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Abstract 

This qualitative multimethod study investigated faculty member perspectives on e-

learning policy, and its influence on their use of e-learning. The research was conducted 

at one medium sized comprehensive university in Ontario, Canada. Data were collected 

from interviews with 12 full-time faculty members, eight of whom had taught at least one 

online undergraduate university course.  Data were also collected from institutional and 

government documents. Respondents noted e-learning increased flexibility and/or 

convenience with respect to both their engagement with students, and student 

engagement with course material.  E-learning was identified positively for its ability to 

save time by some respondents, and negatively as being time intensive by others.  

Increased student and government demand for on-line courses, as well as the opportunity 

to use technology for instructional purposes, increased respondents’ use of e-learning.  

Additionally, the university’s pedagogical centre, which provided direct support to 

respondents, was considered key in supporting their transition to e-learning.  Respondents 

were generally unable to identify specific university policy related to e-learning, and 

some noted the lack of specific policy had hampered e-learning course development in 

their departments. The documents reviewed tended to view e-learning in favourable 

terms, highlighting it as a response to changing political, economic, and societal 

conditions, and promoting it for its ability to reduce costs to the university, increase 

student enrolment, and provide more equitable access to university programs, particularly 

for under-represented groups such as new Canadians, Indigenous peoples, and first-

generations students. Whereas government documents tended to focus on mandates (e.g. 

the intent to change the university system based on each university’s strengths), 



 

 iii 

institutional documents focused on teaching, learning, and e-learning, both in response to 

government mandates, and in alignment with the University’s strategic direction. 

Collectively, the documents shared the respondents’ perceptions regarding flexibility, 

time, and demand. However, while government documents focused on issues of cost, 

changing conditions, enrolment and equitable access, institutional documents explained 

e-learning, the differences with face-to-face teaching and learning, and how best to 

integrate e-learning into practice.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

From teaching, to scholarship and outreach, information technology has 

transformed many facets of the university (Anderson, 2008; Bates et al., 2017; Garrison, 

2011; Means, Bakia, & Murphy, 2003; Miller et al., 2014). Technology, the Internet, the 

World Wide Web, the advancement of cloud-based computing, digital text books, high-

quality fast streaming video, and the evolution of personal mobile computing are 

affecting the academy, prompting it to find new ways to deliver higher education 

(Garrison & Anderson, 2003; Goodfellow & Lea, 2007; “The Future of Universities,” 

2014). As universities explore ways to use new technology to (a) find, attract, and 

educate students, (b) accommodate fluctuating enrolments, (c) support faculty and 

students, and (d) improve the educational experience (Clark, Moran, Skolnik, & Trick, 

2009; Clark, Trick, & Van Loon, 2011), advances in technology are contributing to a 

rethinking of the university and its role and mission in today’s networked society (Lewis, 

Massey, & Smith, 2001). 

e-learning, a product of the convergence of technological and pedagogical 

development, is also challenging universities to rethink their missions, visions, and 

policies (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007; Haythornthwaite, Andrews, Fransman, & 

Meyers, 2016). There are many definitions of e-learning (which are explored in more 

details at the end of this chapter), but for the purpose of this research, the definition 

proposed by the Canadian Council of Learning (CCL, 2009) has been adopted:  

e-learning is the development of knowledge and skills through the use of 

information and communications technology (ICTs), particularly to support 
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interactions for learning—interactions with content, with learning activities and 

tools, and with other people. (p. 30)  

The CCL definition was chosen because it makes reference to information and 

communication technology, learning, content and activities, and importantly, to people.  

Lea (2007) suggested that globally, e-learning may become a dominant paradigm 

for teaching and learning, and Garrison and Anderson (2003) predicted that e-learning 

would transform all forms of education and learning in the 21st century. Given the 

teaching and learning opportunities associated with e-learning, Moore (2013) suggested 

that e-learning will continue to affect how universities are structured and managed. Now 

in its third decade of existence, e-learning is different from face-to-face teaching and 

learning, impacting Canada’s universities, and changing how courses and programs are 

designed and delivered (Garrison, 2011; Kanuka & Kelland, 2008).  

This research is about e-learning policy, the purpose of which was to explore 

faculty perspectives on e-learning policy in a Canadian university, and how those policies 

had influenced their use of e-learning.  The perspectives of faculty were sought 

specifically because in addition to sharing their experience with and opinions about e-

learning, they were also expected to be familiar with existing e-learning and/or relevant 

institutional policies that students might now either be aware of, or have access to. 

Policy is a contested term with numerous definitions. Considered a classic 

description, Lasswell and Kaplan (1950) defined policy as a “projected program of goals, 

values and practices” (p. 71). Policy can be a formalized act with a pre-agreed objective 

(Delaney, 2002), or a process used by political systems to handle public problems 

(Fowler, 2004). Policy can also be interpreted as: actions, a course of action, or inaction 
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(Dye, 1976); text, discourse, process, or outcomes (Ball, 1993, 2008b); practices and 

symbols (Schneider & Ingram, 1997, as cited in Birkland, 2016); activities with a goal 

(Dye, 2001); or regulations or laws (Birkland, 2016). For the purposes of this research 

Delaney’s (2002) definition of policy (education policy specifically) has been adopted, in 

that; it is a formalized act, one that has a pre-agreed-objective, is approved or sanctioned 

by an institutional body or authority, and provides some kind of standard for measuring 

performance (pp. 13-15). 

I chose to research e-learning policy for a number of reasons.  First, as a student 

focused on educational leadership and policy studies within a graduate program, I was 

challenged to consider areas where policy might be lacking, out of date, or in need of a 

review. Second, over the past 15 years in my roles as graduate student and college 

instructor, the expansion of e-learning in higher education provided the flexibility to learn 

in different ways, and to deliver course material in a digital environment.  e-learning also 

challenged me to engage with students in different ways, for example how best to 

communicate with students; encourage their participation; set-up online discussion 

forums; moderate the forums; and, respond to students in a timely manner.  

Although my more than 25-year career in the technology sector was driven by the 

creation and implementation of new, better, and more efficient systems, my discovery of 

Ursula Franklin’s (2004, 2014) body of work helped me to think about technology in a 

different way, not “as a sum of artifacts, wheels, gears, rails or electronic transmitters” (p. 

6), but rather as “organization, procedures, symbols, new words, equations, and most of 

all a mindset” (pp. 2-3). Framing technology in a non-technical way, considering 

technology as “practice: the way we do things around here” connected technology to 
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teaching and learning, and prompted me to consider e-learning in a broader sense 

(Franklin, 2014, p. 179).  

This chapter is organized into nine sections, beginning with the need for the 

study. Intended to help situate the researcher within the context of the research, section 

two contains a description of my personal background. Section three describes the 

theoretical frameworks used. Section four outlines the research problem, section five the 

purpose of the research, and section six provides the rationale for the research. Section 

seven presents the three primary and six secondary research questions. Section eight 

provides an overview of the chapters.  

Early in the study it became clear that there were a number of relevant terms and 

concepts associated with researching e-learning policy in a university in Ontario, Canada. 

As such, section nine was developed, and includes descriptions of: e-learning, technology 

and innovation, policy, and the university.  

Need for the Study 

A number of published studies reflect faculty perspectives of e-learning (Bolliger, 

Inan, & Wasilik, 2014; Bolliger & Wasilik, 2009; Chang, Shen, & Zhi-Feng Liu, 2014; 

Dumont & Raggo, 2018; Esterhuizen, Blignaut, & Ellis, 2013; Madaus, 2013; Schulte, 

2010; Ward, Peters, & Shelley, 2010; Yengin, Karahoca, & Karahoca, 2011). However, 

only a few studies used policy as their main foci (Abrami, et al., 2006; Roby, Ashe, 

Singh, & Clark, 2012), and none concentrated their research at one university. Faculty 

perspectives and the collection and analysis of governmental, institutional, and relevant 

policies should help fill this gap, and provide insight into the policy challenges and 

opportunities facing faculty and administrators today. This research was also designed to 
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understand if there was a difference in perspective with regards to e-learning policy 

between (a) faculty who had experience with e-learning (meaning they had taught at least 

one online course) and (b) faculty who did not.  

e-learning: Opportunities and Challenges 

When compared to inquiries into traditional teaching and learning, research into 

e-learning, and more so e-learning policy, is a considered a relatively immature area of 

study (Brown, Anderson, & Murray, 2007). Although this area of research evolved 

during a period when the academy was affected by dramatic economic swings, 

demographic trends, and ideological shifts (Fowler, 2004), it has provided many facets to 

the discourse on e-learning within the university (Friesen, 2009). For example, e-learning 

can provide flexibility for students and faculty, increase enrolment, improve accessibility, 

and make courses and programs available to students in remote locations. e-learning can 

also provide universities with opportunities to: streamline curricula by reducing 

duplication of courses offered in different departments or on different campuses; tap into 

new revenue streams; improve time to degree completion; and, as almost all e-learning 

courses require a course redesign, revitalize teaching opportunities (Kaznowska, Rogers, 

& Usher, 2011).  

Literature about e-learning policy suggests that integrating e-learning into 

universities that use operational models developed for face-to-face courses and programs 

has challenged and changed both the purpose, and capabilities of many educational and 

institutional policies (Lewis, Massey, & Smith, 2001). A study conducted by Bichsel 

(2013) for the Educause Centre for Analysis and Research (a United States based non-

profit association of information technology leaders and professionals) also suggests, that 
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with opportunity comes challenge. The study was designed to describe the state of e-

learning in higher education, and identify areas universities and colleges could influence 

with e-learning initiatives. It reflected the perspectives of faculty and 

educational/academic technology officers, operations specialists, and course/instructional 

designers from 311 member institutions. Specific to e-learning, the study identified five 

major challenges that universities face: 

• financial—how tuition and fees are collected, what they pay for, and how they are 

distributed;  

• cultural—what it meant to be a faculty member, a student, and university 

educated;  

• quantitative—or how e-learning has provided the opportunity to collect large 

amounts of data that can inform decisions about teaching, learning, and strategic 

initiatives;  

• quality—although it was noted that concerns have swung from e-learning being of 

lesser quality, to at least equal to and sometimes better than face-to-face 

instruction; and  

• accreditation—concerns by accrediting agencies who have the responsibility to 

ensure that all education provided by universities meet acceptable standards.  

With regard to policy, although two-thirds (64%) of the respondents agreed that 

intellectual property policies relating to course material were in place, and 41% agreed 

that there were appropriate policies in place to enable effective decision-making about e-

learning, only 38% of the participants agreed that their institutions had established 

processes in place for e-learning governance (Bischel, 2013, p. 33). 
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 e-learning is different from face-to-face teaching and learning, and changed how 

courses and programs are designed and delivered (Garrison, 2011; Kanuka & Kelland, 

2008). The increasing presence of e-learning has not only altered the teaching and 

learning landscape, it has affected how universities operate, generated new problems, and 

called into question long-standing policies and procedures (de Freitas & Oliver, 2005; 

Pittard, 2004; Whitworth, 2005). This shift has prompted the need to review, update, 

change, and/or improve existing teaching, learning, and administrative frameworks and 

policies (Friesen, 2009; Roby et al., 2012). 

Personal Background  

My field of study in educational leadership and policy studies positioned policy 

study as a timely, topical, and intriguing area to explore. Somewhat simultaneously, my 

interest in e-learning policy developed during a time when students, educators, 

administrators, and leaders, seemed to be living in what Fowler (2004) referred to as an 

“Oz-like policy landscape” (p. 348). Fowler’s description of the education policy scene as 

challenging and turbulent, a place where actors had to contend with new policy 

environments attributed to economic changes, demographic changes, and ideological 

shifts, also peaked my academic interest.  

However, who I am—my education, professional, and personal background—

gives me a particular point of view. I came to this research as a graduate student in a 

Faculty of Education, a part-time college instructor in the field of Adult Education, and as 

a former project executive with an international technology company. As a student, my 

program was delivered in a hybrid (face-to-face and online) format.  As an instructor, I 

delivered courses primarily in a face-to-face classroom. As a mobile corporate employee, 
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I had the flexibility to work anywhere there was an Internet connection; from a physical 

office or remote location, a client site, my home, or public space. Each role, and my 

learning experiences as student, college instructor and corporate employee collectively 

informed my research.  

On a final note, my research journey has been rewarding, but it has been long. 

Personal and familial health challenges arose along the way, and for a few years the 

uncertain demands of cancer, and the many complications that came with it, pushed this 

work to the side. Sadly, my husband passed away, but he, my family and friends 

steadfastly encouraged me to finish this dissertation.  

Theoretical Approach and Frameworks 

Two frameworks were chosen to guide this research. Ravitch and Riggan’s (2017) 

conceptual framework, which they defined as both a process and a product, provides a 

mechanism for aligning the literature review, the research design, and the methodology 

(refer to Figure 1). Weaver-Hightower’s (2008) policy ecology provides a graphical 

interpretation of the flows of human, social, economic and cultural capital that helped to 

identify potential actors, and conceptualize policy relevant to this research (refer to 

Appendix B).  

Ravitch and Riggan’s Conceptual Framework 

While Ravitch and Riggan (2017) suggest that literature reviews, theoretical 

frameworks and conceptual frameworks can be viewed more or less synonymously, they 

argue that a conceptual framework should serve as a “superstructure” for the research 

(pp. 8-9). I used the elements of their framework: my personal interests and goals, my 

identity and positionality, and the literature review (which included topical research, and 

theoretical frameworks) to identify, organize, track, and represent key processes relevant 



9 

 

to the research (Ronson, 2002, as cited in Green, 2014).  However, it was the collective 

consideration of those elements which provided the structure within which to construct a 

persuasive argument.  

 

Personal	interests	
and	goals	

Star ng	points:	
What	do	you	
want	to	study?	
Why	does	it	

ma er	to	you?		

Iden ty	and	
posi onality		

Topical	research:	
Empirical	work	

focused	on	a	topic	
similar	to	your	own	

Theore cal	
frameworks:	Formal	
theory	that	explains	
or	connects	empirical	

work	

Conceptual	
framework:	An	
argument	for	

importance	(reason)	
and	method	(rigour)	

Literature	Review	

 

 

Figure 1. Ravitch and Riggan’s (2017) elements of conceptual framework. 

 

According to Ravtich and Riggan (2017), the relationship between who the 

researcher is, what their interests and goals are, and how they conduct the study is 

significant. The choices the researcher makes about what they think is important or 

interesting is a reflection of them, as a person. Their choices are reflected in where they 

conduct the research, and with whom they work. The language used to describe the 

research, the methods employed, and how the research is written up and the findings 

presented are all functions of the social, political, and professional worlds within which 

the researcher lives (pp. 105-106). Ravitch and Riggan also suggest that conceptual 

frameworks inform methodology (discussed in chapter three).  
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As theoretical frameworks can be complex and “acontexual,” choosing can, and 

was challenging (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017, p. 166). The complexity can be attributed to 

the potential need to fit together different theories, and making sense of vague or 

confusing situations or relationships can leave researchers without theoretical context. 

Although there are no absolute rules when it comes to choosing between qualitative 

research and theoretical frameworks, I selected Ravitch and Riggan’s (2017) conceptual 

framework for three reasons: (a) to ground the argument, and explain why this study 

matters to the intersecting fields of e-learning and policy, (b) to justify why the 

methodological approach used to explore the topic is valid, and (c) to demonstrate that 

the research design is appropriate, and the methods rigorous (p. 43).  

Weaver-Hightower’s Policy Ecology 

To help identify and conceptualize relevant policy, I also used Weaver-

Hightower’s (2008) policy ecology. Weaver-Hightower (2008) applied an ecology 

metaphor for educational policy analysis to his examination of policy that had restricted 

the formation of a national policy on boys’ education in the United States. He deemed the 

policy creation process to be difficult, often contradictory, inherently political, and found 

that traditional policy processes that were designed to solve educational problems 

focused on only finding the one likely solution on which to base policy. Weaver-

Hightower suggested that traditional policy models ignored issues of power, 

underestimated the highly contested nature of education, and “grossly misjudge[d] the 

complexity and grittiness, the false starts, the unabashed greed, and the crashing failures 

of some policy formation and implementation” (p. 153).  

While I initially chose Weaver-Hightower’s ecology to help map out my initial 

research plan, and use as a model that I could build upon as my research progressed, it 
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was the graphical representation of a policy ecology or ecosystem (refer to Appendix B) 

that first attracted my attention. The ecosystem reflected flows of human, social, 

economic, and cultural capital, and Weaver-Hightower (2008) argued that being able to 

trace these flows and lineages was an important component of both the ecology 

metaphor, and as a way of conceptualizing policy and its analysis (p. 162). I considered 

Barnett’s (2011) suggestion that because the modern university exists within a very 

networked environment (faculty, students, administration, community for example), 

using an ecology metaphor could be helpful in identifying relevant systems and 

relationships within the university environment.  

Although Stables’s (2003) reference to schools as “imagined communities” did 

not include universities, his description of schools as complex systems in a discursive, 

rather than physical space, or set of buildings, provided another vantage point from which 

to conceptualize the environment, and university eco system. His meaning of school is 

highly dependent on the actor’s perceptions. In regard to policymaking, Stables argued 

that it was the actors, “those on the ground” with a more sophisticated (though still 

inevitably incomplete) understanding of local complexity, and not the policy makers, 

who were better placed to make decisions about particular schools (p. 895).  

In addition to relationships, processes, environments, and structures, Weaver-

Hightower (2008) also identified actors to be an important element of his policy ecology 

framework. Whereas Weaver-Hightower described actors in the policy process as persons 

or groups who occupied various, or in some cases multiple roles, Howlett and Ramesh 

(1995) identified actors as individuals, groups, classes, states, or institutions with 

objectives to achieve through participation the policy process; however, regardless of 
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their role, “the manner in which they interpret and pursue their interests, and the 

outcomes of their efforts, are shaped by institutional factors” (p. 51).  

I chose a policy ecology to help frame this research, for as Weaver-Hightower 

suggests, it does not ignore the complexity and grittiness of complex environments as 

some policy formation and implementation frameworks do (e.g., the functional, rational, 

and traditional models). Rather, using a policy ecology model helped to reveal relevant 

flows and lineages, identify key actors, relationships, environments, cultural and 

historical dynamics, structural constraints, and the shifting processes, and roles they play, 

in depicting the policy context within, and possibly beyond the university.  

Research Problem 

e-learning is different from face-to-face teaching and learning, and research 

suggests that it is likely here to stay. There is also an increasing demand for online 

courses and programs. In Ontario specifically, the Government of Ontario, seeing e-

learning as a key factor in enhancing competitive advantage, has made it clear that it 

wants universities to expand on-line learning (Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges & 

Universities, 2013b, 2015b). Although universities have historically been campus-based 

institutions, e-learning is removing geography as a main component of higher education 

for faculty, students, and the administration (Mayadas & Miller, 2014). This shift is 

creating a requirement for new pedagogical models and processes to support new 

teaching and learning experiences (Garrison & Vaughan, 2008; Harasim, 2012). As such, 

well designed, active, collaborative e-learning courses are needed to engage students and 

faculty (Baer, 1998).  
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However, the success of e-learning diffusion is heavily dependent on faculty buy-

in (Rogers, 2003). Regardless of their roles as subject matter experts, faculty often have 

the freedom to choose to participate, or not, and their participation is critical to the 

quality of e-learning (Cummings, Phillips, Tilbrook, & Lowe, 2005; Nichols, 2008; 

Tabata & Johnsrud, 2008). Opting out could be attributed to faculty being suspicious of 

changes to traditional pedagogies, or anxious and uncertain about taking on new and 

different processes, while having to grapple with already demanding responsibilities (Cho 

& Berge, 2002; Gunn & Panko, 1998).  

The problem is that although face-to-face teaching and e-learning environments 

may be different, applying policies created for campus-based courses may fit some 

components of e-learning programming, like course objectives for example (Wallace, 

2003), but not instructional methods, curriculum design, attendance, participation, and 

evaluation strategies (Solomon, 2005). As such, inserting e-learning into an existing 

traditional structure should warrant a reassessment of policies, practices and 

infrastructure to make way for what Barajas and Gannaway (2007) referred to as an 

“emerging institutional structure” (p. 117).  

The literature suggests that the absence of e-learning policy, relevant internal 

partnerships, and a collaborative, supportive organizational structure can be barriers to 

the successful development and integration of e-learning programs (Cho & Berge, 2002). 

Wanting to understand faculty perspectives about distance teaching in the virtual 

classroom, Dumont and Raggo (2018) surveyed faculty in 82 non-profit schools (of 

which approximately 90% taught at research/teaching universities, research-intensive 

universities, teaching universities, and liberal arts colleges). While their findings 
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indicated that the main advantage to teaching online was the ability to work remotely, 

respondents suggested that training needed to be increased, and policies related to online 

teaching needed to be updated.     

Purpose of This Research 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore faculty perspectives on e-

learning policy in a Canadian university, and how those policies had influenced their use 

of e-learning. The perspectives of faculty were sought specifically because in addition to 

sharing their experience with and opinions about e-learning, they were also expected to 

be familiar with existing e-learning and/or relevant institutional policies that students 

might either not be aware of, or have access to. As faculty are increasingly being asked to 

consider including e-learning in their teaching practices, it was hoped that identifying 

gaps between policies developed for traditional face-to-face programs, and policies 

developed for e-learning programs, would help to better understand how policy is 

informing and supporting faculty.  

Rationale 

An important characteristic of higher education, e-learning is shifting the 

pedagogical landscape of the 21st century (Garrison & Anderson, 2003; Goodfellow & 

Lea, 2007; Pachler & Daly, 2011). The academy needs to be creative to meet the 

challenges of building and modernizing infrastructure in concert with the advancement of 

educational technology, and over all teaching and learning environments (Brock 

University Faculty Association, 2014; Lathrop & Grose, 2014a, 2014b). As discussed, 

there many factors that have influenced the growth of e-learning in higher education 

today: fluctuating enrolment, rising institutional costs, economic pressures, and 



15 

 

expectations from students for more flexible teaching and learning options. Although not 

the focus of this research, Connor (2014) suggests that massive open online courses are 

also influencing traditional teaching practices and university policy.  

Collectively, these factors are challenging current modes of teaching and learning, 

and prompting the need for new policies and pedagogical models (Chaloux, 2014; 

Conole, 2007; Sharpe, Beetham, & De Freitas, 2010). Ball (2015b) suggests that new 

capacities, new skills, and new pedagogy may facilitate the need to borrow, build, re-

order, displace, construct, and/or re-construct the teaching and learning process. This 

reconstruction should also be prompting the need for policy reviews. Though a 

potentially complex process, policy reviews can be catalysts for “institutional 

transformation and regeneration” (Ball, 2015b, p. 309), which may be needed to support 

faculty who are currently engaged in e-learning, or to date, have opted out.  

Face-to-face teaching and e-learning are different. If, as Wallace (2007) and 

Solomon (2005) suggest, applying policies created for campus-based courses may fit 

some components of e-learning programming (such as course objectives) but not others 

(instructional methods, curriculum design, attendance, participation, and evaluation 

strategies for example), such an approach could be problematic for universities. This 

research explores faculty perspectives on e-learning policy in a Canadian university, and 

how those policies had influenced their use of e-learning. Inserting e-learning into an 

existing traditional structure at this university could warrant a reassessment of policies, 

practices, and infrastructure to make space for what Barajas and Gannaway (2007) 

referred to as an “emerging institutional structure” (p. 117).  
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As such, a better understanding of how university policies are perceived by, and 

influence faculty members who do use e-learning to teach undergraduate courses, and 

those who do not, is needed. Faculty perspectives of, and the identification, and 

collection of institutional, and connective policies should fill this gap. Together, faculty 

perspectives and a review of relevant policies should also provide new insights into the 

challenges and opportunities facing faculty and administrators today. 

Research Questions  

Although qualitative research relies on the views of the participants in the study, 

and less on the direction identified in the literature, the literature provided some direction 

for the research questions (Creswell, 2008). There are three primary research questions, 

the answers to which emerged from the responses to an exploratory online questionnaire, 

faculty perceptions gathered during interviews, and documentary research conducted at 

the university:  

1. How and why did e-learning policy emerge at the university? 

2. How do faculty members who use e-learning to teach undergraduate courses, and 

faculty members who do not, perceive how university policies and practices have 

influenced their use of e-learning? 

3. How may Weaver-Hightower’s (2008) policy ecology framework help us to 

understand the policy process as it relates to e-learning, and how may it inform 

future e-learning practice? 

The research took place at a traditional university, one in which the main form of 

teaching is face-to-face, and on campus. Within this parameter, locating and retrieving 

pertinent e-learning documents and policies was an important component of the research 

process. The following secondary research questions were created to help (a) locate 
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relevant documents, (b) guide the collection and review of data and policy needed to 

identify themes and understand e-learning programming within the university, and (c) 

guide the document analysis: 

4. What e-learning policy currently exists within the university?  

5. How do e-learning policies integrate with other policies?  

6. With regard to teaching e-learning courses, how does staffing policy, or lack 

thereof, affect faculty? 

7. How does the wider policy context inform the development of online courses? 

8. What factors need to be taken into account to make informed e-learning policy?  

Outline of Chapters 

Chapter 1 provided an introduction to this research and described the problem, 

purpose of, and rationale for the study.  The two theoretical frameworks used, and the 

research questions asked are also included. To help the reader situate the researcher 

within the context of this study, the chapter included my background, and closes with a 

supplemental section that describes key concepts associated with this research.  

Chapter 2, the literature review, is organized into four sections. Section 1 provides 

an overview of the field of e-learning research, trends in field, and the state of e-learning 

research in Canadian universities. Section 2 provides background on e-learning course 

enrolment, the cost of e-learning, the challenges associated with integrating e-learning, 

and the implications e-learning may have on pedagogy. Section 3 is about faculty—their 

perceptions of and their satisfaction with e-learning in general. Section 4 shifts the focus 

to research in e-learning policy, mostly in Canadian universities.  

Chapter 3 presents the methodology that was selected to guide this research. 

Specific to methodology, this is a qualitative multimethod inquiry. The research design 
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comprised of an online questionnaire, interviews with full-time faculty, and document 

collection. Chapter 4 presents the findings, and answers the research questions. The 

findings are related to the literature in chapter 5, which also examines the implications for 

future research and the potential ramifications related to this study. 
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Key Concepts, Definitions, and Associated Terms 

There are four key concepts associated with this research: e-learning, technology 

and innovation, policy, and the university. Not surprisingly, there are numerous ways to 

think about them, and most have different historical backgrounds. By providing an 

explanation of key concepts, various definitions, and an overview of relevant terms the 

intent of this section is to provide a general context for the reader.  

Policy, as an area of study encapsulates many associated terms (e.g., the policy 

process, policy actors, networks, policy analysis, power, and accountability) that required 

explanation. As this research takes place in the university environment, I felt it would be 

helpful to include a brief historical perspective, the role of the university, background on 

our Canadian higher education system, how it is funded, and the demand for it in Canada 

and in Ontario.    

e-Learning 

e-learning (or electronic learning) is a contested term with many definitions.  

Historically, e-learning came into use in the mid-1990s when the World Wide Web was 

developing, and interest in asynchronous (or one-way) online group discussion was 

growing (Garrison, 2011). e-learning happens online, and typically uses the World Wide 

Web to access learning management systems, and information over the Internet (World 

Wide Web Foundation, n.d). e-learning classes can be accessed using local (or private) 

networks, but most universities rely on the Internet to deliver their e-learning programs 

(CCL, 2009). However, while e-learning facilitates people talking, writing, teaching, and 

learning with each other (or independently) using computer-based systems, e-learning is 

not a computer system or just a communications and delivery tool. Rather it is a complex, 

multi-faceted phenomenon that Andrews and Haythornthwaite (2007) described as a  



20 

 

leaky system; that spreads to take advantage of any and all opportunities for 

communicating, learning, and seeking resources, and, like an invasive species, 

turns up in many places not traditionally associated with formal instruction—the 

kitchen table, coffee shop, workplace, hotel room or corner of the bedroom.  

Through instructor and student push-and-pull, e-learning colonizes new 

technologies and new spaces, with each new generation of technologies 

providing, but also creating demand for new kinds of delivery (e.g. gaming, 

podcasting, video streaming and mobility inherent in cell and mobile phones, 

PDAs, and laptops). (pp. 18-19)                     

For comparison, I have included definitions proposed by other sources in this 

section (e.g., Carter et al., 2014; Garrison, 2011; Higher Education Funding Council for 

England [HEFCE], 2015; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

[OECD], 2005a, 2005b; Sangra, Vlachopoulous, & Cabrera, 2012). However, for the 

purposes of this research, the following definition of e-learning proposed by the CCL 

(2009) has been adopted:  

e-learning is the development of knowledge and skills through the use of 

information and communications technology (ICTs), particularly to support 

interactions for learning—interactions with content, with learning activities and 

tools, and with other people. (p. 30)  

The CCL definition was chosen as it makes reference to information and communication 

technology, to learning, to content and activities, and importantly, to people.  

Given e-learning’s dependence on the World Wide Web and the Internet, it is 

understandable that numerous definitions make mention of and identify a variety of 

electronic technologies. Some definitions of e-learning emphasize a relationship to 
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technology, and/or information and communications technology. With such diversity 

between course delivery methods and terminology, Allen and Seaman’s (2013) categories 

are helpful in describing courses, and identifying types of courses based on the 

percentage of content delivered online (see Table 1). 

Whereas e-learning may be thought of as distance education (which can be 

attributed to geography, or distance), or online learning (which uses a variety of 

technologies to deliver e-learning), Garrison’s (2011) reference to e-learning “as 

electronically mediated asynchronous and synchronous communication for the purpose of 

constructing and confirming knowledge” (p. 2) extends beyond geography and 

technology, to include the construction of knowledge.  

However, to build one inclusive definition of e-learning that could be accepted by 

the majority of the scientific community, Sangra et al. (2012) conducted a comprehensive 

study that included an extensive literature review, as well as a series of online 

questionnaires that were distributed to recognized e-learning experts. The experts were 

selected based on having conducted research in the field, and that their findings were 

published in journals, government reports, theses, and/or dissertations. 
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Table 1 

Allen and Seaman’s (2003) Course Categories (Based on Percentage of Content 

Delivered Online) 

Percentage of 

content delivered 

online Course category Typical description 

0% Traditional Course where no online technology used; content is 

delivered in writing or orally.  

1–29% Web facilitated Course that uses web-based technology to facilitate 
what is essentially a face-to-face course. May use a 

course management system (CMS) or web pages to 

post the syllabus and assignments.  

30–79% Blended/hybrid Course that blends online and face-to-face delivery. 

Substantial proportion of the content is delivered 

online, typically uses online discussions, and typically 

has a reduced number of face-to-face meetings.  

>80% Online Course in which most or all of the content is delivered 

online. Typically has no face-to-face meetings.  
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The experts represented 16 countries; Australia, Brazil, Canada, France, 

Germany, Greece, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Puerto Rico, Spain, 

Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States of America. Of the initial 103 

experts identified and invited, 33 participated in the study. All 16 countries were 

represented. After analyzing the results of the literature review and the expert’s 

comments, the research team crafted the following definition of e-learning:  

e-learning is an approach to teaching and learning, representing all or part of the  

educational model applied, which is based on the use of electronic media and 

devices as tools for improving access to training, communication and interaction 

and that facilitates the adoption of new ways of understanding and developing 

learning. (Sangra et al., 2012, p. 5) 

Although the proposed definition was rated positively by 31 of the 33 participants who 

evaluated it, Sangra et al. (2012) conceded the difficulty in devising a single, inclusive 

definition of e-learning; they described e-learning as “a new dynamic that characterizes 

educational systems in the 21st century” (p. 4), that needed to take into account many 

different disciplines, including communication technology, technology, and pedagogy.  

The OECD also proposed a definition of e-learning. Made up of 35 member 

countries (including Canada, the United States, and the United Kingdom), the OECD’s 

mission is to promote policies that will improve the economic and social well-being of 

people around the world. It defined e-learning as the use of information and 

communications technology to enhance and/or support learning in tertiary (or higher) 

education (OECD, 2005a, 2005b).  

The HEFCE (2016a), an organization sponsored by the Department for Business, 

Innovation and Skills and accountable to the United Kingdom Government, defined e-
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learning in two ways: the “delivery of content via electronic media, such as the Internet, 

video, interactive TV and CD-ROM. e-learning encompasses all learning undertaken 

whether formal or informal, through electronic delivery” (HEFCE, 2016b); and (b) the 

“use of technologies in learning opportunities, encompassing flexible learning as well as 

distance learning; and the use of information and communication technology as a 

communications and delivery tool, between individuals and groups, to support students 

and improve the management of learning” (HEFCE, 2005, as cited in Andrews & 

Haythornthwaite, 2007, p. 2).  

There are many definitions, and different ways to conceptualize e-learning. 

Whereas Carter et al. (2014) considered e-learning to be the “integration of pedagogy, 

instructional technology and the Internet into teaching and learning environments” (p. 1), 

Rudestam and Schoenholtz-Read (2010) referred to e-learning on a grander scale, as a 

movement, one with roots that are “technological, financial and pedagogical” (p. 4). 

However, I chose the CCL definition as it makes reference not only to information and 

communication technology but also to learning, to content and activities, and importantly, 

to people. 

Technology and Innovation  

Technology and innovation can be defined and applied in different ways, although 

as terms or concepts, they are often used synonymously (Marshall, 2010). Partially in 

response to the changes brought on by both technology and innovation, the university has 

become more knowledge based, and its primary role has shifted from that of knowledge 

creator, to agent of economic growth (Wolfe, 2005).  

Technology. Franklin (2004) defined technology as “practice” and as “a system” 

(p. 2). Practice, which reflects the way things get done, has changed over time. The 
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Internet, for example, has changed how we communicate, and the way knowledge is kept, 

shared, experienced, and transmitted. Technology as a “system” involves organization, 

procedures, symbols, new words, equations, and most importantly, a new mindset 

(Franklin, 2004, p. 2). Franklin (2004) also suggests that technology, like democracy, 

which includes ideas and practices, has changed social and individual relationships, and 

“forced us to re-examine and redefine our notions of power and accountability” (p. 2). 

Technological changes associated with the computer and the Internet, have also had a 

profound effect on the type of workforce that is needed today (Ontario Ministry of 

Training, Colleges & Universities, 2016b).   

In addition to technology as practice, idea, or mindset, it can also be 

contextualized as a service (e.g., e-mail service, workstation service, or technology 

environment protection service). The Government of British Columbia (2016) defines 

information technology as a term made up of the entire spectrum of technologies used in 

information processing. These technologies include software, hardware, communications 

technologies, and related services.  

A major user of information technology services, the Government of Canada 

organizes these services into five categories, or services groups: (a) distributed 

computing, (b) application/database development and maintenance, (c) production and 

operations computing, (d) voice and data telecommunications, and (e) information 

technology security (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, 2008). On total annual 

revenue of $222.2B in 2005-2006, the Government of Canada is estimated to have spent 

approximately $4.95B on information technology services (Treasury Board of Canada 

Secretariat, 2008). As a point of comparison, during the same period, it spent $27.8B on 
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elderly benefits, $23.0B on support for health and other social programs, and $14.7B on 

employment insurance benefits (Government of Canada, 2006). As funding for higher 

education was bundled into a block referred to as the Canada Social Transfer (CST), it is 

not possible to specify the federal governmentʼs indirect contribution.  However, it is 

estimated that the provinces received $8.4B in core funding for universities and colleges 

in 2005-2006 (Library of Parliament, 2006).     

Innovation. Innovation can also be defined in different ways. The Government of 

Canada (2014) defines innovation as 

the use of new ideas, products, or methods where they have not been used before, 

and can be defined as new or significantly improved product (good or service) 

introduced to the market, or the introduction within an enterprise of a new or 

significantly improved process. Innovations are based on the results of new 

technological developments, new technology combinations, or the use of other 

knowledge, acquired by the enterprise. The innovations may be developed by the 

innovating enterprise or by another enterprise. However, purely selling 

innovations wholly produced and developed by other enterprises is not included 

as an innovation activity, nor is introducing products with purely aesthetic 

changes. (p. 58) 

A few examples of innovation in Canada are the creation of the steam automobile in 

1860, insulin treatment for diabetes in the 1920s, and in the 1990s the BlackBerry cell 

phone that included a keyboard.   

The Conference Board of Canada (2016), an independent, evidenced-based not-

for-profit-research organization, defined innovation as “the process through which 
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economic and social value is extracted from knowledge, through the generation, 

development and implementation of ideas to produce new or improved strategies, 

capabilities, products, services or processes” (para. 1). In this new knowledge-based role, 

the university is becoming an “engine of innovation”—a generator of new ideas that 

stimulates the creation of commercial, economically valuable products needed to support 

economic growth (Wolfe, 2005, p. 167).  

Technology and innovation can also affect the structure of university departments; 

the relationships between faculty, administrators, and students; course catalogues; 

university strategies and mandates; as well as campus buildings, environments, facilities, 

and grounds (Christensen & Eyring, 2011). e-learning, a product of both technology and 

innovation, has expanded teaching and learning options. Whether teaching and learning is 

experienced online, on campus, or somewhere else, e-learning has evolved from being 

just a tool for learning, or an online course management or communication site, to an 

environment that can be used to construct effective teaching and learning experiences 

(Phillips, McNaught, & Kennedy, 2012). However, regardless of whether technology is 

viewed as a practice, system, idea, or mindset, or innovation is considered a strategy, 

process, engine, or idea, society is likely to experience the same level of technological 

change in the next 100 years as it experienced in the past 20,000 years (Kurzweil, 2005, 

as cited in Marshall, 2010). and technology will continue to influence the academy for 

many years to come.  

Policy 

As the primary purpose of this research was to inquire into faculty member 

perspectives on e-learning policy, it was important to understand policy, and a number of 
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terms associated with policy study. This section will review what is meant by policy, 

public policy, the policy process, policy actors, policy networks, policy analysis, power, 

and accountability. 

Policy is another contested term with different definitions. Policy can be 

understood in many ways, as: text, discourse, process, or outcomes (Ball, 1993, 2008b); 

actions, a course of action, or inaction (Dye, 1976); activities with a goal (Dye, 2001); 

regulations or laws (Birkland, 2016); and practices, symbols, or discourse (Schneider & 

Ingram, 1997, as cited in Birkland, 2016). Policy can also be reflected in discourse, 

which Miljan (2012) describes as a potential “unfolding tapestry of words, and symbols, 

constructed out of the multiple definitions (or denials) of a public problem, that structures 

thinking and action in that issue area” (p. 21). Considered a classic description, Lasswell 

and Kaplan in 1950 defined policy “as a projected program of goals, values and 

practices” (2014, p. 71).  

Policy can also be (a) whatever governments choose to do or not, and (b) a 

continuing series of activities with a goal, objective, or purpose (Dye, 1976, 2001). 

Finding a consensus-driven definition of policy impossible, Birkland (2016) proposed 

policy to be “a statement by government–at whatever level, in whatever form–of what it 

intends to do about a public problem” (p. 9). Fowler (2004) defined public policy as the 

“dynamic and value laden process through which a political system handles a public 

problem, and can include a government’s expressed intentions and official enactments as 

well as its consistent patterns of activity and inactivity” (p. 9). However, Miljian (2012) 

questioned the validity of policy as inaction, and argued that while the failure to act may 

be a conscious choice, it could also put the public in danger.  
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Specific to education, Delaney (2002) defined educational policy as (a) a 

formalized act, one that (b) has a pre-agreed objective, (c) is approved or sanctioned by 

an institutional body or authority, and (d) provides some kind of standard for measuring 

performance (pp. 13-15). Although policy study can include a wide range of areas and 

issues, policy study in education has tended to focus on either the policy process, policy 

issues, or on critiques of specific policies (Bell & Stevenson, 2006). Policy, education or 

otherwise, can also be represented as regulation, a ruling, a decision, as law, or a group of 

laws that govern specific issues or areas.  

