How to
Successfully
Support
Online Teachers

wenty years ago, ﬁnding Adventist teachers with
online teaching experience was very difﬁcult.
The online school administrator had to grapple
with the balance of hiring an experienced teacher
with little technology experience, or a recent
graduate who was a digital native1 but had limited teaching
experience. Fortunately, since that time, many Adventist
educators have realized that technology and online education are a valuable support to our educational system.
They have become involved in the instruction or facilitating of online education for individuals or entire classrooms. Online classes provide Adventist education with
the ability to truly reach all students.
Adventist correspondence education began as early as
1909 through The Fireside Correspondence School, which
eventually grew into Home Study International, and most
recently, Griggs University/Griggs International Academy.2
In the 1990s, K-12 Adventist online learning began with
AE21 (using synchronous learning) and Griggs International Academy (using asynchronous learning). A number
of our universities now offer online courses and degrees.
After almost 25 years of experience in online learning
within Adventist education, it is becoming more common
to ﬁnd teachers with online teaching experience. Yet, even
qualiﬁed candidates continue to need training, profes-
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sional development, and additional support as new technology tools and approaches to online instruction are developed.
Online education requires administrators who will provide support and mentoring to teachers—who are the
school’s direct, daily connection with students.3 Administrators can accomplish this by building into the structure
of the program opportunities for support, which can be offered by experienced instructors or program supervisors.
Because teachers of online courses often live in rural areas
lacking fast Internet connections, they may need help using
innovative teaching strategies to connect effectively with
students online. Communicating with online teachers,
wherever they are located, must be a top priority for the
administrator, to ensure that they do not feel isolated and
that they understand and embrace the goals of the school.
This article shares seven practical guidelines that will help
online school administrators choose and support their online teachers.
1. Hire Qualified Teachers
Once a job is posted and the résumés start ﬁlling the
inbox, the program administrator must carefully evaluate
which candidates will make good online teachers.4 At the K12 level, limiting the selection to certiﬁed teachers is the ﬁrst
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Box 1. Applications Specific to K-12
Online Education.
step in sorting the résumés
from classroom teaching—
The practical guidelines shared in this article are applicable to
(see Box 1). At all levels,
online teachers will need
all levels. However, there are specific guidelines that are critical
administrators should astraining, support, and regfor the K-12 environment.
certain that teachers are
ular communication from
• Teachers must be certified and endorsed in the subject
qualiﬁed in their speciﬁc
the administrator. Adminareas they wish to teach.
content area, verify their
istrators must make multi• Background checks are recommended for individuals workacademic qualiﬁcations,
ple commitments: to help
ing with minors in the United States, but each state has its own
and request references.
teachers through the period
requirements. For example, some states require child abuse
Because only a few apof transitioning to online inchecks, federal criminal checks, and state criminal background
plicants will have online
struction if it is a new expechecks. The same is recommended for adults working for churchteaching experience, the
rience; to assist them in
affiliated institutions. The NAD works with Verified Volunteers to
administrator can arrange
learning a new LMS if they
provide assistance with this process. In addition, Adventist Risk
for a videoconference inpreviously taught in a difManagement provides several resources to support church-affiliterview to assess the canferent one; and to helping
ated institutions. See https://adventistrisk.org/en-US/Safetydidate’s technological and
them enhance their skills.
Resources/Solutions-Newsletter/How-to-Recognize-and-Preventcommunication skills. The
An orientation, initial techChild-Abuse. Since each country has its own requirements for
online interview and refernical training, and close
background checks, make sure to investigate these as part of the
ences will provide valuable
monitoring during the ﬁrst
pre-hiring process.
data to use in evaluating
few weeks of the teacher’s
the candidate’s aptitude
work set the stage for suc• Parents and chaperones accompanying prospective and
for online teaching. Since
cess.
new students to orientation events will need housing accommomany online teaching jobs
Orientation for an online
dations.
are part-time contract positeacher should consist of a
• Administrators and teachers will need to ensure that comtions, the program adseries of meetings and
munication occurs regularly between the school and the parent.
ministrator also needs to
training sessions. During
• The North American Division (NAD) has created several redetermine whether the
these sessions, the adminsources for K-12 distance-education schools. See TDEC at
candidate is willing to
istrator, with help from the
http://tdec.nadeducation.org/distance-education/ for a compilacommit enough hours to
administrative team, can
tion of materials such as the philosophy and rationale supporting
handle the responsibilities
provide
teachers with the
distance education, accrediting organizations, approved schools
of the job. If the classes
teacher
handbook; introoffering online and distance education in the NAD, and forms and
are asynchronous, the
duce
the
required curricuchecklists that are required to be used in the NAD when seeking
schedule will be more ﬂexlum
guides
and frameworks
approval to begin offering distance education. Other divisions
ible, but the teacher will
(or
for
high
er education,
might find these forms useful as guidelines.
need to devote adequate
the
course
syllabus);
and
• Benjamin Herold, “Online Classes for K-12 Students: 10 Retime to video conference
introduce
the
LMS
desigsearch Reports You Need to Know,” Education Week: Digital Educainteraction and providing
nated for the program.
tion (June 21, 2017): http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/Digital Edu
prompt assistance to stuEven though the teacher
cation/2017/06/online_classes_k12_research_need_to_know.html.
dents’ questions. Before
handbook might include
the interview, candidates
guidelines for using the
should be provided with a
LMS, the real learning takes
teacher handbook so they know what will be expected of
place when the teacher works one-on-one with the administhem. Policies that guide the hiring of individuals who may
trative team to learn the intricacies of the LMS system such as
live outside of a state or country should already be in place. If
the various options for giving feedback to students, the types
not, then these need to be developed, and it would be approof assignments that can be posted, video formats, and features
priate to consult with the institution’s legal counsel to craft
that provide the required support for students. After the
policies regarding beneﬁts, applicable tax requirements, or
teacher has been issued a username and password for the
other contractual issues. Finally, before teachers receive an
LMS, the training becomes more relevant since he or she has
employment contract, the school must conduct a background
access to the assigned courses and students. It’s often helpful
check5 on each one.
to have a new teacher consult with the previous teacher to review the course and talk about speciﬁc aspects of the curricu2. Provide an Orientation
lum. The best scenario is for a new teacher to obtain support
A vital aspect of hiring and keeping qualiﬁed teachers is enfrom the course design team, the administrator, and another
suring that they receive signiﬁcant support and training. Since
teacher. If the teacher lives some distance from headquarters,
Learning Management Systems (LMS) are complex and differorientation can be done via video conferencing. It is important
ent from one another—and teaching online is quite different
that teachers have multiple contact options to get the help they
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need. Support and appreciation from the administrative team
contribute to a teacher’s ability to successfully provide students with quality educational support.
3. Planned Teacher Meetings
Planning teacher meetings can be a challenge in an online
school or program. Since teachers are often some distance
from headquarters and mostly working from home, an online
program might conceivably have hired teachers who live in a
variety of time zones. Also, many instructors only teach a single online class, and possibly teach in a local brick-and-mortar
school during the day. Having at least four meetings a year
with the entire group of online teachers is recommended. This
allows for announcements, questions, and time for professional development that is speciﬁc to online teachers. Recording these meetings is a good option, in case a few teachers
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cannot make the appointment. Meetings should not be limited
to these four times, but administrators might have to deliver
the meeting in different ways to ensure that it reaches everyone. Suggestions include making a brief video presentation
with announcements and updates. A group e-mail can also ensure that information reaches everyone quickly. Some of the
most productive meetings take place when a small group of
teachers assembles to give input or help make decisions about
speciﬁc tasks. An example of this might be if all the math
teachers are asked to meet to discuss the best way to handle
tutoring for a student if the assigned teacher is on vacation or
becomes ill. Administrators must ensure that policies and contingency plans are in place for such emergencies, including
but not limited to an online teacher quitting mid-term, being
ﬁred, or not being able to fulﬁll the contractual agreement for
any reason. Meetings enable teachers to have input and help
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ensure their “buy-in” to the
mission and processes of the
organization.

