in the second interview: 
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It was something that was doable. The positive part about doing it 

independently is that you don’t have anybody interrupting you, you do have that 

power to just continue your lesson and to design it how you want it to go. So there 

are advantages, but the disadvantage is you don’t have someone else saying that 

may not be the direction you want to go. For example, when I met with [the 

course instructor] while I was doing my independent lesson there were a lot of 

things that … she was like that’s not quite where you’re going with that, your 

rationale is not connecting to whatever you’re trying to get for you goal, you’re 

all over the place with it … I thought it was fine, but once she and I had the 

conversation I could see why she made those points. Okay I see where I could 

improve that. So that’s the point of I think working independent versus working in 

a group. (Interview 2, L- 114-125) 

 

Comparing the Group and Individual Projects and their impacts on the kind of 

online teacher she wanted to be, Iris said, 

I prefer doing it with the group, yes it was challenging because we all had 

different ideas and personalities, there were some challenges in terms of getting 

everyone, what was each one’s role in the group. I think once that’s 

established…. I liked the group participation to share those experiences or ideas, 

so I liked that better working collectively. (Interview 2, L- 87-97) 

 

On being asked about having the Group Project first and then the Individual 

Project, and if it made any difference, Iris said,   

I think that was a good way to do it, I liked that arrangement, I wouldn’t change 

it for myself cause like I said again I came in really not knowing anything. So 

being with the group project it allowed me to look at, I more or less 

watched and listened because the ladies were very knowledgeable, my group 

was very knowledgeable in technology which was great because I’m not. They 

showed me how different things how to get into the essays book and how to set 

up, I didn’t even know the basics. So I thought that was very good, so I had 

some skills coming out of that experience like I could take to my 

independent work. (Interview 2, L- 156-157) 

 

Opportunities for Recognition 

In addition to experiencing participation Iris had multiple opportunities for 

recognition from herself as well from others throughout the course. Weekly journals and 

final reflection created opportunities for her to receive recognition from her own self, 
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while the discussion boards and other Blackboard posts created opportunities for 

recognition from others.  

Recognition by Self. In the previous section I have discussed how experiences as 

an online learner and experiences as an online teacher within the course impacted the 

identity development of Iris as an online teacher. Her reflections on these experiences 

captured in the discussion boards, journals, and final paper were also critical for her to 

understand those experiences and connect those with the course readings. For example, 

she wrote in a weekly journal:  

Another takeaway for the readings is that communication amongst students is 

important to the learning. It boosts their social interaction and is a resource to 

acquiring new learning and understanding. It helps students' in embracing and 

respecting the opinions of others. My future implications as an online 

instructor would be to design lessons that embrace communication, risk 

taking, collaboration and partnerships. (W.J.2, L- 59-63) 

 

Iris also appreciated the opportunities provided in the course throughout the 

semester for reflections. She stated that it is “important” for a teacher to reflect, because 

it allows the teacher to think about how the students did, what they learned from a lesson, 

if they learned what s/he wanted them to learn, if they dug deep into the topic, if s/he 

provided them a “means” using which to “dig deep” the topic etc. (Interview 1, L- 445-

448). Iris contended, “Reflecting also helps me to look honestly at myself and at my 

work and it helps me to question what I want to do” (Interview 1, L- 451-452). She 

stated that the reflection opportunities in the course helped her question herself, how she 

could have “done this differently” or how she could have “approached this lesson 

differently” for her students to understand it better. Iris stated, “It’s a constant evaluation 
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in being objective and sometimes critical on yourself. So I think that’s what it is, in fact I 

know that’s what I took away” (Interview 1, L- 454-456).  

Recognition by Others. Iris received recognition from both her teacher and from 

her peers on her participation in online activities as well as on her reflections on those 

activities – and she explicitly recognized the importance of these interactions for her own 

development as an online teacher.  

Iris received her teacher’s and peers’ recognition in the form of comments in 

class, in the discussion boards, and most importantly as feedback on the Group and 

Individual Projects. Here is an example of how her peers recognized her as an online 

teacher: 

I love your point that the assessment or feedback should be on time and routine. 

Yes, it is true that providing confidence and gratification to students is very 

important for teachers to do. By replying students routinely, the instructor and 

students can build a trust relationship. This commitment is necessary between 

students and the instructor which can be mutual benefit. The instructor can track 

students better, and students can be motivated by the timely feedback from the 

instructor. (Tulip to Iris, DB Module 5.2, L- 235-240) 

 

The following is an example of how Iris received recognition as an online teacher 

from the course instructor:  

Your take-aways are very thoughtful and insightful Iris! Thank you. I recently 

went to a seminar at UR where faculty talked about their transition to online 

teaching. One faculty member said that after learning about how to best design 

things, the first thing he asks himself about everything (content, activities, 

assessments) is - what / how does this contribute to my learning goals. And if 

the answer is that it doesn't he stops and doesn't include it. If everyone in class 

takes away what you have here, then the online world will be a better place. 

(W.J.3, L- 119-124) 
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Iris unequivocally recognized the benefit of recognition in different forms. For 

example, Iris talked about the impact of discussion boards on her as an aspiring online 

teacher:  

The discussion boards really make me embrace and reflect on what my peers 

are saying. I think about how they approach a task and how they interpret it. 

Providing feedback is good for me in the lesson, because it helps me to reflect on 

the meaning that my peers are stating. It doesn't matter whether I agree or 

disagree, I respect their point of view. This task makes me think about what 

others are thinking, how they are seeing the world. So I am motivated to read 

their posts. As I develop my online instruction, communicating with others will be 

a major motivator to my students. (DB Module 3.3, L- 120-126) 

 

 Talking about the feedback she received from her peers and how those impacted 

her as an aspiring online teacher, Iris said:  

I liked the fact that my peers said things like well that was a really good point 

you made I didn’t really think about it that way and even my own comments 

to them they were insightful what I wanted from them. Some would say to me I 

didn’t understand how you got that thought, I didn’t see it that way, can you 

explain further what was your thinking on that. So those things really made you 

think when you’re doing the readings to really look at what you’re reading and 

dig deeper into the readings so you could perceive it maybe in a different way. 

(Interview 2, L- 247-254)  

 

Iris valued the opportunities of getting feedback from the course teacher as well 

as from her peers in the course. She contended that the feedback she received was not 

meant to point out what she did “wrong” but rather allowed her to see how she was 

“thinking,” or “perceiving” things and how she should “present” something “in a way 

that’s clear,” or how she could present something using “different modalities” to her 

students (Interview 1, L- 402-404). She stated, “Feedback is essential to me, because I 

may be going along thinking I’m doing everything right but that feedback lets me know 

that I may want to go look at it and approach it differently” (Interview 1, L-405-407). 
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Talking about how the feedback impacted the kind of online teacher she wanted to be, 

Iris said:  

I think being able to look at something through a different lens, that’s my 

takeaway, is being able to think I’m so definite in what I do that I should be open 

to others’ viewpoints and being able to implement those into my lesson. 

(Interview 1, L- 411-413) 

  

Iris acknowledged that the feedback she received from both her teacher and her 

peers helped her to “understand” what she was doing (Interview 2, L- 256) and these 

helped her realize “how I perceive myself” (Interview 2, L- 258). She would like to “be 

better each time” she designs and teaches a lesson, she would like to learn how to do 

things differently (Interview 2, L- 259). She would read all the comments and “develop 

the lesson in a way that it becomes more interesting for the students” (Interview 2, L- 

261-262). Comparing the teacher feedback and peer feedback she received and their 

impact, Iris said:  

As much as I appreciated my peers’ feedback I appreciated my teacher’s more 

and only because I felt that she was the expert … you go to school you see the 

teacher as the master … although…the peers’ feedback was good the teacher took 

it to another level. (Interview 2, L- 269-272)  

 

Other Factors that Affected Iris’ Identity Development 

In several cases Iris mentioned how she found validation in the course readings 

and how those impacted the way she saw herself as an online teacher. She found the 

readings to be “very essential” because as a teacher she needs to read others’ work and 

learn about research to “back up” what she is doing and to evaluate if she is going in the 

“right direction” (Interview 1, L- 463).  



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 319 

 

While discussing the impact of the readings on the kind of online teacher she 

wanted to be, Iris stated that the readings were based on research “done by people that are 

doing this [teaching online], they do this every day,” therefore they had significant 

impacts on her own views (Interview 2, L- 297-298). One specific reading that Iris found 

very useful was the one about Bloom’s Taxonomy, which she felt helped her understand 

how to help students to get from one level to the other. She also mentioned readings that 

discussed how to “respect” students, and others on how to “bring their culture into the 

learning as an online teacher,” also on how to involve the students in the learning 

community or how to “involve families into the learning process” (Interview 2, L- 320-

323). Iris added that “the readings made us maybe look at things, question those things 

and get those things out to my students” (Interview 2, L- 323-325).   

In her preliminary journal, Iris shared one of her major concerns: “Will I be seen 

as a true teacher by colleagues [who are] not engaged in online teaching?” (I.R. L- 29). 

During the first interview, while talking about the negativity surrounding online 

education, she mentioned that she still had concerns about whether her colleagues would 

look at her as a “legitimate teacher” (Interview 1, L- 514) or take her “seriously” 

(Interview 1, L- 518). She stated:  

All of my colleagues are traditional teachers. Although they all now are 

embracing technology, I don’t think it’s something they’ve got their heads 

wrapped around totally on … I don’t think they would consider me as a legitimate 

teacher, cause they feel I’m not in the trenches, I’m in a different trench. I’m not 

in the real trenches with them. Like we see every day the students what they’re 

going through, the social problems, economic problems, those things, they 

probably think I don’t see those things because I’m online, I’m disconnected from 

those things. I don’t have the challenges of dealing with an administrator. I don’t 

have the challenges of dealing with parents so that makes me a part of the clan, 

but as an online teacher I’m absent from those things, so they may not view me as 
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a real teacher. There are things that make you a real teacher are not, but as an 

online teacher I wouldn’t face those issues. (Interview 1, L- 520-532) 

 

 When asked if and how the stigma surrounding online education impacted the 

kind of online teacher she wanted to be, or how she perceived herself as an online 

teacher, Iris said: 

I think it would have some impact in … how I view myself, maybe I started to 

think I’m not a legitimate teacher ... So it would make me question me as a 

teacher because as we all know, teaching involves more than an academic piece, 

you have to have the social emotional piece as well because if those things are not 

intact with the student they’re not going to learn. So I mean they’re dealing with 

what are we going to eat tonight, or will my mom be around tomorrow, or those 

issues they impact the classroom learning seriously. So I guess for me it would 

impact my thinking of myself as a teacher. Am I really a teacher or am I just 

designing a lesson. (Interview 1, L- 538-547) 

 

To clarify her point Iris added that it was not that she did not believe in the “process” and 

she knew “it [online teaching learning] works” (Interview 1, L- 557). However, she 

stated:  

I can’t help but be affected by it, because I’ve been a teacher longer than I’ve 

been an online person, so I still go back to that world. It does impact me how my 

peers look at me.  When I talk to my peers I would never talk about online 

teaching because that’s not what they’re talking about, they’re talking about their 

day, the administrator, how their lesson went, how did the students take the 

lesson, what they encountered throughout the day is what conversations are with 

them. I never could say to them, well I had an online class today and I taught this 

and it was so much fun, I had such an interaction with a student, they’re not going 

to take me seriously. They’re not there yet and it’s going to take time you know, I 

guess like with the cell phone, who would ever think that the cell phone would be 

a priority, if you asked me this 100 years ago, never. But now it’s part of the 

culture, it’s become normal. So now that we impact online teaching into the 

culture or into the learning it becomes more believable, more accepted, we’re 

going to have conversations now because we’re on the same level. I don’t think 

we’re there yet but we’re getting there. (Interview 2, L- 557- 571) 
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Summary 

Having no prior experience with online teaching or learning, Iris came to the class 

with significant doubts in her mind. In the first interview she said she did not see herself 

as an “online teacher” when she came to the class, she doubted the effectiveness of the 

online classes, was not sure about building trust and building relations with the students 

in an online setting, and she did not know how an online class is designed and taught. But 

at the end of the semester her perceptions changed significantly and she came to 

recognize that “being an online teacher is just as important as being a teacher in the 

classroom” (Interview 2, L- 227-228).  

The kind of online teacher Iris wanted to be was not much different than the kind 

of face-to-face teacher she wanted to be. She realized that online classes require more 

details, yet student learning is the goal for both of the modes; and she realized that she 

can make a “difference” as a teacher in both modes.   

 Iris would like to build a learning community where there is trust, by being 

accessible, enabling connection and interactions between students, answering their 

questions timely, making her presence visible and using different media to ensure her 

availability. Iris would like to make her students feel adequate by being patient and 

compassionate. She wanted to use technology to help motivate her students because she 

thought children like technology. She believed that collaboration with peers can also 

motivate students and promote deep learning, as humans are social beings and they need 

social connection and collaboration for learning to take place. As an online teacher Iris 

would create multiple and diverse assessment for her students. She would also like to 
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provide meaningful and on time feedback to her students to guide their learning. Iris 

would adopt a student-centered and a goal-driven instructional approach using Bloom’s 

Taxonomy. She would like to utilize technology and some specific web tools for her 

instructions. Iris would like to collaborate with her colleagues while designing and 

teaching an online course, and continue her learning of technology. 

Most of all, Iris wanted to be a teacher who can leverage the potential of 

technology to increase learning opportunities and access to education for students with 

special needs – who she thought can benefit most from online education. She would also 

like all her students to develop an understanding for differences, embrace diversity and be 

advocate for self and others.   

As mentioned earlier, Iris started with significant doubts and concerns regarding 

online education but she walked out of the class as a “believer.” This change of 

perspective happened because of her overall experiences as a learner and a teacher in the 

course. Her positive experience as an online learner in the course was especially 

impactful, as it challenged her pre-conceptions about the limitations of online learning. 

She also gained confidence from her experience as a teacher after designing the two 

projects and teaching one of them.      

The course also created opportunities for Iris to get recognition from herself as 

well as from her teacher and her peers. She reflected on activities and best practices both 

from the perspectives of a learner and a teacher which implicitly worked as recognition 

for the kind of online teacher she aspired to be, even though she did not discuss those 

specifically as recognition. On the other hand, her interactions with her instructor and her 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 323 

 

peers and the feedback she received from them in the discussion boards also helped her 

improve her understandings and practices as an online teacher, and those worked as 

recognition for her as well. Together, her experiences as a learner and as a teacher in the 

course, and the recognition she got from her teacher and her peers, influenced Iris 

significantly to understand the kind of online teacher she wanted to be as discussed 

throughout this case.    

Iris also identified some challenges and concerns that she anticipated to face when 

teaching online in future. Those includes: a sense of “inadequacies” or “shortcomings” 

she might have, and whether she would be able to choose the best lesson and present it 

correctly while allowing her students some flexibility. To face these challenges she 

decided to always keep questioning about the outcomes of her lessons, about what would 

be the students’ take-aways as well as her own take-aways as a teacher from a specific 

lesson. 

 

  



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 324 

 

5G. The Case of Lilac – A Veteran US TESOL Teacher and Instructional Coach 

Background 

Lilac, a white female from upstate New York, was a doctoral student at the 

Warner School enrolled in Teaching and Curriculum. A veteran TESOL K-12 teacher, 

she had been working as an Instructional Coach for Primary Schools for the Rochester 

City School District for 4 and a half years.  

Teaching Training and Experience 

Lilac had over 20 years of teaching experience as a K-12 classroom teacher, as 

well as experience of providing professional development to other teachers. She 

completed the usual teacher preparation program required to become a certified teacher in 

New York State before starting her teaching career. 

Online Experience 

Lilac took one online course on writing prior to taking EDE 484, and it was a 

positive experience for her. She also had some experience teaching online before taking 

EDE 484, as she taught two online courses (one of which was hybrid) designed by 

another person at a university in upstate New York. She taught hybrid online professional 

development sessions as well (which were not full courses).  

What Kind of Online Teacher Lilac Aspired to Be 

In this section, I will address my first research question by describing what Lilac 

aspired to be with respect to each of the ten components identified by the course 

designers as characterizing the “kind of online teacher” the course aimed to prepare, and 

then report on other elements that emerged from my analysis of the data. I will conclude 
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this section by discussing the changes Lilac reported to have experienced as a result of 

the course. I will start with Lilac’s own take-aways at the end of the course, as reflected 

in her last journal entry. 

In her own words – main take-aways at the end of the course: 

 

1. Having an online presence is critical to building community between 

teachers and students because as humans, we need to know there is someone 

there to provide support when needed. 

2. Provide opportunities to meet at least once in the beginning of the course to 

provide guidance for students at the outset and to introduce peers to one 

another. I think it will save time and will encourage students to ask 

questions early on. Utilizing Zoom or another form of collaboration is also 

advisable to provide for peer support. 

3. Make the interface for reviewing assignment criteria and submitting them 

easy so that students don't get confused or miss submission deadlines. 

4. Establish protocols for participating in discussions and group work and other 

expectations for completing assignments. 

5. Build background knowledge gradually and allow students to submit smaller 

assignments so they internalize the readings and other methods of providing 

content. 

6. Diversify resources to add novelty and perspective. 

7. Use online tools strategically based on well planned learning objectives. 

(W.J.7, L- 338-351) 

 

1. Seeing Online Learning as a Complement, Rather Than an Alternative, to 

Traditional/Face-to-Face Learning 

From attending this course, Lilac realized that there was not much difference 

between the face-to-face and online modalities of teaching – as planning for both should 

start with deciding learning goals and outcomes. She believed online education is equally 

effective, although she personally preferred face-to-face classes over online classes. 

Lilac stated that the “implications for online teaching are the same as teaching in 

person. When developing modules, you will have to ultimately determine the goals of 

learning and what you want students to be able to do by the end of your course” (W.J.3, 
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L- 131-133). For both modalities, she suggested to start designing backward, using 

Bloom’s taxonomy to identify where “the students are at in their personal learning” 

(W.J.3, L- 134-135).  

Lilac also contended that compared to face-to-face, in an online context, “I think 

you can teach as much, I think you can learn as much, I think you can be diverse. I think 

all of the other things that you take into consideration in teaching are exactly the same” 

(Interview 1, L- 606-608).  

Even though Lilac recognized the importance of online learning for specific 

contexts and people, she believed it is all about “personal preference” (Interview 1, L- 

609). She said about herself, “Being an online student or online teacher is not my 

favorite, it’s not something I really enjoy” (Interview 1, L- 601-602). She contended that 

she was a “face-to-face learner” who also preferred to teach face-to-face and that it was 

“just” her “personality” (Interview 1, L- 603).  She argued, “Even with a screen where 

you can see everyone it doesn’t necessarily make it, it’s just not the same thing, it’s just 

not. So, that’s my only thing, the rest of it is fine” (Interview 1, L- 604-606). 

2. Seeking to Increase Students’ Access to Learning Opportunities by Leveraging 

Online Spaces 

For Lilac, increasing students’ access to education was crucial for the kind of 

online teacher she wanted to be. She believed online education can contribute new 

educational opportunities especially for adult learners (like the ones attending her 

professional development sessions) as well as for people with disabilities and other 
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limitations, as they will be able to attend online courses from wherever they are. In her 

final interview, she stated:  

There are times when people can’t take courses because of when they’re offered 

or … there may be other barriers to their attendance to a class, whether maybe 

their spouse already has commitments and they’re not able to take a course 

whenever on a certain day of the week or they’re too far away and their university 

does offer it, or if they’re disable and they wanted to become certified or educated 

in another area altogether but they can’t get there in person. So having the online 

option is very valuable or if they’re disabled and they want to teach a class they 

could teach multiple classes from home and I think probably there is a need for 

that especially with so many universities that offer online programs. (Interview 2, 

L- 300-309) 

 

At the same time, Lilac recognized that accessibility can be a challenge if students 

do not have access to a computer and internet service. However, she believed this can be 

resolved by “the availability of computer labs and lending libraries” at a university 

campus (F.R. L- 70).  

3. Seeking to Create a Caring and Interactive Learning Community in Any 

Instructional Context 

Lilac aspired to be an online teacher who values and invests in creating a learning 

community – as evident by the first two items in her list of major take-aways from the 

course (as reproduced at the beginning of this case). In her final reflection Lilac also 

provided an extensive list of strategies she would adopt to create an online learning 

community. 

Lilac emphasized the importance of creating a learning community because she 

believed “learning is a social experience and by its nature enhanced when shared” (F.R. 

L- 79-80). Lilac contended that “having an online presence is critical to building 
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community between teachers and students because as humans, we need to know there is 

someone there to provide support when needed” (W.J.7, L- 369-371).  

As part of the course final reflection, Lilac provided the following list of strategies 

to create an effective learning community in an online course:  

 Holding occasional, if not weekly, synchronous sessions (either online or in 

person) to maintain contact and to reduce isolation.  

 Providing students with the option to work in a group on a group project when it 

meets the objectives of the learning goals to aid in understanding of unit goals. 

 Providing a variety of content resources in multi-media formats to provide 

novelty when hearing or viewing (or attending an event) can provide more 

information than a text. 

 Designing learning activities that push people out of their comfort zone a little 

that are creative and allow for more opportunity to dive deeply into a topic by 

either providing a list of ideas or asking students to come up with their own. 

 Using discussion boards when there aren’t synchronous face-to-face meetings to 

keep dialogue flowing. 

 Offering at least one opportunity to meet in person to help students get to know 

each other and reduce anxiety of sharing in a public domain once they participate 

in discussion boards. 

 In addition to emailing people, calling students if necessary, when you believe 

they need a lifeline.  

 Offering opportunities to co-construct learning in a shared contribution document 

(such as Google Docs) to help facilitate learning of a topic that may require 

multiple viewpoints. 

 Utilizing other online tools like Padlet, Google Hang Out, or Popplet when they 

may help facilitate a learning objective and provide novelty for students to make 

it interesting. (F.R. L. 83-101)   

 

4. Seeking to Enhance Students’ Engagement and Motivation by Capitalizing on the 

Many Affordances of Digital Technologies 

As an aspiring online teacher, Lilac recognized that enhancing students’ 

engagement and motivation is critical for meaningful learning. She would like to leverage 

technology to create enjoyable activities; she would also strive to communicate with and 
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provide feedback to students regularly, and use tools like Zoom to enhance her students’ 

motivation and engagement.  

About creating motivating and engaging activities for her students, Lilac said it 

would be her “number one thing” because it is “the most important aspect of keeping 

students involved, in touch, in development of their understanding of the content” 

(Interview 1, L- 196-197). Lilac believed if a teacher creates activities that the students 

enjoy as well as can learn from, they in return will “set it as a priority to check in every 

day and not wait until the day before the class starts to join a discussion or whatever” 

(which she has seen happening with the discussion boards often) (Interview 1, L- 198-

200). She argued that if the students “enjoy the activities no matter how difficult they are, 

if they find them easy to participate in then they will do better, they’ll perform better too” 

(Interview 1, L- 201-203).  

Lilac believed that for engaging and motivating students in an online class, 

“taking responsibility for reaching out and helping them try” are two important things a 

teacher can do (W.J.2, L- 68). She also contended that to motivate students, “facilitators 

of online classes can and should utilize personal communication and regular student 

feedback as a means of helping students continue on the learning path, allowing for a 

medium for students to safely discuss their concerns” (W.J.2, L- 70-72). Additionally, 

Lilac thought that Zoom can be a useful tool for engaging students, because it would 

allow the students to see who the teacher is.  

As a professional development (PD) provider Lilac’s reason for taking the course 

was also connected to engaging learners, as she said, “I chose this course because I 
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wanted to be able to learn how to design online learning as an engaging as well as 

informative means of receiving training” (F.R. L- 17-19). 

5. Seeking to Promote Deep Learning and Understanding by Capitalizing on 

Appropriate Digital Tools and Resources 

For the kind of online teacher Lilac aspired to be, building on students’ prior 

knowledge “is a critical attribute to consider” when designing learning activities 

(Interview 1, L-240). To promote deep learning and understanding she would build on 

her students’ prior knowledge, and employ inquiry-based learning methods, make her 

students independent learners and figure out ways to get students emotionally connected 

with content.  

Lilac believed that eliciting prior knowledge goes hand in hand with meaning-

making opportunities, because if a teacher can connect the new learning with what the 

students already know and help them see how it can improve, then learning becomes 

“optimal” (Interview 1, L-256-258). She contended:  

If you can help them attain new learning by providing an opportunity for them to 

bring their expertise on something and use the new learning as well, actually use 

the old learning as a vehicle to acquire the new learning because the prior 

knowledge is really sort of like a foundation of which to build on which is why 

I’m thinking about it in these terms. So I wouldn’t want them to learn brand new 

content for some things and then a new skill, for example, a skill in this context is 

learning how to in the context of our course, learning how to create learning 

activities using web tools and, let’s just stick with that, using web tools. So I think 

if I can encourage my students to use their background knowledge in teaching if 

they’re TESOL, literacy experts, or math, if that’s their content, whatever it is, 

they can then use the new web tools to teach math, to teach (their subject). So I 

think absolutely having the prior knowledge gives them a huge level of comfort in 

knowing they got this, they already understand the content and so new learning is 

what they really have to focus on. (Interview 1, L-241-254) 
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In a journal entry, as she commented on a reading about cognitive apprenticeship, 

Lilac discussed some of her valuable take-aways about promoting deep learning and the 

roles teachers can play in the process: 

I love the concept of the cognitive apprenticeship as described in Cognitive 

apprenticeship: Teaching the crafts of reading, writing and mathematics. In 

Knowing, Learning and Instruction (Collins, A., Brown, J.S., Newman, S.E. 

(1989). I agree that gradual release to students is necessary as they learn and 

attempt problem solving with scaffolds that are accompanied by required 

metacognitive explanations to classmates and teachers as a means to promote 

deep learning of concepts. That said, this requires the presence of a teacher acting 

as facilitator. As the facilitator, the teacher is constantly modeling, guiding 

through practice, questioning, listening and correcting when necessary. Students 

develop trust in the teacher when they sense that the teacher has faith in their 

ability to learn the content. In my opinion, as on-line instructors, it is important to 

build modules that allow for apprenticeship. (DB Module 5.2, L- 245-254) 

 

Lilac also articulated her views on an inquiry approach to teaching and learning as 

follows: 

As a teacher, I was very taken with inquiry based learning and eventually it 

became the main vehicle that I designed ENL classes for my students. I believe 

that a compelling question posed by the student (triggering event) is necessary for 

true inquisition and a desire to learning to happen. During the integration process, 

students must grapple with concepts through constructive conversations with their 

peers. This leads to resolution and the presentation of what they learned. (DB 

Module 5.1, L- 177-183) 

 

In her pre-interview survey, Lilac also wrote that she wanted to be a teacher who 

“inspires students to become independent learners through leveraging digital resources.”  

Lilac believed that it is important to engage students emotionally with what they 

are studying. She contended that “When you hear people refer to online learning as dry or 

boring, I believe the problem is that they haven't emotionally connected to the content” 

(DB Module 5.1, L- 234-235). In a discussion board post, she referred to Pacansky-Brock 
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(2016) who “talks about the cognitive, affective and psychomotor aspects of learning” 

(DB Module 5.1, L- 236-237), explaining: 

When teaching children, teachers regularly try to capture students' imagination 

and subsequent thinking about content by drawing them in with a story and 

appealing to how the content relates to them. We call that the "hook" or the 

anticipatory set. If you hook students, you draw them in and make them care 

about what they are learning. According to Pacansky, this "hooking the student" is 

not necessarily part of the university experience because as adults, students are 

learning for the sake of learning and supposedly motivated intrinsically. However, 

she also says that's not necessarily true, "The important point is that an affective 

connection to an experience fosters greater memory retention and deeper 

engagement (Pacansky, 2016)." In other words to aid students in relating to 

content – thus leading to engagement, you have to create cognitive presence by 

designing assignments that allow for connections to daily life (constructing 

meaning as one of the 6 C's). Also, giving students opportunity to participate in 

making decisions in what projects they choose (Choice as one of the 6 C's) to do 

gives them a chance to take ownership of their learning. To create cognitive 

presence means that students feel that the learning is important and they accept 

the challenge of learning the content of the course. Another one of the 6 C's that 

Pacansky describes is collaboration. When students can choose groups, projects 

and are able to collaborate, they can fully immerse themselves in the learning and 

it becomes important therefor connecting the affective and cognitive aspects of 

learning. (DB Module 5.1, L- 237-254) 

 

6. Seeking to Promote Collaborative Learning in Any Instructional Context 

As an aspiring online teacher, Lilac recognized the importance of promoting 

collaborative learning, in part as a result of her own participation as a learner in the 

course. To promote collaborative learning in her online courses, Lilac would utilize 

strategies like having face-to-face meeting opportunities for the students, creating 

opportunities for them to support each other and creating accountability partners among 

the students.  