As this research focused on e-learning policy in a university (and not specifically 

policy, or public policy in the university), and given that the majority of Canada’s 

universities are considered public institutions, it was helpful to understand the difference 

between policy and public policy. What makes public policy, public? In Canada, our 

constitutional system provides the government with the power to make policy (by taking 

action or not), in the interests of the public (Birkland, 2016). Although universities in 

Canada are autonomous institutions, as public institutions, they are accountable to 

provincial or territorial government ministries, or departments. While they also may be 

supported financially by student fees, bequests, donations, nongovernmental grants, and 

sales of products and services, much of the funding for universities in Canada comes 

from public sources; provincially administered federal allocations, and federal research 

grants (Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, 2016b).   

The policy process. Ball (2008b) described policy as an ongoing, interactional, 

unstable process that could be interpreted and enacted in different places. While gestures, 

symbols, and words may be components of policy, the policy process can be thought of 



30 

 

as an approach, or framework that can be used to translate problems or ideas into policies 

(Miljan, 2012). There are numerous individual activities associated with policymaking. 

Examining how and when specific activities are repeatedly and collectively used together 

can reveal patterns, from which policy models and/or policy process frameworks have 

emerged (Dye, 2011). Policy process models can include a series of actions: identifying a 

problem, agenda setting, formulating policy proposals, legitimating policy, implementing 

policy, evaluating policy, and the rational model is one example of a policy process (Dye, 

2011). While there are numerous versions of rational process models, they typically 

utilize rigid processes designed to: (a) collect information that will, (b) identify 

symptoms of the problems that are necessary, then (c) conduct a comprehensive review 

necessary to (d) make the best choices necessary to fix the problems (Malen, 2005).  

Although the use of a rational model may help people or institutions to better 

understand and organize the components within the process, it has been criticized as 

being too restrictive and requiring more latitude (Etzioni, 1968, 1993; Simon, 1957). The 

rational model’s typically defined steps also tend to ignore moral intuition, parts of 

human emotion, and life experience (Stone, 2012). While some policies require, or 

progress through all of the rational stages, others may require continual attention or focus 

on one specific stage. For example, a policy or idea may need to be evaluated frequently 

before, rather than just after implementation (Birkland, 2016).  

Policy actors. The policy process is an iterative, layered process that involves 

idea generation, consideration, and analysis by people (referred to as actors), who in 

various roles and positions help to create or look for ways to influence the creation and 

implementation of policy (Ball, Maguire, & Braun, 2012; Cahn, 2012). The term actor 
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can include both individuals, such as faculty, students, board committee members, 

community representatives, as well as groups such as faculty associations, university 

boards, professional associations, or government ministries (Fowler, 2004). Collectively, 

policy actors are the “cast of characters” who play major, or minor roles in the process of 

policy development, adoption, and implementation (Fowler, 2004, p. 141). 

Although policy can be developed or rewritten at different times, in many places 

and by various actors, the policy process, which tends to focus on texts, principles, and 

practices, often neglects the roles that actors play (Ball, 2015a). As an integral element of 

his policy ecology, Weaver-Hightower (2008) described actors as persons or groups who 

occupied various types of, in some cases, multiple roles. Given that actors take on 

different roles, have different areas of expertise, and that their levels of influence vary, 

knowing who they are, and what institution they belong to or represent, is an important 

part of the policy process (Fowler, 2004; Malen, 2005).  

While Weaver Hightower (2008) suggested that some actors are more powerful 

than others, and some are more responsible for making decisions and policy, all were 

connected directly, or indirectly to each other by social, ideological, historical and/or 

institutional relationships. However, despite having different perspectives and ideological 

positions on issues and policies, actors are often categorized as being equal, or the same 

(Ball et al., 2012).  These connections, and shared interests or concerns represent the 

concept of a policy network (Nutley & Webb, 2000).   

Policy networks. As structures or processes, policy networks vary in design, and 

use across organizations and policy fields (Pal, 2014). Borzel (1997) defined policy 

networks as a group of relatively stable, non-hierarchical, and interdependent 
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relationships that link a variety of actors. The actors share common interests with regard 

to policy, they exchange resources to pursue these shared interests, and recognize that co-

operation is the best way to achieve common goals. Policy networks provide a way to 

represent and trace relationships within the policy field (Ball, 2008a). They can also 

provide insight into the existence, and patterns of both formal and informal relationships 

that shape policy agendas and decision-making, and provide information that can be 

useful in analyzing the policy making process (Nutley & Webb, 2000).  

Unlike structured rational policy models in which actors behave in an organized 

and defined manner, policy networks are not made up of specific, named, or sequential 

tasks. Rather they present as less formal, fluid clusters of actors and groups, within which 

membership and accountability continuously shifts (Newman, 2001, as cited in Ball, 

2008a). However, as roles, functions, and borders within a policy network are generally 

more fluid, individuals or organizations may find themselves engaged in different ways, 

in different parts of the networks (Ball, 2008b). Within the field of education, policy 

networks can prompt a redistribution of policy influence, and help to reveal less 

powerful, or well-known actors with new ideas (Ball & Exley, 2010). Within the area of 

education policy in the United Kingdom, Ball (2008a) suggested that new “experimental” 

and “strategic” governance supported by policy networks has encouraged discourse 

between actors who may not otherwise done so (p. 748).  

Although flexible boundaries can provide space and opportunity for new actors to 

emerge, adopting a policy network model typically requires institutions to shift to a more 

porous, collaborative, open and participatory governance style (Phillips, 2007). 

Unfortunately, this change could prove challenging for mature institutions such as 
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universities, where policy styles have been rooted in institutionalism, and governed by 

specific rules, processes, and cultural norms (Phillips, 2007). However, while policy 

networks may provide a more open space for policy creation and implementation, they 

may also expose a complex, interdependent, and very political approach to policy 

analysis (Weaver-Hightower, 2008).  

Policy analysis. A method, technique, or approach that can be used to review, or 

evaluate one, or a series of policies, policy analysis can be defined as “the disciplined 

application of intellect to public problems” (Pal, 2014, p. 15). Policy analysis is also a 

process that can be used to create, critically assess, and communicate information 

beneficial to understanding and improving policies (Dunn, 1994). If one of the main 

purposes of public policy is to increase the welfare of society, policy analysis as an 

instrument, can be used to help decision makers compare and evaluate policy alternatives 

(Vining & Boardman, 2007).  

Policy analysis can be about finding out what governments or institutions do, why 

they do it, and what difference, if any, it makes (Dye, 2011). It can also be something 

used by government, and nongovernmental organizations to design, implement and 

evaluate existing policies, programmes and other courses of action (Dobuzinskis, 

Howlett, & Laycock, 2007). 

Policy analysis is also about people and about relationships between people. 

Wildavsky (2006) suggested that in order to improve what may come, policy analysis is 

best approached creatively, and by policy analysts who consider and reflect on what has 

happened in the past. Policies should not be considered as infinite truths but rather as 

hypotheses that should be open to interpretation, change, and replacement by something 

different. As such, thinking about policy analysis as relationships between people, rather 
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than “strange symbols or dollar signs is not only more humane, but also more accurate” 

(Wildavsky, 2006, p. 17).   

Policy analysis should also be informed by whichever discipline it is being 

applied to. For example, although Saltmarsh (2015) suggested that educational policy 

research may provide opportunities to reflect on and consider new ways to think about or 

reconfigure ways of being, knowing, and doing, policy analysis in education may also 

require a systematic application of theory and methodology (Dye, 1976). However, given 

that policy problems can be complex and multi-faceted, or embedded in environments 

that may be complicated by cultural or religious biases, policy analysis methodologies 

should be considered carefully, and applied appropriately (Pal, 2014). Not a 

straightforward exercise, policy analysis can be considered more art than science that 

may require analysts to draw on intuition, as well as method (Bardach, 2009). 

Accountability 

Within public governance, accountability refers to the standards or criteria 

citizens hold public officials to. In most countries, government traditionally holds 

responsibility for law and order, socio-economic development, poverty eradication, job 

creation, public security, as well as the maintenance of values such as objectivity, 

equality, representation, integrity, fairness, welfare, citizenship, and justice (Haque, 

2000). However, changes in public governance have shifted focus to economic growth 

and performance, competition, profit, value for money, and an overemphasis on 

productivity and efficiency (Haque, 2000, p. 601). This focus on fiscal matters, rising 

costs, concerns over efficiency, measurable outcomes, and management and economic 

responsibility has affected the academy (Wagner, 1989). As a consequence, universities 
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in Canada, which in the past have operated in very autonomous modes, are now expected 

to be demonstrably more accountable (Skolnik, 2016).  

Today, universities are expected to operate like organizations, be equipped with 

specialized systems, and staffed with administrators and executives dedicated to ensuring 

that the academy’s plans, goals, and strategies are met. At the same time, the academy is 

also expected to collect data that measures how well its members are performing. 

Ramirez (2010) referred to this as a circular process of accountability, in which 

performance reviews may lead to revisions of goals, resource allocation decisions, and 

new strategies that could be more effective in attaining university goals. This circular 

process of accountability is an example of how neoliberal processes (e.g., contracts, 

audits, performance reviews) hold students, faculty, and educational institutions 

accountable to government, and to market performance expectations (Webb, 2011).  

While accountability can be thought of simply as rules and regulations, 

performance goals, results, and policy initiatives within higher education, Clark’s (1983) 

accountability triangle suggests there are three forces to which universities are 

accountable: academic concerns, market forces, and public priorities. Academic concerns 

involve the issues and interests of the academic community, which is made up of 

professors and administrators. Market forces address the demands of students, parents, 

businesses, and other clients of the university, and public priorities reflect the public 

needs and desires for university programs and services.  

A Google search of accountability in Ontario universities provided numerous 

examples of accountability documents. For example, at McMaster University (2017), 

performance goals, which are established annually, reflect strategic priorities in support 

of the university's mission. Strategic Mandate Agreements provide another example of 
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accountability, which publicly funded universities in Ontario were required to develop, 

and sign with the Ontario Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Development 

(OMAESD, 2018) beginning in 2014. Tied to the agreements was a requirement that 

universities provide numerous reports each year, including strategic, academic, and 

business plans. The reports were intended to demonstrate that the universities had 

delivered on the commitments made in the agreements, and that they had made effective 

use of Ministry funding (COU, 2017b). A communiqué from the president of Western 

University (2017) is another example of university accountability (refer to Appendix K). 

In summary and regardless of the form, Miljan (2012) argued that policy consists 

of deliberate choices that lead to deliberate actions, for example the enactment of a law, 

the allocation of funds, a speech, a gesture, or even observable inactions. Whether policy 

is viewed as whatever governments choose to do or not, or as a continuing series of 

activities with a goal, objective, or a purpose (Dye, 2001), policy changes and is often in 

a state of flux, of “becoming,” of “was,” “never was,” and “not quite” (Ball, 1993, p. 11). 

As Cunningham (1963) suggested, policy is “like an elephant—you recognize one when 

you see it, but it is somewhat more difficult to define” (as cited in Delaney, 2002, p. 13). 

The University 

 

The following section was included because this research is about university 

policy, e-learning policy specifically, and it was undertaken in a university in Ontario, 

Canada. The purpose of including of the role of the university, the university in Canada, 

funding Canadian universities, the university in Ontario, funding and tuition in Ontario 

universities, and the demand for higher education in Ontario was to provide context. 

 In 1852 John Henry Newman, then an Oxford tutor and minister of the Church of 

England, defined the university as a place of teaching universal knowledge. Newman 
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suggested that the objective of the university was intellectual, not moral, and its primary 

responsibility was the diffusion and extension of knowledge, rather than the advancement 

of it (Scott, 1984). The word university roughly translates from the Latin universitas 

magistrorum et scholarium, meaning a community of teachers and scholars (Cote & 

Allahar, 2011), and also derives from the Latin word for corporation (Wickenden, n.d., as 

cited in Noble, 1977). As a corporation, the university is able to elect a head, and officers 

as required, to own property, to use a common seal, and to draw up its own constitution. 

A key knowledge institution of modern society, the university is a producer of 

much of the theoretical knowledge (Scott, 1984). Although the purpose of the university 

is to create and transmit knowledge through teaching and research (Lockwood & Davies, 

1985), fundamentally the university has two basic objectives: (a) the dissemination of 

knowledge and (b) the development of knowledge (Jones, 1998). Universities are places 

where scholars pursue knowledge for its own sake, and are a vital source of critical 

perspective on many issues that matter to society (Schafer, 2008, as cited in Turk, 2008).  

Proposing that there are two components to the university, Barnett (2016) 

expanded the definition of the university to include (a) the idea of the university and (b) 

the institution itself. The idea of the university reflects its hopes, ideals, expectations, and 

visions. The institution, which can influence social, economic, and cultural affairs locally, 

regionally, and/or globally, draws from the ideas of the university. These ideas are 

inspired by where the university has been historically, is now, whether or not it wants to 

endorse its past or present form, or to be critical of it (Barnett, 2016, p. 4). The “idea of 

the university” can be thought of as a social construction or entity, one that human beings 

operate, determine what kind of institution they will be, what they should be good for 

and, who should and will benefit from them (Benson & Harkavy, 2002).  
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If the idea of the university cannot be fully understood beyond, or outside of its 

historical origins or context as Oakeshott (1972) suggests, what elements are necessary to 

understanding the university? Barnett (2012) proposed that geography, history, traditions, 

and circumstances are very relevant, as they help us to understand “country-specific 

narratives” (p. 5), and identify commonalities that may exist in the academy regionally, 

or globally. For example, from a global perspective, the following themes can be seen in 

Australia, China, South Africa, and Latin America: (a) a shift towards “performativity” 

(where efficiency and output have become crucial), (b) a driving up of knowledge that 

has direct applicability in society (and in which that impact can be demonstrated), (c) a 

slide away from a “liberal education” towards a vocational education, and (d) the 

increasing influence of governments and intergovernmental agencies in encouraging 

these shifts (Barnett, 2012, p. 4).  

Emberley (1997) described the university as (a) universitas, or the pursuit of truth 

and knowledge, and (b) civitas, which relates more to the university as an environment, 

or a place for debate and dialogue. While universities provide space for informed public 

debates, they provide a safe place for social criticism (Austin & Jones, 2016), where 

teachers and students can act upon their experiences to liberate, revolutionize, and 

transform the world (Freire, 1996, 2009).  

The role of the university. To educate the estimated 200 million students 

attending thousands of universities around the world (Barnett 2016), today’s universities 

are expected to perform many roles. However, while the university can be considered a 

place for teaching, research and service, or as an information and learning organization 

(Balderston, 1995), the university’s role is subject to interpretation. Bowden and Marton 

(2004) suggested that learning is the critical feature of the university, which is about 
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expanding, widening, and transforming the collective mind (p. 5); they argued, however, 

that the university has only one aim: learning, “for individuals (through knowledge being 

formed which is new to a particular person), for humanity (through knowledge being 

formed which is new in an absolute sense), and for communities (through knowledge 

being formed for specific reasons)” (p. ix).  

Universities also create knowledge, contribute to social and economic 

development through new concepts, ideas, and applications, and have evolved to become 

one of the most complex organizations created (Austin & Jones, 2016). The university’s 

role in democratic society is to offer high quality education, and undertake valuable 

scholarship for the benefit of community and society (Turk, 2008). North American 

universities share a similar role: to serve the public good by preserving, transmitting, and 

advancing knowledge (Turk, 2008).  

That we are living in a time when knowledge is more vital than ever, replacing 

other resources as the main driver of economic growth, confirms how important the 

university is to society (Faust, 2010). However, universities are contested terrain (Turk, 

2008), and the role of the university is changing (Clark et al., 2009; Cote & Allahar, 

2011; Jones, 2016; Turk, 2008, 2014; West, 1988). Consequently, although the university 

may be perceived as a unique, enduring, flexible, and resilient organization with many 

roles, it is challenged and cannot continue to replicate what was before (Balderston, 

1995; Crow, 2014). As such, if the academy is to respond to changing demands and new 

opportunities, it should understand how current structures, roles, and ways of doing 

things have shaped their visions and accomplishments (Barnett, 2012; Cameron, 2002; 

Crow, 2014).  
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The university in Canada. Canada’s system of higher education supports a 

country that is the second largest nation in the world, and is home to an ethnically and 

culturally diverse population of approximately 35,749,600 (Jones, 1997; Statistics 

Canada, 2015a). Canada is made up of 10 provinces and three territories. There are 95 

public and not-for-profit universities and university degree level colleges across Canada 

(Council of Ministers of Education Canada [CMEC], 2016a). Canadian universities 

provide general and professional education, offer more than 10,000 undergraduate and 

graduate degree programs (CMEC, 2016a), and also provide a variety of services for 

individuals, organizations, communities and governments. These services include 

business or research consulting, product testing, policy or program evaluations, and also 

operate health clinics, museums, theaters, and day-care centres (Di Petta, 2004).  

Universities in Canada are created under the authority of a province’s universities 

act, a societies act, or equivalent, with higher education as its primary purpose. 

Universities are created for the purpose of offering degree programs, to conduct research 

in various disciplines, and to contribute to knowledge through research (Orton, 2009). 

Almost all Canadian universities have a two-tiered, bicameral system of governance, 

which includes a corporate board of governors responsible for overall administrative, 

financial and policy matters, and an academic senate that is responsible for program and 

academic planning, admission, and degree qualifications (CMEC, 2016b; Jones, 1977). 

Senate decisions are subject to board approval (CMEC, 2016b).  

Although Canada has one of the most educated populations, and boasts among the 

highest university participation rates in the world, its university system is made up of a 

highly decentralized, uncoordinated network of provincial systems (Jones, 2014). There 
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is no federal department of education in Canada, no national ministry of education, 

higher education policy, or central body responsible for assessment or accreditation of 

universities (Jones, 2014). Across Canada, provincial ministers, ministries, or 

departments of education must consider differences in curriculum, accountability, and 

assessment policies relative to the geography, language, history and the needs of their 

citizens when organizing and delivering higher education in their provinces (CMEC, 

2016b).  

Funding Canadian universities. University operating grants historically had 

been disbursed by the federal government directly to the universities across Canada. That 

changed in 1976-1977, when the Government of Canada created the Established 

Programs Financing (EPF) Act. The objective of the Act was to give the provinces more 

responsibility for setting policy, while enabling the federal government to control its costs. 

From 1977 on, funding for higher education was made to the provinces (Jones, 2014).  

Today Canadian universities are reliant on (a) tuition fees (which as a share of 

operating revenue increased from 18% to 37% between 1993 and 2014), (b) compulsory 

fees (which are largely unregulated, and tripled between 1993 and 2014), and (c) private 

donations and industry partnerships. The average cost of tuition (including other fees) in 

Canadian universities in 1993-1994 was $2,320; by 2013 it had increased to $6,589, and 

was expected to rise to $7,755 by 2017-2018. As a result, rather than implementing 

strategies that could reduce fees and ensure accessibility on a universal basis, provinces 

have planned increases that reflect inflation, the cost of living, and higher tuition and 

compulsory fees to fund university education (Shaker & MacDonald, 2014).   
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Although determining the cost of Canada’s university system involves sifting 

through a complex web of policies, regulations, and mechanisms, since the 1990s, that 

cost has been influenced by three factors: (a) federal funding, (b) changing demographics, 

and (c) the adoption of what has been described of as a “climate of neo-liberal market 

based philosophy” (Snowden, 2005, p. 1). Funding for higher education in Canada is 

declining. As a share of total university operating revenue, public funding fell from 79% 

to 55% from 1991 to 2011, and the reason why universities are now considered to be 

publicly assisted, rather than publicly funded (Canadian Association of University 

Teachers [CAUT], 2015). Another decline in funding is reflected in the $3.8 billion 2014-

2015 cash transfer provided within the Canada Social Transfer for postsecondary 

education, which was $500 million less than the 1992-1993 contribution (CAUT, 2015).  

Today, the decentralized nature of Canada’s higher education sector has led to a 

complicated arrangement of provincial and territorial education systems, and no national 

quality assessment methods, policies, standards, or data systems (Jones, 2014). However, 

though the Canadian Council on Learning (2011) suggests that the country is falling 

behind other countries in postsecondary education, demand across Canada is strong, and 

the Canadian approach to university education has led to high participation, and high 

levels of attainment (Jones, 2014). By educating and training people, universities also 

generate significant economic benefits to the communities where they are situated and are 

major contributor to our economic and social well-being. For example, every dollar spent 

on postsecondary education creates $1.36 for the Canadian economy (Conference Board 

of Canada, 2014).  
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The university in Ontario, Canada. Ontario is Canada’s most populated 

province, and geographically located in the centre of the country. In 2010 Ontario’s 

population was 13.21 million people (which represented 39% of the total population of 

Canada); by July 2015 it had increased to 13.72 million people (Statistics Canada, 

2016a), and grew to 14.19 million in 2017. Ontario has 22 publicly assisted universities, 

with campuses in 33 Ontario communities (COU, 2016; OMAESD, 2017). University 

enrolment at both the undergraduate and graduate levels in Ontario rose steadily from 

2005 to 2015: In 2005, the enrolment for undergraduate students and graduate students 

was 336,486 and 36,506 respectively, and by 2014 had grown to 410,086 and 59,530 

(COU, 2016). In 2014, of the 469,616 students enrolled, 48,000 were international 

students (COU, 2016).  

Funding and tuition in Ontario universities. The current distribution of 

university funds in Ontario is enrolment based, and has not changed in more than 50 

years. Although the Government of Ontario increased operating funding to universities 

by 83% since 2003, in March 2015 a consultation sponsored by the Ontario Ministry of 

Training, Colleges and Universities (OMTCU) was launched. Seeking input from sector 

experts, university leaders, student organizations, faculty, and employers, the goal of the 

consultation was two-fold: (a) help develop a new, sustainable, student-centered 

provincial university funding formula to improve the quality of student learning, and (b) 

modernize the system used to distribute the $3.5 billion the Ministry provides to 

Ontario’s universities annually (OMTCU, 2015a, 2015c).   

Tuition in Ontario universities has soared in proportion to government 

contributions. For example, in 1992 students paid for 19% of university operating 
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budgets, as compared to 2012, when the student share paid for 51%. This highlights a 

major change to the Ontario university funding model, which has moved from publicly 

funding to publicly assisting higher education (Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance 

[OUSA], 2016).  According to the Ontario Confederation of University of Faculty 

Associations (OCUFA, 2015), Ontario also has the highest tuition fees and lowest level 

of per student funding in Canada. A decrease in the hiring of full-time professors, 

coupled with high tuition costs, not only burdens students and their families financially 

but also signals the government’s unwillingness to invest in university education, which 

may also be impacting the quality of university education in Ontario (OCUFA, 2015). 

The demand for higher education in Ontario. While demand for higher 

education in Ontario has steadily increased over the past 30 years, and is expected to 

continue, a decline in enrolment that began in 2015 and is expected to continue through 

to 2024 is now affecting the province’s universities. In 2015, for the second year in a 

row, applications submitted for university placements by high school students declined 

0.6% to 412,096, down 1.4% in 2014 from 2013. With overall enrolment expected to 

remain flat through to 2020, the eventual rebound is not expected to reflect the growth 

that Ontario universities experienced in the past decade (Tamburri, 2015). 

It is the children of the Boomer generation—referred to as Gen-Y or the Echo (of 

the Boomers), born between 1980 and 1996—who boosted elementary, high school, and 

then university enrolment from the early 1990s to the mid-2000s.  Having now largely 

finished their university education, the exit of the Gen-Ys from the university system is 

causing a ripple effect; the decline in university enrolment (Foot, 2014).   
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Declaring the enrolment boom over in 2014, Foot (2014) noticed that the groups 

registering for university behind the Gen-Ys were smaller, and would not fill the 

enrolment gap. Along with declining enrolment, provincial operating grants have also 

declined, which historically were allocated based on student enrolment. Reduced 

enrolment means a reduction in tuition revenues and operating grants received from the 

Ontario government, which have been allocated to each university based on historic 

enrolment levels (Tamburri, 2015). This decline can be attributed to a number of factors, 

including: negative population trends, demographic shifts (Foot, 2014), the university’s 

changing role in society, the pressure to make higher education more accessible (Chaloux 

& Miller, 2014), rising institutional costs (OUSA, 2011), and a global need for retraining 

and continuing education for workers of all ages (Association of Universities and 

Colleges in Canada [AUCC], 2011; “The Future of Universities,” 2014).   

The university in summary. Summerlee and Christensen Hughes (2010) suggest 

that if universities worldwide are to survive, they need to re-establish themselves, 

concentrate on innovation and relevance, to value pedagogical research, and ensure that 

institutional policies and practices support their educational mandates. Change is 

inevitable, and Markham and Baym (2009), who have been studying Internet-related 

social phenomena since the 1990s, suggest that “with all its capacities, interfaces, uses, 

and underlying technologies, [it] both epitomizes and enables a seemingly constant 

barrage of reality-altering, globe-shifting changes. Far from slowing down, the barrage 

seems to continuously accelerate” (p. vii). e-learning, a complex and multi-faceted 

phenomenon, is a part of that shift (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007).  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

As this research is about faculty member perspectives of e-learning policy at one 

medium-sized comprehensive university in Ontario, Canada, the literature collection 

centred around three main topics: (a) e-learning (in higher education), (b) faculty 

perceptions, and (c) e-learning policy. The search for literature focused on what Gray 

(2014) describes as “high-quality” research published in academic journals, academic 

books, scholarly articles, reports, and other related information sources (p. 101). The 

most significant source of information was from “formal research” in which results are 

based on the collection and analysis of data (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015, p. 4).  

The literature also helped to identify and define key terms (included in Chapter 1) 

and to fine-tune the primary research questions which guided and shaped the research:  

1. How and why did e-learning policy emerge at the university? 

2. How do faculty members who use e-learning to teach undergraduate courses, and 

faculty members who do not, perceive how university policies and practices have 

influenced their use of e-learning? 

3. How may Weaver-Hightower’s policy ecology framework help us to understand 

the policy process as it relates to e-learning, and how may it inform future e-

learning practice? 

Creswell (2008) addresses two types of literature reviews: (a) thematic and (b) study-by-

study. To decide which type of review to use, I first constructed the literature map shown 

in Figure 2. The literature map helped identify the key terms (defined in Chapter 1) and 

topical areas of the research, and communicate a picture of the literature in a hierarchical 

manner (Creswell, 2008). I chose the study-by-study option as it would include 

summaries of the most relevant research, categorized by topic.   
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Figure 2. The literature map.  
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Organization of Chapter 

Section 1 begins with an overview of the field of e-learning research, followed by 

a discussion on trends in e-learning research, and ends with a review of e-learning 

research in Canadian universities. As a literature review should present the kinds of 

methodologies and tools that have been used in other studies in the field, in section 1 

Bozkurt et al.ʼs (2015) study specifically refers to the type of research undertaken 

(qualitative or quantitative), and the methodologies used to study e-learning (Gray, 2014). 

Section 2 provides information on e-learning in higher education, including e-learning 

course enrolment, the cost of e-learning, some of the challenges associated with e-learning, 

and the implications e-learning may have on pedagogy. Section 3 is about faculty; it 

explores faculty perceptions of, their satisfaction with, and resistance to e-learning. Section 

4 shifts focus to research in e-learning policy, mostly in Canadian universities. Relevant 

government and institutional documents are discussed separately in Chapter 4.  

I initially chose Weaver-Hightower’s (2008) metaphor for educational policy 

analysis to map out my research plan. More importantly though, the graphic example of a 

policy ecology (refer to Appendix B) helped me to frame my research, guide the 

collection of literature, help identify potential actors, and understand how they might 

relate to each other. For Weaver-Hightower, a policy ecology: 

centers on a particular policy or related groups of policies, both as texts and 

discourses, situated within the environment of their creation and implementation.  

In other words, a policy ecology consists of the policy itself along with all of the 

texts, histories, people, places, groups, traditions, economic and political 

conditions, institutions, and relationships that affect it or that it affects. Every 

contextual factor and person contributing to or influenced by a policy in any 
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capacity, both before and after its creation and implementation, is part of a 

complex ecology. (p. 155) 

Although only a subset of the elements depicted in his policy ecology were focal in this 

research, as shown in Figure 2, those elements (which I referred to as topics, and sub-

topics) framed and informed the collection and review of literature: policy (government 

and institutional); faculty (their perceptions); researchers and academics (studies by).  

For Weaver-Hightower (2008), “any ecology can be broken down into four 

categories… actors, relationships, environments and structures, and processes” (p. 155). 

There may be many actors in an ecosystem, and they may fill many roles simultaneously, 

but within the context of this research, the focus is on faculty in a university environment. 

These actors exist within relationships, and their relationships are influenced by the 

environments and boundaries within which they work. As Weaver-Hightower’s policy 

ecology reflects local, national, and global boundaries (which can vary depending on 

regional specificities), this literature review includes international studies, as well as 

Canadian and Ontario specific data.  

e-Learning Research: An Overview  

e-learning research has been defined as research into, on, or about the use of 

electronic technologies for teaching and learning (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007; 

Friesen, 2009). In 2007 e-learning research was considered a relatively new area, that 

research into e-learning teaching, learning, and design had been lacking, that there had 

been no consistent view of what constituted research in the field, or the best way to carry 

it out (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007). However progress in e-learning research has 

been made.  

Current research has taken on new directions, now encompassing the arrival of 
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“big data” for example. Big data refers to the volume of, the velocity in which data is 

received and/or collected, and the variety of formats available, such as audio and video 

(Government of Canada, Shared Services Canada, 2016). It has provided insight into 

different aspects of online learner activities. Those activities can include the ability to 

access and understand how conversation groups or discussion threads may indicate 

learning patterns, or how counts of reading or time spent viewing readings can indicate 

attention (or lack thereof) to curriculum (Haythornthwaite et al., 2016). Emerging 

developments, and research into “academic analytics,” for example, may help 

administrators understand student engagement (e.g., time of day data), and success and 

retention rates (Haythornthwaite et al., 2016, p. 3).   

Societal trends have also affected e-learning within the academy. For example, 

the development of cloud-technology (where applications and data are hosted by service 

providers on their infrastructure, and available on demand via the Internet) has facilitated 

our ability, and increased expectations of being able to work, learn, and study from 

wherever there is access to the Internet (Pachler & Daly, 2011). The abundance of 

resources and relationships that are easily accessible via the Internet has challenged 

faculty to revisit their roles and their perspectives on teaching and learning in the online 

classroom (Pacher & Daly, 2011). Regardless of which topics e-learning research has 

focused on, the fast pace with which technology is changing and society’s response to 

those changes has influenced the academy, its teaching, and learning practices, and 

importantly fostered an increase in e-learning research (Haythornthwaite et al., 2016).  

Trends in e-Learning Research 

 Three studies focused on trends in e-learning research. Hung (2012), Bozkurt et 

al. (2015), and Zawacki-Richter and Naidu (2016) each examined e-learning research 
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trends during different periods, and for different durations of time. Hung focused on an 

8-year span from 2000 to 2008, Bozkurt et al. focused on the period from 2009 to 2013, 

and Zawacki-Richter and Naidu (2016) focused on 35 years from 1980 to 2013.  

Although different trends were identified, there was one common denominator: each 

study suggested that more research efforts were needed to meet the growing and 

changing needs of e-learning in the academy. 

Hung (2012) reviewed 689 referred journal articles and conference proceedings 

from 2000 to 2008. Using bibliometric text mining (a quantitative method), as well as 

content analysis (a qualitative method), Hung found that the majority of e-learning 

studies published during that time focused on computer science (46.22%) and education 

(31.22%). Based on the similarity of abstracts, articles were categorized into one of 15 

clusters. The majority of the articles were attributed to systems and models (95), followed 

by teaching and learning strategies (92), e-learning in medical education (75), emerging 

technology impacts (56), architecture and standards (44), community and interaction 

(40), adaption and usability (36), support systems (35), semantic web technologies (35), 

multimedia (26), gaming (9), and simulation (7).  

The countries that had produced the most publications on e-learning research 

were: England (12.97%), the U.S. (12.43%), Taiwan (10.27%), China (8.38%), and 

Germany (7.16%). Thematically, between 2002 to 2004, there was a focus on the 

initiation of learning management systems, then between 2007 and 2008, research topics 

narrowed and shifted from technical aspects of e-learning, to educational applications, for 

example, teaching and learning strategies. Although e-learning research was at an early 

stage, Hung noted that foci had shifted from issues of effectiveness of e-learning to 

teaching and learning practices. During that time, new technologies, which had enabled 
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new and different forms of learning, also provided faculty with an opportunity to teach in 

a different way. Hung also found that although comparing the effectiveness of e-learning 

with that of traditional practices was no longer a popular topic, research on e-learning 

teaching and learning strategies had grown in interest. 

To explore trends of distance education between 2009 and 2013, Bozkurt et al. 

(2015) conducted a content analysis review of seven peer-reviewed scholarly journals. 

The term distance education was used generically as an umbrella term that included 

online learning, e-learning, distance learning, online education, blended learning, online 

teaching, online course, open and distance learning, open learning, and open education. 

The following journals were included in the study: The American Journal of Distance 

Education (AJDE), Distance Education (DE), The European Journal of Open, Distance 

and e-Learning (EURODL), The Journal of Distance Education (JDE), The Journal of 

Online Learning and Technology (JOLT), Open Learning: The Journal of Open, 

Distance and e-Learning (OL), and The International Review of Research in Open and 

Distributed Learning (ORRODL).  

Of over 1,000 published articles, the final sample reflected 861 articles. Fifty-one 

percent of the research focused on higher education. From a design perspective, e-

learning researchers employed qualitative (47%), quantitative (37%), and mixed methods 

(16%). The participants in the studies examined were mostly undergraduate students 

(31%), followed by postgraduate students (10%), and faculty (10%). While the main 

participants in these studies were learners in higher education, it was noted that focus on 

participants from K-12 was on the increase.  

Of 17 variables identified, perception, satisfaction, gender, interaction, and 

motivation were noted as the top five most cited in the articles examined. Bozkurt et al. 
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(2015) coded the variables into main categories, and ranked them by frequency (refer to 

Table 2). After reviewing 53,800 citations, Bozkurt et al. compiled a list of the top 20 

leading contributors (of 105) to the field of e-learning research who were cited at least 30 

times (refer to Table 3). Bozkurt et al. also produced a list of the most cited studies. The 

list was compiled after filtering 28,500 references that had been cited at least 10 times, 

then categorized the references according to their type (article, book, chapter, etc.; refer 

to Appendix H).  

With respect to methodology, Bozkurt et al. (2015) noted that most of the 

qualitative studies used case study, while quantitative studies used surveys, 

questionnaires and scales to collect data. Mixed method designs were used 16% of the 

time. Bozkurt et al. concluded that more examination of learning processes in formal and 

informal learning environments, as well as massive open online courses and open 

education resources in less studied areas such as business management was needed. They 

suggested that research within these areas would help to identify issues associated with e-

learning, which would in turn provide students with better learning opportunities. 

Bozkurt et al. also recommended that to better understand and delve more deeply into e-

learning, researchers should consider using a variety of methodologies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



54 

 

Table 2 

Bozkurt et al. (2015)—e-Learning Variables Referenced Most Often in Articles Examined  

Rank Frequency Variables Rank Frequency Variables 

1 53 Perception 8 16 Experience 

2 43 Satisfaction 9 14 Effectiveness 

3 39 Gender 9 14 Self-efficacy 

4 30 Interaction 10 13 Collaboration 

5 25 Motivation 11 12 Communication 

6 21 Age 12 11 Delivery 

6 21 Participation 13 10 Academic-performance 

7 18 Attitude 13 10 Impact 

   13 10 Social-presence 
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Table 3 

Bozkurt et al. (2015) —List of Most Cited Distance Education Authors (Top 20) 

Rank Frequency Author 

1 520 Garrison, D. R. 

2 405 Anderson, T 

3 208 Moore, M. G. 

4 207 Archer, W. 

5 145 Seaman, J. 

6 135 Shea, P. 

7 129 Rourke, L. 

8 129 Swan, K. 

9 109 Roval, A. P. 

10 105 Allen, L.E. 

11 103 Siemens, G. 

12 102 Downes, S. 

13 101 Bonk, C.J. 

14 100 Gunawardena, C.N. 

15 94 Arbaugh, J.B. 

16 90 Wenger, E. 

17 88 Cleveland-Innes, M. 

18 81 Wiley, D. 

19 79 Kanuka, H. 

20 77 Salmon, G. 
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Zawacki-Richter and Naidu’s (2016) study covered the longest time period: 35 

years from 1980 to 2014. While the time span was very broad, they limited their research 

to abstracts of journal articles published in one journal only, Distance Education, the 

official journal of the Open and Distance Learning Association of Australia (ODLAA). 

The ODLAA was selected as it was the oldest, and according to the authors, the most 

established journal in the field of e-learning. Similar to Bozkurt et al., the majority of the 

515 articles they reviewed involved research conducted in universities, and the higher 

education sector.   

The study focused on three major overall themes: (a) open and distance teaching 

institutions, (b) the development and the role of technology-mediated teaching, and (c) 

the professional development of staff engaged in e-learning. Within that focus, Zawacki-

Richter and Naidu (2016) grouped their study into seven 5-year periods. Each period was 

assigned a title that described the content of the articles published during that time: 

1980-1984:  Professionalization and institutional consolidation (56 articles) 

1985-1989: Instructional design and educational technology (50 articles) 

1990-1994: Quality assurance and distance education (56 articles) 

1995-1999: Student support and early stages of online learning (75 articles) 

2000-2004: The emergence of the virtual university (75 articles) 

2005-2009: Collaborative learning and online interaction patterns (101 articles) 

2010-2014: Interactive learning, MOOCs, and OERs (102 articles) 

Five recurring areas of interest were found: (a) students, (b) learners, (c) courses, (d) 

instructional design, and (e) educational technology. It was acknowledged that although 

the study of a single journal presented only one window into the evolution of research 
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and scholarship in e-learning, it did offer important insights. Specifically, how over time, 

research had alternated between institutional and individual research matters, from 

institutional consolidation to instructional design, from quality assurance to student 

support, from the virtual university to online interaction and learning, and most recently, 

to open educational resources and massive open online courses.  

Zawacki-Richter and Naidu (2016) also identified three distinct phases in the 

evolution of e-learning that influenced research activity over the 35-year span. Phase 1, 

the consolidation of distance education institutions and instructional design, focused on 

the establishment of distance teaching organizations and systems; the development of 

curricula, course, and learning materials; and an interest in instructional design. In phase 2, 

the focus shifted to quality assurance and student support.  Phase 3, which began in 2000, 

saw the emergence of the Internet and the World Wide Web, which paved the way for 

mobile computing, and enabled the virtual university, online interaction and learning, as 

well as open educational resources and massive open online courses. Zawacki-Richter 

and Naidu concluded that online educational technologies would play a critical role in 

education and, that the future of e-learning, and the field of open, flexible, distance, and 

online education looked bright and promising.  

e-Learning Research in Canadian Universities 

The growth of and demand for e-learning in Canadian and Ontario universities 

(Bates, 2017, 2018b) was reflected in three reports. Part of a broader initiative the first 

study was conducted by Schmidt and Carbol (2014), for the Council of Ontario 

Universities. The purpose of the research was to investigate how Ontario universities 

could work together to (a) improve the student online learning experience, and provide 

student access to high quality online learning; (b) leverage the existing strengths of 
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Ontario’s institutions and faculty; (c) enhance productivity through collaboration, which 

included the sharing of resources; (d) facilitate communities of practice among faculty, 

educational developers, instructional designers, and other educators, and (e) position 

Ontario at the forefront of excellence and innovation with online learning (p. 3).    

The COU study also provided specific examples of how different e-learning is to 

traditional face-to-face teaching and learning, and why a different research scope is 

warranted. Examples included: (a) understanding and addressing new learner 

characteristics (a focus at the University of Ottawa); (b) changing from classroom 

dynamics to distributed learning environments; (c) ensuring accessibility and aspects of 

learner diversity (a focus at Brock University and the University of Guelph); (d) 

leveraging data from online learning activities (i.e., “learning analytics”) to improve 

instruction, support, and student success; and (e) developing a progression of knowledge 

by developing a progression of technological-pedagogical content knowledge 

(TPACK.org, 2016) and skills over time. 

