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improved to better meet not only the needs of the participants, but also 
the demands of our profession? This paper provides some of the initial 
information the field needs in order to begin to address such questions 
about this important emerging medium for delivering teacher education 
instruction: OLTE. 

The findings of the present study should be of value to both teacher 
students seeking educational opportunities and teacher educators who 
share their expertise in online contexts. Other stakeholders who will 
find this research project informative include program administrators, 
who may either support employees’ enrollment in OLTE programs 
or may consider hiring graduates of OLTE courses. It is my hope that 
technology companies will also benefit from the results of this project, as 
they play a significant role in developing the software needed to produce 
high quality OLTE experiences. I also hope that other researchers will 
be motivated to pursue this line of inquiry further, as there are still many 
unanswered questions which warrant additional scrutiny.

On behalf of the TIRF Board of Trustees, I want to thank Dr. David 
Nunan and the administrators of Anaheim University. Their foresight 
and generosity have enabled TIRF to commission this research project. 

Kathleen M. Bailey, PhD 
President and Chair, Board of Trustees,  
The International Research Foundation  
for English Language Education 

Since the incorporation of TIRF in 1999, the Foundation’s Trustees 
have implemented a research and development program that is generating 
new knowledge, focusing on informing and improving the quality of 
English language teaching and learning around the world. The aim of 
these programmatic activities is to promote key investigations by setting 
research priorities, which are intended to promote original research in 
areas the Trustees consider to be crucial to language education. 

One of TIRF’s earliest research priorities focused on digital 
technology and language education. It was established in 2004 and 
updated in 2015. In 2010, language teacher education was added as a 
priority topic for TIRF-funded research. The present study combines 
the Foundation’s foci on digital technology and teacher education. It is 
the second TIRF-funded research project about online language teacher 
education.

In 2013, TIRF published Online Language Teacher Education, 
by Denise Murray. (Click here to access that study in the form of a 
downloadable PDF on TIRF’s website.) That project took the first step 
in understanding online language teacher education courses through the 
analysis of 18 case reports written by individuals in teacher education 
programs and courses.  

The present study, co-authored by Denise Murray and MaryAnn 
Christison, takes the next step in investigating the perceptions of 
participants in OLTE contexts. By surveying both instructors (called 
“teacher educators” in this report) and enrollees (called “teacher 
students”), Murray and Christison have added substantially to our 
understanding of OLTE participants’ attitudes towards and perceptions 
of providing and taking online courses, in various formats, over differing 
lengths of study, and via multiple types of technologies. 

Online teacher education programs offer flexibility in terms of both 
time and location. People who cannot leave their jobs and/or families to 
attend training programs at brick-and-mortar institutions are now able 
to access educational alternatives through digital technology. What do 
we, as a profession, really know about the characteristics of such online 
language teacher education programs? What are their strengths and 
weaknesses, as viewed by the participants? How can aspects of OLTE be 

Foreword

http://www.tirfonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/TIRF_OLTE_One-PageSpread_May20131.pdf
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The use of computer technology in education has grown, especially since  
the advent of Web 2.0 (i.e., the collection of second-generation internet 
services that were built on the expansion of social media technologies), with 
its affordances for teaching and learning. Increasingly, technology-enhanced 
education is being delivered online, rather than in stand-alone computer labs. 
The online delivery of education ranges from some online support for face-to-
face (f 2f ) classes, to totally online courses including online language teacher 
education (OLTE). The need for OLTE has increased with the demand for 
English teaching and for qualified instructors as English use as a global language 
has increased.

 The study reported here built on that of Murray (2013). Murray’s study 
provided an overview of the types of OLTE available and included in-depth 
snapshots of 18 OLTE courses/programs. The Murray 2013 study laid the 
groundwork for understanding more about OLTE courses and programs, 
in other words, what is being offered and by whom. Since the publication of 
Murray’s 2013 study, we have had numerous conversations about OLTE with 
instructors and students in courses and administrators in and directors of 
OLTE programs, as well as other researchers. What has become increasingly 
apparent to us as a result of these discussions is that we need to learn more about 
the experiences and perceptions of the individuals involved in OLTE. What are 
the characteristics of OLTE participants? Why do participants choose online, 
rather than on-campus or f2f courses and programs? What types of technology 
and course configurations have they experienced and which do they prefer? 
What are participants’ perceptions of online learning and the applications 
available for learning? Understanding what OLTE participants think, know, 
and believe about OLTE can be enormously useful in creating more effective 
online learning environments, designing courses and programs, and assuring 
quality of OLTE. Therefore, the focus of the current study reported here is the 
experiences and the perceptions of both instructors of and students in OLTE 
courses and programs. 

To carry out the study, we developed two online questionnaires, one for 
instructors of OLTE (i.e., teacher educators) and the other for students in OLTE 
(i.e., teacher students). The items in the questionnaire were developed based on 
current literature on online education and our own experiences in OLTE in 
several different settings and programs. The questionnaires included multiple-
choice, rank-order, and short-answer questions, often with an option for write-
in responses. The questionnaires sought to discover who is participating in 
OLTE courses/programs and why; the types of OLTE courses and programs 
available; the configurations of these courses/programs, including activities and 
technologies; participants’ preferences for OLTE activities and technologies; 
and participants’ perceptions of the effectiveness of OLTE courses and the 
applications for the delivery of the course. We classified OLTE into five 
configurations: (1) enhanced, (2) blended/hybrid, (3) flipped, (4) totally online 
with a synchronous component, and (5) totally online with no synchronous 
component. The term configuration is being used specifically to talk about how 
online technologies are being implemented in the design of courses. 

One hundred eighty-five (185) programs/courses were contacted 
directly via email and invited to participate. They were asked to distribute 
the call for participation to their teacher educators and teacher students. In 
addition, the call for participation with the URL link to the questionnaires 
was posted on several TESOL professional websites and listservs. A total of 
137 teacher educator questionnaires were returned and 309 teacher student  
questionnaires for a total of 446 responses. The quantitative data were  
analyzed using Qualtrics, while the qualitative data were searched for themes 
and then coded to create categories that were related to the main constructs 
represented in the questions.
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While there was some agreement between teacher educators and teacher 
students, their experiences and opinions differ considerably on many key factors.

Participants
Both native speakers (NS) and non-native speakers (NNS) of English 

participated in the OLTE surveys. It is important to note that the terms NS  
and NNS are used in this report only as useful heuristics. Participants were 
located in many different contexts around the world, including Asia, Australia, 
Europe, the Middle East, North America, and South America. Teacher educators 
were a considerably older cohort (the largest group was in their 50s) than  
their teacher students (the largest group was in their 20s). Perceptions of 
workload for OLTE courses varied a great deal between teacher students and 
teacher educators. Teacher educators indicated that the workload is much 
heavier in online courses than in f2f courses, while teacher students perceived  
the workload as being similar to f2f courses.

Reasons for Choosing OLTE 
Data were collected about general reasons for choosing OLTE courses and 

reasons for choosing OLTE over f 2f courses. Teacher students reported that they 
chose to study OLTE in general and to obtain credentials in English language 
teaching, whereas the teacher educators’ perception was that their teacher 
students mainly wanted to travel or took courses required by their employers. 
The reasons for choosing OLTE over f 2f for teacher students were related 
to flexibility; consequently, teacher students did not welcome synchronous  
lectures or discussion groups. They wanted to take full advantage of the any-
time, any-place affordance of online learning. In contrast, teacher educators 
wanted to encourage interaction and facilitation of group work. To this end, 
they used a variety of different technologies to promote both synchronous  
and asynchronous participation. The teacher educators did perceive that their 
teacher students took online courses for their flexibility, but they included 
learning activities that made their courses less flexible.  

Configurations of OLTE 

Both teacher educators and teacher students had the most experience with 
asynchronous online OLTE courses, followed by blended/hybrid  for teacher 
students and enhanced for teacher educators. Teacher educators did, however,  
use a variety of synchronous applications. In terms of preferences, teacher 
educators ranked a totally online course with no synchronous component the 
lowest, whereas teacher students ranked it as their highest preference. These 
preferences reflected the differing beliefs that teacher educators and teacher 
students had about the value of OLTE—teacher educators preferred modes and 
configurations that allowed for interaction, whereas teacher students preferred 
modes that gave them the greatest flexibility. They both ranked enhanced 
courses quite high, but flipped courses quite low. The participants also taught 
in or learned in a range of courses and programs, from short courses measured 
by hours to multi-year-long degree programs.

Quality 
Neither teacher educators nor teacher students were particularly interested 

in or often aware of accreditation as a measure of quality. Indirect measures of 
quality indicated that neither teacher educators nor teacher students believed 
OLTE was easier than f 2f study. Flexibility reflected quality for teacher 
students, whereas the availability of applications for promoting interaction 
suggested quality for teacher educators. Teacher educators in this study were 
experienced as teacher educators and considered themselves qualified to teach 
OLTE and support their students’ learning because most had taught and/or 
designed OLTE, had undertaken formal technical training, and had obtained 
experience as teacher educators. Teacher students reported that their teacher 
educators were experienced and qualified. Most were instructors, only a few 
being tutors or teaching assistants.

Technical Support 
Teacher educators, even those with considerable experience and/or training 

with OLTE, did not have high levels of confidence in their technological 
competence. In contrast, teacher students were confident. Teacher educators  
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did, however, provide some technical support to their teacher students, and 
teacher students’ perceptions of the technical support provided by teacher 
educators were more positive than the perceptions that the teacher educators had 
of themselves. In addition, a number of OLTE programs had technical support 
staff persons who were available to answer questions about the technology.

Learning Management System (LMS) 
The most commonly used LMSs for teacher educators were Blackboard, 

followed by Moodle, Canvas, WebCT, and locally designed LMSs. Teacher 
students most frequently used Moodle, followed by Blackboard, WebCT, 
locally designed LMSs, and Canvas. Teacher educators preferred WebCT 
while teacher students preferred locally designed learning LMSs. However, 
teacher educators ranked “other” LMSs and applications as second in their 
overall list of preferences and teacher students ranked “other” as first in their 
list of preferences. Both provided extensive lists of other LMSs and programs. 
Although the preferences for specific features expressed by the two groups 
were similar (e.g., flexibility, transparency, messaging system, and synchronous 
applications), there were some differences. Teacher educators placed a high 
priority on features that promote interaction, group work, and communication. 
In contrast, teacher students placed a high priority on features that assist them 
in doing well in the courses, such as features that allowed them to track their 
own progress and have access to grades. 

Assessments
Exams still figured quite prominently as a form of assessment, even though 

teacher educators and teacher students agreed that online quizzes that allowed 
for multiple attempts and provided immediate feedback, peer assessments, 
and practice quizzes that included answers and explanations were all useful in 
promoting learning.  

Implications
These findings produced a rich understanding of the world of OLTE. 

For OLTE to meet its full potential of providing quality education for those 
who choose not to attend brick-and-mortar institutions requires institutions 
to rethink why they are providing OLTE and what configurations they have 

chosen to adopt. Institutions and teacher educators embarking on OLTE, 
therefore, need to consider the following:

�� balance the needs and wants of their teacher students with their own 
pedagogical beliefs and practices;

�� determine who should provide technical support for teacher students 
– teacher educators or technical staff – and make this decision 
understood by all participants;

�� carefully evaluate new technologies to determine their fit-for-purpose 
for both teacher educators and teacher students;

�� provide clear information for prospective teacher students so they can 
make informed decisions about what programs meet their needs and 
preferences, including technologies used, pedagogical approaches, and 
types of assessments;

�� evaluate their compensation for teacher educators by examining 
additional workload in terms of time and in terms of role, such as 
technical expert; and

�� constantly evaluate the quality of their OLTE programs or courses, 
using tools such as accreditation or the Online Learning Consortium’s 
scorecard.

Potential teacher students need to carefully examine not only the availability 
of OLTE, but also the exact configurations used in the program or course, the 
qualifications and expertise of the teacher educators, the administrative and 
technical support provided, and the underlying curriculum design. Professional 
associations in TESOL should consider advocating for quality accreditation 
principles for OLTE. Other stakeholders, such as software companies, should 
also examine the findings so that their products more effectively match the 
needs of OLTE teacher educators and teacher students.

Additional research is needed to 

�� fill the gap in our understanding of the impact of OLTE on hiring 
practices of graduates and the perceptions of how well prepared OLTE 
graduates are for their language teaching work, and 

�� examine the compensation for OLTE teacher educators.
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The use of computers in education has grown exponentially over the 
past several decades, including in language teaching (computer-assisted 
language learning—CALL). (See, for example Healey, Hanson-Smith, 
Hubbard, Ioannou-Georgiou, Kessler, & Ware, 2011; OECD, January, 
2008; Reinders & White, 2011; The Sloan Consortium, 2005; Thomas, 
Reinders, & Warschauer, 2013.) This growth can also be seen in general 
teacher education (Collis & Jung, 2003; Robinson & Latchem, 2003) 
and language teacher education (England, 2012; Hall & Knox, 2009; 
Hubbard, 2008; Murray, 2013). The recent growth has come from Web 
2.0, the collection of second-generation internet services that were built 
on the expansion of social media technologies. These technologies have 
resulted in connectivism (Siemens, 2005), which is a theory of learning 
that is based on the notion that internet technologies have created unique 
opportunities for individuals to learn from one another. Connectivism 
allows individuals to share information in an environment in which the 
core elements are constantly shifting and evolving and are not entirely 
under the control of the individual. 

In 2001, Warschauer (2001) characterized the historical development 
of CALL as falling into three stages as follows: 

■■ Structural (1970s-80s)

■■ Communicative (1980s-90s)

■■ 21st-century integrative 

He stated that 21st-century integrative CALL is driven by 
multimedia and the internet, which have allowed for content-based 
language teaching, the use of authentic discourse, and learner agency. 
However, since his portrayal of CALL in the 21st century, social media 
have blossomed and handheld devices have become common, resulting 
in new opportunities and affordances for teachers and learners. These 
affordances have included collaboration, communities of practice (CoP; 
Wenger, 1998), and a focus on social media.

The study reported here builds on Murray’s 2013 study, which 
examined online language teacher education (OLTE) through (1) a 
literature review, (2) desktop evaluation of websites of OLTE providers 
globally, and (3) 18 case reports of programs from a variety of different 
countries that offer different types of OLTE courses and programs. The 
Murray 2013 study laid the groundwork for understanding more about 
OLTE courses and programs, in other words, what is being offered and 
by whom. Since the publication of Murray’s 2013 study, we have had 
numerous conversations about OLTE with instructors and students in 
courses, administrators in and directors of OLTE programs, and other 
researchers. What has become increasingly apparent to us as a result of 
these discussions is that we need to learn more about the experiences and 
perceptions of the individuals involved in OLTE. This report analyzes 
data from large-scale, extensive questionnaires for both instructors of 
OLTE and students in OLTE to determine the following: 

1.	 Who is participating in OLTE courses and programs?

2.	 What courses are offered?

a.	 What types of courses and programs are offered?

b.	 What are the length and intensity of OLTE courses and 
programs?

c.	 Are OLTE courses accredited by either governmental or 
non-governmental agencies?

d.	 What are the different configurations for OLTE courses?

e.	 What are participants’ perceptions of the different 
configurations of OLTE courses?

2. Key Research Questions1. Context of the Study

We need to  
learn more about 
the experiences and 
perceptions of  
the individuals  
involved in OLTE.
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3. Methodology: 
How the Research 

was Conducted
Building on Murray’s 2013 research, the current study sought to 

investigate both what and how OLTE is being delivered and to solicit 
from both teacher educators and teacher students their opinions about 
the affordances and limitations of OLTE, as well as their preferences 
for configurations of OLTE. As such, our research is concerned with 
gathering data related to what teacher educators and teacher students 
in OLTE courses and programs, think, know, and believe. Therefore, 
we draw on the research on teacher cognition (i.e., the unobservable 
dimension of teaching that is represented in teachers’ cognitive processes) 
to provide theoretical support for our work (see Borg, 2003, 2006; 
Freeman & Richards, 1996; Munby, Russell, & Martin, 2001; Phipps & 
Borg, 2007). Teacher cognitions are influenced by teachers’ experiences 
as both learners and teachers and can exert persistent and long-term 
influence on teachers’ practices. The importance of this research for 
us resides in our own belief that understanding what language teacher 
educators and teacher students think, know, and believe about OLTE 
can be enormously useful in creating more effective online learning 
environments, as well as addressing issues related to designing courses 
and programs and assuring quality.  

We explored several methods for data gathering, such as interviews 
and focus groups. In the end, we determined that the online question-
naire method was preferable, given that it is cost effective and that we 
could capture a greater number of teacher voices from many different 
contexts than could be captured using other methods, such as interviews 
or focus groups, given our resources. At this point in OLTE, we believe 
it is essential to gather information from as many participants in OLTE 
as is possible. Advanced survey software, such as Qualtrics (the one to 
which we had access), allowed for many options for data collection and 
the use of many different item types for the individual questions. 

Based on the literature review of previous studies (e.g., Murray, 2013), 
we developed two questionnaires, one for teacher educators and one for 
teacher students. The questionnaires (see Appendices A and B) included 
items to elicit (1) bio-data information from participants, (2) short 
descriptions of the OLTE courses and programs, and (3) participants’ 
opinions and preferences regarding the value of OLTE. The length 
of the questionnaires was always an issue for us. There were so many 
potential questions to ask; however, we were also cognizant that if the 

3.	 What applications and technologies are used in the delivery of 
OLTE courses?	

a.	 What LMSs are used?

b.	 What features of LMSs are perceived as most useful for 
the delivery of OLTE courses?

c.	 What online assessments are used?

d.	 What are participants’ perceptions of online assessments 
for promoting assessment for learning? 

