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SERIES EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

INNOVATIONS IN HIGHER EDUCATION TEACHING  
AND LEARNING

The purpose of this series is to publish current research and scholarship on inno-
vative teaching and learning practices in higher education. The series is developed 
around the premise that teaching and learning is more effective when instructors 
and students are actively and meaningfully engaged in the teaching–learning process.

The main objectives of this series are to:

1.	 present how innovative teaching and learning practices are being used in high-
er education institutions around the world across a wide variety of disciplines 
and countries,

2.	 present the latest models, theories, concepts, paradigms, and frameworks that 
educators should consider when adopting, implementing, assessing, and eval-
uating innovative teaching and learning practices, and

3.	 consider the implications of theory and practice on policy, strategy, and 
leadership.

This series will appeal to anyone in higher education who is involved in the 
teaching and learning process from any discipline, institutional type, or national-
ity. The volumes in this series will focus on a variety of authentic case studies and 
other empirical research that illustrates how educators from around the world 
are using innovative approaches to create more effective and meaningful learning 
environments.

Innovation teaching and learning is any approach, strategy, method, practice, 
or means that has been shown to improve, enhance, or transform the teaching–
learning environment. Innovation involves doing things differently or in a novel 
way in order to improve outcomes. In short, Innovation is positive change. With 
respect to teaching and learning, innovation is the implementation of new or 
improved educational practices that result in improved educational and learning 
outcomes. This innovation can be any positive change related to teaching, cur-
riculum, assessment, technology, or other tools, programs, policies, or processes 
that leads to improved educational and learning outcomes. Innovation can occur 
in institutional development, program development, professional development, 
or learning development.

The volumes in this series will not only highlight the benefits and theoreti-
cal frameworks of such innovations through authentic case studies and other 
empirical research but also look at the challenges and contexts associated with 
implementing and assessing innovative teaching and learning practices. The 
volumes represent all disciplines from a wide range of national, cultural, and 
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organizational contexts. The volumes in this series will explore a wide variety of 
teaching and learning topics such as active learning, integrative learning, trans-
formative learning, inquiry-based learning, problem-based learning, meaningful 
learning, blended learning, creative learning, experiential learning, lifelong and 
lifewide learning, global learning, learning assessment and analytics, student 
research, faculty and student learning communities, as well as other topics.

This series brings together distinguished scholars and educational practition-
ers from around the world to disseminate the latest knowledge on innovative 
teaching and learning scholarship and practices. The authors offer a range of 
disciplinary perspectives from different cultural contexts. This series provides a 
unique and valuable resource for instructors, administrators, and anyone inter-
ested in improving and transforming teaching and learning.

Patrick Blessinger
Founder, Executive Director, and Chief Research Scientist, International 

HETL Association
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: INTERNATIONAL 
PERSPECTIVES ON ONLINE 
INSTRUCTION

Patrick Blessinger and Jaimie Hoffman

INTRODUCTION
For the past few decades, online learning has been one of the fastest growing 
areas of educational technology. During this period, we have seen the rise of 
new online colleges and universities as well as the adoption of online learning in 
traditional brick-and-mortar institutions. With the advent of the Covid-19 global 
pandemic in 2020 and 2021, the adoption rate of online learning has moved from 
an optional service to a mandatory one. The adoption of online learning has, in 
turn, required higher educational institutions to completely rethink the nature 
of teaching and learning and how it can be provisioned to meet the needs of stu-
dents, institutions, and society.

As a result, online learning has transformed the way higher education insti-
tutions provision teaching and learning. Although online learning technologies 
have been in existence for the past few decades, educational institutions used 
these technologies to varying degrees, often as just an adjunct to traditional face-
to-face teaching and learning. Prior to the pandemic, some institutions embraced 
this mode of provisioning as a way to create more diverse, flexible, and effective 
learning spaces for students, whereas other institutions were relatively more slow 
to integrate online and hybrid learning technologies into their mix of teaching 
and learning options.