After an extensive literature review, consultation with a range of stakeholders 

within Ontario, and advice from leading practitioners across North America, the COU 

study recommended the creation of three new “networks for excellence.” The first 

network would support exemplary teaching with online learning. The second would 

advance collective practice in online teaching. The third, an innovation network, would in 

collaboration with institutional leaders, faculty innovators, educational development, 

technology experts and researchers support strategic innovation, and include research to 

further advance teaching and learning (Schmidt & Carbol, 2014, p. 5).  

A study conducted by Carter et al. (2014) focused on teaching and “meaningful” 

e-learning experiences of faculty and students at three Canadian postsecondary 

http://www.tpack.org/
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institutions.  They conceptualized e-learning as the integration of pedagogy, instructional 

technology and the Internet, into teaching and learning environments. A survey and focus 

groups were used to collect data from 1,377 students, and 187 faculty members. Four 

themes emerged: (a) human connection, (b) information technology support, (c) design, 

and (d) institutional infrastructure.  Each was considered from the perspective of how 

educators and administrators could make e-learning a more pedagogically meaningful 

experience for students and faculty (refer to Table 4 for the challenges and characteristics 

of e-learning). Carter et al. concluded that human connection needed to remain front and 

centre in the e-learning experience. To ensure that “the eco-system of services that 

support e-learning actually” worked, Carter et al. recommended that learners and faculty 

be involved in the academic and strategic planning process, and included in decisions on 

how best to integrate e-learning into the university (p. 13).  

The third, a Canada-wide study, was conducted by EduConsillium (2015) for 

Global Affairs Canada. Its goal was to investigate how Canadian universities were using 

online learning. e-learning data collected from 73 universities across Canada in the 2014-

2015 academic year revealed that more than 316,000 students (the equivalent to 29% of 

the Canadian student population) had taken at least one of the 12,728 online courses 

(mainly undergraduate) offered. Online offerings accounted for 8.32% of the total 

university courses available, but based on the respondentsʼ plans, it was estimated that 

1,100 to 1,400 new online courses would be added the following year.  
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Table 4 

Carter et al. (2014)—Challenges and Characteristics of e-Learning: Student and Faculty 

Perspectives 

Faculty or student perspective Issues 

Challenges of e-learning:   

Faculty – Insufficient technical support and training 

– Inadequate instructional design support 

– Minimal or a lack of institutional support 

Students – Insufficient technical support 

– Inadequate technical proficiency 

– Instructors who are not timely in their 

responses 

Characteristics of exceptional e-learning:  

Faculty – Human connection including easy 

interactions with students 

– Instructional design support to ensure that 

curriculum is appropriate for e-delivery and 

to facilitate ease in navigation  

– Adequate technical support 

– Adequate institutional support 

Students – Human connection including timely 

feedback, social presence, easy interactions 

with the instructor and other students, 

interactive learning strategies 

– Adequate technical support 
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EduConsillium (2015) also found that each university had been seeking ways to 

increase revenues by increasing enrolment in some way. It concluded that with global 

offerings in online education steadily growing, e-learning would gradually infringe on 

“classic bricks and mortar education” (p. 55). Although it was found that only 12.33% of 

Canadian universities mentioned using any sort of central aggregating organization to 

host, market, or distribute their courses, the study suggested that aggregation could be an 

option for universities interested in expanding their e-learning offerings and/or territory.    

e-Learning in Higher Education: Enrolment, Cost, Challenges, and Pedagogy 

Enrolment statistics in online university courses vary, and determining the costs to 

implement and deliver e-learning is difficult. Regardless, each area has the potential to 

influence e-learning programming, faculty perspectives of e-learning, and institutional 

policy. As such, the next section will review online course enrolment in Ontario, in 

Canadian universities, and in the United States. The cost of e-learning, including the 

challenges associated with implementing e-learning. will also be reviewed.  

e-Learning Course Enrolment in Ontario, Canada 

In Ontario, the launch of the eCampusOntario.ca learning portal in October 2015 

provided college and university students with a new single gateway from which to access 

the then 15,277 online courses, in 755 online programs (OMTCU, 2015b). Created in 

2015 by the Ontario Online Learning Consortium as a not-for-profit agency funded by 

the Government of Ontario, eCampusOntario administers the web portal Ontario students 

can use to search for and enrol in online courses. All 45 publicly funded colleges and 

universities in Ontario are members of the organization. Its mandate includes supporting 

the development and delivery of quality online learning experiences. Its vision is to “be a 

centre of excellence that is recognized as a global leader driving the evolution of teaching 

and learning through technology” (eCampusOntario, 2016, p. 6).  
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Before the launch of eCampusOntario, university students registered for e-

learning courses at their home universities using proprietary registration processes, or 

directly at other universities on letters of permission. Prior to 2015, OntarioLearn (created 

in 1995 as Contact South) had been the primary online portal for college students, and 

ContactNorth the primary provider of postsecondary online programming and distance 

education for small, remote, rural, Aboriginal, and Francophone communities in Ontario. 

In the 2015-2016 academic year OntarioLearn offered 1,263 online courses, and 

generated 71,250 course registrations (OntarioLearn, 2016). In the 2014-2015 academic 

year, Contact North generated 67,135 student registrations (Contact North, 2016). Both 

organizations and their learning portals (ontariolearn.com, and studyonline.ca) continue 

to service their constituents. 

Although all of Ontario’s publicly funded colleges and universities offer online 

courses through the eCampusOntario portal, the 2016-2018 eCampusOntario strategic 

plan did not specify the number of students who had enrolled in online courses through 

their portal (eCampusOntario, 2016). However, according to the COU (2017a), in the 

2013-2014 academic year approximately 220,000 students (undergraduate and graduate) 

had registered for e-learning courses.  

e-Learning Course Enrolment in Canada 

A national survey of university online and distance learning in Canada conducted 

by EduConsillium (2015) found that 360,000 students, or 29% of Canadian university 

students, were registered in online courses (Bates, 2016). Of the 73 Canadian universities 

surveyed, 68 institutions participated and reported offering 12,728 online courses (of 

which 68% were undergraduate level courses), in 809 programs (of which 72% were 
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undergraduate programs). Canada’s rate of expansion of online learning was estimated at 

8.75% per year, which was considered average when compared internationally (Bates, 

2016).  Research conducted by Wallace and Busch (2012) for the Canadian Virtual 

University (CVU) estimated that there were 384,000 registrations in 5,945 online 

university courses across Canada (refer to Table 5). A consortium of 12 universities*, the 

CVU was established in 2000 to promote online education opportunities, and facilitate 

the ease of transfer credits for students across Canada. Having accomplished its original 

purpose, and due to an increase in universities offering online and distance education, the 

CVU was disbanded in 2019 (Alcock, 2019). 

A Canada wide survey of online and distance education in universities and 

colleges in 2018 reported that there were 839,673 online course registrations, and that 

236,917 university students were taking at least one online course (Donovan et al., 2019).  

Bates (2018) reported that Laval University in Quebec offered the most for credit online 

courses of any university in Canada. Of its 43,000 students, over 20,000 registered for 

one of the university’s 1,016 online courses in the Fall 2018 semester. The nearest 

competitor, Athabasca University, Canada’s “Open University,” offered 850 online 

courses to its 40,000 students in the same period (Athabasca University, 2018; Bates, 

2018a).  
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Table 5 

Online University Participation in Canada (Wallace & Busch, 2012) 

Studentʼs place of 

residence 

Estimated no. of registrations 

in online courses 

Estimated no. of 

online courses 

Estimated no. of 

online degrees 

Newfoundland 19,000 435 12 

Maritimes 7,000 250 10 

Quebec (both 

languages) 

97,000 1,000 145 

Ontario (both 

languages) 

146,000 2,000 60 

Prairies and Territories 52,000 1,260 135 

British Columbia 63,000 1,000 138 

Total: 384,000 5,945 500 

 

* Universities that participated in the Canadian Virtual University (CVU): Athabasca 

University, Carleton University, Laurentian University, Memorial University of 

Newfoundland, Mount Royal University, Nipissing University, Royal Military College, 

Royal Roads University, Thompson Rivers University, University of Manitoba, 

University of New Brunswick, and TELUQ. 
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e-Learning Course Enrolment in the United States 

Participation in online education in the United States is much greater. Allen and 

Seaman (2013) tracked 10 years of online education in the U.S. and found that more than 

6.7 million students (approximately 32% of higher education in the United States) took at 

least one online university course in 2011. According to the National Center for 

Education Statistics (2015), in the Fall 2014 term there were 5,750,417 students enrolled 

in distance education courses at degree-granting postsecondary institutions in the U.S. 

Although overall enrollment in higher education in the United States declined in 

2016, in the Fall 2016 there were 6,359,121 students taking at least one distance 

education course (estimated to be 31.6% of all higher education enrollments in the United 

States).  The number of distance students at both the under graduate and graduate level 

increased steadily from 2012 to 2016 (Seaman, J., Allen., & Seaman, J., 2018). 

The Cost of e-Learning (Canada and the United States) 

As e-learning programs and course enrolments in Canada increased, the cost of a 

traditional campus-based university education (made up of tuition and other compulsory 

fees) almost tripled between 1993 and 2014. For example, Newfoundland and Labrador’s 

fees increased by 35%, and Ontario’s increased by 239% (Shaker & MacDonald, 2014). 

Although it has been suggested that e-learning is less expensive than traditional on-

campus learning models, the cost to produce courses, and the cost of tuition to offer 

courses, much like participation rates, varies. EduConsillium (2015) reported that 67% of 

universities charge the same fees for online courses as they do for on campus courses, 

while 22% charge more (Bates, 2016).   

According to the CVU (2019) website, students can (on a letter of permission 

from their home university) enrol in online courses offered by the 11 participating 
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universities. The CVU offers approximately 2,000 online courses. The university offering 

the course determines the tuition fees (and vary depending on the province the student 

lives in), which in 2019 ranged from $800 to $1,000 for a three-credit course.  

At eCampusOntario (2018), university students are also required to provide a 

letter of permission to register for a course. eCampusOntario comprises 21 member 

universities and 24 member colleges, and offers approximately 16,000 courses, in 804 

online programs. Similar to CVU, at eCampusOntario it is the university offering the 

course that sets the cost of tuition.  

It is difficult to compare costs for online versus face-to-face university courses. 

However, if the average price of undergraduate tuition per full-time student in Canada is 

$6,191 (Statistics Canada, 2015b), and a full-time course load equates to five courses per 

semester, the cost of one traditional face-to-face course could be estimated at $619 per 

course, per semester, which is less than the cost of one online course at CVU. 

In the United States, Byrd, Roufagalas, and Mixon (2015) conducted a study of 

398 south-eastern public 2- and 4-year undergraduate higher education institutions on 

tuition sensitivity in online education. They found that e-learning is highly price elastic 

when compared to traditional on-campus education, which they considered to be price 

inelastic. Elasticity in this context refers to how a change in the demand for a course can 

affect a change in the cost of tuition. Byrd et al. treated e-learning and traditional on-

campus courses as “complementary” rather than “substitute” services, in essence, the 

formats were considered equivalent (p. 36). With regards to quality of e-learning courses, 

students of e-learning courses offered by bricks-and-mortar institutions in this study 

agreed. This suggests that traditional public colleges and universities in the United States, 
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which presumably have more latitude in setting online tuition, could benefit by lowering 

tuition for online courses to attract more students.  

Although Byrd et al.ʼs (2015) data did not distinguish between online classes 

taken by on-campus students versus strictly online students, they suggested that a 

reduction in the cost of online courses would stimulate additional demand from strictly 

online students, both existing, and new. There is however, evidence that universities in 

the United States are charging lower prices for online courses. Deming, Goldin, Katz, and 

Yuchtman (2015) suggest lower tuition for online courses can be attributed to advances 

in online education tools and technology, reduced labour costs, larger class sizes, and less 

face-to-face interaction.  

Challenges Associated with e-Learning 

Integrating e-learning into traditional campus-based universities requires changes 

to processes, culture, faculty, students, pedagogy, administration, policy, the 

organization, government, and possibly business (Czerniewicz & Brown, 2009; de Freitas 

& Oliver, 2005; Wallace, 2007). There are also implications with respect to revenue. In 

Canada, universities rely on student tuition, operating and capital grants (including 

specialized research income) from the federal government, economic partnerships with 

business, and funds raised privately to cover costs. Costs (e.g., salaries, energy, 

insurance) are rising faster than the consumer price index, and coupled with continual 

budget cuts, any increases in costs attributed to e-learning are problematic for the 

academy whose enrolments are capped, regardless of the funding needed to support its 

integration. This is especially problematic in Ontario, which has the lowest revenue per 
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student of any province in Canada, as well as the lowest government per-student grant 

(COU, 2012; Fallis, 2013).  

Many areas associated with e-learning have affected the academy. de Freitas and 

Oliver (2005), Wallace (2007), and Czerniewicz and Brown (2009) reported that e-

learning can change processes, culture, faculty, students, pedagogy, administration, 

policy, the organization, government, and possibly business. There are points of change 

that should be considered when integrating e-learning into the academy. For example, 

while students as today’s digital consumers might welcome some of the changes that 

come with e-learning, merely simulating traditional practices within e-learning’s very 

different teaching and learning system can limit opportunities to improve the teaching 

and learning experience (Garrison, 2003). However, if we think of e-learning as a new 

“learning ecology” (Garrison, 2003, p. 2), and consider an ecology to be a complex 

dynamic system, Gordon (2012) suggests that we need to understand that implementing 

perceptibly small changes could have negative consequences.  

A report on e-learning by the University of Ottawa (2013) suggested that 

implementing e-learning required consideration of three significant areas that directly 

affect faculty. The first was cultural (concerned with the blend of attitudes towards 

technology, knowledge, and pedagogy), the second was process (which asked in what 

ways an organization could best address workflow to ensure seamless adoption), and the 

third focused on academic (which asked how e-learning fit into the pedagogical practices 

of faculty, and how it could be seen as an effective academic tool that enhanced an 

educator’s ability to engage with students).  
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To understand how best to integrate e-learning (lecture capture specifically), 

Greenberg (2012) conducted interviews at five universities to investigate their 

deployments: George Washington University, Wayne State University (Detroit, 

Michigan), Qatar University, Monash University (Australia), and University College 

London (United Kingdom). Greenberg found that the biggest impediment to successful 

adoption across the universities was uncertainty concerning policy, and suggested the 

following steps would improve the integration process: (a) create solid inter-

departmental/inter-functional partnerships; (b) understand the academic and pedagogical 

implications and goals and how to tie them to the overall organizational goals; (c) create 

unique organization appropriate policies; (d) understand the importance of measurement 

and assessment; and (e) deploy technology that is scalable, sustainable, solid, easy-to-use, 

and well supported. 

With regards to performance of online students, citing a meta-analysis conducted 

by the U.S. Department of Education (USDE) in 2009 that compared web-based to face-

to-face online education, Bowen and Lack (2012) found that students who took online 

courses performed modestly better. However, a critique by Columbia University’s 

Community College Research Center found that only seven of the 47 studies in the 

USDE analysis involved semester-long online courses, and found no significant 

advantages or disadvantages of online courses. Heterick and Twigg (2003) found that 

online student grades were consistent with face-to-face instruction, or a bit higher.  

In regard to teaching time, Tomei (2006) found that online teaching demanded 

14% more time than traditional instruction. Cavanaugh (2005) found that each additional 

student (in an introductory economics class) required 6 hours and 46 minutes of 
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additional instruction time, or six times more than in a traditional classroom. Cavanaugh 

suggested that while time demands were large, faculty enjoyed the flexibility and 

convenience associated with online teaching. Yoshimura (2010) reported similar 

findings. Although faculty valued the flexibility associated with teaching online, in a 

qualitative educational ethnography that spanned three semesters in two U.S.-based 

online higher educational institutions, faculty felt that it was more work to teach online 

(Yoshimura, 2010).     

Faculty resistance been cited as a barrier to e-learning adoption, with resistance 

attributed to a perceived increase in workload, lack of experience, accessibility concerns, 

connectivity challenges, as well as an expected lack of institutional infrastructure to 

support e-learning (Allen & Seaman, 2006, 2013; Bolliger & Wasilik, 2009; Cook, Ley, 

Crawford, & Warner, 2009; Georgina & Olson, 2008; Kennedy, Jones, Chambers, & 

Peacock, 2011; Mishra & Panda, 2007; Ward et al., 2010). Given that technology 

changes quickly, it was also found that many faculty were not able to keep up with the 

learning curve necessary to be able to confidently use or integrate e-learning into their 

practices (Childs et al., 2005; Jones & Wolfe, 2010, as cited in Carter et al., 2014).  

Although faculty concerns with how technology could influence their decision to 

integrate e-learning into their practice, Clark et al. (2011) suggest that an institution’s 

decision to integrate e-learning should stimulate a re-examination of the university, and 

its mission and role in today’s networked society (Goodfellow & Lea, 2007; Quitney 

Anderson, Boyles, & Raine, 2012). 
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e-Learning and Pedagogy 

While e-learning and face-to-face instruction differ as teaching methods, both are 

guided by pedagogy. A contested term, pedagogy is not easy to define. It has been 

referred to as the body of theory or practice on which teacher directed learning is based 

(Knowles, 1970). Pedagogy can be thought of as a method of teaching that includes who 

is taught, what is taught, and the faculty who teach (Walker, 2006). Also referred to as 

the science of teaching, Watkins and Mortimore (1999) suggested pedagogy has five 

specific functions; to (a) impart information, (b) transfer knowledge, (c) facilitate 

understanding, (d) change students’ conceptions, and (e) support learners.  

Smith (2012) suggested that although pedagogy is just one aspect of teaching, it is 

an important process, and one that brings learning to life. Smith associated three 

components with pedagogy: (a) animation, or the bringing of life into situations, which 

can be achieved through offering new experiences; (b) reflection, in which we create 

moments and spaces to explore lived experiences; and (c) action, where educators work 

with students so that they can make changes in their lives. Walker (2006) perceived 

pedagogy as an “interactive, relational space between lecturers and students, and students 

and students, where knowledge is mediated, where power circulates, and social and 

institutional structures penetrate” (p. 12).  

As a new educational delivery mechanism, e-learning has its pedagogical 

challenges. As Garrison (2011) suggested, cultivating rewarding educational 

experiences—that is, constructing meaning, and refining and confirming understanding—

is challenging, and doing so in an e-learning environment is complex work (p. 11). 

Consider for example, discourse. Foundational to the process of higher education, 
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discourse is a complex and multi-dimensional process that consist of four types of 

dialogue; (a) conversation, (b) inquiry, (c) debate, and (c) instruction (Burbules, 1993, as 

cited in Garrison, 2011, p. 12). In a traditional classroom environment, discourse is 

primarily in spoken word, whereas with e-learning, discourse is primarily text based.   

As such, shifting from a face-to-face, and more familiar speech-based 

environment, to an e-learning text based environment alters the flow and structure of 

teaching and learning (Garrison, 2011, p. 16). Although dialogue plays an important role 

in e-learning, the design of instruction of an e-learning course or program is a critical 

component. Ensuring that technology is not used just as a conduit of discourse, but as an 

effective meditational tool, e-learning design should incorporate educational techniques, 

ideas and strategies such as dialogue, group work and lecture in an effective pedagogical 

way (Gross Davis, 2001; Pachler & Daly, 2011).  

Although pedagogy may reflect various teaching approaches, conceptions, and 

associated learning processes, when situated within the wider context of higher education 

for the 21st century, the academy needs to be cognizant of how their goals and objectives 

can be translated into pedagogical practices (Barnett & Hallam, 1999). With respect to e-

learning, Garrison (2011) seemed to agree, suggesting that if e-learning is to support or 

possibly enhance current teaching approaches, to realize the potential of e-learning, the 

academy needs to rethink its pedagogy.  

e-Learning, in Summary 

e-learning can be characterized as either driving change (Haythornthwaite & 

Andrews, 2011), a mainstream concern in educational institutions worldwide (Phillips 

et al., 2012), transformative (Garrison & Anderson, 2003), or a flexible approach to 
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education necessary to prepare Canadians for the 21st century (Canadian Council on 

Learning, 2009, 2010, 2011). The studies included in this section reflected how 

technology and e-learning have changed the teaching and learning landscape, and by 

extension, influenced e-learning research in higher education (Johnson, Levine, Smith, 

& Stone, 2010). Online course enrolment has been increasing, and whether influenced 

by the opportunity for institutions to increase revenue, pressure from government to 

reduce costs, attract students, increase teaching and learning options, or keep up with 

teaching and learning expectations, there are challenges associated with integrating e-

learning.  

Faculty Perceptions of and Satisfaction With e-Learning 

Changes associated with advances in technology, combined with the expansion of 

and reliance on the Internet, have influenced e-learning adoption patterns, student 

expectations, teaching and learning environments, as well as faculty perceptions of e-

learning (Haythornthwaite et al., 2016). Equally important is the need to understand 

faculty satisfaction of e-learning. Defined as “the perception that the process of teaching 

in the online environment is efficient, effective, and beneficial for the individual” 

(Bolliger et al., 2014, p. 184), faculty satisfaction is an important component of e-

learning, for as Cote and Allahar (2011) suggest, unhappy teachers are unlikely to 

produce happy students.  

Faculty Perceptions of e-Learning 

Faculty perceptions of e-learning and the changes associated with teaching online 

were reflected in the literature in recurring ways. Although this section provides a limited 

review of literature, the six studies selected collectively provide insight into a range of 
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issues associated with e-learning, and faculty perceptions of those issues. For example, 

how faculty commitment to e-learning affected its adoption (Esterhuizen et al., 2013); 

faculty perceptions of the quality of online learning (Ward et al., 2010); traditional 

faculty’s perspectives online faculty (Yick, Patrick, & Costin, 2005); general perceptions 

of online teaching and learning experiences (Boling, Hough, Krinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 

2012), as well as how faculty perceived e-learning had changed their roles (Munoz Carril, 

Gonzalez Sanmamed, & Hernandez Selles, 2013; Tanner, Noser, & Totaro, 2009).  

The first study, conducted by Esterhuizen et al. (2013) surveyed 21 faculty 

members, and interviewed four members to find out if and how faculty commitment to e-

learning adoption influenced the implementation of e-learning at North-West University 

in South Africa. Esterhuizen et al. found that the success of implementing e-learning was, 

to a great extent, in the hands of faculty members, who they referred to as “the enablers 

of adoption” (p. 61). Faculty perceived that it was essential to increase e-learning in their 

university, and conveyed a firm commitment to their participation in its adoption. 

However, faculty also perceived a need for comprehensive, practice-based training, 

additional time to manage their workload, to schedule all of their teaching priorities, and 

help to overcome technological unfamiliarity (p. 75). Despite the existence of established 

academic cultures, Esterhuizen et al. suggested that institutional organizational structures 

should provide faculty with the opportunity to experiment with new pedagogical 

approaches, and that their strategic planning initiatives and organizational mission should 

reflect clear direction on how to integrate e-learning into their universities.   

To understand faculty perceptions of the quality of online learning experiences at 

the University of Southern Mississippi, Ward et al. (2010) administered a survey to seven 
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faculty members, and 95 students. In their study, many of the questions were designed to 

find out how the implementation of a new synchronous interactive online instruction 

system was perceived by faculty. Although faculty encountered technical issues (Internet 

access and connectivity, log-on, and WebCT inaccessibility), they reported social 

interaction between instructor and students, as well as student-to-student interaction to be 

major benefits of the system. With respect to quality, six participants (86%) agreed or 

strongly agreed that the instruction offered through the new system provided a quality 

learning experience. Faculty also identified student evaluations, problem-free online 

sessions, continuous service, and support from the university as determinants of a quality 

teaching and learning process. Overall, although faculty acknowledged challenges 

associated with the new synchronous online instruction tool (technical, access, time 

related to planning and preparation), they evaluated the quality of learning positively, and 

were likely to continue to offer courses online. 

Recognizing that e-learning had become a more prominent delivery method in 

higher education, Yick et al. (2005) expected that the inclusion of e-learning would 

prompt faculty to examine their educational philosophies, design choices, preferences, 

and practices. To find out if and how faculty were regarding e-learning, the third study 

researched the perceptions of 28 full-time faculty members at Capella University, a for-

profit U.S.-based online university founded in 1993. Yick et al. wanted to know (a) how 

colleagues in traditional academia perceived online faculty in an online university, (b) 

how the lack of a tenure stream at their participants online university would affect 

employment opportunities at a traditional university, (c) othersʼ reactions to the 
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participant’s university’s lack of a tenure track, and (d) what faculty could do to build a 

research focus at their university.    

Yick et al.ʼs (2005) participants reported having to deal with negative attitudes 

about e-learning. However, as society’s shift to a knowledge-based economy would 

require ongoing, timely education delivered in a variety of ways, many of Yick et al.ʼs 

participants felt that the benefits of e-learning would influence more positive attitudes in 

the future. Faculty also reported that e-learning had been receiving more attention and 

respect, which they attributed to the increase in learners taking online courses, and the 

resulting increase in the number of e-learning courses being offered by traditional 

universities. With regard to tenure, or lack thereof, many of the participants were not 

concerned with the lack of tenure, nor did they feel that their work at an online institute 

would impede them in any way. Many enjoyed the lack of pressure of tenure, and felt that 

their skill set and experience with online learning provided greater academic freedom to 

design their courses, and their academic culture.  

To explore instructor (and student) perceptions of their online learning 

experiences, Boling et al. (2012) conducted interviews with six online instructors and 10 

adult students (of which one instructor was also interviewed as a student) who had 

completed an online degree or certificate in an online Masterʼs degree program in higher 

education in the United States. The purpose of the study was to inform the development 

and implementation of effective online learning environments. They found that faculty 

faced challenges associated with new pedagogy issues, challenges with new forms of 

student interaction, as well as course content, design, and delivery issues, and challenges 
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with assignment design and assessment and evaluation methods (Moller et al, 2008, as 

cited in Boling et al., 2012).  

Due to perceived disconnects between students and their instructors, students and 

other students, and online instructors and other faculty, within the context of their 

research, Boling et al. (2012) referred to interaction as “disconnection” (p. 121). Students 

reported lacking a sense of community online, which led to the recommendation that 

faculty or the institution design more interactive, engaging online learning communities. 

Based on faculty perceptions and student comments, Boling et al. recommended that 

universities provide faculty with the support needed to acquire the knowledge, skills, and 

pedagogical strategies (including Web 2.0 technologies) required to build more effective, 

interactive, and multi-modal online learning experiences.  

Munoz Carril et al. (2013) suggest that new knowledge, and the skills and 

strategies required to teach online, are reflective of two trends associated with e-learning 

in higher education: that (a) that online roles and competencies are similar to face-to-face 

teaching but (b) faculty roles are different. To find out how experienced face-to-face 

faculty were affected by teaching online, and how they perceived new required online 

competencies, Munoz Carril et al. administered a survey to 166 online faculty (107 full-

time and 59 hired/part-time) at A Coruña University in northern Spain. Similar to Boling 

et al.’s (2012) research, the survey also identified a pressing need to be able to facilitate 

student interaction online. Munoz Carril et al. also found that, depending on the support 

provided by their institutions, online faculty felt that they would have seek out support 

and/or collaborate with other professionals they may not have had to interact with when 

teaching in a face-to-face classroom.  
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Munoz Carril et al. (2013) drew from literature published by 14 researchers on the 

roles associated with online teaching who collectively identified other teaching and 

learning professionals associated with e-learning, including: instructional designers, 

graphic designers, technology experts, multimedia producers, media designers, managers, 

systems consultants, technicians, and evaluation specialists (pp. 466-467). They found 

that the training needs for faculty are high, and that although faculty may not be aware of 

the changes facilitated by teaching online, many were willing to participate in the training 

needed to increase their skills. Munoz Carril et al. also found that the proficiency level 

was higher for the hired/part-time teachers who were younger, had less face-to-face 

teaching experience, and therefore did not perceive the need for online training as 

negative. From a policy perspective, the results of this study were intended to inform 

policies on integrating e-learning, especially regarding teaching training.  

To assess the perceptions of e-learning courses, Tanner et al. (2009) conducted a 

comparative study of 204 faculty (76% were tenured, with an average of more than 18 

years of teaching experience; 31% had some online teaching experience), and 152 

administrators in business schools across the United States. Although the research 

questions in this sixth study sought to understand the differences between faculty and 

administrators’ perceptions, they found that faculty perceived e-learning courses in the 

following ways: 

• They felt more strongly about how important face-to-face interaction between 

students and their instructor is outside of the classroom.  

• Would miss the face-to-face interaction with students in online classes. 

• More strongly agreed that the lack of face-to-face, student-to-student interaction 

associated with online classes would hinder the learning experience.   
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• More strongly agreed that online tests are more difficult to administer. 

• Felt that online courses require students to be more self-directed. 

• Felt that online course formats allow online students to study at their own pace. 

• Felt that online courses appeal to many students as they have no required official 

classroom setting. 

•  Felt that as many online classes as possible should be offered in the future. 

Each of these activities, and faculty’s underlying satisfaction with e-learning, 

were important components of successfully transitioning from a mostly paper-based to a 

new online education environment. Tanner et al. (2009) concluded that although 

administrators and faculty alike agreed on certain statements, understanding both the 

differences and similarities in their respective perceptions of e-learning were important in 

creating positive e-learning experiences for everyone involved.  

Faculty Satisfaction With e-Learning 

Three studies in particular identified some of the factors that were found to 

contribute to faculty satisfaction with e-learning. In the first study, Shea, Pickett, and Li 

(2005) administered an online survey to 913 State University of New York faculty 

(SUNY is a public higher education network of 64 campuses comprised of university 

colleges, technology colleges, and community colleges). The purpose of the research was 

to determine potential barriers to the continued growth and adoption of online teaching in 

higher education. Shea et al. found four variables associated with faculty satisfaction of 

online learning that were likely to affect faculty decisions to adopt or continue to teach 

online: (a) levels of interaction in current online courses, (b) technical support, (c) a 

positive learning experience in developing and teaching the course, and (d) the discipline 

area in which they taught. Participants felt that online courses provided enhanced 
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opportunities for interaction, but managing the interaction was important. Too much 

interaction could be overwhelming for both the students and the faculty. Technical 

support was important in ensuring faculty satisfaction, as was faculty learning, such that 

faculty who had opportunity to gain new knowledge, skills, and insights associated with 

e-learning, were more satisfied. Time also factored into faculty satisfaction, such that 

faculty who had more time to develop their online courses were more satisfied after they 

had finished teaching them. Time invested in online teaching had not prompted faculty 

dissatisfaction.  

Overall, participants were highly satisfied with the experience of developing and 

teaching online courses, satisfied teaching online, satisfied with the course they had just 

completed, and felt that their students had learned a lot in their courses (90%). Shea et 

al.ʼs (2005) participants also found that the online environment was appropriate for 

teaching their content (93%), that faculty would like to teach on online course again 

(97.6%), and that they would recommend online teaching to a colleague (91.9%).  

Student performance was also found to influence faculty satisfaction, and when 

asked to compare the performance of their online students to students they had taught 

similar courses to in traditional classrooms, the majority of Shea et al.ʼs (2005) 

respondents reported that there was no difference. About 33% of the participants reported 

that their online students performed better than their traditional in-class students, 

compared to 9% who felt that their classroom students performed better. 

The second study, conducted by Bolliger and Wasilik (2009), analyzed relevant 

literature as well as data generated by an online questionnaire administered to 102 online 

instructors at one public research university in the United States. A review of literature 

identified a number of factors that had the potential to influence faculty satisfaction; they 
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were categorized into one of three groups: (a) student-related, (b) instructor-related, or (c) 

institution related. Some of the student-related reasons faculty liked to teach online were 

that it provided access to higher education for a more diverse student population, and that 

it provided students with the opportunity to engage interactively with their peers and their 

instructors. Instructor-related factors included facultyʼs belief that they could promote 

positive student outcomes online, that e-learning provided intellectual challenge, 

professional development opportunities, research and collaboration opportunities with 

colleagues, and the opportunity to use technology. Institution-related factors included 

perceived negative workload issues, such as more time to develop and teach online 

courses (at least initially), inadequate compensation, the lack of an equitable reward 

system for promotion and tenure, and concerns with quality which they attributed to 

student satisfaction as expressed in course evaluations which tended to be lower for 

online than traditional face-to-face courses.   

The student factor was identified to be the most important factor to influence 

satisfaction of online faculty. Student-related issues, such as the provision of flexible and 

convenient access to courses, were most valued by the respondents. Instructor-related 

issues rated less important that student-related issues. The majority of respondents 

(59.4%) agreed or strongly agreed that their workload increased when they taught an 

online course. Bolliger and Wasiluk (2009) concluded that online teaching was a 

complex, time-consuming, and demanding task that required commitment from faculty. 

To assure quality online educational experiences for faculty and students, it was 

important that faculty satisfaction is continually assessed.  
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The purpose of a subsequent study conducted by Bolliger et al. (2014) was to test 

the effectiveness of a 27-item instrument designed to determine faculty satisfaction with 

online learning. The instrument leveraged Bolliger and Wasiluk’s (2009) research on 

online faculty satisfaction. It was designed around five factors that influenced instructors’ 

satisfaction with online teaching (see Table 6), and referred to as the online instructor 

satisfaction measure (OISM). 

The questionnaire data, although analyzed statistically, revealed that participating 

faculty were generally satisfied with their online teaching experiences. However, the 

results showed that instructor satisfaction with institutional support was not high, and 

considering that e-learning faculty may invest more time in e-learning than their 

traditional face-to-face colleagues, institutional support is an important factor of 

instructor satisfaction (Bolliger & Wasiluk, 2009).  
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Table 6 

Bolliger et al.’s (2014) List of Five Factors That Influenced Instructors’ Satisfaction With 

Online Teaching 

Factor Construct Definition 

1 Instructor-to-student 

interaction 

Instructor satisfaction derived from the format, type, 

frequency, and quality of two-way communication 

and interaction with online students in order to 

facilitate student engagement and learning. 

2 Affordances Instructor satisfaction derived from functionary and 

potential benefits of the online learning environment 

in regard to convenience, flexibility, and potential 

value of providing accessible learning opportunities. 

3 Institutional support Instructor satisfaction derived from the amount, 

quality, and timeliness of support perceived by their 

institutions to assist them in the design and delivery 

of online courses efficiently and effectively. 

4 Student-to-student 

interaction 

Instructor satisfaction gained from the quality and 

quantity of active communication, interaction, and 

collaboration among online students that supports and 

facilitates student learning. 

5 Course design/  

development/ teaching 

Instructor satisfaction derived from the teaching 

process that involves online course design, 

development, delivery, and student assessment. 
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Faculty, in Summary 

Although the benefits and challenges of e-learning have been investigated and 

documented by a variety of researchers, there has been less focus on faculty satisfaction 

with e-learning. The three studies selected provided insight into the factors that have 

influenced faculty satisfaction with e-learning teaching and learning. Collectively, faculty 

satisfaction (or a lack thereof) with e-learning has been attributed to: (a) interaction, 

whether it be instructor-to-student or student-to-student; (b) student issues (such as the 

provision of flexible and convenient access to courses); (c) technology, and technical 

support; (d) time requirements; (e) institutional support; and (f) a range of benefits 

faculty associated with e-learning (such as professional development opportunities and 

the opportunity to use technology).  

Understandably, faculty expect that suitable, reliable technology and supporting 

infrastructure will be provided in their e-learning environments. When it is not provided, 

they experience difficulty with online tools and support, and satisfaction is very likely to 

decrease (Bolliger & Wasilik, 2009; Dahlstrom & Brooks, 2014). As faculty are critical 

to the success of e-learning programs, if universities want to create and implement 

policies that will lead to effective teaching and learning conditions, they need to 

understand faculty perceptions of, and their satisfaction with e-learning (Bolliger & 

Wasilik, 2009).  

e-Learning Policy Research: An Overview 

Whether being driven by student or faculty expectations, institutional strategies 

for managing enrolment pressures or governmental goals, e-learning is becoming a part 

of teaching and learning in traditional universities (Owsten, 2010). No longer an 
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experiment, e-learning has been referred to as a strategic asset that has moved into the 

university mainstream, and a catalyst that could significantly enhance the teaching and 

learning environment (Garrison, 2011). However, because e-learning is different from 

face-to-face teaching and learning, it is changing how courses and programs are designed 

and delivered (Garrison, 2011; Kanuka & Kelland, 2008). As a result, the increasing 

presence of e-learning has changed the teaching and learning landscape, affected how 

universities operate, generated new problems, and called into question certain long-

standing policies and procedures (Whitworth, 2005).  

Although fewer studies have been dedicated to the study of e-learning policy (as 

compared to faculty perceptions, pedagogy, or technology for example), Garrison and 

Anderson’s (2003) prediction that the academy’s need to develop policy that supports its 

faculty, students, and institutional sustainability has generated more interest in the area of 

e-learning policy (Abrami et al., 2006; Borokhovski et al., 2011).  

To find out how e-learning was facilitating a shift in higher education, Lewis et al. 

(2001) conducted a review of policies and processes associated with e-learning 

implementation in Canadian universities and colleges. Their study identified 150 policy 

issues, which they divided into six categories: faculty, instructors, students, 

administrators, policy makers, governments, and business. They found that implementing 

e-learning changed not only how faculty and students experienced teaching and learning, 

but faculty roles as well. The changes precipitated a need for new pedagogy for online 

teaching and learning, a need for institutional change, and specifically new policy to 

support faculty, students, administrators, and universities in general.  

Abrami et al. (2006) conducted an extensive review of e-learning documents from 

2000 onward, with a particular focus on Canada. Undertaken on behalf of the Canada 
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Council of Learning, the study focused on public, research, policy, and practitioner 

perspectives of e-learning. Four major reasons for using e-learning were identified: (a) 

economic competitiveness, (b) educational attainment, (c) increased access, and (d) as a 

catalyst for educational change. Of 1,146 documents reviewed, 726 were included in the 

final study. Of the 350 documents drawn from postsecondary institutions, 88 were 

considered “policy making reports” (Abrami et al., 2006, p. 24).  

Practitioner (teachers, faculty, and administrators) perspectives were reflected in 

131 documents. Whereas policy makers were mostly in favour of e-learning, faculty 

asserted that e-learning increased accessibility, flexibility, and opportunities for learning. 

Faculty also believed that new policies and strategies in support of instructional design, 

pedagogical planning, fiscal assistance, and professional training were needed.  

Overall, the study found that e-learning is generally believed to have a positive 

impact on student achievement, motivation, communication, learning flexibility, meeting 

social demands and, that it is “at least as effective as traditional instruction” (Abrami et 

al., 2006, p. 34). However, Abrami et al. did provide a list of e-learning implications 

specifically for policy makers: 

• Effective and efficient implementation of e-learning technologies represents new, 

and difficult, challenges to practitioners, researchers, and policy makers. 

• The term e-learning has been used to describe many different applications of 

technology, which may be implemented in a wide variety of ways (some of which 

are more beneficial than others). 

• School administrators must balance the needs of all stakeholders, and the cost-

benefit ratios of technology tools, in deciding not only which technologies to use, 
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but also when and how to implement new technologies. 

• Traditional methods of instructional design and school administration must be 

adjusted to deal with the demands of distance education and other contexts of 

technology use. 

• Professional education, development, and training for educators must ensure that 

teachers will be equipped to make optimal pedagogical use of new methods. (p. 5)  

Abrami et al. also recommended that rather than rushing to adopt specific technology, 

Canadians would be better served by placing more emphasis on preparing and training 

practitioners to use technology efficiently.  

