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Introduction 

 

Many college faculty members learn how to teach based on how they were taught over their many years 

as students in a college classroom. Unlike K-12 teachers, “most faculty learn how to teach by absorbing 

teaching skills and style informally from a mentor, or learn along the way through practice or trial and 

error. This model is commonly accepted reflexively without examination or question” (Sener, 2012, p. 

51). Many educational researchers are calling for a paradigm shift about the way higher education faculty 

members are prepared to teach. Davis and Arend argue that the “dominant paradigm for preparing 

colleges teachers has not, with few exceptions, included instruction about learning.” (Davis & Arend, 

2013, p. 9).  

 

Online education and technology are slowly changing this paradox as more and more faculty members 

participate in professional development activities to learn how to teach in the online environment. 

According to Smith (2010), “creating and delivering online courses has also led to new and essential tasks 

that faculty must accomplish, and new skills sets accompany the essential tasks. These new skills 

incorporate the selection and application of new technologies and new instructional assumptions and 

strategies” (p. 54). We have experienced this first-hand at the University of Denver (DU) through our 

efforts to prepare faculty members to teach and develop quality online courses.  

 

Background 

 

The University of Denver has been offering online courses and degree programs through our professional 

and continuing studies division, University College, since 1997. However, online courses are relatively 

new within our traditional academic programs. In 2009-2010, 14 full-time DU faculty members 

participated in a pilot project exploring the value of providing traditional undergraduate students the 

opportunity to take online courses. These faculty members completed an intensive online workshop as 

students, and participated in a series of faculty development follow-up sessions to learn how to develop a 

quality online course. The vast majority of faculty members who participated in the pilot project indicated 

that faculty development activities were necessary for them to learn how to teach online, and the initial 

creation of an online course was time-consuming but that they would teach an online course again 

because of the generally positive outcomes they observed. The Teaching Online Initiative eventually 

expanded to include graduate level and hybrid courses. 

 

Teaching Online Workshop (TOW) 

 

The Teaching Online Workshop (TOW) was first offered by the Office of Teaching & Learning (OTL) in 

2005 as an optional professional development workshop for instructors interested in teaching online. 

TOW is an intensive four-week online workshop designed to prepare instructors to develop and teach an 

online course. The workshop was revamped in 2009 as part of the Teaching Online Initiative, and the 

workshop and initiative were continued based on positive feedback from students and instructors who 

participated in the pilot phase.  

http://otl.du.edu/our-programs/teaching-online-workshop/


The overwhelming majority of faculty who completed surveys in phase II and III of the initiative agreed 

or strongly agreed with the following statements:  

 

 Learning to teach an online course has influenced how I teach my on-campus courses in positive 

ways (91%). 

 I want to teach online again at DU (92%). 

 I received adequate support from the OTL to teach online (98%). 

 

The students who participated in the pilot online courses agreed or strongly agreed with the following 

statements: 

 

 I learned a great deal in this course (85%). 

 Overall, this is an effective instructor (88%). 

 Overall, this is an excellent course (76%). 

The conclusion was that in general, the students valued these online courses and instructors. As the 

number of online courses began to grow during the summer term, faculty members who completed the 

workshop shared positive comments about the value of the workshop with their colleagues and the 

administration. Completion of TOW is now a strong expectation, or,  “requirement” for faculty members 

planning to teach online at the University of Denver. 

 

Over 165 faculty members (full-time tenure track, lecturers, and adjuncts) from divisions throughout DU 

have successfully completed the Teaching Online Workshop (TOW). During the early phases of the 

Teaching Online Initiative, full-time faculty members were encouraged to complete a proposal to teach an 

online course, many of which were offered to our traditional undergraduates during the summer term. 

Faculty who were awarded online/hybrid course development grants were paid a stipend after completing 

TOW, and then again after teaching an online or hybrid course.  A few years ago, we developed a 

separate workshop specifically for instructors teaching hybrid courses, and TOW was then reserved for 

faculty members teaching fully online courses. In 2015, we changed the way we award stipends – 

Proposals are no longer required and all full-time faculty members are awarded a one-time stipend after 

successfully completing the workshop.  

 

All faculty members who complete TOW receive a certificate of completion from the Office of Teaching 

& Learning, a copy of Ko and Rossen’s, Teaching Online, A Practical Guide book, and a Quality Matters 

rubric workbook. We also recognize their efforts by adding their names to the OTL website. 

 

Workshop Format & Goals 

 

The Teaching Online Workshop takes place almost entirely online, and faculty experience online learning 

first-hand from the learner perspective. Instructors begin to develop their own online course as part of the 

workshop activities. By the end of the workshop, instructors should be able to: 

 

 apply their experience as an online learner to the design and facilitation of their own course.       

 develop an organized and effective syllabus appropriate for an online class. 

 design an organized and logically structured online course. 

 identify types of activities most appropriate for online learning. 

 demonstrate the use of evaluation tools (e.g. assignments, quizzes, rubrics) within the Learning 

Management System. 

 identify components of a quality online course using the Quality Matters rubric. 

http://otl.du.edu/our-programs/teaching-online-workshop/teaching-online-workshop-participants/


 

Workshop Schedule and Estimated Faculty Time Commitment: 

 

 Pre-Workshop Week – 1-3 hours 

 3 Weeks Online – 5-10 hours per week (varies based on level of experience with Canvas and 

number of times you have taught this course) 

 Post Workshop – 3-5 hours, 1-2 weeks after the online workshop ends (In person course 

presentations and online Quality Matters peer & self reviews) 

We were surprised when even long-time tenure track faculty members who completed TOW reported 

benefits from their participation and expressed gratitude for our help. For example, one long-time clinical 

professor from the College of Education wrote, “I learned a tremendous amount! I’ve been 

recommending your course to everyone.” Another tenure-track professor wrote, “I liked that the 

workshop forced me to start thinking about teaching this course online! I feel much more prepared to 

teach in the summer now. The workshop definitely gave me good ideas and tips for teaching online – and 

teaching in general. Very well done.”   