For her online classes, Lilac would like to “provide opportunities to meet at least 

once in the beginning of the course to provide guidance for students at the outset and to 
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introduce peers to one another” (W.J.7, L- 372-373). She believed this would save time 

and “encourage students to ask questions early on” (W.J.7, L- 374). Where necessary, she 

would like to utilize Zoom meetings or other forms of collaboration to provide peer 

support.  

About creating opportunities for students to work together, Lilac said that it 

would be more “powerful” if she can provide ways for her students to support each 

other’s work rather than actually working together. She further explained: 

I feel like the creation of those opportunities would look more like supporting one 

another rather than necessarily assigning work that they need to do together to 

share a common grade … for me as an instructor, to hold students accountable for 

supporting one another and to provide some sort of a protocol and accountability 

tool to make sure they’re doing that as opposed to creating an assignment where 

they have to work together and then they have to get a grade. (Interview 1, L- 

101-107) 

 

Lilac argued that doing work separately but critiquing each other’s work and 

helping each other in the process of doing tasks would ensure students’ collaboration 

within a class (Interview 1). To her, it is more “like having an accountability partner” 

(Interview 1, L- 112). She herself had a partner like this and they wrote together, shared 

things with each other, and critiqued each other’s works. Lilac wanted to foster a similar 

kind of collaboration between her students, because she thought they would become 

“more productive” as a result (Interview 1, L- 119). She contended that creating a 

“specific group projects” for students to work together is “not often learning” (Interview 

1, L- 119-121).  

As a future online teacher, Lilac also recognized the importance of conveying 

clear expectations for collaborative work. She said, “We all need parameters, explicit 
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expectations and norms when it comes to collaboration” (F.R. L- 173-175). She held the 

view that working in a group is “like playing in a band, you can’t have one instrument 

that is overtaking the whole band because they feel like they need to be heard. We have 

to take turns, there should be a protocol for how we share ideas” (Interview 1, L- 432- 

434). Lilac personally liked group projects even when those are difficult. In the first 

interview she said that as a prospective online teacher, she would like to have some 

“group guidelines, something very basic what are we going to agree to do when we’re 

together, how are we going to insure that we get something accomplished in our time 

together” (Interview 1, L- 442- 445). She would provide guidelines for the students to 

decide “who’s going to be the scribe, who’s going to be the facilitator, you know, just 

some basic cooperative things” (Interview 1, L- 445- 446). She called these “basic 

cooperative working guidelines” (Interview 1, L- 447- 448). 

In the second interview, Lilac shared her views on the use and benefits of 

discussion boards to promote collaborative learning. She considered them not to be 

precisely “effective” and she is not sure about how to incorporate them in her own 

teaching; at the same time, she also recognized how they can be useful for some people: 

Even after a year and a half now of being on the learner side of online 

discussions, I still don’t find them very effective and so I feel like as a teacher I’m 

not sure how I will incorporate that later on. I feel like I would like to see another 

way of communicating that is really authentic, because I feel like discussion 

boards are contrived and I have seen a nice model of group discussions this 

summer semester, I feel like it’s a little better than what everyone else is using, 

but still I feel there’s got to be another way to get people to open up. That’s just 

one opinion, because other people who don’t like talking in class will find those 

group discussions freeing for them. (Interview 2, L- 155-163) 
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7. Seeking to Provide Students with Choices and Differentiated Learning 

Opportunities, Leveraging Technology Whenever Possible  

Lilac recognized the potential of online education for differentiated learning – 

most notably to enhance access to a greater variety of resources and assessment that can 

meet different learning styles and preferences. She also discussed ways to enact 

differentiated learning in her future online classes.    

Lilac believed that meeting students’ individual needs and differentiation relates 

to increasing students’ access to opportunities and resources. She held the view that it is 

important to provide multiple opportunities for the students to be able to access 

everything, and to give them “some opportunities to choose what they produce” using the 

skills or content she is trying to teach (Interview 1, L- 264-265). 

To enact differentiated learning, Lilac would use various media to convey 

content, because she contended: 

Using a variety of media formats to convey content definitely provides 

differentiation of learning styles. Also including a PowerPoint with audio and the 

same with notes is going the extra mile for those who need both audio and visual 

media formats for optimal retention. (W.J.2, L- 74-77)  

 

Lilac would select readings that convey different perspectives to ensure 

differentiated learning in her teaching since she believed that to meet the students’ 

individual needs multiple perspectives should be represented in the “compilation of 

literature/research articles” chosen for a course (W.J.2, L- 78). 

8. Appreciating the Need for Goal-driven Instructional Design and Thoughtful 

Instructional Choices – Especially When Planning Online Learning Experiences  
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For designing and implementing online instruction, Lilac had a specific set of 

strategies – to be clear in stating her objectives and providing instructions, keep content 

and audience in mind, do task analysis, design activities according to the learning 

objectives, utilize Bloom’s taxonomy, use protocols for group project, and use journals 

and discussion boards effectively.        

Lilac’s key beliefs and values about instructional design were captured in a 

journal where she listed the online course design aspects that she would like to adopt as a 

future online teacher:  

1. Learning objectives should be clear and succinct in the overview  

2. Included in the objectives should be how students will be expected to demonstrate 

their understanding  

3. Provide means for student success using ZPD  

4. Communicate and provide feedback so that students know they are on the right 

track 

5. Provide content in a variety of media formats for learning style preferences. 

(W.J.2, L- 90-96) 

 

Lilac would strive to keep the content as well as her audience in mind when 

planning and designing a course, because she believed that “the audience is equally as 

important when planning modules as the content itself” (W.J.1, L- 6-7). She planned to 

use the Planning Template introduced in the course to systematically plan her modules.   

In her preliminary journal, Lilac mentioned that “As a future online teacher, I 

hope to be able to identify essential learning goals and objectives and provide a balance 

of learning activities that make the experience enjoyable in addition to achieving the 

learning outcomes” (I.R. L- 19-21). 

Lilac would like to “construct learning objectives and corresponding learning 

activities that aid in student understanding” (F.R. L- 149-150). She would choose online 
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learning activities based on whether or not they will facilitate specific learning objectives. 

Lilac realized that “learning activities aren’t the learning objectives” and this 

understanding was foundational for her to “plan for instruction” (F.R. L- 123-125). 

Determining the learning outcomes should provide the teacher with “direction in 

choosing learning activities” (F.R. L- 126). Then the teacher can start with the 

assessments and “work backward to determine everything from what students need for 

basic understanding to specific language required to do the final project” W.J.3 L- 128-

130). 

Lilac suggested to “do a task analysis to determine student readiness 

using Understanding by Design principles” (W.J.3, L- 127-128). She would like to 

conduct a pre-assessment to find out her students' prior experience with the topic and 

then she would modify learning activities based on that (W.J.3 L- 132-136). Regarding 

the use of Bloom’s Taxonomy Lilac also said:  

I found the directive to classify learning activities according to a level on the 

Bloom’s Taxonomy metric necessary to ensure that you are utilizing the zone of 

proximal development for students as they complete learning activities. I don’t 

think you have to begin a module with the lowest level on Bloom’s, but you need 

to know where your students are so that you can continually challenge them 

without overwhelming them. (F.R. L- 58-63) 

 

Lilac believed that once teachers know the learning outcomes they can figure out 

“what resources will best build the framework around it” (F.R. L- 110-111). However, 

she also recognized that “finding resources that will help facilitate” the desired learning 

can be a great challenge (F.R. L- 106). She recognized the importance of carefully 

selecting readings that are varied in modality and provide the necessary support to 

students to make sense of them as she stated, “When it comes to concept development, 
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providing background readings is essential to giving students multiple perspectives and 

multi- modal opportunities to understand them” (F.R. L- 133-134). She further 

contended: 

When assigning reading to my students, I will assign excerpts of texts that will be 

valuable to concept development and as was done for us in this module, requiring 

some sort of learning activity such as a quiz or a note catcher will help students 

get what they need from the texts. (F.R. L- 145-148) 

 

As an online teacher, in the future Lilac would take time to make sure 

“expectations are clear,” because in an online context “if the instructor is not available to 

answer questions and a deadline is coming up, a student is going to get very anxious if 

directions for completing assignments are not thorough and clear” (F.R. L- 212-214).  

Lilac also emphasized the importance of making expectations clear for her online 

students through protocols: 

There are certain things that need to happen in order for online learning to be a 

success … [one is] providing protocols for students, to provide framework for 

understanding how to participate in the discussion, how to participate in a wiki, 

how to do group work, how to, how to, how to, just so that everyone understands 

how we’re going to go about this learning process online. (Interview 2, L-5- 9) 

 

Lilac would like to utilize journal entries to help her students synthesize their 

learning. For synthesizing learning, she would also use activities like asking the students 

to “develop their top 5 Tips for successful collaboration” (F.R. L- 200).  

Lilac would use online discussions because she believed they have several 

benefits despite the reservations reported earlier. Most importantly for a teacher, 

discussion boards gives “a sense of students’ understanding of the content,” which will 

allow the teacher to “prepare additional resources if necessary” (F.R. L- 222-223). She 

would like to use open-ended questions for online discussions. Additionally, “the 
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discussion prompt should provide an assist in getting students to the end goal of a 

module” (F.R. L- 226-227). 

Lilac also explicitly noted the following affordances of online contexts with 

regard to instructional design:  

 Teachers can “map out goals and objectives for a class, plan learning activities 

and organize content resources ahead of time” (F.R. L- 37-38). This allows the 

teacher to make sure that the learning objectives for each week are met, which 

“increases accountability on the part of the student when they know that they will 

not receive credit if the submissions aren’t made” (F.R. L- 41-43).   

 In an online context, since “everything is preplanned and ready to go,” the teacher 

can “focus more on supporting learning objectives by enhancing understanding 

with advice” (F.R. L- 47-49).   

 Online learning affords students the “opportunity to be able to have content 

resources” which they can access and work on at their own time and space; and 

they can “review the materials over and over again” (F.R. L- 22-24). While 

commenting on others’ posts students can use quotes as well to make their points. 

 Discussion boards in an online class allow students the opportunity to “everyone 

in the class through their comments and viewpoints on things,” whereas, in a 

traditional face-to-face class “there is usually a core of students that consistently 

participate” (F.R. L- 29-30). Online interactions help develop a strong learning 

community in the class, which enables learning from their classmates. 
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9. Seeking to Enhance Student Assessment Practices Through the Use of Digital 

Technologies, so as to Better Support Learning and Inform Instruction  

Attentions to the assessment of student learning was a critical component of the 

kind of online teacher Lilac wanted to be. She would adopt various approaches for her 

students to demonstrate learning, including giving students choices about how to show 

what they learned and providing opportunities for peer assessment. She believed that 

online teaching can provide some unique assessment tools like using discussion boards. 

She also emphasized the value of rubrics to help students understand learning goals and 

expectations. She also had some strong feeling about the role of “feedback” and how it 

needs to be handled in order to be effective.    

Lilac did not like tests, instead, she would like to provide multiple assessment 

opportunities to her students and she would like to create “opportunities for them to bring 

their own assessment ideas” (Interview 1, L- 264-267).  

In particular, Lilac stated that she was comfortable with rubric-based assessments, 

and she was trained for it. She recognized that there are students who want to know 

“exactly what” the teacher thinks, in these cases she could always go back to the rubric 

and tell them “this is how you did this well, this is how you did this well, this could use 

more work, you know, always going back to the rubric” (Interview 1, L- 296-298). She 

identified using rubrics to clarify learning expectations as one of the top two things that 

needs to happen in order for online learning to be a success, and further elaborated on the 

value of engaging students in the construction of the rubrics:  

Rubrics and not just giving student rubrics to help them understand what the goals 

of learning are, but actually provide some opportunity for students to have input 
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on those rubrics but to add to it so that they can internalize what is expected. 

There are some people who want to see the end product for an example, and then 

there are other people who might find the end product, you know, other exemplar 

papers, too confining, so it’s hard to find a balance between it so that’s where 

rubrics come in handy. (Interview 2, L- 12-18) 

 

Lilac recognized the importance of providing useful feedback as a critical 

component of good assessment. In an online conversation with a classmate about 

feedback, she wrote that by giving feedback to the students “not only can the instructor 

guide the individual student, but can redirect or correct students when they may make a 

generalization that is not true or incorrectly perceive an aspect of a text they all read” DB 

Module 5.2, L- 24-26). She also thought that “the gentle nudging of the instructor during 

discussions can be tricky, you don't want to discourage students from stating opinions, 

but you also want to make sure students are on track” (DB Module 5.2, L- 27-29). She 

argued that “this requires finesse, presence and off-line connections to students when 

needed” (DB Module 5.2, L- 29). 

Lilac believed that peer feedback is “helpful” too, though she recognized that 

some people do not like it, because they do not want feedback from their peers and want 

it from the teacher.  

In another discussion board Lilac stated that teachers should create the 

opportunity for students to give feedback to their instructors “on the learning path” (DB 

Module 8, L- 18). She herself had used this strategy in her traditional classes because 

“sometimes it's hard to tell if they are really getting something out of the task or they are 

just performing activities because they have to” (DB Module 8, L- 18-21). She contended 

that this allows teachers to know where they need to improve. She further said, “I have 
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used surveys more in the middle of a course to see if participants are getting what they 

need. I found using the survey in the beginning of the class to be useful” (DB Module 8, 

L- 28-29). 

10. Seeing the Use of Digital Technologies as a Tool Rather Than a Goal in Itself  

Lilac acknowledged that technology has significant affordances to offer for 

students’ learning. Therefore, as an online teacher she would take full advantage of all the 

benefits technology can offer for designing her courses in a way that leverages specific 

tools, and even involve her students in creating and curating digital resources and 

materials. Lilac contended that the use of technology was something where she needed to 

improve and it was indeed one of her reasons to take the course.     

Lilac considered web 2.0 tools to be beneficial for her students, as she believed 

that:  

Using the web 2.0 tools is a great way to increase the learning opportunities 

because you have multiple formats the students could use. So you could do a wiki 

and allow students to co-create a document that could be used beyond the course. 

(Interview 1, L-170-173) 

 

Lilac would like to use videos for her online classes. According to Lilac, creating 

videos together or individually would allow her students to have more insights into 

things, because videos allow us to communicate a lot of things. Google docs can be used 

as “a tool for creating a note catcher” and students can collaborate in creating documents 

on theories and other things (Interview 1, L- 178-179). She brought the example of one 

such document on theories she and her classmates created in one of the courses at Warner 

School, which she ended up using as a valuable resource for herself.   
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In regards to the importance of being knowledgeable about digital resources as a 

future online teacher, Lilac said:  

I feel like my teaching style is such that I would be asking students to bring those 

ideas up in class and letting them bring their knowledge to the classroom so I do 

feel like I have to have some knowledge of the tools. I feel like they’re going to 

know a lot more about them than I will so I’m probably going to learn more about 

them. (Interview 1, L- 95-99) 

 

Lilac recognized her “weakness” in creating and curating online materials for 

students, although she considered it extremely important (Interview 1, L- 131). She saw 

creating and curating materials more as a collaborative process and believed that her 

students could share materials too and “help curate the materials” for her (Interview 1, L- 

138). 

Lilac shared that she enjoyed learning about “new technological devices and 

applications” (Interview 1, L- 309) especially when she is “learning it with someone else” 

as well as when she has to create or design activities and courses (Interview 1, L- 311). 

However, she also said, “It doesn’t mean I stay on top of it” (Interview 1, L- 310). Yet 

she also recognized that if she does not “continuously learn” she would not know the 

current developments and opportunities available for her (Interview 1, L- 312-313). She 

stated:  

I know I can’t know everything, but I do think it’s important, because it’s going 

to continue to change constantly and this is the way our world works right now, 

everything is co, co- collaborating, co-constructing cooperating, co-producing, co 

everything. (Interview 1, L- 314-318) 

 

Additional Aspects of the Kind of Online Teacher Lilac Wanted to be 

In this section I will discuss some of the other aspects of the kind of online 

teacher Lilac aspired to be besides the ten components explicitly targeted by the course.  
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Professional Components of Teaching. Lilac aspired to be an online teacher 

who would be a life-long learner, would collaborate with colleagues, and would have 

some impact on the policy making.   

Lilac considered herself “definitely a lifelong learner” (Interview 1, L- 335).  

Lilac felt that she needed to continue her own education so that she could “be abreast of 

the latest research and the most prevalent technological resources that are available” (F.R. 

L- 115-116). She believed she would need to read a lot to have the up-to-date knowledge 

of research and find texts with which she could connect. She contended, “To be an 

effective teacher, I will have to be a good student” (F.R. L- 116-117) and she decided to 

get a doctorate degree “because I like to learn” (Interview 1, L- 337). She also stated:  

In order for me to keep myself engaged in my work because I get bored after I do 

the same things over and over again I put pressure on myself; [I tell myself, it’s] 

time to learn something new, let’s give this a new look. (Interview 1, L- 337-340) 

 

Lilac believed collaboration with colleagues would be important for her as an 

online teacher and she had even already developed a collaborative system for herself. 

One of her colleagues from another university was her “accountability partner” and they 

sat and wrote together two days a week, they shared their work, critiqued each other’s 

work to “support one another” (Interview 1, L- 112-116) She said, “We do help each 

other tremendously through that” (Interview 1, L- 117). Lilac also contended:  

In the perfect program, design collaboration would be such a natural part of the 

purpose of the program. So there’s a group of us working in teaching and 

curriculum for example, the goals are so explicitly stated that we’re all working 

towards them anyway, and everyone is on the same page. (Interview 1, L- 148-

152)  

 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 345 

 

Lilac stated that what motivated her to get enrolled in an EdD program even after 

she had become “an instructional coach,” was the belief that she would be able to have 

“more impact on decision making and curriculum and program design from that spot” 

(Interview 1, L- 341-343). However, from working at the district level as a coach for five 

years, she realized, “The people that did get to make those decisions were administrators. 

You can come to the table but if you don’t have power over the money you don’t have 

power in the budget making process you have no power” (Interview 1, L- 344-346). This 

made her think what else she could do, and realized that she could teach teachers. She 

contended,  

I have a lot of experience behind me, I have seen a lot of great things that don’t 

work and I’ve seen a lot of things that do and I felt like this could be a way for me 

to advance some things. (Interview 1, L- 348-350)  

  

Field-Specific Considerations. Being a professional development (PD) provider 

influenced Lilac’s views of the kind of online teacher she aspired to be. She held the view 

that online education could offer greater convenience and access to teachers who are 

willing to pursue professional development, although she also recognized that there are 

other challenges that need to be addressed as well.  

First of all, Lilac recognized that being a professional development provider and 

coach is “different than being a classroom teacher, it’s a lot different” (Interview 1, L- 

54-55). From the perspective of a teacher trainer, Lilac thought “convenience” is one of 

the biggest advantages of online teaching, because it offers “a better chance for 

professional development” (Interview 1, L- 18). She believed more teachers would 

participate in professional development if it is offered online because the teachers are 
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busy teaching, taking care of family and they become exhausted at the end of the day. 

Therefore, it becomes easier for them if the PD is done online. Lilac said it was also more 

convenient for her than teaching face-to-face.     

Lilac also recognized that convenience is not enough to ensure teachers’ 

participations in PD. She reported, “In our district teachers are just really bogged down 

with tasks and work so getting them to show up to a PD” is hard (Interview 1, L- 580-

581). She mentioned that sometimes a lot of people sign up for a PD classes but do not 

show up at the end “because they don’t receive any type of credit usually” (Interview 1, 

L- 586-587). One can only expect one third of the people who sign up for PD classes to 

show up. She said that is why it is crucial to offer something that is “relevant to their 

teaching and they can implement tomorrow, and their students are going to enjoy it is 

key” (Interview 1, L- 592-593). 

Acknowledged Changes in Views on Online Teaching and Online Teachers 

It is evident that Lilac experienced significant changes in her perceptions about 

online teaching and learning (OTL) as a result of the course. She acknowledged this in 

her final reflection: 

When I began the course, my expectations were that I was going to have to 

muddle through layers of learning activities in an isolated fashion and learn how 

to design a module independently. When I read through the syllabus, I was a little 

nervous about designing a module because I couldn’t fathom how to go about it 

and that is why I wanted to take this class. I was very surprised that the process is 

the same for planning in-person goals and objectives. The main difference is the 

learning activities and basically, I think you have many more options when 

teaching online because you have the entire web to draw from. Using the OTL 

Planning Template provided a systematic process that allowed for you to plan for 

everything and I think I was pretty thorough in planning my individual module. 

That was very exciting to me. As I watched Blackboard be populated with each of 

my folders, I felt very successful. (F.R. L- 178-187) 
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Lilac contended that because she had taught both face-to-face and online classes, 

she had “some questions and some personal goals” that she wanted to “accomplish as a 

result of the course” but she realized that she “had no idea of the variety of tools and 

there’s just an endless number of ways that you can design learning activities that will 

meet everyone’s needs” (Interview 1, L- 356-359). As an example, she mentioned that 

before taking the class she did not realize how important it is to communicate learning 

goals and objectives clearly. She also discussed how she integrated the things she learned 

from this course in her own course that she taught at an Upstate New York university, 

where she incorporated clear directions and put the expectations upfront “about how to 

access certain things” so that it would become less challenging for the students in the 

beginning of the semester (Interview 1, L- 367). She said: 

Immediately after the course, I taught in the fall I did use Zoom and I also used I 

think I did use a wiki for co-constructing something … I also did that with a 

district PD last summer and that one was also co-constructed using Google Docs 

… I was hoping to do was to incorporate ways that we could get a little bit more 

face-to-face, I did offer that we get together in person for the course that I taught 

in the fall but people did not want to do that and I was okay with that, but I just 

wanted to make sure the options were on the table for them. My goal was just to 

give people a feeling, a sense that we had a class community, so I definitely feel 

that that was helpful, our course was helpful in guiding me in creating that. 

(Interview 2, L- 281-293) 

 

Lilac mentioned that before taking EDE 484, she had taught a course fully online 

where she “struggled with the isolation of not having those face-to-face opportunities” 

with her students (Interview 1, L- 375). She thought that only in face-to-face meetings 

teachers “can make some very quick informal assessments of students’ knowledge” 

(Interview 1, L- 376-377) and that her students would not communicate with her in an 

online setting when they felt they “weren’t getting everything they needed” (Interview 1, 
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L- 387). However, after taking the course she “realized there are other ways to get that 

information so especially with the web tools that really was the jewel of the course, 

learning how to use those and bring them into the class into your online course design” 

(Interview 1, L- 388-391).  

Impacts of the Course Activities on Lilac’s Identity Development 

In this section I will discuss how different learning experiences in the course 

impacted Lilac’s identity development as an online teacher, so as to address my second 

research question: How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation 

and recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? I will first 

talk about the impacts of participation (both as an online learner and as an online teacher) 

on Lilac’s identity development as a certain type of online teacher, and then I will talk 

about the effects of recognition by self and by others on her identity development. I will 

also discuss some other factors that influenced her identity development.  

Overall Impact of the Course  

From what I have reported so far, it is evident that Lilac’s perceptions about 

online education changed significantly as a result of her experience in the course and her 

views on best teaching practices also changed in a more general sense. She reported to 

have benefitted from reviewing online course in the beginning of the semester, writing 

the weekly reflections, participating in the discussion boards, participating in the Group 

and Individual projects. She learned new things while participating in the module created 

by another group where she was a learner, for example, she enjoyed creating and posting 

a video as a part of the module. She also enjoyed writing the final reflection in the course 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 349 

 

which helped her to put all the ideas together. From the synchronous sessions she learned 

how to stay “focused and directed” while enacting similar sessions in her future classes 

and she decided to include multiple Zoom sessions in her future classes. In the following 

sections I will discuss more specifically different course activities and Lilac’s 

“participation” in those and the “recognition” she received and how those impacted the 

kind of online teacher Lilac wanted to be.   

Participation: Experience as an Online Learner  

In her journals, as well as in the interviews, Lilac reflected on her experience as a 

learner in the course. She spoke explicitly about several aspects of the course that she 

experienced as a learner and their implications for her as a future online teacher.  

In response to a fellow student on a discussion board, Lilac shared her views on 

her experience as a learner in the course in the beginning of the semester, saying:  

The sequence of doing a pre-assessment followed by reviewing sample modules 

is an effective way to build student success early on. In addition to that, I noticed 

through my own metacognitive learning process that once I saw multiple samples, 

I felt like the goal of creating one was accomplishable. I also got some good ideas 

from looking at multiple aspects of modules. For example, providing multi-

modal opportunities for involvement and the production through learning 

activities allows for engagement in the learning and with other students. (DB 

Module 3.3, L- 102-108) 

 

Lilac wrote in one of the journals that she thought “the time spent on building 

background knowledge” before they started working on their own projects was “an 

effective approach” (W.J.2, L- 73-74). Further, in the first interview she discussed how 

she benefitted from the “background building” in the beginning of the semester where 

they had to learn about learning theories, motivation and learning styles. This was helpful 

for her to understand what her students “might need in coming into the course in terms of 
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keeping them engaged, and what to look for, what signs to look for” (Interview 1, L- 413-

415).  

Lilac also commented on the use of multiple media to convey content in the 

course, and how as a result she realized that “using a variety of media formats to convey 

content” provided “differentiation of learning styles” for the students in the course 

(W.J.2, L- 74-75). She added: 

Including a PowerPoint with audio and the same with notes is going the extra mile 

for those who need both audio and visual media formats for optimal retention! 

Multiple perspectives were represented in the compilation of literature/research 

articles on learning theory and motivation. (W.J.2 L- 76-78) 

 

From her experience as a student in EDE 484, Lilac realized that “the instructors 

were checking in often … in multiple ways;” she found this useful, because whenever she 

or others had questions, they could ask those promptly and those used to be answered 

quickly too (Interview 1, L- 529-531). She mentioned a specific experience where the 

instructor “answered it so that everyone could see the answer” to learn from it (Interview 

1, L- 537). She also realized being available and accessible to students is a very important 

thing for online classes, because it “helps decrease that sense of isolation that students 

can feel when they’re working independently” (Interview 1, L- 541-542). 

The Group Project confirmed for Lilac the importance of developing some “group 

practices and rules” (Interview 1, L- 426), or what she refers to elsewhere as “a protocol.” 

She believed this is important because people come from different cultures and some 

people prefer to work individually, and they might find it difficult to work with others 

and share their work with others. Lilac mentioned how non-cooperation and 

miscommunication among members in a group project can be frustrating as she reported:  
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I do get frustrated in group projects when I feel like people are not able to 

contribute equally, and I also get frustrated in group projects when people are not 

cooperative and they want to hold onto things and not flex a little bit for the sake 

of moving forward. That to me is extremely frustrating with group work, but 

overall the concept of group work is very valuable to me. (Interview 2, L- 134-

139) 

 

Lilac also stated that she benefitted greatly in this course “from being able to see 

and evaluate the work of my peers” (F.R. L- 206). As a result, in her future teaching she 

would put effort “to develop a ‘practice’ of having students share work” (F.R. L- 207-

208). 

In one of her journals, Lilac talked about the use of quizzes as a tool for 

demonstrating learning, she said- “the quizzes were helpful in providing a purpose for 

reading and for focusing on content that the facilitator wishes students to retain” and after 

taking the first quiz she was “better focused” for the second one (W.J.2, L- 82-84). 

In a discussion board Lilac reflected on her experiences of attending the 

asynchronous and synchronous online sessions in the course, concluding that the course 

“had a nice balance of asynchronous and synchronous sessions” (DB Module 8, L- 

106). She enjoyed the “synchronous online sessions the most” because those were 

“highly focused and directed” (DB Module 8, L- 107-108). Based on these experiences 

she further wrote:   

As I plan my online class for the fall, I will build in the opportunity for at least 

one in-person, and at least 5 Zoom class meetings as well as having students do 

some form of a group project so that they can feel more connected to the course. 

(DB Module 8, L- 108-110)  

 

Similarly, her own experiences in the course demonstrated to Lilac the value of 

reflections, and led her to the decision to include weekly reflections in her next online 
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course although she chose not to include a final reflection. She explained her decision as 

follows:  

In the content of the class that I was teaching, they learned so many theories about 

second language acquisition, and since it’s like one of the first courses they take 

they really needed to have some way to record that. My experience in the 

previous semester when I taught it a lot of students didn’t really seem to have 

enough of that internalized because they would have to fill in a graphic organizer 

at the end of the course because there was a pre-assessment as well as a post 

assessment on different learning theories and who different strategies were 

attributed to, they didn’t do so good on that the first time. So I thought okay I 

need to create something that they need to record and internalize the ideas as they 

go along so it won’t be so hard to find everything in the course. (Interview 1, L- 

492-501) 

 

Participation: Experience as an Online Teacher 

As a result of participating in the two course projects Lilac gained confidence in 

her ability as an online teacher, while also coming to a better appreciation of practices 

such as identifying learning goals, deciding the learning activities, providing clear 

instructions, collaborating with colleagues, using templates, and adopting backward 

design methods. She also recognized how the experiences in the Group Project helped her 

in designing her Individual Project. 