To understand the extent to which Canadian e-learning policies meet the 

expectations of learners (i.e., with regard to flexibility, accessibility, interactivity, learner 

achievement), Borokhovski et al. (2011) collected data during two periods: between 2000 

and 2007, and between 2008 and 2010. The team analyzed 138 provincial and federal 

Canadian e-learning policy documents from 10 provinces, three territories, and six 

federal departments. They found (a) that e-learning has value as a viable educational tool, 

(b) that policy makers have confidence in e-learning, and (c) that they largely agree with 

how to make e-learning functional, though policy makers were uncertain about which 

conditions e-learning is most effective in. Borokhovski et al. concluded that provincial 

and federal governments need to design and publish more coherent, thoughtful, and 

integrated e-learning strategies.   

In 2010, York University in Ontario, Canada formed an e-learning Working 

Group to examine the state of e-learning and develop an e-learning business case for their 

university (Owsten, 2010). e-learning policy documents available online from several 
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Canadian universities were analyzed, and findings indicated that most universities viewed 

the adoption of e-learning as a way to (a) enhance the effectiveness of teaching, (b) 

improve student learning outcomes, (c) increase access and enrolments, and (d) grow the 

university’s profile and reputation. Three Canadian universities stood out in their plans: 

Carleton University stated its goal was to be a national leader in distance and online 

learning; the University of Toronto wanted to lead in developing and implementing e-

learning technologies; and the University of Waterloo was striving to become known as 

Canada’s connected campus.  

While York University’s (2012b, 2013) findings reflected the lack of an e-

learning policy, its work helped to frame a plan to increase the number of online courses 

by 100 per year for 5 years, with each course having an enrolment of 100 students. 

Considered a significant project, it was deemed essential if the university was, as 

intended, to become a serious participant in e-learning in Ontario. However, the report 

noted that even if the recommendations outlined in the business case were completed as 

planned, only 12% of all of York University’s courses would be online within 5 years.  

Although it is unclear if or to what extent the recommendations of the e-learning 

Working Group were adopted, in the Spring of 2012, an Academic Technology Advisory 

(ATA) Group was formed to provide e-learning advice to the executive leadership at 

York University (2012b). Thirteen consultation sessions were held between November 

2012 and January 2013 with various groups of students, staff, and faculty across campus 

to discuss the integration of e-learning at York University. Despite initiatives to advance 

e-learning at York University, the Working Group suggested that a more systematic 

approach was needed to transform course learning environments and degree programs 
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(York University, 2012b). Rather than converting individual courses in random 

programs, e-learning programming (web-enhanced, blended, or fully online) should be a 

strategic exercise discussed and coordinated at pan-University and pan-Faculty levels. 

Pedagogy, student needs, and consideration of faculty members right to choose 

instructional methods as per collective agreements were among the issues without policy.  

Wallace (2007) conducted a study to at the University of Manitoba to understand 

the type of policies that needed to be examined, changed, deleted, or rewritten for a 

university to effectively support online teaching. Two main policy categories were 

identified: academic and administrative. Academic policies, typically established by 

faculty councils and senates, reflect the responsibilities of the faculty, faculties, and the 

administrators. Wallace found issues with a number of the existing policies. Course 

syllabi (typically written for face-to-face classes) needed to be updated to reflect 

expectations of online participation. Clarity around what segments of each course would 

be online needed to be specified, as did how and when faculty would be available for 

“office hours.” Class time or contract hours for faculty might be different online, and 

academic integrity and student conduct online was different than face-to-face. For 

example, what would constitute a respectful learning environment or harassment online? 

Course-instructor evaluations, typically administered in-class for face-to-face students, 

needed to be redesigned for online responses and changed to reflect different pedagogical 

practices.  

At the University of Manitoba, preserving student anonymity required new policy 

clauses communicating that faculty were not authorized to access the evaluation portion 

of the course website. There were other areas of concern with the appeals process, and 
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off-site examination requirements. With regard to administrative policies, Wallace (2007) 

found two areas of concern: records security and intellectual property. Policies that 

pertained to the disclosure and security of student academic records did often not make 

mention of the online environment.  However, only small wording changes were 

required; for example, updates regarding how grades would only be posted in password-

protected areas, and only available to the student whose work the grades related to.  

Wallace’s (2007) review of faculty collective agreements suggested that faculty 

members at most Canadian universities owned the copyright to all of the course materials 

they produced, including online courses. However, there were a few areas of concern 

with regard to copyright, specifically: (a) if a faculty member left the university, despite 

the fact that they may own the copyright to their materials, is that ownership “exclusive,” 

and if not, does the university have the right to re-use the material?; (b) how can the 

departing faculty member ensure their files are deleted?; and (c) in case of death, how 

then are materials and copyright ownership handled? Overall, Wallace (2007) concluded 

that because the distinction between traditional and online teaching and learning was 

blurring, there was an increasing need for academic policy to address face-to-face and 

online contexts. 

A 2012 report on the challenges and opportunities in online university education 

in Canada, funded by Human Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC), 

came to a similar conclusion. Prepared by the Canadian Virtual University (CVU, 2012), 

a consortium of 11 universities collaborating in online university education, the report 

determined that online education in Canadian universities is limited by a lack of national 

and strategic planning, cross-jurisdictional collaboration, business models, economy of 
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scale, and resources. This absence or gap has decreased university abilities to leverage 

the potential benefits associated with adopting digital technologies. This includes 

increased adoption of e-learning, improved quality and accessibility of education, 

improved returns on investment, tactical innovation, and knowledge transfer.  

The CVU (2012) referred to this gap, as an “ongoing strategic vacuum [which] 

creates an environment that fosters weakness and duplication that is causing Canada to 

fall behind other nations in online education” (p. 7). CVU concluded that a collaborative, 

national e-learning strategy could address these weaknesses, maximize the potential of 

online education, and preparing Canadians for the digital economy.  

Instructor Effectiveness and Measurable Policy 

As universities expand into online learning, they may face major challenges 

dealing with growth, and how to ensure that faculty have the ability to teach online. 

Schulte (2009) researched faculty adherence to e-learning teaching policies at Park 

University, Missouri, in the United States. To annually assess over 300 online faculty 

(made up of adjunct instructors), the university developed a “Quick Check” e-learning 

policy tool. Schulte’s pool of participants was made up of instructors who had taught at 

least one online undergraduate course in both the Fall 2007 and Spring 2008 semesters.  

The research sample was made up of 301 instructors who had taught at least one 

undergraduate course in the Fall of 2007 (in 469 course sections), and 312 instructors 

who had taught at least one undergraduate course in the Spring of 2008 (in 474 course 

sections).  

Part of a larger Online Instructor Participation Policy, instructors were measured 

against two key indicators. These indicators, considered to be the minimum online 
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instructor expectations, stipulated that instructors were required to (a) post in all weekly 

discussion threads not less than 3 days during the week, and (b) provide timely grading 

and feedback to students on their assignments. Following the quick-checks, email 

dialogues were conducted with the instructors. Instructor responses varied. Some 

instructors were confused about the policies and asked for more information. There were 

instances where instructors’ individual teaching strategies conflicted with online policy; 

for example, one instructor formally responded to the evaluator with: 

I appreciate your comments and will strive to adhere to Park’s policy better in the 

future.  My first obligation is to the students and their needs. I want to ensure 

every student has a chance to succeed and everything I do is toward that success. 

(Schulte, 2009, p. 113)  

Schulte (2009) reported several cases where the instructor was “initially obstinate” but 

after a series of emails and a few telephone calls, the instructor and the evaluator agreed 

on the instructor’s and the policy’s intention (p. 113). The findings indicated that 

although the job of managing the quick check process was daunting for seven full-time 

administrators, the email dialogue between evaluator and instructor increased awareness 

of the policy, and facilitated discussion around best practices in online teaching and 

learning. Schulte concluded that measureable policy requirements can provide an 

indicator of online instructor effectiveness, but suggested that best practices discussions 

are also needed to enhance online facilitation.  

e-Learning Policy, in Summary 

Regardless of the teaching and learning approach used, technology needs to 

support pedagogy, faculty, students, and the institutions (Sanfra & Gonzalez Sanamed, 



93 

 

2004, as cited in Munoz Caril et al., 2013). Creating e-learning policies not only saves 

times by simplifying course administration, it provides answers to procedural questions 

posed by students and faculty, and clarifies the differences between traditional face-to-

face teaching and learning. As Waterhouse and Rogers (2004) found, those differences 

cover a range of educational activity, including course syllabus, student privacy policy, 

email, online discussion rules, assignment and assessment policies, faculty feedback 

technical support, attendance requirements, and intellectual property protection.  

Although faculty are not the only actors involved in e-learning, they are first and 

foremost teachers, who regardless of which environment they teach in need to be 

proficient in their subject matter, and have sound pedagogical knowledge (Munoz Carril 

et al., 2013). e-learning policy may differ by institution, but as Sesemane (2007) 

suggested it should ensure effective online teaching and learning that empowers and 

sensitizes academics to teaching, learning, and assessment principles related to e-

learning, and optimize student engagement in the learning process. As Lewis et al. (2001) 

suggest, e-learning not only has changed how faculty and students experience learning, 

but also has created institutional changes and a need for new policy to support faculty, 

students, administrators, and universities in general. 

Chapter Summary 

The intention of this chapter was to provide a sense of the landscape within which 

e-learning and e-learning policy research exists, and situate the focus of this research; 

investigating how faculty at one mid-sized comprehensive university in Ontario Canada 

perceived existing e-learning policies. The literature provided background into the fields 

of e-learning, e-learning policy research, what faculty perceptions are of e-learning, and 
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how satisfied they are with it. If the expectation is that most faculty will at some point 

teach online, then engaging faculty is important to the academy (Cargile Cook & Grant-

Davie, 2013).  

It is important for leaders to shape policy that supports e-learning programming, 

rather than solely relying on legacy, in-place policy designed for the traditional campus-

based model (Chaloux & Miller, 2014). Understanding which conditions and policies 

encourage or discourage faculty participation in e-learning is also important, and the 

focus of the findings, reported later in Chapter 4.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

The purpose of this study was to explore faculty perspectives on e-learning policy 

in a Canadian university, and how those policies had influenced their use of e-learning. 

This chapter begins with an explanation of why a qualitative methodology was selected, 

how the research was designed, the data collected and analyzed, the procedures used to 

establish trustworthiness, the limitations of the study, and the ethical considerations 

follow. Who the participants are, how they were recruited, and how relevant institutional 

documents were identified have also been included. Chapter three closes with a summary 

of the chapter.   

Methodology 

This is a qualitative multimethod study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), the results of 

which have been descriptively analyzed. Flick (2002) suggests that although qualitative 

research is inherently multimethod, using multiple methods reflects an intention to search 

for an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon (as cited in Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  

Flick (2002) also suggests that multiple methods add “…rigor, breadth, complexity, 

richness, and depth” to an inquiry. Of the three methods chosen to explore faculty 

perceptions of e-learning policy: an online questionnaire, interviews with faculty, and 

documents, the primary method was interviews (the majority of which were face-to-face).  

A qualitative methodology was selected for a number of reasons. First, Denzin 

and Lincoln (2005) suggest that although qualitative research is difficult to clearly define, 

has no theory or paradigm specifically its own, their definition helped to frame this study:  

Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It 

consists of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible…[which] 
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involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world.  This means that 

qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make 

sense of, or interpret, phenomenon in terms of the meanings people bring to them. 

Accordingly, qualitative researchers deploy a wide range of interconnected 

interpretive practices, hoping always to get a better understanding of the subject 

matter at hand.  It is understood, however, that each practice makes the world 

visible in a different way.  Hence there is frequently a commitment to using more 

than one interpretive practice in any study (pp. 3-4). 

Similarly, and drawing from numerous scholars (Berg, 2004; Eisner, 1991; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006; Maxwell, 2005; Rossman & Rallis, 1998), Creswell (2009) also suggests 

that qualitative research (a) is typically conducted in a natural setting, (b) relies on the 

researcher as the instrument for data collection, (c) employs multiple methods of data 

collection, (d) is inductive [meaning, you collect information and draw conclusions from 

it], (e) is based on participants’ meanings, (f) is emergent (where meaning and 

interpretations are negotiated with human data sources, because it is the subjects’ realities 

that the researcher attempts to reconstruct), (g) is often involved the use of a theoretical 

lens, (h) is interpretive, and (i) is holistic (p. 175). 

As a contemporary area of education research (Friesen, 2009), research in e-

learning policy also requires researchers to listen to the views of participants in their 

studies, ask questions, and collect data in places where people live and work (Creswell, 

2008; Jordan, 2018). The primary questions of this research asked: how did e-learning 

policy emerge at the university; how do faculty members perceive university practices 

have influenced their uses of e-learning? However, the intent of qualitative research is not 
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to develop a consensus of opinion of the participants in a study, but to understand and 

explore a central phenomenon (Creswell, 2008; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The central 

phenomenon in this research is faculty member perceptions of e-learning policy.  

Ontological and Epistemological Position  

Ontology and epistemology are important interconnected activities that underpin 

the qualitative research process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Ontology is about 

understanding what is, and what constitutes reality, epistemology tries to understand what 

it means to know. Collectively, they also help to demonstrate that the researcher made a 

conscientious and defendable selection of the most suitable approach given the topic 

researched (Guba, 1990; O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015). As to which should be 

contemplated first, Denzin and Lincoln (2011) suggest that researchers consider a 

sequence when planning their studies. Begin by choosing an ontology. That decision will 

dictate the epistemology. The epistemology will establish the study’s methodology, 

which will in turn inform the methods. For this research, I assumed a relativist ontology, 

and an interpretivist epistemology.  

Ontology raises basic questions about the nature of reality, and the nature of the 

human being in the world (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 183). In this research, there are 

multiple realities: as expressed by faculty, and as reflected in documents. A relativist 

ontology presumes that realities can be understood in the form of multiple, intangible 

mental constructions, ideas, views, or opinions that are socially and experientially based, 

in which reality is dependent on the individual persons or groups holding the 

constructions (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). A relativist ontology assumes multiple truths that 
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are shaped by context. That truth evolves and changes depending on the experience, 

which cannot typically be generalized (Yilmaz, 2013).  

Epistemology provides a philosophical background for deciding what kinds of 

knowledge are legitimate and adequate, and can help structure the kind of evidence to be 

gathered, from where, and how it will be interpreted (Gray, 2014). In a broad sense, 

epistemology asks what constitutes knowledge, what are its sources, and what justifies 

this knowledge (Steup & Sosa, 2005). I applied an interpretivist epistemology for a 

number of reasons. Schutz (2004) suggests, that applying an interpretivist epistemology 

to research acknowledges how “…social reality-has a specific meaning and relevance 

structure for the beings living, acting and thinking within it. By a series of common sense 

constructs they have pre-selected and pre-interpreted this world which they experience as 

their daily lives” (p. 215). An interpretivist epistemology emphasizes qualitative over 

quantitative methods, and is based on a naturalistic approach to data collection, for 

example, through interviews. An interpretivist tries to see the world through those that 

they research, and I sought the faculty perspective.  

Selection of Site, and Research Participants  

The university was selected for convenience, and because it was a comprehensive 

university.  Statistics Canada defines a comprehensive university as having “a significant 

amount of research activity and a wide range of programs at the undergraduate and 

graduate levels, including professional degrees” (as cited in Orton, 2009, p. 16). When 

the research began, the university had approximately 18,000 students, and 575 full-time 

faculty members. Prior to moving toward comprehensive university status, it was an 

undergraduate university with a reputation for teaching quality. The university had an 
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established teaching and learning centre that focused attention on the quality of faculty 

instruction by offering faculty support through workshops and individual mentoring.  

The university had also promoted e-learning by offering teaching release time to 

selected faculty to develop on-line and partially on-line courses. As with most 

universities, this university also had an on-line learning management system that was 

available to all faculty members, and it had hired specialized staff to provide faculty 

members with pedagogical and technical support. This suggested that although it was 

expanding to become more research intensive, it appeared to maintain its prior 

commitment to instructional quality. The university was large enough to have a range of 

faculties to draw participants from. Finally, the university was within reasonable 

proximity to the researcher, making it a feasible location for conducting face-to-face 

interviews and locating policy documents. 

All participants in this research were full-time faculty members, and members of 

the university’s faculty association. They represented a range of overall teaching 

experience, had different tenure status, and had been at the university for at least six 

years. The participants all held doctoral degrees (PhD or EdD). 

Participant Recruitment 

The participants were recruited four ways. Email invitations were sent to 

members of six faculties by their administrative support staff. The emails introduced the 

researcher, outlined the purpose of the research, and provided a weblink to an Internet 

based questionnaire. Designed primarily to recruit interview participants, the 

questionnaire was designed primarily to recruit interview participants, it was also used to 
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collect basic demographic information, and gauge the participants experience with, and 

interest in e-learning.  

Recruitment posters were put up at various key locations around the university, 

and with permission of faculty administrative staff, inserted directly into faculty 

members’ mailboxes. The posters stated the purpose of the research, and invited 

participants to complete an on-line questionnaire that comprised of 20 questions.  

Potential participants were advised it would take approximately 20 minutes to complete, 

and were provided with contact information and a weblink to the online questionnaire. 

The researcher also met several faculty members at academic conferences and when they 

showed an interest in her research, she provided information on how to participate. 

Finally, faculty members who participated in the interviews were asked to provide names 

of faculty members who may wish to be involved. The faculty members identified were 

telephoned, and using a prepared script, invited to participate in the research. A follow-up 

email that included an invitation and a link to the online questionnaire was sent to those 

who indicated a willingness to participate. 

Data Collection 

In grounded theory data are collected in a variety of ways, most frequently 

through interviews and observations (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). In this study, data was 

collected from three sources: an online questionnaire, interviews with faculty, and 

documents. The data were collected from June to October 2016. The research questions 

“flowed” from the literature (Gray, 2014, p. 101), and provided the basis for the questions 

asked in the online questionnaire.  The online questions (and not the answers provided by 
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the respondents) informed the creation of the interview questions. Each data collection 

method will be outlined in turn. 

On-line Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was the first point of contact with potential participants. An 

online questionnaire was used as it can be an efficient way to obtain a small amount of 

information from a large number of subjects (Arthur, Waring, Coe, & Hedges, 2012). The 

primary purpose of the on-line questionnaire was to recruit faculty members willing to 

participate in face-to-face interviews. The responses also served as a way to prepare for 

the face-to-face interviews. 

 The design of the online questionnaire was informed by FluidSurvey, and 

Oppenheim (1992). FluidSurvey’s basic framework was used to structure the online 

questionnaire, and Oppenheim’s (1992) recommendations that questions be limited to 20 

words per sentence, not negatively worded or double-barreled (containing two different 

verbs or concepts) were followed. FluidSurveys (provided by Fluidware) was initially 

selected in part because it was a Canadian company, but was acquired by SurveyMonkey 

in August 2015.  Following the acquisition, SurveyMonkey informed FluidSurveys 

customers that their data would continue to be hosted in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada.   

The online questionnaire was divided into four sections. Section one consisted of 

9 questions that related to the participant’s role in the university, years of teaching 

experience, and their gender. Section two included three questions related to whether or 

not the participants had themselves taken an on-line course, and their perception of that 

experience. Section three asked participants two ranking questions that would gauge their 

interest in developing an e-learning course. The factors in the third section were informed 
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Bollinger and Wasilik (2009), Shea et al (2005), and Lewis et al (2001). Closing section 

four included three open-ended questions, most importantly their willingness to 

participate in face-to-face interview.  

Pilot Testing  

Prior to release, the online questionnaire and the interview questions were pilot-

tested by two volunteers who would not be participating in the research. The purpose of 

the testing was to check the wording, clarity, and sequencing of the online and interview 

questions. Both volunteers had completed a graduate degree in the university’s Faculty of 

Education. One volunteer pilot tested the questionnaire for faculty who had experience 

developing an on-line course, the other pilot tested the questionnaire for faculty who had 

no experience developing an on-line course.  

Based on their feedback, one change was made to the online questionnaire. The 

“Information about the Research” section was shortened to eliminate redundancy. 

Although both volunteers recommended shortening the estimated time to complete the 

online questionnaire from 20 to 15 minutes, that change was deemed unnecessary, and 

was not made. No changes were recommended for, or made to the interview questions. 

Interviews  

As interviews enable participants to talk about their experience in their own 

words, they can be a powerful way to understand those under study (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005). Interviews can also reveal potentially intriguing patterns (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006). For this research, semi-structured interview questions were asked, and a 

dramaturgical interviewing approach was used.  Dramaturgy requires paying attention to 

nonverbal cues (body gestures, sighs, facial grimaces, eye contact) and to “socially 
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interpret” not only what the participant is saying but, how they might be saying it (Berg, 

2004, p. 78).  

Two sets of semi-structured questions were prepared in advance, one for faculty 

who had experience with e-learning (refer to Appendix D), and one for faculty who had 

not taught online (refer to Appendix E). The questions inquired into the participants’ 

experiences with e-learning, and knowledge of e-learning policy. The interview questions 

also explored the participants perceptions of those experiences, and sought to discover if, 

and how e-learning policies had influenced their practice—whether they had chosen to 

engage in online teaching and learning, or not. To help guide the interviews, slightly 

different questions were designed for faculty who had experience with e-learning, versus 

faculty who had not.  

Twenty-six questions were prepared for the experienced online faculty. Twenty-

nine questions were prepared for faculty with no e-learning experience. The difference 

between the interview questions was minimal. Although all participants were asked about 

e-learning policy, faculty who had taught online were asked about their perspectives and 

experiences with e-learning, whereas faculty who not taught online were asked why not, 

and what was keeping them from doing so. 

Four types of questions were used: (a) essential questions, which focus 

exclusively on the central focus of the study; (b) extra questions, which are similar to 

essential questions, worded slightly differently, which are designed to check reliability of 

responses, and; (c) probing questions (or probes) used to elicit more information, or 

allow the participants to elaborate on something they may have said (Berg, 2004, pp. 85-

86). Responses to what Berg referred to as throw away questions, which are typically 
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demographic in nature, were asked at the beginning of the online questionnaire. Those 

responses were used to build rapport during the interviews.  

Of the 26 questions developed for experienced online faculty, 13 were “essential 

questions,” 13 were “extra questions,” and there were also a few “probing questions” 

(which emerged as the interviews progressed) prepared. Of the 29 questions developed 

for faculty with no experience with e-learning, there were 16 “essential questions,” 13 

“extra questions,” and a few “probing questions” prepared.   

A total of 12 interviews with 12 participants from five faculties were conducted 

between June and September 2016. Eleven of the interviews were conducted in-person, 

on campus, with one conducted over the telephone for the convenience of the faculty 

member. The interviews lasted between 50 and 60 minutes. Eleven of the 12 interviews 

were audio taped. One participant preferred not to be recorded, in which case manual 

notes were taken. To mitigate the risk of potential equipment issues, and provide multiple 

sources against which to check possible variances in sound quality, two recording devices 

were used.  

I had originally planned to send the interviews to a professional transcription 

service to convert the recordings into text data for analysis. However, after I transcribed 

the first interview, I realized that despite how labour intensive the process was, doing so 

helped me to improve my interviewing technique. For example, as the interviews 

progressed, I spoke more clearly, reduced the number of ums and ahs, and most 

importantly, began to talk less and listen more. All material was treated confidentially. 

The tape recordings and transcriptions were stored in a locked filing cabinet, to which 

only I had the key. 
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Document Collection  

Documents were selected as a method because they can be good source of text 

(word) data and relevant information which can contribute to understanding the central 

phenomenon in qualitative research (Creswell, 2008, 2009; Scott, 1990). Documents can 

also contribute to understanding the setting the research is taking place in, which in this 

study focusses on finding information about the current state of e-learning policy at the 

university, within the province, the country, and possibly beyond. The documents in this 

research were categorized as either (a) government, or planning, (b) institutional, specific 

to the university under study, and/or (c) other, for example a strategic plan for 

eCampusOntario.  A major benefit of document collection is that the process is 

“unobtrusive and non-reactive” (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 108). The documents are 

discussed in chapter four, and noted in Appendix P.  

Documents can include many forms of communication, such as text books, 

newspapers, email messages, pictures, speeches, web pages, web blogs, reports, 

university policies, departmental pamphlets, internal departmental documents, strategic 

plans, faculty union agreements, Senate reports, faculty handbooks, institutional teaching 

and learning plans, undergraduate calendars, institutional plans, leadership communiqués, 

funding reports, committee reports, information technology plans and projects, course 

evaluation templates, program reviews, minutes of meetings, logs, personal documents, 

and announcements.  

Research Log and Interview Notes 

Throughout the data collection and early analysis process, a research log was used 

to record appointment details, scheduling issues, keep notes on the literature and general 
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activities that transpired during the research process. Individual files were created for 

each of the research participants, within which a copy of their responses to the online 

questionnaire, a copy of the interview questions, and interview sheets (or what is referred 

to as a “memo” in grounded theory, Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 221) were kept.  The 

interview sheets were used to record details of the interviews, in-situ observations, and to 

make note of any concerns or areas of interest that the participants expressed. 

The interview notes helped synthesize the value of the questions that had been 

asked (e.g., were they generating meaningful responses, did they ask questions that the 

participants were knowledgeable about), and record trends that seemed to be emerging. 

Referring to interview notes did help to refine questions asked in successive interviews. 

As the log served mainly as an organizational tool, the contents would not be analyzed.  

Data Analysis 

In qualitative research, data analysis is used to make sense of text and image data, 

and summarize the data collected to answer research questions (Plano Clark & Creswell, 

2015). For this research, a combination of strategies was used, including: general 

analysis, constant comparisons, concept building, and the coding of questionnaire, 

interview, and documentary data for themes. Although not in sequential order, the data 

was analyzed in three parts. The online questionnaire data are considered as part one, the 

interview data as part two, and the documentary text as part three. 

Embracing the iterative and non-sequential nature of qualitative research can be 

challenging (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Ravitch & Riggan, 2017). Initially I followed 

Creswell’s (2009) suggestion that researchers conduct their data analysis by first 

considering three steps.  I organized and prepared the data for analysis, then read through 

the data to obtain a general sense of the information, and began a more detailed analysis 
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with a coding process (pp. 185-186). Creswell’s (2008) visual model (refer to Figure 3), 

prompted me to divide the text into segments, then label the segments with codes, and 

narrow the codes into broad themes.  

Initially read 

through text 

Data 

Divide the text 

into segments 

of information 

Label the segments 

of information 

with codes 

Reduce overlap 

and redundancy 

of codes 

Collapse codes 

into themes 

     

Many pages  

of text 

Many segments  

of text 

30-40  

codes 

Codes reduced 

to 20 themes 

Codes reduced  

to 5-7 themes 

 Figure 3. Creswell’s (2008) visual model of the coding process in qualitative research. 

I also used the “general analysis” process associated with grounded theory, which looks 

at data from a broader perspective, and begins with the collection of the first pieces of 

data (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 72). Grounded theory encourages researchers to begin 

the analysis of data early to help focus further data collection, to develop abstract ideas, 

and to fill out, refine, and check emerging conceptual categories (Charmaz, 2005, p. 508). 

The interview transcription process facilitated an early, yet more focused analysis of the 

data, and in a very general sense it prompted thought about the interviews, the recordings, 

and the transcribed text data collected (Creswell, 2008; Pope, Ziebland, & Mays, 2000).  

Although the questionnaire responses were read first, both the questionnaire and 

interview data (including the actual transcripts, and my interview notes) were constantly 

compared, and then manually coded. Whereas comparative analysis is a standard process 

used in qualitative research analysis, “constant comparisons” are considered invaluable 

and used throughout grounded theory data analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 67). 

Constant comparisons are used to determine if data are the same or different, to facilitate 

conceptual groupings and theme development.   
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The questionnaire and interview data were loaded onto QSR International’s 

NVivo for MAC (NVivo) for further analysis. NVivo is a qualitative data management 

software tool that was selected to store, organize and sort what NVivo refers to as, 

unstructured text data. I used their key word frequency feature to help identify themes.  

Whereas the questionnaire and interview data presented a faculty perspective, the 

39 documents collected (refer to Appendix P) provided a more institutional and 

governmental perspective. As the majority of the documents were collected after the 

online questionnaire had been released and the interviews completed, they were mostly 

read and analyzed third. Scott (1990) suggests that the ultimate purpose of examining 

documents is to arrive at an understanding of the meaning and significance of the 

information that each document contains. To do that, I followed Bowen’s (2009) process; 

first I skimmed the documents (a superficial examination) and then read through each one 

(a thorough examination) before I began the process of interpreting them.   

I categorized the documents as either (a) institutional documents that were 

specific to the university under study, (b) provincial government policies, and relevant 

provincial documents, or (c) other relevant documents. Next, and following Gibson and 

Brown’s (2011) suggestion that there are general topics and a series of related questions 

which researchers can use to examine documents, I made a separate record sheet for each 

of the 39 documents.  The record sheets prompted me to consider (a) time (when was the 

document produced?), (b) the author (is there a single author or multiple authors? What 

is the institutional or organizational affiliation?), (c) the purpose (what is the document 

for? Why was it produced?), (d) the audience (who what the document produced for?), 

(e) what is the relation to other documents (is the document a part of a collection, or is it 

stand alone?), (f) the ownership (are the owners the same people as the producers or the 
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audience?), and (g) alteration (have the documents been changed? Who did so? Why? 

Does the alteration reflect some change in function/role/status?).    

I loaded the documents (with the exception of the university undergraduate and 

graduate calendars) into NVivo. Although Scott (1990) suggests that if documents are to 

be used as resources, researchers must have some procedures for handling the problem of 

interpretive understanding, I used NVivo primarily to organize the documents. Whereas 

the interview and questionnaire data was interpreted using word frequency and text 

search queries to generate themes, the document analysis focused on making an 

“appropriate selection” of documents (Gibson & Brown, 2011, p. 3). Gibson and Brown 

(2011) refer to the appropriate selection of documents as “analytically focused 

documentary research” (p. 3). As a process, it does not generate data; rather, documents 

are chosen for their relevance to the research. Although the documents provided a 

different perspective and supported triangulation, as the primary purpose of this research 

was to explore faculty perspectives of e-learning, the documents generated what was 

considered secondary, or complementary data (Bowen, 2009). 

As a novice researcher, I found data analysis a disconcerting process; findings 

emerged as themes, but they became apparent at various points in the research, and not 

just during data analysis—for example, as I reviewed the questionnaire responses, while I 

was conducting the interviews, and during initial document reviews. It was also a very 

time-consuming process; each of the 22 questionnaires generated at least three pages of 

data, each of the 12 interviews generated between 10 to 20 pages of transcribed data, and 

the documents contributed approximately 750 additional pages. Not surprisingly, no 

matter how organized a researcher may be, as Fontana and Frey (2005) suggested, I too 

became buried under a mountain of paper work. However, and regardless of volume, 
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each source of data contributed to understanding e-learning policy from a faculty 

perspective at The University. 

Collectively, each data analysis strategy: general analysis, constant comparisons, 

concept building, coding, and theme development helped to make meaning from the data. 

Of the strategies, it was the constant comparisons of data which proved most valuable to 

completing the analysis. Using constant comparison throughout the analysis helped me to 

familiarize myself with the data, get comfortable with it, and to identify the themes 

discussed in chapter five.     

Trustworthiness and Authenticity of Data 

Qualitative data analysis is an interpretive process that involves researchers using 

their personal viewpoints to analyze and interpret their data. Researchers use a variety of 

strategies as part of the analysis process to help validate and ensure the accuracy and 

credibility of the findings. To verify my findings, I used three strategies that Plano Clark 

and Creswell (2015) suggest are essential to ensuring the accuracy and credibility of 

those findings: (a) data triangulation, (b) member checking, and (c) bracketing. 

Data triangulation included interviewing multiple participants with different 

perspectives, and drawing from multiple data sources (e.g., documents, policies, data 

provided by participants) to clarify meaning, and to cross-validate those data sources 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Platt, 1981; Wiersma & Jurs, 2009). With triangulation, data 

are deliberately sought from different sources, such as surveys, interviews, and/or policy 

documents (Stake, 2010). 

The member-checking process ensured that all participants who made a request to 

review their transcripts received a copy. For this research, 11 of the 12 interview 

participants requested the opportunity to review their transcript. The member-checking 
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process enabled participants to ensure the transcription of their interview was complete 

and realistic, and that the interpretation fair and representative of their perspective. It also 

provided participants the opportunity to comment on or edit their transcripts.  

Bracketing was used to acknowledge and set aside personal bias, experience, and 

preconceived notions about the research topics. I kept a research log, within which I 

created a section for bracketing. I recorded my biases (I have a bias toward a hybrid 

classroom that combines online programming, and face-to-face teaching and learning) 

and kept track of where and when my personal perspectives arose during coding and data 

analysis (Flipp, 2014). I hoped that my awareness of my biases would help to not 

influence the participants’ perspectives, which Plano Clark and Creswell (2015) suggest 

can enhance the credibility of the study’s findings. 

Ethical Considerations 

Qualitative research seeks to understand how people think about their 

environments, and how they act and behave in it. The core principles of the Tri-Council 

Policy Statement entitled Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (Canadian 

Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of 

Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2010) were 

strictly followed. The core principles are (a) respect for persons, (b) concern for welfare, 

and (c) justice.  Before this research began, approval was required and received from the 

university Research Ethics Board (file number 15-299-Kuchapski). 

Participation in this research was voluntary, and participants (all adults) were 

advised that they would be able to withdraw at any time, as would their data. Ethical 

issues associated with recruitment were managed through the use of consent forms. 
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Participant confidentiality was maintained in keeping with the university Research Ethics 

Board guidelines. To maintain anonymity, the university in this study was referred to as 

“The University.” To protect their individual privacy, the participants were assigned 

pseudonyms. Only I have had access to information on their identity. 

With regard to handling the online questionnaire data, FluidSurvey advised while 

creators can delete individual responses, test responses, and imported responses to a 

questionnaire, data remain on their servers (hosted in Canada) for 30 days. To facilitate 

the deletion of all responses, I will (a) delete all data at the end of the study, and (b) 

cancel my FluidSurvey account. 

A form titled “Participant Dossier” was used to the participants private 

information such as name, contact information, and the participant pseudonyms assigned. 

The dossiers and informed consent forms are in a locked cabinet in my personal home 

office. They will remain there for 2 years after this research is defended, and then 

destroyed. The participant names have not been, nor will they be divulged or appear on 

any written material related to the research.   

Paper transcripts of the interviews without real names have been kept separate 

from identifying information and locked in a second filing cabinet in my home office.  

That data will also be stored for 2 years after defense, and then destroyed. The audio 

tapes have been, and will also be stored in the second locked filing cabinet and shredded 

using a strip cut shredder at the end of the 2 years. The interview participants were asked if 

they wanted the interview tapes returned. All participants declined, and approved my 

shredding of the tapes. 
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Electronic data collected during this study have been maintained on my password-

protected computer. I will remove all identifying information from the files prior to 

storing them (e.g., individual interview notes). The data will be electronically archived 

after completion of the study, maintained for 2 years, and then erased. 

After the interviews, and prior to proceeding to the data analysis phase, 

confidentiality was also addressed using data cleaning (Kaiser, 2012). Personal identifiers 

(e.g., department names, references to colleagues by name, references to specific courses, 

references to The University) were removed from the transcripts before they were sent to 

participants for member checking. The member-checking process provided participants 

with the opportunity to review, change, or respond to what they said in their interview, 

and how they perceived they would be portrayed in the research. It also gave the 

participants an opportunity to assess their comfort level with the degree of confidentiality 

conveyed to that point. 

Chapter Summary 

In summary, the purpose of this study was to explore faculty perspectives on e-

learning policy in a Canadian university, and how those policies had influenced their use 

of e-learning. Qualitative research is not based on a single method, and as I was 

interested in studying e-learning policy from multiple viewpoints, the online 

questionnaire, interviews and documents played distinctive roles in this research. Each 

tool informed the other. The questionnaires helped to gauge interest in the research and to 

identify interview participants, and the interviews in turn informed the study.  

The site was chosen as it was convenient, a comprehensive university that 

included a broad range of faculties, and had a teaching and learning centre that supported 

faculty in their use of e-learning.  Research participants were purposefully selected. As 
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interviews were the most important element of the research, the distance to meet faculty 

was also a part site selection process. In the end, size, time, cost, and convenience were 

factored into the site selection decision. Chapter four presents the findings of this 

research.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to explore faculty perspectives on e-learning policy 

in a Canadian university, and how those policies had influenced their use of e-learning. In 

this chapter, I discuss the findings under the themes that emerged from the exploratory 

online questionnaire, interviews with faculty, and the document collection. This chapter 

is organized into five sections. Although briefly discuss in chapter three, section one 

provides a more detailed overview of the demographic information obtained through the 

online questionnaire, including how many faculty responded to the online questionnaire, 

and how many volunteered to participate in a follow-on interview. Section two explores 

the themes that emerged by data collection method. Section three answers the three 

primary and five secondary research questions, and section four provides an overview of 

the findings. The chapter concludes with a summary of the research. 

The original intention of this research was to study two distinct groups: faculty 

with e-learning experience and faculty with no e-learning experience. As the online 

questionnaire did not specifically ask participants if they had experience with e-learning, 

I was only able to confirm what the participants’ level of experience with e-learning was 

during the interviews (refer to Appendix O). As such, the findings reflect themes and 

perspectives of the sample as a whole, and not of two distinct groups. 

The Participants 

Of the 28 responses to the online questionnaire, six were incomplete and 

discarded, which resulted in a total sample size of 22. Participants were all full-time 

faculty members who held doctoral degrees (PhD or EdD). They represented a range of 

overall teaching experience, held different tenure status, and were male or female. Four 

participants were full Professors, 12 were Associate Professors, and five were Assistant 
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Professors. Eighteen of the Professors had tenure, and four did not. Although 

questionnaire respondents were not asked to specify their age, they were asked about 

their years of service.  

All faculty at the university were recruited for this research, regardless of their 

experience with e-learning. Of those who participated, the majority of the faculty had 

been teaching at the university level for over 11 years. Of the 22 questionnaire 

respondents, 12 agreed to be interviewed. Of those interviewed, the majority had over 15 

years of university teaching experience. For the purpose of this study, an experienced 

participant was considered to have taught at least one online course at the university 

level. Eight of the 12 interview participants were experienced with e-learning, and had 

taught at least one online course. Gender participation was equal; there were six female 

participants and six male participants (refer to Table 7).  

Table 7 

 

Basic Demographic Information for the 22 Online Questionnaire and 12 Interview 

Respondents 

 Gender  Tenured 

 
Experience teaching at the  

university level (years) 

Participant group Male Female  Yes No  < 1  1-5  6-10  11-15  >15  

Online questionnaire 8 14  18 4  n/a n/a 5 6 11 

Interview 6 6  11 1  n/a n/a 1 3 8 

 

Themes 

Overall, ten themes emerged. As noted in Table 8, flexibility, time, and demand 

emerged in all three data sets. Technology emerged in the questionnaire and interview 
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data only. As themes, the participantsʼ lack of e-learning policy knowledge and The 

Centre emerged in the interviews only. Four new themes surfaced in the documentary 

text: cost; changing conditions (social, political, economic, and cultural); enrolment 

(fluctuations to and the increase in online course enrolment); and equitable access. 