Throughout the report, we use teacher educator to refer to instructors 
in the OLTE courses. We philosophically consider learning to be a teacher 
as a life-long enterprise; thus, we reject the term teacher trainee, which 
describes the acquisition of a specific set of skills over the short-term. We 
use the term teacher student to refer to all types of students in the OLTE 
courses (i.e., both pre-service and in-service teachers), while the students 
they teach or will teach (i.e., language learners) we refer to as students. 

At this point in OLTE,  
we believe it is essential  
to gather information  
from as many participants  
in OLTE as is possible.

Teacher cognitions  
are influenced by 
teachers’ experiences 
as both learners 
and teachers.
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questionnaires took longer than 20 minutes to answer, we would get 
few participants. One way to encourage participation was to set up the 
questionnaires so that participants could complete the questionnaires in 
multiple sessions rather than all at once. As long as participants used the 
same device each time and completed the questionnaires by the deadline, 
they were automatically returned to the point in the questionnaire at 
which they stopped. We also created a URL link, which took participants 
directly to the questionnaire without any login necessary.  

We queried the same concepts in both questionnaires and introduced 
the items in the same order. We made changes in the wording in each 
question to accommodate the different perspectives for each group. For 
example, in the questionnaire for the teacher students in OLTE courses, 
most of the questions were written in second person and edited to 
reflect the personal experiences of the participants, such as in Question 
9, which follows:

Question 9 for teacher students: Why did you choose an 
OLTE course rather than a totally face-to-face (f2f ) one? 

Question 9 for teacher educators: Why do you think students 
take online courses rather than totally face-to-face (f2f ) 
courses?

The questionnaires were trialed and adjustments were made, based 
on the feedback we received. The questionnaires were entered into 
Qualtrics, which was used for data collection and analysis. Questions 
were primarily multiple choice, rank order, and short answer. For the 
short-answer questions and for many of the multiple-choice and rank-
order questions, there was an option for write-in responses so that we 
could collect and analyze individual perceptions of OLTE courses 
and programs, in addition to the data for questions for which we had 
previously established categories.

Teacher education institutions offering OLTE were contacted via 
email. The OLTE program director was contacted personally if we were 
able to find the director’s contact information on the program’s website. 
Some programs only had a generic admin@address and provided 

no individual to contact. Other websites were directed to potential 
students only; these prospective students had to complete an online 
form, and there was no email address given. A total of 185 institutions 
had identifiable email addresses and were contacted directly via email. 
(See Appendix C for the list of institutions contacted.) 

We asked the programs’ representatives who provided a contact email 
address to (1) complete the teacher educator questionnaire themselves, 
(2) distribute the teacher educator questionnaire to all instructors in their 
OLTE program, and (3) distribute the teacher student questionnaire to 
their students, both current and former. We had no direct way to contact 
teacher students, except for those in our own programs. In addition, the 
call for participation was posted on TIRF’s website and various listservs, 
such as TESOL International Association’s CALL Interest Section, 
TESOL International Association’s Teacher Education Interest Section, 
UCLA’s listserv, USC’s listserv, and IATEFL’s listserv. A total of 137 
teacher educator questionnaires and 309 teacher student questionnaires 
were returned, for a total N of 446 respondents.

A total of  
137 teacher educator 
questionnaires  
and  
309 teacher student 
questionnaires  
were returned.

For the short-answer questions and for  
many of the multiple-choice and rank-order questions,  
there was an option for write-in responses so that  
we could collect and analyze individual perceptions of 
OLTE courses and programs, in addition to  
the data for questions for which we had  
previously established categories.

One way to  
encourage participation  

was to set up the questionnaires  
so that participants could 

complete the questionnaires  
in multiple sessions  

rather than all at once.
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While considering the percentage of instruction delivered online as  
a method for discussing different delivery types may be useful, 
other criteria also need to be considered in terms of classifying and 
conceptualizing online instruction: Is the learning synchronous or 
asynchronous? Is it a MOOC (Massive Open Online Courses? Is it a 
flipped course? Does the course involve videoconferencing? Is there a 
learning management system (LMS) for course delivery? Is social media 
being used? 

Having examined the literature and Murray’s previous study, for 
the purposes of this study, we classified OLTE as displayed in Table 2. 
This typology better captures the range of options currently available 
in OLTE than does the one based solely on time spent online. For the 
purposes of this study, OLTE courses were configured into five differ-
ent types based on how online technologies are being implemented in 
the design of courses—enhanced, blended/hybrid, flipped, online with 
a synchronous component, and asynchronous online. 

Table 2: Course Classification Used in the OLTE Questionnaire

Considerations of MOOCs, videoconferencing, and LMSs were 
addressed in individual questions on the questionnaire because any 
of the types of OLTE courses listed in Table 2 could include these 
components or not.

Type of OLTE Characteristics

Enhanced F2f) classes supported by 
some course activity online

Blended/hybrid F2f and online activity with the 
number of f2f meeting times reduced

Flipped
Key content delivered online outside 
of f2f classroom; f2f time is devoted 
to interactive problem solving

Totally online with  
a synchronous component

Students meet online 
at the same time

Totally online with  
no synchronous component

Students do not meet online 
at the same time

4.1 What is OLTE?
First, we need to define what is meant by OLTE. Traditionally, 

online education has been defined in terms of the percentage of time 
the students in the course spend online, compared with other activities. 
The most commonly used classification was developed by the Sloan 
Consortium, now the Online Learning Consortium (Allen & Seaman, 
2013), which studies online trends in higher education in the US. Their 
four-part classification is displayed in Table 1.

Table 1: Online Learning Consortium Course Classification 

OECD’s (2005) study of e-learning in tertiary education in 
13 countries developed a similar typology: none or trivial, web 
supplemented, web dependent, mixed mode, and fully online. Within 
each of these classifications, the online technologies are configured in 
many different ways in terms of content, activities, and the sequencing 
and timing of instructional components. 

4. Literature Review

Proportion 
of Content 
Delivered 

Online

Type of Course Typical Description

0% Traditional
A course where no online technology is used –  
content is delivered in writing and orally.

1 to 
29% Web Facilitated

A course that uses web-based technology 
to facilitate what is essentially a f2f 
course. May use a course management 
system (CMS) or web pages to post 
the syllabus and assignments.

30 to 
79% Blended/hybrid

A course that blends online and f2f delivery. 
A substantial proportion of the content is 
delivered online. The course typically uses 
online discussions, and typically has a 
reduced number of face-to-face meetings.

80 + % Online
A course where most or all of the content  
is delivered online. Such courses 
typically have no f2f meetings.



18 19

4.2 The Role of Technology in Education

While new opportunities for teaching and learning have developed, 
technology in and of itself is not deterministic. There has been a long 
history of research and theory concerning whether new technologies 
lead to progress by determining social and economic outcomes and 
even human thinking and behavior. (See Williams [2005] regarding 
television and Richardson [2006] regarding blogs and wikis.) The 
opposing view, the Social Shaping of Technology (SST), notes that 
historically, users have shaped technology for their own uses, often uses 
not envisioned by the creators of the technology, and that technologies 
amplify trends already occurring in society. (See, for example, Lewis 
& Jhally, 1998; Prinsloo & Walton, 2008.) Babbage and Turing, the 
inventors of computers, for example, would likely be surprised that their 
computational machine became a social networking tool. 

The SST view is particularly pertinent when discussing the role 
of technology in education, given that education is deeply embedded 
in social practices that may not be the social practices of the students 
being served. This is especially the case in second language teaching. 
A challenge in the use of technology in education has always been the 
normalization of the technology, which Bax first defined in 2003 and 
later expanded on as “the stage when a pedagogical technology such 
as a textbook or pen, has become, in effect, invisible, so seamlessly is it 
employed in our everyday practice in the service of language learning” 
(2011, p. 1).

To understand the extent to which OLTE has become normalized, 
we first need to situate OLTE in terms of the following: 

■■ the sociocultural and economic contexts that affect access, 

■■ the various configurations for delivery of OLTE,

■■ the changing roles of teacher educators and teacher 
students, and

■■ the quality of OLTE.

Each of these issues will be addressed in turn.

4.2.1 Sociocultural and Economic 
Contexts that Affect Access

The goal of providing access to those who cannot attend brick-
and-mortar institutions is embedded in online education. Online 
education has its roots in distance learning (Murray, 2013; Murray & 
Christison, 2017), which originated to provide education to those who 
lived far from educational institutions or had time constraints, such as 
jobs or family responsibilities. Over time, pen and paper learning was 
replaced by audiotapes, then video and television, and now by online 
learning opportunities. In fact, a quick scan of the pre-eminent journals 
Distance Education and The International Review of Research in Open 
and Distance Learning (IRRODL) shows that their contributions are 
increasingly about “virtual” environments, such that in IRRODL and 
other publications, online and distance are often used interchangeably. 
The European journal, European Journal of Open, Distance and 
E-Learning (Eurodl), in contrast, has chosen to acknowledge this aspect 
of DL in its title. The increasing use of online delivery is due to its any-
time, any-place affordance. 

This history of DL is essential for understanding OLTE. It raises the 
question of whether OLTE serves the community by making education 
more easily available, or whether it serves the economic function of 
supplementing declining f 2f enrollments in state colleges or the revenue 
generation of for-profit institutions, publishers, or companies.

While OLTE has been characterized as providing equal access to 
all potential or current teachers, it has also been shown that digital 
technologies, if examined and implemented as autonomous, rather than 
as socially embedded, are capable of replicating current inequalities. The 
marginalized will not be able to take full advantage of the affordances of 
these technologies. If OLTE is to provide equal access to quality English 
language teacher education, then it must be examined as ideological, 
conditioned by the contexts in which it occurs. The contexts of OLTE 
need to be addressed by the institutions and teacher educators providing 
such programs. This perpetuation of the digital divide goes beyond 
access. Since 1997, Murray has tracked the percentage of populations 
online, as indicated in Table 3.

Online education  
has its roots in  
distance learning.
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Table 3: Percentage of Online Users Worldwide Over Two Decades

Note: Only the Internet World Stats site has  
the most recent information.

These raw data indicate the incredible growth of online usage 
worldwide and, therefore, of access. A closer look at specific regions 
from Internet World Stats, 2015 shows growth in all regions. However, 
the rate of growth is much lower in developing nations in Africa, for 
example. What these data do not indicate is the tool being used for 
access. Researchers have recently expressed concern that much of the 
growth has been in mobile access. Mobile technologies were heralded 
as the equalizing devices par excellence because they were a leapfrog 
technology that did not require the expensive infrastructure of cabling 
that wired technology does. 

Studies are not always easy to untangle, however, because authors 
frequently refer to the term “mobile” to include all WiFi devices, whereas 
there are considerable differences in affordances among mobile devices, 
for example cell phones, compared with large tablets (Hockly, 2013). 
Studies of students in Japan (Thornton & Houser, 2003) and Taiwan 
(Chen, Hsieh, & Kinshuk, 2008) have indicated that these students 
prefer to use mobile phones for everything, including their language 
learning. In English language teacher education, graduate students 
found using social media, such as YouTube on their mobile phones, to be 
motivating (Kim, Rueckert, Kim, & Seo, 2013). A further complexity 
is the need to determine what or who is actually mobile. Pegrum (2014) 
makes a distinction among (1) devices being mobile, (2) learners being 
mobile, and (3) the learning experiences themselves being mobile, and 
many authors conflate these distinctions.

However, the reason for the concern is that mobile technologies 
have not lived up to their potential of providing equal access. Merely 
having access to being online does not ensure robustness or access to all 
applications or even bandwidths that support educational work. One 
concern today is the gap in broadband access. For example, a recent 
study in California (Avalos, 2015) found that 21% had no broadband 
access and 8% had access only via smartphones, which do not allow for 
“productivity tasks, or kids doing school work” (p. B6). Many schools 
are turning to BYOD (bring your own device) policies because of the 
expense in keeping current with new technologies. However, such a 
policy only exacerbates the situation for those students who have older 
technologies or only mobile phones and so cannot access the sites and 
applications the teachers require. An extensive study of online K-12 
charter schools in 18 US states (Woodworth et al., 2015) found that (1) 
the online nature of these schools may be a good fit for some students, 
but does not serve most students well; (2) academic benefits from online 
charter schools are currently the exception rather than the rule; and (3) 
not all families may be equipped to provide the direction needed for 
online schooling.

It is often assumed that younger generations are digital natives 
(Prensky, 2001) and so will not need any help using the technology 
in an OLTE program. While digital natives respond well to online 
activities because of their familiarity with digital technology, many 
have limited knowledge of and practical experiences with all computer-
based technology. As Kim et al. (2013) have cautioned about assuming 
all language students have access to and are familiar with all new 
technologies, this point is equally true for teacher students in teacher 
education.

Another way of considering the issue of sociocultural and economic 
contexts of access is to examine multimodal literacy. We use the term 
multimodal literacy, rather than digital literacy because the latter is 
usually confined to the technical skills required to use the technology. 
Anstey and Bull (2011), in discussing multimodal texts, state that “[a] 
text may be defined as multimodal when it combines two or more 
semiotic systems. There are five semiotic systems in total, which are 
conceptualized as follows:

Percentage of Online Users Worldwide

1997

Network Wizards 
(reference no longer 

on the web)

2002

GlobalReach 
(reference no 

longer on the web)

2007

Internet 
World Stats

2010

Internet 
World Stats

2014

Internet World 
Stats, 2015

6% 9% 18.9% 28.7% 42.3%

Merely having access  
to being online  
does not ensure 
robustness or access  
to all applications  
or even bandwidths  
that support  
educational work.
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1.    Linguistic: comprising aspects, such as vocabulary, generic 
structure, and the grammar of oral and written language.

2.    Visual: comprising aspects, such as colour, vectors, 
and viewpoint in still and moving images.

3.    Audio: comprising aspects, such as volume, pitch, 
and rhythm of music and sound effects.

4.    Gestural: comprising aspects, such as movement, speed, 
and stillness in facial expression and body language

5.    Spatial: comprising aspects, such as proximity, direction, 
position of layout, and organisation of objects in space. 
(n.p.)

In OLTE courses, teacher educators and teacher students interact with 
digital texts that most frequently include at least two semiotic systems.

In using the term technological literacy, we include the ability to 
interact with digital texts that may include linguistic, visual, spatial, 
and/or audio semiotic systems. Motteram (2013), in discussing CALL, 
says that “[i]n order to access the web effectively, to gain maximum 
language learning from any material or activity, we need to make sure 
that the learners have the necessary skills to be able to approach and 
interpret a text” (p. 186). If literacy is viewed as socially constructed, 
then, according to Prinsloo and Walton (2008):

[r]eading ‘effectively’ and ‘correctly’ does not involve just 
the finding and decoding of words, images, and multi-media 
screens but also includes the practices of ‘seeing through’ 
the representational resources of the texts to make sense in 
particular ways, which vary across social settings. (p. 112)

The recent proliferation of MOOCs has been proclaimed as 
providing expert instructors to the world. MOOCs have been seen 
as a way of providing free access to high quality courses from elite 
institutions “that many only could dream of [having access to] in the 
past” (BDPA Detroit Chapter, n.d.). Some researchers suggest that 
MOOCs have the potential to change the future of higher education 

(Carey, 2012). MOOCs began with George Siemens’s 2008 course, 
“Connectivism & Connected Knowledge,” and Sebastian Thrun’s 2011 
course, “Introduction to Artificial Intelligence.” These two courses 
present very different models of online learning, models that reflect 
conflicting views of education. Siemens’ course has its roots in DL and 
research with the philosophy that “network connectivity, and all of the 
connections humans and computers can make both with each other as 
well as themselves, is essential for learning in the modern digital age” 
(Moe, 2015, p. 1). Learners are considered co-creators of content and 
activities, with the instructor’s content acting as a springboard for new 
interactions and knowledge creation in a truly open environment. In 
contrast, Thrun’s course has its roots in artificial intelligence, with an 
economic goal of delivering expert content to as wide an audience as 
possible with as little cost as possible in a closed LMS. Learners are 
viewed as acquiring “sophisticated skills” through memorizing an 
expert’s content to help them get “high paying jobs” (BDPA Detroit 
Chapter, n.d.). These two courses reflect the conflict discussed above—
whether going online serves the community or economics. 

This conflict can be seen in OLTE. For example, England (2013) 
noted that Shenandoah University had made a push to grow enrollment 
and so had encouraged online delivery, while Pearson, which is a for-
profit publishing company, also made a push for online delivery. This 
practice contrasts with the reports of Copland (2013), Hall and Knox 
(2013), and Skyrme (2013), whose universities all have long traditions 
of providing DL. Likewise, Donaldson (2013), reported that the 
professional organization, TESOL International Association, provides 
professional development to its worldwide members. In the latter cases, 
OLTE was an option chosen to provide access to those who otherwise 
could not access English language teacher education.
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4.2.2 Configurations for OLTE Delivery 

How then can OLTE be configured so that it ensures participating 
teacher students can contribute equally? Configuration refers to both 
the choices of available technologies, and the curricular arrangements. 
Because of the importance of this issue in OLTE, in Murray’s 2013 
study, participants were asked to describe how their program helps 
students understand the local contexts in which they are studying, so 
that they can work together with others in the global context of OLTE. 
Additionally, because these teacher students could work with students 
from a variety of global contexts, we also asked them to describe how 
their program helps prepare students for the local contexts in which 
they will work.