Experience in the Group Project. Lilac reflected on how their group worked 

together for the Group Project and what she learned from the experience. She said it was 

not difficult for them to identify learning goals and decide on learning activities. They 

over planned in the beginning, but later sorted it all out. She stated that she “felt grateful 

for having members that have strong knowledge on identifying learning objectives and 

planning instructional activities that correlated easily with the tool we had chosen” 

(W.J.5, L- 252- 254). Together the group “worked hard to design solid activities that 
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were aligned with our goals and objectives” (W.J.5, L- 256-247). This experience 

allowed her to learn about deciding goals and corresponding learning activities, and 

allowed her to see the value of collaboration.  

In the second interview, Lilac identified providing clear direction as one of the 

problems in one part of their Group Project which she thought they could have improved. 

As a result, she now recognized that providing “valuable directions, comprehensible 

direction is critical” in the context of online teaching (Interview 2, L- 79).  

Lilac also discussed in the same interview how the collaborative aspect of the 

Group Project had significant implications for her as an aspiring online teacher, how she 

learned things from her group members and how the collaboration helped them create a 

better product. She stated: 

I think it was great to have collaborators to help co-teach because really, 

especially in the design aspect, personally I work really well with others.… I find 

that my own thinking can grow when I hear someone else speak because that 

helps me think of other ideas or perspectives. So I really love the collaborative 

aspect of learning and teaching for that reason. I think we learned a lot from each 

other. There were skills that I had and others didn’t and vice-versa. So that made 

the process of teaching enjoyable and I would recommend if there’s any way to 

co-teach a course it’s an amazing experience … it also would help make the 

weight of the course a little bit less because you have someone who can divide the 

aspects of the course of and share in the course load. (Interview 2, L- 90-100) 

 

Lilac also mentioned the value of the Group Project as a stepping stone towards 

her Individual Project. She said, “Again I’ll just emphasize that it [the group project] 

really did provide a scaffold for starting the next project on our own, that was the big 

thing, the scaffolding” (Interview 2, L- 142-144).  

The successful “participation” in the task of teaching the group online module 

gave Lilac confidence as an aspiring online teacher. She contended, “I felt celebratory 
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when our classmates were able to complete the tasks without any issue” (Interview 2, L-

76-77). 

Experience in the Individual Project: While discussing her experiences as an 

online teacher in the Individual Project, Lilac also reflected on how she was able to apply 

what she learned in the entire course in planning and designing her own individual 

module.  

Lilac appreciated the opportunity to design the individual module using the 

planning template introduced in the course. She found the template useful because its 

format forced her to “dissect” the learning goals to make sure she was “tiering instruction 

in a way that promotes success on the part of the students” (F.R. L- 57-58). She also said 

that “using the OTL Planning Template provided a systematic process” that enabled her 

to plan for everything and allowed her to be thorough in designing her module (F.R. L- 

184-185). This experience as an online teacher contributed to her growing confidence as 

an online teacher as she reported being very excited about her final product: “As I 

watched Blackboard be populated with each of my folders, I felt very successful” (F.R. 

L- 186-187) 

Lilac also reported that the Individual Project helped her more fully to realize the 

value of backward design. Using backward design and working in the project enabled her 

to “stay focused” on what she wanted her PD students “to be able to do when they were 

finished taking that professional learning” (Interview 1, L- 456- 457). She contended that 

“having a design framework and also knowing upfront a few tools” was helpful for her 

(Interview 1, L- 457- 458).  
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After completing the Individual Project, Lilac felt prepared to teach online 

courses and apply what she learned in the course. In fact, she did so in a PD she taught 

the following semester, as she reported in her first interview:  

I actually used that exact template to design that co-teaching and collaboration PD 

that I did mine on, I created that whole online professional learning for my school 

district this summer. So I transferred that whole thing except I had to change it so 

it would fit our format. (Interview 1, L- 185-189) 

 

Comparing the two projects and talking about the sequence of doing the Group 

Project first and then the Individual Project, Lilac said:  

I think starting with the group project was really helpful because a lot of the work 

we did in that was transferrable to the project we did on our own; even if I didn’t 

use the same exact activities, the theoretical framework behind each activity was 

there.  So it was definitely more intensive to do it on your own, but we also did 

peer editing too which was helpful for those individual projects. We each had a 

peer to help us with that project … and we pushed each other on our thinking. 

(Interview 2, L- 114-119) 

 

She further reflected on how the experience of participating in the Group Project 

and learning things from her peers prepared her for the Individual Project:  

I would just say that because I learned some tools in that first group project that I 

felt like a different teacher going into the individual project that I was going into 

the project before I started the course and I had done an online course. So I felt 

that I had more familiarity with options and I had a few new tools in the toolbox 

so to speak. (Interview 2, L- 123-127) 

 

Opportunities for Recognition 

The course created several opportunities for Lilac to receive recognition by self in 

the form of reflections in the weekly journals and final reflection, and recognition by 

others through discussion boards and journals and others assignments. In this section I 

will discuss the recognition she received throughout the course and its impact on her 

identity development.    
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Recognition by Self. Lilac made good use of the opportunities created in the 

course to recognize herself as an aspiring online teacher through reflections. She also 

commented on how this helped her become the kind of online teacher she wanted to be.  

Lilac mentioned in an interview that the personal reflections in the course were 

“really helpful” (Interview 1, L- 478). Her journals helped her to “summarize” the 

learnings of each module for herself, and it helped her “internalize a lot of things” 

(Interview 1, L- 489). Lilac also said that she enjoyed writing the final reflection, as it 

helped her to put all her ideas together.  

The quotes reported in the previous pages from journals and discussion boards 

show the depth of her reflections, and how she used these assignments to make sense of 

what she was learning in the course towards building a strong understanding of the kind 

of online teacher she wanted to be. The following journal entry is another example: 

I will be planning online PDs for my district and because I know in my 

professional learning environment, people do not read things thoroughly; I will 

need to "show" more than write more for them to read. If I can keep module 

homepages clean with the bare minimum, I think my audience will experience 

more enjoyment and success in completing them. (W.J.1, L- 21-24) 

 

Recognition by Others. It is evident from what Lilac reported in the discussion 

boards and in the interviews that the recognition she received from her teacher as well as 

her peers in the forms of comments and feedback impacted the kind of online teacher she 

wanted to be. She also talked about the differences in the recognition she received from 

her teacher and her peers. 

The following quote is a good example of how Lilac got recognition from one of 

her peers as an online teacher in a blackboard discussion board: 
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I like your statement of cognitive apprenticeship. Instructor can scaffold and 

promote students’ learning under the guidance and modeling. I also love what you 

said, "student develop trust in the teacher when they sense that the teacher has 

faith in their ability to learn the content." It is true that teacher and students should 

trust each other in order to keep a positive cycle. Students would like to be more 

interactive and motivated if they trust their instructor. Thanks for sharing. (Peony 

to Lilac, DB 5.2, L- 258-264) 

 

Here are two examples of the kind of recognition Lilac received from her teacher 

as an aspiring online teacher:  

Lilac, you said "While you can't control every student's perception of the class 

and its educational value" and I find this to be quite true. As an instructor there 

is only so much control you have over the students and their personal 

motivation. All you can do is try your best! Weaving student interests into 

content and assessment can help. I'll share an example tomorrow in class. I like 

your checklist here. Very important points. Keep adding to this list as we go! 

(W.J.2, L- 101-106) 

 

“Lilac - Nice analysis and breakdown of this module. It’s obvious that you use 

this information in your daily life!” (W.J.2, L- 141-142). 

 

Lilac contended that in addition to concrete benefits like helping to see where to 

improve and to create better products, peers can support the process of someone’s 

development by also providing emotional support. She said, 

I might just need a cheerleader right now in this point of the process. I can almost 

guarantee that my partner is going to be my cheerleader, you know, and if I look 

through something, my gut is going to tell me something if I’m really off and 

once I get past that point where okay my cheerleader helped me get to this point 

but I still know there’s a flaw here then it’s time for me to consult with the 

teacher. (Interview 2, L- 214-219) 

 

Lilac recognized how the feedback she and her group members received on the 

Group Project created an opportunity for them to see where to improve and thus 

contributed to their development as aspiring online teachers. About the feedback they 

received in their Group Project, she wrote in a discussion board, “I did appreciate some 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 358 

 

of the comments our ‘students’ gave last week in providing feedback on our module. I 

think we could improve for sure” (DB Module 8, L- 248-250). She further said in the 

second interview, “After our classmates participated in our online modules getting the 

feedback from them on what we did well, on strength and weaknesses on the module was 

really helpful. Overall I think the reviews were very positive” (Interview 2, L-49-51). 

Lilac also discussed the difference between the feedback and recognition she 

received from her teacher and from her peers, while she also acknowledged, “I definitely 

think both are important” (Interview 2, L- 212). She said in the second interview,   

This might sound shallow of me but I think that no matter how well you plan a 

course, the only person that can truly know what you’re looking for because 

you’re grading them is that teacher, that professor. You can give examples and 

until somebody goes through the process they’re not totally clear until they 

negotiate that feedback, editing feedback, editing, revising process. So the only 

way you truly know you’re hitting the mark is through the teacher. In the 

meantime, you know, students can help guide each other but they’re guiding from 

their own interpretation. It is what it is, you know. (Interview 2, L- 203-210) 

 

Other Factors that Affected Lilac’s Identity Development  

Lilac acknowledged the impact that the course readings had on her views about 

OTL. She referred to several reading texts from the course to reflect on those and to 

connect those to her practices. She also talked about how the negativity surrounding 

online education impacted her identity as an aspiring online teacher. 

Lilac stated that out of all the readings in the course she found the learning 

theories to be “most valuable” (Interview 1, L- 511-512). She said that though she 

already knew about the learning theories, reading them again was a good “refresher” and 

in several cases “they were extended” and she got to learn new as well as “current” things 
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(Interview 1, L- 519-521). Below are two illustrations of how she drew implications from 

the readings for herself thinking about teaching:  

Universal Design or Understanding by Design. I mean we read a lot of great stuff 

and this past semester I also extended some reading with James Gee which was 

really cool and really helped cement my understanding of constructivism and so I 

feel like those two things are essential if there were no other readings than those 

two. How do you get students to collaborate and produce things together and even 

before that point how are you going to design that learning so that they end up, or 

hitting the end goal of being able to learn how to produce whatever it is you want 

to produce, so, being clear on your objectives. (Interview 2, L- 236-244) 

 

I had some training with understanding by design back in 2000 when I was 

working on my Masters, I used it throughout my career, but coming back and 

looking at it again in the context of the course was really valuable. Then, as I 

mentioned already, we talked about motivation, we talked about it in our class, we 

talked about learning theory, we talked about collaboration, we talked about a lot 

of things, but what stands out to me were just what I said, motivating students and 

helping them participate in the learning process as an empowered learner and not 

just a receptive learner, not just sitting there waiting to be fed everything, you 

know. And in terms of being both an online teacher and an online learner you 

have to be very self-directed, you have to be able to determine what I don’t have. 

As a learner I need to know what am I not getting here and what do I need to do to 

make sure that I do get it. It’s either am I going to reach out to a classmate or am I 

going to reach out to the professor. (Interview 2, L- 248-261) 

 

Lilac also commented in one of her journals that she found the readings on 

motivation and learning to be “very interesting” (W.J.2, L- 48). She stated that in her 

professional life “education theory drives everything” (W.J.2, L- 49). However, she does 

not “necessarily consciously think about various learning theories” when she plans “units 

for children or for professional development” (W.J.2, L- 49-51). Therefore, she said:  

My background as an educator placed me in the ZPD in that I was able to draw on 

my background knowledge of multiple learning theories allowed me to quickly 

refresh my memory while adding new ways to apply theories to motivating 

students in an online learning experience. (W.J.2 L- 59-62) 
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Talking about the negativity surrounding online education, Lilac shared how her 

own views were prejudiced, as revealed by her reaction when a friend told her she got 

enrolled at University of Phoenix for some online courses:  

I remember when she told me about it I was surprised first of all that she was 

doing it … I remember my own prejudice against it, thinking oh I don’t know 

how good that education is going to be and what will she be able to get, what kind 

of job would she be able to get with that degree. (Interview 1, L- 629-632) 

 

Lilac said when online education was first introduced very few universities 

offered it and “in order for it to be recognized it had to come from some very high status 

university” (Interview 1, L- 616-617). She took a course on Technical Writing at 

Syracuse University, which was asynchronous online since Zoom was not available at 

that time. She found the course to be “valuable” for her, however, she heard people 

saying bad things about it and she thought even in 2009 or 2010 online did not have “that 

great of a reputation” (Interview 1, L- 621). She contended: 

Since now our kids have grown up with technology and have had those 

experiences and love learning online, I think they are going to bring the value, the 

perceived value of online teaching and learning up with it. They have no problem 

learning online, they think it’s better if anything. (Interview 1, L- 621-625) 

 

Summary 

Lilac, a veteran teacher and current PD provider with some prior experiences of 

taking and teaching online courses, experienced some significant changes in her 

perceptions and developed a better understanding of the kind of online teacher she 

wanted to be. Lilac considered herself a life-long learner who wanted to collaborate with 

her colleagues as a professional.  
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Lilac went into the class thinking that she would experience a few learning 

activities in an “isolated” manner, and she was nervous about the two projects. But later, 

she was astonished to discover that planning the goals and objectives of an online course 

was “the same” as face-to-face courses. She contended it depends on people’s 

preferences whether they go for online or face-to-face education. 

Lilac wanted to be an online teacher who builds a learning community by 

ensuring teacher’s presence which can be achieved by having synchronous sessions, 

offering in person meeting options, calling and emailing students regularly, creating 

opportunities for students to use tools like google docs, Padlet, google hangout etc. To 

increase students’ engagement and motivation, she would like to include engaging, 

interactive and enjoyable activities in her online courses. She would promote deep 

learning by eliciting her students’ prior knowledge, and by using an inquiry approach. 

Lilac would also like to promote collaborative learning by leveraging technology to 

create opportunities for her students to share their works, having “accountability 

partners,” and providing useful guidelines and conveying clear expectations about 

collaborative work. For assessment, Lilac would offer multiple assessment opportunities 

and she would allow her students to bring their own assessment ideas; and she would also 

use peer assessment and peer editing as well as discussion boards. She wanted to be an 

online teacher who designs her lessons following a backward design approach by first 

deciding on the goals and then designs the learning activities for enabling students to 

achieve those goals. She would utilize specific strategies such as making expectations 

clear, providing background reading, using protocols for group works, creating 
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opportunities for the students to synthesize their learning. In terms of the use of 

technology, as an online teacher Lilac would involve her students to create and curate 

digital sources and she would use different Web 2.0 tools. She would like to continue her 

own learning about technology where she thought she needed to grow.  

As an aspiring online teacher in her specific field, Lilac recognized the 

convenience online education offers for professional development, which can be done 

after work hours.  

Lilac’s experiences as an online learner and as an online teacher in the course 

were very influential in helping her identify the kind of online teacher she aspired to be, 

as well as helped her develop valuable skills and best practices.  

Lilac made very good use of the opportunities provided by the journals, 

discussion boards and final reflection to reflect on her experiences in the course and draw 

implications for the kind of online teacher she wanted to be. The course readings also 

contributed “recognition from the field,” as she was able to use theories and research to 

make sense of her own experiences as an online learner and online teacher. Additional 

recognition for the kind of online teacher Lilac aspired to be was provided by the 

comments and feedback offered by her teacher and other participants in the course.  

In her first interview, Lilac discussed some challenges that she anticipated she 

might be facing in future as an online teacher. These included, balancing the work load, 

finding ways to get students to know each other, and getting her adult students to read 

emails regularly so that they do not miss synchronous sessions.  
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Chapter 6: Cross-Case Analysis 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I reported on the case study of each of my seven 

participants – representing all but one of the students who took the section of EDE 484 

that I studied. 

In this chapter, I will report the key findings of my cross-case analysis to answer 

the two research questions for this dissertation study: 

Research Question 1: What kind of online teacher did each participant aspire to 

be at the end of the course, and how did it differ from where they started? 

Research Question 2: How did the participants take on the opportunities for 

participation and recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? 

For each research question, I will identify key findings, report on related findings 

in the literature, support them with evidence from the individual cases, and finally have a 

brief discussion of the contribution of those findings to the literature. I will discuss the 

implications for the preparation of future online teachers in the final chapter of this 

dissertation.    

Cross-Case Findings Related to Research Question 1 

A. For all the participants, their online teacher identity was an integral part of their 

overall teacher identity - not a distinct identity 

Connections with the Literature. There is consensus among scholars studying 

identity theory that identity is “multifarious” and multiple identities are interconnected 

(Danielewicz, 2001; Han 2017; Luehmann, 2007; Soreide 2006). However, most of the 
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empirical studies I reviewed in Chapter 3 studied the development of an online teaching 

identity somewhat in isolation.  

Some of the studies reported in Chapter 3 discussed how experienced teachers 

resisted online teaching/ teacher identity, as they felt that learning to teach online only 

made them become a novice teachers again – and they were uncomfortable with that 

feeling (Baxter, 2012; Johnson, Ehrlich, Watts-Taffe & Williams, 2014). Richardson and 

Alsup’s (2015) study also reported deconstruction and rebuilding of traditional teacher 

identity in the case of their participants. In contrast, Hurst (2014), in her self-study of the 

process of learning to be an online teacher, reported that she did not have to change as a 

teacher because of switching from face-to-face to online mode of delivery, because she 

thought teaching online was still teaching for her and she learned what to transfer from 

her face-to-face class to her online class and how.  

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. In answering the question what kind of 

online teacher the participants wanted to be, one of the most significant findings of my 

study is, the participants did not look at their online teacher identity as completely 

separate from their traditional teacher identity. Being a traditional or an online teacher 

was not dichotomous to them; rather, they saw face-to-face versus online learning as 

complementary to each other, so their aspiration was to be the best teacher they could be 

in both modes. They did not see any significant difference between being an online or 

face-to-face teacher, though they recognized the importance of receiving specialized 

trainings, and deciding on what learning activities could be accomplished best online 

versus face-to-face. Ren expressed this belief very explicitly in his second interview 
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saying “being organized and being supportive and providing materials and being 

available for students” these are basics to “successful” teaching in general, irrespective of 

the mode of delivery or kind of course (Ren - Interview 2, L- 211-214).  

Lupin too, did not think that any of the two modes was better than the other; in 

fact, he did not see any difference between the kind of online or face-to-face teacher he 

wanted to be. He believed that both traditional and online modes of instruction could 

appeal to different learning styles, and he also thought that the delivery method of a class 

should depend on “the focus and learning goals” of a class. 

Another participant, Lilac, expressed a similar belief that in both online and face-

to-face contexts while planning the courses “you will have to ultimately determine the 

goals of learning and what you want students to be able to do by the end of your course” 

(Lilac - W.J. L- 132-133). She thought that whether someone goes for online or face-to-

face teaching depends on “personal preference” (Lilac - Interview 1, L- 609), but 

ultimately online courses can be equally effective in terms of teaching and learning 

because the “things that you take into consideration in teaching are exactly the same” in 

both of the contexts (Lilac - Interview 1, L- 606-607).  

Iris shared her opinion that there was no significant difference between the kind 

of online teacher and face-to-face teacher she wanted to be. Based on her experience the 

only difference she could think of was that online teaching calls for much more details 

“compared to the face-to-face lessons” (Iris - F.R. L- 81-82). She contended that 

“whether it be traditional, or whether it be online, we are going for the ultimate goal, 

ultimate student learning, student achievement” (Iris - Interview 1, L- 480-481). From 
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taking the course she realized whether she teaches face-to-face or online she can “still 

make a difference” and she is responsible for students’ learning (Iris - Interview 1, L- 

484-485).  

Peony recognized the similarities between the two modes of teaching and thought 

that the “instructional approach” of teaching both an online and a face-to-face class was 

the same. She thought “OTL practices can not only be applied in online environment, but 

also can be used in face-to-face teaching” (Peony - F.R. L- 167-168). She contended that 

the theories she learned in the course about OTL would help her to motivate her face-to-

face students as well. Peony also thought that what works and does not work in the two 

modes of teaching (F2F and online) depends on how the issues of “the course goals” and 

“what students are expected” to do are addressed “when designing instruction” (Peony - 

F.R. L- 152-153). She concluded, “The choice to use one over the other depends on 

student, instructor, and school needs and interests, and the appropriateness of course 

content for the format” (Peony - F.R. L-153-155). 

Laurel did not talk directly about whether she saw any difference between the 

kind of online and face-to-face teacher she wanted to be. However, she indirectly 

answered this question by saying that she thought online could be used as an additional 

means of learning together with traditional classes especially in a large classroom.  

Tulip also thought that the “pedagogies are the same” for both online and face-to-

face classes, although the “goals” might be somewhat different in an online class.  

From these considerations, it is clear that all the participants of my study 

considered themselves teachers first, and they thought that learning to teach online was 
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one more tool to become the teachers they wanted to be. The two identities could not be 

really separated. 

Discussion. Seeing online teacher identity as a component of teacher identity, 

rather than a separate identity, is consistent with the tenet that identity is “multifarious” 

and multiple identities as interconnected (Danielewicz, 2001; Han 2017; Luehmann, 

2007; Soreide 2006), and mirrors the findings reported in Hurst (2014), as mentioned 

earlier.  

Seeing online teacher identity as a component of teacher identity helps explain the 

surprising finding in my study that even the participants with more than ten years of 

teaching experience did not show the tensions mentioned in the literature about 

experienced teachers fighting becoming a novice teacher again (Baxter, 2012; Johnson, 

Ehrlich, Watts-Taffe & Williams, 2014). Rather, since they were already familiar with 

learning and teaching theories and best practices in traditional classroom settings, they 

felt relieved as they realized that all those principles and practices continued to hold in an 

online setting. They thought that their knowledge about the two modes of teaching would 

just complement each other, and in fact, several of the participants mentioned that what 

they learned in the course to become an online teacher would enrich their face-to-face 

teaching as well.  

B. There was need for “repair work” for several of the participants. 

Connections with the Literature. Gee (2000-2001) and Luehmann (2007) 

discussed the need for “repair work” whenever someone is asked to take on an identity 

that may conflict with their previous beliefs and/or is not the “norm.” Luehmann (2007) 
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in particular discussed how prior experiences as a learner in traditional transmission 

oriented science courses may negatively affect the development of a reform-minded 

science teacher identity. None of the empirical studies discussed in Chapter 3, however, 

explicitly mentioned the need for “repair work” related to the teachers they studied.  

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. Several of the participants of my study 

(Lupin, Peony, Laurel, Ren and Tulip) had bad prior experiences with online learning 

which contributed to their negative perceptions about online education. They came to the 

class with some doubts, confusions and expectations that needed to be addressed in the 

course, which fit the description of what Gee and Luehmann referred to as needing 

“repair work” as part of their identity work. The course offered the needed “repair work” 

as evident in the participants’ report that their overall experience in the course allowed 

them to recognize affordances of online learning they were not aware of before.  

Based on her prior experiences in online courses, Peony thought online education 

was “boring” and it was not effective (Peony - F.R. L-147). Tulip shared similar 

experiences and feelings. Ren questioned the effectiveness of online counseling courses 

as a result of a previous experience where he felt the students and the teacher were not 

interacting. Lupin described his previous online course as “sub-par” (Lupin - Interview 1, 

L-435). Laurel talked about how her previous online experiences as a student made her 

question whether giving good feedback online was possible.  

It is interesting to note, though, that even Iris, who had never taken an online 

course before EDE 484, came to the course with pre-conceived notions and significant 
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doubts about the effectiveness of online classes – which came from how colleagues 

talked about their experiences with online education.   

 As evident in all the individual case studies reported in Chapter 5, and well-

illustrated by the selection of quotes reported below, all the participants experienced a 

turn-around in their perceptions about the affordances of online learning as a result of the 

course: 

“Online teaching could be the same like the face-to-face” (Tulip - Interview 1, L- 

322). 

 

“There is no evidence that one [modality] is better than another … they are just 

two different types of teaching, and both has its strengths and limitations” (Peony 

- F.R. L- 150-151).  

 

Peony not only recognized that online education could have the same “result” or 

impact as the face-to-face, but also went on to say, “online teaching can be even more 

effective than face-to-face class” because it had advantages of technology and web 

resources (Peony - Interview 1, L- 286-288). 

Several participants (Lupin, Laurel, Peony) explicitly stated that their perspectives 

about online teaching changed because of their experiences in the course − the way the 

course was designed, the way the instructions were given clearly and step by step and the 

way the community of learning was created − all contributed to their changes of 

perceptions.  

Ren recognized the importance of his experience in the course to counteract 

previous negative experiences as an online learner, as he had said in his first interview: “I 

think people teach how they were taught and I don’t necessarily know that people want to 
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get outside of a comfort zone and try to explore different pedagogical methods” (Ren - 

Interview 1, L- 70-72).  

Discussion. The participants came to EDE 484 with prior experiences as online 

learners that were quite different from the kind of online teaching the course promoted – 

hence, they were in a position similar to what Luehmann (2007) described for the pre-

service science teachers she was working with, who had only experienced a transmission 

approach and now were introduced to teaching science through inquiry. Therefore, there 

was a clear need for “repair work” – and indeed the course was designed to address this 

need by providing with opportunities for them to try new identities through specific 

activities. This included first of all initial experiences as online learners that would 

challenge their preconceptions of what online learning may look like and open up new 

possibilities about how to use online spaces and technologies to support student learning. 

Experiences as online teachers like the Group and Individual Projects were also 

purposefully designed to motivate the participants to “put effort” in participating in the 

activities, and created opportunities for experiencing “success” (Luehmann, 2007, p. 831) 

– for example, by having an authentic audience for the online module they created for 

their Group Project, and by putting in place complementary ways to support their work 

(as discussed in more detail in a later finding). The repair work impacted the participants’ 

identity in a positive way, as evidenced from the findings. Several participants mentioned 

that they started to look at the course as a model for them and the teacher as a model for 

them as well, that their perspectives changed significantly and most of them 
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acknowledged that these changes resulted from their overall positive experiences in the 

course. 

Several of the empirical studies I reviewed also talked about how people had 

negative ideas regarding online education, thus showing there was a need for 

intervention, none of those studies discussed this in terms of Gee’s conception of “repair 

work” – so, I believe my study can offer concrete ideas about what can be done to 

successfully counter negative perceptions of online teaching as part of the participants’ 

identity development work. 

C. At the beginning, some participants were concerned about whether they could 

have the kind of close relationship with students that they valued, but by the end of 

the course this concern was resolved. 

Connections with the Literature. A similar concern about the kind of 

relationships that could be established in online courses was mentioned in several of the 

empirical studies that I reviewed. A participant in Johnson, Ehrlich, Watts-Taffe and 

Williams’ study (2014) thought online learning created distance between teachers and 

students; the authors reported that she lacked technology skills to overcome the distance. 

Participants in Baxter’s (2012) study were also concerned about making their online 

presence felt, and proposed the use of online avatars to make connections with the 

students. Hurst (2015) also shared that she had concerns regarding building relationship 

with her students and having “social interactions” in her online class – although she 

reported that her perceptions changed from her experience as she was able to develop 

strategies to connect with her students online.  
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Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. At the beginning of the course, many 

participants of my study had concerns that online classes would be isolating, and that 

they would not be able to build relationships with their students or help build a 

relationship among the students. By the end of course, this concern was fully resolved for 

most of the students, and significantly diminished for the rest – although some 

participants still preferred hybrid online to fully online courses, as they thought the mixed 

format would allow them to better develop relationships with their students and build a 

strong learning community. Their own experiences as learners in this hybrid online 

course seemed to have most affected this outcome. 

Iris had concerns in the beginning of the course regarding how to have bonding 

with her learners. She was also not sure if trust could be built between the learners and 

teacher in an online class. But by the end of the semester this concern was resolved for 

her because she realized that online created affordances for “socialization and building an 

online community” (Iris - F.R. L- 5-6) and she identified specific practices by which she 

could create a relation of trust with her students – including tailoring the course according 

to the needs of the students, by being available, by showing compassion. 

Laurel also had some concerns regarding building connections with her students, 

but by the end of the course she found ways to build relationship with her students, for 

example, she would create “introductory videos” and assign students to create videos as 

well.  