In the next section, the themes are organized by data collection method, and are 

presented in the order the data were collected, first in the online questionnaire, followed 

by the interviews, and last, within the documents.  
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Table 8 

Themes 

 Data collection method 

Theme no. Questionnaire Interviews with faculty Documents 

1 Flexibility 

(for faculty, for 

students) 

Flexibility Flexibility 

2 Time 

(to get involved in e-

learning) 

Time 

(amount related to 

teaching online) 

Time 

3 Technology 

(opportunity to teach 

using technology 

tools) 

Technology  

4  Participantsʼ lack of e-

learning policy 

knowledge 

 

5  The Centre  

6 Demand Demand Demand 

7   Cost 

8   Changing conditions 

(social, political, 

economic, and cultural) 

9   Enrolment 

(fluctuations to, and the 

increase in online course 

enrolment) 

10   Equitable access 
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 Themes that Emerged from the Online Questionnaire 

Four themes emerged in responses to the online questionnaire: (a) flexibility, (b) 

time (specifically that faculty felt it was time for them to get involved professionally in e-

learning), (c) technology, and (d) demand. Of the 17 questions asked, the responses to 

questions 4 (a 10-factor ranking question), 6, 7, 8, and 9 (which provided space for open-

ended replies) were most relevant to and useful in identifying themes (refer to Appendix 

C for the questions). Question 4 specifically sought faculty perspectives on developing an 

e-learning course, and the responses provided insight into which of the factors were most 

important to the respondents. Their choices were either: the opportunity to use 

technology-based tools; flexibility (for faculty or students); the demand for online 

courses; pressure from administration; an e-learning call from The Centre; that 

professionally it was time to get involved in e-learning; faculty would get support needed 

to develop and/or teach an online course; or that the quality of online education was equal 

to face-to-face instruction.  

Responses to questions 1, 2, 3, and 10 through 20 were not significant for the 

following reasons. Questions 1, 2, and 3 asked about the respondentsʼ experience and 

perception of e-learning from a student perspective. Questions 10 to 18 were 

demographic in nature, and question 19 was designed to recruit one-on-one interview 

participants. For faculty who were willing to participate in an interview, question 20 

provided space to provide their contact information.  

Flexibility consistently emerged as a theme. Of the 22 responses to question 4 

(rank the factors that affect your level of interest in developing an e-learning course), 12 

faculty members ranked “flexibility for students” as one of their top three choices, and 
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eight ranked “flexibility, for me as faculty” as one of their top three choices. In response 

to the open-ended questions, one faculty member perceived that e-learning provided 

“more flexibility and efficiency in the way that course materials are presented, and in the 

way that students consume them.” 

Time also emerged as a theme, both in response to ranking question 4, and to 

open-ended questions 6, 7, 8, and 9. In response to the ranking question, 10 of the 22 

faculty members selected time, specifically option (g) “professionally, I think it’s time to 

get involved in e-learning” as one of their top three choices. Faculty members also 

commented on time from a few different perspectives. One faculty member referred to 

how teaching online was “too time-intensive for the instructor”; how “the process of 

changing content [from face-to-face to online] was extremely complicated”; and how 

“the amount of time needed to engage in activities with students was significantly greater 

than in a face-to-face course.” Another said that it took a lot of time to facilitate online 

group work, and shared how students complained about how they really needed to do 

course readings in order to participate in online discussion groups. One faculty member 

believed that totally online [courses] were more labour intensive, and that the format 

limited discussion, and another commented how “the amount of time needed to engage in 

activities with students was significantly greater per student than in a face-to-face course.” 

One respondent questioned whether they would “have enough time to facilitate [the 

students] being involved in discussion with each other—not just being passive recipients of 

it.” Another faculty member thought that e-learning would take a lot of preparation time, 

that they would not enjoy teaching online, but shared that they had “recently started adding 

online components to my face-to-face courses, as time permits.”   Another respondent 
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conveyed that they would “love to [develop an e-learning course]” but didn’t have a lot of 

time to prepare one.  The same faculty member believed that e-learning would “offer an 

opportunity for students and myself to cut down on travel time to the university, which 

would allow time to do other important course or work-related things.”   

In regards to technology, 18 of the 22 respondents ranked “the opportunity to use 

technology-based tools” as one of their top three choices. One faculty member expressed 

how they “would really like to have more time to integrate more advanced technologies” 

into their online course development, but had limited their efforts due to a “perceived 

lack of support, and adequate time for professional learning and course/tool preparation 

(even though I am aware of resources that are available on campus).” One respondent 

conveyed how the “use of technology is of interest.” Another expressed “the desire to use 

innovate technology tools” in their practice. Another faculty member considered how e-

learning provided faculty “the ability to offer an alternative to the students, and [an 

opportunity for students] to use their technology knowledge to help them learn.”  

In regards to demand, 11 of the of the 22 responses selected “demand for online 

courses” as one of their top three choices. In response to an open-ended question, one 

faculty member shared that it was their “topic area, and high demand from students” that 

had influenced them to develop an e-learning course. Another responded that although 

they could “see potential demand for online courses in my field,” they had not yet nor 

planned to create an online course in the future.    

Themes that Emerged from the Interviews  

The interview participants were asked different questions depending on whether 

they had taught an e-learning course, or not. For example, questions 1, 2, and 3 asked 
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participants who had taught an online course to talk about their online teaching 

experience, what had prompted them to become involved with e-learning, and how e-

learning had affected how they taught their traditional face-to-face courses. For 

participants who had not taught an e-learning course, questions 1, 2, and 3 asked them to 

discuss why they had not taught online yet, what was keeping them away from e-

learning, and what they thought was different about teaching online (refer to Appendix D 

for interview questions for experienced online faculty, and Appendix E for the questions 

asked to faculty who had not taught an e-learning course).   

Six themes emerged from the interviews. As the interview narrative, and its 

analysis account for the majority of this chapter, to make navigation through this section 

as simple as possible, (a) faculty with e-learning experience have been assigned 

pseudonyms that begin with the letter “A”; (b) faculty with no experience with e-learning 

have pseudonyms that begin with the letter “B”; and (c) as reflected in Table 8, the 

themes have been numbered. The following themes emerged from the interviews. 

Interview Theme 1: Flexibility 

Flexibility emerged as important to most participants. While flexibility appeared 

in the online questionnaire, it was more prominent in the interviews. For example, Adele 

believed that e-learning was “more convenient for students, in terms of timing; … they 

could do it [their course work] when they wanted … and they could fit it into their 

schedule. So, I think that would be an advantage for them.”  Amy commented, “the 

biggest benefit of online learning is access and flexibility [for our students].” Ava had 

purposely designed an online course to include “all kinds of flexibility [for students].”  

Amir thought that although “students are attracted to online education for various reasons 



123 

 

… but one of them must be convenience.” Bruce referred to “flexibility for students … 

and accessibility to the course” as key factors that would contribute to his desire to 

develop an e-learning course in the future. Alice found that e-learning provided students  

with a great deal of flexibility. They don’t have to be in my classroom with set 

days and set times, they can listen to my videos whatever time of the day, 

whatever day of the week that suits them best, where they are most likely to be 

able to learn and engage with material.  

Additionally, Andre endorsed flexibility as a key benefit for students, in that (a) with e-

learning, students “get to decide what type of learning they want to do. It’s all student 

driven, all student motivated”; and (b) that “there is more flexibility and efficiency in the 

way that course materials are presented and in the way students consume them.” Andre 

also suggested that today’s university students’ reliance on the Internet had changed their 

expectations of teaching and learning, which had resulted in a need for flexibility in the 

classroom:  

One of the things I’ve come to embrace in the last few years is that these students 

don’t remember pre-Internet days, pre-Smartphone days, this is their world.  If 

you are not online, and you are not doing e-learning things, you might as well not 

exist, because in their world, you don’t. 

Although Brian regarded e-learning positively, he had some concerns for e-learning 

students, and commented that 

There are some positives and negatives I think. Again, the flexibility for students 

is greater, in terms of their scheduling, and allowing them to do things remotely.  

They are not coming to a classroom. The drawback to that, with regard to first 
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year students, is the lack of discipline.  That can be a drawback for them, without 

realizing it, until it’s too late, and they are too far down the course, and they 

haven’t done the work. 

In response to a question that asked how online courses were perceived, Sue iterated, “I 

think for most of our students, they are perceived positively. They understand that they 

gain a lot of flexibility … and the ability to interact with the course content differently.” 

Andre further commented, “I’d like to believe that part of that [e-learning] is to provide 

better opportunities for our students, to provide a more flexible learning environment for 

our students, to reach out to students with an environment that perhaps they are more 

comfortable with.”  

A few participants shared their opinions on what flexibility in terms of e-learning 

meant to them, as faculty. Ava commented that e-learning “gives us a lot more flexibility, 

and we can communicate with them [students], and meet them on their own terms a little 

better.”  Amir shared that since faculty “donʼt have set schedule hours, it probably frees 

you up in terms of your scholarship a bit more. So, I think there is some convenience 

there.” As to the factors that contributed to her having created an e-learning course, Kim 

responded “definitely, flexibility.”  

A number of faculty considered flexibility from both the student and faculty 

perspective. Alec commented that based on the evaluations he’d received “the biggest 

thing for students is convenience and flexibility.” Alec also believed that when faculty 

teach online, “you lose some things, you gain some things, and the biggest thing you gain 

is flexibility. What you lose is human contact” but attributed the “flexibility of teaching 

and learning, and instant communication with students” as factors that contributed to his 
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decision to create an e-learning course. Ann however referred to e-learning as “a double-

edged sword [for faculty and for students]” and shared that   

Yes, [as faculty] you have more flexibility. If [students] work, they donʼt have to 

take time off to be in class from 2:00 to 5:00. On the other hand, if you are in 

class from 2:00 to 5:00, you have that time, you prepare for it, and you are done 

with it, right? 

Interview Theme 2: Time  

 The theme of time emerged as important to most participants in some way. 

Perceptions ranged from feeling that e-learning took more time to (a) teach, (b) to 

respond to students, (c) that more time was needed to develop online courses, that (d) e-

learning saved time, and/or (e) that it was time to get involved with e-learning. Alec, a 

participant who was very supportive of e-learning, acknowledged challenges in 

developing e-learning courses, and in managing student expectations of faculty 

availability: 

The front end [of course development] is very time consuming, but you only need 

to set up the course templates once.  I don’t deal with students 7/24, and at the 

beginning of the semester tell them, this is how you can reach me, this is when 

you can reach me, and if you want to see me physically here are my office hours. 

I respond to email when I can, between the hours of 9:00 and 12 noon, Monday to 

Friday. I set that. When I go home, I focus on family. They know that; it’s on my 

web page.   

Amy commented on time from a few different perspectives: 

I found working online a lot of work for a small class. I couldn’t imagine going 
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more than 20 students and actually staying sane myself. The other thing is that 

most communication ends up being through your fingers, typing. That need to 

write e-mails, and I do a fair bit of that anyway, but when that is the only way of 

communicating, it can be challenging, and it takes longer. So, from a faculty 

perspective, it takes me a long time, much longer to communicate with my fingers 

than it does with my voice. I simply can’t type as fast as I can talk. 

Adele also felt that teaching online was more time consuming; she stated:  

it could be that I’m not doing it in the way that other people are doing it. I thought 

it would be more beneficial to students.  It turned out to be an awful lot of work 

for me to facilitate the groups online—taking a lot of my time, and students 

complained that they had to do the readings to participate in the small group 

online discussions.   

Ann described the concept of time with e-learning as being different from 

traditional face-to-face teaching, and shared that 

Online is way more time consuming … the time demands are completely different 

for e-learning. The pretty basic ones are that if you are teaching face-to-face, 

you’re in class, you don’t have to find hours. With e-learning, that structure is 

removed. There is an “on call-ness” associated with e-learning, where some 

faculty choose to be on call, and available, and some do not. Some say “I’m 

online between here and here”; perhaps that’s a choice. I think there is probably 

more writing in most online classes, and that can take more time. I’m not sure that 

students really take the time to listen to each other online, but I also think that 

what some people really like is the idea that they have time for reflection. 
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However, not all participants regarded e-learning as too time consuming. Amir 

found e-learning beneficial in terms of time, convenience and scholarship. He 

commented that  

I think for instructors, e-learning provides freedom in terms of time, you don’t 

have set schedule hours, so it probably frees you up in terms of your scholarship a 

little bit more. If you have a scholarship day, you can take that day and respond to 

forum posts, or whatever it is, on another day. So, I think there is some 

convenience there.  

Although Bart had not taught an e-learning course, he shared how time had factored into 

his decision to opt out: “I have considered developing an online course for over 10 years, 

but I haven’t done so as it would take a large amount of preparation time, and it’s a 

complicated process. However, I have recently started adding online components to my 

face-to-face courses.” 

Interview Theme 3: The Opportunity to Use Technology Tools 

Technology emerged as a theme in a number of different ways. Although 

interview participants were not specifically asked about technology, nine of the 12 

participants referred to technology in a number of different contexts, including (a) the use 

of technology in university classrooms today, (b) faculty use of technology, (c) the cost 

of technology, (d) student use and perception of technology, and (e) technical support.    

Based on the interviews, it was clear that technology had been adopted, promoted, 

and used by the academy, faculty, and students in different ways. For example, Amy 

noted at this university, it was The Centre that promoted “the use of technology, because 

they promote new ways of teaching and learning. It’s part of their mandate, part of what 
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they are excited about.” When asked about how she foresaw using technology in the 

classroom, Barb’s concern was not with technology per se, but rather her need to learn 

how to use e-learning tools that could help her to conceptualize and present her ideas.  

In response to how e-learning had affected the way he taught traditional face-to-

face courses, Amir shared that he had not really thought about the differences, though 

professionally felt that he “should be taking the next step in terms of working with 

technology as a teaching tool, and that includes online education.” Bart shared that 

although he had not yet taught an online course, he did use technology in his classes, and 

had loaded all his class slides onto the university’s learning management system. Doing 

so not only made content accessible but also was where he thought students expected to 

find it. He had used the quiz feature, and felt he had had good success with it, but 

conveyed “how it does take time to set up [an e-learning course] initially, my students 

seem to love the [online] format.”  

Participants also discussed how universities were dealing with student perceptions 

and their expectations of technology. Alec thought universities were  

responding to the pressures of the cyber age that we live in, [and were] trying to 

respond, or be responsive to the expectations of this new generation. If they’ve 

been born, socialized and raised in technology, they take it for granted because 

that’s where they live and breathe.  

Adele commented that although “e-learning may have made me more open to using 

technology,” there was also an expectation that students needed to be able to use basic 

technology, and e-learning could help students develop competencies around using 

technology.  
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Although Brian considered the traditional “chalk and talk” teaching method to be 

a “very rich [teaching and] learning technology because it’s got visual, it’s got verbal, 

and it’s got kinaesthetic learning [ability],” he also felt that current communications 

technology, beyond what was included in e-learning or university based systems, had 

provided an easy way for students to connect, collaborate, and keep in touch. Brian 

referred to Facetime and Skype as examples of technology that could be used by students 

and faculty to remove the physical proximity required of traditional face-to-face teaching 

and learning. Unlike faculty who may be interested in developing an e-learning course 

but nervous to deal with unfamiliar technology, Brian welcomed the change. He was 

aware of the screen capture function, knew how to use a Universal Serial Bus (USB) 

interface, and was comfortable with doing voice-overs. He also referred to how 

technology provided convenience, specifically how online lectures enabled students to 

play back lectures they might need, as many times as they needed.  

A number of participants referred to technology from a monetary perspective. 

Alice felt that by using e-learning and technology, such as video conferencing to 

telecommute, not only provided a more flexible learning environment for students but 

also saved them money. When asked what was motivating the university to engage in e-

learning, Adele suggested that although e-learning was a worldwide trend, and that 

universities didn’t want to be seen as being behind, old fashioned, or not up to date, the 

opportunity to decrease costs was probably the main motivation. However, she cautioned 

that “technology still costs money though, even if you don’t have professors involved.”  

Interview Theme 4: Participantsʼ Lack of e-Learning Policy Knowledge 

Participants were asked to identify policies, guidelines, or documents related to e-

learning. Knowledge of specific policies or documents was limited. For example, Amy 
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noted that “I should be able to [identify some e-learning policies], but nothing is coming 

to mind,” and Amir stated that “in terms of the university I’m not aware of a lot of e-

learning policy.” Brian’s knowledge of and thoughts about e-learning were similar. He 

shared, “I don’t think we have any policy, unless it’s in the collective agreement, about 

the development of online, there might be something in there, but I’ve never checked it, 

other than the most recent agreement 3 years ago.” Andre, unaware of and seemingly 

uninterested in policies on e-learning, said “it’s not something I care about. I could 

probably go through The Centre to find any e-learning policies, but my caring level is 

very low. I do it because I think it works.” 

Bart and Alice both considered e-learning policies from an institutional 

perspective. Bart suggested, “there may be something at the university level. I expect the 

Vice Provost might have access, or know of them, if there is anything.” Alice had a 

similar opinion: “basically I feel like at the university level they [e-learning policies] are 

in a state of flux. Uhm, I know there are policies, because they are tied into The Centre 

funding.  It’s all kind of a package, right?”    

In spite of their lack of familiarity with e-learning policy or policies, a few 

participants pointed to specific documents, and/or speculated as to where relevant e-

learning documents or policies might be found. For example, Ann reasoned “that there 

are policies with respect to the e-learning environment, and online conduct … [and] we 

certainly have parameters and rules of acceptable behaviour, [over which] academic 

integrity policies certainly would apply.” She also suggested that because the faculty 

handbook had policies which covered face-to-face teaching and learning, it might also 

have some rules for e-learning, such as acceptable online behaviour, for both faculty and 

students. In the end, although specific policies were not identified, participants did 
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discuss departmental level policies, and numerous references were made to the faculty 

collective agreement.  

Although it became evident during the interviews that in a number of faculties, e-

learning policy was either not an issue, or of little interest and/or importance, a few 

participants discussed their departmental perspectives, and policies that related to e-

learning. Bart commented, “of course I’d only be familiar with my department, but I 

haven’t seen that. So, I think there is a lot of discretion, which is maybe problematic, 

because there may not be standards throughout the university.” Hesitantly, Bart shared 

that in his department, “there is an unwritten policy that we are encouraged to develop 

online courses, in support of the provincial government’s initiative. But uhm, there 

wasn’t any policy we were following in terms of at what threshold should we request to 

show support for the instructor of an online course.”  

Alice shared that “in my department, we struggle with that [e-learning]. It’s a 

contentious issue in the department.” Although Ava was not aware of any overarching 

institutional level e-learning policies, her department had done some work around a 

process faculty had to follow in order to teach an online course: 

The policy as we’ve developed it in this department, is that you can only teach a 

class in e-learning if there’s a statement in the calendar that says “may be taught 

online.” And to get that statement added to the calendar, there has to be an 

approval process that starts at the department level. The department has to 

approve it, and then it goes to the committee for the faculty level, and then to the 

Senate committee. 

 Ava further commented that because of departmental practices, obtaining approval for e-
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learning course development was difficult, it was likely that online courses would not be 

approved. Ava shared that “getting it [the request to teach online] out of the department 

[was a problem] as the department has refused several times to approve requests to have 

an online course added to the calendar.” However, the refusals usually came back with a 

caveat that a department policy that clarified what courses could be e-learning, and what 

couldn’t. That caveat was confusing, as according to Ava, that policy had never been 

developed.  

With regard to e-learning policies in his department, Brian was very definitive: 

“no, we donʼt have any … [but, we have] wrestled with that over time.” Brian shared two 

key points: (a) how the lack of policy had hampered e-learning development in his 

department, and (b) how because of problems that his department associated with e-

learning, uncertainty existed around what criterion traditional face-to-face courses needed 

to meet, in order to be considered candidates for e-learning. Brian noted that   

within in our own department, our own faculty, we have struggled. There have 

been disagreements over courses to be specified as online or not. For example, if 

someone said “I want to develop this course online” and the department has said, 

“well hang on now, that’s a core course for this degree, and it’s very important 

that students are engaged, and debating with each other, and how is this going to 

work?” So, people are cognizant of the impact an online course might have in an 

integrated program, and you know, where it is, and there’s no written documents, 

but there have been battles, in departments over this issue.  

The lack of clarity around e-learning in his department, Brian suggested, had left many 

faculty members frustrated. 
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A number of participants did make reference to the faculty collective agreement. 

For example, Adele commented that while she did not  

pay attention to that kind of thing, unfortunately, and I don’t think that there is 

anything about e-learning in the faculty collective agreement, [but] as long as an 

online course is still defined as a course, then the collective agreement contract is 

relevant to that.  

Barb felt that although she should have been more aware of, if or what provisions were 

made for e-learning in the faculty collective agreement, she felt that e-learning should be 

given the same consideration as traditional face-to-face courses. Similarly unaware of any 

e-learning policies, Brian remarked, “I don’t think we have a [e-learning] policy, unless 

it’s in the collective agreement, about the development of online, there might be 

something in there, but I’ve never checked it, other than the most recent agreement 3 

years ago.” Brian also made reference to the university Senate’s possible involvement 

with e-learning policy:   

The only thing that Senate has passed, if there is a possibility that a course is 

online, it has to be indicated in the calendar. You know, so that if a student comes 

in and says I didn't realize this section was online, or could be a blended course. 

So, we do have some terminology around whether it’s fully online, or blended, or 

face-to-face instruction. 

Amir commented “I don’t think there is any mention of online education in the faculty 

collective agreement; [at least I] don’t remember ever seeing anything.” Bruce, also not 

aware of any policies, speculated that provisions for e-learning and e-learning policies 

might be in the faculty collective agreement. Although regardless of whether there was 
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any e-learning policy, Bruce felt that they should be considered the same as traditional 

face-to-face courses. 

Interview Theme 5: The Centre 

Most of Ontario’s 22 public universities have departments or centres that provide 

resources in support of teaching and learning (refer to Appendix G).  The university in 

this study has a well-established teaching and learning resource centre, which in this 

dissertation is referred to as “The Centre.” All participants were familiar with The Centre. 

Their experiences with and perceptions about The Centre were consistently very positive. 

In addition to being the place where relevant e-learning policies would most likely be 

found, all of the interview participants regarded The Centre as the university’s principal 

resource for e-learning support, which included (a) e-learning proposal writing support, 

(b) pedagogical guidance, and (c) technical support. For example, Alice specified that 

“The Centre is our primary resource for online.” The majority of the participants also 

referred to The Centre as a source for traditional face-to-face teaching and learning 

support. As such, it was not surprising when The Centre’s support of and for e-learning 

emerged as an overarching theme.  

Because The Centre was also responsible for posting and managing various e-

learning initiatives, Bruce felt that faculty would naturally turn to The Centre for help 

with translating their interests, and e-learning ideas into appropriate statements of intent.  

Correspondingly, the interview data revealed that as well as assisting faculty with 

technology-enabled learning, curriculum design, evaluation of teaching, and instructional 

development services, participants also relied on The Centre for help with both 

government e-learning grant applications, and the university’s call for e-learning course 
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development proposals. Many of participants had worked with The Centre to develop e-

learning proposals, e-learning courses, and/or had received support for individual online 

courses. All had high praise for The Centre’s staff.   

Alec’s view emulated that of many of the participants, “what I can say is that it 

feels good as an academic, as a teacher in the classroom to know that those [in The 

Centre] who provide support and infrastructure understand what they are doing, 

understand the policies, and technically, they are really in tune with what they are doing.” 

Barb appreciated the assistance she received from The Centre when applying for an e-

learning grant, and how well they had explained the process, the policies, and the contract 

that was required. Amir had experience with both the Ontario Ministry’s e-learning 

initiative, and the university’s call for e-learning proposals. Amir’s grant application was 

a lot of work, and although it was unsuccessful, he commented that “The Centre was very 

supportive, [and] they kind of supervised and shepherded it” through the system.   

In addition to administrative support and pedagogical guidance, the participantsʼ 

perceptions of e-learning services provided by The Centre varied. Alice, Amir, and Alec 

commented on The Centre’s practical teaching, learning, and advisory roles for both face-

to-face and e-learning. Ann and Alice referred specifically to The Centre’s best practices. 

Alice, whose department provided no teaching or learning guidance, relied on her 

personal resource library (most of which was for traditional face-to-face teaching and 

learning), and on The Centre for e-learning and teaching best practices: 

I know The Centre has got a huge collection [of resource material], and they 

themselves are so willing to help. My department? Not in my department. It’s a 

very individual endeavour. But I think that’s true whether it’s face-to-face, or e-
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learning. I can’t say that my department has got any kind of resources for my 

face-to-face classes either. That’s all part of our own professional development … 

The Centre is our primary resource … they have lots and lots of resources on how 

to teach, and how to put course outlines together, and there are guidelines for e-

learning. I’ve worked with all of The Centre staff, they are a fantastic resource, 

and they’ve got all kinds of handouts and books that you can have or borrow.  

Having worked with The Centre on both government grant applications, and university e-

learning proposals, Amir suggested that for the departments in the university who did not 

offer online courses, The Centre was a great starting point.  In addition to advising 

faculty how to begin the process, The Centre provided guidance on how to (a) obtain 

funding, (b) structure courses, (c) select textbooks most appropriate for the format, (d) 

organize student discussion into forums, and (e) which content to include in assignments. 

 Alice observed that when she signed an e-learning proposal contract with The 

Centre, she did not have to worry about copyright issues: 

When we sign our contract with The Centre I know that there is information in 

that, about [copyright]. From that standpoint, the biggest concern is that it’s my 

course, I own the course, I developed it. My department can’t just say then I have 

to turn my materials over and let somebody else teach it. I know I’m protected 

that way.   

Alec had relied on The Centre to support him through the many steps involved in 

teaching a new online course (from obtaining funding, to developing the course, and 

needing ongoing support). He established a trusted relationship with The Centre, and all 

of its staff: “The Centre sent me stuff, and I will confess, I didn’t pay attention to the 
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titles, I just read what they sent me. Yes, I’ve received supporting materials from them, 

especially when I was designing my last course, I wanted to make sure I was doing this 

right.”   

As e-learning relies on technology to happen, one of the functions The Centre 

provided was technical support. Although Alice depended on The Centre for online 

teaching and learning guidance, as well as administrative support, she noted that her 

requirements focused 

more heavily on the technical support, than the pedagogical support. Not that [the 

support] wouldn’t be there if I wanted it. But I don’t think I asked for it, 

[however] the offer is always there. But again, these are courses that I’ve been 

teaching for a really, really long time. I’m comfortable with the big pieces of that, 

but with the other pieces, pedagogically, there is always somebody there to talk 

to. [The team] is fantastic, [they] have been great. The technical support, I think, 

is amazing. No matter what happens, one of them is there right away, to either fix 

it, or find a different way to address the question. We had a video problem in one 

of my online classes that they couldn’t fix within 10 minutes, there was really 

something that was out of their control that they couldn’t fix right away. But you 

know they found a way to make it work in a different way so the students 

wouldn’t get hurt. 

During his e-learning course journey, Andre conveyed a similar requirement: “I relied 

pretty heavily on The Centre for the technical knowledge, like video lecture. So, when I 

designed the course, and with The Centre’s help, I wrote and recorded a video lecture, for 

each class.” Andre also expressed his appreciation for The Centre’s team: “the people 
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from The Centre are very effective. They are great to work with; they know what they are 

doing. They kick-ass!”   

Adele shared that despite being somewhat nervous about technology, and some of 

the issues she perceived had accompanied the change from face-to-face to online 

instruction, she acknowledged that 

There are people here who can help us do it. But until you can see someone else 

go through that, you may not be able to get over that anxiety. I know, that they all 

[The Centre staff] helped me. [For example] I just did a demonstration of how to 

do a statistics thing to some research assistants I work with in another venture, so 

I called The Centre and said you must have something I can use to make this 

recording. Yup, so they sent it to me, and I recorded myself showing them how to 

do this SPSS thing, and sent it off. And I also know there was a couple of times 

last year that I wanted to do something like that with my students, but I didn’t 

have time to figure it out, but as it turned out, [with their help] it was like a snap. 

Ava shared a similar experience: 

The technical support was very good, and a couple of the people at The Centre 

were outstanding in helping us, in anyway. And really, there were a few technical 

issues at the beginning, but that’s because The Centre was just starting out with e-

learning initiatives. Those got solved, and they were very good at helping us solve 

them, so technology was never the issue. 

Andre believed that regardless of how much time might pass, The Centre staff was 

always there to help, “for example, even 4 years after I developed my course, they were 

still willing to help me.” In consideration of how his role as a university professor might 
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change if he did teach online, Bart felt that although he would still be doing the same 

thing within his teaching block, that he would “need additional information technology 

[support] to help with video production, animation, that kind of thing. I might need an 

extended team—the team from The Centre.”   

The four participants who had not yet taught an e-learning course viewed The 

Centre in a different light. Bart expressed concern about how “as the professor 

developing the course, you have to rely more on The Centre, so there is a shift in power 

from the professor to The Centre as an administrative unit.” Brian suggested that 

although teaching online involved “a significant shift in pedagogy,” he felt the 

university as a whole, and not just The Centre, had “wrestled with the online 

experience, and what [facilitated] good online practice.” Barb and Bruce both conveyed 

how regardless of the format (online, or face-to-face), faculty members would always 

be “content experts” and The Centre would be the “tool experts.”  

Interview Theme 6: Demand  

Increasing demand for e-learning was the reason a number of participants had 

chosen to integrate e-learning into their teaching and learning practices. Barb attributed 

“high demand from [her] students, plus the need for greater flexibility for senior 

students” as key factors that had contributed to her decision to create an e-learning 

course. Ann believed that universities in general had promoted and supported the 

development of e-learning in response to (a) increasing student demand; (b) the 

expectations of a new generation born into, and socialized and raised in technology; 

and (c) the pressures of the cyber age we live in.  

For Bart, demand from students in his faculty for online courses had prompted 
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him to consider developing an online course. Amy commented that the online courses 

she helped to develop and then teach in 2000 were not in response to student demand, 

but stemmed rather from her facultyʼs interest in providing greater access to education, 

and financial support from a non-university sponsor which had prompted their 

development efforts. For Bruce however, it was the “demands of work today” that had 

contributed to the need for e-learning. Bruce suggested that it was students and working 

people who, juggling 70-hour work weeks, managing busy schedules and dealing with 

time constraints were demanding e-learning course options, and more specifically, the 

flexibility associated with e-learning. Similarly, Bart suggested that e-learning “may be 

important to students from a practical perspective, especially to students who live in 

remote locations, who have to balance family and/or work demands.” 

Government, Institutional, and Other Relevant Documents 

It had been anticipated that the document collection would be guided primarily 

by insight provided by faculty during interviews. That was not the case. Most 

participants were not familiar with e-learning policy, but some did make suggestions as 

to where they thought e-learning policy might be found. I met with the faculty librarian 

as well, who although also unaware of specific e-learning policies, directed me towards 

documents that potentially or could refer to e-learning policy. Their suggestions and my 

research led to the collection of 39 relevant documents (refer to Appendix P). 

Institutional documents specific to the university under study were in the majority, 

followed by provincial government documents, and then other relevant documents. 

Nine of the 39 documents were found to be most relevant to this research, and are the 

focus of this section (refer to Table 9). 
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Table 9 

The Nine Most Relevant Government, Institutional, and Other Documents 

Provincial government 

documents 

Institutional documents 

(specific to the university) 

Other documents 

– Ontario Ministry of Training, 

Colleges and Universities. 

(2012). Strengthening 

Ontario’s centres of 

creativity, innovation and 

knowledge. 

– Ontario Ministry of Training, 

Colleges and Universities. 

(2013). Ontario’s 

Differentiation Policy 

Framework for Post-

Secondary Education. 

– Strategic Mandate 

Agreement (between each 

university and the OMTCU):  

• For the period 2014-2017 

• For the period 2017-2020 

(draft) 

– e-learning plan (a draft 

document) 

– Teaching and 

Learning: A faculty 

guide to using 

technology 

– Teaching and 

Learning: Quality 

standards for e-

learning 

– Teaching and 

Learning: A five-year 

plan 

– Jean-Louis, Maxim. 

(2011). Policy 

Framework for 

Online Learning in 

Ontario. A Work in 

Progress. 

– eCampusOntario. 

(2018). Strategic Plan 

2018-2021 
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All of the documents were found online, and all were available to the public. To 

protect the anonymity of the university, institutional document titles have been modified, 

and publication dates have not been included. Although their content and purposes 

varied, collectively the documents provided insight into policies, practices, and strategies 

that could influence faculty perceptions of e-learning, and/or e-learning policy. The next 

section provides overview of each document.  

Provincial Government Documents 

As Canada does not have a national system of higher education, the provincial 

government plays a major role in terms of higher education policy (Jones, 2016). Of the 

nine government documents collected, the first two (released in 2012 and 2013, as noted 

in Table 9) have most recently helped to shape the direction of postsecondary education 

in the province. The Strategic Mandate Agreements (SMAs) also noted in Table 9 reflect 

the governmentʼs intent to evolve a university system that is based on each university’s 

strengths. In order to reduce overlapping programs, enhance quality and learning 

outcomes, meet planned enrolment, and attain financial sustainability, the SMAs outline 

how each university will work with the government, and build on those strengths 

(OMAESD, 2018). The Ministry’s vision for the postsecondary sector, as noted in the 

2018 Strategic Mandate Agreement, states that:  

Ontario’s colleges and universities will drive creativity, innovation, knowledge, 

and community engagement through teaching and research. They will put 

students first by providing the best possible learning experience for all qualified 

learners in an affordable and financially sustainable way, ensuring high quality, 
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and globally competitive outcomes for students and Ontario’s creative economy. 

(OMAESD, 2018, p. 1). 

Although e-learning was not the focus of the documents, each influenced the presence of 

e-learning in Ontario universities. The following section provides an overview of three 

key government documents. 

Provincial government document 1. Published in 2012 as a discussion paper by 

the OMTCU, Strengthening Ontario’s Centres of Creativity, Innovation and Knowledge 

contextualized the postsecondary sector. The OMTCU felt that post-recession financial, 

and global pressures then facing universities and colleges had generated the need to 

transform Ontario’s postsecondary institutes. The purpose of the paper was to articulate 

and communicate the Ministry’s vision for postsecondary education, a vision that would 

transform the sector into an innovative, productive “nimble sector that is ready to adapt to 

the accelerating change of pace in technology and in our economy” (OMTCU, 2012, p. 22).  

A secondary purpose lay in the Ministry’s invitation to the postsecondary sector 

community (which included student associations, Colleges Ontario, the Council of 

Ontario Universities, and other sector publicly funded organizations) to engage in a series 

of round-table discussions. The intent was to generate discussion on a set of specific 

topics that included accessibility, tuition policy, funding formulas, productivity, and 

innovation in the postsecondary education sector by asking the following questions. The 

Ministry wanted to know: how could the government, and the community further 

strengthen the culture of innovation to enhance quality and productivity? How could the 

range of credential offerings be improved? How could credit transfer and student 

mobility between colleges and universities (or vice versa) be improved? What 
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opportunities would provide year-round program delivery, or in what ways could learning 

technologies be used to promote effective learning? How could degree and diploma-

granting institutes like the Ontario Online Institute interface with existing institutions? 

The output of the discussions was written proposals that collectively addressed each of 

the Ministry topics.  

Strengthening Ontario’s Centres of Creativity, Innovation and Knowledge is an 

important document because it laid out a plan for how the Ministry intended to transform 

the higher education sector, a concept which was further developed through the 

discussion and consultation process, as well as in subsequent documents (Rigas & 

Kuchapski, 2016). In the summer and fall of 2012, discussions designed around the topics 

presented in the paper were organized. After the discussions, stakeholders and the 

community were asked to submit their proposals to the Ministry by September 30, 2012.  

Provincial government document 2. What followed was the Ministry’s 

publication of its Ontario’s Differentiation Policy Framework for Postsecondary 

Education. Released in November 2013, the purpose was to support the government’s 

vision, and drive a differentiation agenda that was to be a part of the “transformation” of 

the higher education sector (p. 6). Six key components are associated with differentiation: 

(a) jobs, innovation, and economic development; (b) teaching and learning; (c) student 

population; (d) research and graduate education; (e) program offerings; and (f) 

institutional collaboration to support student mobility. Intended as a primary policy driver 

for the sector, the differentiation agenda was expected to align the mandates of Ontario’s 

colleges and universities with government priorities.   
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It should be noted that the notion of differentiation within the postsecondary 

sector in Ontario is not new. In 2009, perceiving that the provision of baccalaureate 

education in Ontario was not sustainable and in need of significant modification, Clark et 

al. (2009) proposed that “institutional differentiation” in the post-secondary system could 

“result is more access, better quality, and lower costs” (p. 137). Clark et al. envisioned a 

differentiation spectrum that placed their “Homogeneity Model” at one end, and their 

“Heterogeneity Model” at the other (p. 138). Whereas the Homogeneity Model included a 

full range of programs, credentials, and functions, the Heterogeneity Model focused on 

highly specialized programs that were differentiated from one another, each with 

different functions and credentials. 

In their public policy analysis of undergraduate education in Ontario, Clark et al. 

(2011) suggested that concerns with the quality of learning and the increasing costs 

associated with delivering postsecondary education had warranted a “substantial reform” 

of the sector (p.1). To improve the quality and cost-effectiveness of undergraduate 

education in Ontario, they suggested that five principles be considered: (a) focusing on 

core functions (such as undergraduate education and/or leading-edge research; (b) 

specialization and differentiation; (c) market-sensitive compensation; (d) performance 

measurement and management; and (e) transparency and public accountability (p. 29). 

Albeit only one principle of their approach to reform, their approach to differentiation 

would require universities to shift from all looking alike, and to also focus on specific 

areas of specialization. However, although institutions have been creative when 

responding to government mandates and financial incentives, Clark et al. (2009) suggest 
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that the academy’s record on adopting new or differentiated institutional forms and new 

teaching techniques has been mixed. 

Regardless of when or how differentiation unfolds in Ontario’s postsecondary 

education system, technological innovation will continue to provide opportunities to 

improve quality and cost-effectiveness of undergraduate education. Technology has 

influenced the academy, and even though some institutions view technological change as 

a threat to the established way of doing things, Ontario universities have made steady 

progress in using information technology to deliver courses online (Clark et al., 2011). In 

its vision for postsecondary education in Ontario, the Ministry, as stated within its 

Differentiation Policy Framework, imagined “a PSE system that is highly innovative and 

productive – a nimble sector that is ready to adapt to the accelerating change of pace in 

technology and in our economy” (p. 22).  

Provincial government document 3. How the government intended to transform 

the sector was in part through the development and implementation of multi-year 

accountability agreements. In 2014, discussions between each university and the Ontario 

Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Development concluded with sign-off on 

individual Strategic Mandate Agreements (SMAs). The first cycle, negotiated in 2014, 

covered the period April 1, 2014 to March 31, 2017. The second and current iteration was 

negotiated in 2017; it too covers a 3-year period, and will be in effect until March 31, 2020. 

The SMAs were informed by Ontarioʼs Differentiation Policy Framework for 

Postsecondary Education (OMTCU, 2013a). Each university was required to complete an 

SMA template. Designed by the Ministry, the template called for the following 

information: (a) the university’s vision and mandate; (b) a preamble; (c) key areas of 
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differentiation; (d) alignment with the Ministry’s Differentiation Policy Framework 

(including jobs, innovation and economic development, and areas of institutional 

strength); (e) aspirations; (f) enrolment growth; (g) graduate allocation; and (h) financial 

sustainability. Although the templates also required the Ministry to outline its 

commitments to each university, they were designed to help each university articulate 

individual strengths that differentiated them within the Ontario PSE system.  

The current SMAs reflect a new funding model under which tuition fee increases 

have been capped at a maximum of 3% per year for the first 2 years. Although funding 

protection for enrolment declines were promised, the Ontario Confederation of 

University Faculty Associations (OCUFA, 2016) expressed concern with the 

government’s intent to focus on “accountable outcomes” as part of its plan to fund 

differentiation (para. 4). 

In summary, whether through its vision, the differentiation of the PSE sector, 

tuition caps, or the prescribed approach to accountability adopted for the development of 

SMAs, each of the government documents discussed have influenced universities across 

the province of Ontario. For the university in this study, online learning, including the 

development of a specific number of new online courses, was included as an institutional 

strategy in its 2014 SMA. The 2014 SMA included an intention to improve the learning 

experience for students. This required providing students with flexible learning options, 

and expanding the number of courses and programs taught in a variety of different 

delivery modes, including online and hybrid formats. Although the 2017 SMA did not 

include an increase in the number of online or blended courses, the university committed 

to providing a greater mix of online and technology-enhanced courses. 
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Institutional Documents (Specific to the University) 

In addition to the government documents, four institutional documents written by 

the university in this study articulate policy regarding e-learning in some way. Dates are 

not included, but the documents are presented in the order in which they were published, 

starting with the earliest publication.  

