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Abstract: In this study instructor support problems related to the Web-Based Instruction (WBI) were identified after examining their experiences. It was found that the instructors need support in the area of hardware, software, design of the course, and handling student requests. In addition to this, it was also found that web-based course instructors will benefit from the knowledge management support, peer support, support for cooperation with school technology services, and web-based related research support. At the end, we propose a model for a support center for web-based course instructors.

Introduction

Using the Internet for different purposes has entered a revolution during last two decades. Especially, after the development of the hyperlink on the World Wide Web (WWW), the Internet has offered more user-friendly environments (Starr, 1997). Researchers indicated that WWW is not only a communication medium for e-mail and document distribution but it is also a place to learn (Lightfoot, 1999; Mioduser, Nachmias, Lahav, & Oren, 2000). With the combination of the specifically designed software and pedagogy, WWW can provide an educational environment that maintains the knowledge building approach to learning. These understanding, technological developments in communication and WWW have been used as new opportunities for delivering instruction online. Thus, web-based distance learning has emerged as an alternative approach to education in the last few years (Yellen, 1998). Especially for graduate students, universities have started to offer online courses (Barnard, 1997; Duchastel, 1997; Kearsley, Lynch, & Wizer, 1995). These practices in new educational agenda initiated some questions on researchers’ mind. Support in web-based courses is one of these questions.

Researchers examined the support issue in web-based courses usually from the perspectives of distance education students. Paneitz (1997) made a research to assist community college personnel in the development of relevant student support services for web-based course students. She found academic advising as the most essential student service for students. Other essential student services were found as access to library and media services and counseling. Hudson (1999) equalized the progress of a web-based course with supporting the learner. The support for their adult learners included an on-site orientation at the beginning of each semester, a support CD-ROM developed by school’s distributed learning office, student peer assistance through a help forum, teaching interns, and paid graduate assistants.

Lever-Duffy (1992) stated that a WBI program will not be functional without proper support. They indicated the support for instructors is a prerequisite for interactions between the instructors and the students. Their project recognized the need for support in four specific areas: technical support, technology training support, instructional design support, and staff support. Technical support included such tasks as network maintenance, hardware installation and repair, software installation and maintenance, and helping through an electronic help desk. A qualified technical staff specialized in each of these areas provided the technical support. Technology training support serves for two kind of audience: students and instructors. The technology training reduces the threat and interference of the technology for both kind of audience. Instructional design support is required to design web-based courses which differ from residential courses in the unique delivery style. Finally, the staff support facilitates the communications and trades between the department and distant student in terms of administration. Secretarial and clerical staff can handle information flow and clerical tasks. Para-professional staff can assist instructors with student load. The research published by Lever-Duffy identifies the most detailed information to date related to the support of web-based course students and instructors. However, she did not provide information on how she has foreseen the support in four specific areas.
There are also some research papers in the literature that included minor information about supporting the web-based course instructors. For example, Kuchinke et. al. (2001) received support from a technical support team consisted of six half-time staff with expertise in web design and development. A full-time academic professional directed the support team. While Friedrich and Armer (1999) developed a web site for a graduate course in statistics and measurement, an instructional designer/developer was assigned to each faculty member on a part-time basis to help with the technical aspects of the course. According to the authors, universities should support web-based course instructors by providing training to them. This training can inform the instructors about the types of technologies that exist and provide information related to the instructional design and development. Some studies mentioned lack of instructor experience in WBI as a problem (Lightfoot, 2000; Friedrich & Armer, 1999). Some authors recommended creating a permanent instructional design team and technical support team to overcome this problem (Ingebritsen, Brown, & Pleasants, 1997; Kuchinke et. al., 2001). Ingebritsen et al. (1997) utilized a resource center for the development of their biology course on the Internet. The purpose of this center was ‘to assist faculty in the development of on-line courses by providing technology resources, technical assistance and training’.

Motivation for the Work

The review of the literature reveals that there is not much information in the literature on the topic of supporting web-based course instructors. The purpose of this study is twofold: to present the support needs of the instructors in web-based courses and to develop a support center model. The results might help those actively involved in educational use of the Internet research, those participating in the development of web-based courses, and finally those who are teaching web-based courses.

Methodology

Research Questions

Is there a need for a support center for web-based distance courses?

What kind of support do web-based course instructors need?

What are the functions of a support center built for web-based course instructors?

Participants and Context
In this study, two instructors from a large mid-western university were interviewed. Instructors were selected with purposeful sampling. Since the nature of this study is qualitative, participants were selected according to their previous experience with the WBI to get deep and broad understanding about their support problems related to WBI. It was required for the instructor participants to teach at least one Web-based course. Instructors were the members of the same university, but none of the participants had a relationship through the courses.