Peony had concerns regarding connecting with students and building relationship 

with them since in an online class students do not get to meet their teachers. However, 
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she also learned about ways to build a relationship with her students – by creating 

opportunities for dialogues, by posting personal introductions, by sending quick emails 

regularly and by being supportive. She thought that the “teacher’s pedagogies are the 

keys to build connection” (Peony - DB Module 5.2, L- 142) and that lecturing does not 

help build a relationship, rather having a collaborative and situated learning approach can 

help build relationship between teachers and students and between students to students.   

For Ren, it was crucial to create a learning community and build a caring 

relationship with his students and he was not sure before coming to the class if this was 

possible in an online class or if he would be able to communicate well with his students. 

But at the end of the course, this concern was resolved for him as well because he learned 

about strategies to make it happen. He thought that teachers needed to be “intentional” 

and should give effort for building relationship with students in an online context. He 

wanted to build relationship with his students by ensuring his presence, by being 

“empathetic and aware” and by interacting with them. He would use tools like 

introductory video of himself for this purpose. He wanted to be relatable, and genuine to 

build relationship with his students.  

It was essential for Tulip to “build a close relationship” with her students in order 

to be the teacher she aspired to be, especially for online classes (Interview 1, L- 80). She 

also thought in the beginning that it was challenging to build a relationship with students, 

because she had concerns if she could trust her online teachers. She thought for teenaged 

students, it might be difficult to trust her as an online teacher. She believed online 

teachers might also have difficulty in trusting their students. Therefore, she contended a 
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hybrid course might be ideal for her where she would get to meet her students sometimes. 

By asking for students’ feedback on the class, by being open to students’ ideas and by 

giving time, she believed she could build close relationship with her students.   

Lupin said he wanted to pursue teaching because he loved to connect with 

students in face-to-face meetings which brought him “excitement and energy” and he 

thought he would miss this in an online context (Lupin - F.R. L- 19-20). However, this 

was resolved for him by the end of the course, as he recognized that “online teaching 

does offer opportunities for deep learning but in some different ways than in traditional 

classrooms’ (Lupin - F.R. L- 26-27). 

Lilac did not share specifically if building relationship with her students was a 

concern for her in the beginning of the class. But she did recognize that building close 

relationship with students in an online class is challenging and she also learned strategies 

to face the challenge which is discussed in her case.  

Discussion. My findings are consistent with the findings of other empirical 

studies in that they show building a rapport with students as a key element of teacher 

identity for most people, as well as the concern about whether that can be achieved 

online. Unlike other empirical studies, though, which did not involve an intervention, my 

study suggested that novice online teachers can overcome this concern by identifying 

tools and strategies to create effective interaction and communication with students. Once 

again, experiencing the power of specific tools and strategies as online learners in the 

course went a long way to develop this new awareness and to change their perspectives.  
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D. At the beginning, most participants were concerned about the effectiveness of 

online courses, but by the end of the course this concern was resolved for all 

participants. 

Connections with the Literature. From the studies I reviewed, Hurst (2015) 

initially did not want to teach online because she thought it could not be effective, but 

this concern got resolved for her after teaching her first online course when she realized 

that she could still achieve her learning goals and she received positive feedback from her 

students for her effective teaching. In Johnson, Ehrlich, Watts-Taffe and Williams’ 

(2014) study one participant had negative ideas about the effectiveness of online 

education and agreed to teach online reluctantly; the authors reported that “Although her 

attitude toward technology and teaching methodology seemed to remain the same, there 

was some evidence of a shift from fear to comfort in teaching in the online environment” 

(Johnson, Ehrlich, Watts-Taffe & Williams, 2014, p. 46). 

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. Several of the participants of my study 

came to the class with significant doubt regarding the effectiveness of online education, 

in most cases because of their prior bad experiences with online courses. Their own 

experiences as learners in this hybrid online course, as well as specific readings, however, 

changed their perception. 

Iris, who had no prior experience of online education yet came to the class 

thinking that online could not be effective, resolved her concerns after designing and 

teaching successfully an online module as part of her Group Project. After this experience 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 376 

 

she stated that she now realized that online classes could be effective, and they “could 

have the same results” (Iris - Interview 2, L- 68).  

Laurel had some not so good prior experience of online learning but did not really 

doubt the effectiveness of online education, and the course also changed her perspectives 

as she contended by the end of the course - “I came to believe or to reinforce my belief 

that for some people online works maybe better than face-to-face” (Laurel - Interview 1, 

L- 192-194).   

Lupin also had some negative perceptions about online education because of his 

prior bad experience of online learning. But by the end of the course he realized that 

“theories and principles that promote effective teaching and learning transcend delivery 

mode” (Lupin - W.J.1, L- 43-44), which means he contended that online could be equally 

effective.   

In the first weekly journal, Peony wrote, “At first I doubted the effectiveness of 

teaching online because my previous online learning experience didn’t go very well” 

(Peony - W.J.1, L- 4-5). However, taking the course made her feel that “online teaching 

can also satisfy students’ need or it has the same result as…face-to-face classes” (Peony - 

Interview 1, L- 284-286). In fact, she concluded, “online teaching can be even more 

effective than face-to-face class because online teaching has many advantages” of 

technology and online resources (Peony - Interview 1, L- 286-288).  

Ren also had doubts about the effectiveness of online education because of his 

bad prior online learning experience, he “did not think it was a great option” (Ren - 
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Interview 1, L-16). By the end of the course his view changed to a positive one and he 

realized that online education could be equally effective. 

Because of her prior experience of taking three online courses in China before 

coming to the class, Tulip thought online had “lower effectiveness” (Tulip, Intro post). 

She also thought that “face-to-face was more effective” (Tulip - Interview 1, L- 321). She 

reported at the end of the course that her perceptions changed to a positive one which was 

an impact of her overall experience in the course. She concluded, “online teaching could 

be the same like the face-to-face one” (Interview 1, L- 322). 

Discussion. My findings are consistent with those reported in Hurst (2015) with 

respect to changing initial negative perceptions about the effectiveness of online courses. 

Most of my participants had previous negative experiences with online classes which 

made them believe that online instruction could not be as effective as face-to-face, but 

their experiences in the course significantly changed this perspective for everyone. For 

some of the participants, like Hurst, it was their successful experience as online teachers 

in the Group Project that brought about this realization; for others, it was their own 

positive experiences as online learners in the course. It is important to note an important 

difference between my study and Hurst’s study who did not attend a course or experience 

an intervention – she studied herself as an online teacher as she was assigned to teach an 

online course after being a traditional teacher for years.  

E. At the beginning, several participants were concerned about their ability to 

master the technology needed to be a good online teacher, but by the end of the 
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course all participants recognized that only a minimum of technological skills was 

needed to be the kind of online teachers they aspired to be. 

Connections with the Literature. Some of the literature I reviewed discussed 

how the participants had fear of technology and were concerned about engaging in online 

teaching because they believed it would require them to have great command over 

technology. For example, in Johnson, Ehrlich, Watts-Taffe and Williams’ study (2014) a 

participant lacked technology skills and thought negatively about online teaching, and 

another felt that technology was a barrier for her to be an effective online teacher, and she 

started to question her competence as a teacher although she had been a successful F2F 

teacher for over 20 years. Another study by Thanaraj (2016) reported how one of the 

participants felt challenged because from being an expert face-to-face teacher with 

authority in her subject area she had to become someone whose limited technological 

skills made it challenging for her to teach online; another participant felt that online 

teaching required “knowledge and skills” beyond content knowledge (p. 45). 

Comas-quinn (2011) reported that the training sessions she studied were more 

focused on the use of technologies and did not support the teachers to “reconsider their 

professional identities as teachers” in an online setting (p. 25). One of the reasons why 

the training focused more on technology might be because of the perception that online 

education means being experts in technology use.  

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. One of the most significant findings of 

my study is that the participants thought that knowledge of technology and digital 

resources was important but it was not the most important thing for success in online 
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teaching; rather, they argued that content and pedagogic knowledge was more important. 

Most of the participants ranked the use of technology less than highest in the pre-

interview survey. The participants recognized that knowledge of technology, especially 

for creating and curating digital resources, was important for an online teacher as it could 

enhance students’ learning, and some of them (Iris, Lilac, Peony) even stated that they 

needed to improve their knowledge of technology, but none of them expressed any fear 

of technology as opposed to the findings of some of the studies discussed in the literature 

review. None of them thought that technology was too big a challenge for them to be the 

kind of online teacher they wanted to be. Rather, all of them – novice and experienced 

teachers alike – were enthusiastic about learning new technological advances. Lilac, Iris, 

Laurel and Ren specifically mentioned that it was important to have up to date knowledge 

of technology because technology changes every day. 

Some of the participants of my study shared some concerns related to technology 

in the beginning of the semester, however, by the end of the semester they expressed their 

comfort, and Iris, Lupin and Lilac mentioned that they learned about some important 

digital resources and technology from the course. They thought that it is important to 

identify what digital resources are available for their students and what kind of access 

they have to support their learning better. Laurel clearly stated her view that creating and 

curating great online learning materials “is not quite of primary importance” (Laurel - 

Interview 1, L-125), since there are already numerous materials available in the web and 

she would like to use those first. Lilac would like to involve her students in the process of 

creating and curating online and digital resources.  
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Another participant Lupin, thought that technology could contribute to make him 

the online teacher he aspired to be, however, he also said that he was not sure if “it’s an 

absolute necessity for as much as some of those other pieces” (identified in the pre-

interview survey) (Lupin - Interview 1, L- 117-118). He thought that technology should 

be used “wisely” and intentionally, and a teacher must not allow technology to rule over 

instructional decisions. He contended that an online teacher could “still create that 

constructivist approach” without the help of technology (Interview 1, L- 118-119). He 

held the view that even though technology was critical for online teaching, teachers could 

“get by without” technology, but if the teachers did not know the content it would be 

“hard to get by without that” (Interview 1, L-133-134). Lupin also stated, “I was pleased 

to see how intuitive and easy to use most of the online tools were but regardless, building 

content, activities, and assessments is time consuming” (F.R.L- 151-153). 

Similarly, Peony also said that “I think compared to the content, technology is 

less important” and teachers should emphasize more on content (Interview 1, L-81).    

In the beginning of the semester Ren discussed learning about technology among 

the challenges that he anticipated he would face as an online teacher, but as the semester 

progressed, his views on technology changed. He found strategies to counteract those 

challenges. He also believed that it is important to be “thoughtful” about the use of 

technology and not to use technology just because one has the knowledge of them. Like 

Lupin and Peony, at the end of the course, Ren also came to believe that teachers did not 

have to be technology experts or programmers to become effective online teachers.  
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The participants of the study acknowledged that technology could make global 

resources available, connect people world-wide, make classes interesting and add value 

to learning but they did not think it was the most important aspect of online teaching or 

that a lack of technology knowledge could pose too big a challenge for them to be the 

kind of online teachers they wanted to be. They also discussed some of the technology 

challenges across the world like access to online education, speed and privacy – which 

are more difficult to deal with.  

Discussion. Technology concerns and a feeling of inadequacy stemming from it 

were mentioned in several of the empirical studies I reviewed – and these concerns were 

not always resolved for the participants in those studies. While most of my participants 

shared similar concerns at the beginning of the course, by the end of the course they did 

not feel technology was the most important part of online teaching and whatever 

concerns they had regarding technology was resolved by the end of the semester. The 

participants in my study also recognized that being online teachers, they would also be 

life-long learners and since technology changes, they would keep on learning too.   

This finding seem also to support Comas-quinn’s (2011) recommendation that the 

preparation of online teachers should focus less on providing technology training and 

more on supporting the teachers to reconsider their professional identities. 

F. By the end of the course, all participants developed a much greater appreciation 

for the value of collaboration with other teachers, which became part of their 

identity as a professional.  
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Connections with the Literature. As mentioned earlier, identity theory suggests 

that people hold several identities at the same time – and those identities will likely 

influence each other.  However, none of the studies I reviewed talked specifically about 

being a collaborative teacher as a component of the teacher identity they studied. 

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. All participants of my study identified 

their Group Project as a transformative experience, highlighting the benefits of working 

as a team on designing online instruction. This experience made them realize the value of 

working collaboratively with other teachers in designing instruction – something they had 

not experienced before, but that became part of the kind of teacher they wanted to be. 

The participants talked about how working in collaboration with others in the 

Group Project made them feel less stressed and reduced their anxiety. For example, Tulip 

said she felt less anxious because of working in the group; she also felt that because they 

all divided the risk, she felt less pressured. She also said that the diverse background of 

the group members helped her learn many things from them.   

Ren said that though he typically hated group work, he recognized the benefits of 

collaboration from this course, and he said his experience was “different” in this course. 

He reported how collaboration with others benefitted him from the distributed expertise 

and by sharing responsibilities within the group, as well as from the exchange of ideas. 

He contended, “When you’re building an online course you should absolutely be talking 

to people throughout that entire process and just getting different perspectives” (Ren - 

Interview 1, L- 450-452). 
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Iris’ experiences in the course taught her to value the practices of collaborating 

with her peers and colleagues to share “ideas” with and receive “feedback,” and she 

would use those to revise and re-design her lessons (Iris - Interview 1, L-181-184). She 

wrote in her final paper, “I believe the most valuable affordances of online learning are 

socialization and building an online community” (Iris - F.R. L- 5-6). She decided to 

include collaborative work in her future classes. 

Laurel also discussed how she benefitted from collaborating with others in the 

Group Project where they divided the work based on each team member’s expertise. She 

appreciated the opportunity of uplifting each other, combining the members’ efforts 

which she thought was motivating. Having the opportunity to have someone else’ opinion 

on the tasks was beneficial for her which resulted from the collaborative efforts.   

Lilac liked working in groups because she said that she worked well with others. 

She appreciated the opportunity to work with people who had “strong knowledge” to 

work on the different aspects of the Group Project. She thought that collaborative works 

offer us the opportunity to share “ideas or perspectives,” and to learn from each other, to 

learn skills that one does not know. She also thought that collaboration makes “teaching 

enjoyable” (Lilac- Interview 2, L- 96). 

Lupin’s experience in the group project made him realize the importance of 

collaboration when designing and teaching an online course. Collaboration made the 

Group Project “a lot of fun” for him because the members had “different strengths” that 

added to the experience (Lupin - Interview 1, L- 252-253). He recognized “the benefit of 

multiple perspectives” afforded by collaborative works ((Lupin - Interview 1, L- 290). He 
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also thought that the collaboration resulted in a “better” product. Regarding their 

collaboration in the group he stated, “We’ve received some really positive feedback 

about the video … I’m proud of our ability to work as a team to get it done in the face of 

some adversity” (Lupin - W.J.5, L- 150-153).  

Peony said that collaboration in the Group Project allowed her the opportunity to 

talk to others, whereas, the Individual Project made her feel “less confident” because of 

being alone (Peony - Interview 1, L- 406). This experience made her decide to 

collaborate with “more experienced teachers” in future and learn from them about 

“effective ways of teaching” (Peony- Interview 1, L- 413-415). She appreciated the 

opportunity to learn from others when collaborating and said that she felt she was “under 

pressure” when she worked alone in the Individual Project.   

In sum, all the participants valued the Group Project and developed a new found 

appreciation for collaboration as a result. Realizing the value of what they learned from 

each other in the Group Project and how that improved their product led them to express 

a desire to collaborate with their colleagues in designing instruction in future – something 

that was certainly not part of the kind of teachers they aspired to be before they started 

the course.  

Discussion. This finding represents an interesting example of how the identity as 

online teachers developed in the course impacted the participants’ professional identity 

more generally – thus providing additional evidence that identities are “multifarious” and 

interact with each other. 

G. The participants expressed their preference for teaching hybrid online courses. 
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Connections with the Literature. None of the empirical studies I reviewed 

addressed this issue – which is not surprising given that their participants were mostly 

teaching fully online courses.  

Findings from Cross-Case Analysis. While the course did not attempt to 

influence participants’ preference for a modality versus another, it is interesting that most 

of the participants spontaneously expressed their preference for teaching hybrid online 

courses. As mentioned earlier, by the end of the course all participants recognized that 

online education could be equally effective and some of them even said that they thought 

it might even be more effective than the face-to-face classes. However, several of them 

said that they would prefer to teach a hybrid course rather than a completely online 

course, as they valued being able to meet the students in person at least sometimes. 

For example, Iris wanted to teach hybrid online classes so that her students could 

meet each other face-to-face and socialize (Iris - F. R. L- 19-20). Unlike her, Peony did 

not say if she specifically preferred hybrid courses, however, she said that she would 

have hybrid classes in future if she thought face-to-face meeting might be necessary. 

Lupin clearly stated that for his own field, hybrid courses offer “real potential” 

(Lupin - Interview 1, L- 404). Based on his experience of teaching a fully online course 

(which included synchronous sessions) and a hybrid course on life studies that he taught 

after taking EDE 484 and before his final interview, he felt that the hybrid class worked 

“better.”    

In Ren’s case, because he recognized some limitations of online spaces for the 

kind of activities counseling students might engage in, he thought hybrid online 
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counseling courses might be preferable. Although he acknowledged seeing some 

potential for online courses in counseling, he said it was not yet embraced by people in 

his field; therefore, he concluded that hybrid classes might be best in counseling, because 

one could “get the best of both worlds that way” (Ren - Interview 1, L- 300). He also said 

that he was not “totally sold that you can do a counseling session online yet” (Ren - 

Interview 1, L- 292). 

Tulip thought building relationship with students would be easier in a hybrid class 

because the teacher and the students would be able to see each other sometimes which 

would increase the “bonding of each other,” and students would get to “experience 

different learning methods” (Tulip - F.R. L- 35-38). She thought some of the things she 

wanted to achieve as an online teacher can be done in a hybrid class situation. After 

taking the course, she felt that she was capable of teaching a “fully online class;” 

however, she would prefer to teach a hybrid online course because it was still new to her 

and to the students she would teach in China.  

Discussion. My participants’ preference for hybrid online courses is not 

surprising, as it is a logical consequence of their appreciation for the unique and 

complementary affordances of online and face-to-face instructional contexts reported in 

previous sections. Another reason why the participants preferred to teach hybrid classes 

might be – their experience in this well-designed hybrid course had impacted their 

perceptions positively. It is possible that they just wanted to replicate the course in future. 

Regardless of its reason, this finding has significant implications for online 

teaching – as teachers’ personal preferences will impact their future choices. For 
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example, depending on personal learning styles and preferences, a teacher may or may 

not teach online when there is an option to choose, and they might prefer some specific 

components of online teaching over others.  Since few of the empirical studies on online 

teachers’ identity development have paid attention to the distinction between teaching 

fully online versus hybrid online courses, I hope this finding will inspire more researchers 

to study these different settings.  

H. By the end of the course, the kind of online teachers the participants aspired to 

be aligned with the ten key principles promoted in the course – although with some 

variations.  

Connections with the Literature. The literature suggested that online teachers 

needed special skills and personalized trainings. As mentioned earlier, Comas-quinn 

(2011) cautioned against programs to prepare online teachers that focused essentially on 

technical training. Argument was also made for the importance of supporting the teachers 

in their identity development in teacher training programs (Ruohotie-Lyhty, 2013). 

Similarly, Thomas and Beauchamp (2011) contended that “the development of a 

professional identity does not automatically come with experience, and that some form of 

deliberate action is necessary to ensure that new teachers begin their careers with the 

appropriate tools to negotiate” their identities (p. 767). However, none of the empirical 

studies I reviewed reported on specific interventions, nor did they discuss specific 

intervention needed to support teachers with their identity development in a professional 

development or teacher education context. In contrast, my study looked at identity 
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development in the context of an intervention that was aiming to prepare a certain kind of 

online teachers. 

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the course 

I studied had the goal to create awareness and buy-in for a set of specific elements (as 

listed below) that taken together articulated the kind of online teachers they were trying 

to promote. Surprisingly, as documented in the individual case studies reported in 

Chapter 5, by the end of the course all the participants endorsed those elements for the 

kind of online teachers they aspired to be although at various levels. In some cases, the 

participants realized some of these components were challenging to enact in online 

contexts, but they still believed that those were achievable – provided one understands 

that those would require different practices and skills when teaching online versus face-

to-face, and employs strategies that can help minimize limitations or challenges specific 

to online context. More specifically, by the end of the course, all participants shared the 

following aspirations as online teachers: 

1. Seeing online and face-to-face learning as complementary: As already documented 

and discussed in detail as part of Finding A. 

2. Increasing access and promoting equity and social justice by leveraging online 

learning: All the participants in the study wanted to be the kind of teachers that could 

promote social justice – so they all valued the affordances of online education to 

create opportunities for access to education for a wider number and diverse groups of 

people. They all identified and valued that online education has freed education from 

the brick buildings and has offered people time and place flexibility. For Iris, it also 
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offers the added potential to better support students with special needs (she had seen 

special need students excelling with the help of computers and technology). For the 

TESOL teachers, online education could have the added bonus of enabling language 

students interact with native speakers across the world. However, Tulip also 

cautioned that increased access does not depend only on what the teachers do, but 

also on the kind of access the teacher and the students have to specific technologies.  

3. Developing strong relationships with one’s students, and student-to-student, even in 

online environments: All the participants greatly valued building relationships with 

their students, as well as between students to students, as they identified this as a 

critical element for student learning. Therefore, they wanted to be the kind of teachers 

who create a vibrant learning community in their classes. As already documented and 

discussed in the context of Finding C, at the beginning of the semester most 

participants showed concerns regarding the challenge of creating an interactive 

learning community online, but this concern was resolved by the end of the course. 

4. Increasing their students’ motivation and engagement by leveraging online 

technology: All the participants thought that increasing students’ motivation and 

engagement was critical for the kind of online teachers they aspired to be. They also 

identified many affordances of online technologies that could help achieve this 

outcome – including providing choices to students, using multi-media instructional 

materials, using diverse activities that can make learning more fun, such as 

videogames, and providing timely and encouraging feedback. 
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5. Promoting deep learning by leveraging online technology: As aspiring online 

teachers, all the participants valued maximizing their students’ learning. As a result of 

the course, however, they also seemed to have all embraced constructivist principles 

of learning and many of their implications in terms of teaching practices – most 

notably, the importance of eliciting and building upon prior knowledge, providing 

students with opportunities to engage as problem solvers and critical thinkers, asking 

open-ended questions and encouraging student inquiry. This was documented not 

only in what they said in their interviews or wrote online, but also in the choices they 

made as teachers in the online modules they designed for their Group and Individual 

Projects. 

6. Promoting collaborative learning by leveraging online technology: As future online 

teachers, and consistent with having embraced a constructivist approach, all the 

participants recognized how critical it is to promote collaboration among learners. 

From their experiences as learners in the course, they learned to value collaboration 

more, and learned specific strategies to create collaborative learning opportunities for 

their own online classes. Tools like discussion boards, Padlet and Google docs, for 

example, were identified by many as enabling group work and peer feedback in both 

online and face-to-face courses. The participants also acknowledged that 

collaboration was even more important as well as challenging in an online context 

than in face-to-face. 

7. Using technology to meet students’ individual needs: While awareness of the 

affordances of online learning for differentiation was more varied across the 
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participants, all of them recognized the importance of meeting their students’ 

individual needs and saw technology as offering some new tools to accommodate for 

students diverse learning styles within the same course as well as new opportunities 

to offer choices of courses to students. 

8. Using sound instructional design to create online modules: The participants in the 

study discussed in detail how important it was for them to have a good instructional 

design for their classes and how they could achieve it. In the last weekly journals they 

all came up with their own tips on instructional design for online classes. Across the 

participants, they had similar strategies and steps that they valued. As part of 

designing effective online courses, the participants emphasized on giving clear 

instructional directions, using Bloom’s Taxonomy, being goal driven and using 

backward design, making class interesting, creating a vibrant learning community, 

including activities to elicit prior knowledge, having multiple and various types of 

assessment, choosing readings carefully aligning with students interests, using 

journals and discussion boards, having group activities, using audio-visual media and 

other digital resources in delivering content and instructions, having synchronous 

sessions where possible, providing immediate and constructive feedback, creating 

relevant learning activities. 

9. Developing effective assessments and providing valuable feedback to their students 

by leveraging online technology: After taking the course, as aspiring online teachers, 

the participants recognized even more the importance of ensuring effective 

assessment and providing on time feedback. There was agreement among the 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 392 

 

participants about their desire to offer multiple assessment opportunities including 

both formative and summative assessment, and offering immediate and constructive 

feedback to help support student learning. Several participants also identified aspects 

of online learning and specific tools that would help them achieve those goals. Online 

assessments they experienced – such as online journals and discussion boards – were 

noted as something they would want to use in their future classes as well. 

10. Seeing technology as a tool to enhance student learning, rather than a goal: As 

already documented and discussed in Finding E, all the participants recognized the 

importance of having knowledge of technology and its intentional and careful use to 

enhance student learning, but also subordinated this to good instructional design and 

best teaching practices. 

Discussion. The finding that the course was indeed successful in influencing the 

identity development of the participants to include certain elements in the kind of online 

teacher they aspired to be can provide an important contribution to the literature, as the 

studies I reviewed argued for the importance of supporting identity development in 

teacher training programs but did not provide examples. 

I. For some participants, their professional identity (as a TESOL teacher, special 

education teacher, counselor, instructional coach) impacted the kind of online 

teachers they wanted to be. 

Connections with the Literature. As mentioned earlier, many scholars in 

identity theory had pointed out that identity is “multifarious” and multiple identities are 

interconnected (Danielewicz, 2001; Han 2017; Luehmann, 2007; Soreide 2006). An 
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implication of this tenet is that different identities that people already have might 

sometimes impact the development of a new identity in a positive or negative way. 

Interestingly, though, I did not find empirical evidence of how the participants’ other 

professional identities might have impacted the development of an online teacher identity 

– as most studies did not identify the specific fields each of their participants belonged to, 

and in some cases the researchers studied a specific population, as for example, Soriede’s 

(2006) study involved only elementary teachers, Han (2017) studied Korean English 

language teachers, and Luehmann and Tinelli (2008) studied school teachers teaching 

science.  

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. There was evidence in the individual 

cases reported in Chapter 5 that the participants’ field of specialization within teaching 

had some impact on the kind of online teacher they wanted to be. The impacts were more 

evident in some fields than the others. For example, this was especially important for 

Ren, as he felt that his field of counseling does not offer much scope for online teaching, 

yet he saw the potential for it – so, he wanted to advocate for online teaching learning in 

his field.  

It was evident that Iris’ field of special education had significant impacts on her 

online teacher identity; she saw online education as something that could offer important 

opportunities for special education. She thought many students with special needs like 

technology and they should be given the opportunity to benefit from it. From her 

experience, she shared that she had met many students with special needs that were 

“really good with technology … for some reason they’re not afraid, they don’t have 
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inhibitions about it, they get on there and it doesn’t take very long for them to pick up” 

(Iris - Interview 2, L- 176-178). She also provided examples of special education students 

she had known who did well with the use of technology, which in turn “builds their 

confidence” (Iris - Interview 2, L- 190). As a special education teacher, diversity and 

inclusion are high priorities for Iris, so she would like to support her students – as well as 

future online teachers – to develop respect for “differences and to embrace diversity” (Iris 

- F.R. L- 16-17). 

Lilac’s identity as an online teacher was affected by her role as an instructional 

coach and professional development provider. Lilac contended that since the teachers 

participate in PD after their work, online offers them more access because of time and 

place flexibility. In fact, she believed that OTL offers “a better chance for professional 

development” (Lilac - Interview 1, L- 18).    

Lupin said that in his field of human development it is critical for people to share 

their “perspectives” and discuss “theories of development” (Lupin - Interview 1, L- 391) 

Though in the beginning of the semester he thought this dialogue would not be possible 

in an online class, after taking the class he realized that it is possible to ensure dialogues 

in an online class. However, he would like to add some synchronous zoom sessions 

because of some “immediacy of sharing perspectives and making connections” (Lupin - 

Interview 1, L- 401). Like some other participants of the study, Lupin also thought that in 

his field hybrid courses have significant potentials in terms of online education.   

Tulip, an aspiring English language teacher originally thought that it might be 

challenging to teach skills like “speaking” online, but after taking the course she realized 
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that using Zoom sessions could help address this goal. She thought that online education 

offers the affordance of connecting and communicating with people world-wide and 

accessing digital resources in her field of language teaching – something she greatly 

valued as a language teacher. She saw online education as providing new opportunities to 

interact with native speakers of English which would enable authentic learning for her 

students. Therefore, as a TESOL teacher Tulip would like to promote online education in 

her country China. Similar considerations were expressed by the other TESOL teachers 

in the group. 

In some cases, being an international student also affected how a participant 

thought about the realities of putting their aspirations as an online teacher into practice. 

Laurel, Tulip and Peony all mentioned unique constraints created by what technology 

might be available in their countries, as well as perceptions about the quality of online 

learning, teaching contexts and expectations that might be specific to their culture.  