However, as a result of the pandemic, all educational institutions are now 
required, out of necessity, to figure out how best to implement online teaching and 
learning across the entire institution. What was once an option or nice-to-have is 
now a necessity. Thus, the great challenge for higher education institutions was not 

International Perspectives in Online Instruction
Innovations in Higher Education Teaching and Learning, Volume 40, 1–8
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so much how to implement online teaching and learning but how to do it effectively. 
To achieve this outcome, colleges and universities were forced to ramp up the learn-
ing curve on online/remote technology adoption very quickly. This involved technol-
ogy implementation, faculty training and professional development and adjustments 
of university and departmental budgeting, among other items.

RESEARCH ON ONLINE LEARNING
Many studies have concluded that if  designed, implemented, and provisioned 
properly, online learning can be as or more effective as traditional face-to-face 
learning for many different types of courses across programs and grade levels 
(Martin, Sun, & Westine, 2020; Nguyen, 2015). For instance, a meta-analysis 
of more than 1,000 empirical research studies that measured student learning 
outcomes in online and blended learning environments in higher education ver-
sus face-to-face learning environments in higher education (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2010) concluded that, “When used by itself, online learning appears to 
be as effective as conventional classroom instruction, but not more so.” (p. xviii).

In addition, the study found that hybrid learning (combination of face-to-
face learning and online learning) outperformed both face-to-face learning alone 
and online learning alone, suggesting that there are advantages to combining the 
traditional medium with the electronic medium. However, the study does not 
demonstrate that online learning is superior as a medium. In other words, the 
electronic medium is not inherently superior to face-to-face. Although the study 
was not able to break down the specific effect size by curricula used, pedagogy 
used, and time spent on tasks by students. The study suggests that it is the right 
combination of course variables that gave blended learning the advantage.

Another significant finding of the study showed that the effect size was greater 
for online courses that were instructor-led versus courses where students worked 
independently. Thus, the report concluded that “… the observed advantage for 
blended learning conditions is not necessarily rooted in the media used per se and 
may reflect differences in content, pedagogy and learning time” (p. xv).

Given these findings, it suggests that effective teaching and learning, regard-
less of the medium used to provision the course, is based on proper design of the 
course. The study suggests that to produce effective learning, key elements of 
the course should include (1) active instructor engagement and learning facilita-
tion, (2) properly aligning the pedagogy(s) used and learning activities used to the 
course curricula and the learning outcomes sought, (3) properly aligning learning 
activities, and (4) sufficient time on learning activities.

EFFECTIVE ONLINE LEARNING REQUIRES GOOD 
COURSE DESIGN

Whether face-to-face or online, effective online learning starts with effective 
course design. Effective course design centers around several key principles: 
understanding learner needs, active and engaged learning, learning outcomes, 
and instructor facilitation.
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Learner Needs

Understanding the needs of the learners is important. To the extent possible, this 
involves taking into consideration the background and demographic characteristics 
of the students. It involves taking into account the grade level, academic prepara-
tion, and prior knowledge of the students. Because online learning goes beyond the 
time and space limitations of physical brick-and-mortar constraints, it can provide 
greater flexibility in learning. Online learning is more flexible, in terms of access 
and communication, because it can be provisioned with both synchronous and 
asynchronous technologies for anytime, anywhere communication and interaction.

Understanding online learner needs involves having a good understanding of 
key learner characteristics, including learner demographics, academic character-
istics, course preparation, learner social and emotional characteristics, and moti-
vational characteristics. To the extent possible, instructors should invest some 
time in getting to know their audience (students) and what they hope to get out 
of the course (outcomes), and why they are taking the course (motivation).

Based on this backwards design process (i.e., start with the end in mind), the 
instructor is in a better position to design the structure and content of the of the 
course, such as what type of content to include, what type of learning activities 
to include, how best to structure the flow of the course, and how best to facilitate 
the course.

