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Abstract
Post-secondary institutions around the world use various methods to evaluate the teaching
performance of faculty members. Effective evaluations identify areas of instructional strength,
provide faculty with opportunities for growth, and allow for reflective inquiry. While there is an
extensive body of research related to the evaluation of faculty in traditional settings, there have
been few studies examining online faculty members’ perceptions of evaluation processes. The
present study involved dissemination of an e-survey to online full-time faculty at a large
university in the Southwest United States, as well as qualitative content analysis of survey data.
Findings suggest that online full-time faculty expressed interest in improvement as instructors,
distinct from modality, and preferred descriptive, qualitative, and holistic feedback rather than
quantitative or punitive feedback. Further, participants articulated a desire to be evaluated by
those with content-specific knowledge rather than teaching expertise in the online environment.
This study has implications for online distance administrators and those stakeholders involved in
online faculty evaluation. Additional research is needed to continue to establish a baseline for
how online faculty members conceptualize ideal evaluation processes.
Keywords: online learning, evaluation, online faculty, faculty evaluation, content analysis, fulltime faculty

Online Full-Time Faculty’s Perceptions of Ideal Evaluation Processes
Post-secondary institutions around the world use various methods to evaluate the teaching
performance of faculty members. Effective evaluations identify areas of instructional strength,
provide faculty with opportunities for growth, and allow for reflective inquiry. MacMillan,
Mitchell, and Manarin (2010) contended that extensive evaluation mechanisms not only improve
day-to-day teaching practices for individual instructors, they are also the first step to informed
teaching and scholarship. Further, effective evaluations of faculty include systematic assessment
and reflective critique by several stakeholders, including peer, self, administrators, and specialists
(Wellein, Ragucci & Lapointe, 2009).
While there is an extensive body of research related to the evaluation of faculty in traditional
settings, there have been fewer studies examining online faculty members’ self-reported
perceptions of evaluation processes (Berk, 2013). Indeed, 86.6% of colleges and universities now
offer online courses (Allen & Seaman, 2013); however, the instruments used to evaluate online
teaching, most of which have been extrapolated from traditional settings, have been questioned
by scholars (Berk, 2013; Hathorn & Hathorn, 2010; Rothman et al., 2011). Despite a broad
acceptance that effective evaluation tools are needed, research to date has suggested that faculty
evaluation systems have been largely insufficient (Arreola, 1979, 1986, 1995, 2000a, 2000b;
Arreola et al., 2001; Berk, 2013). This is most evident in online programs where evaluation tools
are often drawn from traditional programs, despite the arguably unique skills required teaching
online (Berk, 2013; Hathorn & Hathorn, 2010; Rothman et al., 2011).
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Research is needed to develop a baseline for what online full-time faculty members conceptualize
as an ideal process for their evaluations. Baran, Correia, and Thompson (2011) contended that
institutions of higher education should consider “teachers as adult learners who continuously
transform their meaning of structures related to online teaching through a continuous process of
critical reflection and action” (p.421). If faculty can and should be active participants in how they
are evaluated, then research is needed to reveal how they idealize, conceptualize, and envision the
processes most helpful to their work as online instructors. Online education continues to grow:
6.7 million students in the United States alone are enrolled in at least one online course (Allen &
Seaman, 2013). As such, a deeper, more thorough understanding not only of faculty evaluation,
but more specifically, of online faculty evaluation is necessary, particularly with online full-time
faculty, a growing phenomenon in higher education.
This paper outlines a qualitative study of one university’s online full-time faculty. Through
collection and analysis of survey data, findings are offered, which illuminate how online full-time
faculty conceptualize the ways in which teaching performance should be evaluated. The
theoretical grounding and related literature, setting, participants, methods, findings, analysis, and
discussion follow. The goal of this study was to address a needed area of research on online fulltime faculty’s perceptions of evaluation by offering a window into the practices associated with
evaluating faculty in the online modality.

Theoretical Grounding
This study was rooted in Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger’s (1998, 2000) theory of
communities of practice. Communities of practice have three characteristics in common: domain,
community, and practice. More specifically, communities of practice are formed by individuals
who engage in a process of collective learning in a shared domain. These communities are not
bound by place or time and can cross modality, setting, and locus. Online full-time faculty
members who teach primarily for a single university or college, for instance, who share the goal
and practice of teaching in a post-secondary setting and e-modality, can constitute a community
of practice. This is particularly true of online full-time faculty within an open and collaborative
environment, such as the participants and setting included in this study.