Institutional document 1. The purpose of the e-Learning Plan (a draft 

document) is fourfold. First, it reports on the digital environment, describes how the 

“digital native” and incoming student body (as per Prensky, 2001) first turn to the 

Internet for information, and what their expectations are within the academy. For 

example, as per Davidson and Goldberg (2009), network participatory learning is referred 

to as a commonplace way of socializing and learning. Second, it provides suggestions as 

to why the university should adopt e-learning. Third, the report discusses how the 

university can prepare for e-learning, and fourth, it outlines the issues that come with 

doing so.  

The plan provides an approach as to how the university could support its existing 

hybrid and blended courses, while preparing to support the development and integration 

of fully online courses. It also identifies potential departmental changes associated with 

an increase in e-learning offerings, and discusses how to design, produce, deliver, 

evaluate, and support (both technically and pedagogically) e-learning courses.  

However, much of the document is devoted to issues and concerns associated 

with integrating e-learning into the university environment, and how e-learning might 

affect the institution, the faculty, the students, and the library. Institutional issues include 

the capacity, retention, funding, and management of e-learning. Faculty issues include 
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potential concern with workload, promotion and tenure, intellectual property and 

ownership, and training of faculty. Potential issues facing students include how they will 

access e-learning courses, what pedagogical support will be available, how they will be 

evaluated online, and what social opportunities exist for e-learners. Also of concern is 

how the library will handle loans of scholarly resources to online students.   

Questions about whether or not new student processes would be required, how e-

learning courses would be scheduled, and how labs, tutorials and/or seminars would be 

handled.  Other considerations included the potential requirement for new roles 

associated with developing and supporting online courses, such as instructional designer, 

copyright/licensing experts, multi-media development specialists, project managers, and 

librarians. Although the document explained which components of traditional pedagogy 

could be used to inform instructional design for e-learning (assessment techniques and/or 

learning strategies for example), it questioned the potential demand for e-learning (an 

unknown), how to fund the development, and what other support would be required for 

new online courses and programs.  

Institutional document 2. Created for faculty, Teaching and Learning: A Faculty 

Guide to Using Technology was created to help faculty plan, design, develop, and teach 

online courses. It explains the differences between online and face-to-face teaching, and 

outlines the benefits and challenges associated with e-learning. The guide includes 

information about e-learning as well as practical tips for every stage of the e-learning 

process; for example, how to overcome the challenges of online teaching and learning, 

how to effectively communicate online, what technical competencies are needed to teach 

online (e.g., how to integrate the existing learning management system; how to set up 

discussion boards, manage files and folders within the learning management system; 
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embedding recorded lectures). Material on the type of content files used in online courses 

was included (e.g., HTML, PDF, Word files, PowerPoint), as were tips on course web 

page design (including recommendations for page layout, how to maintain site quality, 

page width, the use of colour and fonts). 

The document also highlighted the administrative and pedagogical competencies 

associated with e-learning. It included direction on how to ensure that course goals and 

outcomes are communicated effectively, how to create a learning environment that is 

safe, respectful, and inviting, how faculty can play an active role in online discussion, and 

direct the teaching and learning process in an online environment. As the document was 

augmented with material published by other universities in Canada and the United States, 

it reflected multiple perspectives.  

Institutional document 3. Designed to align with the university’s Strategic Plan, 

Teaching and Learning: A Five-Year Plan reflected the university’s strategic direction 

with regards to teaching and learning, and acknowledged the government’s plan of 

differentiation between universities in the province. A 5-year plan, the document 

included the university’s mission (which included building capacity in blended and 

online learning), and its core values as they related to teaching and learning (which 

included innovation and pedagogical innovation). Organized around key areas, the plan 

focused on governance, strategic initiatives, the advancement of teaching and learning, 

educational technology, infrastructure and learning environments, experiential education, 

pedagogical innovation, quality assurance, and accountability.  

As well as creating a learner-centred educational environment, the plan 

documented the university’s intention to provide the pedagogical, technical, 

infrastructure, and policy support necessary to support a new learning environment, 
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including for example the development of online evaluation units and online course 

templates that could be used university wide.  

The document provided a framework populated with institutional goals and 

strategic actions. The development of an online campus-wide course syllabus template 

and tool, an initiative to strategically select courses for growth of online learning, and the 

exploration of online degrees, potentially in partnerships with other universities are 

examples of strategic actions included in the framework. However, what began as a 

stand-alone document recently aligned with the 2017-2020 Strategic Mandate 

Agreement.  

Institutional document 4. Written by educational experts who work in the 

university, the Teaching and Learning: Quality Standards for e-Learning report explains 

how e-learning has evolved (primarily in North America), what the university’s 

commitment to investing in the development of e-learning courses and programs, and 

how the university is ensuring quality standards are integrated into the development and 

delivery of online courses. The relationship between student retention and online 

learning, and how enrolment in online learning is increasing are also discussed. It was 

clearly stated that the university’s e-learning initiatives were linked to the university’s 

Strategic Mandate Agreement.   

To track the evolution of e-learning, the document made reference to Allen and 

Seaman’s study (2013) that reported how in 2002, although less than half of higher 

education institutes in the United States perceived online education as critical to their 

long-term strategies, by 2012 the number had increased to almost 70%. Reference was 

also made to a report published by the Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario 
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which asked two questions: (a) What are the cost implications of a shift to online 

learning? (b) What do we know about the relationship between online learning and 

important variables that are often considered when discussing the “quality” of an 

institution or system? (Carey & Trick, 2013, p. 2). A comprehensive review of literature, 

which included an environmental scan of developments in this area, found data to support 

that (a) fully online instruction produces learning that is on par with face-to-face 

instruction, (b) that the provincial government should have an interest in making sure 

students have online opportunities available to them, which could (c) not only serve 

studentsʼ learning needs, but also produce cost efficiencies for higher education 

institutions, the student, or both (Carey & Trick, 2013, p. 2).  

The university’s commitment to the development of e-learning, and its perceived 

benefits are clearly stated in the document. Those benefits included (a) increased student 

flexibility, specifically the opportunity to accelerate degree completion; (b) the potential 

to increase tuition revenue if e-learning courses attracted new students to the university; 

and (c) the opportunity to encourage faculty to develop online courses, and apply 

innovative course development available with e-learning. With regard to quality 

standards for e-learning, it was noted that The Centre began supporting online 

components in the 1990s when faculty began to integrate educational technology tools 

available with the electronic learning management system. To develop an online course, 

faculty are teamed up with instructional designers who adhere to sound teaching practices 

reflective of the quality expected by the university, for all courses.    

Although not a step-by-step or how-to guide to e-learning, the document 

explained how rigorous pedagogical and technical review services provided a framework 
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that would ensure that quality e-learning courses were developed, implemented, and 

supported at the university. As for the state of enrolment in online learning, it was noted 

that enrolment was on the rise in United States universities, and that between 5.5 and 7.1 

million students had taken at least one online course in the fall of 2012, and that 

undergraduates were almost twice as likely as graduate students to take a combination of 

face-to-face, and online courses (Allen & Seaman, 2014).   

Other Relevant Documents 

Other relevant document 1. In April 2011 Maxim Jean-Louis published A 

Policy Framework for Online Learning in Ontario: A Work in Progress. The document 

was written in consideration of the Government of Ontario’s intention to establish an 

Ontario Online Institute (OOI). A part of the Open Ontario Plan announced in a 

government Speech from the Throne in 2010, the OOI was expected to help raise 

Ontario’s postsecondary attainment rate to 70%, and support the government’s objective 

to finding a place for every qualified Ontario who wanted to attend college, university, or 

pursue an apprenticeship program (Jean-Louis, 2011). The new OOI would leverage 

existing online courses, and provide Ontario college and university students with “greater 

access to flexible, quality education and training opportunities in English and French 

through the innovative use of technology” (Jean-Louis, 2011, p. 1).  

The document reflected work on proposed objectives and guiding principles that 

had been completed by the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities, and also the 

results of a 2-month engagement process Jean-Louis conducted with five key stakeholder 

groups: 

• The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance; 
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• A joint submission from the Canadian Federation of Students (Ontario), the 

Ontario Confederation of University Faculty Associations, the Ontario Public 

Service Employees Union, and the Canadian Union of Public Employees 

(Ontario); 

• College Ontario; 

• Council of Ontario Universities; and 

• Contact North (elearnnetwork.ca). 

It also reflected working sessions held with over 30 stakeholders in the education and 

training sector, as well as Jean-Louisʼs analysis of five unsolicited responses to the 

government’s 2010 announcement. Jean-Louis’s proposed policy framework for online 

learning centred around (a) three guiding principles, (b) seven goals established by the 

Ontario government for online education and training, and (c) three strategic directions 

drawn from established initiatives within Ontario’s education and training sector. The 

framework is summarized in Table 10. 

The three guiding principles; wider choice, more access, and greater flexibility, 

aligned with the goals established by the Minister, and government’s rationale for 

investing in, and developing and delivering more courses online (Jean-Louis, p. 16).  The 

strategic directions were created to achieve seven specific goals, and to become a world 

leader in online learning.  

Learner and “system” perspectives were included. Systems perspectives were 

from the Ontario government, five key stakeholder groups, and feedback received from 

more than 30 stakeholders within the education and training sector. In summary, Jean-

Louis’s policy framework was created as a roadmap that could help ensure there were no 

gaps in the provision of online education in Ontario, that new pedagogies and new 



155 

 

technology were considered, and that students had seamless access to learning, whatever 

their learning goals, from wherever they are in the province.  
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Table 10 

A Policy Framework of Online Learning in Ontario (Jean-Louis, 2011)     

Three guiding principles Seven goals Three strategic directions 

1. Wider choice 

2. More access 

3. Greater flexibility 

1. Wider choice of programs for all 

students in French and English, 

particularly students in rural 

areas. 

2. Increased flexible access to 

quality education and training for 

underserved students, lifelong 

learners, seniors, and students 

with family and/or work 

commitments. 

3. Enhanced, flexible online 

workplace training opportunities 

for employees who need to 

upgrade and enhance their skills. 

4. Enhanced emphasis on expanding 

access for Aboriginal learners, 

Francophone learners, first 

generation learnings, new 

Canadians and learners with 

disabilities, and learners living in 

small, rural, and remote 

communities distance from 

postsecondary institutions. 

5. Innovation in online teaching and 

learning, through encouraging 

new course designs, partnership 

with the private sector, and 

improved opportunities for 

faculty and instructor 

development and training. 

6. Improved cost-effectiveness 

through sharing of online 

resources, content, services, and 

through collaborative 

programming across the system. 

7. An increase in international 

enrolments in online programs 

that supplement, rather than 

compete with existing on-campus 

programs for international 

students. 

1. Establish an Online Ontario 

Institute. 

2. Strive for excellence in 

student access to and success 

in learning, in 6 areas: 

a) Degree and diploma 

completion 

b) Flexible trades training 

and apprenticeship 

qualification 

c) Use of technology to 

support students with 

disabilities 

d) Ensuring all Ontarians 

have suitable technology 

access for online learning 

e) Supporting success for 

Aboriginal students 

f) Literacy and basic skills 

3. Go global 
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Other relevant document 3. eCampusOntario is a not-for-profit corporation that 

was created to expand access to postsecondary online education and training in Ontario. 

Launched in August 2015, the organization is funded by the Government of Ontario 

(Bradshaw, 2014). Today the eCampusOntario web portal provides students in Ontario’s 

21 universities and 24 colleges with a single point of access to over 16,000 online 

courses, and over 800 online programs. Its membership is made up of all Ontario public 

colleges and universities. As highlighted in its Strategic Plan 2018-2021, 

eCampusOntario (2018) is guided by its core values of “quality, research, innovation, 

accountability, collaboration, relevance and access” (p. 23). 

This document reflects how demographic, population, economic, societal, and 

technological trends have affected the postsecondary education sector, with each 

bolstering the need for a comprehensive provincial e-learning portal—for example, how 

Ontario’s population is projected to grow by 30% over the next 25 years, and how a 

decline in the number of traditional high school learners and increase in mature learners 

will affect demographic and population trends. With Ontario’s workplaces also changing 

rapidly, the postsecondary education sector will be challenged to prepare students for a 

workplace that does not yet exist. From an economic perspective, demand will continue 

for skills “such as adaptability, communications, complex system-thinking, problem 

solving and skills related to lifelong learning” (eCampusOntario, 2018, p. 20). 

With regard to societal and technological trends, the results of a market research 

report conducted by Ipsos on behalf of eCampusOntario (2017) revealed that Ontarians 

perceptions (the majority, 700 of 1,050, were either current undergraduate and graduate 

students, or future students) of online learning indicate how access, convenience, and 
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flexibility are highly valued components of e-learning. However, while over half 

perceived online learning programs to be convenient and accessible, those who did not 

favour online learning stated that it was because e-learning did not provide them enough 

social interaction with teachers and/or peers.  

Accelerating innovation, increasing competition, shifting learner expectations, 

budget constraints, as well as the changes that technology is offering (e.g., virtual reality, 

new blended and hybrid models, and gamification) are components that have influenced 

the growth of e-learning in Ontario. Each component has presented challenges and 

opportunity to the postsecondary education sector, which eCampusOntario (2018) has 

reflected in its vision, mission, and values in some way: (a) Vision: What are we trying to 

achieve? Be the centre of excellence and a global leader driving the evolution of teaching 

and learning through technology; (b) Mission: How are we going to achieve our vision? 

Work with member institutions, educators and learners to promote access, open practice, 

collaboration and innovation in online and technology-enabled learning that will enhance 

learner experience, support educator development and extend Ontario’s global reach; and 

(c) Values: How will we approach our work? eCampusOntario is leading the way for 

Ontario’s postsecondary institutions to increase adoption of online and technology-

enabled learning and inspire innovation in online learning practice (p. 23).   

Included in The Strategic Plan are four goals that support eCampusOntario’s 

(2018) overall mission and vision of the organization which at the same time ensure 

alignment of the strategies, short-term objectives, and performance measures with the 

long term-direction and focus:  

1. Learners: Empower learners to inform their educational experience by listening to 
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them and encouraging student-driven design practice and co-creation activity; 

2. Educators: Empower educators to innovate by providing services that encourage 

experimentation, open practice, authentic assessment, collaboration and learner-

centred design in an online and tech-enabled environment; 

3. Members: Enhance member capacity and participation by leading through open 

and collaborative practice to increase the overall quality, reputation, and 

competitiveness of Ontario’s online and technology-enabled environment; and 

4. Organization: Build eCampusOntario’s organizational capacity to meet provincial 

and member expectations. (p. 25) 

Within its first 3 years of operation, eCampusOntario (2018) reported having successfully 

“supported member institutions to explore new ways of thinking about online and 

technology enabled learning in Ontario” (p. 5). Focused on implementing the 2018-2021 

Strategic Plan, to ensure that the plan remains relevant, eCampusOntario (2018) has 

committed to continually revisiting and if necessary, revising the directions, activities and 

results of the plan, (p. 40). 

Summary 

In summary, each document category reflected different purposes, priorities, 

issues, and concerns. For example, whereas the government documents communicated 

their vision on transforming the higher education sector in Ontario, the institutional 

documents described how they could enact the vision, and importantly, what their 

concerns were with doing so. While the government documents focused on tuition 

policies, funding formulas, differentiation in the sector, and productivity and innovation, 

the institutional documents reflected, how within a differentiated framework, the 

university would balance institutional, faculty and student requirements.  
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Themes that Emerged from the Documents  

Seven themes emerged within the documents: (a) flexibility, (b) time, (c) demand, 

(d) cost, (d) changing conditions, (e) enrolment, and (f) equitable access. Flexibility, 

time, and demand were also identified as themes within the online questionnaire and 

interview data, and have been discussed quite extensively in previous sections. For 

example, the government documents touched on flexibility in a number of ways. In 

Strengthening Ontario’s Centres of Creativity, Innovation and Knowledge (OMTCU, 

2012), flexibility was linked to the Ontario government’s vision of modernizing the 

postsecondary education system to make it “more relevant, more flexible, and more 

beneficial to Ontario students” (p. 5). Online courses and programs were identified as 

options that could serve students who prefer to learn online, or who are unable to attend 

campus-based courses. The government also encouraged PSEs to explore opportunities to 

integrate technology-enabled learning (of which e-learning is a part), and “innovative 

applications of emerging technologies [which] not only offer flexibility in time and place 

of delivery, but also could support improvements to the teaching and learning process” 

(OMTCU, 2012, p. 19). With regard to quality teaching and learning outcomes, the 

government encouraged the postsecondary community to consider “flexible provisions 

for the teaching and research balance for faculty” (OMTCU, 2012, p. 18). 

Within Ontario’s Differentiation Policy Framework for Postsecondary Education 

(OMAESD, 2013), flexibility was directly related to teaching and learning. Specifically, 

how “experiential, entrepreneurial, work integrated and online learning had the potential 

to “collectively offer the maximum choice, flexibility and quality experience to Ontario 
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students” (p. 10). As such, this section will focus on how cost, changing conditions, 

enrolment, and equitable access as themes, emerged within the documents.  

Document Theme 4: Cost 

The Ministry of Advanced Education and Skillsʼ 2014 announcement of a 5-year, 

$72 million investment for the creation the eCampusOntario (2016, 2018) was 

significant, as was a subsequent allocation from eCampusOntario of over $15 million in 

funding to universities and colleges designed to incent their participation in a competitive 

e-learning proposal process. Determining the actual cost of e-learning to universities in 

Ontario is not an easy process, and beyond the scope of this research. However, although 

specific dollar values are not referenced in any of the documents included in this study, 

there are components, services (existing and new), and opportunities associated with e-

learning that could have cost implications.   

For example, if delivering an outstanding student experience is one of the 

university’s strategic objectives, and providing good academic advising to all of its 

students supports that objective, there may be additional costs attributed to providing the 

same level of service offered on-campus students, to online learners. Or, if online 

students require technology support that is typically provided by on campus Help Desk 

technicians, the university may also need to plan for additional resources to meet their 

service benchmarks.  

In the university’s draft e-learning plan, there is a list of institutional, faculty, 

student, and library issues associated with preparing for changes required to 

accommodate e-learning. Many have cost implications; for example, developing new 

courses and programs, maintaining them, marketing them, training faculty and teaching 
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assistants in the online environment, providing pedagogical support for faculty and 

students, and possibly reconsidering remuneration.  

One perceived benefit of e-learning is the ability to teach more students for less, 

which also has cost implications for online classes, especially when part-time or contract 

instructors are used (Weingarten, Jonker, Kaufman, & Hicks, 2018). As Brownlee (2015) 

suggests, although contract workers have little or no job security, from a cost perspective, 

there are many reasons universities hire them. According to Field, Jones, Stephenson and 

Koyetsyan (2014), sessional instructors in Ontario universities receive between $5,584. 

and $7,665. to teach a three credit (or one semester) course. When you consider that the 

average per course cost to teach a similar course by a full-time faculty member is the 

equivalent of $24,000, it is not hard to understand why universities facing fiscal pressure 

opt to hire part-time workers (Weingarten, et al., 2018, p. 27). In addition, as Ontario 

universities do not require faculty members to have formal training in teaching, preparing 

faculty for online teaching generally requires funding, which typically results in an 

increase to costs.  

In a follow up to the Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universitiesʼ 

2012 Annual Report, representatives of the Ministry spoke to deans and faculty or 

department heads at three universities (Brock University, the University of Ontario 

Institute of Technology and, the University of Toronto) about quality. Although no 

differentiation between face-to-face or e-learning was noted, each university had put in 

processes to improve teaching quality, one of which was establishing teaching centres. 

The impact of large classes on teaching quality arose, an issue that could extend to e-

learning, and affect costs.  
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Document Theme 5: Changing Conditions 

As highlighted in two key provincial documents—Strengthening Ontario’s 

Centres of Creativity, Innovation and Knowledge (OMAESD, 2012), and Ontario’s 

Differentiation Policy Framework for Postsecondary Education (OMAESD, 2013)—

postsecondary systems around the world are rapidly transforming in response to evolving 

economic, social, and student learning realities. Linked to the 2008 economic downturn, 

the global economy has impacted Ontario’s fiscal environment, enrolment growth, and 

with it operating grant funding. Many of the strategic drivers in the government’s policy 

of differentiation have impacted Ontario’s universities. One goal explains how building 

on established institutional strengths enables them to not only operate together as 

complementary parts of a whole, but also to provide students with “affordable access to 

the full continuum of vocational and academic educational activities that are required to 

prosper in our contemporary world” (OMTCU, 2013a, p. 6).   

Global events, the implementation of a differentiated policy framework, changes 

to the funding formula, coupled with the government’s plan to “maintain an efficient and 

financially sustainable education system” (OMTCU, 2013a, p. 9) provided a space for e-

learning, but not without cost implications. Unfortunately, the new provincial funding 

formula leaves the university in this study challenged to deliver on the differentiated plan 

outlined in its Strategic Mandate Agreement (OMAESD, 2018).  

Document Theme 6: Enrolment 

Although enrolment is considered a top strategic priority in the university’s 2017 

Strategic Plan, in Ontario, enrolment levels are decided by the provincial government. A 

“funding model” determines how much of the province’s university operating revenue is 

distributed to each of Ontario’s publicly assisted universities, and that model is 
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predominantly enrolment based. The funding model is managed by the Ministry of 

Training, Colleges and Universities, and the funds it distributes support teaching, 

research, and service missions in each university (Higher Education Quality Council of 

Ontario [HEQCO], 2015, p. 1).  

The funding model is a dominant source of revenue for Ontario universities, and 

currently its core method of distribution is based on historical enrolments. Of total 

operating revenue of $8.8 billion dollars, in 2013-2014, tuition and fees accounted for 

52%, and the MTCU funding model accounted for 40%. The federal government also 

indirectly subsidizes university tuition through its student assistance program. HEQCO 

(2015) estimates that up to 40% of university tuition revenue is financed by non-

repayable Ontario student loans and tax-credit assistance.  

As noted in the Ontario government’s Consultation Paper on University Funding 

Model Reform (OMAESD, 2015), although the current funding model is predominantly 

enrolment based, its intention is change the model to reflect and promote the following 

principles: 

• Enhance quality and improve overall student experience; 

• Support the existing differentiation process, as outlined in each university’s 

Strategic Mandate Agreement; 

• Address financial sustainability that ensures the long-term sustainability of the 

postsecondary education sector; and 

• Increase transparency and accountability. (p. 11)  

Changes in demographics and a shift to quality improvements that support institutional 

differentiation are contributing to revisions of the funding model.  
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Document Theme 7: Equitable Access 

A June 2017 Memorandum from the Ontario Minister of Education inviting 

proposals to support equitable access to postsecondary education (PSE) announced that 

although a 5-year graduation rate had reached a historical high of 86.5%, there was still 

work to be done. That work included helping students with transitions, to see the value 

and possibilities of a postsecondary education, as well as non-financial barriers such as 

“being made to feel excluded from PSE, not having family/peer support, or being taught 

the value of PSE and not receiving sufficient academic preparation” (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2017, p. 1). Within the Strategic Mandate Agreements, section 3.0 requires 

each university to explain its institutional approach to improving equity and access for all 

students, especially students from diverse communities. The university in this study 

focused on recruiting students from underrepresented groups who would not typically 

have been able to participate in postsecondary education. Students from these groups 

include new Canadians, Indigenous peoples, first-generations students, students with low 

income, mature students, and students with disabilities. 

Answering the Research Questions 

The next section answers the primary and secondary research questions. The 

primary research questions informed the secondary research questions, and each asked 

about policy in some way. The intention of the primary questions was threefold: (a) to 

assist in finding how and why e-learning policy emerged at the university, (b) to collect 

data on how faculty members perceived how university policies and practices had 

influenced their use of e-learning, and (c) to use Weaver-Hightower’s (2008) policy 

ecology framework to help understand the policy process as it related to e-learning, and 

consider if and how it could help inform future e-learning practice. The secondary 
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questions were more concerned with understanding what e-learning policies existed; 

where they could be found; how they integrated with other policies, affected staffing 

policy, and informed the development of online courses; and the factors needed to be 

considered for the university to make informed e-learning policy decisions.  

Primary Research Questions 

Research question 1. Research question 1 asked: How and why did e-learning 

policy emerge at the university? Three factors have contributed to the emergence of e-

learning. First, a combination of technological advancements (the Internet, the World 

Wide Web, cloud-based computing, and high-quality, fast streaming video), the 

assimilation of personal mobile computing, monetary pressures and fiscal opportunities, 

and demand for more flexibility have each contributed to the growth of e-learning at the 

university. As evidenced in two reports— eCampusOntario’s 2016-2018 Strategic Plan, 

and a Canada-wide study on the status of online learning conducted by EduConsillium 

(2015) for Global Affairs Canada—e-learning is growing, and changing to meet the needs 

of university students. For example, in the 2014-2015 academic year, EduConsillium 

collected e-learning data from 73 universities across Canada and found that more than 

316,000 students (the equivalent to 29% of the Canadian student population) had taken at 

least one of the 12,728 online (mainly undergraduate) courses offered by universities 

across the country. At that time, online offerings accounted for 8.32% of the total 

university courses available, and university projections estimated that between 1,100 and 

1,400 new online courses would be added the following year.  

Second, shifting attitudes about how university students learn, with whom, and 

where, has also influenced that growth, and generated a need for policy to support new 
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ways of teaching and learning (Haythornthwaite & Andrews, 2011). In Ontario, in 

response to demand and shifting attitudes, a new e-learning portal was launched in 2015.  

The portal was designed to increase access, and provide opportunities for college and 

university students to pursue education in flexible ways. Created with funding and 

sponsorship from the Ontario Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Development, 

by August 2017, the eCampusOntario organization and its new web portal provided 

students with access to 3,255 online courses designed and taught by faculty from 20 

universities across Ontario. As to what students want in their online experience, as 

eCampusOntario’s most critical stakeholder group, students reported that:  

• 90% said they would choose online delivery because it allowed them to have 

control over the time and place they learned;  

• 78% were motivated to study online because it could accommodate work and 

other activities, and;  

• 49% said they would take an online course to better fit a term course schedule. 

(eCampusOntario, 2018)  

Third, provincial government mandates, programs that promote the redesign of 

existing traditional face-to-face courses into an online format, as well as the development 

of new e-learning courses, have all influenced the growth and adoption of e-learning in 

Ontario.  

e-learning at this university emerged in response to a combination of factors. 

Technological change, financial pressures, changing demographics, government 

directives, competition, and student expectations each contributed. Although there are 

four institutional documents that articulate e-learning policy in some way—The Draft e-
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Learning Plan; a Faculty Guide to Using Technology; a Five-Year Teaching and 

Learning Plan; and a Teaching and Learning Quality Standards Guide for e-Learning—in 

2018, metrics may be a useful indicator. According to a June 2018 Internet scan, this 

university was responsible for 99 of the over 3,000 online university level courses hosted 

on eCampusOntario, and in 2018 had offered 112 online courses.  

Research question 2. Research question 2 asked: How do faculty members who 

use e-learning to teach undergraduate courses, and faculty members who do not, perceive 

how university policies and practices have influenced their use of e-learning? Eight of the 

12 interview participants (or 67%) in this study had taught at least one e-learning course. 

However, regardless of their experience level, interviews revealed that it was their 

perception of e-learning, and not university policies, or a lack thereof, that influenced the 

participants’ use of e-learning. For example, faculty who had taught an e-learning course 

perceived “time” from both positive and negative perspectives (refer to theme 2: time, 

reviewed earlier in this section). However, for faculty with no e-learning experience 

“time” surfaced as a negative influencer. For example, although Barb, Bart, Brian, and 

Bruce had not yet taught an e-learning course, each felt e-learning was too time 

consuming. Barb thought that although it probably would not take a lot of time to develop 

an online course, the workload required to manage an online class would be more 

significant. This was due in part to a perceived lack of resources (teaching assistants 

and/or marker graders) allocated to online courses.   

For Bart, e-learning policy, or a lack thereof, did not influence his decision not to 

engage in e-learning, rather it was his perception of e-learning as “a complicated process” 

that required a “large amount of preparation time” that had kept him away. Both Brian 



169 

 

and Bruce’s views were similar. Brian said “I think [my] hesitancy is around the thought 

of the work involved in it.” He had prioritized his research projects ahead of developing 

and teaching an e-learning course. Brian suggested the development of online courses 

might be of more interest to individuals later in their careers because “your whole market 

value, world-wide market, is based upon publication record, and solid teaching.”  

Although Bruce saw himself both developing and teaching online courses in the future, a 

combination of factors had kept him away from e-learning. He felt that his heavy 

teaching load would not allow the time required to plan a course, or to monitor student’s 

online contributions in a timely manner. Although Bruce voiced concern over how some 

of his colleagues perceived online teaching to take less time than traditional face-to-face 

teaching, and due in part to his experience as an online student, overall Bruce felt 

strongly that teaching online just took more time.     

Research question 3. Research question 3 asked: How may Weaver-Hightower’s 

Policy Ecology framework help us to understand the policy process as it relates to e-

learning, and how may it inform future e-learning practice? The policy process is about 

formulating and creating policy, and whether top-down or bottom-up, it has historically 

been viewed as a structured, streamlined process (Dye, 2001, 2011). Weaver-Hightower 

(2008) conceived of the policy process differently—as complex, interdependent, messy 

and fluid. He formulated a policy ecology framework that facilitated a less structured 

approach to policy creation and implementation. Rather than facts, intentions, and goals, 

he positioned actors, relationships, environments and structures, and processes as 

important tenants of his policy ecology. He also made space for diverse perspectives, 

historical contexts, and cultural norms that reflected the dynamics of race, class, gender, 

and the economy.  



170 

 

e-learning is different from face-to-face teaching and learning, and it is changing 

the university landscape: how faculty teach, how students learn, and how courses and 

programs are designed and delivered (Garrison, 2011; Kanuka & Kelland, 2008). 

However, in as much as e-learning or e-learning policy may influence changes to 

teaching and learning practices, or organizational redevelopment for example (de Freitas 

& Oliver, 2005), Weaver-Hightower (2008) suggests that like all aspects of education, 

“policy is highly and inherently political” (p. 160). Change is not simple, and change 

brought about by e-learning may have cultural, commercial, political, technological, 

and/or pedagogical implications which may challenge new, or long-standing systems that 

exist within the university organization (Whitworth, 2005).    

Because thinking about policy in an ecological way requires consideration of a 

broad range of components (including the history and culture of a place, its many actors, 

their relationships, their opinions, and if applicable, national and international 

influences), using Weaver-Hightower’s (2008) policy ecology framework to 

conceptualize e-learning policy within the university could help to (a) better understand 

the current policy process, and/or (b) create “the kind of policy that makes a difference 

for educators and students” (p. 163).  

Secondary Research Questions 

Research question 4. Research question 4 asked: What e-learning policy 

currently exists within the university? Four institutional documents provided insight into 

the university’s perspective on e-learning (refer to Table 9). Although not referred to as 

policy per se, for this research they are considered “de facto” documents which Weaver-

Hightower (2008) suggests can “act in the capacity of policy to create or uphold 

particular discourses, or become de facto policy in the absence of mandates” (p. 158). 
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The documents spanned a 5-year period, and were published between 2010 and 2016. 

The Centre at the university developed three of the documents: The Teaching and 

Learning Faculty Guide to Using Technology; a Quality Standards Guide for e-Learning; 

and a Five-Year Teaching and Learning Plan. The author of the fourth document, the 

Draft e-Learning Plan, was not clear. 

The Draft e-Learning Plan provided an overview of the requirements and issues 

specifically associated with offering, integrating, and supporting e-learning courses and 

programs. Design, delivery, and evaluation requirements associated with e-learning were 

included, as were student issues (e.g., pedagogical support, evaluation, and social 

opportunities), and faculty issues (e.g., workload, remuneration, promotion and tenure). 

Institutional issues such as how e-learning might affect registration and finance, how new 

online courses would be marketed, and what the university’s institutional capacity was, 

were also noted.  

The Five-Year Plan referred to e-learning within a wider institutional context.  

Specifically, it provided a framework of goals. Two key requirements were addressed: (a) 

the need to build and modernize infrastructure that could support the advancement of 

educational technology, and (b) the importance of aligning and integrating university 

policies that impacted all teaching and learning environments. It also highlighted what 

the perceived differences, challenges, and benefits associated with e-learning were, and 

how faculty could prepare themselves to teach online.  

The Quality Standards for e-Learning document outlined the university’s 

commitment to the development of online learning, and highlighted the advantages 

associated with doing so. For example, e-learning could accelerate student flexibility in 
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degree completion, increase tuition revenue if online courses were able to attract new 

students, and ensure the university complied with the Accessibility for Ontarians with 

Disabilities Act (AODA). In contrast, the Faculty Guide to Using Technology provided 

practical how-to instructions for faculty interested in learning how to plan, design, 

develop and teach online courses. 

Research question 5. Question 5 asked: Do e-learning policies integrate with 

other policies? How? Each of the de-facto e-learning policy documents were, in some 

way, associated with other policies. The Draft e-Learning Plan discussed why e-learning 

was being adopted, what e-learning at the university would be, who would develop it, and 

the issues associated with growing e-learning. Although perceptibly a stand-alone 

document, the Draft e-Learning Plan acknowledged the requirement to involve a number 

of different departments: Registrar Services, the faculties, the Finance Department, and 

Technology Services, for example.   

The Teaching and Learning Plan, which documented the goals, actions, and 

measures of success associated with teaching and learning at the university identified 

specific areas of teaching and learning, included strategic actions that focused on 

developing and implementing improved teaching and learning practices (e.g., the creation 

of a certificate program in the field of higher learning pedagogy), pedagogical innovation 

(which included online learning), and experiential learning. Designed to align with the 

university’s overarching Strategic Plan, the Teaching and Learning Plan was informed by 

the provincial government’s requirement for greater differentiation between Ontario’s 

universities, as outlined in the Ontario’s Differentiation Policy Framework (OMTCU, 

2013a). 
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Those differences are reflected in a Strategic Mandate Agreement (SMA). Related 

to the provincial government’s enrolment and funding plans, beginning in 2014 each 

university in Ontario was required to have an SMA. The SMA for the university in this 

study included its mission, a summary of its approach to teaching and learning (which 

included online learning as a part of program delivery), areas of institutional strength, and 

institutional strategies (which indicated how many new online courses were planned for 

development).  

Whereas the Strategic Mandate Agreement outlined the role of the university 

within Ontario’s postsecondary education system, the university’s Strategic Plan focused 

on operational, and a wider range of strategic issues and objectives (e.g., enrolment, 

financial sustainability, academic excellence, research, and the student experience). 

Although also concerned with enrolment, funding, and campus infrastructure, the 

Strategic Plan made no mention of online teaching and learning. However, to better deal 

with a range of academic and social issues that students encounter in university, the 

Strategic Plan noted the need to investigate online, or just in time advising. 

The Faculty Guide to Using Technology was, however, devoted to online 

learning. It also included traditional teaching strategies and practices associated with 

face-to-face teaching and learning (e.g., learning outcomes, Bloom’s taxonomy, 

assessment planning). Many of the traditional strategies were transferable to e-learning, 

and were well documented in the guide which had been developed for new instructors by 

The Centre. A resource for all faculty, instructors, and teaching assistants in the 

university, The Centre’s mandate was to advance, promote, and support the quality of 
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teaching, regardless of whether it was traditionally rooted, a blend of face-to-face, or 

fully online.  

Research question 6. Question 6 asked: With regard to teaching e-learning 

courses, how does staffing policy, or lack thereof, affect faculty? Issues related to staffing 

requirements associated with e-learning were raised in response to a number of interview 

questions. Faculty expressed concern with a number of issues, including how there 

seemed to be no enrolment caps for online courses, and no policy to regulate course sizes. 

Concerns were also raised about what the optimal size was for online discussions forums, 

and how the role of the course coordinators and teaching assistants was different in e-

learning. Given the amount of additional work perceived by some faculty, a question of 

additional compensation was raised.  

Although workload is typically associated with three areas of faculty 

responsibility (teaching, scholarship, and service), decision-making regarding faculty 

workload remains typically with individual departments (Weingarten, et al., 2018). Amir 

commented on what he believed was a lack of policy regulating e-learning course 

enrolment caps: “there is a lot of discretion, which is may be problematic, because there 

may not be standards [associated with e-learning] through the university.” Ann pointed to 

the faculty collective agreement, which she believed “did not seem to differentiate 

between e-learning and face-to-face learning.” Ann also shared that some of her 

colleagues felt they needed to be compensated for the additional preparation time 

required to teach online.  

Ava had experienced larger class sizes online, and found it very challenging to 

“figure out who was struggling, and help them early.” Amir also expressed concerns 
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about what the optimum size of online discussion forums should be. His experience 

moderating an online discussion group of 16 students was manageable, but he thought 

there was a university policy that reflected a single forum to be 20 students or less. 

However, he felt that whereas one professor could potentially effectively manage a single 

online forum, beyond that the workload became unmanageable. He was also unclear if 

the e-learning course funding formula would enable him to staff his next online course 

appropriately, which he expected to be around 80 students.  

Barb, Bart, and Amir also expressed concerns about the role that course 

coordinators and teaching assistants played in e-learning. Amir suggested that as many e-

learning courses were anchored by online discussions that needed to be monitored and/or 

moderated, it was important that enough teaching assistants and/or course coordinators 

could be hired. Barb explained how although course coordinators provided valuable 

supervision of the teaching assistants online, she was not aware of any policy that 

ensured their assignment to e-learning courses. Bart echoed as much: “I don’t think there 

is any policy, like I couldn't say that after a course reaches a hundred enrolments that it 

automatically gets a course coordinator.”  

For Amir, a major e-learning staffing concern also lay in the uncertainty around 

the role of the course coordinator. Amir felt that although the role had been designed with 

face-to-face education in mind, it was important to the smooth running of online courses, 

and “in some ways perhaps even more essential for large online courses.” Amir believed 

that the role of course coordinator changed in the online environment, and again that 

there was no policy to address the difference. 
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Andre also felt there were staffing issues related to both the course coordinator, 

and teaching assistant roles in online courses. Unlike face-to-face learning, he was not 

aware of a policy that stipulated how many students an online teaching assistant would be 

responsible for. Amir was also unsure if the ratio for how many students a teaching 

assistant should be supervising online were the same as for face-to-face courses. There 

were no references to online workload recommendations in either the faculty, or teaching 

assistant collective agreements.  

Research question 7. Question 7 asked: How does the wider policy context 

inform the development of online courses? Whether contextualized from a global, 

national, local, or institutional perspective, education policies reflect their geography and 

their social, political, and economic circumstances (Ball, 1998). As the university system 

in Canada is decentralized, and universities operate under the authority of provincial 

university acts, the role of the provincial government, more specifically the Ontario 

Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Development, figured more prominently in 

this study than did the federal government. Various provincial government and university 

initiatives were also found to have influenced e-learning at the university under study. 

For example, in 2104 the Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Development’s 

(then Training, Colleges and Universities) announcement of a 5-year, $72 million 

investment for the creation the eCampusOntario portal signaled its intent to promote the 

development of e-learning in Ontario’s universities and colleges.  

Although the faculty who were interviewed for this study were not sure of how 

the $72 million investment had stimulated e-learning in their university, it seemed to 

influence the university to increase their commitment to the development of e-learning. 
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For example, e-learning was included as part of the university’s expanded learning suite 

of options for students within the 2014 Strategic Mandate Agreement. A 3-year e-

learning course development plan was also included in the university’s Strategic Plan.  

In addition to providing access to online courses, eCampusOntario has issued and 

managed competitive proposal requests for the redevelopment of existing online courses 

and modules, as well as the development of new e-learning courses, certificates, 

diplomas, and degrees. In 2016, eCampusOntario allocated over $15 million in funding to 

universities and colleges that participated in the proposal process. The university in this 

study was a successful recipient, and allocated the majority of its award to the 

development of content for new online courses.  