 While all programs considered these issues as important to address, 
their solutions varied. They all had students explicitly focus on applying 
their course content to their own contexts and sharing that contextual 
application with their class peers. Some also carefully configured 
the technological requirements to fit the different contexts, such as 
providing YouTube videos on the LMS or sending them via email for 
teacher students in countries where YouTube is banned (Ciancio & 
Diaz-Rico, 2013). Copland’s (2013) program does not “always us[e] 
the latest technological advances, if we feel that these innovations may 
result in an inferior learning experience for those without access to new 
developments.” TESOL International Association (Donaldson, 2013) 
also used technology that was compatible with local contexts because 
of the lack of bandwidth available to many of their participants. Others 
also had paper-based copies or CDs for teacher students who had 
technological difficulties (Hall & Knox, 2013; Skyrme, 2013) or peers 
who copied materials for those who were unable to access them through 
the LMS or virtual library (Bailey, 2013). Other alternatives included 
being able to read a transcript as well as listen/watch (Ciancio & Diaz-
Rico, 2013). Others focused on collaborative work to help the teacher 
students examine key concepts through different lenses (Heitmen, 
2013; Nunan, 2013) or through developing CoPs (Liyanage, 2013). 

To address the issue of how to prepare teacher students for a variety 
of future teaching contexts, many programs focused on developing 
reflective practitioners (for example, see, Richards & Lockhart, 1994), 

ones who understood their own teaching approaches and how those 
approaches could be adapted to different contexts. Many also included 
intercultural communication components (see, e.g., Liyanage, 2013). 
Most included observations in different classroom settings that were then 
shared and discussed. OLTE teacher educators and their administrators 
need to be flexible to accommodate the range of technological issues of 
access so that all teacher students have comparable learning experiences.

First, we need to understand what is meant by online. Parker 
(2004) recognizes that “with the shift to wireless technologies, ‘online’ 
education may well appear to be an outmoded shorthand for computer 
or Web-enabled activities” (p. 389). However, she also notes that it is 
a powerful term because “it carries the sense of a linked community of 
learners” (p. 389). Because motivation and engagement are essential 
for learning, Sims, Dobbs, and Hand (2002) believe that online 
learning “must be conceptualized as an environment that integrates 
collaboration, communication, and engaging content with specific 
group and independent learning activities and tasks” (p. 138). What then 
are some of the applications and curricular models that can help teacher 
educators achieve this goal? We will next examine the applications that 
are asynchronous or synchronous, learning management systems, and 
social media. We also examine MOOCs and flipped learning as curricula 
models, as well as learning oriented assessment.

4.2.2.1 Synchronous vs. 
Asynchronous Courses

Synchronous and asynchronous online interactions predate Web 
2.0. In the past, people logged onto interconnected computers, whether 
through a local area network or the internet. They were then able to 
email or chat, the former being asynchronous, the latter synchronous. 
Educators have found affordances and limitations with each mode. 
Asynchronous interaction is by far the most commonly used (Meloni, 
2010) because many applications are free and readily available. Many 
studies in CALL have compared the two modes. The asynchronous 
mode allowed OLTE teacher educators to better organize, prepare, 
and deliver their answers and to ask questions (Gakonga, 2012), while 
teacher students were able to actively participate in their own learning 
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in their own time. This mode gave them more time for reflection, 
collaboration, and interaction with other teacher students. 

However, OLTE actually places greater time demands on teacher 
educators, especially for activities that involve collaboration and/or 
forum or discussion board posts (Gabriel, 2004). The teacher educators 
in Murray’s 2013 study indicated that they chose asynchronous 
over synchronous course configurations when there were large time 
zone differences among teacher students and the teacher educator. 
This suggests a logistical choice rather than a pedagogical one.  Two 
institutions in Murray’s study (Filback & Chun, 2013; Nunan, 2013), 
however, used real-time videoconferencing for both delivery of content 
and discussion. Several used Skype for interactions with students (see, 
e.g., England, 2013; Gomez, 2013; Hughes, 2013) or for content 
delivery and discussion (Copland, 2013). Elluminate was also used 
(Bailey, 2013; Skyrme, 2013), as well as Instant Messaging (Ciancio 
& Diaz-Rico, 2013). Ciancio and Diaz-Rico also used Skype to play 
websites or videos that were blocked in the countries of some of their 
teacher students.

Videoconferencing is the synchronous tool par excellence. Both 
Nunan’s (2013) and Filbak and Chun’s (2013) programs included 
videoconferencing as a major tool for content delivery and teacher 
student interaction/discussion. Videoconferencing has become popular 
in online learning, although there are still limitations for some students 
because of lack of bandwidth. At its simplest use, videoconferencing 
can be employed to relay videotaped materials directly to students. 
However, its main affordance comes from the ability to include real-
time discussions, where both teacher educators and teacher students can 
display their screens with text or PowerPoint when they are presenting 
and/or talking. The webcam allows for any participant to be visible 
to the rest of the group, while the microphones allow for all to be 
heard. These videoconferencing applications provide interaction and 
connectivity, essential for learning, especially in an online environment 
(Bonk & Zhang, 2006; Moe, 2015). Additionally, the sessions can be 
recorded and become part of the library for the course, so that absent 
teacher students, or those who want to review, can re-play the entire 
session. They can also patch in distant visiting speakers if required.

4.2.2.2 Learning Management Systems

LMSs can be from for-profit companies, open source, or developed 
as proprietary systems by individual institutions. LMSs are used for 
the creation, storage, and management of course content, as well as 
the administration, documentation, tracking, reporting, and delivery 
of OLTE. Because an LMS is a comprehensive system, it can include 
videoconferencing, social media, email, and chat. As a pre-packaged 
program, an LMS provides options and flexibility to instructors and 
course designers. 

However, also because LMSs are pre-packaged, they may come 
with their own philosophy of learning that is contrary to the learning 
philosophy of the instructor. An LMS that views education as courses 
and content, for example, will facilitate cognitive behaviorist pedagogies 
at the expense of constructivist or connectivist ones (Anderson & Dron, 
2011). Therefore, teacher educators need to carefully consider what LMS 
they want to adopt and which features they want to use in their teaching. 
Many systems do provide opportunities for collaboration with shared 
documents, discussion lists, chat boxes, and so on. Most of the teacher 
educators in Murray’s 2013 study used one LMS. Seven programs used 
Blackboard, seven used Moodle, one of which was a proprietary version, 
while one institution had its own proprietary LMS. Three programs did 
not use an LMS as such because different instructors were in disparate 
places, with different access to technology. These instructors, therefore, 
used applications that were familiar to them from other contexts.

4.2.2.3 Social Media
As mentioned above, social media are changing the landscape 

of human interaction and online learning, with their focus on 
connectivism (Siemens, 2005). They bring together communication, 
collaboration, community, creativity, and convergence (Friedman 
& Friedman, 2008) through technologies, such as blogs, Facebook, 
forums, Instagram, Skype, Snapchat, Twitter, and wikis. They are Web 
2.0-based technologies that facilitate user-generated content that can be 
shared, exchanged, and commented on to create virtual social networks. 
Social media have become increasingly popular, now consuming 22% of  
people’s online time (Nielsen Group, 2010). They require multimodal 

Because LMSs  
are pre-packaged,  
they may come  
with their own  
philosophy of learning 
that is contrary to the  
learning philosophy  
of the instructor.

OLTE actually places 
greater time demands 
on teacher educators, 

especially for 
activities that involve 
collaboration and/or 

forum or discussion 
board posts. 



28 29

literacy from their users. While social media offer the promise of 
community, several scholars have shown that they can exacerbate 
inequality between those who have the multimodal literacy and those 
who do not, and also that people confuse social media use with authentic 
communication (Turkle, 2012). However, teacher educators can exploit 
the affordances of social media to help create CoPs. As already discussed, 
to achieve CoPs equitably requires institutions and teacher educators 
to modify activities for the different contexts in which their teacher 
students live and work. 

Murray’s 2013 study found that the 18 institutions that wrote case 
reports mostly did not use social media, except for recruitment. Several 
did, however, use Skype. This finding is not unexpected because social 
media are still quite a young application, but they have potential as 
teacher educators find ways to incorporate them into their curricula. 
Already English language teachers around the world have exploited 
social media to develop their own CoPs, especially through the use of 
blogs and dedicated Facebook pages, “resulting in an enormous number 
of daily conversations around every area of the profession” (Dudeney 
& Hockly, 2012, p. 539). OLTE teacher educators can easily encourage 
their teacher students to engage in these conversations, ones that will 
likely continue well into their future professional lives.

4.2.2.4 Flipped Learning
We discuss flipped learning separately, even though it has features in 

common with the other course classification systems because it has been 
treated as innovative and as a major affordance of online technology. 
Flipped learning is a pedagogical model in which the typical lecture 
and the homework elements are completed online, usually via video 
prior to the f 2f meetings. The f 2f class time can be transformed into 
an interactive learning environment where the teacher educator guides 
the teacher students as they apply key concepts and course content to 
real-life problems and engage interactively in discussions and problem-
solving. It “flips” the typical f 2f classroom where the f 2f time is spent 
largely on content (especially at the college level) and extensions and 
applications are expected to be completed as homework assignments. 
Although these key elements are common in discussions of flipped 
learning, there is no commonly agreed upon definition (Abeysekera 

& Dawson, 2015). Flipped learning has become popular with both 
instructors and students (Hamdan, McKnight, McKnight, & Arfstrom, 
2013), based on its focus on active learning, where “an instructor stops 
lecturing and students work on a question or task designed to help them 
understand a concept” (Andrews, Leonard, Colgrove, & Kalinowski, 
2011, p. 394). Despite this assumption, Abeysekera and Dawson (2015) 
found little evidence to support the effectiveness of flipped learning. 

The potential for flipped learning is one of the reasons that MOOCs 
have been promoted so strongly. However, using a MOOC from a 
prestigious institution as content input in other colleges has been met 
with some resistance. The administration at San José State University 
asked the Philosophy Department to assign a MOOC course called 
“Justice” offered by edX and taught by a Harvard professor as online 
content homework, and to conduct discussions of the content in class. 
The Department resisted, arguing that: 

two classes of universities will be created: one, well-funded 
colleges and universities in which privileged students get 
their own real professor; the other, financially stressed private 
and public universities in which students watch a bunch of 
videotaped lectures and interact, if indeed any interaction 
is available on their home campuses, with a professor that 
this model of education has turned into a glorified teaching 
assistant. (Philosophy Department at San José State 
University, 2013) 

A further fear was that, not having to provide the content themselves, 
the professors would be able to teach more courses, acting like tutors of 
discussion sessions.

4.2.2.5 Learning Oriented Assessment
Formative assessment is also known as assessment for learning and 

learning oriented assessment (LOA). The term generally refers to 
assessment conducted by teachers during the learning process. It places 
an emphasis on helping learners achieve success through their own 
efforts and developing and using strategies for learning that work for 
them as individual learners (Marzano, 2010). Giving a wrong answer, 
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making a mistake, or struggling to understand something is a necessary 
and formative part of learning. The goal of formative assessment is 
to monitor learning and provide ongoing feedback on learning. It 
is, therefore, logical to conclude that feedback enhances learning and 
should be an important component of the learning cycle. In fact, after 
reviewing about 8,000 research studies, Hattie (1992) concluded that 
the single most powerful modification that enhances achievement is 
feedback. Learners use feedback to improve learning by identifying 
the strengths and weaknesses of their performances and their progress 
toward the achievement of learning outcomes. 

Our interest in learning oriented assessment began almost two 
decades ago with the work of Sadler (1989), Hattie (1992), and Black and 
Wiliam (1998). It continues up to the present with a volume on learning 
oriented assessment edited by Jones and Saville (2016), which focuses 
on how assessment can promote better learning and measurements of 
learning and also contribute to useful interpretations of learning. The 
latter work is separated by a span of almost 20 years from the early works 
cited, indicating that LOA has been and still is an important focus in 
most educational contexts. 

The purpose of the Black and Wiliam (1998) review was to spark 
an interest in improving the quality of assessments for learning during 
classroom instruction. The intended focus was on teachers who had to 
work within the constraints of national tests and examinations. There are 
many important findings from the Black and Wiliam paper; however, 
the two findings on which we focus for OLTE are the following: (1) 
If assessments are implemented successfully in instructional settings, 
including online, they can raise the standard of achievement for all 
learners, and (2) if learners are supported in their learning with quality 
feedback, they take greater ownership of their learning and learn more 
effectively. 

In online courses delivered through LMSs, there are a variety of 
assessment instruments available, such as discussions, quizzes, and peer 
assessments, and also the technical means for obtaining instant feedback 
on learning. Consequently, the online environment should provide an 
excellent context for learning oriented assessment. In addition, the 
feedback streams can be built into the instructional design allowing for 

similar assessment across modules within courses and courses within 
programs, thereby creating opportunities for ongoing learning through 
the assessment process. 

4.2.3 Measuring Quality of OLTE
The issue of quality has been of major concern to providers, potential 

providers, and teacher students (Murray, 2013; Prescott, 2010). Murray 
found that different providers used different measures or proclamations 
of quality, with many online for-profit providers asserting dubious 
claims to the quality of their instructors, without providing names 
or qualifications of these instructors or tutors. Still others claimed 
accreditation from agencies that had very few institutions they 
accredited and had no oversight for their accreditation system. Colleges 
and universities, on the other hand, by regulation in their individual 
countries were accredited by government approved accrediting agencies. 
While the quality indicators of these agencies varied, most included 
“1) providing clear statements of educational goals; 2) sustaining the 
institutional commitment to support learners; and 3) engaging in a 
collaborative process of discovery, which contributes to 4) improving 
the teaching and learning environment” (Parker, 2004, p. 386). 

As the major US-based online consortium, the Online Learning 
Consortium (OLC), established a framework around their five pillars 
of quality: learning effectiveness, cost effectiveness and institutional 
commitment, access, faculty satisfaction, and student satisfaction 
(Moore, 2005). This framework includes quality scorecards for both 
online and blended models to help institutions “determine strengths 
and weaknesses of their program, and initiate planning efforts towards 
areas of improvement” (OLC, n.d.). The elements of quality the 
online scorecard covers are institutional support, technology support, 
course development/instructional design, course structure, teaching 
and learning, social and student engagement, faculty support, student 
support, and evaluations and assessment. The blended learning elements 
are the same with the omission of “social and student engagement.” The 
elements include indicators of achievement.

In response to this growth in OLTE, a number of accrediting agencies 
have developed to assert the quality of instruction in the institutions they 
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accredit. In the UK, there are three such agencies. The Accreditation 
Council for TESOL Distance Education Courses (ACTDEC) awards 
three certificates and a diploma through its accredited institutions 
around the world. Its Chair, Secretary, and Treasurer are elected annually 
from accredited member institutions. The Online TEFL & TESOL 
Standards Agency (OTTSA) moderates and accredits institutions that 
apply to it. At the time of writing (2016), ACTDEC has six accredited 
members and no applicants, while OTTSA has accredited courses at 
four institutions, all of which are part of the same larger organization. 
ACCREDITAT, part of a larger international learning and development 
body, accredits both in-class and online TEFL and TESOL programs and 
has accredited 14 thus far, seven of which offer online courses (although 
some institutions have no details about their courses). In contrast, the 
College of Teachers in the UK, which also accredits TESOL courses, is 
under royal charter and patronage and is more than a century old. The 
Open and Distance Learning Quality Council is also well established 
and is responsible for accrediting in areas in addition to TESOL. 

In the US, a number of accrediting agencies also exist. ACCET, the 
Accrediting Council of Continuing Education and Training, is a long-
standing accrediting body approved by the US Department of Education 
since 1978. DEAC, the Distance Education and Training Council, also 
approved by the US Department of Education, was founded in 1926 
under the name of National Home Study Council to promote education 
quality and ethical business practices for correspondence education 
programs. In 1955, the Accrediting Commission was established. It 
created and implemented accreditation standards and procedures 
to examine and approve distance-learning institutions. In 1959, the 
Accrediting Commission received its first grant of federal recognition 
and was listed by the US Commissioner (now Secretary) of Education 
as an institutional accreditor. In 1994, the name of the organization 
changed from the National Home Study Council to the Distance 
Education and Training Council, and in 2015, it was changed to the 
Distance Education Accrediting Commission (DEAC, 2016). DEAC 
accredits high schools, military schools, and postsecondary institutions 
in Australia, Canada, and the US. TESOL is one of the subject areas 
the council accredits. The US also has a system of regional associations 
of schools and colleges, such as the Western Association of Schools 
and Colleges (WASC), which accredit all aspects of these schools and 

universities, including online programs.