Instructor1 was a non-native speaker of English and he was an AI in the Informatics department. He taught a web-based course three years ago. The students took this course within another country while the instructor was in US. The course was related with courseware design for computer mediated learning. It was at the graduate level and 10 students took the course. The course was offered in an instructional technology department. There was another instructor for the course.
Instructor2 was a native speaker of English and she was a faculty in an Instructional Systems Technology (IST) department. She had already finished the first nine weeks of her web-based course when the interview was conducted. Instructor2 taught 2 courses. One of the courses aimed to provide an introduction to the field and profession of instructional technology. The other course provided information on the instructional design process. Both courses were at the graduate level and they were part of an online master’s program. The courses were offered in an instructional technology department. There were 1 instructor and 10 students in the first course, 2 instructors and 18 students in the other course.
Data Collection and Data Analysis
Semi-structured interview questions were used to collect interview data. Interviews were conducted over a one month period. Each interview session was treated as an individually constructed discourse between the researchers and the participant. Both open ended and probing questions were used to get deep information.
The study called for an in-depth understanding of the experiences of participants involved in WBI. Instructors’ data were analyzed separately from each other. All data were transcribed from audiotapes for analysis. Then, researchers struggled to understand the context, discourse, and meaning behind the participant responses to determine the main areas about which respondents have problems with support in WBI. To increase the credibility of the study, participants’ responses were coded by both researchers separately. Later, common themes accepted as the emergent categories. In addition, the data obtained from the literature was used for detailed interpretation of the results.
Findings
1. Is There a Need for a Support Center for Web-Based Distance Courses?

After the interviews it was clear that without adequate instructor support, web-based courses would fail. The instructor of web-based course, one way or other, will either find the required support for his problem, or there will be problems in the web-based course. This result is also aligned with Lever-Duffy’s (1992) findings in that support for web-based course instructors is a vital element for the success of the online courses. Both of the instructors indicated that they did not have a support center for the instructors of web-based courses. They both agreed that the lack of instructor support created major problems for their courses:

Instructor1: The biggest problem was the support problem. Since I was alone as the instructor, I had to arrange everything.

Instructor2: Every week there is a new problem, which really points to the fact that there is a lack of support for faculty for teaching online. … Lack of support for faculty teaching in online environments is a huge problem.

Also, the instructors dwelled upon the importance of a support center for web-based courses:

Instructor1: Dealing with both the technical aspects of the course and content aspects of the course is an exhausting process. Personally, I prefer to teach in an environment where there is a support for non-teaching tasks. Because, giving feedback to students, getting together online, and grading the assignments are already very time consuming. If you add technical things on top of these, you are pretty swamped.

Instructor2: We need training and support for faculty teaching in an online environment. The combination of 3 issues, lack of faculty training, lack of faculty support, and a design process that lacks faculty buy-in, are the reasons for a lot of problems that are beginning to emerge [in our distance master’s program].
2. What Kind of Support Do Web-Based Course Instructors Need?

The support needs of web-based course instructors will be summarized in the following categories: where to get support from, support for hardware, support for software, support for design of the course, and support for handling student requests.

2.1. Where to Get Support From

When the instructors got into problems and needed support to solve them, they tried several mechanisms. For example, instructor2 mentioned 11 instances where somebody came and supported her with different aspects of the course. These aspects included design support, and technical support. Below are 2 excerpts from the instructor2 on this issue, one for the design support and one for the technical support:

Instructor2: Even though the documentation was written, Dreamweaver was a brand new program for me. Thankfully, [the person who produced the course with dreamweaver] came in, spent about 15 minutes with me showing the basics to me. And that helped tremendously. And she was available during that period for a while. If I run into problems, she would allow me to call and [ask for support]. That whole process went fairly smoothly thanks to [this person]. That could have been worse.

Instructor2: The audio problem in PowerPoint was a problem that I don’t even think design team could have perceived. It has taken all these weeks, just for [Person1] and [Person2] working together to figure out how to fix it.

Instructor1 had advanced technical skills. For that reason, he did not need much external support. However, he stated that the situation would be different for people with low technical background.

Instructor1: I didn’t have many technical problems, but the reason for that is I have a good technical background. However, for somebody who has not as many technical skills as mine will suffer a lot from the lack of technical support. 

2.2. Support for Hardware

Instructor2 indicated that she was not able to have a Macintosh computer (which she was used to using) at the beginning. Because of the lack of this, she had a lot of communication problems with the students. She had to provide feedback much later than her planned time frame.
Instructor2: I supposed to have a Macintosh computer [when I started teaching]. And there was a PC here, so I didn’t have the right computer. Later I got a Macintosh computer but it was also having all sorts of problems.

2.3. Support for Software


One of the biggest time consuming tasks for the web-based course instructors is making the software feasibility analysis:

Researcher: Did you have any problems with software?

Instructor1: I didn’t have a problem with using the software. I had to look for software functionally appropriate for the course. For example, the kind of chat software, and the kind of whiteboard software to be used during the course. There were several freeware software available, but I had to evaluate them to see their powerful and weak sides. I could test the software one-on-one with someone, but I had no idea what would happen when 10 student will be using the software.