Within the theory of communities of practice, the competence and experience of individuals help
to generate learning and innovation (Wenger, 2000). Universities and colleges benefit from the
social learning that can emerge from communities of practice (Smith, 2003, 2009). These
communities simultaneously enhance learning of a group while also enabling individuals to take
collective responsibility for managing knowledge needed to succeed. As such, there is a direct link
between learning and performance (Wenger, 2012). If faculty members learn and grow together
as practitioners, the assumption within this theory is that their performance in the online
classroom will improve. In essence, the theory of communities of practice suggests that faculty
members can actively share tips, best practices, engage with colleagues, and ultimately leverage
knowledge with one another’s assistance (Lave & Wenger, 1991).
There is a need to assess the effectiveness of such communities. Because of this need, evaluation
tools can be developed and utilized within communities of practice. Evaluations can be an
integral element of the community-making process if designed and disseminated to enhance
classroom instruction and improve collective knowledge. Stakeholders, including faculty and their
supervisors, can collect evaluation information to support decision-making processes and
enhance creative production (Wenger, Trayner & de Laat, 2011). Communities can reflect on
their work and use results to understand the value of their activities and interactions (Wenger
et al., 2012). In their essence, evaluations for online full-time faculty should attempt to assess
teacher effectiveness. If evaluations are used for this purpose, they can assist in enhancing the
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domain, community, and practice of a group of faculty. Furthermore, the survival and success of
a community of practice, like that of online full-time faculty, can be directly related to the
knowing and learning that occurs within these social systems (Wenger, 2012).

Review of Relevant Literature
Faculty Evaluations
Faculty evaluations are discussed frequently in higher education and possess several purposes.
Evaluations of faculty are generally intended to improve and assess the teaching and learning that
occurs in classrooms. A range of methodologies for evaluating faculty are considered acceptable
and encouraged, including administrative, self, and peer evaluations (Braskamp, Brandenburg, &
Ory, 1984; Braskamp, 2000; Wellein et al., 2009). Recent trends in faculty evaluation have moved
away from a single or solitary measure of teaching effectiveness towards holistic approaches to
faculty evaluation. This approach includes activities within and beyond the classroom, including
involvement in learning communities, personal character, collaboration, reflection,
professionalism, and growth potential (Braskamp, 2000; Glassick, Huber, & Maeroff, 1997; Light
& Cox, 2001; Mandernach et al., 2005; Ramsden, 2003; Schön, 1983; Tagg, 2003). Shifts have also
occurred in departments where teaching is no longer seen solely as the individual teacher’s
classroom-based exchange with students; it also includes a scholarly approach to teaching that
goes beyond the traditional view of research and publication and extends to cross-disciplinary
collaborations, professional development, reflective practice, instructional growth, even
community work (Boyer, 1990, 1996; Glassick et al., 1997). As such, universities and colleges are
encouraged to develop comprehensive evaluation systems that allow for reflection and critical
inquiry, not just measurement, reward, and reprimand (Berk, 2006, 2014; Boyer, 1990, 1996;
Glassick et al., 1997).

Online Faculty Evaluations
There are a growing number of papers outlining best practices, competencies, and principles
associated with online learning (see Arreola, 2000a; Burke, 2005; Levy, 2003; Roblyer & Ekhaml,
2000; Sunal et al., 2003; Tobin, 2004); however, there have been few studies examining the
evaluation of online faculty (see Hixon et al., 2011; Mandernach et al., 2005; Rockwell, Furgason
& Marx, 2000) and even fewer studies exploring online faculty members’ perceptions of
evaluation processes (see Schulte, 2014; Mandernach et al., 2005). Due to the rapid growth of
online education, existing evaluation scales, specifically those used in traditional settings, have
been questioned (Berk, 2013; Hathorn & Hathorn, 2010; Rothman et al., 2011). The root of the
concern with using evaluation tools designed for traditional settings has largely revolved around
the relevance, accuracy, and effectiveness of existing evaluation scales (Berk, 2013; Harrington &
Reasons, 2005; Loveland, 2007). Studies on the evaluation of faculty suggest that there are key
differences within the online environment that may affect measurement tools and processes
(Berk, 2013; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006). Berk (2013) captured concerns about evaluations of
online faculty by arguing for comprehensive assessments of online faculty that are specific to the
electronic classroom space. Further research into online faculty’s perceptions of current and ideal
evaluation processes is needed to provide insight into how to best structure assessment
processes.