While accreditation is a direct measure of quality, other indirect 
means include participant preferences, which may measure engagement. 
Additionally, perceptions of workload can be considered a measure of 
OLCs category of institutional support. Have institutions providing 
OLTE examined the actual workload of teacher educators and adjusted 
compensation accordingly? An additional indirect measure that is not 
addressed in the quality standards discussed above is attitudes towards 
online education by a variety of stakeholders. Research in this area 
reports mixed results. The series of Babson reports on online higher 
education in the US (Allen & Seaman, 2013) indicates that fewer than 
one-third of chief academic administrators believe that their faculty 
accept the value and legitimacy of online education. This proportion 
has remained constant since 2003. Similarly, Huss’s study of 326 
principals in the US found that “[p]rincipals expressed apprehension 
about teacher dispositions and the ‘social’ aspects of teaching that may 
be compromised in an online program, as well as the general ethicality 
surrounding online courses” (2007, n. p.). These negative attitudes 
contrast with those found in a large-scale, multi-year study of online 
and on-campus graduates from K-8 teacher education programs in 
a large public education system (Chiero & Beare, 2010). They found 
that employment supervisors considered program completers to be well 
prepared or adequately prepared and that teacher students considered 
themselves well prepared or adequately prepared, using 12 measures 
of teaching. The measures of teaching included planning instruction, 
motivating learners, and teaching mathematics. Ratings for supervisors 
ranged from 80% (for teaching subjects other than math and reading) to 
87% (for teaching math), while those for teacher students ranged from 
76% (for teaching subjects other than math or reading) to 91% (for 
teaching reading). That study compared teacher students from online 
programs with those from on-campus programs. Supervising teachers 
found the online teacher students better prepared than the on-campus 
teacher students, while the online teacher students rated themselves 
as better prepared than their on-campus cohorts rated themselves. 
The researchers note that the online teacher education programs are 
rigorous and use a continuous improvement model, and that the online 
configurations they used were largely responsible for the high levels of 
preparation.
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Because quality can be a very subjective characteristic, we sought to 
uncover quality through asking about teacher educators’ qualifications 
and institutional accreditation, as well as participants’ preferences for 
the various configurations of OLTE. We assumed that the quality of a 
course would have a bearing on one’s preferences.

4.2.4 The Changing Roles of Teacher 
Educators and Teacher Students

One of the most commonly held beliefs about online learning is that 
the teacher acts as “the guide on the side” rather than the “sage on the 
stage.” While these are catchy phrases, this view fails to address some of 
the major issues relative to the roles of teacher educators and teacher 
students in OLTE. Other researchers and practitioners have noted that 
for online learning to be effective, it requires scaffolding of learning 
(Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976) by the instructor (Bax, 2011; Lai, Ni, & 
Zhao, 2013; Lee, 2008; Murray & McPherson, 2006). 

“In recent years, it has been recognised that eLearning is not merely 
another medium for the transmission of knowledge but that it changes 
the relationship between the teacher or trainer and learner” (Gray, 
Ryan, & Coulon, 2012, n.p.). Corbel asks the question, “How can 
I [the teacher] mediate most effectively between my learners and the 
content of the Internet? And how can I use the communication options 
of the Internet to enhance that mediation?” (Corbel, 2007, p. 1121). 
Motteram (2013) has argued further that “[w]e do not need to wait for 
phases of technological development [such as described by Warschauer] 
to succeed others or for technologies to become ‘normalised’, we simply 
need to use them to mediate our practice and explore the outcomes” (p. 
182). Teaching online does not necessarily include being able to program 
or become a “techie,” but rather modifying content, customizing systems 
for specific needs, and choosing and integrating applications appropriate 
for learner needs (Corbel, 2007).

Both teachers and learners have found that they underestimate the 
amount of time needed to design and participate in online instructional 
tasks and discussions. Teachers, for example, find that the time required 
to both design and teach online is far greater than in f2f teaching (Mills, 

Yanes, & Casebeer, 2009), and that they need additional time to read 
teacher student emails and respond to discussion list posts (Hall & 
Knox, 2009). Hall and Knox (2009), in their survey of OLTE, found 
that teachers needed to tailor their online discourse so that they were 
more precise than in f 2f teaching in order to prevent misunderstandings. 
Other changes that have been identified include providing technical 
support, understanding the contexts and needs of distance learners, 
prompting to elicit online interaction, and developing an online social 
presence, as well as a cognitive presence (Murray, 2013). In the Murray 
2013 study, teacher students, too, often took on the mediation role 
because some had greater technological expertise than their peers. These 
changes in teacher educator roles involve changing identities of what 
it means to be a teacher educator (and a teacher student) in a hyper-
connected, globalized world.

Changes in teacher 
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By carefully analyzing  
the participants’ responses  
to these questionnaires,  
we hoped to provide  
a more complete picture  
of OLTE practices than the one 
we had prior to this study.

Quantitative data were analyzed using the Qualtrics software, which 
provided reports of both individual data and aggregated data. We were 
most interested in the aggregated data and in the descriptive statistics 
that allowed us to see the percentage of participants who responded 
to each of the questions and to different items within the questions, 
for example, on Likert-scale questions, on multiple-choice questions 
with multiple responses possible, and on rank-order items in which 
participants indicated their preferences. We focused on percentages 
in reporting findings from the quantitative data to make them easily 
accessible for the largest number of people. By carefully analyzing the 
participants’ responses to these questionnaires, we hoped to provide a 
more complete picture of OLTE practices than the one we had prior to 
this study. 

The purpose of collecting and analyzing qualitative data as well as 
quantitative data is to delineate some of the essential qualities of OLTE 
and help us better understand what OLTE is like in practice—how it 
works and how individual participants are affected by the processes and 
the choices available to them. In this research, we hoped to gather a large 
number of teacher voices (both teacher educators and teacher students), 
so that we can accumulate knowledge about OLTE from practitioners 
and, therefore, make informed instructional decisions. In analyzing the 
qualitative data, we focused on identifying a few central themes that 
could help us explain why and how OLTE operates as it currently does.  

We had no way to estimate or predict the total number of qualitative 
responses that participants would provide for the individual questions 
on the questionnaire. In fact, the total number of people responding 
to items ranged from “no responses” to as many as 35% of the total 
participants for the questions that were analyzed for this report. 
(Note: Question Numbers 29, 30, and 31 on the questionnaire were 
not analyzed for this report but will appear in future reports.) We also 
gave participants considerable freedom to write as much or as little as 
they wanted. (That is, there were no word restrictions on the amount 
of prose that could be written for most items, and participants could 
always move on to the next question without writing or responding in 

prose.) We hoped that this system would allow participants to write 
about their experiences with OLTE that were most pertinent and 
that the process would allow them freedom to express their views. We 
reviewed the responses for each individual item for each survey. In some 
cases, we simply noted the responses because they were short answers 
or one- or two-word comments. We tracked the concepts that were 
repeated. In other cases, the questions generated considerable prose so 
that it was necessary to study the prose carefully and look for emergent 
and recurring themes among the responses. In these cases, we moved the 
responses to a spreadsheet and coded (and sub-coded) them until we 
had analyzed the data into succinct categories that were related to the 
main constructs represented in the questions.  

5. Data Analysis
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The findings are grouped under the research questions: participants, 
types of OLTE courses and programs, marketing of OLTE, accreditation 
of OLTE, reasons for choosing OLTE, configurations of OLTE, and 
perceptions of the effectiveness of OLTE. Each section includes data for 
both teacher educators and teacher student responses.

6.1 Participants
In trying to answer the first research question about who is 

participating in OLTE courses and programs in English, we focused 
on whether the participants were native speakers (NS) or non-native 
speakers (NNS) of English, their ages, and whether they had experience 
with OLTE in languages other than English. We use the terms NS and 
NNS as useful heuristics, even though they are highly contested and 
overlapping terms. 

Because these surveys were taken online and could be taken from 
anywhere, we were less concerned about countries of origin, citizenship, 
and residency and more concerned with participant data as they relate 
to OLTE. An analysis of email and IP addresses shows that participants 
who took the survey were located in North America, Europe, Asia, 
South America, Australia, New Zealand, and the Middle East. We have 
no participant data on whether the different addresses that participants 
used in taking the surveys are related to their nationalities or citizenships, 
only that they are representative of where the participants were located 
when they took the surveys. 

6.1.1 Age and Language Backgrounds
There were 446 participants in total in this study. A total of 137 

teacher educators completed the first questionnaire (see Appendix A). 
In terms of age, the greatest number of participants (57%) were 50 or 
older, followed by 23% in their 40s, 19% in their 30s, and 1% in their  
20s. Seventy-six percent (76%) were NS of English and taught in  
English, while 23% were NNS of English and taught in English. The 
remaining 1% were NNS of English who had taught OLTE courses 
in English, but also in other languages, such as Spanish, German, and 
Korean. 

A total of 309 teacher students took the second questionnaire (see 
Appendix B). The greatest number of participants (42%) were in their 
20s, 23% in their 30s, 18% in their 40s, and 17% in their 50s.  Seventy-
two percent (72%) were NS of English and took OLTE courses in 
English, and 24% were NNS of English and took courses in English. 
Four percent (4%) were NNS of English who had taken OLTE courses 
in languages other than English, such as Spanish, Hindi, Portuguese, 
and Arabic. It is interesting to note that the largest group of participants 
for teacher students is comprised of the youngest participants and 
that the largest group of teacher educators was made up of the oldest 
participants, which is likely a reflection of the ELT profession in general 
(see Table 4).

Table 4: Rank Ordering of Groups by Size 

6.1.2 Course Instructors
Questions 10 and 11 on the questionnaires focused on who was 

teaching OLTE courses—experienced online instructors, experienced 
teacher educators, qualified instructors (i.e., with formal training in 
OLTE), tutors, or teaching assistants (TAs). We also added the category 
“other” and a space for comments. There is no formal qualification, such 

Teacher Educators Teacher Students

Rank order by 
percentage 

of total

Age of 
participants

Rank order by 
percentage 

of total

Age of 
participants

1 (57%) 50 + 1 (42%) 20 – 29

2 (23%) 40 – 49 2 (23%) 30 – 39

3 (19%) 30 – 39 3 (18%) 40 – 49

4   (1%) 20 – 29 4 (17%) 50 +

6. Findings
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as a certificate or degree, for teaching OLTE courses. We were, therefore, 
interested in how many teacher educators considered themselves to 
be “qualified” instructors based on either formal training (e.g., having 
taken courses or workshops) or experience in designing, developing, 
and delivering OLTE, and whether they would note any misgivings 
about their qualifications. 

In addition, we were interested in how the teacher students perceived 
their OLTE course(s) and program teacher educators. Ninety-one 
percent (91%) of the teacher educators indicated that they were 
experienced teacher educators. Seventy-eight percent (78%) considered 
themselves to be experienced online instructors because they had taught 
online courses and 72% because they had specifically taught OLTE 
courses previously. Sixty-seven percent (67%) had taken courses or 
workshops about teaching online and considered themselves also to 
be “qualified” OLTE instructors. Seventy percent (70%) had designed 
and developed OLTE courses, and so considered themselves to be 
“qualified” and experienced. Several teacher educators said that they 
had been asked to mentor others and believed their positions as mentors 
were recognition of the fact that they were qualified. Five percent (5%) 
were tutors and 3% were teaching assistants (TAs). Ninety-one percent 
(91%) of the teacher students said that they had taken courses that were 
taught by experienced instructors, as well as qualified instructors, 6% 
by tutors, 11% by TAs, and 6% said they had no instructor but simply 
worked through materials on their own. 

6.1.3 Experience with Technology
Question 12 on the questionnaire addressed participants’ experiences 

with technology. We were most interested in the confidence levels of 
participants involved in OLTE, because understanding confidence 
levels for teacher students is important for teacher educators, course 
designers, and administrators. Confidence levels impact how successful 
teacher students will be in learning new concepts and materials online, 
how much technology support they will need during the courses, 
and whether or not online tutorials will need to be created. Teacher 
educator confidence levels are also important and affect both teacher 
student learning and resource allocation. Key questions are (1) who is 

responsible for answering students’ questions concerning the use of the 
LMS, and (2) if teachers are responsible, are they qualified to do so?

Twenty-two percent (22%) of the teacher educators said that they 
were worried and not confident about using the technology required 
for the OLTE courses and programs. Forty-four percent (44%) said 
that they were somewhat worried, but thought they could figure it 
out. About one quarter of the teacher educators (23%) said they were 
confident, and 11% said they were very confident. 

While the above data provide a useful snapshot of confidence levels 
for the teacher educators at one point in time, qualitative data are also 
useful. Seventeen percent (17%) of the teacher educators provided 
additional comments concerning their experience with technology. 
Several respondents commented on the importance of understanding 
the developmental process related to technology and reiterated that 
skills relative to the use of the technology develop in many different 
ways for different individuals. Teacher Educator 1 explained how her 
skills developed as she migrated bit by bit from a f 2f course to an online 
course: 

I first taught one of my online courses as a f2f course for two years and began 
supplementing it [the f2f course] more and more with online materials. Each 

time I taught the course, I migrated additional components online (e.g., 
threaded discussions and chats). Then in 2000, I moved the entire course 

online, using my own Web pages and YahooGroups for interaction and file/
link uploads. Finally, the course was migrated to a course management 

system (eCollege), which housed all components in one space and made 
things even easier to manage technologically speaking. The synchronous 

component, however, was still conducted outside of the CMS, using 
YahooGroups at first, then YahooMessenger, then Skype because the CMS 

did not provide for two-way communication. I developed my skills with 
the technology over time and little by little as my course developed. 

(Teacher Educator 1) 
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Teacher Educator 2 reminds us of the importance of having  
mentors in the development of technical skills. The mentor/apprentice 
relationship has been one of the major ways in which expertise with 
technology has been developed among teacher educators, as shown in 
this comment: 

Teacher Educator 3 reminds us of how expertise in OLTE has 
developed for many teacher educators. 

Teacher students present a somewhat different profile from the  
teacher educators in terms of their overall confidence with the 
technology. Only 14% of the teacher students said that were worried and 
not confident, and 30% said they were somewhat confident but knew 
they could figure it out. On the other hand, 24% of the teacher students 
stated that they were confident with the technology, and 32% said  
they were very confident, as compared to 11% for the teacher educators. 

I did not have confidence in the beginning, but I had a mentor in 
whom I had confidence, and I had taught the content in other modes 
(e.g., f2f), so I was fairly confident with the content and was sure I 
could get the right advice about technology when I needed it.  

(Teacher Educator 2) 

To mimic the real classroom environment as much as possible  
(it would allow for f2f interaction, group work, sharing ideas etc.). 

(Teacher Educator 3)

6.1.4 Technical Support

Question 12 on the teacher educators’ questionnaire asked about 
teacher educators’ level of confidence in providing technical support to 
teacher students. Question 12 on the teacher students’ questionnaire and 
Question 13 on the teacher educators’ questionnaire asked participants 
about the effectiveness of the technical support they received (or 
provided by the teacher educators). Question 13 on the teacher students’ 
questionnaire and Question 14 on the teacher educators’ questionnaire 
asked participants about the effectiveness of the technical support they 
received from technical support staff. There were several concerns that 
provoked these questions. First of all, we were particularly interested in 
teacher educators’ responses because of the changing roles for teacher 
educators in OLTE courses and programs. Some programs assume 
that teacher educators will offer technical support to teacher students 
in their courses, thereby proposing a new role that teacher educators 
in OLTE are expected to fulfill. We also see that programs that have 
the expectation for teacher educators to provide technical support to 
teacher students provide no technical support for the teacher educators. 

Another concern we had was about the availability of technical 
support staff. Some programs provide technical support personnel to 
answer questions for both teacher educators and teacher students, while 
others do not. We wanted to learn more about the prevalence of each 
type of program. A related concern was whether the expectation for 
teacher educators to provide technical support to their teacher students 
was part of their job descriptions as instructors of OLTE courses. Finally, 
we wanted to know more about technical support personnel, the roles 
they played, and students’ perceptions of their effectiveness. 

6.1.4.1 Technical Support from 
Teacher Educators

Given the levels of confidence expressed by the teacher educators 
in answer to Question 12 on the questionnaire (i.e., only 11% stated 
they were very confident with the technology), we were interested in 
how well they addressed the teacher students’ questions related to the 
technology. When asked about the quality of technical support they 
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offered their teacher students, they provided the following responses: 
25% believed they were helpful depending on the question, 40%  
offered a reasonable amount of help, 5% believed they were helpful,  
and 19% believed they were very helpful. Only 1% indicated that they 
were not helpful and 11% provided no technical support because there 
were technical support personnel designated to provide technical 
support to students. 

Teacher educators were also asked about the support they received 
from technical support personnel. Six percent (6%) stated that they 
did not receive assistance from technical support staff. In terms of the 
effectiveness of the support they did receive, most teacher educators 
found the support reasonable (19%), helpful (11%), and very helpful 
(45%). In the category of technical support personnel, a number of 
teacher students included their teacher educator mentors and other 
experienced online teachers, rather than purely, non-teaching technical 
support personnel, so it is difficult to sort out the variables. Here are 
some sample comments from the teacher educators:

I think I was asked to teach an online course because I was quite 
good with technology, or at least figuring things out for myself.  
I was completely unprepared for the questions and issues that  

my students were having. They had no one to ask but me. 

(Teacher Educator 4)

Most of the time, the IT staff at my college had no clue how  
to deal with an online course (mine was the first one in 2000),  
so I had to figure it out myself. Technical support offered by the  
CMS [content management system] was sometimes helpful.

(Teacher Educator 5)

My mentor was my technical support !

(Teacher Educator 9) 

I worked in two different institutions, one with the expectation  
that teachers were the technical support and one that  
provided technical support..  

(Teacher Educator 7) 

Fortunately in our program both staff and students can take the 
truly technical questions to a good designated technical support 

person. I know that some programs don’t have that benefit. 

(Teacher Educator 6)  

I’ve responded, but in all honesty, my response greatly 
depends on the situation and the program that I am working in 

when I am being contacted. It’s been all of the above. 

(Teacher Educator 8)

We teacher educators support one another and try to solve 
problems; we have no technical support. 