Discussion. The cases reported in Chapter 5 are clear evidence that each 

participants’ field – and the professional identity that came with it – contributed to the 

development of their online teacher identity. Their specialization influenced what aspects 

of teaching were most important for them – and, therefore, how they valued and would 

make use of specific affordances of online technology, as well as influence their priorities 

as a future online teacher. As the interplay between online teacher identity and identity 

related to one’s field of specialization has not been explicitly studied so far, this finding 

invites researchers to pay more explicit attention to this aspect of teacher identity 

development in their future research. 
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Cross-Case Findings Related to Research Question 2 

J. The participants’ experiences as online learners in the course were very impactful 

for their understanding of the kind of online teachers they wanted to be. 

Connections with the Literature. This finding relates to Gee’s (2000-2001) 

foundational concept of participation in the activities and discourse of the target 

community as a key element in developing an identity as a specific kind of person (in the 

context of my study- a specific kind of online teacher). Luehmann (2007) first explicitly 

connected this concept with the practice in teacher education of experiences as learners – 

that is, engaging prospective teachers as learners in activities that model the new teaching 

practices being promoted.  

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. As evident in the individual case 

studies reported in Chapter 5, the course experiences that most influenced the 

participants’ identity as an online teacher were their experiences as learners in the course. 

Their participation as learners in the class was what made them realize that online 

learning could be very different from what they had previously experienced or heard 

about. The participants also referred to the course instructor again and again as a model to 

be followed in future.  

The participants appreciated the way the course was designed and several of them 

indicated that the overall design of the course and the way it was taught helped them to 

change their perspectives. They discussed how specific activities they participated in as 

learners (for example, the Group and Individual Projects) helped them to see how they 
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could enact similar activities themselves in their future classes. Seeing how to design and 

teach an online course helped them to see themselves as future online teachers. 

The participants appreciated the course instructor for being available always, for 

being accessible, being understanding of their needs, not being judgmental, not thinking 

they were not “adequate” (as mentioned by Iris), being knowledgeable about the content, 

for eliciting their prior knowledge and being respectful for their prior knowledge. Iris 

mentioned more than once that if she was to teach an online course in future, she would 

follow the course instructor as her model and she would even replicate some of the 

practices adopted by the course instructor that she experienced in the class. Like her, Ren 

also stated that the course would “serve as a model” for him (Ren - F.R. L- 169). 

Similarly, Lilac mentioned how she could feel the presence of the course teacher in the 

course, how she was accessible and available whenever needed which made her 

understand that this practice alleviated the sense of isolation among the students and she 

would like to follow this practice.  

Discussion. This finding confirms the value of including carefully designed 

experiences as online learners in any program preparing online teachers to support their 

identity development – as suggested by Luehmann (2007) in the case of preparing 

reform-minded science teachers. This is especially important when trying to do “repair 

work” because of prior negative experiences that would otherwise interfere with the 

desired identity development. 
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K. The scaffolded experiences as online teachers in the course were also very 

impactful to help participants confirm the kind of online teachers they wanted to be 

and gave them confidence that they could be it. 

Connections with the Literature. As mentioned earlier, Gee’s identity theory 

emphasizes the importance of “participation” in professional activities as part of identity 

development. Luehmann (2007) applied this general principle to the importance of 

including experiences as teachers in the preparation of reform-minded science teachers; 

however, she also added that when promoting a teacher identity that is “against the 

norm,” prospective and novice teachers need to be supported so as to ensure that they 

engage in the target practices and experience early success. She also pointed to the work 

of Nasir and Hand (2004) to argue that for activities to be supportive for identity 

development, learners need to actively participate in activities, they have to have some 

control over what they learn and how they participate in the learning, and learners have to 

be held accountable for their learning (Luehmann, 2007; Luehmann & Borasi, 2011). 

Luehmann and Borasi (2011) also argued that for participation to be meaningful for 

identity development, it is imperative that the expertise is distributed among the 

participants while taking part in the activity, and they receive timely formative feedback 

from the peers and from the instructor; and they have to have the opportunities for their 

work to be recognized, again by the instructor and by the peers, which they call 

“recognition.”  

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. From my preliminary analysis of the 

course artifacts, participants’ written work in the course and interviews, it was clear that 
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the Group Project and Individual Projects – which were designed taking into 

consideration the principles identified above – provided them with unique opportunities 

for “participation” in the activities to design and teach online modules. Both the Group 

and Individual Projects were identified as very significant by all the participants for their 

identity development. While not everyone explicitly expressed it, the Group Project in 

particular seemed to be very influential in making the participants feel they could succeed 

as online teachers. The scaffolding provided in these experiences, including the multiple 

opportunities to receive feedback from the instructor and from peers, significantly 

contributed to this result.  

It was evident from the findings that the experience as teachers was instrumental 

in giving confidence to all the participants in their ability to be online teachers. For 

example, Ren said that participating in the two projects was critical for him to have the 

confidence that he was able to teach online, and it also strengthened some of his beliefs 

about what matters most to be an effective online teacher and how to achieve those. On 

completing the projects he reported to have experienced a “sense of accomplishments” 

(Ren - Interview 2, L- 50). Laurel identified the two projects as what helped her most to 

see that she could be a skilled online teacher. She gained confidence and started to think 

that in job interviews she would be able to say that she is skilled in online teaching; she 

also said, “I felt ready to teach online without fear” (Laurel, personal communication, 

June 23, 2018). Iris also discussed how the experiences as a teacher in the Group Project 

made her feel that she “could do online teaching” and she could be equally effective 
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which caused the change in her perspectives from being a non-believer to a believer of 

online teaching learning (Iris - Interview 2, L- 75-78) 

Talking about the Group Project, almost all of the participants mentioned how 

they divided their tasks among the group members based on their expertise and benefitted 

from it – how they learned from each other, valued and encouraged each other. The 

course teacher as well as their peers facilitated the scaffolding for the Group Project, 

whereas, they used the knowledge they gained from the course and from the Group 

Project in the Individual Project. The instructor provided the scaffolding for the 

Individual Project through feedback and support in their draft plans as well as in their 

weekly reflection. Each of the participants recognized the value of the overall experience 

which resulted in their appreciation of collaboration that has been discussed in another 

section of this chapter. 

Completing the Individual Project independently was also important to make the 

participants feel that they were capable of teaching online on their own. For example, 

Lupin reported feeling confident – after completing his Individual Project, he felt “it 

came together pretty well” and that experience made him realize that he could teach 

online (Lupin - Interview 1, L- 299). Though he designed just one module but he could 

“see how that same approach to that module could apply to a full course design,” and this 

made him feel that he was competent to teach online courses (Lupin - Interview 1, L- 

309- 310). He felt confident that he was capable of using different theories and tools 

intentionally. Lilac reported that she benefitted from the opportunity to use a module 

planning template provided by the instructor to design the individual module, as it 
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allowed her to be systematic in designing her module, and she said, “I felt very 

successful” (Lilac - F.R. L-187). 

Each of the participants acknowledged the value of doing the Group Project first 

and mentioned that they were able to learn things from the other group members and they 

utilized the knowledge and experience gained from the Group Project in completing the 

Individual Project. For example, Laurel mentioned that having the experience of the 

Group Project, she felt prepared and confident when it came to do her Individual Project; 

it did not “overwhelm” her because she had already had gone through the process in the 

Group Project. She felt that having the Group Project first and scaffolding learners 

through the Group Project to prepare them for the Individual Project was “a good 

strategy” (Laurel - Interview 2, L- 102). Peony said that in the Group Project she could 

learn from her group members which she thought had impacted her teaching; working in 

the group also allowed her to see her “strengths” as well as her “weaknesses” (Peony - 

Interview 2, L- 42).  

Discussion. This finding shows the value not only of including experiences as 

online teachers in the preparation of novice online teachers, but also the importance of 

designing those experiences by following the guidelines provided by Nasir and Hand 

(2004) and Luehmann and Borasi (2011) to ensure that these experiences will lead to 

success and maximize their effects on the participants’ identity development. 

L. All participants made good use of the many opportunities for reflections provided 

in the course as “recognition by self.” 
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Connections with the Literature. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the second factor 

that Gee (2000) identified as critical for identity development to take place, apart from 

participation, is “recognition.” Based on Gee’s definitions and descriptions, Luehmann 

(2007) contended that “identity work occurs in the interpretation, narration and thus 

recognition of that participation” (p. 828). This recognition has to come from both the 

self and from others. Luehmann (2007) also suggested that identities are shaped by the 

“interpretation of one’s participation through reflective work” because it allows for 

“meaningful learning” (p. 828). Luehmann and Borasi (2011) also reminded that “it is in 

the interpretation or recognition of that participation, by self and others, that identities are 

actually formed” (p. 23). Luehmann and Tinelli (2008) also argued for the opportunities 

for recognition of participation by “self and others” (p. 331).  

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. The course purposefully included many 

assignments requiring reflections (weekly journals, final reflection paper and discussion 

boards) as a means to provide opportunities for “recognition by self.” Indeed, the 

participants engaged in valuable reflections that enabled them to make meaning not only 

of their experiences of participation – both as learners and teachers – but also of the 

readings assigned in the course, and by doing so to clarify their beliefs and values. Even 

though explicit recognition and reaffirmation of the kind of online teachers the 

participants aspired to be might have been rare, these reflections definitely contributed to 

the development of each participants’ online teacher identity – as  each of the participants 

reflected on the kind of online activities they liked, the challenges they anticipated, the 

doubts and concerns they had, the practices they wanted to promote, how they understood 
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certain theories or other concepts, what they valued as future online teachers. In this 

bigger sense, these reflections in the journals or final paper worked as recognition by self.  

Here are some notable examples of recognition by self from the participants’ 

online journals: 

I learned from the theories how to ask questions that will access where students 

are in the learning process, and how I am going to move them forward. The 

theories help me reflect on best practices and ways in which I can present 

questions to engage my learners in the learning. Reading the theories has engaged 

me to think of how I would assist the learner, in thinking about the lesson, from 

another perspective. I always want to take the students to a higher realm of 

learning: where they are asking the questions of inquiry and I am the 

facilitator. (Iris - W.J.2, L- 49-54)  

 

As a current/future instructor, I am realizing the importance of fostering intrinsic 

motivation, and to explain how learning skills in a course can be applicable to any 

career path, even if the course isn’t necessarily related to the interests of certain 

individuals in the course. I have appreciated the courses that I have taken that 

were graded on a “satisfactory/unsatisfactory” continuum. I feel that it takes away 

the motivation to be performance oriented, and makes the course learning 

focused. (Ren - W.J.2, L- 66-71) 

 

Discussion. This finding shows that providing opportunities for reflection as a 

way to promote “recognition by self” can be valuable. It is worth noting that recognition 

by self occurred not just in the reflection on participation activities but it also happened 

as the participants connected those with readings representing theories and best practices 

from the field. 

M. All participants made good use of the many opportunities for “recognition by 

others” provided in the course. 

Connections with the Literature. In addition to the importance of “recognition 

by self,” Gee (2000-2001), Luehmann and Borasi (2011) also pointed to the importance 

of receiving “recognition by others.” Luehmann and Tinelli’s (2008) study also proposed 
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that “Developing an identity as a reform-minded science teacher involves participating 

and being recognized as a competent and contributing member of a new professional 

discourse” (p. 324). They showed how the practice of blogging helped their participants 

(pre-service science teachers) receive recognition that contributed to their identity 

development as reform minded science teachers.  

Though none of the studies I reviewed discussed how “recognition by others” 

impacted their participants’ identity development, however, Taylor (2017) discussed how 

the teacher in her study used language carefully to position the participants as teacher 

researchers to support their identity development. Similarly, Irwin and Hramiak’s (2010) 

reported that the way the teacher referred to the participants showed how she saw them; 

and it influenced how the participants saw themselves, contributing to their identity 

development. 

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. The course EDE 484 was designed to 

provide the participants with multiple opportunities to engage in discourse about online 

teaching with other students in the course as well as with the instructor through 

discussion boards, and in-class discussions. The design of the Group and Individual 

Projects also included structured opportunities to receive feedback from the peers as well 

as the instructor. All participants actively engaged in discussion boards and received 

feedback and greatly valued all the input they received from both the peers and the 

instructor. Even though the participants themselves rarely recognized those opportunities 

as “recognition by others” of the kind of online teachers they wanted to be, the individual 
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cases reported in Chapter 5 show that these exchanges contributed to the development of 

their online teacher identity. 

Throughout the semester, the participants recognized the participation of their 

peers as a specific kind of online teachers in their community of practice. They shared 

ideas, best practices, concerns, challenges; they encouraged each other, asked questions – 

all of which culminated in recognition to their peers as participants of a community of 

practice. In the process, in many cases the participants expressed their agreement, their 

likings, sometimes surprise − which also show their practices, values, choices, and 

decisions being validated by their peers. This in effect was recognition from the peers as 

specific kinds of online teachers. The following is an example of recognition from peers: 

I like your point that class discussion on presenting our different approaches is a 

good way of connecting knowledge clusters, which can enrich students' concepts 

and would not feel isolated. I also agree with you that [the guest instructor] 

nurtured our intrinsic motivation by competency based approach. She encouraged 

us to find ways to calculate the area of the fish without a standard answer to 

improve problem solving ability which could apply in the real world. (Peony to 

Ren, DB Module 3.1, L 31- 36) 

 

The following excerpt is another example of recognition from peers:  

As a teacher, we need to find a way to motivate students or help them reduce the 

anxiety on those subjects. [The guest instructor’s] fish activity is a good example 

of how to teach math in an interesting and fun way. During the activity, we shared 

our ideas with each other and we were not afraid of making mistakes. I like you 

said that the class paid more attention to learners’ diversity. Different people from 

different countries were all engaged in the class and no one felt isolated. I think 

that would be perfect if we use this concept to our online course design. (Tulip to 

Iris, DB Module 3.1, L- 233-239) 

 

Also, there were numerous discussions in the discussion boards, and there were 

other interactions between the instructor and the participants in the course where the 

instructor recognized them as online teachers in the forms of approving their works, or 
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sometimes challenging them to improve or sometimes by asking further questions. For an 

example, the teacher wrote to Ren in a weekly journal: “I personally learned a lot from 

your module. And found it engaging, relevant and interesting!” (W.J.6, L- 358). In 

another case, the course teacher wrote to Peony in a weekly journal,   

It sounds like you had a great group experience - what kinds of advice would you 

give to the learners in YOUR course about group projects and how to succeed 

based on your experience? I also like your reflection about use of Zoom. Why do 

you think you are less motivated in Zoom than in face-to-face? And how can your 

peers and your instructor help you in that space? (W.J.5, L- 186-190) 

 

The course instructor wrote in a weekly journal posted by Lupin,  

Based on your experience, it sounds like one thing that you learned from the 

student experience was that attention to detail is extremely important - imagine a 

group of undergraduates in their first online class and having good, but not clear 

instructions. It's probably something that you will always consider in the future! 

(W.J.5, L- 187-190) 

 

The design of the Group and Individual Projects included multiple opportunities 

for the participants to receive significant individualized feedback from the course 

instructor as well as from their peers. All participants greatly valued the feedback they 

received as a means to improve the design of their online modules, although none of them 

explicitly identified those as “recognition from other” of their identity. However, many 

stated that the feedback they received – especially from the instructor – helped them see 

how they could improve as an online teacher, it can be said that it had some impacts on 

them for the kind of online teachers they wanted to be.  

Discussion: This finding supports the importance of “recognition from others” 

(Gee, 2000-2001; Luehmann & Borasi, 2011, Luehmann, 2007) as discussed earlier. The 

findings of my study show that interactions in the course through blackboard discussion 
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boards created opportunities for recognition from others similar to those reported in 

Luehmann and Tinelly (2008) – although in my case the participants only shared their 

online reflections within the course, rather than sharing it publicly on the web. 

N. The perceived stigma of online teaching in one’s field negatively affected some 

participants – although it also turned some of them into advocates! 

Connections with the Literature. The literature did mention that there is 

negativity among people concerning online education in general, but none of the studies 

talked empirically and specifically about how this negativity might impact the identity 

development of individual participants. There was no discussion on the field specific 

stigma either.  

Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis. Some of the participants of my study 

spoke elaborately on the negativity and stigma surrounding online education in general, 

and more specifically in their fields. It seems there is some negativity surrounding online 

education no matter which field the person is from, although in some fields the negativity 

is more prominent than in others. These negative perceptions created a challenge for 

some participants – almost acting as a negative recognition from their field. In some 

cases, though, this actually spurred the participants to want to take proactive roles as 

advocates of online teaching and learning in their fields. 

Some participants spoke elaborately on the negativity and stigma surrounding 

online education. For example, Ren felt this strongly, as given the negativity regarding 

online learning prevalent in his field of counseling, there are not many opportunities for 

him to teach online courses. He mentioned that educators in counseling think that there is 
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“no place” for online education in their field, and they frown upon the use of “internet” 

for anything other than “research,” and some of them even hesitate to use blackboard. He 

said, “This stigma is essentially the idea that an online education cannot compare to that 

of a brick and mortar education” (Ren - F.R. L- 176-177). It was important for Ren to 

find validation in some of the readings in the course. His take on the negativity 

surrounding online was:  

I think that online education has progressed to a point where there are a lot of 

people who think that it’s nonsense and there are a lot of people in universities 

that think that this is the greatest thing ever. I am not sure that the negative side of 

it, so no knowledge of it is a bad side right and if you have the ability to transform 

your teaching or take a pedagogical method and present it in a different way and 

put that online so that more students are able to engage with that or interact with 

that idea or particular teaching method I don’t really care about the negativity of 

somebody else saying that this isn’t the way to go because I found that the 

negativity is often linked with something just like unfamiliarity or just an 

unwillingness to be reflective or just push yourself to learn something new. It’s 

just this idea of we’ve always done it this way in the past, we haven’t bothered to 

change it so why invest in a new tool, so I think that’s just not a great way to go 

about teaching in general. (Ren- Interview 1, L- 564-576) 

 

Similarly, Lupin also acknowledged the negativity surrounding online education 

which actually made him determined to be an advocate for online education. He shared 

his take on this issue in the first interview:  

I get the Chronicle of Higher Education, and Inside Higher Ed I get the e-mail 

subscriptions to both of those and every once in a while I will see something 

about research finds around online courses and some of them are around the 

challenges of online teaching and how it can’t accomplish the same things that 

face-to-face can and now through this experience it’s funny because I take 

exception to those things … I don’t feel online learning gets a fair shake and I 

think it’s largely because people may approach it similar to how I would have 

approached it prior to this course which is maybe uninformed and so I do think 

that there are some negative connotations out there still. My take is that those 

come from a place of really not appreciating really again the theory and best 

practices that can exist online and may more speak to some of these sub-par kinds 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 409 

 

of experiences like I had prior to taking EDE484. (Lupin - Interview 1, L- 420-

436) 

 

Iris also talked about her concerns regarding how others would accept her as an 

online teacher both in her first interview and in her Blackboard posts. She was concerned 

if her colleagues would think that she was a “legitimate teacher” or would take her 

“seriously” (Iris - Interview 1, L- 514, 518). She said that it had some impacts on how she 

viewed herself – “it would make me question me as a teacher” (Interview 1, L-541). She 

added, “I can’t help but be affected by it because I’ve been a teacher longer than I’ve 

been an online person so I still go back to that world; it does impact me how my peers 

look at me” (Iris - Interview 1, L-557-559).  

Lilac also thought that online education has less value among people. She said 

that people around her did not have good impressions about online even in the years 

2009-2010. However, she thought that children now a days are growing up with internet 

and online learning and they “are going to bring the value” to online education (Lilac - 

Interview 1, L- 623). She believed, “they would prefer it because they have more control” 

(Lilac - Interview 1, L- 625-626).  

Peony too had very “negative perception” about online education which she said 

had changed into positive one after taking the course (Peony - Interview 1, L- 540-541). 

Like Ren she also wanted to be an advocate for online education, “I will try my best to 

change others’ perceptions, especially students’” (Peony - Interview 1, L- 541-542). 

However, she thought it would take time. She said that the way others look at online 

teaching learning did not impact her idea of the kind of online teacher she wanted to be. 
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Tulip stated that people in her country China are not that familiar with online 

education, online technology is not that developed there yet. She thought it would take 

time for the people in her country to accept online education; however, she was 

optimistic about it because she saw the value of online education from her experience.  

Contrary to everyone else, Laurel thought online education was not “stigmatized” 

and she thought it depends on the teachers if they can design it well or not; if they give 

effort, they will be able to make online classes effective.  

The participants of my study recognized the negativity and stigma surrounding 

online education as a challenge, but it was evident that they were not discouraged by the 

negativity. It was also evident that they did not think it had much impact on them as 

online teachers, only one of the participants mentioned to have questioned her value as an 

online teacher. All of them recognized that things are changing, and they also recognized 

the potentials of online education and their potentials as online teachers. They had gained 

significant confidence after attending the course. As a result, as aspiring online teachers 

some of them vowed to be advocates for online education to counter the negativity 

surrounding it. 

Discussion. This finding suggests that negativity about online education in one’s 

professional field can negatively affect a novice online teacher’s identity development, 

and therefore, addressing this should be seriously considered when designing programs to 

prepare online teachers. It also suggests the value of focusing some research on it, as this 

challenge seems to have been ignored in the literature so far.   
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Chapter 7: Implications and Conclusions 

Introduction 

In this concluding chapter I will provide an overview of my dissertation study, 

summarize the key findings regarding my two research questions, discuss the 

contribution of my study more generally to understanding teacher identity of novice 

online teachers and its development, and then share some recommendations for designing 

and implementing professional development for preparing online teachers. I will also 

discuss the study rigor and limitations of my study, and directions for future research. I 

will conclude this chapter with my final thoughts on and take-aways from this research 

experience.   

Overview of the Dissertation Study 

The ultimate purpose of my dissertation research was to provide 

recommendations for designing and implementing effective courses and programs to 

prepare online teachers. Therefore, the overarching question motivating my study was- 

How can we positively affect the identity development of novice online teachers? To 

answer this question, in this study I investigated the identity development of online 

teachers in a higher education course designed to prepare online teachers.   

Research shows that online education is growing fast; therefore, preparing 

competent online teachers to teach our students better has become critical. The literature 

on teacher identity suggests that supporting identity development also supports teachers’ 

self-efficacy and competence (Beijaard, Verloop & Vermunt, 2000). Yet a review of the 

literature showed that not as much research is done on programs preparing online 
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teachers and on the identity development of novice online teachers. Therefore, I expect 

that the findings from this study will help us find ways to support the identity 

development of online teachers in a professional development context. On a personal 

level, this study will also help me prepare myself to promote online education by 

supporting online teacher development in my own country, where online education seem 

to have potentials but is still in its infancy.   

As a theoretical framework for this study, I chose to use identity theory as 

proposed by Gee (2000-2001) and explained and used by Luehmann (2007). Consistent 

with their definition of identity, in my study I focused on identifying the kind of online 

teacher each of my participants aspired to be and how that concept was influenced by 

specific experiences in the course. In particular, I was interested in exploring the 

opportunities for participation in activities and discourse about online teaching and for 

recognition of that participation from self and others (Gee, 2000-2001) offered to the 

participants, and how each participant utilized such opportunities.  

My study context was a section of a 3 credit hybrid online course preparing online 

teachers offered at the Warner School of Education, attended by eight students, and 

where I was a Teaching Assistant. All but one of these students elected to participate in 

my study. They came from diverse backgrounds and various fields of specialization with 

various teaching experiences.  

The research questions informing my dissertation research were:  

Research Question #1: What kind of online teacher did each participant aspire to 

be at the end of the course, and how did it differ from where they started? 
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Research Question #2: How did the participants take on the opportunities for 

participation and recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? 

In this qualitative study I adopted a case study approach for data collection and 

analysis because it would allow me to effectuate “understanding” that I expect to 

influence and contribute to improving “practice” (Merriam, 1998, p. 41).  

The data for this study came from multiple sources: the participants’ online posts 

and written assignments from the course, two semi structured interviews, other 

documents from the course and researcher memos. Utilizing these data and adopting a 

case study approach, I have produced individual cases for each of the seven participants 

(reported in Chapter 5) and a cross-case analysis (reported in Chapter 6). 

Summary and Discussion of Key Findings 

Research Question 1: 

A. For all the participants, their online teacher identity was an integral part of their 

overall teacher identity – not a distinct identity.  

One of the most significant findings of this study is that none of the participants 

looked at their online identity as separate from their teacher identity. Rather, because they 

saw teaching online and face-to-face as complementary to each other, being an online 

teacher became a part of their overall teacher identity. While they recognized that 

teaching online might require somewhat different practices and training, they also 

believed that the fundamental principles of good teaching – such as developing a good 

relationship with one’s students, providing opportunities for deep learning, backward 

design, providing informative and timely feedback on students’ work, just to mention a 
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few – cut across both modalities. And they strived to become the best teachers they could 

be in both online and face-to-face settings. 

While this finding is consistent with the acknowledgement in the identity theory 

literature that identity is multifarious, it is interesting that most of the studies reported in 

Chapter 3 had instead tried to study online teacher identity as separate from “traditional” 

teacher identity, and in several cases reported a tension between the two – as for example, 

in the study by Baxter (2012) and Johnson, Ehrlich, Watts-Taffe and Williams (2014). In 

contrast, even the most experienced of my participants, who had been face-to-face 

teachers for over 10 years, felt that what they learned in the course to become an online 

teacher would enrich their face-to-face teaching as well. Based on the evidences reported 

in all the case narratives, it was clear that their own experiences as learners in EDE 484 − 

a hybrid course – as well as key readings in the course had profound effects on their 

perception of the complementary values of online and face-to-face teaching and learning. 

This also shows that the kind of training provided to novice online teachers will have 

powerful effects on their identity development.  

B. There was need for “repair work” for several of the participants. 

Five of my study participants had very negative prior experiences with online 

education; as a result, they had preconceived negative ideas about its effectiveness when 

they entered the course. The course had to offer some “repair work” for them and 

succeeded in doing so. Lupin, Peony, Laurel, Ren and Tulip all discussed in detail their 

prior experiences and how the course impacted changes in their perceptions.    
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This finding is consistent with the identity theory proposed by Gee (2000-2001) 

and advocated by Luehmann (2007) that discussed the need for repair work for 

developing a new identity, especially if that identity is against the norm. The course was 

trying to prepare online teachers with specific mindsets and skills which were different 

from their initial perception of what a typical online teacher should be like; therefore, the 

participants needed to be supported with what Gee called “repair work,” and the course 

was designed to offer such experiences.    

C. At the beginning, some participants were concerned about whether they could 

have the kind of close relationship with students that they valued, but by the end 

of the course this concern was resolved. 

As they entered the course, most of the participants expressed their concerns 

about building close relationship with their students in an online class, since face-to-face 

meetings would be missing. But the data showed that their experiences in the course led 

all participants to realize that building close relationship with students is possible in 

online courses. They learned strategies and techniques to build relationship with their 

students in an online context. However, some participants still preferred a hybrid format 

as they felt that some face-to-face time would help them build relationships with students 

and create a learning community.  

Some of the studies I reviewed also reported similar concerns among their 

participants, which got resolved for some but not for others. Therefore, it is worth 

looking into what this course did to achieve this result for all participants.   
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D. At the beginning, most participants were concerned about the effectiveness of 

online courses, but by the end of the course this concern was resolved for all 

participants. 

Most of the participants entered the course with significant doubts about the 

effectiveness of online education, which resulted from their prior negative experiences 

with online classes. All of them reported to have experienced a positive change of 

perspective in this regard and started to believe that online education could be equally 

effective; one participant even said that she thought online education could be more 

effective than face-to-face. This change seemed to have been achieved as a result of their 

overall experiences as learners in the course, as well as from reading texts that reinforced 

their beliefs.  

A few studies in the reviewed literature also reported negative perceptions about 

the effectiveness of online education among their participants, which resolved eventually.   

E. At the beginning, several participants were concerned about their ability to 

master the technology needed to be a good online teacher, but by the end of the 

course all participants recognized that only a minimum of technology skills was 

needed to be the kind of online teachers they aspired to be. 

This is one of the major findings of my study. The participants came to the class 

with concerns related to the use of technology and the adequacy of their knowledge and 

skills related to technology, but by the end of the course they all reported to have realized 

that though technological skill is important for online classes, content and pedagogical 

knowledge, combined with best teaching practices are even more important for online 
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classes to be successful. They consistently ranked technology skill less than the other 

items mentioned in the list during the pre-interview survey. Some of them thought that 

they needed to acquire more technology skills, but they did not show any fear of 

technology and wanted to keep learning. They did not consider technology skills to be a 

big challenge for them to be the kind of online teachers they aspired to be. 