Context
The university where the study took place had a relatively atypical online faculty model. One
hundred sixty-nine of its faculty served as online full-time faculty members. Location, work
requirements, and faculty supervision differentiate this model. The model included
undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral faculty members teaching online courses in a program with
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rolling enrolment. Instructors facilitated approximately four courses at a time. While their courses
were delivered electronically, faculty members held office hours eight hours a day Monday
through Friday in an office building with other online full-time faculty members, as well as
students’ counsellors and support staff. During office hours, faculty viewed documents, assessed
student work, noted phone calls, and engaged with students in the learning management system.
They were expected to communicate with traditional faculty, deans, curriculum developers, and
student counsellors. Instructors were encouraged to participate in professional development
opportunities both online and face-to-face, as well as scholarly activities, including research and
publication. Faculty members reported to a supervisor and director who conducted informal
weekly and quarterly reviews, as well as a formal annual review.
When this study occurred in 2014, the department relied on direct supervisor evaluation of
faculty with an analysis of at least one course per content area per quarter. Depending on the
supervisor, this quarterly review also frequently referenced numeric and descriptive data from
students’ end of course survey data. The quarterly review process under examination in this study
was a convention used by supervisors to formatively assess teacher performance. The document
included 25 criteria related to the areas of participation, engagement, and facilitation; grading and
feedback, classroom management; and personal development and relationships. During the
review of courses each quarter, supervisors rated faculty members as “met,” “partially met,” or
“did not meet” for all 25 criteria. The supervisor was expected to offer documentation to
supplement the ranking. Finally, the quarterly review included an overall ranking at the
conclusion of the document where the online full-time faculty member ranked as “exceptional,”
“good,” or “needs improvement.”
The research team established a single goal: to collect feedback from online full-time faculty
members regarding how they were evaluated and to use this data to improve the university’s
online full-time faculty quarterly evaluation processes. The two-part research question,
specifically related to the data collected and analyzed in this paper, considered, “If faculty
members could envision the ideal process to evaluate their teaching, what might that process look
like? How frequently would faculty members be evaluated?”

Participants
In the first quarter of 2014, all 169 online full-time faculty members at a large university in the
Southwest United States were invited via email to participate in a survey. One hundred and
eighteen of the 169 faculty participated in the survey. This is a response rate of 69.8%. The
response rate may have been influenced by the small-scale pilot study administered prior to the
larger survey sent to all faculty.
Of the 118 faculty who responded to the survey, 41.53% had been teaching at the university level
for 2-5 years, 44.07% had been an online full-time faculty member at this university for 2-5 years
(zero had been in this position at the university for more than five years because the position was
not created until 2010). The study participants included faculty from the education, arts and
sciences, theology, business, and doctoral colleges teaching undergraduate, masters, and doctoral
level courses. The researchers opted not to collect further demographic information on
categories like racial and ethnic identity, gender, age, or religion because of their close knowledge
of the participants, ultimately ensuring anonymity and reducing potential for researcher bias.
The research team included six stakeholders directly invested in the development of the
university’s online full-time faculty department and the impact of teaching on student learning in
the online environment. The six researchers included directors, supervisors, and faculty. Three of
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the researchers were part of the administrative team who directly evaluates faculty each quarter.
To exercise transparency, researchers expressly shared with faculty members the following:
1. the process was for research purposes and improvement initiatives for the online full-time
faculty department,
2. the survey was anonymous,
3. the research team included those who are directly involved in faculty quarterly evaluation,
and
4. researchers would not be able to establish the identities of those involved.