(Teacher Educator 10) 
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The responses for the teacher students relative to the technical 
support they received from the teacher educators were very similar to the 
perceptions the teacher educators offered on their own performances. 
Table 5 presents the perceptual data in terms of the percentages in each 
category of response. 

Table 5: Perceptions of Technical Support Offered by Instructors

Perceptions of Technical 
Support Offered by Instructors

Teacher 
Educators

Teacher 
Students

Not helpful   1%   3%

Dependent on question 25% 20%

Reasonable 40% 20%

Helpful 4% 24%

Very helpful 19% 20%

Not provided 11% 13%

There are two ways in which we might look at the quantitative data 
in Table 5. We might view teacher educators’ and teacher students’ 
perceptions of the technical support as quite similar to each other, 
especially if we combine the response categories of “reasonable” and 
“helpful,” as both total 44% across the two groups. In addition, about 
one-fifth to one-quarter of the participants noted that the teacher 
educators’ abilities to provide technical support were dependent on the 
questions they were asked, indicating that the role for teacher educators 
as technical support staff was an evolving one with overall expertise 
likely developing over time. It should also be noted that about one-fifth 
of the participants in each group perceived teacher educators as “very 
helpful” in providing technical support, and a very small percentage 
from each group (i.e., 1% of teacher educators and 3% of teacher 
students) perceived the course instructors as “not helpful” in providing 
technical support. It is clear that there are teacher educators who do not 
provide technical support and that there is agreement between the two 
groups relative to this point. This fact suggests that the role of providing 
technical support for teacher students is not a role that teacher educators 
in some programs are expected to provide. 

We might also view the data from the two groups as quite different 
from each other. The most prominent differences in these data can be 
seen in the responses between the two groups at the level of “reasonable” 
and “helpful,” which contrast more strongly than do the other data. This 
result suggests that there may be a type of perceptual threshold or a point 
at which perceptions of the effectiveness of technical support diverge 
between the two groups. In this case, teacher students’ perceptions are 
more positive than teacher educators’ perceptions. Forty percent (40%) 
of teacher educators thought that the amount and quality of the technical 
support they provided was “reasonable,” while only 20% of the teacher 
students thought that this was the case. Only 4% of the teacher educators 
thought the technical support they provided was “helpful” compared to 
24% for the teacher students. It seems that teacher students had more 
favorable perceptions of the technical support provided by teacher 
educators than did the teacher educators themselves. (see qualitative 
data presented in Section 6.1.3, Experience with Technology.)

In the qualitative data, several teacher students mentioned the 
fact that their course instructors (i.e., the teacher educators) did not 
provide technical support. The teacher students were clear on the fact 
and stated that it was not an expectation for the course instructors to 
do so. However, other teacher students were critical of the technical 
support that their course instructors provided, as is evident in their 
concerns about delays in responding to technical questions, instructors 
offering possible solutions to technical problems (which sometimes 
did not work), offering “emotional” support with no definitive answers 
relative to the technical issues, or stating that they could not answer 
the question but would find out. Clearly, these data show that the 
roles and responsibilities of teacher educators relative to providing 
technical support are evolving and that in a few cases, teacher students 
have expectations and needs for technical support that are not being 
provided.

6.1.4.2 Technical Support from 
Technical Support Personnel

Some OLTE courses and programs have non-teaching technical 
support staff for teacher educators and teacher students, and we were 

The roles and 
responsibilities of  
teacher educators  
relative to providing 
technical support  
are evolving.
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interested in the perceptions of participants relative to the support 
they received from this group. The responses for the teacher educators 
and teacher students were quite different for two response categories. 
Forty-five percent (45%) of the teacher educators perceived the support 
provided by the technical support staff to be “very helpful,” while only 
16% of the teacher students responded in this category. The differences 
in these responses could be related to the fact that teacher students 
requested very little support from technical support personnel. Only 
3% of the teacher educators stated that they did not receive technical 
support from technical support staff; however, 44% of the teacher 
students indicated that they did not receive support from technical 
support staff.  

When technical support staff was available, only 3% of the teacher 
educators did not take advantage of it compared to 44% of the teacher 
students. These data make sense when we consider that the largest group 
of teacher educators is made up of individuals aged 50+ years, and the 
largest group of teacher students is made of up individuals in their 
20s, many of whom are digital natives (Prensky, 2001) with possibly 
high confidence levels in their own technical abilities. The difference 
between these two groups is also evident in the fact that 32% of the 
teacher educators were not confident with the technology, while only 
11% of the teacher students responded in this category. These data 
suggest that the teacher educators in this study would be more likely to 
reach out to technical support staff and that teacher students would be 
less likely to do so.

6.2 OLTE Courses and Programs
We use the term course to refer to individual units that either 

comprise a program or are stand-alone events, such as workshops. We 
use the term program to refer to a unified set of courses that collectively 
form a curriculum leading to a certificate or degree. In trying to answer 
Research Question 2 and its subcategories, we first tried to identify the 
courses and programs that are offered within OLTE and then tried to 
understand the online offerings relative to these two concepts. We also 
focused on how courses and programs were being marketed and on 
whether they were accredited, because information about accreditation 
may give us some insights into issues related to quality assurance. 

6.2.1 Courses vs. Programs

We asked participants to tell us if the OLTE courses in which they 
were involved were stand-alone courses or workshops or were part of 
a program. We also wanted to know if the courses led to some type of 
certificate or certification, if they were part of a college or university, and 
if the latter, whether they were masters-level or doctoral-level courses. 
Table 6 presents data for both teacher educators and teacher students 
relative to their understandings of the basic conceptualizations of 
courses and programs. The left-hand column lists the types of courses 
and programs that were queried in the survey. The middle and right-
hand columns show the percentages of teacher educators and teacher 
students who were participating in the different types of courses and 
programs. Courses and programs that lead to certificates or certification 
and masters-level courses were the most frequently selected by these 
participants. However, it is also important to note that about one-
quarter of the participants (25% of teacher educators and 23% of teacher 
students) chose to participate in courses and programs that were stand-
alone courses and not connected to certificates, certification, or degrees.

Table 6: Types of Courses and Programs 

Courses and Programs Teacher 
Educators

Teacher 
Students

Stand-alone courses or workshops 25% 23%

Courses leading to certificates 
or certification 58% 45%

Courses in college or  
university programs 26% 40%

Masters-level courses 48% 45%

Doctoral-level courses 10%    7%



50 51

6.2.2 Time Descriptors for 
Courses and Programs

Online courses are described and then marketed in many different 
ways relative to time. Some OLTE courses and programs are described 
by the number of hours required, while others use terms such as days, 
weeks, months, and even years. Table 7 presents data on the use of these 
terms in the courses and programs for which participants were involved. 
The time descriptors used for OLTE courses and programs appear in 
the left-hand column. The percentages for the number of participants 
who were involved in courses and programs using the descriptors appear 
in the middle and right-hand columns. 

Table 7: Marketing OLTE Courses and Programs

Time Descriptors Teacher Educators Teacher Students

Hours 34% 28%

Days   8%   5%

Weeks 32% 23%

Months 11%   8%

Years 20% 23%

Quarter, semester, 
or term 36% 51%

The most frequently used descriptors for OLTE courses and programs 
in schools, colleges, and universities were quarters, terms, and semesters 
to describe the length of the OLTE courses and programs. The time 
descriptors hours and weeks were also regularly used. The most common 
descriptor for years was a two-year MA (masters of arts). Months and 
days were less frequently used to market OLTE courses and programs.

6.2.3 Accreditation of OLTE 
Courses and Programs 

We were particularly interested in whether the courses and programs 
in which the teacher educators and teacher students were involved were 
accredited by governmental or non-governmental agencies, and if so, 
which accreditation bodies might be involved. We were also interested 
in knowing if the participants knew whether the courses and programs 
were accredited, as this fact may give us insight into the importance of 
accreditation as a factor that OLTE participants used in deciding either 
to teach OLTE courses or participate in them as teacher students. 

The data show that 64% of the teacher educators and 40% of the 
teacher students indicated that the courses or programs in which they 
were involved were accredited by governmental agencies, such as WASC 
(the Western Association of Schools and Colleges) or non-governmental 
agencies, such as  CAEP (the Council for the Accreditation of Educator 
Preparation) and ASQA (Australian Skills Quality Authority). Nine 
percent (9%) of the teacher educators and 13% of the teacher students 
said that the courses or programs were not accredited. Furthermore, 
27% of the teacher educators and 47% of the teacher students indicated 
that they did not know. For 36% of the teacher educators and 60% of 
the teacher students responding to these questionnaires, accreditation 
was apparently not a factor in making a decision to participate in OLTE 
courses and programs.

6.2.3.1 Indirect Indicators of Quality 
Accreditation of OLTE courses and programs is only one indicator of 

quality. In the qualitative data there were indirect indicators of quality as 
reflected in the comments teacher students made about teacher educators’ 
experiences. These comments included the fact that they had taken 
formal courses and workshops about online teaching, the satisfaction 
expressed by the teacher students relative to the responsiveness of the 
teacher educators, the teacher educators’ knowledge about teaching, the 
feedback and assessments provided, and the technical support provided 
by the teacher educators. Here are some illustrative comments from the 
teacher students:
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6.2.4 Types of Support for OLTE 
Courses and Programs

OLTE courses and programs vary greatly in terms of teacher 
educators’ and teacher students’ access to different types of support. 
About half of the participants indicated that they had access to a brick-
and-mortar library, while three-quarters had access to an online library. 
Over half of the participants (62% for teacher educators and 70% for 
teacher students) had convenient access to open-source materials, and 
about three-fourths of the participants indicated that they also had 
access to online tutorials. 

6.2.5 OLTE Course Workload 
The question about workload for online OLTE courses in comparison 

to f 2f courses is particularly interesting for us as researchers, because we 
have been involved in OLTE as teacher educators for a number of years; 
consequently, we have our own opinions and perceptions about the 
relationship between the workload for OLTE courses and f2f courses. 
In addition, we have also queried teacher students in our own courses, 
both during and after the OLTE courses and in both written and oral 
feedback forms. The data in the current study relative to the perceptions 
of workload in OLTE courses differ between teacher educators and 
teacher students in important ways (see Table 8). 

Table 8: Perceptions of Workload between OLTE and f2f Courses 

Perceptions of Workload

Percentage 
of Teacher 
Educators 

Responding

Percentage 
of Teacher 
Students 

Responding

Very light compared 
to f2f courses   4%   3%

A little lighter than f2f 10% 16%

The same as f2f 12% 43%

A little heavier than f2f 28% 26%

Much heavier than f2f 46% 12%

My instructor read everything that I wrote and commented 
on my work. She made me feel so excited about teaching. 
The class was personal. I received more feedback from her in 
the online course than I ever receive in  my other courses. 

(Teacher Student 42)  

My instructor knows so much about TESOL!
Very knowledgeable! I want to be like her. I re[a]lly do. 

(Teacher Student 62)

I was lucky to have such a knowledgeable teacher in  
this course. She knew so much about teaching.  
(Teacher Student 15) 

When I had a question about the course, and even questions about 
my teaching assignment, my course instructor was helpful. 

(Teacher Student 20)

I was worried about taking an online course, but my instructor  
was so supportive in the beginning. It really helped  
relax me about online stuff. 

(Teacher Student 7) 



54 55

Teacher educators and teacher students expressed very different 
perceptions of workload in two categories. Forty-three percent (43%) 
of the teacher students believed that the workload for OLTE and f 2f 
courses was about the same, while only 12% of the teacher educators 
expressed this belief. However, 46% of the teacher educators believed 
that the workload for OLTE was much heavier than f 2f while only 12% 
of the teacher students did so, suggesting that teacher educators and 
teacher students experience the workload much differently.

6.3 Learning Management Systems 
LMSs vary greatly in terms of the features they employ to promote 

learning and manage the learning environment. Even though learning 
management systems have greatly improved in recent years, there is 
likely no single LMS that includes all features that teacher students 
and teacher educators value. To answer Research Question 3, we tried 
to determine which of the LMSs were most commonly used by the 
participants, which ones they preferred, what features they included, 
and how they evaluated these features in terms of their own experiences 
as teacher educators and teacher students.  

6.3.1 Commonly Used LMSs
We selected five primary LMSs that were most prominently 

mentioned in the literature and asked students to rank the LMSs 
based on frequency of use. The most commonly used LMSs for teacher 
educators in this study were Blackboard, followed by Moodle, Canvas, 
WebCT, and locally designed LMSs. Teacher students most frequently 
used Moodle, followed by Blackboard, WebCT, locally designed LMSs, 
and Canvas. 

6.3.2 Preferences for LMSs
We were also interested in participants’ preferences relative to the five 

LMSs and also their preferences for other applications they may have 
used in their OLTE courses and programs. In terms of their preferences 
for the specific LMSs in the questionnaire, teacher educators preferred 
WebCT, followed by locally designed LMSs, Blackboard, Moodle,  
and Canvas. Teacher students preferred locally designed LMSs, WebCT, 
Moodle, Blackboard, and Canvas.  

However, collectively teacher educators ranked “other” LMSs and 
applications as second in their overall list of preferences and teacher 
students ranked “other” as first in their list of preferences. Both groups 
provided an extensive list of “other” LMSs and applications they used 
in the OLTE courses and programs to supplement features of LMSs. 
These applications appear in alphabetical order in the list that follows: 

Adobe Connect
ANGEL
ANVILL

Course Forum
Coursera

Desire2Learn (D2L)
Dropbox
eCollege

eDx

Edmodo
Electa

Fronter
Googledocs

GoToMeeting
Jupiter Grades

Ning
ObaVerse
Pbworks

SabaCentra
Sakai

Schoology
SecondLife

Skype
TopHat

Wiki pages
WizIQ

Yahoo Groups

6.3.3 Features of LMSs

As teacher educators, we have both taught numerous OLTE 
courses, using at least five different LMS platforms between us. We 
have experience in using different features of LMSs and have our 
own opinions about their effectiveness. Therefore, the items on the 
questionnaires that specifically queried teacher educators and teacher 
students about features of LMSs were motivated, in part, by our own 
experiences and interests. We created a list of features of LMSs based 
on reviews of LMSs, our own experiences in using them, and on the 
frequency and prominence of the features in the literature. These LMS 
features are conceptualized as follows: 

■■ Applications for asynchronous discussions

■■ Applications for synchronous discussions

■■ Assessment for learning
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■■ Easy upload of files and online text entry for assignment

■■ Effective messaging and communication system

■■ Flexibility

■■ Online tutorials

■■ Opportunities for interaction

■■ Space to store personal files

■■ Tracking student progress and determine grades

■■ Transparency

These concepts were presented in the questionnaires as statements 
that related to the specific experiences of teacher educators or teacher 
students. For example, “opportunities for interaction” was restated for 
teacher students as “I have opportunities to interact with my peers and 
the course instructor” and for teacher educators as “My students have 
opportunities to interact with peers and with me as the course instructor.” 
We also included a category of “other” to encourage participants to 
identify features of LMSs that may not have been included in our list. 

6.3.4 Participants' Preferences 
for Features of LMSs

We asked participants to provide us with a list of their preferred top 
four features for LMSs from the list above. The percentages are derived 
from the total number of participants who selected the feature as one of 
their top four features. The rankings were derived from the percentages. 
Because there was a tie in the rankings for the teacher educators’ data, 
we have followed the convention used in statistical reporting (see Bailey 
& Curtis, 2015, pp. 129-130). We use this convention because we  
have no way of knowing which identical score should be ranked 3 or 4  
or 9 or 10. These ranks do not exist because they have been averaged  
(i.e., 3 + 4 ÷ 2 = 3.5 and 9 + 10 ÷ 2 = 9.5). These data for teacher 
educators and teacher students appear in Table 9. 

Table 9: Preferences for Features of LMS

Preferences expressed by the two groups were similar in a number 
of ways in terms of how the items were ranked. For example, “easy 
upload of files and text entry for assignments,” “effective messaging and 
communication system,” “flexibility,” and “opportunities for interaction” 
were ranked in the top five in each list while “space to store personal 
files” was ranked 11 and 12 on the lists. However, in terms of preferences 
configured as percentages, we see differences between the two groups. 
The three highest percentages for the teacher educator group were 
67%, 59%, and two items at 58%, while the highest percentages for the 
teacher student group were 95%, 92%, and 90%, showing that there 
was stronger agreement among teacher students as to the features of 
LMSs they preferred. There were five features for teacher educators 
that differed very little in terms of the percentage of responses: “online 

Features of LMSs
Rankings and 

Percentages for 
Teacher Educators

Rankings and 
Percentages for 

Teacher Students

Applications for asynchronous discussions 6 (51%) 7.5 (48%)

Applications for synchronous discussions 9.5 (39%) 11 (39%)

Assessment for learning 9.5 (39%) 7.5 (48%)

Easy upload of files and text 
entry for assignments 3.5 (58%) 2 (92%)

Effective messaging and 
communication system 2 (59%) 3 (90%)

Facilitation of group work 3.5 (58%) 10 (42%)

Flexibility 5 (53%) 4 (78%)

Online tutorials 12 (37%) 9 (47%)

Opportunities for interaction 1 (67%) 5 (68%)

Space to store personal files 11 (38%) 12 (31%)

Tracking course progress and grades 8 (40%) 1 (95%)

Transparency 7 (46%) 6 (52%)



58 59

with course outcomes in terms of teacher performance as a result of 
participation in the OLTE courses.  