On the contrary, some of the studies in the literature I reviewed (Johnson, Ehrlich, 

Watts-Taffe & Williams, 2014; Thanaraj, 2016) reported their participants to have fear of 

technology; some of those participants thought they needed to be experts in technology to 

become online teachers, some others thought that technology was the biggest obstacle for 

them to become successful online teachers. Even an experienced face-to-face teacher 

started to doubt her competence as a teacher because of her lack of technology skills, and 

another person also found it challenging to teach effectively because of lack of 

technology knowledge. One study (Thanaraj, 2016) reported that one of the participants 

thought online teaching required more than content knowledge. There was just one 

participant in another study (Johnson, Ehrlich, Watts-Taffe & Williams, 2014) whose 

good technology skills made her feel competent. This indicates that the approach taken in 

this course had a significant impact and we should learn to address this common 

impediment.  

F. By the end of the course, all participants developed a much greater appreciation 

for the value of collaborating with other teachers, which became part of their 

identity as a professional.  
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This is another interesting and surprising finding of my study. All the participants 

developed greater appreciation for collaboration among colleagues which became a part 

of their professional identity. The Group Project experience mainly caused this result. 

Each participant talked highly of their experience in the Group Project, where they 

learned from the group members, appreciated the value of distributed expertise, felt more 

ready to take risks and appreciated dividing responsibilities among the members. They 

said they were able to create better products because of the collaboration and the support 

they received. As a result, they said, in the future they would like to collaborate with their 

colleagues when they design online courses since they thought it would allow them to 

have better ideas and better perspectives.     

The studies I reviewed did not explicitly involve collaborative experiences, 

therefore, did not discuss being collaborative as a part of the participants’ identity 

development as online teachers.   

G. The participants expressed their preference for teaching hybrid online courses. 

All the participants of my study reported to have a preference for hybrid online 

courses. While teachers might not always be able to choose the type of online courses 

they would teach, their preferences might have significant implications. Although all the 

participants of my study reported their belief that online courses could be equally 

effective as face-to-face courses, they expressed their inclination towards teaching hybrid 

online courses. For some of the participants it was because of their personal style of 

teaching, for others it was because they thought a hybrid course would allow them to 

benefit from the unique affordances of both online and face-to-face learning by allowing 
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them to choose the best modality depending on the content and goal. This preference for 

hybrid courses might also have been influenced by the fact that they experienced a well-

designed hybrid online course which they reported to have impacted them significantly in 

shaping the kind of online teachers they wanted to be, and to have become their model 

for future online teaching.    

The studies I reviewed did not discuss any issues related to the participants’ 

preference of a hybrid online course over a fully online one, as the participants in those 

studies only worked in fully online contexts.   

H.  By the end of the course, the kind of online teachers the participants aspired to 

be aligned with the ten key principles promoted in the course – although with 

some variations. 

The course aimed at creating a specific type of online teachers, and the 

participants seemed to have achieved at various levels all the key components of being 

effective online teachers the course wanted them to achieve. This helped them to 

understand the kind of online teachers they wanted to be, how to enact the best practices, 

the challenges to enact those, and strategies to counter the challenges. It is evident that all 

the participants internalized to a significant extent the key components of being effective 

online teachers the course had implicitly set as targets:  

1. Recognizing the complementary value of online and face-to-face learning 

2. Using online learning to increase access and promoting equity and social justice  

3. Developing relationships with one’s online students, and student-to-student 
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4. Increasing students’ motivation and engagement by leveraging digital resources 

and tools 

5. Promoting deep learning leveraging digital resources and tools 

6. Promoting collaborative learning by leveraging digital resources and tools 

7. Using technology to meet students’ individual needs 

8. Using good instructional design to design online instructional units 

9. Developing effective assessments and providing valuable feedback to their 

students by leveraging digital resources and tools 

10. Seeing technology as a tool to enhance students’ learning, not as the goal. 

None of the studies I reviewed in chapter 3 studied identity development in the 

context of an intervention; therefore, this study represents a new contribution to the 

literature.   

I. For some participants, their professional identity (as a TESOL teacher, special 

education teacher, counselor, instructional coach) impacted the kind of online 

teachers they wanted to be. 

Another important finding of my study is that the participants’ identities as a 

counselor, special education teacher, TESOL teacher and others seem to have impacted 

the kind of online teachers they wanted to be. They had concerns and considerations 

related to their fields which they felt needed to be taken into account for becoming the 

kind of online teachers they aspired to be. For Ren, not having enough opportunities to 

teach online in his field of counseling brought challenges to implement the things he 

wanted to achieve as an online teacher; therefore, he decided to be an advocate for online 
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education in his field. For Iris, a special education teacher, it was especially important to 

leverage the affordances of online learning for students with special needs. Instructional 

coach Lilac especially valued the flexibility that online professional development 

offerings would provide to working teachers, and therefore she was willing to learn how 

to teach online even though her personal preference continued to be face-to-face 

teaching. In his field of human development, Lupin thought a hybrid course would be 

more beneficial to ensure the opportunity for sharing perspectives immediately on 

complex theories. Tulip, a TESOL teacher, saw synchronous Zoom sessions to be useful 

for teaching speaking and she also thought online courses would create opportunity for 

her students to connect with native English speakers globally. The participants with an 

international background also shared concerns specific to their country’s situation about 

technology availability, as well as pre-conceived notions among people about the 

effectiveness of online education, class size, settings, cultural expectations which also 

impact the kind of online teachers they wanted to be and the kind of practices they could 

enact.   

This finding is consistent with the idea of identity being multifarious 

(Danielewicz, 2001; Han 2017; Luehmann, 2007; Soreide 2006). Identity theory suggests 

that existing identities might impact individual’s new identity development in a positive 

or negative way. However, none of the studies I reviewed addressed or discussed the 

implications of the fields of the participants in their identity development.     
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Research Question 2 

J. The participants’ experiences as online learners in the course were very 

impactful for their understanding of the kind of online teachers they wanted to 

be. 

The opportunities created in the course for having experiences as online learners 

impacted the identity development of the participants most significantly. As stated by one 

of the participants, Ren, teachers teach the way “they were taught,” so the learning 

experiences in the course created a lasting impact on the participants’ understanding of 

the kind of online teachers they wanted to be. Each of the participants explicitly 

mentioned their appreciation for the course design and implementation, as well as the 

course teacher; and they mentioned that they would like to use the course and the teacher 

as their models for teaching online in future. They also contrasted their past bad online 

learning experiences with the current one and shared that they now had a better idea of 

what online courses should look like. 

This finding confirms Luehmann’s (2007) claim that experiences as learners are 

an important form of “participation” towards developing a teacher identity and an 

important complement to more obvious forms of participation involving teaching. My 

study context was unique and no other studies that I reviewed reported the impacts of 

experiences as learners on the online teacher identity development of the participants.   

K. The scaffolded experiences as online teachers in the course were also very 

impactful to help participants confirm the kind of online teachers they wanted to 

be and gave them confidence that they could be it. 
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The course created opportunities for scaffolded experiences as online teachers in 

the group as well as Individual Projects. In the Group Project they worked in teams to 

design and teach a module to their classmates, in the Individual Project (which followed 

the Group Project) they instead just designed (but did not implement) their own online 

module for a topic and audience of their choice. In the Group Project they received 

scaffolding from their teacher as well as from their group members; in the Individual 

Project they only received feedback from a thinking partner and from their teacher. These 

experiences allowed them to experience success, and the participants reported to have 

gained confidence and felt accomplished; they felt they were capable of teaching online. 

They recognized that the two projects allowed them to put into practice what they had 

learned throughout the course and acknowledged the value of doing the Group Project 

first.     

This finding confirms the important role Gee (2000-2001) and Luehmann and 

Borasi’s (2011) concept of participation plays on identity development. Luehmann and 

Borasi, referring to the work of Nasir and Hand (2004) also contended that participation 

activities might be especially conducive to identity work if they included distribution of 

expertise and receiving meaningful feedback, which was indeed the case in the Group 

Project.     

L. All participants made good use of the many opportunities for reflections 

provided in the course as “recognition by self.” 

My study shows that the participants engaged in reflections throughout the course 

because of the opportunities created in the weekly journals and final reflections. They 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 424 

 

reflected on their experiences, their practices, on what worked and what did not, thus 

making sense of their participation experiences in the course. They also reflected on the 

course readings, which were chosen to invite the participants to make connections 

between the theories and best practices reported by experts in the field as well as their 

experiences – thus engaging in professional discourse. These critical reflections helped 

them make meaning out of their experiences and make sense of the kind of online 

teachers they wanted to be. Though none of the participants talked about the reflections 

as a means for self-recognition, and though they did not specifically say “this is the kind 

of online teacher I want to be,” the reflections indeed provided them with rich 

opportunities for “recognition by self” as they started to see themselves as a specific kind 

of online teachers.  

This finding supports Gee’s (2000-2001) concept of “recognition by self” 

described in Luehmann (2007) and Luehmann and Borasi (2011) and how it can 

contribute to teachers’ identity development – as discussed in detail earlier in chapters 2 

and 6.  

M. All participants made good use of the many opportunities for “recognition by 

others” provided in the course. 

It is evident that the participants utilized the opportunities for interacting with and 

receiving feedback from their peers as a means of “recognition from peers” which had 

significant influence in their identity development. They interacted with and provided 

feedback to each other in the discussion boards, in the Group Project and in class – and in 

the course of these interactions, they agreed with each other, asked questions to each 
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other, encouraged each other. In combination, all these worked as recognition for the kind 

of online teachers they wanted to be within the community of practice of the course, as 

participants validated each other’s practices and identities.  

The course also offered significant opportunities for recognition from the teacher, 

which influenced the participants’ identity development. The teacher interacted with the 

participants constantly in class and via blackboard, and provided them feedback. All 

these interactions worked as recognition for the kind of online teachers they wanted to be, 

even if the participants did not explicitly talk about the teacher’s feedback or interactions 

with her as a means of recognition for them as aspiring online teachers. 

The importance of “recognition from others” (Gee’s, 2000-2001; Luehmann & 

Borasi, 2011, Luehmann, 2007) for identity development is confirmed by this finding. 

Congruous to this finding, Luehmann and Tinelli’s (2008) study also showed that, when 

their participants were given opportunities for interaction through blogging, it contributed 

significantly to their identity development as “reform minded science teachers.” 

N. The perceived stigma of online teaching in one’s field negatively affected some 

participants, although it also turned some of them into advocates! 

One of the surprising findings of this study is that almost all the participants 

reported to having felt some negativity and stigma surrounding online education in 

general, and specifically in their fields. Though in most cases this affected them 

negatively, by the end of the course all the participants reported to have found ways to 

deal with this challenge. In fact, recognizing the value and affordances of online 
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education and its effectiveness, in spite of the negative perceptions about online teaching 

in their fields, convinced several of them to become advocates for online education.  

Stigma surrounding online education was mentioned in the literature, but the 

studies I reviewed did not examine how stigma impacts online teachers. It is also worth 

noting that this stigma might act as a negative recognition from the field, in the spirit of 

Gee’s identity theory.  

Contributions to Understanding Online Teacher Identity and Its Development 

In this section I will build on the findings related to my two research questions, as 

summarized above, to further discuss what new insights they may contribute about what 

constitutes online teacher identity and what may influence its development – and why it 

matters.  

The following diagram identifies key factors that my empirical findings suggest to 

have contributed most to the online teacher identity of my participants, as well as 

influenced its development throughout the course. I have divided them in two groups:  (a) 

“internal” factors and (b) “external” factors.  
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Figure 7.1: Factors contributing to online teacher identity 

In what follows I will discuss in more detail what I have learned from my study 

about how each of these factors may impact the identity development of online teachers. 

It is my hope that this additional analysis will contribute to a more operational and usable 

definition of what constitutes an online teacher identity, as well as to the identification of 

the types of experiences that may most influence online teacher identity development – 

and thus, courses or other interventions aiming to prepare high-quality online teachers 

should consider including. 

Internal Factors 

a) Lessons learned about how teachers’ educational goals/aims may affect their 

approach to online teaching 
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What teachers hold as their larger aims for education has a considerable impact on 

whether and why they may want (or not) to engage in online teaching in the first place. It 

will also affect what they will be most concerned about as online teachers, thus impacting 

the kind of decisions the teachers will make when teaching online; and what aspects of 

their online teaching practice they want to improve and thus are willing to spend effort 

on. Below I have reported some notable illustrations from my study that support this 

conclusion. 

A concern for equity – and, therefore, access to educational opportunities – was 

shared by most of my participants. Given this concern, once my participants realized that 

online courses could increase access, they became much more interested in providing this 

opportunity to students, even if this required them to make some compromise – such as 

overcoming their own discomfort with technology, or giving up the personal feeling of 

satisfaction they got from face-to-face interactions with their students. Valuing the access 

to education online courses could provide to all students, especially the most 

underprivileged ones, also led several of my participants to show concern about internet 

accessibility and other infrastructural facilities which might not be available to people 

everywhere in the world. It is also important to recognize the connection between this 

personal commitment of my study participants to equity and the fact that equity is one of 

the key values of the Warner School, the institution all these participants chose for their 

graduate study. Contributing to increasing equitable access to education through online 

teaching, therefore, may not be such a powerful motivating factor for students in other 

institutions. 
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Similarly, one of the participants showed a strong concern for providing 

educational opportunities that would help students compensate for specific disabilities– 

and saw online learning as a way to achieve that goal by letting the students avail the 

time and flexibility affordances. 

b) Lessons  learned about how teachers’ beliefs about how people learn best may affect 

their approach to online teaching 

Whether teachers would teach online or not, as well as the kinds of practices they 

would strive to become proficient at as online teachers, seem to be impacted by teachers’ 

beliefs and assumed theories about how people learn. The learning theories teachers 

assume are also likely to greatly impact many decisions they will make in their everyday 

online teaching practices.  

For example, as mentioned earlier, the desire to establish a relationship with their 

students was also common to several participants of my study. As prior experiences or 

common perceptions made them question whether it was possible to establish close 

relationships with students in an online course, many of them initially expressed their 

reservations about wanting to teach online, as well as their effectiveness as online 

teachers. It was only after they personally experienced the course and realized it was not 

the case, that they more fully embraced teaching online as something they wanted to do 

and thought they could be good at. This value also led them to proactively search for 

ways to establish relationships with their students in an online environment – for 

example, by making use of synchronous sessions, posting video introductions of the 
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instructor at the beginning of the course, or opting for a hybrid format whenever possible 

so as to have some opportunities to meet their students face-to-face. 

Most participants of my study seemed to value the social aspects of learning – 

probably influenced by the social constructivist theories of learning they encountered not 

just in this course, but also in all of their other Warner School courses. Because of this 

belief, they looked for tools and strategies that would allow them to offer students 

opportunities to interact with their peers online. And once they realized – because of their 

own experiences as online learners in the course – that online could offer some unique 

opportunities for collaborative learning, some of which could even enhance what may 

take place face-to-face, it was a major turning point for them.  

The participants also realized that establishing teacher to student relationship and 

student to student relationship could make students feel connected and create a sense of 

belonging that ultimately contributes to motivation since the students learn from each 

other as well as struggle together. 

The importance of eliciting and building on students’ prior knowledge (which is 

another core tenet of constructivist theories of learning) was another major take-away 

from the course for most participants, and it motivated them to explore ways to leverage 

online spaces to elicit students’ prior knowledge (e.g. through journals if privacy was 

called for to encourage greater honesty and because of vulnerability, or discussion boards 

when students could benefit from what their classmates could contribute).   

c) Lessons learned about how teachers’ professional values may affect their approach 

to online teaching 
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The kind of things teachers value as professionals might also have a major impact 

on what types of practices they would like to engage in and what type of decisions they 

would make as online teachers.  

For example, by the end of the course most participants stated that in future they 

would proactively seek opportunities to work with colleagues in designing instruction 

and to get their feedback on their online courses, which is often not the norm in today’s 

schools and colleges. They wanted to do so because they believed that this would make 

their instructional unit and lessons stronger, especially in an online context that is less 

forgiving of poor planning than face-to-face instruction and where teachers may benefit 

from the product of multiple people creating instructional materials to support an agreed-

upon design. It is worth noting that this appreciation was a direct result of their 

experiences in the Group Project and Individual Project, where they personally 

experienced the value of collaborating with colleagues in designing instruction. 

The participants developed a similar appreciation for an iterative approach to 

instructional design involving multiple revisions, so as to achieve a better final product. 

Once again, they especially appreciated this practice in the context of online teaching, as 

in this case investing in a good plan and good online instructional materials may be 

critical to the success of the learning experience, and could also be beneficial in future 

offerings of the course, as well as being continuously improved upon after each 

implementation.  

My study participants also recognized that being a teacher, especially an online 

teacher, required being a lifelong learner as well. They acknowledged that, as technology 
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changes and new best practices are developed, their practice as online teachers will also 

need to change. Another factor requiring continuous change is responding to the needs of 

one’s students. As a result, my participants realized the need and value of continuing to 

learn new things to be more effective teachers for better student outcomes and were 

willing to commit to this practice.   

It is also evident from the data that the participants of my study felt that they were 

a part of a community of practice (i.e., the teaching community in their field of 

specialization) which was especially reflected in the negative feelings some of them 

reported as a result of perceiving that their professional field did not value online learning 

(“stigma”). This might impact the teachers negatively; however, while my participants 

acknowledged the negativity surrounding online education in general and in their fields 

specifically, this did not impact them negatively and many of them even decided to be 

advocates for online education in their fields and in their own contexts.   

d) Lessons learned about how teachers’ existing sub-identities may affect their 

approach to online teaching 

My study reinforced the key tenet, common in the identity theory literature, that a 

person’s identity is the result of several sub-identities that coexist and interact with each 

other and sometimes may even be in conflict, thus causing tension. There were several 

illustrations, as already reported earlier in this chapter, that were consistent with this 

assumption – most notably the fact that each participant’s field of specialization (i.e., 

counseling, TESOL, special education, etc.) affected the kind of field-specific learning 

goals the participants had for their students, and therefore, the kind of online activities 
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they thought would be most valuable and appropriate for them. My participants were also 

affected by the pre-conceived notions regarding online teaching in their fields – 

especially when it was negative. The participants’ nationality also impacted their 

evaluation of the opportunities and limitations of online learning and, thus, what they 

aspired to be and do as online teachers. 

The data from this study, however, did not show any conflict between the 

participants’ new identity as online teachers versus their previous identity as face-to-face 

teachers as reported in other studies in the literature; rather, all participants felt that being 

able to use technology and teach online was just another tool in their tool box. 

External Factors 

e) Lessons learned about what kind of learning experiences may affect the development 

of an online teacher identity 

Since my study took place in the context of a course preparing novice online 

teachers, it can provide valuable information about which of the many learning activities 

designed for the course seemed most impactful for the participants’ identity development. 

Overall, my study supports Gee’s claim that “all learning…requires identity work” (Gee, 

2003, as cited in Luehmann & Borasi, 2011, p. 22), as indeed, the participants’ desire and 

willingness to learn specific online teaching practices and tools was always grounded in 

an appreciation that doing so would help them realize their vision for the kind of online 

teachers they wanted to be.  

The learning experiences in the course that most impacted the participants’ 

identity development can be identified as follows: 
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 Readings – whether it involved reading about research results or accounts of 

experiences involving online learning and teaching, learning theories and 

pedagogical approaches, and whether the documents read were traditional texts or 

multimedia products.   

 Experiences as learners – where the participants engaged with specific online 

teaching techniques and tools in the process of learning content related to the 

course. 

 Experiences as teachers – where participants took on the role of the teachers in 

designing and implementing online experiences in scaffolded and supported 

situations. 

 Reflections – where participants engaged in a number of different tasks designed 

to help them make sense of their experiences as learners and as teachers through a 

combination of shared reflections in journals and discussion boards, participating 

in in-class discussions and making connections with the readings.  

It is worth noting that most of the course’s learning activities included a 

combination of several of the above mentioned components. As a result, it was difficult 

to separate the effects of the “participation” versus “recognition” component of any one 

specific “learning activity” (following Gee’s theory), or the experiencing vs. learning vs. 

doing identified in Wenger’s (1998) theory. Rather, I would suggest that the strength of 

specific activities came from the combination and synergy among these complementary 

components. 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 435 

 

f) Lessons learned about what kind of professional experiences may affect the 

development of an online teacher identity 

The experiences as teachers in the course (that is, the Group Project and the 

Individual Project) clearly had a major impact on the participants, suggesting that their 

future online teaching experiences would continue to affect their identity development. 

However, since my study took place in the context of a graduate course, the participants 

engaged in these teaching experiences as students rather than as part of their professional 

practice. So I would like to recognize that my study context did not truly provide the 

conditions to study the impact of professional experiences on the participants’ identity 

development.     

g) Lessons learned about what kind of interactions within a community of 

practice may affect the development of an online teacher identity 

Once again, since my study took place within the context of a graduate course, the 

only community of practice I could study was the class itself – as I did not collect data 

about each participant’s interactions with his/her own professional community. It is 

evident, though, that interaction among the students in the class, and between students 

and teacher, were very important and influential in shaping each participant’s vision for 

the kind of online teachers they wanted to be. This is revealed not only in the online 

discussion boards, but also in the conversations that took place in class and in their 

groups. 

This interaction was important not only to provide feedback on specific products 

(although that was the most obvious and visible outcome and benefit) but also in 
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reinforcing the values and beliefs the participants were grappling with – as for example, 

values such as social justice and theories such as social constructivist learning theory that 

the whole Warner School community embraced. 

h) Lessons learned about perceptions in the field may affect the development of an 

online teacher identity 

As mentioned earlier, the stigma surrounding online education in the participants’ 

fields did affect them negatively at first – as several participants expressed their concern 

about how their practice as online teachers would be viewed by colleagues who did not 

believe in the value of online learning; or the limited opportunities to teach online offered 

in their fields. The participants, however, did not seem to be discouraged by any of these 

challenges; rather they decided to be advocates for online education to tackle the stigma 

and negativity surrounding online education.  

Recommendations for the Preparation of Novice Online Teachers 

Based on the findings of my study, I would like to offer the following 

recommendations to teacher educators preparing online teachers: 

1. Teacher education or professional development programs for online teachers 

should be intentional in supporting their participants’ identity development – 

explicit discussions of the kind of online teacher each participant wants to be and 

how to achieve it may be valuable, but will not be enough. 

2. There should be interventions to help support the identity development of the 

participants with programs that create opportunities for participation and 
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recognition for their participants; and the most powerful activities will combine 

both of these elements, in a synergistic way. 

3. Anticipated challenges to become the kind of online teachers the participants want 

to be and ways to address those challenges should be identified. The participants 

need to be equipped with strategies and tools to cope with these challenges, so 

they will not feel discouraged early on.  

4. The online teacher development programs should offer opportunities for 

experiences as learners to enable novice online teachers to experience what an 

effective online teacher and an online course can and should look like, along with 

opportunities to discuss what worked and what did not so as to determine their 

own path as future online teachers.  

5. Hybrid online courses are particularly valuable for teacher development 

programs, as they can give participants the chance of experiencing as learners best 

online practices and thus help counter prior negative experiences and perceptions. 

This will also help them create their online teacher identity as an extension of 

their overall teacher identity, rather than generating tensions between these two 

identities.  

6. Effective online teacher preparation programs should include activities where the 

participants actually engage in designing and implementing online learning 

experiences. To ensure the success of these experiences and thus a sense of 

confidence and affirmation that will contribute to identity development, these 

experiences should be carefully designed to include sufficient support and 
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feedback. Nasir and Hand’s (2008) analysis of what makes activities especially 

conducive to identity work should be taken into consideration in designing such 

experiences.   

7. While participants should be equipped with appropriate technology skills and 

knowledge, the focus of programs preparing online teachers should not be on 

teaching technology skills only. Rather, programs should also address important 

competencies online teachers need to be good at, such as content development, 

content delivery, design and implementation of the course, assessment, feedback.   

8. The designers of programs and courses preparing online teachers should take into 

considerations the participants’ fields of specialization within education and the 

implications of those in their identity development.   

9. Since the negativity and stigma surrounding online education seem to have 

implications for online teachers’ identity development, these should be 

acknowledged and addressed to allow the participants to discuss their concerns 

and learn ways to deal with those.   

10. There will be value in including a discussion or an assignment where participants 

explicitly talk about the kind of online teachers they want to be. Although this 

was not done in the course I studied, my participants’ appreciation of the 

reflections opportunities during my interviews suggest that such an explicit 

assignment might allow the participants to think more deeply and in detail about 

what practices they value, and what practices they want to avoid. If done at the 
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beginning and at the end of the program, it will allow the participants as well as 

the instructors to better see the changes that resulted in their identity development.   

The following table shows the connection between the findings of my study and 

the recommendations I have made based on those findings. 

Table 7.1:  

 

Connection between Findings and Recommendations 

Findings  Recommendations  

 

RQ 1: What kind of online teacher did each participant aspire to be at the end of the 

course, and how did it differ from where they started? 

 

Participants’ field of specializations 

impacted the kind of online teachers they 

wanted to be. 

Considerations should be given to the 

participants’ fields of specialization in 

courses and programs preparing online 

teachers. 

Though at first the participants were 

concerned about their technological skills, 

by the end of the course they recognized 

that only a minimum of technology skills 

was needed to be the kind of online 

teachers they aspired to be – rather, they 

identified the importance of training about 

pedagogy and instructional design. 

Courses and programs preparing online 

teachers should focus on competencies 

in content, design and delivery rather 

than just technology.  

 

 Some participants were concerned about 

whether they would be able to build 

close relationship with their students  

 They were concerned about the 

effectiveness of online courses  

– These concerns were resolved by the 

end of the course as they learned 

strategies to deal with these. 

Challenges to becoming the kind of 

online teachers the participants want to 

be should be identified upfront, and 

strategies and tools to cope with those 

should be offered.  

The participants’ online teacher identity 

was an integral part of their overall 

teacher identity – not a distinct identity.  

 

Hybrid courses should be offered in 

teacher preparation programs for online 

teachers for the participants to 

experience as learners the best of the 

two modes to counter prior negative 

experiences, which will also help them 

create their online teacher identity as an 
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extension of their overall teacher 

identity. 

The kind of online teacher the participants 

wanted to be by the end of the course 

aligned at various levels with the online 

teacher identity the course aimed to 

support.  

 

Teacher preparation programs for online 

teachers should be intentional in 

supporting their participants’ identity 

development. 

RQ 2: How did the participants take on the opportunities for participation and 

recognition offered in the course to support their identity development? 

 

 Experiences as online learners and 

Scaffolded experiences as online 

teachers were very impactful  

 The participants made good use of the 

opportunities for reflections as a means 

for “recognition by self” and 

“recognition by others.” 

More interventions with “participation” 

and “recognition” opportunities should 

be created in teacher preparation 

programs and courses for online 

teachers.  

 

 There was need for “repair work” for 

several of the participants. 

 Experiences as online learners in the 

course were especially impactful for 

participants who had prior negative 

experiences with online courses, and 

therefore needed that “repair work.”  

Opportunities should be created for 

experiences as learners that allow 

participants to experience the power of 

online learning; hybrid online courses 

will be especially appropriate for 

offering these experiences in a 

scaffolded way. 

Scaffolded experiences as online teachers 

were impactful, and gave participants 

confidence in their ability to teach online. 

The participants of teacher preparation 

programs and courses for online 

teachers should be engaged in designing 

and implementing online learning 

experiences to give them sense of 

success and confidence. 

The perceived stigma of online teaching 

in their fields negatively affected some 

participants. 

The stigma surrounding online 

education should be acknowledged and 

addressed to allow the participants to 

discuss their concerns and learn ways to 

deal with those.  

The participants made good use of the 

opportunities for reflections as a means 

for “recognition by self.” 

An explicit assignment or discussion 

about the kind of online teachers they 

want to be might allow the participants 

to think more deeply about what 

practices they value, and what practices 

they want to avoid.  
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Study Rigor and Limitations  

The rigor of my qualitative case study results from the combination of these 

complementary strategies: 

 I was able to develop cases for all but one of the students in the course (all those 

who responded to my request), which eliminated the need for me to make any 

selection about who would participate in the study. 

 My data was derived from multiple sources – course artifacts, student assignments 

and Blackboards posts, two semi-structured interviews and researcher memos. 

 I conducted a systematic analysis of these data, which included multiple reading 

and coding, some open and some informed by categories derived from theory.  

 For member check, the initial case narratives were shared with the participants 

before the second interview; all participants said that these reports reflected what 

they had shared and experienced.  