 

The workshop also gives faculty members an opportunity to network with other instructors at the 

university. According to one recent TOW graduate, “I don’t know how I would teach online without it 

(TOW) and I think my perception of teaching/completing online courses has completely changed! I really 

enjoyed learning about the content and connecting with other professionals who are teaching online 

courses!” Several faculty members have commented that that they would never been able to teach online 

without participating in the workshop. As one instructor put it, “Thanks for all your help. I NEVER 

would have felt comfortable or been able to do this without this class.” Of course, not all instructors feel 

that they benefitted from their participation in the Teaching Online Workshop. We still have some  

faculty members and departments that resent being told that they have to complete training before 

teaching online but fortunately, they are in the minority.  Over 93% of instructors who participated in the 

workshop reported that they wanted to teach online again. 

 

Faculty as students. If faculty members have never taken an online course, it is very difficult for them to 

have an accurate frame of reference about how to develop or teach in the online environment. Although 

online education is much more common in mainstream higher education, there are still many 

misconceptions about online courses that need to be addressed (Sibley & Whitaker, 2015).  The Teaching 

Online Workshop was designed so instructors could experience online learning first-hand from the 

student perspective before teaching their first online course. Faculty report that experiencing the course as 

a student has really helped them see an online course from the student perspective. One participant 

commented, "Experiencing online courses from the student perspective as occurred with TOW was 

extremely helpful preparation for designing my own course.”  

 

Quality Matters. Quality Matters (QM) is a national benchmark for online course design and was 

integrated into TOW after the University of Denver licensed Quality Matters in 2013. The Teaching 

Online Workshop was redesigned to align with the Quality Matters standards and although we do not 

explore each standard in-depth, we integrated QM elements of good design including the importance of 

articulating course outcomes and learning module or unit outcomes. At the end of the workshop, 

participants use our internal QM rubric to complete a self-review of their online course and a peer-review 

of a colleague’s online course. Introducing the QM standards within the workshop has reinforced the 

importance of developing measurable objectives and aligning course content, activities and assessments 

to meet the objectives.  

 

 

 



Conclusions 

 

One of the biggest challenges of the Teaching Online Workshop is the faculty and staff time commitment. 

Two full-time OTL staff members are responsible for the design and facilitation of the Teaching Online 

Workshop 2-3 times per year for the past 10 years. Although the workshop is technically only four weeks 

online, there is a lot of preparation time before, during, and after the workshop. Technology changes 

rapidly and the facilitators need to stay abreast with changes to remain one step ahead of our faculty 

members. As a result, we are continually redesigning the workshop each time it is offered. Another 

challenge is balancing the number of technologies we share during the workshop without overwhelming 

visitor and novice instructors, and boring those who are more experienced. We also strive to model best 

practices in both the course design and facilitation of the workshop course, which means that we are very 

present in the course discussions and spend a lot of time providing intensive feedback on the workshop 

activities. 

 

Faculty members find it challenging to devote the necessary time to complete the workshop activities and, 

just like our students, time on task can make a big difference in what the instructors take-away from the 

workshop.  Faculty resistance is another challenge, but having the support of the Provost’s Office has 

helped overcome this. Over time, most departments have accepted that the training is necessary if they 

want their faculty members to offer more online courses. 

 

One of the major benefits of an online course for both faculty members and students is the flexibility to 

teach or learn during a schedule and location that meets their needs.  From the university perspective, we 

have had a positive return on investment as more and more of our undergraduate students are taking DU 

classes during the summer instead of picking up credits at their local community college or university.  

 

As noted above, we also think that preparing instructors to teach online is helping improve the quality of 

all courses at the university. For example, several instructors indicated that they will be making changes 

to their on-campus courses by improving their use of the LMS and integrating other teaching strategies 

introduced in the workshop. One instructor shared the following comments, “I have introduced more 

online components to my on-site classes, such as blogs and discussions. Online discussions in the course 

that I teach are more structured and I provide a rubric for grading (this I learned in the workshop). In 

addition, I’ve developed the Blackboard sites for all my classes in a more structured and consistent way 

with weekly course modules. I’ve received positive students’ evaluation about the way I use Blackboard.” 

 

Until the majority of our faculty members have experienced online learning from the student perspective, 

we will continue to use this faculty as students model to help faculty make the transition to online 

teaching. Hopefully efforts to prepare faculty members to teach in this new learning environment, will 

also improve their teaching skills in all college courses whether they be online, hybrid, face-to-face 

courses, or whatever comes next. 
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