We were interested in the primary and specific reasons for 
participants’ choices. Questions 8 and 9 on the questionnaires were 
designed to collect data concerning participants’ reasons for choosing 
OLTE courses; Question 8 reflected general reasons and Question 9 the 
specific reasons for choosing OLTE over f2f courses. We created two 
finite lists based on information that teacher students had given us in 
previous surveys in our own OLTE courses and that we compiled from 
an online search. We also added a category called “other” for both lists, 
in which we gave all participants the option of including reasons that 
were not among the top seven. In other words, in the survey for teacher 
educators, we asked participants to tell us the reasons they thought 
their teacher students chose the OLTE courses and programs. In the 
survey for teacher students, we asked the participants to tell us why they 
personally chose the OLTE option. 

Question 8 listed eight reasons for choosing OLTE courses: 

1.  A requirement for the school or institution.

2.  For overseas travel or to earn money while traveling. 

3.  To pursue a career as an English as a second/foreign language 
teacher. 

4.  To upgrade teaching credentials or skills. 

5.  To improve teaching and knowledge of the profession.

6.  A requirement for a certificate or degree program. 

7.  A recommendation or requirement from my employer. 

8.  Other. Please write in the space provided. 

The primary reasons that teacher students said they were enrolled 
in OLTE courses and programs were because they were part of the 
certificate or degree program (61%) or they were required by their 
school or institution (43%), suggesting that many teacher students in 
this study were in the process of gaining credentials for English language 
teaching. About one-third of the participants in each of the following 
categories indicated that they chose their OLTE courses and programs 
because they wanted to improve their teaching and gain more knowledge 

tutorials” (37%), “space to store personal files” (38%), “assessment for 
learning” (39%), “tools for synchronous learning” (39%), and “tracking 
course progress and grades” (40%), although they were ranked 8 – 12. 
A similar situation is apparent in the percentages for teacher students. 
The top three items, “tracking course progress and grades,” “easy upload 
of files and text entry,” and “effective messaging and communication 
system” differ very little in terms of percentages even though they were 
ranked 1, 2, and 3. 

In addition, 9% of the teacher educators and 11% of the teacher 
students responded in the “other” category, identifying additional 
features, such as the importance of an “intuitive interface” and the need 
for features to be “user-friendly.” Twenty (20) participants among the 
total group of participants stated that they did not believe that they knew 
enough about learning management systems to offer any additional 
suggestions (e.g., “This is my first online class, and I hardly know where 
to click or how to do anything. What would I know?” [Teacher Student 
68]), while other participants wrote rather sophisticated comments 
about the LMSs (e.g., “I find it frustrating that Blackboard accepts 
only a limited number of file types for uploads and that teachers don’t 
anticipate file types in setting up assignments” [Teacher Student 42]). 
The differences in these statements indicate that teacher students had a 
wide range of skills and experiences with LMSs.

Teacher students showed greater agreement than did teacher 
educators as to the features of LMSs they preferred. The highest 
percentages for teacher students were 95%, 92%, and 90%, followed by 
78% and 68%. In contrast, the highest percentage for teacher educators 
was 67% with the next highest percentages being 58% and 59%.

6.4 Reasons for Choosing OLTE
Understanding the reasons why individuals choose to participate in 

OLTE courses and programs is important for program administrators 
who have the responsibility for developing and marketing programs, 
and for instructors who are often responsible for course design, in 
addition to the delivery of content and the management of learning. It 
is also important for program administrators and directors who sponsor 
teachers’ OLTE course enrollments. They must therefore be concerned 
with teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the courses as well as 
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about the profession (39%), upgrade their teaching credentials (30%), 
or have a career as an English language teaching professional (33%). Few 
teacher students were enrolled in OLTE courses and programs because 
they wanted to travel or teach English and travel. Only 12% indicated 
that the courses were recommended or required by their employer. This 
result should be considered against the backdrop of the overall profile 
of the total number of participants who responded to the questionnaire 
who were involved in academic rather than workplace contexts. Another 
reason mentioned by teacher students that was not on the list was that 
they were living overseas or far from a campus offering programs for 
English language teaching. 

Teacher educators’ perceptions of the reasons that teacher students 
were taking their courses differed considerably. About two-thirds of 
the teacher educators believed that teacher students were taking their 
courses because they wanted careers in English language teaching, while 
only one-third of the teacher students gave this item as a reason. Forty-
four percent (44%) of the teacher educators believed that their courses 
had been recommended or required by employers, while only 6% of the 
teacher students cited this fact as a reason. Forty percent (40%) of the 
teacher educators cited overseas travel and teaching English as a reason 
the teacher students were taking the OLTE courses and programs, while 
only 11% of teacher students actually gave overseas travel as a reason. 

Question 9 listed specific reasons for choosing OLTE courses  
over f 2 f courses:

	 1. 	 Schedule conflicts between work and f 2 f classes. 

	 2. 	 Schedule conflicts with commitments other than work. 

	 3. 	 Online courses are easier. 

	 4. 	 No   option. 

	 5. 	 Friends or colleagues recommended the course. 

	 6. 	 Online courses are cheaper than courses on campus.

	 7. 	 Online courses offer more flexibility than f 2 f courses. 

	 8. 	 Ability to study at one’s own pace. 

	 9. 	 Other. Please write your reason(s) in the space provided.

Table 10 presents the percentages for each group for each of the top 
reasons. Participants were asked to check all reasons that applied to 
them. 

Table 10: Reasons for Choosing OLTE Over f2f Courses 

Item 7, “Online courses offer more flexibility than f 2f courses,” 
ranked the highest in both groups. Eighty-eight percent (88%) of 
teacher educators believed that their teacher students chose OLTE 
options because the online option offered so much flexibility in terms 
of managing their time, and 60% of the teacher students stated that they 
chose an OLTE option for the same reasons. The item with the second 
highest percentages in each group was Item 1. Eighty-four percent 
(84%) of teacher educators believed that teacher students chose OLTE 

Reasons for Choosing OLTE Percentage of Teacher 
Educators Responding

Percentage of Teacher 
Students Responding

1.	 Schedule conflicts between 
work and f2f classes. 84% 42% 

2.	 Schedule conflicts with 
commitments other than work. 57% 25% 

3.	 Online courses are easier. 26% 13% 

4.	 No f2f option. 48% 37% 

5.	 Friends or colleagues 
recommended the course. 41% 11% 

6.	 Online courses are cheaper 
than f2f courses on campus. 16%   6% 

7.	 Online courses offer more 
flexibility than f2f courses. 88% 60% 

8.	 Ability to study at one’s own pace. 52% 40% 

9.	 Other. Please write your reason(s) 
in the space provided. 23% 21%

About two-thirds of 
the teacher educators 

believed that  
teacher students were 

taking their courses 
because they wanted 

careers in English 
language teaching, while 

only one-third of the 
teacher students gave  
this item as a reason.
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6.5 Configurations of OLTE

For the purposes of this study, OLTE courses and programs were 
configured into five different types—enhanced, blended/hybrid, 
flipped, online with a synchronous component, and asynchronous 
online, based on how online technologies are being implemented in the 
design of courses. (See Table 2 for more information on these different 
course configurations.) 

6.5.1 Experiences with 
Configurations of OLTE

We were particularly interested in the total number of participants 
(both teacher educators and teacher students) who had experience 
with these different configurations, because this knowledge may give us 
more information about the types of OLTE courses being offered and 
frequency with which they are being offered, as reflected in the percent-
age of teachers who had experience with the different configurations. 
Table 11 presents the total percentages for each of the configurations for 
each group of participants based on experience. 

Table 11: Participant Experience with Different Course Configurations     

Types of Course 
Configurations

Teacher 
Educators

Teacher 
Students

Enhanced 52% 39%

Blended/hybrid 43% 43%

Flipped 15% 6%

Online with a 
synchronous component 38% 28%

Asynchronous online 57% 60%

Both teacher educators and teacher students had the most experience 
with asynchronous online OLTE courses, followed by blended/hybrid 
for teacher students and enhanced for teacher educators. Blended/
hybrid courses have become popular in recent years. The sample quote 

because they worked and could not attend f 2f classes, and 42% of the 
teacher students indicated that they chose the OLTE option for that 
reason. As discussed above, DL and its online form of delivery are often 
designed for those who cannot attend brick-and-mortar institutions for 
various reasons. This observation is borne out by these data. The items 
that were ranked the lowest (i.e., Items 3, 5, and 6) were also ranked the 
same between the two groups. The percentages for the teacher students 
(i.e., 13%, 11%, and 6%) were similar for these rankings.

When we look at percentages, we see that teacher educators’ and 
teacher students’ perceptions differed in a number of areas that were 
surprising. For example, a greater percentage of teacher educators 
thought that teacher students chose OLTE courses over f2f courses 
because of conflicts with work schedules (84%) and non-work 
commitments (57%), while only 42% and 25% of teacher students 
indicated they chose OLTE courses for these reasons. Forty-one 
percent (41%) of teacher educators believed that the teacher students 
were taking their courses because they had been recommended, while 
only 11% of teacher students indicated that was so. Another surprising 
difference was that 26% of the teacher educators thought that teacher 
students would choose the OLTE courses because they would be easier 
than f2f courses, but, in fact, only 13% chose this issue as a reason. It 
seems that teacher students did not choose OLTE courses because they 
were easier or cheaper.

Twenty-three percent (23%) of participants (N = 103) offered 
additional reasons for taking OLTE. We mention three reasons that 
were noted multiple times. Six (6) teacher student participants believed 
that the OLTE option would provide them with courses that would be 
of higher quality than the f2f option, stating that because of the use of 
technology the courses would be more up to date than the f2f courses 
and present current research. Other teacher students mentioned that 
they chose the online option because the professor was experienced and 
well recognized. Ten teacher students (10%) affirmed that the online 
option was the only one available and that if the f2f option had been 
available, they would have chosen it. Two (2) teacher educators said 
they loved computers and technology and wanted to learn more about 
online education; therefore, they chose to teach the online version of 
the course. 
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Teacher educators and teacher students show some similarities in 
their preferences for the different configurations of online courses, 
for example, an enhanced course and a totally online course with 
a synchronous component are ranked the same (i.e., “2” and “3”) 
across groups. However, there are also major differences between the 
preferences. The most striking difference is for a totally online course 
with no synchronous component, which was ranked “5” by teacher 
educators and “1” by teacher students. Blended/hybrid configurations 
are ranked “4” by teacher students and “1” by teacher educators. 

6.5.3 Reasons for Participants’ Preferences
In order to determine the reasons for participants’ preferences, we 

created a list of possible reasons that participants might prefer some 
course configurations. We asked participants to check all of the reasons 
that applied in determining their preferences. The list was not meant to 
be exhaustive, so we added an item category “other” so that participants 
could suggest other reasons that might not have been included on the 
list, which appears as follows: 

	 1. 	 More f2f interaction between students and instructors.

	 2. 	 More opportunities for peer interaction. 

	 3. 	 Flexibility in scheduling assignments. 

	 4. 	 More opportunities for students to work at their own pace. 

	 5. 	 More opportunities for using online technologies.

	 6. 	 Preference for using online technologies.

	 7. 	 Less overall work.

	 8. 	 Preference for working alone

	 9. 	 Ability to access course materials anywhere in the world. 

	 10. 	 More opportunities to solve problems and develop critical  
thinking skills. 

	 11. 	 More interesting. 

	 12. 	 Other reasons. Please specify. 

below from Teacher Student 29 offers additional information about the 
reasons for the growth in popularity of blended or hybrid courses: 

Both groups of participants indicated that they had the least 
experience with flipped courses and totally online courses with a 
synchronous component (meeting virtually in real-time). 

6.5.2 Perceptions of Delivery Configurations 
In addition to participants’ experiences with the different config-

urations of OLTE courses and programs, we also asked participants 
to tell us which configurations they preferred and the reasons for 
their preferences. The rank order of preferences based on percentage 
of responses for participants on each of the questionnaires appears in  
Table 12. Items ranked “1” are the highest ranked items.

Table 12: Participants’ Preferences for Configurations of OLTE

Configurations of OLTE
Rankings for 

Teacher 
Educators

Rankings 
for Teacher 

Students

Enhanced 2 2

Blended/hybrid 1 4

Flipped 4 5

Online with a 
synchronous component

3 3

Asynchronous online 5 1

I like the blended/hybrid courses because my feeling is that 
sometimes organic questions and discussions come up in a f2f class 
that wouldn’t necessarily come up in an online course,  
so it’s good to have at least some f2f contact. 

(Teacher Educator 29) 
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Other teacher students mentioned the advantages of the asynchronous 
online course in terms of promoting their own learning. 

Teacher educators and teacher students ranked Items 3, 4, and 9 
as their top three reasons for preferences for configurations of courses  
(see Table 12). What these three items seem to have in common is 
that they focus on flexibility—flexibility in terms of access to course  
materials, scheduling, and individualized learning. Item 6—a preference 
for using online technologies—was ranked fourth by teacher students, 
and Item 8—a preference for working alone—was ranked fifth. The 
fourth and fifth rankings for teacher educators were Items 1 and 2,  
and these items are related to opportunities for interaction, suggesting 
that the teacher educators in this study placed importance on providing 
teacher students with opportunities for interaction and on designing  
and delivering OLTE courses and programs with interactional 
components. Ranked seventh by teacher educators and eighth by 
teacher students was Item 10, which focuses on problem solving and  
the development of critical thinking skills. 

6.6 Synchronous vs. Asynchronous 
Online Learning 

The most commonly experienced OLTE course configuration 
for both teacher educators and teacher students is a totally online 
course with no synchronous component (see Table 11). In addition, 
we see in Table 12 that the totally online course with no synchronous 
component is the preferred choice for teacher students. The preference 
is likely predicated on the individual flexibility that is built into the 
asynchronous course design. Teacher educators prefer totally online 
courses with synchronous components instead of totally online courses 
with no synchronous component. The preference is likely predicated on 
the importance that teacher educators place on interaction, networking, 
and developing communities of practice.  

In Table 10, we see that the top ranked reason that teacher students 
chose OLTE is that “online courses offer more flexibility,” and an 
online course with no synchronous component offers teacher students 
more flexibility in terms of course design than an online course with a 
synchronous component.

The teacher educators 
in this study placed 

importance on providing 
teacher students 

with opportunities 
for interaction and 

on designing and 
delivering OLTE courses 

and programs with 
interactional  
components.

Part of the reason I took online courses was so that I could 
work at my own schedule. When we have synchronous 

components, it no longer fits part of my schedule.

(Teacher Student 5)

[An asynchronous online course] allows for greater flexibility  
of the students; they can adapt the course to their  
own competencies.
(Teacher Educator 11)

I like learning at my own pace. I work better and my grades  
are higher when I am not under pressure.

(Teacher Student 15) 
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Teacher students also enjoyed working with classmates in other 
contexts using asynchronous formats. 

Teacher students who had experience with online courses with 
synchronous components also commented on some of the reasons 
they had reservations about taking courses with synchronous features 
of online courses. 

Maybe I’ll get better at the real-time thing.  
After the real-time class, I usually download the recording and go 

through the posted slides on my own anyway. 

(Teacher Student 31)

Additionally, I find the listening to a lecture with group chat  
to be annoying and distracting.

(Teacher Student 30) 

Different time zones are painful to deal with in online courses, 
especially when we have to work together. I did a course once 

when the team leader was in Barcelona, and I was in Australia. It 
was a nightmare especially because my other team members were 

in Kazakhstan and London. Even with doodle we were doomed! 

(Teacher Student 24)

Matching schedules with classmates is always difficult. 
Especially when they are in other parts of the world. 

(Teacher Student 12) 

I love the forum discussion because it’s asynchronous.  
I can read the posts and contribute late at night when I’ve finally 
finished work and my kids are in bed. I really stress each  
week about making it to the real-time sessions. 

(Teacher Student 35)

I enjoyed the fact that my classmates were across the world in 
different time zones and in different teaching contexts.  

It wouldn’t have been possible for us to learn  
together with synchronous components.

(Teacher Student 10)

I can schedule time to work on my course that works for me,  
and I can manage my complicated life because 

I have to work fulltime to go to school. 

(Teacher Student 17)
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Teacher educators, on the other hand, prefer a course design 
in which the modules open on specific dates rather than all at the  
same time, thereby giving them some flexibility in terms of course 
preparation and design. Teacher students also prefer online courses that 
have specific deadlines and dates for submitting assignments and taking 
quizzes and exams. Several of the teacher students mentioned that 
without deadlines, they knew they would have a hard time completing 
assignments regularly throughout the course and would leave every-
thing until the last minute, thereby not doing their best work. 

6.6.1 Synchronous Applications
Of the five different types of OLTE course configurations, a totally 

online course with a synchronous component ranked fourth in terms 
of how often participants had taken this type of course. Even though 
OLTE courses with synchronous applications ranked lower than 
asynchronous courses, the fact that they offer opportunities for real-

We register for online courses to gain flexibility. If we don’t have 
access to all of the materials so that we can work at our own 
pace and when we want, the flexibility is lost. It’s frustrating.

(Teacher Student 39) 

I do enjoy the flexibility of wholly online courses. I would like 
to point out that “I have more opportunities to work at my own 

pace” only applies if students are allowed to look ahead to future 
modules. Many times online teachers only unlock content for 

one module at a time. I would much prefer if at least one module 
ahead were unlocked; isn’t this part of the benefit of an online 
class??—that you can get a little ahead in the class if you know 

your life is going to be busy? I would argue that teachers that 
unlock only one module at a time take away that benefit. 

(Teacher Student 29)

I like to be able to access future assignments so that 
 I can stay on top of my assignments instead of waiting for the 

exact date for them to open.