One of the limitations of my study is that because my data collection started after 

the course was complete, I was not able to trace the participants’ identity development as 

they engaged in the course. In particular, I was not able to interview the participants in 

the beginning of the semester, before they started the course. Even though the 

preliminary assignment they completed provided some information about their 

perceptions about and experiences of online teaching and learning prior to taking the 

course, an interview at the beginning of the semester could have been much more 

informative.  
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Another limitation of this study is that it was done with students after taking only 

one course aimed at preparing them to teach online. Studying the participants’ identity 

development after taking more than one professional development course to teach online 

would yield better results; the trajectories of their identity development would have been 

traced better over a longer period of time. However, I believe my study of this particular 

course has already yielded significant results to understand the participants’ identity 

development as novice online teachers, especially given that I did not find a similar study 

of an intervention in my review of the literature. 

When considering the transferability of the findings of this study, it is also 

important to keep in mind that my study took place within an institution that recognizes 

the value of online education and promotes it, has a particular approach to leveraging 

online learning as a tool that can help innovate and transform instruction, and has an 

explicit commitment to equitable access. The school culture and its approach to online 

education, and education more generally, is likely to have influenced the participants of 

the study. Therefore, it cannot be concluded that the same course will necessarily achieve 

the same results in a different institution. 

Possible Future Research 

As identified in my literature review there are still not many research studies 

available on teachers’ identity development – especially in the context of online teacher 

preparation – so, my study tries to fill that gap. Many more research should be done on 

online teacher’s identity development; I would like to suggest a few possible future lines 

of research here:   
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1. There can be research done to follow the participants in another implementation 

of the same course from beginning to end, where they can be interviewed in the 

beginning of the semester and at the end, to trace their identity development as it 

occurs. 

2. There can be research done on participants enrolled in a full set of courses 

preparing online teachers (like the sequence of three courses preparing online 

teachers offered at Warner School, of which the course I studied was the first 

one), so as to trace the participants’ identity development trajectories over a 

longer period of time.  

3. There can be future research to document the experience of novice online teachers 

in a more traditional training focused on the technology, and compare results with 

this one. 

4. While several authors in my literature review discussed the importance of paying 

attention to teachers’ identity development, as it will impact teachers’ decision 

making and student outcomes, the set-up of my study did not allow me to collect 

data that would provide empirical support to this claim – as I could not collect 

data about how the participants of my study designed and taught an online course 

based on what they learned in the course. Being able to make this causal 

connection would indeed be very valuable, and calls for future research that 

actually follow what students from a similar course may do in their own online 

teaching practice afterwards, so as to show how their new identities as online 
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teachers affect specific instructional decisions – and thus their online teaching 

practice.  

Concluding Thoughts 

In a world where Internet, technology and online education are growing fast, 

higher education institutions need to focus on preparing competent online teachers who 

have a clear idea and vision of the kind of online teachers they want to be, and are 

equipped with pedagogic knowledge, strategies, knowledge of theories and tools to 

enable them to enact that lesson successfully. I believe that the findings of my study will 

contribute to improve teacher development for online teachers by enabling better support 

for the identity development of the participants.  

This dissertation study was not about investigating online teachers’ identity only; 

it was also a discovery of my own identity as a researcher. I learned about and 

experienced a full scale research from beginning to end, learned to make decisions as a 

researcher and to find ways to face challenges that came in the way. Apart from learning 

from the process itself, I learned invaluable things from my advisor about doing research, 

as well as supervising, mentoring and providing meaningful feedback. All of these are 

instrumental to my development and I will use my learning for my future research and 

teaching. I also learned many significant things from my participants – about teaching, 

pedagogy, best practices, assessment, feedback, philosophy of teaching – which will be a 

treasure for my own teaching. The participants surprised me with their ideas, 

philosophies, commitment, passion, skills and competence. I believe this experience has 

not only made me a competent researcher but also a better teacher.   
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Appendices 

 

A. Course Documentation 

 

1. Course syllabus 

2. Guidelines for success in online courses 

3. Prompt for participants’ introductions and preliminary journal 

4. Discussion boards prompts 

5. Reflective journals’ prompts 

6. Detailed  description of group project 

7. Detailed description of individual project 

8. Directions for final reflection 

 

B. Data Collection Tools 

 

1. First interview protocol  

2. Follow-up interview protocol  

3. Pre-interview survey 

 

C. RSRB Documentation  

 

D. Data Analysis 

 

1. Table for first pass of analysis 
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Appendix A.1 

Course Syllabus 

 

EDE 484 

Online Teaching and Learning 

(Revised as of 1/02/17) 

Spring 2017 

Instructor: 

 

Contents: 

Instructor’s Contact Information and Availability 

Brief Course Description 

Technology Requirements 

Conceptual Framework Informing the Course 

Course Goals 

Key Design Elements  

Key Course Components 

Course Requirements and Expectations 

Learning Assessment and Grading 

 

Instructors’ Contact Information and Availability 

 

Instructor Name    E-mail:  
Virtual office hours: by appointment 

 

Class meeting time: Thursdays, 4:50-7:30 pm (NOTE: several of these class 

meetings will be substituted with a synchronous online session or asynchronous 

online work – see Course Schedule for details) 

 

Brief Course Description 

 

This course’s ultimate goal is to empower participants to design and implement 

effective online learning experiences for their students as called for in a variety of 

instructional contexts – including fully online, blended (or hybrid-online), and web-

enhanced face-to-face courses in K-12 and higher education, as well as professional 

development programs, orientations, training sessions, etc. In the first part of the course, 

students will learn some fundamental principles of learning, motivation, assessment, 

teaching and instructional design relevant to online teaching and learning by engaging in 

a carefully designed series of learning activities including both in-class and online 

components. These experiences are intended not only to facilitate students’ learning of 

this important content, but also enable them to “experience as learners” a number of 

online instructional tools and online teaching practices. Explicit reflections on these 

experiences (both in class and online) will take place in parallel to enable students to 

generalize from these concrete experiences and gain insights about best online teaching 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 452 

 

practices that can inform their own future teaching. In the second part of the course, 

students will mostly engage in supported “online experiences as teachers,” where they 

first design and deliver to the rest of the class an online learning module on content 

related to online teaching and learning as part of a group, and then they individually 

design an online learning module on a topic and for an audience of their choice.   

 

While this course has been designed as the first half of a two-course sequence on 

teaching and learning online (to be followed by EDE 486: Designing and Facilitating 

Online Courses), it can also be taken as a stand-alone. Students will exit this course with 

a foundational understanding of the unique learning affordances of online spaces, as well 

as basic skills to design and facilitate “online learning modules” within the Blackboard 

Learn learning management system (BB hereafter). Students interested in developing 

skills to design full online courses and develop vibrant learning communities in those 

courses, as well as use other online tools and platforms besides BB, should consider 

taking the second part of the sequence (EDE 486).       

 

This course is offered as a hybrid-online course, so as to enable students to 

personally experience several different types of online learning activities vis-à-vis 

traditional ones. The time slot of Thursday 4:50-7:30 pm should still be reserved for class 

activities – whether they will occur face-to-face in LeChase Hall or online. 

 

No prior experience with online learning as a student or a teacher is required to 

participate in this course.   

 

Technology Requirements 

 

To make sure students have all the necessary technology to actively participate in 

all aspects of this online course, we have identified below all the hardware and software 

needed to fully participate in both synchronous and asynchronous course activities: 

 

o Access to a Mac (OS X) or PC-based Computer with: 

 High Speed Internet capability  

 Speakers, microphone, and video cam 

 Adobe Reader 

 Plug-ins for your preferred browser to play videos 

 Latest version of Java installed for your preferred browser 

 

Please verify that you meet all these technology requirements (and test them to 

make sure they work) before our first class meeting.  

 

Note: Do not access Blackboard via the iPad app or Android app to post 

or update anything. Use only the Browser version of Blackboard through either 

Chrome or Firefox to write and/or upload your work and to interact with the 

course. 
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Conceptual Framework Informing the Course 

 

Online learning is becoming increasingly common in our society. This is 

happening not just in higher education, but also K-12 schools and other informal 

educational settings - as an online format is increasingly used for training in industry and 

orientations, webinars are substituting for or enhancing traditional conference 

presentations and workshops, and students as well as customers expect to be able to find 

information and tutorials on the web so they can learn how to do all sort of things on their 

own. It is not surprising, then, that individuals seeking teaching positions, regardless of 

context and specialization, are increasingly expected to be able to teach online.  

 

Online learning – as it occurs in a digital space rather than face-to-face, with most 

interactions taking place asynchronously (i.e., students can engage with the course 

materials at different times) – has some important differences from learning in traditional 

courses that meet regularly face-to-face, as well as many commonalities. Our position is 

that one modality is not necessarily better than the other, but rather that online and face-

to-face learning each have different strengths and limitations. Therefore, online learning 

experiences may be more or less effective than face-to-face learning experiences 

depending on the type of content and instructional goals, on one hand, and the learning 

preferences and constraints of individual learners, on the other hand.  

 

In practice, this means that to be a good online instructor, one needs first of all to 

understand and apply many of the same principles and best practices required to design 

any good learning experience. Yet, it is also important to be aware of the unique strengths 

and limitations of online learning, as well as the many powerful tools that can be used in 

an online space, in order to design the best possible online experiences for one’s students. 

Figuring out which kind of instructional goals or learning activities are most suited to an 

online versus traditional format is an important skill for all teachers to develop. 

 

In particular, it is important for online teachers to realize the unique potential of 

specific Web 2.0 tools to encourage and support co-construction of knowledge – as 

pointed out by scholars in New Media Literacies, among others. Becoming aware of the 

unique affordances of a few of these powerful tools, and learning how to best capitalize 

on that potential to support learning in formal context, is also something this course aims 

to offer.   

 

It is also important to note that, while every instructor has had extensive 

experience of traditional teaching as a student him/herself, not everyone has experienced 

learning online in a formal educational setting – although more and more people probably 

engage in some form of online learning in the course of their everyday practice. 

Therefore, we believe it is especially important for future online instructors to 

experiences as learners themselves the power and limitations of online learning, so they 

can fully appreciate its potential for their own teaching.      
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Course Goals 

 

Informed by the previous considerations, the course has been designed to 

empower students to design and implement effective “online learning modules” for 

their students in a variety of instructional contexts using Blackboard. (NOTE: the 

understandings and skills developed in this course are necessary but not sufficient to 

design and implement full online courses, or to deliver online learning experiences using 

platforms and tools other than those available within Blackboard; as mentioned earlier, 

these goals will be specifically addressed in the second course in our Online Teaching & 

Learning sequence – EDE486: Designing and Facilitating Online Courses). This 

translates in the following desired outcomes: 

 

By the end of the course, students will be able to: 

 Given a learning objective and the constraints of one’s instructional context, 

decide whether it can be best achieved through face-to-face learning experiences, 

online learning experiences, or a combination of both.  

 When designing online learning experiences, identify “high-level” learning 

objective(s) and design learning activities and assessments that are consistent 

with those learning objectives. 

 Utilize best practices in designing and facilitating a few common types of online 

learning activities.  

 Use basic tools and technologies within Blackboard to implement these online 

learning activities. 

 Design and implement high-quality online learning modules that capitalize on the 

affordances of online spaces and knowledge of how people learn best. 

 

As stepping stones towards these outcomes, we have identified the following 

learning objectives: 

 

1. Learn some fundamental principles about:  

a) Motivation (so as to develop  learning experiences and online learning 

communities that can support students’ sustained attention and engagement in an 

online environment) 

b) Learning and its implications for teaching – with special attention to online 

learning environments (so as to be able to design online learning experiences that 

truly engage students in meaningful and effective ways)  

c) Student assessment (so as to be able to measure what students learned as the 

result of a specific online learning modules and use this information to inform 

future instruction) 

d) Instructional design – with a focus on designing isolated learning modules (rather 

than an entire course)  (so as to be able to design online learning experiences that 

can lead to specific desired outcomes) 
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2. Learn to use (as an instructor as well as a student) essential tools and technologies 

that are sufficient to implement most online learning activities, including:  

a) Creating multi-media documents (using Panopto or PowerPoint) 

b) Posting and accessing multi-media documents within Blackboard Learn;  

c) Using assignments, journals, quizzes, surveys, discussion boards, and wikis 

within Blackboard Learn   

d) Using Zoom for synchronous online sessions 

e) Using Google docs 

 

(So as to be able to design creative online learning experiences, while taking advantage 

of only a minimum number of tools) 

 

3. Become aware of key decision points, options and “instructional tips” for the 

following six common OTL practices: 

Introducing new online tools 

Providing directions for independent work  

Conveying content online 

Sharing students’ work online 

Orchestrating online discussions  

Synthesizing learning 

 

(So as to be able to design online learning experiences that take full advantage of these 

practices, as most appropriate given the established learning goals) 

 

4. Engage in scaffolded experiences of designing and implementing online learning 

experiences. 

 

(So as to be able to design and facilitate high quality online learning modules by the end 

of the course) 

Key Design Elements 

 

As mentioned earlier, we think it is important to engage future teachers in 

“experiences as learners” of any innovative instructional approach they are asked to 

adopt. Therefore, this course was purposefully designed to “model” the use of a variety of 

online tools, learning activities and practices, that we believe future online teachers 

should consider. So, as students in this course will learn about principles of learning, 

motivation, instructional design, etc., we will make full use of many different online 

activities – and reflect on these experiences afterwards, to identify not only the extent to 

which these activities were successful in promoting learning, but also the diverse 

reactions of individual learners to the experience. 

The literature on learning complex skills/practices (such as teaching online) 

suggests that individuals can learn such skills best by engaging in the following 

scaffolded sequence of experiences: 
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a. Observing an expert engaged in the practice (possibly with the opportunity to ask 

questions about what is taking place and why). 

b. Participating in limited ways (“legitimate peripheral participation”) in the 

performance of the targeted practice in authentic contexts under the guidance of an 

expert. 

c. Engaging in the targeted practice independently, yet still benefiting from some 

support and feedback. 

 

The online “experiences as learners” developed in the course, together with the 

critical analysis of several examples of online activities designed by various instructors 

for a variety of instructional contexts, will play the role of engaging our students in the 

observation of expert practice identified as the first critical step of this process. Given the 

constraints of a semester-long course, we are limited with respect to the extent we will be 

able to implement the other two components of this model. However, we have designed 

two “scaffolded experiences as teachers” as part of this course, with different degrees of 

support. In the first of these experiences, students will work in groups in designing and 

implementing an online learning module for other students in the course, with significant 

support from the instructors. In the second experience, each student will design an online 

lesson independently, making their own decisions with respect to the topic, scope, goals, 

contents and audiences for their lesson, while the instructors will act as “consultants” 

providing feedback and suggestions for improvement at a few key points in the process. 

 

Key Course Components 

 

1. Getting the course started [Getting Started]: 
 

Before the first class, students will be asked to engage in a number of 

preliminary tasks online (intended to provide information about the course and its 

expectations, elicit prior knowledge, and get students to know each other) that we 

believe are beneficial to develop the foundations of a learning community in ANY 

course. At the same time, this preliminary assignment will allow students in this 

course to have a first “online experience as learners” and get familiar (in a low stake 

situation) with a few essential tools that will be used extensively in the course. These 

activities will be extended and complemented in the first face-to-face class session so 

as to provide students with a better understanding of what the course is about and 

develop clear expectations for it – along with a first demonstration of the power of 

“looking at models” and “experiences as learners” as means to learn about online 

teaching and learning (OTL hereafter).  

 

2. Developing the foundations for OTL [OTL Foundations]: 

 

Over a period of about 7 weeks, students will learn some fundamental 

principles of learning, motivation, assessment, teaching and instructional design 

relevant to OTL by engaging in a carefully designed series of learning activities 
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(including both in-class and online components) demonstrating the use of selected 

OTL tools and online learning practices.   Explicit reflections on these experiences 

(both in class and online) will take place in parallel to enable students to generalize 

from these concrete experiences to inform their own future online teaching (see OTL 

Practices component, as described below). 

    

3. Analyzing OTL best practices  [OTL Practices]: 
 

As part of the Getting Started and OTL Foundations modules, students will 

have “experienced as learners” a number of online learning and teaching practices 

they may want to consider using in their own online teaching. To learn how to set up 

for and effectively implement these OTL practices, we will engage in a systematic 

analysis of key decision points, options and “instructional tips” related to each 

practice. These insights will be recorded by an instructor and/or diverse students in 

“synthesis documents” that all students in the class can take with them after the 

course ends. NOTE: This component of the course will take place throughout the 

course, in parallel to relevant experiences as learners and as teachers.  

 

4. Designing and implementing an online learning module for the rest of the class in 

a group [Group Project]: 

 

As their first “experience as online teachers,” students will be assigned to 

groups of 3-5 students each, and given the task to design and implement an online 

learning module for the rest of the class on an assigned topic related to OTL. This 

teaching experience will be supported by the instructors in various concrete ways, 

including some direct participation in the planning as well as providing “just in time 

instruction” about relevant Blackboard tools as needed. Students will also participate 

as learners in these learning modules, and provide thoughtful feedback to the 

“teachers” (in a combination of online and face-to-face communications). The group 

who originally designed each learning module will then be expected to revise the 

design of their module taking this feedback into consideration.  

  

5. Designing an online learning module for one’s own students (individual project) 

[Individual Project]: 

 

As their second “experience as online teachers,” and the culminating 

performance assessment for the course, each student will design an online self-

contained learning module on a topic of their choice and for an audience of their 

choice. Each student will be expected to set up all the instructional materials required 

for their students to complete the learning module on Blackboard, as well as create an 

accompanying “lesson plan” that articulates their goals, why they think it is important 

for their students to achieve those goals, and the rationale for selecting that particular 

set of learning activities to achieve their stated goals. Each student will be supported 

throughout this process by a “thinking partner” – another student in the class with 
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whom s/he can brainstorm ideas and request feedback throughout the planning 

process. Other students in the class will also have the opportunity to review the final 

learning module and provide feedback. Each student will also have the opportunity to 

revise their learning module based on this and the instructors’ feedback before 

receiving a final grade.  NOTE: This Individual Project will start concurrently with 

the Group Project, but will be due only after the Group Lesson has been completed – 

so as to enable students to benefit from the experience and insights gained from the 

previous group project, and yet give them enough time to think about the goals and 

content of their Individual Project.   

 

6. Synthesizing learning about OTL [Synthesis]:  

 

Each student will also be expected to synthesize what they are learning in the 

course in a number of complementary ways, culminating in a Final Reflection 

Project. More specifically, each student will be expected to contribute a reflective 

journal entry at the end of each “learning module”/major project in the course, 

synthesizing what learned from that module/project in response to prompts set by the 

instructors. At the end of the course, each student will also be asked to look back at 

their performance and growth throughout the course to write a narrative that will 

identify key take-aways from the course.  

 

Course Requirements and Expectations 

 

Weekly Independent Work  

A variety of independent learning tasks (involving reading, writing as well as 

other kinds of activities) will need to be completed each week, with specific intermediate 

deadlines, as articulated in detail in the module overview and schedule posted at the 

beginning of each Learning Module in the course Blackboard site. These tasks must be 

completed on time, as the following class session and/or subsequent tasks will often 

assume and make use of them.   

These tasks will be organized every week (or couple of weeks) in a “Learning 

Module” posted on Blackboard, and will usually involve a combination of:  

 

 “Readings” – where the documents to be read are not only traditional texts, but could 

also include videos, narrated PowerPoints, Panopto files, websites, etc. Except for a 

required textbook that students are expected to purchase, the rest of the required 

readings will be accessible online in the “Module Content” folder of each Learning 

Module. 

 Assignments – these may involve writing as well as other kinds of tasks, and often 

result in a product that needs to be submitted  online on Blackboard – either privately as 

an assignment that will be accessible only to the instructor, or publicly by posting them 

on a specific discussion board, as directed in each case by the instructor. Unless they 

are part of one of the major projects (as described later), these assignments are not 

intended to result in finished nor polished reports. Therefore, students will not receive a 
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letter grade for most assignments, although they will be assigned points for satisfactory 

completion that will affect the final grade in the course (as explained later in the Course 

Assessment section of this syllabus). 

 Unstructured online conversations – students will also be expected to engage online 

with classmates on an on-going basis on issues related to OTL, by spontaneously 

contributing their reflections and insights in a shared collaborative space. 

 Reflective Journal entries – at the end of each learning module, students will also be 

asked to synthesize the key learning and insights gained from that week’s readings and 

other learning activities in a private journal, in response to an “essential question” posed 

by the instructor (although students are always encouraged to add additional 

observations and insights). Unlike contributions posted in Discussion Boards and social 

media, these journal entries will be accessible only to the student and the instructor.  

Students are expected to take advantage of and build on these journal entries in 

preparing their Final Reflection Paper at the end of the course. 

 

Class Participation 

The success of this course, and the extent of each student’s learning, will depend 

on his/her full and timely participation. Thus, we expect that students will attend all the 

synchronous as well as face-to-face class sessions, actively participate in discussion 

boards and other types on interactive online spaces, and meet the established deadlines 

for each assignment. In case you are unable to do so in a specific week, please let your 

instructor know in advance and as soon as possible. Lack of participation in face-to-face 

classes, synchronous sessions, discussion boards or other interactive online assignments 

will result in missing class participation points, unless particular make-up arrangements 

have been made with the instructor ahead of time.  Even more importantly, it will take 

away not only from your own learning in the course, but also from that of your 

classmates!  

 

Major Projects 

As culminating learning experiences and summative assessments, you will be 

expected to complete the following three “major projects” (as already described in the 

previous section entitled “Key Components of the Course”):  

                           

Group Project  

Independent Project 

Final Reflection 
 

Detailed directions for each of these projects can be found in the Syllabus and 

Key Information section on Blackboard. Each of the “major projects” should show the 

student’s “best work” and will be graded according to a rubric, provided along with the 

detailed description of the assignment. 

 

Required and recommended texts 
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In addition to articles and other documents accessible online, you will be assigned 

to read sections of the following textbook: 

 

 Thormann, J., & Zimmerman, I.K. (2012). Designing and Teaching Online Courses. 

New York, NY: Teachers College Press. (to be purchased by each student) 

 

While not required for this course, students may also be interested in purchasing 

the following text, which is required for the second course in the sequence, and well 

complement the required readings for this course: 

 

 Stavredes, T. (2011).  Effective Online Teaching. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

(not required) 

 

Course Schedule/Timeline 

 

An agenda for each week’s class session and a list of key tasks to be 

completed independently in-between each class session can be found in the Course 

Schedule section of Blackboard (directly accessible on the left-side Menu). This 

document will be continuously updated to reflect any scheduling changes that may occur 

in the course of the semester (although we expect these changes, if any, to be minor and 

rare). 

 

Workload expectations 

 

According to New York State Education Department, a 3-credit course should 

include a total of about 35 “contact” hours, plus at least about twice as many hours of 

independent work on the part of each student, for a total commitment of over 100 hours 

on the part of each student. Although this course will not have the same number of face-

to-face meetings, it is our expectation that it will require students the same effort as a 

traditional course and, thus, total number of hours overall. Therefore, it is important that 

students set aside a total of at least 8 hours each week for a combination of class time and 

independent work. 

 

Additional considerations about online learning 

Taking a course online requires somewhat different practices than traditional face-

to-face courses in order to achieve the same learning goals and outcomes. Especially if 

you have never taken an online course before, we recommend that you read the 

“Guidelines for Success in an Online Courses” available within the Getting Started in 

an Online Environment folder on Blackboard.  

 

One thing in particular that we would like students in this course to keep in mind 

is that, in order to ensure interactions among students as required by specific tasks 

assigned as part of their independent work each week, there may be multiple deadlines to 



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 461 

 

submit assignments each week. Each module will run from Friday to Thursday and 

culminate in either a face-to-face or synchronous session. To help you organize your 

time, we have tried to make these deadlines predictable throughout the semester, by using 

the following guidelines: 

 

 Monday – For work that requires classmates to respond later in the week. 

 Wednesday at 5pm – For work that requires that the instructor review before class 

on Thursday 

 Thursday at 5pm – For work that must be finished before class begins. 

 

Learning Assessment and Grading 
 

Half of your grade in the course will be based on class participation and weekly 

assignments, and the other half on your performance on the three major projects. More 

specifically:  

 

 Class participation: 15% (based on points assigned to active participation in each 

face-to-face class/synchronous session attended, and on-going contributions to the 

“open” online conversations occurring through a shared collaboration space) 

 Weekly assignments (including discussion boards and reflective journal entries): 

30% (based on points assigned for completing each assignment on time and 

satisfactorily, as indicated in the Directions for Independent Work for each learning 

module) 

 Group Project: 20% (based on quality of the product, rubrics-based) 

 Individual Project: 20% (based on quality of the product, rubrics-based) 

 Final Reflection: 15% (based on quality of the product, rubrics-based) 

 

For a complete and updated list of the maximum number of points associated to 

specific assignments and other components of the course, see the “Course grading 

scheme” document posted within the General Information Folder on BB. 

 

Grading scheme: 

 

A: 93-100%; A-: 90-92%; B+: 85-89%; B: 80-84%; C: 70-79%; E: <70 
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Appendix A.2 

Guidelines for Success in an Online Course 

 

1. Read the Instructions! - Because you will be accessing the course and its content 

frequently without the in-person presence of an instructor, it is essential to thoroughly 

read the overview for each module and make sure that you understand the content that 

you need to review, the activities that you will need to complete, and the associated 

deadlines with those activities. 

 

2. Course Schedule - Unlike a face-to-face course, where the activity takes place in the 

face-to-face session and you might have assignments due for the next class session, in an 

online course there might be various activities that take place during the week. Again, be 

sure to carefully read the instructions for each module and plan YOUR TIME 

accordingly. 

 

3. Pacing - An online course may seem to move faster than a traditional face-to-face course 

because there can be multiple deadlines within a module. Deadlines on holidays and 

weekends are not unusual; however you have the flexibility to submit earlier if you need. 

 

4. Keeping Up - The key to success in an online course is keeping up with the work. You 

will find it is much harder to "catch up" when you fall behind than in traditional 

classroom settings. However, the advantage is that you can work at your own pace and 

time, in whatever schedule best meets your needs. You can expect 

to spend approximately 9 hours per learning module on class activities for this hybrid 

online class which runs over a semester. If you are spending more than the expected 

hours per week and don't feel you are accomplishing the learning objectives, please 

contact me.  

 

5. Staying Connected - Additionally, the constant connectedness to your course content 

and classmates can be overwhelming. It is possible to be connected to your course every 

day. At the same time, waiting until the last minute to connect can also be overwhelming 

because there will be much to catch up on. Find a happy medium between always 

connected and waiting until the last minute to connect. For example, get in the habit of 

checking Blackboard at least 3 times per week. 

 

6. Content Overload - A word about the volume of materials in this course. In addition to 

the required materials, I have provided you with reference materials (files, readings, 

tools, etc.) that may be helpful to you if you have a particular interest in the topic, or need 

further information for one of your projects. That does not mean you need to review/read 

every single thing that is posted. I will try to be clear about what is required vs. 

recommended. 

 

7. Discussion Participation - Due dates surrounding discussions are a significant 

component of module flow and impact instructor and peer interaction in an online course. 
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You should plan your interaction time with classmates so that you complete assignments 

on or before posted due dates. For example, if a discussion board assignment indicates 

that your first post is due on Monday, that's a key indicator that everyone will have 

posted by that date and peer responses can then begin as the second part of the 

assignment activity. Delays in making your first post by the due date and time will impact 

"class discussion." An analogy to this in a traditional classroom would be showing up an 

hour after class ended and expecting to participate in the in-person discussion - all of 

your classmates and the instructor have already gone home. 

 

8. Due Dates - Weekly assignments and projects are due by Wednesday evenings in an 

effort to keep the entire class on track (so that means that for Module 1, your work will 

need to be completed by Wednesday evening so that you can begin Module 2 activities 

by the date on the course schedule). If you are falling behind or have not been 

contributing, you will receive a reminder email once. If you are unable to meet due dates, 

please contact me so that we can discuss the expectations for completion.  

 

9. Ask Questions! - Whenever something seems unclear, send me a message to avoid 

letting your confusion become distress. I will either respond to you individually, or post 

an announcement to the entire class. You can also post questions to "Ask a Question" in 

the Discussion Board. Anyone can respond to those questions, but I will monitor and 

answer as well. 
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Appendix A.3 

Prompt for Participants’ Introductions and Preliminary Journal 

 

Meet Your Classmates- Module 1 

 

Post an entry here to introduce yourself to the rest of the class. Include the following: 

 Your name 

 Your program of study and how far along you are in your program 

 What interested you about this course 

 What experiences you have had with online teaching or learning 

 

Weekly Reflective Journal – Module 1 

 

This is your first journal entry. Before the class begins, we'd like to hear your initial 

thoughts on Online Teaching and Learning. 