Methods
Researchers disseminated a small-scale pilot survey via email to a random stratified group of 44
online full-time faculty members from each college at the university. Random.org assisted in the
selection of this random stratified group. Survey Monkey, a web-based survey service, was used
to administer the survey instrument. The survey was primarily qualitative in nature, asking openended questions. The pilot survey distributed prior to the large-scale study helped identify
concerns with the survey instrument. Results from the small-scale pilot survey study forced the
researchers to clarify phrasing on one of the questions and included the current quarterly
evaluation document supervisors use to evaluate faculty for reference.
The revised follow-up survey was sent via email to all 169 online full-time faculty members.
Again, Survey Monkey was used. Faculty members were informed by researchers that their
participation was voluntary, anonymous, and future evaluations or job statuses would not be
influenced by their responses on the survey. Further, faculty members were not required to
answer every question on the survey. Participants completed the survey in approximately 20
minutes and had two weeks to complete the survey until the link was closed.
The survey asked 11 descriptive questions regarding online teaching and the evaluation processes
of online instructors. The instrument was divided into three sections, including: (1) perceptions
of the roles of online faculty, (2) perceptions of teaching evaluations, and (3) perceptions of
current evaluation processes for online full-time faculty. The second section was the focus of
analysis in this paper and included an item related to the ideal or most beneficial types of
evaluation and their frequency.
Data was analyzed qualitatively and objectively through the content analysis method (Berelson,
1952; Carney, 1972; Holsti, 1968, 1969; Krippendorff & Bock, 2008) to gain insight into the
current evaluation processes for online full-time faculty. The analysis process was selected
because it is systematic, orderly, and purposeful (Berelson, 1952; Holsti, 1968, 1969). Content
analysis allows for objective coding of descriptive survey data.
The team reviewed 11 descriptive survey responses from 118 full-time online faculty members,
highlighting and annotating each unit of analysis relevant to the research question. Units of
analysis included descriptive words, phrases, and sentences. After the initial analysis, similar units
were combined. These units were then collapsed systematically and repeatedly into other larger
categories based on similar content or redundancies. Next, key words or phrases from the units
were extracted, resulting in a set of codes or categories for each descriptive question. The process
continued until all relevant units were grouped or re-grouped with similar units and labelled with
a code (Krippendorff & Bock, 2008). The team then identified robust themes, or most prominent
codes, by counting frequency of instances (Krippendorff & Bock, 2008).
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Researchers analyzed survey responses independently to develop codes with as little bias as
possible, focusing on the words, phrases, and sentences written by participants. Researchers
shared their codes with each other through a five-hour coding session designed to ensure
reliability (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Neuendorf, 2002). The workshop afforded researchers the
opportunity to identify points of conflict or communion in the coding process, to move codes
into new categories, to alter the language of categories if needed, and to agree upon robust codes.
One instance of conflict occurred when a researcher identified a code in her private coding
session; however, after the coding session, it was determined that the label was not specific
enough for what the other researchers had discovered. As a result, the group developed a new
label to more accurately describe the phenomenon. A series of robust or prominent codes
materialized from the coding session. Codes were labelled robust based on number of
occurrences in survey data. Codes with more than five units were included in the findings and
analysis below. Participants were not required to respond to every survey question.

Findings
The robust code for one survey question is explicated in the findings section below. The question
stated, “If you could envision the ideal process to evaluate your teaching, what might that process
look like? How frequently would you be evaluated?” This paper focuses on one survey question
because the responses illuminate the preferences, conceptualizations, and idealizations of online
full-time faculty, which is needed to establish a baseline for this model of online education and
for evaluation processes used therein.
Findings show that the most robust code was evaluations should focus on growth or improvement of the
instructor and students. There were 33 units in this code. When describing the ideal process, faculty
expressed comments such as, “I have a desire for growth,” “less task-y or checklist-y,” “more
qualitative and personal,” “given specifics on how to improve,” “evaluate of use of higher order
thinking,” “focus on growth of employee,” “promote ongoing growth,” “show areas of growth,”
“qualitative rather than quantitative,” and “challenge critical thinking and deeper thinking.”