Other universities in Ontario have also allocated institutional resources to 

examine the future of e-learning and/or provided funding to promote the development of 

e-learning. For example, an e-learning working group was established at the University of 

Ottawa (2012) to research the benefits of e-learning. In 2013 that group recommended the 

university adopt blended learning on a large scale, while continuing to support the 

development of online programs, and specific high enrolment courses. Ryerson 

University’s (2016) Learning and Teaching Enhancement Fund has also sponsored and 

funded learning and teaching excellence in a number of priority focus areas, one of which 

is e-learning. In 2017 Ryerson University’s (2017) Office of e-Learning announced that 

an eCampusOntario award for $438,000 would be used to expand their campus-wide e-

learning strategy.  

York University’s (2017) Academic Innovation Fund has supported various e-

learning initiatives, including curricular innovation associated with e-learning, and the 

development of e-learning best practices guidelines for faculty. The University of 
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Toronto’s (2017) Online Undergraduate Course Initiative also encouraged and managed 

internal funding applications from faculty interested in redesigning current undergraduate 

courses into either fully online or hybrid formats. 

Research question 8. Question 8 asked: With regard to e-learning, what factors 

need to be taken into account to make informed policy decisions? Lewis et al.’s (2001) 

research into institutional and government policies that affected the implementation and 

use of “telelearning” technologies in Canadian postsecondary institutions identified an 

extensive list of policy issues. The term “telelearning” refers to the computers and 

networks used in distance, and online teaching and learning. Interviews with 

administrators and faculty members from universities and colleges across Canada, as well 

as officials, policy makers, and bureaucrats in selected government departments were 

conducted. Participants were asked about existing and relevant policies, and policies that 

were needed or being developed to support new technologies. A documentary search that 

included online and printed government and institutional documents was also conducted.  

From the combined interview and documentary data, 150 potential policy issues 

were identified and transferred onto an issues map that could be used to track and 

organize data (refer to Appendix F). The map reflects issues relevant to e-learning policy 

decisions, and the actors linked to the issues, which included faculty, teaching assistants, 

instructors, students, administrators, government, and business.  

However, although the Internet, the World Wide Web, and e-learning may have 

been major catalysts for change in universities around the world (Conole, 2007), with 

respect to the development and teaching of online courses, faculty are an influential 

component. Despite major funding allocations, and the government’s commitment to the 

expansion of e-learning in Ontario universities, the decision to develop new or convert 
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face-to-face courses into an online format remains the choice of faculty. As interview 

participants in this research expressed no pressure from their departments, or their 

university to develop online courses, at this point in time it seems fair to conclude that 

faculty interest, or a lack thereof, and not policy, or policy context has informed the 

evolution of online courses. As such, if policy makers are to make policy decisions that 

inform the development of online courses and programs, they may first need to 

understand and communicate those changes, who they affect, and how policy (or the 

absence of) influences practice (Conole, 2007).  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of the research, first the themes that emerged 

from the data collected (within the online questionnaire, interviews with faculty 

members, and documents) and then the responses to the three primary and five secondary 

research questions. Ten themes emerged; (a) flexibility, (b) time, (c) technology tools, (d) 

demand, (e) the participants lack of e-learning policy knowledge, (f) The Centre, (g) cost, 

(h) changing conditions (social, political, economic, and cultural), (i) enrolment, and (i) 

equitable access.  

This research focused on faculty member perspectives of e-learning policy, and 

from that perspective, the data analysis indicated three key findings. First, although 

faculty in general were not familiar with institutional e-learning policy, neither their lack 

of knowledge or an absence of specific e-learning policy seemed to influence whether 

faculty chose to participate in e-learning or not. However, two of the 12 interview 

participants did raise concerns with how the absence of departmental support, and clear 

departmental policy and/or guidelines associated with e-learning course development had 
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negatively influenced their decision to either engage with e-learning, or if they had done 

so already, to continue to do so.  

Secondly, and despite concern that e-learning took more time (either based on 

personal experience, or perceptions from those who had not taught an e-learning course), 

faculty were generally optimistic about e-learning. Their optimism can be attributed to 

the flexibility e-learning offers to students (and to a lesser degree, themselves), an 

increasing demand for e-learning, an interest in integrating new technology tools into 

their practice, and to the support of The Centre, which was perceived very positively.  

Whereas the questionnaire and interview data reflected a faculty perspective, the 

documents generally reflect government priorities, and institutional direction. For 

example, informed by the provincial government’s vision, the Strategic Mandate 

Agreement not only documents the university’s role within Ontario’s postsecondary 

education but also identifies its strengths, aspirations, institutional initiatives, and the 

operational metrics needed to meet and deliver on government priorities. Similarly, the 

institutional documents reflect plans, goals, and actions that support university, and 

government priorities. For example, the university’s Five-Year Plan clearly documents a 

series of strategic actions, and identifies the goals, activities, and stakeholders responsible 

for each. Although the Faculty Guide to Using Technology was designed to help faculty 

plan, design, develop, and teach online courses, its comprehensive overview of those 

processes, also reflect institutional requirements.  

In closing, e-learning courses and programs have evolved over the last 10 years, 

and whether motivated by cost, social, political, economic, and/or cultural shifts, it seems 

they will continue to do so. However, despite government mandates and institutional 
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programs in favour of e-learning, for now, at this university, faculty remain able to decide 

whether or not to engage in e-learning. In the next and final chapter I will relate the 

findings to the literature, discuss the limitations of the research, and the implications for 

future research.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Although the literature review, question development, and collection of relevant 

documents centred on three core concepts (e-learning, e-learning policy, and faculty 

perspectives of e-learning), defining what is meant by e-learning, and policy was an 

important starting point for this research. I chose the Canada Council of Learning’s 

(2009) definition of e-learning, which proposes that  

e-learning is the development of knowledge and skills through the use of 

information and communications technology (ICTs), particularly to support 

interactions for learning—interactions with content, with learning activities and 

tools, and with other people. (p. 30)  

As policy can be interpreted broadly, and in different ways, I drew from a number of 

scholars who described policy as; text, discourse, process or outcomes (Ball, 1993, 

2008b), actions, a course of action or inaction (Dye, 1976), or “as a projected program of 

goals, values and practices (Lasswell & Kaplan, 1950, p. 71). Specific to education, 

Delaney (2002) defined policy as a formalized act, with a pre-agreed objective, and that 

is approved or sanctioned by an institutional body or authority, and provides some kind 

of standard for measuring performance (pp. 13-15). Fowler (2004) described policy as a 

“process through which a political system handles a public problem (p. 9), and Birkland 

(2016) suggested that policy is “a statement by government—at whatever level, in 

whatever form—of what it intends to do about a public problem” (p. 9).   

The data analysis revealed three core themes: flexibility, time, and demand. 

Faculty in this study were generally supportive of e-learning, and their comments and 

perspectives reflect as much. Faculty also identified problems associated with e-learning. 

However, a lack of e-learning policy in the university, which emerged as a theme during 
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interviews, did not in general affect whether they chose to include e-learning in their 

practice or not. Rather, for a few faculty members it was the lack of clear departmental 

guidelines, and/or support for e-learning that had affected their decision to either 

discontinue e-learning, or not include it in their practice.   

How the Research Was Conducted 

I chose two frameworks to guide this research. Ravitch and Riggan’s (2017) 

conceptual framework, provided a mechanism for aligning the literature review, the 

research design, and the methodology (refer to Figure 1). Weaver-Hightower’s (2008) 

policy ecology provided a graphical interpretation of the flows of human, social, 

economic and cultural capital that helped to identify potential actors, and conceptualize 

policy relevant to this research (refer to Appendix B).  

I used a combination of procedures associated with qualitative data research 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Schwandt, 2007) and grounded theory to conduct the study 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2015). In grounded theory data are collected in a variety of ways, 

most frequently through interviews and observations (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).  An 

online questionnaire was distributed to approximately 564 faculty members in June 2016. 

Twelve participants from five faculties were interviewed between June and September 

2016. The interview participants were all full-time faculty members. After the interview 

data had been transcribed and member checked, I shifted my focus to the collection of 

relevant documents.  

To analyze the data, I used NVivo, a qualitative data management software tool, 

and Creswell’s (2008) visual model (refer to Figure 3) to help code the text and identify 

themes. I also applied the “general analysis” process associated with grounded theory, 

which looks at data from a broader perspective, and begins with the collection of the first 
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pieces of data (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 72). Although the data were analyzed in three 

parts: (a) interview data, (b) documentary text, and (c) questionnaire data, as grounded 

theory suggests, I began the analysis early to help focus further data collection, develop 

abstract ideas, and to fill out, refine, and check emerging conceptual categories 

(Charmaz, 2005, p. 508). 

The Research Questions 

Three primary questions were foundational to this research. Five secondary 

questions were developed to help locate relevant e-learning policy and documents (refer 

to Chapter 1). Each question was answered in chapter four. When I began my research 

proposal, Andrews and Haythornthwaite’s (2007) description of how e-learning had 

invoked a “new rhythm” within teaching and learning resonated with me (p. 13). That 

“new rhythm,” coupled with my experience with e-learning and interest in how e-

learning would be reflected in policy in the academy, contributed to the development of 

the first two questions: how and why did e-learning policy emerge at the university, and 

how do faculty members who use e-learning to teach undergraduate courses, and faculty 

members who do not, perceive how university policies and practices have influenced 

their use of e-learning.  

Question 3, which asked how Weaver-Hightower’s (2008) policy ecology 

framework (refer to Appendix B) could help to understand the policy process as it relates 

to e-learning, and potentially inform future e-learning practices, did help to identify 

potential roles, groups, organizations, and entities from which to collect data. Weaver-

Hightower’s policy ecology also helped to conceptualize the boundaries within which e-

learning policy at the university might exist. Although Weaver-Hightower’s boundaries 

extended to national and global levels, two components of this research narrowed the 
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boundary: the focus of this research (faculty perspectives, at one university in Ontario, 

Canada), and within Canada each province is responsible for higher education.  

Data, the Documents, Themes, and the Literature  

The data emerged from two sources: (a) faculty, who provided some insight in 

response to the online questionnaire, and during one-on-one interviews, and (b) the 

documents collected. Although the documents (and supporting literature) were an 

important part of this dissertation, in qualitative research it is the views of the participants 

that set the direction of the study, and not the literature (Creswell, 2008). However, it 

became clear during the interviews that faculty members were unaware of e-learning 

policy, or documents that might be considered as such.  

The purpose of collecting and analyzing relevant documents (considered 

secondary data by Gibson and Brown, 2011) was in part to help understand the setting the 

research took place in. The majority of the 39 documents selected were institutional, and 

specific to the university in this study (refer to Appendix P). Provincial government 

policies and relevant reports found outside of the scholarly search are also included.  

Documentary data are however, different from literature. Comparatively, the 

literature identified who had studied this area of research, how they had done so, and 

what they found. The literature also helped to demonstrate the underlying assumptions 

behind the general research questions, and to validate my knowledge about the related 

research and scholarly traditions surrounding the study (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  

The Themes  

As discussed in chapter two, overall 10 themes emerged from the online 

questionnaire, interviews with faculty members, and within the documents (refer to Table 

8). Of the 10 themes, three core themes were most prominent: flexibility, time, and 

demand. These core themes surfaced in each of the data collection methods.  
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The Literature 

The literature in this research is a combination of formal research (in which the 

results are based on the collection and analysis of data), research published in academic 

journals, academic books, scholarly articles, reports, and other relevant documents and 

information sources (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015, p. 4). The literature focused on three 

main research categories: e-learning, faculty perceptions of e-learning, and e-learning 

policy. Overall, the literature dates from between 2000 and 2016, and the search for 

literature yielded 35 research articles, the majority of which related to e-learning.  

How the literature was collected. The Brock University library SuperSearch 

engine was used to conduct two keyword (all text) literature scans between December 4 

and 8, 2015, and November 21 to 25, 2016. For context, I began with searches on the field 

of e-learning research, trends in the field, e-learning research in Canadian universities, e-

learning policies in higher education, e-learning and faculty perspectives, and faculty 

perspectives of e-learning policy. The initial results were large, too broad, and many of the 

articles were not relevant. For example, there were many references to teachers (elementary 

or primary, and secondary teachers), school literature (not higher education or university), 

and student perspectives (this research involves faculty perspectives).  

The second search produced more relevant articles. I used two databases that 

focused on education: the Canadian Business & Current Affairs Complete (CBCA) 

database, and the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) database. The CBCA 

database focuses on Canadian online content, and draws from four distinct databases: (a) 

CBCA Business, (b) CBCA Current Events, (c) CBCA Reference, and (d) CBCA 

Education, which includes 400 education related journals. ERIC is an online library of 

education established in 1966. ERIC is sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education, 

and with over 1.5 million records of journal articles, research reports, curriculum 
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teaching guides, conference papers, dissertations, theses, and books, it is the largest 

education-focused database in the world. Although the majority of the literature used in 

this dissertation was collected in 2015 and 2016, the results of subsequent ad hoc 

searches have also been included. 

Organizing the literature. In alignment with the research questions, and the 

questions posed to faculty in both the online questionnaire and interviews, the literature 

was organized into three main categories: 

1. e-learning in higher education (course enrolment, cost of and challenges 

associated with, and implications to pedagogy) 

2. faculty (perceptions of, satisfaction with, and resistance to)  

3. e-learning policy (policy issues, implications for policy makers, Canadian 

provincial and federal e-learning policy, e-learning policy at York University and 

the University of Manitoba) 

Themes from the literature. As the findings that emerged from the data were 

represented as themes (and discussed in Chapter 4), to help relate the findings to the 

literature, I conducted an informal thematic review (I did not use NVivo) of the literature 

to help me visualize and consider the differences between the data and the literature. 

Whereas the themes that emerged from the data reflected the perspectives of faculty 

members and key topics from relevant documents, the search for literature included a 

broader range of topics, and generated more themes (refer to Table 11).  
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Table 11 

Themes From the Data and the Literature 

Themes from the data Themes from the literature 

Online questionnaire 

– Flexibility 

– Time 

– Technology 

– Demand 

– Flexibility 

– Time 

– Technical support 

– Demand 

– Faculty satisfaction 

– Faculty resistance 

– Cost 

– Institutional support 

– Enrolment 

– Changes associated with e-learning 

– Gender 

– Revenue 

– Challenges associated with 

integrating e-learning 

– Interaction (student/faculty) 

– Motivation 

Interview 

– Flexibility 

– Time  

– Technology 

– Demand 

– The Centre 

– The participants lack of e-learning 

policy knowledge 

Documents 

– Flexibility 

– Time 

– Demand 

– Cost 

– Changing conditions (social, 

political, economic, and cultural) 

– Enrolment 

– Equitable access 
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Relating the Findings to the Literature 

Across each of the data categories; the online questionnaire, the interview data, 

and documentary data, three themes consistently emerged: (a) flexibility, (b) time, and (c) 

demand. The literature confirmed that e-learning in higher education is increasing, and in 

Canada is viewed in part as a way to provide flexibility (for students, faculty, and the 

community), and to increase access and enrolment (Abrami et al., 2006; CVU, 2012; 

Owsten, 2010). Whereas the findings (from responses to the online questionnaire, and in 

interviews) reflected faculty perceptions of the opportunities and challenges associated 

with e-learning, the documents published by the universities, government, or relevant 

organizations are generally written with the intent to shape the structure and activities of 

a university, its faculties, and/or the departments within it (Scott, 1990). 

Faculty perceptions of e-learning, and the changes associated with teaching online 

were congruent with the literature in recurring ways. Faculty members, or what 

Esterhuizen et al. (2013) referred to as “the enablers of adoption” (p. 75) perceived a 

need for comprehensive, practice-based training, additional time to manage their 

workload, to schedule all of their teaching priorities, and to help overcome technological 

unfamiliarity they associated with teaching online. Boling et al. (2012) found that faculty 

expressed challenges with new pedagogy issues, new forms of student interaction, course 

content, design and delivery issues, as well as challenges with assignment design, 

assessment, and evaluation methods. Despite having dealt with negative attitudes about e-

learning, faculty in Yick et al. (2005) acknowledged that demand, and a need to 

accommodate education in a variety of ways, would influence more positive attitudes 

about e-learning in the future. In Munoz Carril et al. (2013), training needs for faculty 
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was found to be a high priority, and that faculty were willing to participate in training 

needed to increase their skills.  

Faculty satisfaction with e-learning in the university was generally favourable, 

and as per Tanner et al. (2009) an important factor in successfully transitioning from a 

mostly paper-based to an online teaching and learning environment. In their research of 

potential barriers to the growth and adoption of online teaching in higher education, Shea 

et al. (2005) found four variables associated with faculty satisfaction that were likely to 

affect faculty decisions to adopt, or continue to teach online: (a) levels of interaction in 

current online courses, (b) technical support, (c) a positive learning experience in 

developing and teaching an online course, and (d) the discipline area in which they 

taught. Although faculty were more satisfied when they had more time to develop online 

courses, additional time required to teach online did not prompt dissatisfaction. 

Flexibility consistently emerged as a theme from the data. While flexibility 

appeared in the online questionnaire, it was more prominent in the interviews. Of the 22 

responses to question 4 (rank the factors that affect your level of interest in developing an 

e-learning course), 12 faculty members ranked “flexibility for students” as one of their 

top three choices, and eight ranked “flexibility, for me as faculty” as one of their top three 

choices. In response to the open-ended questions, one faculty member perceived that e-

learning provided “more flexibility and efficiency in the way that course materials are 

presented, and in the way that students consume them.”  

The results of research conducted by Ipsos on behalf of eCampusOntario (2017) 

revealed that Ontariansʼ perceptions (the majority, 700 of 1,050 participants were either 

current undergraduate and graduate students, or future students) of online learning 
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indicated how access, convenience, and flexibility are highly valued components of e-

learning. Abrami et al. (2006) reviewed e-learning documents dated from 2000 onward, 

with a particular focus on public, research, policy, and practitioner perspectives of e-

learning in Canada. Of 1,146 documents reviewed, 726 were included in the final study. 

Practitioner (teachers, faculty, and administrators) perspectives were reflected in 131 

documents. Abrami et al. found that faculty believed e-learning increased accessibility, 

flexibility, and opportunities for learning.  

In this study, time was viewed from different perspectives by faculty. Some found 

it required more time to teach online, that students expected more of their time online, 

and responding to student queries took more time. Others felt it saved time because they 

were able to work remotely. Tomei (2006) found that online teaching required 14% more 

time than traditional instruction, and Cavanaugh (2005) found that each student in an 

introductory economics class required an additional 6 hours and 46 minutes of instruction 

time. Although Yoshimura (2010) found that faculty workload was just as demanding in 

the online environment, faculty in the study reported that it was more work to teach 

online. Faculty resistance of e-learning adoption has also been attributed to a number of 

issues: a perceived increase in the time needed to teach online, a lack of experience, 

accessibility concerns, connectivity challenges, as well as an expected lack of 

institutional infrastructure to support e-learning (Allen & Seaman, 2006, 2013, 2014; 

Bolliger & Wasilik, 2009; Cook et al., 2009; Georgina & Olson, 2008; Kennedy et al., 

2011; Mishra & Panda, 2007; Ward et al., 2010).    

Demand was cited by most faculty in this study as a reason for their interest in e-

learning. The growth of and demand for e-learning in Canadian and Ontario universities 
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was reflected in three recent reports. A study for the Council of Ontario Universities 

conducted by Schmidt and Carbol (2014) outlined how different e-learning is to 

traditional face-to-face teaching and learning; for example, how classroom dynamics 

change, how important accessibility and learner diversity is in both environments, as well 

as how leveraging data from online learning activities can improve instruction, and 

student success. Carter et al. (2014), who conceptualized e-learning as the integration of 

pedagogy, instructional technology, and the Internet into teaching and learning 

environments, concluded that for e-learning to be pedagogically meaningful for students 

and faculty, the human connection needed to remain front and centre. 

Despite cost and revenue not being points of concern for faculty, both were 

important to the university and the government. EduConsillium’s (2015) investigation 

into how Canadian universities were using e-learning reported that in 2014-2015 more 

than 360,00 students (or 29% of the Canadian university student population) had taken at 

least one of the 12,728 online courses offered. They found that universities were looking 

for ways to increase revenue and that increased enrolment in e-learning would gradually 

infringe on “classic bricks and mortar education” (p. 55). The release of EduConsillium’s 

report coincided with the launch of eCampusOntario in October 2015, a web portal that 

provided college and university students with a new single gateway from which to access 

the then 15,277 online courses, in 755 online programs (OMTCU, 2015b). All publicly 

funded colleges and universities are members of the organization, which the Ontario 

Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Development (then Training, Colleges and 

Universities) facilitated with a 5-year, $72 million investment.  

The cost of e-learning is not easy to discern. EduConsillium (2015) reported that 

while 67% of universities in Canada charge the same fees for online courses as they do 



193 

 

for on-campus courses, 22% charge more (Bates, 2016). In the United States, Deming et 

al. (2015) suggest that tuition for online courses is lower, and can be attributed to 

advances in online education tools and technology, reduced costs, larger class sizes, and 

less face-to-face interaction. Byrd et al. (2015) propose that further reductions in the cost 

of online courses could stimulate additional demand. 

Recently, e-learning research focus has shifted from technical to educational 

issues, specifically faculty and student perceptions of and satisfaction with e-learning 

(Bozkurt et al., 2015). Although interview participants in this research were not 

specifically asked about technology, nine of the 12 interview participants referred to 

technology in a number of different contexts, including: (a) the use of technology in 

university classrooms today, (b) faculty use of technology, (c) the cost of technology, (d) 

student use and perception of technology, and (e) technical support. Faculty were also 

interested in integrating new technology associated with e-learning into their practice. For 

example, in response to ranking question 4 on the online questionnaire, 18 of the 22 

respondents ranked “the opportunity to use technology-based tools” as one of their top 

three choices. One respondent conveyed how the “use of technology is of interest.” 

Another expressed “the desire to use innovate technology tools” in their practice. Another 

faculty member considered how e-learning provided faculty “the ability to offer an 

alternative to the students, and [an opportunity for students] to use their technology 

knowledge to help them learn.”  

 Within the literature between 1980 and 2014, Zawacki-Richter and Naidu (2016) 

found five recurring areas of interest in e-learning research: (a) students, (b) learners, (c) 

courses, (d) instructional design, and (d) educational technology. Bolliger and Wasilik’s 

(2009) analysis of relevant literature and data generated by an online questionnaire 
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administered to 102 online instructors at one public research university in the United 

States found that one of the motivators for adopting e-learning was the opportunity to use 

technology. Understandably, faculty expected that suitable, reliable technology and 

supporting infrastructure will be provided in their e-learning environments. When it is not 

provided, they experience difficulty with online tools and support, and satisfaction is very 

likely to decrease (Bolliger & Wasilik, 2009; Dahlstrom & Brooks, 2014). Additionally, 

ensuring that technology is not used just as a conduit of discourse but also as an effective 

meditational tool, e-learning design should incorporate educational techniques, ideas, and 

strategies such as dialogue, group work, and lecture in an effective pedagogical way 

(Gross Davis, 2001; Pachler & Daly, 2011).  

The challenges associated with integrating e-learning are well documented. 

Wallace (2007), de Freitas and Oliver (2005), and Czerniewicz and Brown (2009) found 

that e-learning can change processes, culture, faculty, students, pedagogy, administration, 

policy, the organization, government direction, and engagement with the business 

community. A report on e-learning by the University of Ottawa (2013) suggested that 

implementing e-learning required consideration of cultural (the blend of attitudes about 

technology, knowledge, and pedagogy), process (which asked how organizations could 

best address workflow to ensure seamless adoption), and academic (which asked how e-

learning fit into the pedagogical practices of faculty, and how it could enhance an 

instructor’s ability to engage with students) concerns. 

This begs the question: Has e-learning created a need for new policy?  

Recognizing the pedagogical, organizational, technical, and cultural changes brought 

about by embedding e-learning into the academy, many agree that yes, e-learning policy 
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is needed (Conole & Oliver, 2007; Garrison, 2011; MacKeogh & Fox, 2008; Pachler & 

Daly, 2011; Thompson, 2007). The changes associated with adopting e-learning (e.g., 

increased training, technical, and pedagogical support) should be prompting the academy 

to review existing policies that were created to support traditional education (de Freitas & 

Oliver, 2005; Haythornthwaite & Andrews, 2016). Because new teaching and learning 

concepts may not fit within existing policy frameworks developed for traditional face-to-

face teaching and learning, universities should consider amending those policies, or 

developing new ones that acknowledge and support the differences (Roby et al., 2012). 

While many universities have made substantial investments in e-learning, a lack 

of clearly articulated benefits or clarity around the role e-learning may fill suggests the 

need for new policy (Garrison, 2011; Garrison & Anderson, 2003). Whether e-learning 

policy is created as new, stand-alone policy (refer to Appendix L, The University of 

Nottingham’s e-learning policy for an example) or integrated into existing policy, its role 

and place should be clearly articulated. To ensure that the vision and operational 

requirements for e-learning are reflected in a university mandate, Garrison (2011) 

suggested that e-learning policy be embedded within a strategy plan that considered how 

e-learning fit with the following main topics: (a) vision, (b) needs and risk assessment, (c) 

educational principles and outcomes, (d) implementation initiatives an strategy, (e) 

infrastructure, (f) support services, (g) resources, incentives, and recognition, and (h) 

benchmarking and research.  

Waterhouse and Rogers (2004) specifically identified and deemed the following 

policy categories as not only important but necessary to e-learning faculty and support 

staff (which included technology professionals and librarians): (a) course syllabus policy 
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(b) student privacy policy, (c) email, (d) online discussion guidelines, (e) assignment and 

assessment policies, (f) faculty feedback, (g) technical support, (h) attendance, and (i) 

intellectual property. Although these policy categories might be found or developed at an 

individual course level, Waterhouse and Rogers suggested that formulating e-learning 

policies at the institutional level saves time by simplifying course administration, and 

provides answers to procedural questions posed by students and faculty. 

It has also been suggested that e-learning policy should be taking on a more 

significant role within the wider context of educational policy, and that institutional 

leaders need to commit to strategic plans and policies that systemically integrate e-

learning (de Freitas & Oliver, 2005; Garrison, 2011). As such, if the value of e-learning is 

to be realized, new e-learning policy that considers institutional values, the institutionʼs 

core characteristics, as well as existing policy created for existing campus-based 

education is needed to support and protect universities, their faculties, and administrators 

(Abrami et al., 2007; Brown et al., 2007; Czerniewicz & Brown, 2009; de Freitas & 

Oliver, 2005; Lewis et al., 2001; Mee, 2007; Schulte, 2009; Wallace, 2007).  

Expanding on Abrami et al. (2006), Bernard et al. (2011) suggested that although 

e-learning has vast potential, it is a part of larger learning landscape and should not 

treated as a separate issue in educational policies. Although inquiries into e-learning 

policy or faculty perspectives of e-learning policy were not plentiful, research about the 

challenges associated with implementing e-learning into the university setting alone 

provided a strong argument for why e-learning policy is needed (Conole & Oliver, 2007; 

Garrison, 2011; MacKeogh & Fox, 2008; Pachler & Daly, 2011; Thompson, 2007).  

Although e-learning policy may look different at different points along the 
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educational delivery chain (institutional, departmental, faculty, governmental), at the 

institutional level it should ensure effective online teaching and learning that (a) 

empowers and sensitizes academics to teaching, learning, and assessment principles 

related to e-learning, and (b) optimizes student engagement in the learning process 

(Sesemane, 2007).  

Limitations of the Research 

This study is limited by a number of factors. It focused on only one 

comprehensive university in Southern Ontario, Canada, and limited its focus to faculty 

perspectives. Studying student perspectives would provide insight into how they 

experience e-learning, and what they perceive to be the benefits and challenges within 

their learning environment.  

Similarly, input from other members of the university (the Senate, Faculty 

Association, Senior Administration, or The Centre), would have broadened the focus and 

provided a different perspective. I did speak to one representative at The Centre when 

searching for relevant e-learning policy documents. However, as faculty rely on the team 

in The Centre to develop and deliver their e-learning classes, interviews with Centre staff 

could have provided new insight and generated suggestions for e-learning policy 

development.  

This research was also limited by the scope of e-learning. For the purpose of this 

research, the study adopted the definition of e-learning proposed by the Canadian Council 

of Learning (CCL, 2009) which posits that “e-learning is the development of knowledge 

and skills through the use of information and communications technology (ICTs), 

particularly to support interactions by people” (p. 30). Although hardware, software, and 
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network technologies represent the “e” in e-learning, as the purpose of this study was to 

inquire into faculty member perspectives on e-learning policy, technical or technological 

issues were not purposefully explored. Conducting a study that focused on technology 

and what faculty think about how specific technologies have changed teaching and/or 

learning would have modified the scope. For example, considering synchronous versus 

asynchronous modes, lecture capture, adaptive technologies, and/or the Massive Open 

Online Courses (MOOCs) would have also shifted the focus, and opened up new 

conversations. Researcher bias was also a limitation. As an advocate of online learning, I 

am predisposed to a wider adoption of online learning in higher education. 

Implications for Future Research 

In this study, faculty identified benefits and challenges associated with e-learning. 

The benefit reflected by most faculty members, and in government and institutional 

documents, was the flexibility that e-learning has afforded students and faculty. Demand 

for e-learning has been fueled by student expectations, the availability of the Internet, and 

technological advances. Most noteworthy was the role that Smartphone technology has 

assumed in society, on campuses in Ontario, in North America, and around the world.  

The challenges perceived by faculty—increased time associated with e-learning, 

student expectations that faculty will be available well beyond traditional in-class hours, 

a lack of institutional guidelines for larger class sizes, and the diversity or lack of 

departmental guidelines—suggest that there is a need for continued research to 

investigate how each of these concerns can be reflected in policy. A study on how e-

learning is addressed in collective agreements in Ontario universities could provide 

insight into other faculty concerns. An examination of student perspectives would 

provide insight into the “learning” part of e-learning at this university. Likewise, research 
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into the perspectives of university Senate members, Faculty Associations, Teaching and 

Learning Centres, and/or academic administrators would provide insight from actors with 

different ideas, concerns, and responsibilities.  

Although this research focused on e-learning policy, this is not a policy analysis.  

Future research could examine the policies identified in a much more detailed way, or 

what Olssen, Codd, and O’Neil (2004) describe as a “critical reading” of education policy 

that presents “the reader with a way of understanding, conceptualizing and analyzing 

educational policy: what it is, why it is important, and what it means” (p. 3).   

The pace at which technology continues to develop also has implications for 

future research. As Haythornthwaite et al. (2016) have suggested, research and 

perspectives surrounding e-learning is rapidly expanding. This expansion has provided an 

opportunity for researchers to consider further influences such as how context, values, 

design choices, adoption patterns, and/or devices affect use as well as learning 

opportunities and practices.   

Recommendations 

Like all universities in Ontario, the university under study has a suite of existing 

policies that support the institute, its faculty, students, and administration. It also has a 

policy management framework that it uses to ensure that policies are developed, 

implemented, and managed in an effective, consistent, and sustainable manner. However, 

there is no singularly titled e-learning policy at the university.  

This research has highlighted the need to create a policy or policies that consider 

and support not only traditional modes of teaching and learning but also new modes 

associated with e-learning. Although the existence of e-learning policy at the university 

was limited, given the pace with which technology has changed the teaching and learning 
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landscape, it is not uncommon for e-learning policy to be developed after online courses 

and programs have been established (Palloff & Pratt, 2003). Technology is foundational 

to e-learning but because it changes quickly and unpredictably, creating related policy 

has been challenging for the academy (Lewis et al., 2001). However, technology is only 

one component of e-learning. If the point of policy in part is to handle problems and 

support institutional actors and practices (Birkland, 2016; Fowler, 2004), then it is 

important that policy reflect changing teaching and learning contexts that technology-

enabled teaching and learning continues to present (Pachler & Daly, 2011).  

The first recommendation would be to draft an e-learning policy document. The 

University of Nottingham’s (2017) e-Learning and Distance Learning Policy is an 

example of a general policy that outlines delivery responsibilities of the university, 

learner support, and assessment guidelines associated with online teaching and learning 

(refer to Appendix M).   

The university also has a number of published teaching and learning guides (refer 

to Appendix P). The second recommendation would be to expand the Faculty Teaching 

Guide to include e-learning pedagogy, processes, and general guidelines for faculty. As a 

number of faculty expressed concern with a lack of clarity around staffing associated with 

e-learning courses (e.g., how many teaching assistants for how many online students), the 

third recommendation would be to review faculty workload guidelines.  

Conclusion 

The growth of e-learning in higher education has been enabled by a number of 

factors: (a) new technology; (b) the availability of the Internet; (c) shifting societal needs; 

(d) the changing role of the university; (e) fiscal pressures, the pursuit of excellence, and 

efficiency; as well as (f) the perceived economies of scale associated with mobile 
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technology (Davidson & Goldberg, 2009; Garrison & Anderson, 2003; Harasim, 2012). 

Course material is delivered in different formats with e-learning (e.g., text, image, sound, 

and video), and it may be accessed at different times, in different places, from different 

devices, and for as many times as a student may need. As the e-learning experience does 

not happen in a traditional university classroom, the physicality of place-based education 

essentially is eliminated. As such, the differences between traditional classroom-based 

teaching/learning and e-learning activities have influenced the academy, its students, and 

its faculty (refer to Appendix M).  

Although e-learning may only be one of many aspects driving change in the 

academy today, as reflected in the findings and the literature, its differences are changing 

teaching and learning practices. These differences are prompting a need to examine 

existing policies to understand if and how they are supporting e-learning in their current 

format. e-learning policy was sparse at the university in this study, and could not be 

identified by the faculty members who participated in the interviews. However, their 

frontline experience can provide valuable input to institutional strategy, the type of 

courses that are suited to online learning, as well as how they might be funded, 

developed, and supported.  

In contrast to Ball’s (1994) description of policy as “text and action, words and 

deeds in what is enacted as well as what is intended” (p. 10), Gulson, Clarke and Bendix 

Petersen (2015) suggest that “policies work on the basis of provoking action” (p. 7). 

Further, policy reviews may be needed even when policy direction is not fully formed, 

and/or when the actors do not fully understand what policy should look like in the end 

(Gulson, Clarke & Bendix Petersen, 2015).  
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This research found a range of perspectives from faculty with regard to e-

learning. The experience gained by faculty who do use e-learning in their practice, the 

hesitation expressed by those who have tried and have chosen not to continue, and the 

perspectives of faculty who have reservations of trying e-learning in their classrooms can 

inform university policies and practices.  

Weaver-Hightower (2008) suggests that in addition to many complicated 

processes and activities involved in creating transformations within any policy’s domain 

framework prompts users to explore. For e-learning, those processes could include 

examining some or all of the themes that emerged during this research (e.g., time, 

flexibility, and/or demand), or how current policy reflects pedagogical, technical, 

classroom, and/or special grant funding support for faculty (Dahlstrom, 2015).  

Summerlee and Christensen Hughes (2010) suggest that if universities worldwide 

are to survive, they need to re-establish themselves, concentrate on innovation and 

relevance, value pedagogical research, and ensure that institutional policies and practices 

support their educational mandates. Change is inevitable, and Markham and Baym 

(2009), who have been studying internet related social phenomena since the 1990s, 

suggest that “with all its capacities, interfaces, uses, and underlying technologies—[it] 

both epitomizes and enables a seemingly constant barrage of reality—altering, globe-

shifting changes. Far from slowing down, the barrage seems to continuously accelerate” 

(p. vii). e-learning, referred to as a complex and multi-faceted phenomenon, is a part of 

that shift (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007).  

Although a number of factors have contributed to the growth of e-learning 

globally, the Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Development’s major 
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investment in the eCampusOntario program has most recently influenced the state of e-

learning in Ontario universities. The new rhythm referred to by Andrews and 

Haythornthwaite (2007), and the changes associated with implementing and/or 

embedding e-learning into existing educational structures, can affect pedagogy, 

curriculum design, learning environments, teaching and learning practices, quality, 

assessment, infrastructure, and technical and administrative requirements. These 

differences can affect every stage of the teaching and learning process; from registration 

into a course or program, to accessing course material and university services (e.g., 

library, advisory), the type of course material used (e.g., audio files, video clips, or 

lecture capture), communication between faculty and students, or student to student, to 

submission of assignments, and assessment. Collectively, these changes and differences, 

as Pachler and Daly (2011) suggest, should prompt a review of existing policy.  

This research focused on faculty member perspectives of e-learning policy, and 

from that perspective, the data analysis indicated three key findings. First, although 

faculty in general were not familiar with institutional e-learning policy, neither their lack 

of knowledge or an absence of specific e-learning policy seemed to influence whether 

faculty chose to participate in e-learning or not. However, two of the 12 interview 

participants did raise concerns with how the absence of departmental support and clear 

departmental policy and/or guidelines associated with e-learning course development had 

negatively influenced their decision to either engage with e-learning, or if they had done 

so already, to continue to do so.  

Second, and despite concerns that e-learning can take more time (based either on 

personal experience, or perceptions of those who had not taught an e-learning course), 
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faculty were generally optimistic about e-learning. Their optimism can be attributed to 

the flexibility e-learning offers to students (and to a lesser degree, themselves), an 

increasing demand for e-learning, an interest in integrating new technology tools into 

their practice, and to the support of The Centre, which was perceived very positively.  

However, although the Internet, the World Wide Web, and e-learning may have 

been major catalysts for change in universities around the world (Conole, 2007), with 

respect to the development and teaching of online courses, faculty are an influential 

component. Despite major funding allocations and the government’s commitment to the 

expansion of e-learning in Ontario universities, the decision to develop new or convert 

face-to-face courses into an online format remains the choice of faculty. As interview 

participants in this research expressed no pressure from their departments or their 

university to develop online courses, at this point in time it seems fair to conclude that 

faculty interest (or a lack thereof) and not policy or policy context has informed the 

evolution of online courses. As such, if policy makers are to make policy decisions that 

inform the development of online courses and programs, they may first need to 

understand and communicate those changes, who they affect, and how policy (or the 

absence of) influences practice (Conole, 2007).  

e-learning courses and programs have evolved over the last 10 years, and whether 

motivated by cost, social, political, economic and/or cultural shifts, findings indicate that 

e-learning will continue do so. New sources of competition in higher education from the 

“rapidly evolving digitally-enabled education ecosystem” is compelling universities to 

look for new opportunities to teach, learn and lead (Brock University, 2018, p. 8). With 

budgets largely tied to student populations, student fees, government transfers, grants, 
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and donations, shifting enrolment will also challenge colleges and universities to rethink 

their missions, visions, and policies (Miller et al., 2014, Statistics Canada, 2018).  

If, as Moore (2013) suggested, that e-learning will continue to affect how 

universities are structured and managed, the actors and relationships that exist within “the 

complex environments and structures” of policy ecologies, may be dealing with changing 

processes for years to come (Weaver-Hightower, 2008, p. 157). However, despite 

government mandates and institutional programs in favour of e-learning (most notably 

the Ontario Ministry of Training Colleges and Universitiesʼ $72 million investment in 

eCampus Ontario), for now, at this university, faculty remain able to decide whether or 

not to engage in e-learning.  
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Appendix A: Ravitch and Riggan’s (2017) Elements of a Conceptual Framework 
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Appendix B: Weaver-Hightower’s Policy Ecology  

(a Metaphor for Policy Analysis) 

 

This is a graphical interpretation of Weaver- Hightower’s example of a policy ecology or 

ecosystem within which flows of human, social, economic and cultural capital depend on 

each other for survival.  He argues that while being able to trace flows and linages it is 

important to use the ecology metaphor as a way of conceptualizing both policy and its 

analysis (p. 162).   
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Appendix C: Questions on the Exploratory Internet-Based Questionnaire 

 

1. What is your role(s) in the university (Chair, Full Professor, Associate Professor, 

Assistant Professor, Instructor / Lecturer)? 