(Teacher Student 27)

In terms of course design for totally online courses, teacher students 
prefer having access to all course modules and materials at the outset so 
that they can work through them on their own and work ahead when 
they have time.

Even though the online course with a synchronous component was 
not the teacher educators’ top ranked configuration for OLTE, there 
were many positive comments in the data related to the synchronous 
component with explanations about how it was valued by the teacher 
educators and teacher students. Some participants admitted that 
familiarity with the software was an important factor in having a 
favorable predisposition toward having a synchronous component. 

I think it’s important for students to interact with one 
another; so even though it’s hard for some students, 
and I have had issues with the software, I am in favor 
of a synchronous component for online courses. 

(Teacher Student 60)

I really like the real time meeting with my students, and as I get 
used to the software, I like it even more. I am now comfortable with 

chatting/texting as a format for asking questions.  
It was weird at first, but now I like it.

(Teacher Educator 15)
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time, virtual interaction is highly valued by teacher educators. This 
finding is consistent with data presented in Table 9, indicating that 
teacher educators want an LMS to provide opportunities for interaction 
and group work. 

We also wanted to know what types of applications were being used 
to promote synchronous communication. We based the choices on a 
review of the literature and on our own experiences and conversations 
with other teacher educators involved in OLTE courses. Table 13 
presents data related to the frequency with which these applications 
are used. The types of synchronous applications that we investigated  
appear in the left-hand column. The rankings for teacher educators 
and teacher students based on the frequency of responses appear in the 
middle and right-hand columns. Items ranked “1” are the highest ranked 
items based on total percentage of responses. 

Table 13: Frequency of Use for Synchronous Applications 

Synchronous  
Applications

Rankings for  
Teacher Educators’ 

Responses

Rankings  
Teacher Students’ 

Responses

Adobe Connect 7 3

Elluminate 2 2

GoToMeeting 4 4

Other applications not listed 3 1

Skype 6 6

Text chats (within the LMS 
or on smartphones) 5 7

Video conferencing 
(within the LMS) 1 5

All of the primary synchronous applications that we identified were 
being used by at least some of the participants, indicating that OLTE 
courses and programs are using a wide range of applications to promote 
synchronous communication. Teacher educators and teacher students 
ranked Skype at Number 6, Elluminate at Number 2, and GoToMeeting 
at Number 4. This finding is not surprising because the total participant 
pool for teacher educators and teacher students is a subject pool 
of opportunity, meaning that we do not know the degree to which 
teachers and students from the same OLTE courses and programs are 
represented in this study. The choice of synchronous applications is 
generally not driven by the desires of either the teacher educators or the 
teacher students, but is an administrative choice at some level.

  What seems to be more interesting than the actual ranking of 
the primary synchronous applications to us as researchers is the fact 
the category “other” was ranked first by teacher students and third by 
teacher educators. What this fact tells us is that there are potentially 
many other lesser-known synchronous applications being used in 
OLTE courses and that the sum total of these applications for teacher 
students is greater in terms of the frequency of use than for any of the 
primary synchronous applications we identified. In the experiences of 
teacher educators, “other” ranked third, making the sum total of these 
synchronous applications more frequently used than the three lowest 
ranked applications.  

6.6.2 Features of Synchronous Applications
We also asked participants to tell us what features of synchronous 

applications they liked the most. The coded data fell into seven 
recognizable categories, which we refer to in the sample comments as 
“coding categories.” The coding categories are as follows: (1) reliability, 
(2) flexibility, (3) capability for audio and video, (4) clarity of sound, 
(5) transparency and ease of use, (6) screen sharing, and (7) a range of 
ways in which interaction can take place. Sample comments from both 
teacher educators and teachers students appear below with the coding 
category in parentheses (e.g., 2 and 7).
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6.6.2.1 Sample Comments from Teacher Educators

A wide range of ways that students and instructions  
can interact with the whole class, with designated groups,  
or in private conversations. 

(Teacher Educator 83)  (Coding Categories 7)

The tools must be transparent in use  
(i.e., easy to check microphone, log in, participate, etc.).

(Teacher Educator 8)  (Coding Category 5)

Ease of getting in and out of the virtual classroom.. 
Cleaner interface (most are very cluttered with multiple video 
windows, text boxes, boxes for posting content such as  PPTs).

(Teacher Educator 87)  (Coding Category 5)

Clear sound is essential with (1) voice and (2) video. 

(Teacher Educator 10)  (Coding Categories 3 and 4)

Ability to hold sessions for any length of time, record and 
derive mp4 and mp3 files and chat transcripts, control over 

setup and access to recordings, no barriers to joining or  
having access to recordings (open access).

(Teacher Educator 71)  (Coding Category 2)

There must be ease of use for students. They often complained that 
they couldn’t get Blackboard collaborate to work, the mic, etc. 

(Teacher Educator 14)  (Coding Categories 5 and 1)

To mimic the real classroom environment as much as possible  
(it would allow for f2 f interaction, group work, sharing ideas etc.). 

(Teacher Educator 43)  (Coding Category 7)

The ability for both instructors and students to 
share a screen and see documents. 

(Teacher Educator 19)  (Coding Category 6)

The ability to have breakout groups; ability to share  
[the role of] moderation. 

(Teacher Educator 7)  (Coding Categories 2 and 6)
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6.6.2.2 Sample Comments from Teacher Students

Reliability of the quality of video and audio integrity.

(Teacher Educator 27) (Coding Categories 1 and 3)

The possibilities of interacting with professors and peers “live,” 
and the possibility of students presenting their own work 

while getting immediate feedback from professors and peers. 

(Teacher Educator 38)  (Coding Categories 3, 6, and 7

It needs to be simple to use, reliable and allow for some basic 
functions like muting one’s microphone, using text as well 
as voice to communicate, and the ability to integrate visuals 
(beyond video of people in the tool).

(Teacher Student 267) (Coding Categories 1, 3, 4, and 7)

Reliability is the most important.  
It has to be able to cope with Internet lag and still be usable. 

(Teacher Educator 105)  (Coding Category 1)

Multimedia capabilities and being able to share  
photos and videos instantly. 

(Teacher Student 19)  (Coding Categories 3 and 6)

Ability to see only whoever is talking at the moment &/or 
the professor—not all of the students continuously. 

(Teacher Student 35)  (Coding Categories 3 and 6)

Web-based so there’s nothing to set up or download  
as long as your device meets the system requirements. 

(Teacher Student 27)  (Coding Category 5)

Ease of use and no technical glitches. I am sick of tools that 
usually freeze or have lag time, so I don’t use them.  

(Teacher Educator 205)  (Coding Categories 1 and 5)

Again, ease of use is key. After that it’s reliability. You can have 
a great tool but if users are frustrated, they won’t use it (or drop 

the class). And if it’s easy to use, it has to perform at 110%.

(Teacher Student 237)  (Coding Categories 5 and 1)

Ease of access. If the process of logging in is too laborious or 
complicated then it quickly becomes not worth it. It also needs 
to be reliable and able to keep up with the conversation.

(Teacher Educator 235)  (Coding Category 5)
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Teacher educators also mentioned that tensions exist between the 
flexibility that teacher students would like to have in terms of access to 
course materials and to the teacher educator. Students want to be able 
to access courses from their smart phones and teachers prefer to work 
within the LMS. While teacher educators certainly want flexibility 
for themselves and their teacher students, they also resist smartphone 
use in their OLTE courses. We believe that this resistance is in part 
related to teacher educators’ concerns about how much interaction they 
can manage and how frequently they can communicate with teacher 
students. We also recognize that teacher educators have beliefs about 
effective learning and its relationship to group work and interaction. 
There is research (for example, see Avalos, 2015) to support teacher 
educators’ views that smart phones are not suitable for class work, such 
as projects. 

6.6.3 Social Media in Totally Online Courses
Several teacher educators had tried to use social media as a means 

of promoting communities of practice and networking among their 
students, and a number of teacher students specifically mentioned their 
experiences in using Facebook and blogs. Overall, the 35 comments 
about social media (eight from teacher educators and 27 from teacher 
students) in the qualitative data, suggest that teacher students were 
excited about using social media, especially Facebook, in their online 
courses as a means of developing communities of practice, socializing, 
and networking. Teacher students did not mention the usefulness of 
Facebook (or other social media) as a means of discussing and clarifying 
concepts in the course. There were three comments about issues related 
to teaching and blogging.  

6.6.3.1 Sample Comments from Teacher 
Educators and Teacher Students 

The course Facebook page continued after the course ended  
for a bit, but there’s not as much activity.  

(Teacher Educator 44) 

If an hour goes by and they don’t hear from me, they send me 
another message again. I’ve explained to them the I am not 
online every minute, but changing the online communications 
culture seems impossible!

(Teacher Educator 45) (Coding Categories 2 and 7) 

I got to know some of the other teachers in the course quite well. 
We’ve become “regular” Facebook friends now.

(Teacher Sutdent 59)

Teaching online has been an adjustment for me.  
My students seem to think I’m supposed to be online ALL the 

time and expect immediate answers.

(Teacher Educator 73) (Coding Categories 2 and 5) 

Also, some students want to call me, but I don’t want to give out 
my mobile phone number or to have a green light that is always 
on for them like Skype. I’d like to use a tool in the online course, 
but students want to call in or text from their smart phones.

(Teacher Educator 23) (Coding Categories 2, 5, and 7)

I loved the fact that we had a Facebook page for  the course. 

(Teacher Student 45)

We were all excited to have a Facebook page for the course.
It has been very helpful. 

(Teacher Student 17) 
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6.7 Assessments

We were particularly interested in what types of assessments were 
being used and with what frequency and how the online environment 
was being used to promote the use of learning oriented assessment 
(LOA), which is also referred to as assessment for learning (rather than 
assessment of learning). LOAs encourage and promote learning through 
the process of assessment. 

We created a list of 12 different types of online assessments that are 
commonly used. These assessments appear in the left-hand column of 
Table 14. We asked both teacher educators and teacher students to tell 
us which types they had used. We used the frequency of the responses to 
create a rank ordered list with “1” representing the highest ranking. The 
list for teacher educators appears in the middle column and the list for 
teacher students appears in the right-hand column of Table 14. Types 
of assessments with the same scores were ranked the same. Because 
the list was not intended to be exhaustive, we also included a category 
called “other types of assessments” to capture assessments that may not 
have been included in our list. We were interested in the frequency of 
the occurrence of the “other” category. The most frequently marked 
assessment was ranked Number 1 and the least frequently marked 
Number 13. Because there was a tie in the ranking for the teacher 
educators’ data, we have followed the convention used in statistical 
reporting and given the value as a rank of 5.5. We use this convention 
because we have no way of knowing which identical score should be 
ranked 5 and which one should be ranked 6. Ranks 5 and 6 do not  
exist because they have been averaged (i.e., 5 + 6 ÷ 2 = 5.5).

Table 14: Frequency of Types of Online Assessments

Types of Online 
Assessments

Ranking for 
Teacher Educators 

by Frequency 
of Responses

Ranking for 
Teacher Students 

by Frequency 
of Responses

Exams (taken offline 
and uploaded online) 12 10

Graded discussions 3 3

Group projects 1 5

Multi-media projects 9 11

Online presentations 5.5 12

Other types of 
assessments 13 13

Peer assessments 8 8

Portfolios 7 9

Practice quizzes 4 4

Quizzes 2 1

Quizzes with multiple 
attempts 5.5 2

Timed exams  
(text entry online) 11 6

Untimed exams  
(text entry online) 10 7

We decided to start a blog (four of us) about our teaching,  
and we kept it up for several months.  
I think we had about 12 regular followers.

(Teacher Student 217)
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To capture the concept of learning oriented assessment, or 
assessment for learning, we asked participants to let us know which 
assessments they believed to be most helpful in promoting learning. 
Teacher educators and teacher students were in agreement that online 
quizzes that allowed for multiple attempts and provided immediate 
feedback, peer assessments, and intelligent practice quizzes (i.e., quizzes 
in which answers and explanations are provided for learners) were all 
useful in promoting learning. An interesting contrast can be seen in the 
responses to the assessment type “group projects.” Based on the total 
number of responses, group projects as an assessment type was ranked 
the highest by teacher educators and fifth by teacher students. That 
teacher educators would see group projects as helpful in promoting 
learning would be consistent with data for teacher educators in Table 9, 
thereby emphasizing their preferences for interaction and group work. 
The result would also be consistent with data for teacher students, 
emphasizing that teacher students’ responses did not show a desire for 
assessments that required interaction or facilitated group work.

The two questionnaires used in this study allowed us to collect a 
wealth of information about the OLTE participants, the courses being 
offered, and the applications being used to deliver the OLTE courses. 
In addition, we collected important data on participants’ beliefs and 
perceptions about OLTE courses and applications for the delivery 
of those courses. To frame our discussion we return to the research 
questions that motivated the study. 

7.1 Research Question 1: 
Who is participating in OLTE 

courses and programs?

The participants (N = 446) in this study are much like English 
language teaching professionals in general. They are both NS and NNS 
of English, and they are located in many different contexts around 
the world, including North America, South America, Asia, Europe, 
Australia, and the Middle East. The largest group of teacher students 
is made up of individuals in their 20s, while the largest group of teacher 
educators is made up of individuals who are aged 50 years or older. In 
our experience, this age difference between the two groups seems to 
be representative of the profession because English language teaching 
professionals often become teacher educators after a number of years in 
the classroom or after seeking additional formal education for advanced 
degrees (i.e., doctoral degrees); consequently, they are older.  

Given the average age of the participants who are teacher students, 
it is not surprising that the younger group of teacher students had 
higher levels of confidence relative to technology than did the teacher 
educators. As mentioned previously, most of the young teacher students 
are likely digital natives (Prensky, 2001), individuals who have been  
born or brought up during the age of digital technology and have been 
using computers and the internet from an early age. We find it interesting 
to note that the teacher educators’ confidence level in this study was 
inconsistent with their levels of experience. Ninety-one percent (91%) 
indicated they were very experienced and 79% indicated they had 
experience teaching multiple classes online. Consequently, we were 
surprised to find that their confidence level relative to technology was 

7. Discussion

The largest group of  
teacher students is made up  
of individuals in their 20s,  
while the largest group of  
teacher educators is made up  
of individuals who are  
aged 50 years or older.

Teacher students’ 
responses did not 
show a desire for 
assessments that 

required interaction  
or facilitated  
group work. 
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not higher. About two-thirds of the teacher educators stated that they 
were worried about technology issues on some level and only 11% were 
very confident. 

It is also important to note that in terms of teacher educators’ 
perceptions of their ability to provide technical support to the teacher 
students, they were much more critical of their skills and abilities than 
were the teacher students, who rated teacher educators’ abilities to 
provide technical support more positively. An important consideration 
for OLTE is how to raise teacher educators’ overall confidence levels 
relative to their ability to use the technologies and to provide technical 
support. This point is especially salient because teacher students often 
see the teacher educator as a technology expert, especially in courses 
and programs where there is no designated technical support staff. It 
is important to remember that the development of technical skills is 
not static. The qualitative data from teacher educators relative to skill 
development suggest that informal mentoring by peer teacher educators 
and other online teachers plays a huge role in the development of online 
teaching skills. 

It is also clear from the participant data in this study that the role for 
teacher educators relative to technology in OLTE courses is developing 
and changing as teacher educators in many courses often assume the roles 
of course instructor, course designer, and technology expert. Workload 
data for the participants in this study also indicate that perceptions 
of workload vary a great deal between teacher students and teacher 
educators, with teacher educators indicating that the workload is much 
heavier than it is in a f2f course. This finding is not surprising, given 
that teacher educators not only function as course instructors, but also 
course designers and technology experts. Designing an online course for 
the first time is a labor-intensive venture, even if a teacher educator has 
taught the course in a f2f format previously. 

The participants in this study who had chosen to participate in 
OLTE as either teacher educators or teacher students placed a high 
priority on flexibility and the importance of flexibility in mediating 
the educational choices they were pursuing. Teacher students stated 
that they were working in addition to taking courses and had chosen 
OLTE courses because the courses provided them with the flexibility 

they needed. The most frequently experienced course configuration 
for teacher students and teacher educators for OLTE was a totally 
online asynchronous course. Among the different OLTE course 
configurations an asynchronous online course offers teacher students 
the most flexibility. However, this configuration is also likely to be the 
one that could offer teacher students the least amount of interaction 
with other teacher students and with the teacher educator. In fact, 6% of 
the teacher students indicated that they had taken OLTE courses with 
“no instructor” present. They had simply worked though the materials 
on their own. 

It is also interesting to note that teacher students seem to recognize 
the limits of flexibility in terms of their own learning. In the most 
flexible asynchronous course, all modules/components would be 
available and students would work through them at their own pace, 
meaning that there would be one final deadline at the end of the course 
for all assignments. Teacher students recognized that although this type 
of asynchronous course design with only one final deadline provided the 
most flexibility, they preferred specific due dates for assignments and 
exams throughout the course—a feature of asynchronous learning that 
they found useful in managing their time. Additionally, they did not 
want any of the course materials locked until a specific date but wanted 
access to all course materials throughout the course. Teacher educators 
acknowledged that some materials should be sequenced and delivered 
in a step-by-step fashion, making it difficult to give students access to 
all materials.

7.2 Research Question 2:  
What courses are offered?

a.	 What types of programs are being offered?

b.	 How are OLTE courses and programs marketed?

c.	 Are OLTE courses accredited by either governmental or 
non-governmental agencies?

d.	 What are the different configurations for OLTE courses?

e.	 What are participants’ perceptions of OLTE courses?