Instructor2: Software was available only if I took the time to track it down. It would be nice to look beyond the tools that have been already used in the courses. I know there are better tools out there. But the time is limited to find them.
Learning new software also creates problems for instructors if they learn them while teaching web-based courses. They need support from the people who know these software:
Researcher: How about learning new software?

Instructor2: Yes, because I had to learn Dreamweaver and I did not have the application, so I needed to track down getting the application from one of my friends. Even though the documentation was written, it was brand new program for me.
2.4. Support for the Design of the Course

Instructor2 had to deal with the re-design of the course during the course delivery. This increased her task load for the course incredibly. To overcome the instructor related issues, she had to hire someone. Otherwise, she would not be able to keep up with the instructor tasks. She explained the design problems as the following:

Instructor2: … The other big and huge problem was [eliminating the design problems]. …So, you can go through the whole week then look how to fix it. That has been very time consuming for me. Probably more time consuming than any other thing that I have done for the course. I have been doing the redesign of the web pages and then going through and editing the lessons, [and] the visual parts of the lessons.

Instructor2: [The time spent for the preparation for the course is] absolutely unreasonable. I spent 30 hours every weekend just doing the revisions, so that lesson could be ready before Monday 8:00am. That even doesn’t count the other times during the week that I spent on [the design]. It is taking an unbelievable amount of time.

2.5. Support for Handling Student Requests


Both instructors utilized support personnel hired for handling student requests:
Instructor1: On-site technical support for students was an important issue. Therefore, someone was arranged to support the students in the computer lab. For example, he showed people how to use the Paint Shop Pro software, and how to use the scanner. After the course was over, we concluded that such a support for handling student requests was important. Lack of such a support would increase the load of the instructor.

Instructor2: There are 2 distance master graduate assistants who handle all the administrative type of things. The instructor should only receive issues related to the content and the class. Graduate assistants handle any administrative tasks like books, registration, technical issues, all that are not supposed to be instructor’s problem.

2.6. Support in Other Areas

In addition to the five areas described above, it was also found that web-based course instructors either received support or would like to receive support in the area of knowledge management, peer cooperation, cooperation with school technology services, and web-based related research. Limited space prevents giving more information on these issues.
3. What Are the Functions of a Support Center Built for Web-Based Course Instructors?

A Support Center Model

Finding support when they are in need is the biggest problem for the instructors teaching web-based courses. Since they do not know what kind of problems they will have during the course, it is difficult for them to be prepared against these problems in advance. After analyzing the interview data, we came up with a support center model for web-based course instructors. This model is shown in (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1: Support center model for web-based course instructors

In this model, we divided the support for the instructors into two categories: support for hard technologies and support for soft technologies. Support for hard technologies make up the nucleus of the model, because hard technologies are the essential elements of web-based courses. Hard technologies include the area of hardware, software, and network. These three essential elements provide the backbone, on which the web-based course system resides. All of these three elements have equal importance since lack of any of them will result in failure on the backbone. In sum, providing support for all of these three elements is essential. Although the model is open to development, we expect no major modification to the nucleus of the model in the near future.

The two circles around the center constitute the support for soft technologies. We define soft technologies as a combination of all elements that go outside the nucleus. The inner circle contains essential soft technology elements to be supported. These elements are support for design, support for orientation, and support for handling student requests. When support for any of them is missing, there is a high possibility that the web-based course will fail. The dashed nature of the inner circle represents the fact that the model is open to development, and items might move away from the inner circle, or new items might be added to the inner circle. The outer circle contains non-essential soft technology elements to be supported. These elements are support for knowledge management, peer support, support for cooperation with school technology services, and support for web-based related research. It is useful to have support for these items. When support for any of them is missing, the web-based course will not fail. The dashed nature of the outer circle represents the fact that the model is open to development, and items might move away from the outer circle, or new items might be added to the outer circle. The two-way arrows also represent the openness of the model to further development. They show that soft technology support elements in the circles might become essential or non-essential or even obsolete in time. Or, new elements might be added as soft technology support elements. We think that the future modification and development of the model depends on the changing needs of instructors in parallel to the advancements and changes in Web-based course technologies, and also to the roles of instructors in web-based course environments.

Conclusions

For web-based course instructors, support should be provided on time and when it is needed. Hard technologies are the only way to communicate with students, which is essential for web-based instruction. If instructors have difficulty in obtaining the support on time, their communication with students can be disastrous. Students can easily drop the course just because of this. The designers of web-based courses, and especially the coordinators of web-based courses should understand that supporting the instructors is as important as supporting the students. The following phrase emphasizes the importance of this issue:
Instructor2: I probably had 100 times problems the students had.

The proposed support model for web-based course instructors provides a framework for supporting the instructors. It is up to the coordinators and designers of the web-based courses to implement the model formally. For example, the software support may be provided by a specialist or by an electronic performance support system (EPSS). Most probably, available resources will impact the form of the components of the model.
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