Active and Engaged Learning

As discussed previously, online or hybrid learning can provide advantages to 
teaching and learning. Technology is a tool. Its effectiveness is only as good as 
the person using the tool for the right purpose and in the right way. As such, 
its proper use can enhance learning or its improper use can diminish learning. 
Technology, no matter how technically sophisticated it is cannot save a course 
that is poorly designed, but, all else equal, if  a course is properly designed to 
achieve appropriate learning outcomes, it can provide advantages such as access 
to a more diverse array of curricula resources, the opportunity for better student 
collaboration, and the ability to create more flexible learning spaces.

Active learning, as opposed to passive learning, is considered an important ele-
ment in good course design. Active learning requires active student participation 
with the instructor and peers, active engagement with the course content, active 
engagement with meaningful learning activities, and active engagement in higher 
order thinking (e.g., as illustrated in Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning Objectives).

Active learning is embedded in the social learning context. Active learning 
occurs when students have appropriate control, as decided upon by the instructor, 
over what and how they learn in order to facilitate a higher degree of self-regulated 
learning. These principles have huge implications for how a course is designed and 
the roles and responsibilities of the instructor and students in the course. Giving 
students more control of their learning does not mean that the instructor does not 
play an important and active role in the course. Quite the opposite.

In active learning, the instructor’s role is expanded. The instructor is still the 
content expert and remains a key source of knowledge for students but not the 
only source of knowledge. In active learning, the instructor also becomes the main 
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facilitator of learning. The role of the instructor shifts from content expert to 
instructional leader. This implies that the instructor must know how to effectively 
lead the course and facilitate the learning process. Instructional leadership not 
only requires a high degree of cognitive intelligence but also a high degree of 
emotional and social intelligence. Thus, the instructor’s role shifts from a one-
dimensional role to a multidimensional role.

Learning Outcomes

The instructor must have a good sense of what the learning outcomes should be 
for the course. Learning outcomes are defined as what the learner will achieve at 
the conclusion of the course. Learning outcomes should be appropriate to the pro-
gram objectives and course content, and the outcomes should be both challeng-
ing and reachable for the students. Learning outcomes should also be consistent 
with universally accepted learning objectives, such as those outlined in Bloom’s 
Taxonomy, and universally accepted learning standards, such as those defined 
by recognized national or international educational associations or accreditation 
bodies or government agencies.

Instructor Facilitation

Assuming the course is designed properly, the instructor is perhaps the most 
important factor in effective learning. Effectiveness of instructor facilitation 
includes such factors as instructor engagement and feedback. There are also fac-
tors that are difficult to evaluate because there are, for instance, intangible charac-
teristics that can make a huge difference in student engagement and motivation, 
such as the personality of the instructor, the demeanor and tone of the instructor, 
leadership characteristics of the instructor, course management, power relation-
ship between the instructor and students, and institutional support. Research 
indicates (Bain, 2004) that the best instructors, regardless of subject or grade level:

•	 Know their subject matter extremely well.
•	 Stay up-to-date on the latest research in their field and related fields.
•	 Understand the broader issues and implications in their field.
•	 Develop strategies and methods for effectively teaching the content and assess-

ing student learning.
•	 Develop class discussions and learning activities that keep students engaged 

throughout the course.
•	 Able to simplify complex concepts so students can understand and apply them.
•	 Make the course interesting and relevant to the practical lives of students.
•	 Have genuine concern and respect for students and value their input.

Course Assessment

Instructors must embed in the course different ways to assess what and how much 
the student has learned. Common assessments include formative and summative 
assessments. Assessments include assignments, projects, portfolios, and tests.
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Course Evaluation and Quality Assurance

The department of institution should track relevant data on the course such 
as retention and dropout rates, learner attendance and participation, and any 
other metrics deemed appropriate to success of the course. Student evaluation of 
teaching surveys have now become commonplace as one way to evaluate student 
feedback on the course and the instructor. Putting in place a systematic and auto-
mated means to collect and analyze course data allows the institution to compare 
metrics across courses and programs. These data, in turn, become part of the data 
used in institutional research.