2. How long have you been in this role(s)? 

3. How long have you been teaching? 

4. How long have you been teaching at this university? 

5. What faculty do you teach in? 

6. Are you teaching full-time, or part-time? 

7. Do you have tenure? 

8. What is your highest level of education?  

9. What is your gender? 

 

10. Have you ever taken an e-learning course? Explain: where, when, in what 

program, at what institute? 

11. If yes, was it a fully on-line course (which is typically 80% online)? Explain. 

12. What was your general feeling about e-learning as a student? 

 

13. Rank the factors that affect your level of interest in developing an e-learning 

course (on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being of most interest, and 10 being of least 

interest). 

a. Pedagogical differences, and the opportunity to teach using technology 

based tools 

b. Flexibility for me, as faculty 

c. Flexibility for students 

d. Demand for on-line courses 

e. Pressure from administration 

f. e-learning call from the Centre  

g. Professionally, it is time to get involved in e-learning  

h. I believe I will get the support I need to develop the course 

i. I believe I will get the support I need while teaching the course 

j. The quality of online education (teaching and learning) is equal to face-to-

face instruction 

14. Rate your interest in developing an e-learning course (pick one)? 

a. Highly interested - I have created an e-learning course. 

i. What are the key factors that contributed to your desire to create an 

e-learning course? 

b. Interested - I have submitted an e-learning proposal. 

c. Interested - But I have never submitted an e-learning proposal. 

i. What factors are needed for you to create an e-learning proposal? 

d. Not interested 

i.  Are there any factors that would change your level of interest? 

 

15. Is there anything else you would like to add that has not been asked? 
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16. The next phase of this study is a one-on-one interview (preferably face-to-face) 

that will take approximately 60 minutes.  Would you be willing to participate?  

17. If yes, please provide the following information: 

Your name: _____________________________________ 

 

Your e-mail address: ______________________________ 

 

Your telephone number: ___________________________ 

 

Your preferred date(s): ____________________________ 

 

Your preferred time of day: _________________________ 
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Appendix D: Interview Questions for Experienced Online Faculty 

 

Before the interview begins, I will explain what is meant by: 

• e-learning 

• Policy 

Essential Questions which Berg, (2004) suggests support the central focus of the 

research): 

1. Tell me about your online teaching experience.   

2. What prompted you to become involved with e-learning? 

a. Have you taught the course you designed? 

b. How many times have you taught it? 

c. Did you receive special compensation?  

3. How has e-learning affected how you teach your courses? 

4. What do you think is different about the e-learning experience (from traditional 

face-to-face courses) for faculty? 

5. What do you think is different about the e-learning experience (from traditional 

face-to-face courses) for students? 

6. Who do you think benefits (or not) from e-learning programming? 

7. What do you think is motivating the university to engage in e-learning? 

8. Could you talk about any policies, guidelines, or documents that relate to e-

learning? 

9. How do you think these policies affect the quality of education? 

10. How effective do you think these policies are?  

11. Can you think about anything that is missing with regard to any e-learning 

policies? 

12. Do you think e-learning policy development is an administration activity, or it is 

shared with faculty? 

13. Can you compare face-to-face policies with e-learning policies? 

 

Extra Questions which Berg (2004) suggests are similar to the essential questions, but 

worded slightly differently, and can be used to check reliability of responses): 

1. Can you talk a bit about the technical and pedagogical course development 

support you received, and found valuable, or not, and why?   

2. Do you feel that the post development support was sufficient? If not, do you have 

any suggestions for change? 

3. Was support staff accessible after the course development phase was over, and 

when you were teaching the course?  

4. Who do you think e-learning is important to (the Academic Chairs, the President, 

others), and why?  

5. What can the administration do to create a more positive e-learning teaching 

environment? 

6. What do you think might motivate your colleagues who have yet to engage in e-

learning to do so? 
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7. Are you concerned about intellectual property protection with regards to e-

learning course development? 

8. Are there any copyright policies in the university with regards to e-learning?  

How so? 

9. How are online faculty perceived? 

10. How are online courses perceived? 

11. How do feel your role as a university professor changes when you teach online?  

12. Is there a shift in power when you teach online? Explain.  Who loses, who gains?  

How does that happen?  

13. Is there anything I have not covered, that you would like to discuss? 

Probing Questions which Berg (2004) suggests provide interviewers with a way to draw 

out more information from the participants.  These questions are intended to be neutral, 

and give participants an opportunity to elaborate on something they may have said).  

For example: 

➢ “Could you tell me more about that?” 

➢ “What happened next?” 

➢ “How come?” 

➢ “You mentioned _____.  Could you elaborate?” 
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Appendix E: Interview Questions for Faculty Who Have Not Taught Online 

 

Before the interview begins, I will explain what is meant by: 

• e-learning 

• Policy 

Essential Questions which Berg (2004) suggests support the central focus of the 

research): 

1. Why have you not taught an online course yet?   

2. What is keeping you away from e-learning? 

3. What do you think is different about the e-learning experience (from traditional 

face-to-face courses) for faculty? 

4. What do you think is different about the e-learning experience (from traditional 

face-to-face courses) for students? 

5. Who do you think benefits (or not) from e-learning programming? 

6. How are online faculty perceived? 

7. How are online courses perceived? 

8. What do you think is motivating the university to engage in e-learning? 

9. What would motivate you to engage in e-learning?  

10. Could you talk about any policies, guidelines, or documents that relate to e-

learning? 

11. How do you think these policies affect the quality of education? 

12. How effective do you think these policies are?  

13. Can you think about anything that is missing with regard to any e-learning 

policies? 

14. Do you think e-learning policy development is an administration activity, or it is 

shared with faculty? 

15. Can you compare face-to-face policies with e-learning policies? 

16. How do feel your role as a university professor changes if you teach online? 

 

Extra Questions which Berg (2004) suggests are similar to the essential questions, but 

worded slightly differently, and can be used to check reliability of responses): 

1. What would motivate you to participate in the next e-learning call for 

participation from the Centre for Pedagogical Innovation? 

2. What kind of experiences have your colleagues had with e-learning? 

3. Who do you think e-learning is important to (the Academic Chairs, the President, 

others), and why?  

4. What can the administration do to create a more positive e-learning teaching 

environment? 

5. Are you concerned about intellectual property protection with regards to e-

learning course development? How so? 

6. Do you have any concerns with your ability to be as effective online as you are in 

the classroom? 

7. Are there any copyright policies in the university with regards to e-learning? 

Explain. 
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8. Is there a shift in power when you teach online? Explain.   

9. As a result in a power shift, who loses?  

10. As a result in a power shift, who gains?  

11. How does this happen? 

12. What do you think the e-learning landscape in the university will look like in the 

next five years?  

13. Is there anything I have not covered, that you would like to discuss? 

Probing Questions which Berg (2004) suggests provide interviewers with a way to draw 

out more information from the participants.  These questions are intended to be neutral, 

and give participants an opportunity to elaborate on something they may have said).  

For example: 

➢ “Could you tell me more about that?” 

➢ “What happened next?” 

➢ “How come?” 

➢ “You mentioned _____.  Could you elaborate?” 
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Appendix F: Lewis et al.’s (2001) Telelearning Policy Issues Map 

Lewis, Massey and Smith (2001) conducted a systematic review of policies and processes 

that affected the implementation and use of “telelearning” technologies in Canadian post-

secondary institutions. The “telelearning” term referred to technology-mediated learning 

via networked computers, that originated from a research initiative sponsored by the 

Canadian government’s National Centre of Excellence research program.  One hundred 

and fifty policy issues emerged from interview, and document data.  Documentary 

research of both on-line and printed government, and institutional documents was 

conducted. The issues were categorized by twelve major subject areas; access, 

administrative issues, curriculum, equity, evaluation, ethics/privacy/security, future of the 

university, implementation, labour, policy processes, socio-economic issues, support, and 

technology. The “issues map” was created to track and organize the data. 

 

        

Issues/Users Faculty TAs Instructors Students Admin Gov Bus 

Access        

New user groups        

Remote users        

Mature learners        

Computer literacy-awareness        

Cost        

Access to hardware, software 

& Internet 

       

Administrative issues        

Academic policies        

• Credit value for online 

courses 

       

• Courses/programs        

• Online admission/reg        

• Credit transfer        

• Multi-inst. degrees        

Status & rights of distance 

education students 

       

Fee structure        

Cost per student        

Operating times        

Redundant facilities        

Physical infrastructure maint.        

Promotional activities        

Curriculum        
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Need for new course design        

Teaching methods        

• Online/face-to-face        

• Learner centred        

• Collaborative learning        

• Participatory design        

Grading-marking techniques, 

cheating 

       

Updating and maintenance of 

courseware 

       

Classroom dynamics        

Equity        

People with disabilities        

Gender issues        

Cross-cultural issues        

Language        

Socio-economic        

Evaluation        

Cost/benefit        

Indicators        

Class size        

Teaching/learning 

effectiveness 

       

Research on e-learning 

(referred to as telelearning) 

       

Standards and standard-

setting 

       

Ethics/Privacy/Security        

Informed consent        

Ownership/copyright        

Access to course by non-

students 

       

Disclosure of on-line 

discussions 

       

Data archiving        

Anonymity/privacy        

Use in research        

Harassment        

Security        

Open Internet access / 

appropriate content 

       

Future of the University        
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University culture        

Sense of place/geography        

Privilege of professors        

Role of distance education        

Purpose of education        

Role of research vs. teaching        

Implementation        

Course development        

• Funding of course 

development 

       

• Responsibility for course 

development 

       

• Credit for development 

courses 

       

• Technical support        

• Research of new 

technologies 

       

• Developing courseware/ 

programs 

       

• General research into e-

learning (telelearning) 

       

Technological infrastructure 

needs 

       

Inter-organizational coord.         

Intra-organizational coord.         

Use of incentives/promotion 

tax incentives 

       

Organizational models/vision        

Course costing        

Business partnerships        

Academic partnerships        

Labour        

Compensation/reward system        

Workload/tasks        

Remote teaching        

Job security/lay-offs        

Training time        

Contracting out        

Policy Processes        
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Strategic planning        

Power relationships        

Top-down/bottom-up        

Socio-economic Issues        

Corporatization        

Privatization        

Competition        

Support        

Training        

• Training on technology        

• Teaching methods 

training/support 

       

• Online communication 

skills 

       

• Study/learning still training        

Course development issues        

Library support        

On-line/technical support        

Peer tutor support        

Counselling        

Financial assistance        

Advising        

Computer resources        

Technology        

Design/interface standards        

Speed/performance        

Telecom infrastructure        

Cost        

Software requirements        

Ease of installation        

Flexibility        

Offloads management to user        

Technology planning        
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Appendix G: Teaching and Learning Centres in Ontario’s Universities 

 Ontario’s Public 

Universities 

The Centres that provide  

Teaching & Learning support at each University 

1. Algoma University Teaching & Learning Centre 

2. Brock University Centre for Pedagogical Innovation 

3. Carleton University Educational Development Centre 

4. Lakehead University Instructional Development Centre 

5. Laurentian University Centre for Academic Excellence. Teaching & Learning. 

6. McMaster University McMaster Institute for Innovation & Excellence in 

Teaching 

7. Nipissing University Centre for Flexible Teaching and Learning 

8. Ontario College of 

Design 

Faculty & Curriculum Development Centre 

9. Queens University Centre for Teaching & Learning at Queens University 

10. Royal Military College N/A 

11. Ryerson University The Learning & Teaching Office at Ryerson University 

12. Trent University Trent Centre for Teaching & Learning 

13. University of Guelph Teaching Support Services (part of Open Learning & 

Education Support) 

14. Universite de Hearst N/A 

15. University of Ontario 

Institute of Technology 

(UOIT) 

Teaching and Learning Centre 

16. University of Ottawa Teaching and Learning Support Service 

17. University of Toronto Centre for Teaching & Learning at the University of 

Toronto 

18. University of Waterloo Centre for Teaching Excellence 

19. University of Windsor Centre for Teaching & Learning 

20. Western University Teaching Support Centre 

21. Wilfrid Laurier 

University 

Centre for Teaching Innovation and Excellence 

22. York University York Teaching Commons 

 

Source: Ontario universities, 2016 
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Appendix H: Bozkurt et al (2015). Most Cited Distance Education Studies (Top 15) 

R* F*

* 

T**

* 

References 

1 62 A Garrison, D.R., Anderson, T. & Archer, W. (1999). Critical inquiry in a text-

based environment: Computer conference in higher education.  The internet 

and higher education, 2(2), 87-105. 

2 53 B Vygotsky, L.S. (1980). Mind in society: The development of higher 

psychological processes. Harvard University Press. 

3 51 B Moore, M.G., & Kearsley, G. (1996). Distance education. A systems view. 

Canada: Wadsworth. 

4 43 A Moore, M.G. (1989). Editorial: Three types of interaction. American Journal 

of Distance Education. 3(2), 1-7. 

5 40 C Moore, M.G. (1993). Theory of transactional distance. In D. Keegan. (Ed.). 

Theoretical principles of distance education. (pp. 22-38). New York: 

Routledge. 

6 35 B Jean, Lave, & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral 

participation. Cambridge University Press. 

6 35 B Patton, M.Q. (1980). Qualitative evaluation and research methods. SAGE 

Publications Inc. 

7 34 R Means, B., Toyama, Y., Murphy, R., Bakia, M., & Jones, K. (2009). 

Evaluation of evidence-based practices in online learning: A meta-analysis 

and review of online learning studies. US Department of Education. 

7 34 R Allen, I.E., & Seaman, J. (2008). Staying the course: Online education in the 

United States, 2008. Sloan Consortium, Newburyport. 

7 34 A Garrison, D.R., & Arbaugh, J.B. (2007). Researching the community of 

inquiry framework: Review, issues, and future directions.  The Internet and 

Higher Education, 10(3), 157-17. 

7 34 A Anderson, T., Liam, R., Garrison, D.R. & Archer, W. (2001). Assessing 

teacher presence in a computer conferencing context.  Journal of 

Asynchronous Learning Networks, 5(2), 1-17. 

7 34 B Salmon, G. (2000). E-moderating: The key to teaching and learning online. 

Psychology Press. 

8 33 B Garrison, D.R., Anderson, T. (2003). e-learning in the 21st century: A 

framework for research and practice. UK: RoutledgeFalmer  * 

9 32 W Siemens, G. (2004). Connectivism: A learning theory for the digital age. 

Retrieved from www.itdl.org/ journal/jan_05/ article01.htm * 

10 31 B Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and 

identity. Cambridge University Press. 

11 30 R Allen, I.E., & Seaman, J. (2010). Learning on demand: Online education in 

the United States. Sloan Consortium, Newburyport. 

12 28 R Watson, J., Gemin, B., Ryan, J., & Wicks, M. (2009). Keeping pace with K-12 

online learning: An annual review of state-level policy and practice, 2009. 

Evergreen Education Group.  

12 28 A Tallent-Runnels, M. K., Thomas, J.A., Law, W.Y., Cooper, S., Ahern, T.C., 

Shaw, S.M., & Liu, X. (2006). Teaching courses online: A review of the 

http://www.itdl.org/
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research. Review of educational research, 76(1), 93-135. Critical thinking, 

cognitive presence, and computer conferencing distance education.  American 

Journal of Distance Education. 15(1), 7-23. 

12 28 A Garrison, D.R., Anderson, T., & Archer, W. (2001).  

12 28 B Yin, R.K. (1984). Case study research. Design and methods. SAGE 

Publications, Inc. 

13 27 A Garrison, D.R., & Cleveland-Innes, M. (2005). Facilitating cognitive presence 

in online learning: Interaction is not enough.  The American Journal of 

Distance Education, 19(3), 133-148. 

14 24 A Downes, S. (2007). Models for sustainable open educational resources.  

Interdisciplinary Journal of Knowledge and Learning Projects, 3, 29-44. 

15 23 B Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2007). Giving 

knowledge for free: The emergence of open educational resources. OECD 

Publishing. 
R*: Rank, F**: Frequency, T***Type (A: Article, B: Book, BL: Bulletin, C: Chapter, P: Paper, R: Report, W: Web 

Page) 
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Appendix I: Components Associated with Faculty Satisfaction and e-Learning 

(as cited in Bolliger & Wasilik, 2009, pp. 104-106) 

 

Components associated with of  

Faculty Satisfaction and e-learning 

Author(s) 

 

Student related factors:  
1. e-learning provides access to higher education 

for a more diverse student population. 

2. e-learning provides an opportunity for students 

to engage in highly interactive communication 

with the instructor, and their peers. 

3. The level of faculty satisfaction is higher in 

courses where student performance is better. 

 
1. ADEC, n.d.; Betts, 1998; NEA, 2000; 

Rockwell et al., 1999; Sloan 

Consortium, 2006. 

2. ADEC, n.d.; Fredericksen et al., 2000; 

Hartman et al., 2000; Sloan 

Consortium, 2006. 

3. Fredericksen et al., 2000; Hartman et 

al., 2000 

 

Instructor related factors: 
1. Faculty satisfaction increases when they 

believe they can promote positive student 

outcomes. 

2. Self-gratification. 

3. Intellectual challenge, and an interest in using 

technology. 

4. Professional development opportunities. 

5. Research and collaboration opportunities with 

colleagues. 

6. Recognition for work that they do. 

 

 
1. Sloan Consortium, 2006. 

2. Rockwell et al., 1999 

3. Panda and Mishra, 2007 

4. ADEC, n.d.; Betts, 1998; Bower, 2001; 

Hartman et al., Palloff & Pratt, 2001; 

Mishra & Panda, 2007; Rockwell et 

al., 1999; Simonson et al., 2009; Sloan 

Consortium, 2006. 

5. ADEC, n.d.; Sloan Consortium, 2006. 

6. Rockwell et al., 1999; Sloan 

Consortium, 2006. 

 

Institution related factors: 
1. Institutions that value online teaching and have 

supportive polices = high faculty satisfaction.  

2. Workload issues are the greatest barrier to 

adopting e-learning as educators perceive the 

workload to be higher than compared to that of 

traditional courses. 

3. Faculty expect to spend more time on online 

 

1-4. ADEC, n.d.; Betts, 1998; Bower,  

      2001; Hartman et al., 2000; Howell,  

      Saba, Lindsay, & Williams, 2004;  

      Passmore, 2000; Rockwell et al.,  

      1999; Simonson et al., 2009; Sloan  

      Consortium, 2006. 

5.   Bower, 2001; Simonson et al., 

2009;  

      Sloan Consortium, 2006). 
6. ADEC, n.d.; Bower, 2001; Hartman               
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course development and online teaching. 

4. Faculty are more satisfied when the institution 

provides release time for course development. 

5. Adequate compensation is a concern. 

6. An equitable reward system for promotion and 

tenure. 

7. Policies that clarify intellectual property issues. 

8. The quality of e-learning courses because the 

perception is that student satisfaction as 

expressed in course evaluations tends to be 

lower than in traditional courses. 

et al., 2000; Passmore, 2000; 

Simonson et al., 2009; Sloan 

Consortium, 2006. 

7. Durette, 2000; Palloff & Pratt, 2001; 

Passmore, 2000; Simonson et al., 

2009; Sloan Consortium, 2006. 

8. Betts, 1998; Bower, 2001. 
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Appendix J: Scott’s (2006) Six University Mission Types 

 Mission Type Description of the University Mission 

 

 

1 

 

 

Teaching  

Teaching services were first provided during the later Middle 

Ages at the Universities of Bologna and Paris.  Scholastic method 

(human reason was subordinate to biblical truth) was state-of-the-

art in Europe for both teaching and research; thus these missions 

or ideas fused. The medieval university teaching mission 

embodied the undergraduate liberal education and graduate 

(professional) education missions. 

 

 

2 

 

 

Research  

As a regularly funded mission, research first emerged in the 

preindustrial German states (1800), before national unification. 

Starting at the University of Berlin, original inquiry was the 

primary goal.  In the German (Humboltian) universities, research 

was regularly integrated with classroom teaching – mission 

interplay.  Beyond basic research, the applied research mission 

also emerged. 

 

3 

 

Nation-State 

Stage 

Under modern, independent nation-state circumstances, three 

distinct missions of universities emerged.  The (1) nationalization, 

(2) democratization, and (3) public service missions developed to 

serve the needs of nation states.  Ultimately, the missions of 

teaching and research were superimposed upon each of these 

missions. 

 

 

4 

 

 

Nationalization  

Nationalization, or service to the government of the nation-state, 

first arose as a mission during the early modern times (c. 1500) in 

Western European universities. The absolute monarchies of 

England, Spain, and France nationalized their universities to 

service the government more efficiently.  Today, most universities 

around the globe are national institutions.  In sharp contrast, the 

United States has never nationalized its colleges or universities.  

In Canada, universities and colleges are the responsibility of the 

provincial governments.  

 

 

5 

 

 

Democratization  

Democratization, or service to the individual of the nation-state, 

was first promoted as a mission in the formative U.S. colleges 

(1800), such as Jefferson’s University of Virginia. Henderson 

(1970) affirms “the function of higher education in a democracy 

rests on certain premises concerning the fulfillment of individual 

and societal needs” (p. 4). 

 

6 

 

Public Service 

Mission 

Public service, or service to the public of the nation-state, first 

arose as a regular mission of American higher education through 

the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890.  The “Wisconsin Idea” (1904), 

influenced many universities to elevate public service as a core 

mission equal to teaching and research. 
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Appendix K: The Power of Major Actors in Educational Settings  

(Fowler, 2004, p. 42) 

Actor Types of Power Power Resources 

Governance bodies 

(e.g. legislatures, 

school boards, 

departments of 

education) 

Economic dominance 

   Budget proposal 

   Budget adoption 

   Tax policy 

   Withholding funds 

 

Legal authority 

   Adoption of laws, rules, policies 

Court decisions 

Access to money 

Control over information 

Information 

Official positions 

Organization 

School administrators Economic dominance 

Legal authority 

Control over careers and          

working conditions 

Control over information 

Information 

Official positions 

Patronage 

Visibility 

Teachers/Faculty Economic dominance 

   Work stoppages 

   Work slowdowns 

   Tenure (job protection) 

Legal authority 

   Control over classroom 

Control over Information 

   about classroom activities 

Numbers 

Official positions 

Organization 

Support staff Economic dominance 

   Work stoppages 

   Work slowdowns 

Numbers 

Organizations 

Students Force 

Physical (i.e. threat of disruption, 

actual disruption, fights) 

Psychic (i.e. heckling, insults) 

Numbers 

Parents Persuasion Numbers 

Organization 

Public Economic dominance (e.g. voting 

on funding issues) 

Legal authority 

   (e.g. voting in school elections)  

Numbers 

Organization 

 



266 

 

Appendix L: Western University (2017), Statement on Accountability   

(as reflected in a Presidential communiqué)  

 

Western University is committed to openness and transparency in all our operations.  We 

are an institution supported by and accountable to the people of Ontario and of Canada, 

and we make every effort to provide information as to our activities and to monitor our 

performance in key areas of interest for all the constituencies we serve.  Western’s 

Strategic Plans define our priorities and aspirations as an institution: Leadership in 

Learning (1995), Making Choices (2001), and Engaging the Future (2006) articulate the 

University’s vision, our mission, and our goals and are a cornerstone of our public 

accountability.  Another element of our accountability lies in our annual publication of a 

Performance and Activities Indicators Report, produced annually since 2005.  This 

annual report includes data from three well-accepted comparative surveys based in the 

United States:  The National Survey of Student Engagement, the Graduate and 

Professional Student Survey, and the Consortium for Student Retention Data Exchange.  

Western is also a participant in the Common University Data Ontario project, providing 

accountability measures for all Ontario universities.  Finally, we include on this website 

our annual Operating and Capital Budget, audited financial statements, and Western 

Factbook and Databook, which provide an additional view of the University’s current and 

planned revenues and expenditures.  Taken together, this information offers a clear and 

accurate documentation of Western’s commitments as an academic community and the 

means through which we are working to realize our objectives. 
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Appendix M: The University of Nottingham (2017) e-Learning and Distance 

Learning Policy  

 Located in Nottingham, UK, the university offers arts, engineering, medicine, 

health science, science, and social science education. Opened as a civic college in 1881, 

The University of Nottingham (2017b) began granting degrees in its own name when it 

was awarded a Royal Charter in 1948.  With international campuses in China and 

Malaysia, today the University of Nottingham (2017c) has a worldwide student body of 

approximately 44,520 full and part-time students (33,435 in Nottingham, 6,219 in China, 

and 4,866 in Malaysia).   

University of Nottingham e-learning and Distance Learning Policy 

1.0  Overview 

The policy covers educational provision leading to an award or part of an award which is 

delivered and/or supported and/or assessed through means which generally do not require 

the student to attend particular classes or events at particular times and particular 

locations. This includes practice such as e-learning, distance learning, blended learning, 

flexible learning, instructor led training and the use of web-based materials to supplement 

classroom-based learning. 

The policy outlines the minimum requirements that the University expects should be met 

by schools when delivering this provision. The requirements of the policy are in addition 

to the normal expectations on schools, as detailed throughout the Quality Manual. 

2.0  Delivery 

2.1 Schools should ensure students have access to: 

▪ information that sets out the respective responsibilities of the school and 

University for the delivery of the programme, module, or element of study; 

▪ module descriptors, to show the intended learning outcomes and teaching, 

learning and assessment methods of the module(s);  

▪ a clear schedule for the delivery of their study materials and for assessment of 

their work. 

2.2 Schools should ensure that students can be confident that: 
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▪ study materials, whether delivered through staff of a programme presenter or 

through web-based or other distribution channels, meet the expectations of the 

University in respect of the quality of teaching and learning-support material for a 

programme or element of study leading to one of its awards; 

▪ the provision is subject to Annual Monitoring and Five-Yearly Teaching and 

Learning Review. 

3.0  Learner Support 

3.1 Prospective students should receive a clear and realistic explanation of the 

expectations placed upon them for study of the programme or elements of study, and for 

the nature and extent of autonomous, collaborative and supported aspects of learning. 

3.2 Students should have access to: 

▪ a schedule for any learner support available to them through timetabled activities, 

for example tutorial sessions or web-based conferences; 

▪ clear and up-to-date information about the learning support available to them 

locally and remotely for their programme or elements of study; 

▪ documents that set out their own responsibilities as learners, and the commitments 

of the University and school for the support of a programme or element of study. 

3.3 Students should have: 

▪ from the outset of their study, an identified contact, either local or remote through 

email, telephone, fax or post, who can give them constructive feedback on academic 

performance and authoritative guidance on their academic progression; 

▪ where appropriate, regular opportunities for inter-learner discussions about the 

programme, both to facilitate collaborative learning and to provide a basis for 

facilitating their participation in the quality assurance of the programme; 

▪ appropriate opportunities to give formal feedback on their experience of the 

programme. 

3.4 Schools should ensure that students can be confident that: 

▪ staff who provide support to learners on these programmes have appropriate 

skills, and receive appropriate training and development; 

▪ support for learners, whether delivered through staff of a support provider or 

through web-based or other distribution channels, meets the expectations of the 

University for the quality of learner support for a programme of study leading to one 

of its awards. 

4.0  Assessment of Students 

4.1 Students should have access to: 
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▪ information on the ways in which their achievements will be judged, and the 

relative weighting of units, modules or elements of the programme in respect of 

assessment overall; 

▪ timely formative assessment on their academic performance to provide a basis for 

individual constructive feedback and guidance, and to illustrate the awarding 

institution's expectations for summative assessment. 

4.2 Schools should ensure that students can be confident that: 

▪ those with responsibility for assessment are capable of confirming that a student's 

assessed work is the original work of that student only, particularly in cases where 

the assessment is conducted through remote methods. 

5.0  The Virtual Learning Environment Delivery System 

Information Services has responsibility for the meeting the guidelines below for the VLE 

systems which they maintain, namely Moodle.  However, if schools use delivery systems 

which are not supported by IS then they would be expected to assume responsibility for 

ensuring the guidelines below are met. 

5.1 Delivery - students should be confident that:  

▪ any programme or element offered for study has had the reliability of its delivery 

system tested, and that contingency plans would come into operation in the event of 

the failure of the designed modes of delivery; 

▪ the delivery system of the programme or element of study delivered through e-

learning methods is fit for its purpose, and has an appropriate availability and life 

expectancy; 

▪ the delivery of any study materials direct to students remotely through, for 

example, e-learning methods or correspondence, is secure and reliable, and that there 

is a means of confirming its safe receipt; 

5.2 Assessment of students - students should be confident that:  

▪ their assessed work is properly attributed to them, particularly in cases where the 

assessment is conducted through remote methods that might be vulnerable to 

interception or other interference; 

▪ any mechanisms, such as web-based methods or correspondence, for the transfer 

of their work directly to assessors, are secure and reliable, and that there is a means 

of proving or confirming the safe receipt of their work.   
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Appendix N: Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 

Seven Areas of e-Learning Activity 

 

 (as cited in Pachler and Daly, 2011) 

The HEFCE suggests that the adoption of e-learning spans across all aspects and 

dimensions of higher education.  This framework reflects seven areas of activity that 

higher education institutes should consider in planning for, and implementing e-learning. 

Activity Area Strategic Priorities 

Pedagogy, 

curriculum 

design and 

development 

• Enhancing excellence and innovation in teaching and learning 

• Enhancing flexibility and choice for learners 

• Enhancing student achievement 

• Improving employability and skills 

• Attracting and retaining learners 

• Supporting research-based or enquiry-based learning 

• Engaging employers (or other stakeholders) in curriculum 

design/delivery 

• Improving efficiency of curriculum design and delivery processes 

Learning 

resources and 

environments 

• Enhancing flexibility and choice for learners 

• Enhancing student achievement 

• Improving employability and skills 

• Widening participation and improving access 

• Effective management of learning resources 

• Designing and maintaining effective environments for learning 

Lifelong 

learning 

processes and 

practices 

• Improving employability and skills 

• Enhancing flexibility and choice for learners 

• Widening participation and improving access to learning opportunities 

• Supporting diverse learners’ needs 
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• Retaining learners and meeting learners’ expectations 

• Co-operating with other institutions, colleges and campuses 

Strategic 

management, 

human 

resources and 

capacity 

development 

• Enhancing excellence in teaching 

• Enhancing excellence in research 

• Workforce development 

• Business/community links 

• Improving efficiency and effectiveness of institutional processes 

Quality • Institutional quality process can support objectives and enhance benefits 

in all other areas 

Research and 

evaluation 

• Enhancing excellence in learning and teaching 

• Enhancing excellence in research 

• Enhancing understanding of learning and teaching processes 

• Enhancing institutional processes (especially quality assurance/ review) 

Infrastructure 

and technical 

standards 

• Enhancing flexibility for learners 

• Supporting diverse learners’ needs 

• Enhancing efficiency of institutional processes 

• Enhancing the technical infrastructure 

• Enhancing the information environment 

• Ensuring effective ICT investments and effective use of existing ICT 

resources 

• Sustainability (“green” computing) 
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Appendix O: Pseudonyms, Participation, and Level of Experience with e-Learning  

Participants contributed to the research as they saw fit. This table refers to the 

pseudonyms that were assigned to each participant, and their level of participation.  

 

Pseudonyms that begin with the letter A reflect faculty that participated in an interview, 

and had taught at least one e-learning course.  

 

Pseudonyms that begin with the letter B reflect faculty that participated in an interview, 

but had no experience with e-learning.  

 

Pseudonyms that begin with any other letter denote faculty who only responded to the 

online questionnaire.  Their level of experience is speculative. 

 

 

Pseudonyms 

On-line 
questionnaire 
completed?  

Participated in 

an interview? 

Experience  

with e-learning  

 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

No 

Had taught at least one 

e-learning course 

Had designed an  

e-learning course 

Yes No Unsure Yes No Unsure 

P1 Amy              

P2 Adele              

P3 Ava              

P4 Alec              

P5 Ann              

P6 Amir              

P7 Andre              

P8 Alice              

P9 Barb              

P10 Bart              

P11 Brian              

P12 Bruce              

P13 Lily              

P14 Mel             

P15 Mary              

P16 Mario              

P17 Ivy              

P18 Pam              

P19 Eva              

P20 Ed              

P21 Mia              

P22 Kim              



273 

 

Appendix P: Summary of Documents Collected 

The 39 documents in this table were selected because of their potential association 

with this research.  The nine documents highlighted with an asterisk were selected for 

content analysis, and contributed to the themes. 

Provincial Government Policy, and Relevant Planning Documents 

Accessibility for Ontarians Act (2005, amended 2016) 

Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities (2012). Strengthening Ontario’s 

centres of creativity, innovation and knowledge *   

Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities Act (1990, amended 2016) 

Ontario Auditor General’s Report on Quality Undergraduate Teaching (2014) 

Ontario’s Differentiation Policy Framework for Post-Secondary Education (2013, 

November) *  

Ontario post-secondary education choice and excellence Act (2000, amended 2013) 

Policy Framework for Online Learning in Ontario. A Work in Progress (2011) *  

Strategic Mandate Agreement (2014-2017) * 

Strategic Mandate Agreement (2017-2020) * 

University Foundations Act (1992, amended 2004) 

 

Institutional Documents (specific to the University under study) 

Academic accommodation process for students with disabilities 

Academic Integrity Policy 

Accessibility Policy 

Annual Report on Accessibility 

Collective Agreement for Faculty and Professional Librarians 

Collective Agreement for Instructors, Teaching Assistants, and Marker Graders 

Computer Use Policy 

Course syllabus templates (undergraduate) 

e-learning Plan (a draft document) * 

Faculty workload standard templates (from two departments) 

Fair Dealing Policy 

Information Literacy Policies 

Information Technology Policies 

Integrated Strategic Plan  

Respectful Work and Learning Policy 

Student Code of Conduct Policy 

Teaching and Learning: A faculty guide to using technology *  

Teaching and Learning: A faculty teaching guide 

Teaching and Learning: A five-year plan * 

Teaching and Learning: Quality standards for e-learning * 

Undergraduate Calendar (2016) 
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University Act 

University Faculty Handbook 

 

Other Relevant Documents 

OECD (2012) report. Fostering Quality Teaching in Higher Education: Policies and 

Practices  

Ontario Undergraduate Student’s Alliance (OUSA) report (2015). Those who Can, 

Teach. 

Council of Ontario Universities Educator’s Accessibility Toolkit (n.d.)  

Ontario Ministry of Advanced Skills and Development (October 8, 2015). Ontario 

launches online portal, colleges and university students can access more than 13,000 

online courses.  

eCampusOntario Strategic Plan 2018-2021* 

eCampusOntario. Drivers and Barriers to Online Learning in Ontario (2017) 
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Appendix Q: Key Studies 

Included in the Review of Literature (Chapter 2) 

Trends in e-learning Research 

Author(s)/Year Title Source 

Andrews & 

Haythornthwaite, Eds. 

(2007) 

The SAGE Handbook of e-learning 

research. 

Book 

Haythornthwaite & 

Andrews, Eds. (2016) 

The SAGE Handbook of e-learning 

research. Second edition. 

Book 

Friesen (2009) Re-thinking e-learning research. 

Foundations, methods, and practices. 

Book 

Pacher & Daly (2011) Key issues in e-learning. Research and 

practice. 

Book 

Hung (2012) Trends of e-learning research from 2000-

2008 

British Journal of 

Educational 

Technology 

Bozkurt et al (2015) Trends in distance education research: A 

content analysis of journals 2009-2013. 

International 

Review of Research 

in Open & 

Distributed 

Learning 

Zawacki-Richter & Naidu 

(2016) 

Mapping research trends from 35 years of 

publications in distance education. 

Distance Education 

(Journal) 

 

e-learning Research in Canadian Universities 

Author(s)/Year Title Source 

Bates et al (2017)  

 

Tracking online and distance education in 

Canadian universities and colleges: 2017. 

Report 

Carter et al (2014) Qualitative insights from a Canadian 

multi-institutional research study: In 

search of meaningful e-learning. 

The Canadian 

Journal for the 

Scholarship of 

Teaching and 

Learning 

EduConsillium for Global 

Affairs Canada (2015) 

Online an distance education capacity of 

Canadian universities. Analysis and 

review. 

Report 

 

e-learning (in Higher Education) 

Author(s)/Year Title Source 

eCampus Ontario  • Drivers and barriers to online learning in 

Ontario (2016) 

• Strategic Plan 2016-2018 

Reports 
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• Strategic Plan 2018-2021 

EduConsillium (2015) Online and distance education capacity of 

Canadian universities. Analysis and 

review. Produced for Global Affairs 

Canada. 

Report 

Canadian Virtual 

University (2012) 

Online university education in Canada: 

Challenges and Opportunities. 

Report 

Bates (2018) Which Canadian university has the most 

online courses (for credit)? 

Article on T. Bates 

Online Learning & 

Distance Education 

Resources website 

Allen & Seaman (2013) Changing Course: Ten Years of Tracking 

Online Education in the United States. 

Study by Babson 

Survey Research 

Group 

Byrd, Roufagalas & 

Mixon (2015) 

Tuition sensitivity in online education. Journal of 

Economics and 

Economic Education 

Research 

University of Ottawa 

(2013) 

Report of the e-learning working group. Report 

 

Faculty 

Author(s)/Year Title Source 

Esterhuizen, Blignaut & 

Ellis (2013) 

Looking out and looking in: Exploring a 

case of faculty perceptions during e-

learning staff development. 

International 

Review of Research 

in Open & Distance 

Learning 

Ward, Peters & Shelley 

(2010) 

Student and faculty perceptions of the 

quality of online learning experiences. 

The International 

Review of Research 

in Open and 

Distributed 

Learning 

Yick, Patrick & Costin 

(2005) 

Navigating distance and traditional higher 

education: Online faculty experiences.  

The International 

Review of Research 

in Open and 

Distance Learning 

Boling, Hough, Krinsky, 

Saleem & Stevens (2012) 

Cutting the distance in distance education: 

Perspectives on what promotes positive, 

online experiences.  

Internet & Higher 

Education (Journal) 

Munoz Carril, Gonzalez 

Sanmamed & Herndandez 

Selles (2013) 

Pedagogical roles and competencies of 

university teaching practices in the e-

learning environment. 

The International 

Review of Research 

in Open and 

Distance Learning 

Tanner, Noser & Totaro 

(2009) 

Business faculty & undergraduate 

student’s perceptions of online learning: 

Journal of 

Information 
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A comparative study.  Systems Education 

Shea, Pickett & Li (2005) Increasing access to higher education: A 

study of the diffusion of online teaching 

among 913 college faculty. 

The International 

Review of Research 

in Open and 

Distance Learning 

Bolliger & Wasilik (2009) Factors influencing faculty satisfaction 

with online teaching and learning in 

higher education. 

Distance Education 

(journal) 

Bolliger, Inan & Wasilik 

(2014) 

Development and validation of the online  

instructor satisfaction measure (OISM) 

Journal of 

Educational 

Technology & 

Society 

 

 

e-learning Policy 

Author(s)/Year Title Source 

Abrami et al (2006) A review of e-learning in Canada. A 

rough sketch of the evidence, gaps and 

promising directions. 

Canadian Journal of 

Learning and 

Technology 

Borokhovksi et al (2011) An extended systematic review of 

Canadian policy documents on e-learning: 

What we’re doing and not doing. 

Canadian Journal of 

Learning and 

Technology 

Lewis, Massey & Smith 

(2001) 

The tower under siege. Technology, 

power and education. 

Book 

York University (2012) Discussion paper: A case for change: e-

learning integration at York University. 

Report 

Wallace (2007)  Online teaching and university policy: 

Investigating the disconnect. 

Journal of Distance 

Education 

Canadian Virtual 

University (2012) 

Online university education in Canada: 

Challenges & Opportunities. 

Report 

Schulte (2009) Efficient evaluation of online course 

facilitation: The “Quick Check” policy 

measure. 

The Journal of 

Continuing Higher 

Education 
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