Teacher educators  
and teacher students 
placed a high priority 

on flexibility and  
the importance of 

flexibility in mediating 
the educational choices 

they were pursuing.
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Over half of the courses in which participants in this study were 
involved were associated with certificates or certification in some way, 
and 40% of the teacher students were in courses in colleges or univers-
ities. Consequently, it is reasonable to conclude that this association has 
led to the use of academic time descriptors, such as quarter, semester, 
or term for marketing OLTE courses. About one quarter of the OLTE 
courses being offered were stand-alone courses and not associated with 
academic programs. As a result, hours and weeks are the most common 
and recognizable time descriptors used for OLTE courses and programs 
not associated with academic units.

Sixty-four percent (64%) of the teacher educators and 40% of the 
teacher students were involved in courses that were accredited with 
governmental or non-government agencies, such as WASC and CAEP. 
However, 27% of the teacher educators and 47% of the teacher students 
stated that they did not know if their courses were accredited or not. 
Given these data it seems reasonable to conclude the reasons other 
than whether a program was accredited or not prompted participants 
to take OLTE courses. Such reasons could include a desire to improve 
teaching skills or learning more about the ELT profession. We found  
it interesting that 40% of teacher educators believed that teacher 
students took OLTE courses because they wanted to teach English in 
another country and travel overseas; however, only 11% of the teacher 
students chose overseas travel as a reason. 

In this study, we identified five different course configurations 
for OLTE—blended/hybrid, enhanced, flipped, totally online with 
no synchronous component, and totally online with a synchronous 
component. The top ranked choice for teacher educators is the 
blended/hybrid course, which is a combination of f 2f classes and on- 
line components. Blended/hybrid courses allow teachers to experiment 
with online components while providing opportunities for f 2f 
instruction that is familiar and allows for interaction and group work, 
values that were ranked first and second as reasons for OLTE course 
preferences. In contrast, teacher students ranked the totally online 
course with no synchronous component as their first choice. This type 
of course configuration is the most flexible course design and would be 
consistent with the main reason teacher students gave (i.e., flexibility) 
for taking OLTE courses. 

The second most popular course configuration for both teacher 
students and teacher educators was the enhanced course. Our 
interpretation of this result is that an enhanced course is the most 
familiar and a reliable format for both teacher educators and teacher 
students; therefore familiarity and reliability may have been factors 
in determining participants’ preferences. Teacher educators ranked 
a totally online course with a synchronous component as their third 
choice for OLTE courses, a configuration for a course design that also 
includes interaction and opportunities to communicate with peers. 
Teacher students also chose the totally online course with a synchronous 
component as their third choice. The online course with a synchronous 
component is also a course design that allows for a considerable amount 
of flexibility. 

The most common OLTE course design is the totally online course 
with no synchronous component. It is the type of OLTE course with 
which teacher educators and teacher students have the most experience. 
It is also the preferred choice for teacher students. When we consider 
that teacher students are looking for flexibility in the courses they 
take, it is easy to understand their preference, as online courses with 
no synchronous component give teacher students the most flexibility. 
Teacher educators also indicated that they had the most experience 
with totally online courses with no synchronous component, yet they 
preferred course designs that allowed for networking, interaction, and 
the facilitation of group work, for example, blended/hybrid courses. 
Teacher educators ranked totally online courses with no synchronous 
component the lowest, even though they have more experience with 
this type of course, providing one more piece of information concerning 
the importance that teacher educators place on the importance of 
interaction and networking in language teacher development.  

Teacher educators 
preferred course 
designs that allowed for 
networking, interaction, 
and the facilitation of 
group work, for example, 
blended/hybrid courses.
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7.3 Research Question 3:  
What types of applications and 

technologies are used in the delivery 
of OLTE courses and programs? 

a.	 What LMSs are used?

b.	 What features of LMSs are perceived as most useful for the 
delivery of OLTE courses?

c.	 What online assessments are used?

d.	 What are participants’ perceptions of online assessments for 
promoting assessment for learning? 

The LMSs that are most frequently used in the delivery of OLTE 
courses and programs are Blackboard, Canvas, locally designed LMSs, 
Moodle, and WebCT; however, participants also identified other 
applications that were being used and that were preferred. Locally 
designed LMSs were the most flexible and were ranked first by teacher 
educators and second by teacher students, indicating that context 
is a factor in motivating the use of specific features of LMSs and that 
course designers use a broad range of features to meet learning needs. 
This notion is supported by the fact that all features of LMSs that were 
identified were selected as important for at least some of the participants. 

Teacher educators seemed to focus on features of the LMS that 
related to learning and success in an OLTE course—opportunities for 
interaction and group work, effective messaging and communication, 
and the ability to upload assignments and enter texts for assignments. 
Teacher students selected features of LMSs that allowed them to 
monitor their performance in class, such as tracking grades and progress, 
and performing successfully in courses, uploading files and assignments, 
and having access to an effective messaging and communication system. 
Both groups ranked flexibility as the fourth most important feature of 
an LMS. The selection of this feature is not surprising given that the 
main reason teacher students gave for taking OLTE courses is that 
they are considered more flexible than other types of course designs.  

The OLTE course with a flipped course design is ranked low (i.e., either 
“4” or “5”) by both groups of participants. 

Participants also identified other LMSs they used, as well as specific 
applications (see Table 13) that were used in addition to the LMS they 
might be using. The most important features of these applications were 
(1) reliability, (2) flexibility, (3) capability for audio and video, (4) 
clarity of sound, (5) transparency and ease of use, (6) screen sharing, and 
(7) a range of ways in which students can interact. Teacher educators 
and teacher students noted that they had been frustrated in using 
applications that were unreliable, especially in terms of clarity of the 
audio and video feed and screen sharing. In totally online courses with 
synchronous components, applications must be reliable or the entire 
online class will be ineffective. There is nothing so frustrating as to  
have the technology fail, particularly when students are joining the 
class from many different time zones and from many different contexts 
around the world. 

Differences between the two groups for preferences related to 
features of LMSs might be characterized in the following ways in 
terms of rankings. Teacher students placed the highest priority on 
“tracking course progress and grades,” thereby placing a high value 
on understanding how well they were performing in OLTE courses. 
They also ranked features highly that might affect their performances 
in the OLTE courses, such as “easy upload of files and text entry for 
assignments,” and an “effective messaging and communication system.” 
On the other hand, teacher educators placed a high priority on features 
of LMSs that promoted interaction and communication, such as 
“facilitation of group work” and “opportunities for interaction.” An 
“effective messaging and communication system” was also considered 
important relative to its role in creating opportunities for interaction 
and communication. These preferences seem to be consistent with 
sociocultural views of learning (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf & Thorne, 
2006) and the importance of developing communities of practice.  
In these views of learning, teacher development is seen as occurring 
during peer group interactions and within social contexts, including 
virtual ones. These data do not indicate that teacher students share these 
views, as flexibility is seen as a strong preference throughout the data. 
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It is not surprising that teacher students rank online courses with no 
synchronous component the highest. This ranking would be consistent 
with teacher students’ desire for OLTE courses to be flexible. Online 
courses with no synchronous component allow for the most flexibility. 
Additionally, it is not surprising that teacher educators would rank 
courses with no synchronous component as fifth, the lowest ranking. 
This ranking would be consistent with the importance teacher educators 
give to the role of interaction and group work in teacher development. 

Participants also used a wide range of assessments within the LMS 
(see Table 14). Assessment for learning, or learning oriented assessment, 
was the focus of most online assessments. Consequently, quizzes that 
could be taken multiple times with feedback and practice quizzes were 
perceived as most helpful in promoting learning. Online assessments, 
especially “intelligent” online assessments that offer feedback, make 
it possible for students to get more feedback on their work without 
creating more work for the instructor once the assessments online have 
been created. 

These data support the claim that OLTE is best seen as having its 
roots in DL, with its goal of providing quality education for those who 
are unable to attend a brick-and-mortar institution. OLTE provides 
affordances over previous forms of DL such as print, audio, or video.  

Although OLTE has increasingly become a part of the fabric of 
provisions of second language teacher education, these data show that 
institutions and teacher educators are not taking full advantage of all 
the affordances of the online technology. OLTE is still maturing and has 
not yet reached the normalization Bax (2011) discussed. In part, this 
situation is a result of the generation gap between teacher educators and 
teacher students and also the lack of flexibility of some LMSs.

The primary stakeholders in OLTE include:

■■ institutions providing OLTE,

■■ teacher educators teaching OLTE programs or courses,

■■ people wanting to take an OLTE program or course, and

■■ employers and others sponsoring teacher students to take 
an OLTE program or course.

Technology companies are another sort of stakeholder in OLTE 
contexts. Given the findings of this research project, software developers 
(such as the designers of LMSs) should be aware of what features online 
teacher educators and online teacher students find most valuable. But it 
will take the collaboration of the two groups in the industry – academia 
and technology companies – to meet the needs discussed in this report.

Each of these primary stakeholder groups needs to carefully examine 
their reasons for offering or taking online education and consider 
how they might best resolve the tensions between the capabilities 
and limitations of the technology and the needs and expertise of par- 
ticipants. These tensions cluster around four issues: flexibility, technical 
expertise, configurations of technology, and quality. After each 
implication are recommendations for OLTE providers to consider.

8. Implications
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8.1 Flexibility 

The data show that the any-time, any-place affordance of OLTE 
does not necessarily mean that participants want the rich CoPs the 
literature has claimed as being essential for online learning (see, for 
example, Liyanage, 2013). While teacher educators chose a variety of 
different ways to engage teacher students in participation, discussion, 
and group work, teacher students were more interested in the flexibility 
and autonomy afforded by learning online. The teacher students in 
this survey took a very pragmatic approach to their learning, wanting 
to use only those technologies that they perceived would advance their 
learning goals. 

A compounding factor for OLTE is that one role teacher educators 
assume is as a model of best practice and if that best practice for language 
teaching includes CoPs, how can they model that best practice without 
synchronous components and group project work?

Therefore, institutions and teacher educators embarking on OLTE 
need to balance the needs and wants of their teacher students with their 
own pedagogical beliefs and practices.

8.2 Technical Expertise 
Teaching online requires different roles for both teacher educators 

and teacher students. The data show that online teacher educators 
assume the roles of course instructor, course designer, and technology 
expert–a rather more complex situation than Corbel’s (2007) mediation 
role. Additionally, the data show a disparity between the technical 
expertise of the teacher educators and the teacher students, the latter 
being much younger and therefore likely to be digital natives (Prensky, 
2001). Their digital experience may make them more expert than 
their instructors, except with the specific LMS or other pedagogical 
applications the teacher educators choose. This disparity may also 
mean that teacher students are not adequately educated in how to use 
instructional technology, even after taking an OLTE course or program 
(see, for example, Chiero & Beare, 2010).

Therefore, institutions and teacher educators embarking on OLTE 
need to determine the extent to which the role of the teacher educator 
needs to include technology expertise or whether technical expertise 
will devolve entirely to technical support personnel. If it does formally 
include technology expert, institutions need to consider how to ensure 
the quality of this expertise and how to compensate teacher educators 
for this additional role.

8.3 Configuration of Technology 
The data show that the participants in this study had experience 

with and chose largely conservative technologies in terms of their 
affordances. Their experiences were mostly with the configuration of 
courses offered totally online with no synchronous component and 
with exams for assessment. Teacher educators, however, ranked hybrid/
blended first, and enhanced second. For totally online modes, they 
preferred teaching totally online with a synchronous component. Both 
groups valued quizzes that allowed for multiple attempts and provided 
immediate feedback, peer assessments, and practice quizzes that in- 
cluded answers and explanations. Both groups valued flexibility, 
transparency, messaging systems, and synchronous features within 
LMSs. They did have experience with social media for instructional 
purposes, in contrast to the teacher educators in Murray’s 2013 study, 
who used it only for recruitment and student consultations. These 
preferences reflect the teacher educators’ belief in student-student and 
student-instructor interaction as essential for learning, while teacher 
students enroll in OLTE for its flexibility in time and place.

Therefore, institutions and teacher educators embarking on OLTE 
need to examine new technological applications carefully before 
automatically adopting them because they are trendy or support their 
own beliefs about teaching and learning. As OLTE matures, these 
choices will become more transparent as further research is conducted 
and teacher educators share their experiences with one another. Given 
the mismatch between teacher educators and teacher students, it is 
vital for OLTE providers to provide clear information for prospective 
teacher students so they can make decisions about what programs 

While teacher educators 
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meet their needs and preferences. This information should include 
technologies used, pedagogical approaches, and assessments. Given the 
different expectations and preferences of the participants, it would help 
their decision-making if there were samples of the technologies and 
pedagogical approaches, perhaps through a PowerPoint presentation or 
a YouTube video.

8.4 Quality
Quality was not addressed directly very much in this study except 

through questions regarding accreditation. Yet, many of the participants 
in our study did not seem to be particularly interested in or aware of 
whether their institutions were accredited. Because administrators 
and others have questioned whether online education provides a high 
quality education equivalent to that in f 2f provision (Allen & Seaman, 
2013), it would seem prudent for institutions to become accredited and 
ensure their teacher educators and teacher students understand the link 
between quality and accreditation.

The tensions about flexibility, technical expertise, and configurations 
of technology that are discussed above inevitably lead to questioning 
how to define, measure, and ensure quality in OLTE. These variables 
affect the elements of quality that the OLC online scorecard covers: 
institutional support, technology support, course development/
instructional design, course structure, teaching and learning, social and 
student engagement, faculty support, student support, and evaluations 
and assessment (OLC, n.d.). 

We did, however, ask questions about participants’ preferences, 
which may be an indirect measure of quality related to the OLC’s 
quality measure of teacher and student engagement. Neither teacher 
educators nor teacher students believed OLTE was chosen because it 
was easier; they were chosen largely for their flexibility for those unable 
to attend on-campus courses or programs. Teacher educators ranked 
blended/hybrid modes as their first choice, while teacher students 
ranked totally online with no synchronous component as their first 
choice. The teacher educators’ choice may reflect their preferences for 
group work and developing CoPs, while the teacher students’ choice 
seems to reflect their need for flexibility (discussed above). A further 

indirect measure of quality was the experience and qualifications of the 
OLTE teacher educators. Teacher educators were experienced teacher 
educators and considered themselves qualified to teach OLTE because 
they had taught and/or designed OLTE, and/or had formal technical 
training. Teacher students reported that their teacher educators were 
experienced and qualified. Most were instructors; only a few were tutors 
or teaching assistants; and only a few teacher students worked through 
the program materials on their own. Teacher students provide evidence 
of these indirect indicators of quality in the qualitative data.

OLC includes institutional support as a measure of quality. Although 
we did not directly ask questions about institutional support, an issue 
that arose was the perception of workload. Almost half of the teacher 
educators perceived OLTE workload as being much heavier than that in 
f 2f teaching. This finding has implications for administrators in terms 
of adequate compensation for workloads.

An additional measure of quality, or at least the perception of quality, 
is the impact of OLTE on the hiring of graduates of such programs or 
courses. Our study did not specifically target administrators and others 
who are responsible for hiring trained TESOL teachers. However, 
research on attitudes towards online education by administrators (who 
are often responsible for hiring decisions) indicates that they have serious 
doubts as to the efficacy of online education (Huss, 2007; Allen & 
Seaman, 2011). By implication, a considerable proportion of those hiring 
OLTE graduates probably have similar views. Although we recognize 
this possibility as an important impact on OLTE, our data cannot 
provide definitive answers. Any conclusions are further complicated 
by the finding from a large-scale study that employment supervisors 
and graduates from K-8 teacher education programs considered online 
program completers as well or adequately prepared and better prepared 
than their on-campus peers (Chiero & Beare, 2010).

Therefore, institutions and teacher educators who embark on 
OLTE need to judge their decisions against OLC’s scorecard, so that 
OLTE can meet its full potential of providing quality education for 
those who choose not to attend brick-and-mortar institutions and for 
those who teach in OLTE. Professional associations in TESOL should 
consider advocating for quality accreditation principles for OLTE,  
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Further research is needed to fill the gap  
in our understanding of the impact of OLTE  
on hiring practices of graduates and the  
perceptions of how well prepared OLTE graduates  
are for their language teaching work.  
Additional study of compensation for  
OLTE teacher educators is also needed.

as a complement to the TESOL International Association’s technol-
ogy standards (Healey et al., 2011). Potential teacher students need 
to carefully examine not only the availability of OLTE, but also the 
exact configurations used in the program or course, the qualifications 
and expertise of the teacher educators, the administrative and technical 
support provided, and the underlying curriculum design. 

Further research is needed to fill the gap in our understanding of the 
impact of OLTE on hiring practices of graduates and the perceptions 
of how well prepared OLTE graduates are for their language teaching 
work. Additional study of compensation for OLTE teacher educators 
is also needed.
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Appendix A:  
Teacher Educator Questionnaire

Teacher Educator
Questionnaire

This appendix contains cropped images 
from each page of the questionnaire.

  
To see the questionnaire in its entirety,  

please  click the link to the right.

https://educationutah.co1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_bgevuUKwnpkr1KB
https://educationutah.co1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_bgevuUKwnpkr1KB
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Appendix B: 
Teacher Student Questionnaire

Teacher Student
Questionnaire

This appendix contains cropped images 
from each page of the questionnaire.

  
To see the questionnaire in its entirety,  

please  click the link to the right.

https://educationutah.co1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_eyU9UJmKOY4SB93
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