CHAPTER SUMMARIES
In the chapter titled, “Supporting Online Learners in Psychology: An Analysis 
of the Use of Videos in an Undergraduate Statistics Course,” by Janie Busby 
Grant and Karin Oerlemans, the authors discuss how post-secondary teaching in 
Australia utilizes a different delivery modes to support a flexible student learning. 
These resources include a wide array of curricula and media that can be adapted 
to online and hybrid delivery modes. In spite of this rapid migration to digital 
delivery of educational services, the authors state that not all student groups ben-
efit equitably as evidenced by falling participation rates among vulnerable stu-
dent groups. It is within this context that the authors discuss the development 
and implementation of a federally funded program called SAFFIRE which aims 
to revamp a curriculum at a medium-sized Australian university by using new 
technologies to increase flexibility, access, and support for students. SAFFIRE 
allowed the university to create more flexible resources by investigating the driv-
ers, barriers, and other factors related to the deployment of change. The authors 
present a case study that examines the effectiveness of curricula delivery via video 
in an undergraduate psychology statistics course. Thus, the effectiveness of video-
based learning was assessed by way of access rates, and feedback and perfor-
mance metrics. The results reveal evidence for the use of video aids to improve 
academic performance and student satisfaction.

In the chapter titled, “Activating Communities of Learning among Online 
Energy and Environmental Science Graduate Students with Vlogging and 
Scholar-Practitioner Interviews,” by Jennifer da Rosa, the author presents two 
case studies about online graduate student engagement. The authors examine stu-
dent engagement through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory. 
The first case study examined a course titled, Sustainability Science, wherein stu-
dents used VoiceThread to create video blogs in order to discuss their values, 
relationships, and perspectives on environmental degradation, social justice and 
quality of life. The second case study examined a course titled, Solar Energy, 
Technology, and Policy, wherein students interviewed a solar energy expert, pro-
fessional, entrepreneur, and policymaker. The author discussed how the assign-
ments cultivated student-to-student interactions and community building. These 
courses allowed students to better engage with the course content and to better 
apply their new knowledge and make better professional connections.
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In the chapter titled, “Best Practices in Online Faculty Management: Strategies 
and Case Studies”, by Michelle Dennis and Sarah Fornero, the authors examine 
faculty management strategies that effectively prepare faculty to teach online 
courses in order to better engage students and improve learning outcomes. Key 
elements of faculty management strategies include direction, feedback, profes-
sional development, rewards, and evaluation. The author discusses how these 
areas can improve faculty and student satisfaction and engagement, which in 
turn, can lead to improved academic performance, which in turn, can help achieve 
program and department goals such as increasing student retention, decreasing 
faculty attrition, building a sense of community, as well as improving operational 
efficiencies and cost reductions. The authors discuss the best practices in online 
faculty management that enhance all these outcomes.

In the chapter titled, “Student and Facilitator Experiences of Team Learning 
in Online Environments: Synergies, Divergences and Implications for Practice,” 
by Cassie Hague and Lucilla Crosta, the authors compare student and faculty 
perceptions of learning support in online team. The authors discuss salient theo-
ries on learning teams such constructivism and social learning. The authors focus 
on student autonomy and facilitator presence to gain a better understanding of 
online team learning. Within this lens, the authors examine student perceptions 
of tutor involvement. The authors used a mixed methods research method to 
understand student needs and faculty practices and used these findings to deter-
mine the implications for e-pedagogy development for engaging international stu-
dents in online graduate courses.