Jot down just a few paragraphs, just based on your experiences so far and what you may 

have heard/thought about online education, in response to the following questions: 

 What do you see as the greatest potential value of engaging in online learning for 

students? 

 What do you see as the greatest potential value of engaging in online teaching for 

instructors?  

 What are your major concerns as an online student? 

 What are your major concerns as a future online teacher? 

 

  

https://rochester-pilot.blackboard.com/webapps/blackboard/content/launchLink.jsp?course_id=_7_1&content_id=_101_1&mode=cpview
https://rochester-pilot.blackboard.com/webapps/blackboard/content/launchLink.jsp?course_id=_7_1&content_id=_103_1&mode=cpview
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Appendix A.4 

Discussion Boards Prompts 

 

Discussion Instructions - Module 3 

 

Choose one of the following course activities for this discussion board activity: 

 

 Developing shared images of online learning activities (example lesson review) 

 "Fish" area experience 

 This online module about learning and motivation 

Answer the following questions, in light of the readings from this week. 

 

a) Which of the learning theories or principles you read about were reflected in your 

chosen activity? 

b) What motivation principles were used to increase students' engagement in the 

activity? 

 

Be specific- identify specific components of the activity that reflect a specific 

principle and related readings. 

 

Discussion Instructions- Module 5 

 

Having reviewed the all of the course materials thus far, one might consider how to best 

build connections between students and content, students and teacher, and students and 

other students. 

 

What concepts from previous modules, or even this one, do you think are important 

in building these connections (student to content, student to instructor, and student 

to student)? 

 

Please make an initial post in each of the three threads provided. 

 

Discussion Instructions- Module 8 

 

Consider the "Ten Best Practices for Teaching Online" content and your experience in 

this course, as well as the group lessons.  

(http://www.designingforlearning.info/services/writing/ecoach/tenbest.html) 

 

Choose ONE of the best practices listed and provide one example that you saw 

demonstrated in either THIS course or within the group lesson OR a way that the course 

or lessons could have been improved if that best practice had been employed. 
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Appendix A.5 

Reflective Journals’ Prompts 

 

Weekly Journal Entry- Module 2- Experience as Learners 

 

Having been part of the discussion in our first face-to-face session, and after 

further reviewing sample online activities and completing this week's assigned readings, 

expand upon your initial thoughts about online teaching and learning. 

 

 In what ways has your thinking changed about online teaching and learning after just 

one week? 

 What was the most surprising thing you learned in the past week? 

 What new concerns do you have about learning in an online environment? About 

teaching in an online environment? 

 

Weekly Journal Entry- Module 3- Theories about Learning and Understanding 

Motivation 

 

We are well aware that the readings and assignments you have done so far in this 

module have only “scratched the surface” with regard to what there is to know about 

learning theory and motivation and their implications for online teaching. We hope, 

however, that these learning experiences will not only have provided you with a 

foundation on which to build in the future, but also have made you aware of “what you 

do not know” and would like to learn more about. We think it will be valuable for you to 

articulate what are some of these things you would like to know more about – both for 

your own sake, and as a way to help the instructors identify possible topics you will be 

able to choose from for the Group Lesson you will be asked to prepare later in the 

course.  

 

For this week's entry, please include your main takeaways regarding learning 

theories and motivation, including implications for your future practice as an online 

instructor. Additionally, identify some specific questions (at least two) that the readings 

and experience in this module have raised for you. 

 

Weekly Journal Entry- Module 4- Assessment Strategies 

 

Identify your main "take-aways" about assessment gained from this module - 

including, whenever possible, implications about your future practice as an online 

instructor. 

 

Weekly Journal Entry- Module 5- Lesson Design and Online Community 

 

In this journal entry you should consider how the content from this module 

applies to your individual lesson plan. Consider each of the following areas:  
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What would be possible worthwhile goals for your Individual Module? Think about 

this question especially as you do your readings from How People Learn, taking into 

consideration your chosen audience, and the amount of time your students will have to 

work on this module. For your reflection, identify at least one such goal, explaining why 

you think it would be worthwhile and achievable in your chosen setting. (NOTE: it is not 

important for this assignment that you choose the “most important” goal nor that you 

actually end up pursuing this specific goal in your Module – just pick one of the possible 

goals you came up with that your think is worth considering) 

 

What would be desirable student learning outcomes related to your chosen 

goal(s)? Think about this question especially as you read the chapter from 

“Understanding by Design.” What would it mean to take such an approach for your 

module? What would be some concrete things that you want your students to be able to 

do/show by the end of your module? For your reflection, describe at least one concrete 

learning outcome that is consistent with the goal you previously identified, explaining 

why you chose it. 

 

What kinds of learning tasks would help your students achieve the desired learning 

outcomes? Think about this question especially as you read the chapters on Web-based 

instructional design”, the chapter on the 5E approach, and the concrete examples of 

online assignments from our textbook. Identify among the proposed approaches/activities 

any that you think can be used to design a task that may help your students achieve one of 

the desired outcomes that you identified for your module. For your reflection, describe at 

least one concrete learning task that you think would help your students achieve the 

learning outcome you identified for the previous question, explaining why you chose it 

and making specific references to the readings. 

 

How can you design your module to help develop a Community of Inquiry? Think 

about this question especially as you read the articles on “Community of Inquiry.” Are 

there some “practices/expectations” (rather than specific learning tasks) that you should 

consider as you design your module, to ensure that you develop sufficient teacher 

presence and student interaction? For your reflection, describe at least one concrete thing 

you plan to do in your Module to support the development of an online Community of 

Inquiry. 

 

How will you address the three specific areas of COI - student-teacher, student-

content, and student-student interactions? For your reflection, describe at least one 

way that you will address each of these areas. 

 

Weekly Reflective Journal- Module 7- Group Lessons 

 

Please reflect on your experience both as a student and an instructor. 
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Reflect upon your experience as an instructor in this module. The following questions 

might be helpful in writing this reflection: 

 

 What went well for you and your group? 

 What problems did you and your group have? 

 What would you do differently in the future? 

Reflect upon your experience as a student in this module. The following questions might 

be helpful in writing this reflection: 

 What worked well for you? 

 What problems did you have? 

 What information do you wish you had in order to make this lesson more successful? 

 

Weekly Reflective Journal- Module 8- Evaluation of Online Teaching 

 

Think about the group lesson you developed and taught. Now apply the "5 Steps to 

Assessing Online Course Quality" to your lesson. Provide thoughts on how these 5 

aspects apply to the lesson you created.  

 

Weekly Reflective Journal- Module 9- Wrap-up 

 

Think about the video "8 Tips I Learned from Teaching Online." You probably have 

some of your own insights and thoughts, both from your experience as a student in this 

course and from developing your group and individual lessons. Create a bulleted list of 

the key insights that you have gained so far about online teaching and learning. 
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Appendix A.6 

Detailed Description of Group Project 

 

Brief description:  

At about mid-point in the course, we will divide the class in a few groups of 3-5 

students each and assign to each group the task of designing and implementing an online 

“lesson” on a topic related to online teaching and learning (OTL hereafter). The 

instructors will provide significant support in terms of identifying possible topics, 

learning goals, and content; however, each group will have full responsibility for 

deciding the lesson’s activities, preparing and posting all the needed online materials, and 

implementing the lesson with the rest of the class. After the lesson has been delivered, 

each group will receive feedback from the students who participated in the lesson as well 

as the course instructors, and revise their plan for teaching the same lesson more 

effectively in the future. 

 

Purpose:  

This project has been designed primarily to provide you with a first “experience 

as online teacher” in the course. Consistent with research on how complex practices are 

best learned, we believe that future online instructors can greatly benefit from engaging 

in some “scaffolded” online teaching – that is, take on most of the instructor’s role for an 

online activity, but with the support of an expert (the course instructor). This project will 

also serve to enhance everybody’s learning in the course, and provide a formative 

assessment of your learning about online instructional design and facilitation. 

 

Additional details: 

Topic and group selection: After completing most of the OTL Foundations 

component of the course, the instructors will identify a list of topics related to teaching 

online that students in the course may be interested in learning more about. Students will 

be asked to comment on the topics they are most interested in (and why), and even share 

some preliminary ideas about what a worthwhile lesson on that topic could be if they 

wish, in a special discussion board. Informed by this online conversation, the instructor 

will create the groups and assign each group a topic. Within the assigned topic, each 

group will then more specifically identify the goals for a meaningful “online module” for 

the rest of the class, as well as appropriate learning activities to address those goals 

within the time constraints.   

 

Expectations for each module: Each module should be equivalent of about 5 – 7 

days of independent work in this course (as students will be asked to participate in other 

lessons as their independent work for the same period of time), and address selected 

aspects of the assigned topic in a way that is appropriate to the level and interests of the 

students in this course. Within these guidelines, each group needs to determine the 

specific goals for the lesson and a set of learning activities that have the potential of 

enabling the participants to achieve those goals. The lesson needs to be done entirely 

online, asynchronously, using our Blackboard site for its delivery. The group in charge of 
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the lesson is ultimately responsible for the planning and implementation of the lesson – 

including posting all the needed materials online, providing instructions to the other 

students, and providing feedback to the participants’ work.   

 

Learning to use essential Blackboard tools as instructor: As a result of your 

experiences as a learner in this course, you will already be familiar with and able to use a 

number of basic Blackboard tools (such as multimedia content, assignments, journals, 

discussion boards, wikis, etc.) as a student. To complete this project, however, you will 

also need to learn how to use these same tools as the instructor in the course – that is, 

how to set up assignments, discussion boards, content, etc. that your students can access 

and use. To enable you to do this, we have posted a set of tutorials with instructions about 

how to do so for the more common Blackboard tools, and we will also offer an optional 

“hands-on demonstration” for interested students; we expect you to attend the lesson 

and/or review those tutorials first, before asking the instructor for additional coaching.  

 

Module implementation: Each student in the class will participate in other 

modules, and provide feedback to the instructors. For logistical reasons, students will be 

assigned to these modules, and participate in them as learners the week before or after 

when they facilitate their module as instructors. 

 

Revision: We believe that good teaching requires continuous reflection and 

improvement – so we want you to start the habit here! After you have implemented your 

lesson with your classmates, you will receive feedback and suggestions for improvement 

from both the instructors and the participants in your lesson. We expect you to review 

this feedback and make revisions in your original lesson plan that you think will improve 

it. While you will not be expected to teach again the revised lesson, your revised lesson 

plan will be evaluated by the instructors and receive a grade.   

 

Group members’ responsibilities: Managing the logistics of developing and 

delivering a lesson as a group is an unavoidable challenge, yet also a valuable part of 

your learning experience in this project. While we will discuss in class about group work 

dynamics, and share some tips, we urge each group to plan carefully upfront how 

tasks will be distributed and coordinated across group members, when and how to 

meet, how to communicate decisions and drafts with each other, etc. We also 

encourage you to explore and take advantage as appropriate of online technologies that 

may help support this process – including discussion boards, Google docs, Zoom, just to 

mention a few.       

 

Instructors’ support: To make the task of designing and delivering a first online 

lesson more manageable, the instructors will provide help in the following ways:  

 

(a) by reviewing the key goals of the lesson (so as to make sure it is a worthwhile 

learning experience for the rest of the class, and that the scope is not beyond the 

equivalent of about half a week of independent work);  



ONLINE TEACHERS’ IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 471 

 

(b) by reviewing and/or providing suggestions about readings that could be relevant 

to the topic;  

(c) by providing feedback on initial ideas about the plan;  

(d) by providing detailed feedback and suggestions for improvement after the lesson 

has been implemented.     

 

Timeline: 

 

Given the complex nature of this project, you will be working on it over a few 

weeks following the following timeline: 

 

 Module 4 – Synchronous Session - Group Project is introduced and list of possible 

topics shared and possibly refined. 

 Module 5 - Students begin to share their interests and ideas around specific topics in a 

special discussion board; instructors assign groups and their assigned topic taking this 

input into consideration. 

 Module 5 – Synchronous Session - Students will have time during this session to 

begin to work in their assigned groups. Students are expected to continue working 

together during the following week  

 Module 6 - During this module, groups will work on their lessons. There are a 

number of checkpoints during this timeframe. Review the specifics in the online 

module folder. 

 Module 7 - One of these weeks you will participate as a student in the modules 

prepared by other groups (as assigned by the instructors), doing all the required 

independent work, following up with written feedback about the module to the 

instructors. The other week you will facilitate your own Group Module. 

 Module 7 – Face-to-face class meeting - Group will have time during class to meet to 

decide on revisions for your lesson  
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Appendix A.7 

Detailed Description of Individual Project 

 

Brief description:  

As the culminating assessment for this course, and building on what you learned 

from the Group Project, you will independently design an “online learning module” on a 

topic of your choice and for an audience of your choice. You will need to produce a 

written plan as well as create and post on a special BB site all the online materials needed 

to implement this learning experience (but you will not be asked to actually implement it 

with students). The instructors and some of your classmates will review these documents 

and provide you with feedback, so you can make revisions before your online learning 

module is evaluated for a final grade. 

 

Purpose:  

This project has been designed as the culminating learning experience in the 

course as well as a summative assessment. As such, we expect each student to complete 

these tasks more independently, although still receiving some support from the instructors 

as well as a peer acting as “thinking partner”.   

 

Additional details: 

Topic and audience selection: You can choose any topic and audience you want 

for your online learning module. To make this assignment most authentic as well as 

useful for your future practice, however, we recommend that you choose something you 

may actually be teaching. We also recommend that you are not overly ambitious, and 

choose a reasonable scope for your online learning module; this will allow you to focus 

on fully developing a few innovative learning activities (for the equivalent of no more 

than two weeks of a course, and possibly less).   

 

Expectations for each online learning module: The learning module needs to be 

designed so that it can be delivered fully online, although it may include a synchronous 

component (but only if you desire it). Within these constraints, the learning module itself 

could be thought of as a self-contained online professional development/ workshop, or 

part of a course offered entirely online or as a hybrid/online, or even as a homework 

assignment for a traditional face-to-face course. To complete this project, you will need 

to: 

 

 Submit a written lesson plan that includes a clear articulation of: 

 

o context and audience 

o overall goals, as well as the concrete learning outcomes you want students to 

achieve after they have completed the module 

o the sequence of learning activities/tasks students are expected to engage in, 

and their rationale (i.e., how is each activity expected to contribute to [some 

of] the goals/outcomes for the module). 
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 Create and post all the online instructional materials needed to deliver your learning 

module in a special section of Blackboard (more detailed instructions about how to 

do so will be provided later). 

 

You will not be expected to actually deliver this module for the purpose of this 

assignment. 

 

Revision: Consistent with the value we place on revisions, we will ask you to 

make some improvements in your written plan and materials after receiving feedback 

from the instructors and a few classmates. Only your revised plan and materials will be 

evaluated for quality, using rubrics we will come up with as a class.   

 

Instructors’ support: To transition you to independently design online learning 

modules, unlike what happened in the Group Project, for this project the instructors’ 

support will be limited to  

 

(a) providing some initial feedback on the goals and key learning activities of 

your learning module (mostly to ensure that the learning module you are planning meets 

the expectations of this assignment);  

 

(b) responding to specific questions you may have throughout your planning 

process;  

 

(c) providing detailed feedback and suggestions for improvement after your 

complete lesson plan and materials have been posted.     

 

“Thinking partner’s” roles: While you will be fully in charge for all decisions 

related to your online learning module, in this Individual Project you will have the 

opportunity to work closely with another classmate as a “thinking partner.” Thinking 

partners are expected to share ideas at various stages of the planning process, as well as 

to “engage as a student” (to the extent possible) in the partner’s learning module when 

completed, so as to be able to give him/her in-depth feedback. You will be given the 

option to mutually select your thinking partner, or be assigned one by the instructors.       
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Appendix A.8 

Directions for Final Reflection 

 

Final Reflection Paper 

Review your weekly reflection journal and comments from the instructor. 

Using the outline provided in the attachment, write a final reflection paper summarizing 

your thoughts and experience in online teaching and learning. Be sure to answer all of the 

questions posed. Include citations and references where appropriate (APA 6). 

Submit your final reflection paper here as an attachment. 

 

Final Reflection Paper Outline 

 

Purpose: This assignment has been designed to help you identify what you 

learned in the course and draw concrete implications for your own practice from what 

you learned in the course about teaching and learning online. As such, this assignment is 

also intended to provide a culminating summative assessment of your learning in this 

course. 

 

Requirement: For this project you will have to submit a narrative “Final 

Reflection Paper” (4-6 pages single-spaced). 

 

Identifying your role/perspective in your Final Reflection Paper: To provide the 

needed context for your reflections, please identify upfront in your paper your 

profession/role as an educator (i.e., teacher, principal, athletic coach, doctoral student, 

business professional, etc.) and the context in which you expect to be teaching online 

(i.e., type of institution, students’ ages/levels, content areas, and any other special 

characteristics). 

 

Breadth and depth of your reflection in your Final Reflection Paper: To ensure 

sufficient breadth and depth in your reflection, we recommend that you 

SYSTEMATICALLY ADDRESS EACH OF THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: 

 

 What do you think are the most valuable affordances of online learning, and how 

do you plan to capitalize on them in your future teaching? 

 What do you think are the greatest limitations of online learning, and how could 

you minimize them if you were asked to teach an online course because your 

students do not live in the region? 

 Which types of OTL practices are you planning to use with your students, why 

and how? 

 What do you think are the greatest challenges for you with respect to designing 

high-quality online learning activities? What do you plan to do to address these 

challenges?  

 How would you choose when and where to use online learning activities for your 

students? 
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 Looking back at your learning throughout the course, what stands out as main 

“take aways” and surprises? 

 How did your perceptions about and approach to online teaching and learning 

change as a result of this course? 

 How did each of the OTL practices you learned about in the course impact your 

thoughts about teaching and learning practice, generally, and how might you be 

able to apply these practices in your future practice – either in online teaching or 

in F2F teaching? 

 

Additional tips: The following strategies may also help you with this culminating 

project: 

 

 Review the revised Course Goals & Key Activities document to become more 

aware of the course learning goals and objectives, as well as specific activities 

you may want to refer back to. 

 Look back at your initial ideas about online teaching and learning, as articulated 

in your very first assignment at the beginning of the course, as a “baseline.” 

 Look back at all of your module/weekly journal entries in chronological order, as 

a way to trace your learning across the course; feel free to draw from that source 

as needed for your paper. 

 

Format for the written report: Your paper should discuss in concrete terms how 

you plan to use what you have learned from this course in your future online teaching (in 

the specific context you have identified). Within these general guidelines, however, you 

can choose the organization and format you prefer to report the outcomes of your 

reflection.  
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Appendix B.1 

First Interview Protocol 

 

Investigating teachers’ identity development in a hybrid course to prepare 

online teachers 

 

Principal Investigator: Syeda Farzana Hafsa 

Faculty Advisor: Dr. Raffaella Borasi 

 

PI: Hello, Thank you very much for joining me today. My name is Syeda Farzana 

Hafsa and I am a PhD student at the Warner School of Education at University of 

Rochester. I am conducting a research study on teachers’ identity development in a 

hybrid course to prepare online teachers. The purpose of my study is to understand how 

teachers develop an identity of an online teacher in the context of the course EDE484: 

Online Teaching Learning. As a student who took the course in spring 2017, you can 

provide valuable insight to my research project. This interview should last for about one 

hour to one and a half hours.  

 

All of the interview questions will be related to your experiences of taking the 

course Online Teaching Learning. You are welcome to select your own pseudo-name. 

Although I had mentioned in the Information Sheet that this interview would be audio-

recorded, I want to make sure, you are comfortable with that.  

 

I would like to remind you that your participation in this study is voluntary. You 

can cease to participate in this study at any time without any impact on your employment 

or professional status. Before we get started, do you have any questions or concerns? 

 

PI: I will begin recording this interview. Let’s begin now. 

 

Interview question 1: What experiences did you have of traditional and online 

teaching learning prior to taking this course?  

 

Interview question 2: What kind of online teacher do you want to be?  

 

 Pre- Survey: Ask to show their survey answers – if they did not do the survey, have 

them complete it now; ask to comment on their ratings – why did they choose specific 

statements as “most important” & “least important”? 

 (bridge to Question 3) If I had given you this survey before the course, which of 

your answers would have changed the most? Why?  

  

Interview question 3: [In what other ways] have your perceptions about online 

teaching and being an online teacher changed from before you started the course? Can 

you please tell me what caused the changes you identified? 
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Interview question 4: As you look back to the course, what experiences stand out 

as most influential, and why? 

 

Probing questions: participation 

 What about being an online learner? 

 Participating in the group project -actually teaching online 

 Individual project – designing on your own 

 

Probing questions: recognition 

 Your reflections – journals and final paper 

 Feedback from teacher and peers 

 Readings- confirmation from literature  

 

Interview question 5: What are the biggest challenges you have encountered 

and/or expect to encounter in your journey to become the online teacher you want to be? 

 

PI: Thank you very much for your time and participation in this interview. If you 

are interested in doing a second interview with me, I will go ahead and schedule one in 

another month. Also, in a few months when I have completed most of my data analysis, I 

would like to fact check my findings with you. If you have any questions please feel free 

to email me. 
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Appendix B.2 

Follow-up Interview Protocol 

 

Investigating teachers’ identity development in a hybrid course to prepare 

online teachers 

 

Principal Investigator: Syeda Farzana Hafsa 

Faculty Advisor: Dr. Raffaella Borasi 

 

1. From reading your narrative, do you feel it well represents your experience in the 

course?  

a. Is there anything that you think does not represent you correctly? Would you 

like to change anything?  

b. Are there things you would like to add to any of the items? 

 

2. This research is about identity development of online teachers and according to 

theories I am using, two of the most important components of identity development 

are- participation in practices related to the kind of online teacher you want to 

become, and recognition from self and others about the kind of online teacher you 

want to become. I would like to check with you my interpretation of your experience 

in the course along these lines. More specifically: 

 

a. Tell me more about how your “experience of participation” when you took on 

the role of online teacher in the group project and individual project impacted 

the kind of online teacher you want to be. Potential follow up questions: 

 

i. How did the sense of accomplishment you experienced in either of 

these projects affect how you perceive yourself as an online teacher? 

ii. How different was it for you to have a group of people to do the group 

project with versus doing it alone in the individual project? 

iii. How important was it to have the group project first and then the 

individual project? Why? 

 

b. What impact did the feedback you received throughout the course have on 

how you perceive yourself as an online teacher? Was there any difference 

between the roles played by the teacher feedback versus the peer feedback?  

c. Were there any readings in the course that impacted your views of the kind of 

online teacher you want to be? If so, tell us more about those readings and the 

role they played.   
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Appendix B.3 

Pre-Interview Survey 

 

Investigating teachers’ identity development in a hybrid course to prepare online 

teachers 

Pre interview survey 

 

Name: 

 

Please read the following statements carefully and categorize their importance to 

you on a scale of 1-3 (where 3 means most important and 1 least important) - making 

sure you have at least a few 1’s and 3’s! Also add at least one additional statement at the 

end that describes the kind of online teacher you would like to be. 

 

I aspire to be an online teacher who: 

 

Statements   Your rating  

1. Is knowledgeable about the content taught  

2. Is knowledgeable about the latest technology  

3. Is knowledgeable about digital resources students could use  

4. Is a life-long learner and innovator  

5. Is goal-driven/ Designs instruction to meet specific learning 

goals 

 

6. Fosters a caring and vibrant learning community in class  

7. Creates a personal relationship with the students  

8. Promotes deep learning, building on students’ prior 

knowledge and providing students with meaning-making 

opportunities 

 

9. Creates opportunities for students to work together   

10. Designs motivating and engaging activities  

11. Meets students’ individual needs and preferences  

12. Provides multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate 

learning 

 

13. Clearly communicates learning goals and expectations/ 

provides clear directions  

 

14. Creates and curates great online materials for students  

15. Collaborates with colleagues to design quality instructions  

16. Increases students’ access to learning opportunities and 

resources 

 

ADD YOUR OWN STATEMENT(S) describing the kind of online 

teacher you want to be: 
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Appendix C 

RSRB Documentation 

 

Information Sheet 

Investigating teachers’ identity development in a hybrid course to prepare online 

teachers 

Principal Investigator: Syeda Farzana Hafsa 

Doctoral Candidate, Department of Teaching and Curriculum 

 

This form describes a research study that is being conducted by Syeda Hafsa and 

Dr. Raffaella Borasi from the University of Rochester’s Warner School of Education. 

 

The purpose of this study is to inform the design and implementation of more 

effective courses and programs to prepare online teachers. This is important in today’s 

world because of the increasing demand for online teaching and the recognition that the 

quality of online learning depends highly on the quality of the design and facilitation of 

the online experiences. Therefore, we need high quality online instructors and we need to 

learn how to prepare them most effectively. To achieve this goal, this dissertation study 

will focus on how programs preparing online teachers can better support the development 

of their students’ online teacher identity – by which we mean “what kind of online 

teacher one aspires to be.” The research on online teacher identity development is still 

very limited, and few online teacher preparation programs today explicitly consider this 

important component. To address this gap, my dissertation study will investigate what 

most affected the identity development of the participants in the section of the course 

EDE484: Online Teaching and Learning offered in spring 2017.   

 

If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to participate in two 

semi-structured interviews (no more than 90 minutes each). You will also be required to 

permit the researcher to review the written works (artifacts) you have submitted as part of 

the course. The first interview will take place after an initial analysis of the artifacts 

collected from the course. The second interview will be conducted after having analyzed 

all the data to connect and cross check and to ask follow up questions for further details. 

After the analysis of the data, you will be invited to review the findings and share your 

thoughts. The interviews will take place at Warner School of Education. PI will conduct 

the interviews and those will be audiotaped. We estimate that approximately 8 people 

will take part in this study. Your participation will last about 6 months. 

 

There is a very small chance that some of the questions may make you feel 

uncomfortable. However, you will always have the right to tell the PI if you do not want 

to have some of the information you shared to be used in the study. You may skip any 

questions you don’t want to answer. There are no other expected risks to you for 

participating in this study. The reflections about your professional work that you will be 

asked to share in the interviews are considered by some as a benefit in their personal and 
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professional growth; otherwise, there will be no additional personal or professional 

benefits from participating in this study. You will not be paid for participating in this 

study. There will be no cost to you to participate in this study.  

 

The University of Rochester makes every effort to keep the information collected 

from you private. In order to do so, we will make efforts to keep the personal information 

and all data confidential. Pseudonyms will be used and we will not identify the section of 

the course we have chosen to study, and any publications and/or reports that may result 

from this study will contain pseudonymous identifying information. We will store field 

notes and paper-based transcripts in a locked cabinet. Sometimes, however, researchers 

need to share information that may identify you with people that work for the University. 

If this does happen we will take precautions to protect the information you have 

provided. Results of the research may be presented at conferences or in publications, but 

your name will not be used. 

 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You are free not to 

participate or to withdraw at any time, for whatever reason. No matter what decision you 

make, there will be no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  
 

For more information about this research you may call Syeda Farzana Hafsa at 585-520-

8447. Please contact the University of Rochester Research Subjects Review Board at 265 

Crittenden Blvd., CU 420315, Rochester, NY 14642-8315, Telephone (585) 276-0005 or 

(877) 449-4441 for the following reasons: 

 

 You wish to talk to someone other than the research staff about your rights as a 

research subject; 

 To voice concerns about the research; 

 To provide input concerning the research process; 

 In the event the study staff could not be reached. 
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Appendix D.1 

Data Analysis 

 

Investigating teachers’ identity development in a hybrid course to prepare online 

teachers 

Table for first pass of analysis 

 

Name of Participant 

 

 “Pre-course 

assignment” 

“Final reflection” 

RQ1: 

Changes 

identified by the 

subject 

 

  

What kind of 

online teacher 

does s/he aspire 

to be (general) 

 

  

What kind of 

online learning 

& learning 

environment 

does s/he want to 

promote? 

Perceived values, 

limitations, 

challenges/ 

concerns about 

online learning 

 

  

What kind of 

online teaching 

practices does 

s/he envision 

using? Online 

teaching practices 

considered most 

important 

 

  

How is s/he 

envisioning using 
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online learning  

in  her/his 

teaching (future 

plans) 

 

Other   

RQ2: 

References to 

experiences as 

learners of online 

module (and their 

impact)  

N/A  

References to 

discussion boards 

(and their impact) 

N/A  

References to 

specific class 

activities (and 

their impact) 

N/A  

References to on-

class reflections 

(and their impact) 

N/A  

References to 

group project 

(and its impact) 

N/A  

References to 

individual project 

(and its impact) 

N/A  

References to 

journals (and 

their impact) 

N/A  

References to 

final reflection 

(and its impact) 

N/A 

 

 

Other   

RQ3:  

Expected and/or 

actual challenges 

(and how they 

coped with them) 

  

Other   

  
 