Findings show that the second most robust code was administrators should select evaluators that can
effectively evaluate courses. There were 14 units in this code. When describing the ideal process,
faculty expressed comments such as, “Supervisors may not have the training or experience in my
specific field to provide adequate assessment,” “evaluated by a subject matter expert,” “faculty to
meet with one another to share best practices,” “evaluators who know the content to evaluate a
class,” “evaluators should know the content to peruse a class,” and “someone who is capable of
instructing my content should evaluate me.”
Findings show that the third most robust code was to differentiate evaluation delivery and timeline.
There were five units in this code. When describing the ideal process, faculty expressed
comments such as, “Individualized, one on one, face to face,” “according to course content and
student load (not uniform),” evaluated individually rather than a blanket style for everyone,” and
“both formal and informal evaluations.”
Sixty-three noted frequency in their response. 26 or 41% preferred bi-annual evaluations to
quarterly evaluations. Twenty or 32% preferred annual supervisor evaluations to quarterly
evaluation. Seventeen or 27% preferred the current quarterly supervisor evaluation model.
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Analysis
To foreground the analysis of this question, the term “ideal” was not defined in the survey. The
researchers made this rhetorical move intentionally. The goal was to have faculty express their
sentiments regarding what constitutes ideal on their own accord without inviting in researchers’
preconceived notions of this concept. It is evident through the participants’ open communication
on the survey, as well as the comparisons made between the ideal process and the current
process, that they were able to conceptualize and verbalize their own versions of “ideal.”
The most significant finding from this survey question suggests that online full-time faculty
believed qualitative, personal feedback focused on improvement, not focused on a “checklist,”
was ideal. Those who envisioned a new system expressed their “ideal” process in contrast to the
system currently in place to evaluate their teaching and articulated a desire for qualitative, holistic,
and inquiry-based feedback. The online full-time faculty who participated in this survey did not
distinguish between online and traditional instructors. For instance, participants noted a desire to
be evaluated on “critical thinking,” “higher order thinking,” and “areas of growth,” which are
qualities not related to modality. In fact, no faculty argued for an evaluation that included onlinespecific characteristics like strong forum facilitation techniques, integration of technology,
classroom organization, or visibility in the classroom. This suggests that online full-time faculty at
this university, as a community of practice, were interested in growing their general knowledge of
teaching practices, but either did not know enough about techniques unique to teaching online,
did not want to be evaluated on these techniques, or did not consider these techniques important
or distinct from techniques like engaging students in critical inquiry.
Faculty members noted their interest in being reviewed by a peer or supervisor with subject
matter expertise and the ability to share best practices within a particular content. Faculty
represented five different colleges at the university and wanted to be evaluated by those who not
only belonged to their college but to their specific content. Compellingly, faculty did not
emphasize that the person should be experienced in online education. Rather, they were more
concerned that the supervisor had subject matter expertise, knowledge in the specific content
area, and an understanding of the needs of that content and its curriculum. Faculty’s comments
suggest less emphasis on being evaluated by someone with expertise in e-learning and more focus
on expertise in a given subject. Specifically, faculty expressed a preference for being reviewed by a
peer with subject matter knowledge rather than a supervisor without content knowledge.
Furthermore, the part of the survey question regarding the frequency with which evaluations
should occur was included based upon prior feedback and concern from study participants in
informal conversations with supervisors. In responses, faculty emphasized that the current
quarterly system of evaluation was not ideal. Biannual and annual evaluations were preferred
while quarterly evaluations, the current model, were considered too frequent. The “ideal” amount
of evaluations was tied into the faculty’s emphasis on improvement. Rather than an evaluation
that measures what a faculty member did or did not do in the classroom, respondents argued for
a coaching/mentoring form of evaluation that allowed time for growth and improvement.

Discussion
Prior to the survey, the researchers’ perceptions were that online full-time faculty at this
university were part of a distinct community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998,
2000) and, therefore, as online instructors would envision the ideal process as one that would
cultivate their efforts as instructors in an e-environment. Previous research has advanced the
notion that online learning and evaluations of online faculty are unique and therefore require a
unique characteristics and qualities (Berk, 2013; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006), one that the
researchers presumed would be recognized and desired in evaluations by online full-time faculty.
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The researchers hypothesized that online full-time faculty, many of whom came from traditional
settings, would want to improve as instructors in the online environment and, thus, would want
to be evaluated on these criteria.