In the chapter titled, “Three Lenses on Lurking: Making Sense of Digital 
Silence,” by Caroline Kuhn H., Leo Havemann, Suzan Koseoglu, and Aras Bozkurt, 
the authors investigate the concept of online lurking using a phenomenological 
inquiry. The authors discuss the different meanings of the term lurking and they 
propose three lenses through which to understand the term: lurking as troublesome, 
lurking as ordinary practice, and lurking as political. The different and multilayered 
perspectives of the term suggest that lurking behaviors derive from different lurker 
motivations that are situated in a variety of contexts. The authors attempt to provide 
a critical analysis of what online silence might mean for students and instructors.

In the chapter titled, “Retrieval Practice and Online Learning,” by April 
Millet, Nate Turcotte, and Shulong Yan, the authors discuss why it is important 
that instructors create experiences and opportunities for students to learn. The 
authors note that, regardless of how teaching and learning is provisioned, the 
goal of producing learning outcomes is the same. The authors discuss the impor-
tance of using knowledge-checks to assess how well students have learned the 
content by embedding quotations directly into the course content. Knowledge-
checks are a form of low stakes of retrieval practice. The authors explain how 
retrieval practice can be used in online courses to keep students engaged and 
provide them with opportunities for retrieving content.

In the chapter titled, “Reflecting on the Theory of Transactional Distance 
in Addressing Barriers to Student-engagement in Open Distance Learning,” 
by Ramashego Shila Shorty Mphahlele and Matlala Violet Makokotlela, the 
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authors investigate the barriers to student engagement in the opened distance 
learning. In this literature review, the authors suggest that key barriers to effective 
teaching and learning arise from the interaction of teacher and student person-
alities. The authors also found that poorly designed courses and lack of learner 
autonomy are also factors. The authors note that these interrelated barriers to 
student engagement combine to reduce the effectiveness of teaching and learning.

In the chapter titled, “Analyses of Online Course Syllabi for Planned 
Interactions and Learner Support,” by Sandra A. Rogers and Gurupreet K. 
Khalsa, the authors state that the syllabus can serve as a plan and blueprint for 
discussing the design and redesign of the course. The author discusses a rubric 
called the Online Community of Inquiry Syllabus Rubric© (OCOISR) which was 
developed for instructors and course designers to review online course plans for 
continuous improvement. OCOISR assesses how well a course utilizes the follow-
ing dimensions in online college courses: cognitive presence (CP), social presence 
(SP), teaching presence (TP), and learner support (LS). This chapter reviewed 31 
online syllabi across various subjects to evaluate their potential for cultivating an 
online community of inquiry. In this action research study, the lead author, who 
serves as the college’s instructional designer, provided course-specific recommen-
dations to instructors on how they can improve their syllabus and their courses.

In the chapter titled, “Perspectives on Effective E-tutoring that Motivates and 
Enhances Students’ Learning through Learner Management Systems and Social 
Media,” by Gloria Sauti, the author discusses how online teaching and learning has 
become a ubiquitous phenomenon among all higher education institutions around 
the world as a result of the global pandemic. As a result, the author believes that 
online learning has led to a greater dependence on electronic communication sys-
tems. At the University of South Africa (Unisa) where the author teaches, students 
interact with lecturers and e-tutors through its Learner Management System (LMS). 
E-tutors’ role includes assisting students, facilitating active participation, respond-
ing to student queries, and grading their assignments, as well as assigning tasks for 
students to complete. This chapter provides strategies for effective e-tutoring.

CONCLUSION
As discussed in this chapter, online learning has now become a normal part of 
teaching and learning. Although online learning has been around for the past 
three decades, the global pandemic of 2020 and 2021 has fast-forwarded its adop-
tion around the world. Now the focus is not so much on the technologies them-
selves, which are mature, but rather on how best to use that technologies to create 
an effective teaching and learning experience for instructors and students. This 
chapter has outlined the key principles involved in designing online courses and 
the key practices that instructors can use to create effective learning. Within this 
context, the chapters in this book illustrate important examples of how these 
principles and practices are being implemented around the world at different 
institutions.
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