Data from the present study, however, suggests otherwise. Key to the current investigation,
online full-time faculty in this study were interested in improving generally as instructors and
wanted to be evaluated by those with content knowledge. The motivation, investment, and
commitment of online full-time faculty, particularly those close in proximity, was different from
that of other faculty populations (Mueller, Mandernach & Sanderson, 2013). This does not mean
that they conceived of their roles or evaluation as online instructors as unimportant. This does
mean, however, that this population preferred evaluations focused on content and teaching
practices. Scholarly communities present in time and space might build a network focused on
collective growth (Mueller et al., 2013). This community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991;
Wenger, 1998, 2000) argued for evaluations that were descriptive, qualitative, holistic, and
supportive rather than driven by quantitative or punitive measures. The modality in this case was
not insignificant to these faculty members, just not as significant as being evaluated on “ongoing
growth.” Online full-time faculty in this study did not appear to conflate e-modality with
pedagogy, establishing that the mode of what was taught and how it was taught were unique
(Moore & Kearsley, 2012). Furthermore, faculty believed that holistic reviews with an emphasis
on content knowledge outweighed other factors.
These findings offer implications for online distance learning administrators, supervisors, and
other associated stakeholders in similar environments who are attempting to establish criteria and
processes for evaluating online faculty. Based on the findings from this study, stakeholders may
consider qualitative, holistic feedback provided by subject matter experts, specifically peers,
rather than supervisor evaluations emphasizing explicitly quantifiable measures. These findings
can also be used by online distance learning administrators, supervisors, and stakeholders when
creating evaluations. This study suggests that online faculty members are primarily interested in
quality growth and improvement related to content and pedagogy and less interested in quantity
(e.g. number of forum posts or number of messages sent to students). As such, evaluations
should be devised to include specific areas of opportunity in faculty members’ content
instruction, as well as areas of success that can be replicated and refined. Per this study, these
criteria should be preferred to evaluations focused primarily on job expectations that can be
quantified. Further, this study implies that faculty input is needed when evaluations are
developed. Rather than assuming what priorities matter to faculty, their input, along with the
input of other stakeholders, can ensure that the evaluation aligns with the environment and
establishes buy-in with all stakeholders.
While this study provides qualitative insight into what online full-time faculty members
conceptualize as an ideal process for their evaluation, additional research is needed. A
quantitative study could explore which specific criteria in an evaluation are most important to
online full-time faculty. This would help expand or counter the argument made in the present
study that general pedagogies and content knowledge were considered idealized online teaching
techniques. Notably, although participants in this study preferred content-focused evaluations,
this does mean that they did not want at least some of their online practices evaluated. It is clear
from personal encounters with study participants and larger survey data that they have
expectations of their teaching and professional growth in online teaching and learning.
Participants’ responses and focus on content may be related to the setting and experiences of
online full-time faculty in this study. Additional exploration of online full-time faculty perceptions
regarding faculty evaluations may assist in uncovering a deeper and more thorough understanding
of evaluations specific to skills and pedagogies used in online teaching and learning. Continued
examination of the population explored within this study over time may lead to an evolution of
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perception and shift in focus. As online education continues to grow and new faculty models
continue to develop (Allen & Seaman, 2013), research is needed to explore ideal evaluation
processes, as well as perceptions of current evaluation practices.
There continues to be opportunities for growth and greater understanding in how faculty are
evaluated at universities and colleges (Arreola, 1979, 1986, 1995, 2000a, 2000b; Arreola, Aleamoni
& Theall, 2001; Berk, 2013; Hathorn & Hathorn, 2010; Rothman et al., 2011) and the body of
literature could benefit from a more in depth analysis of online full-time faculty as a community
of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998, 2000). In addition, further examination is
needed to develop a clearer understanding of online faculty perceptions of online pedagogy and
how these skills should be assessed and evaluated. Nevertheless, this study is one small but
important step to understanding new teaching environments for online faculty. This study
illuminates the importance of instructional growth and content for online full-time faculty, as well
as their preferences on how online faculty should be evaluated. Further, the study emphasizes the
need to collect data from faculty and involve faculty in their evaluation processes. The more the
field understands the needs and visions of online faculty, the more likely it will be that evaluations
can be developed to improve the quality of online learning.
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