F

or asynchronous online education, two aspects relate to

teacher evaluation. The first is en-

nected from the organization.
Teachers need to be contacted
on a variety of occasions, not
just after a parent or student
has complained. Giving
teachers feedback from students and parents is important, but this should not be
the only time a teacher hears
from administrators.
Teachers also need reminders of best practices for
using technology to give student feedback and enhance
the course. For example, administrators can recommend
that teachers provide students
with feedback using the audio
or video option, not just written feedback.

4. Communicate Regularly
There is rarely enough
suring that each teacher keeps up
communication between administrators and teachers,
with the work load and provides efeven though it is the key to
a successful school envifective and timely feedback to sturonment. This is true for
any school, but especially for
dents. In asynchronous online
an online program. Online
teachers should know the
courses that are prepared ahead of
“big picture” of what is happening at the school in order
time, feedback is the most importo ﬁll their roles effectively.
Teachers need to receive antant aspect of teaching. The adnouncements, newsletters,
handbooks, etc.
Social media is also a
ministrator should regularly evalugood way to keep in touch
5. Conduct Evaluations
with teachers. Creating a pri(Weekly and Annually)
ate the teachers’ work by reviewing
vate Facebook page for
For asynchronous online
teachers to join adds another
education,
two aspects relate
the LMS log.
avenue of building commuto teacher evaluation. The
nity with people living in all
ﬁrst is ensuring that each
parts of the country. A school
teacher keeps up with the
administrator or member of
work load and provides efthe program administrative
fective and timely feedback
team can be assigned to moderate and monitor the questo students. In asynchronous online courses that are pretions and comments posted on this page on an ongoing
pared ahead of time, feedback is the most important aspect
basis.
of teaching. The administrator should regularly evaluate the
It is easy to assume that the teachers know what is hapteachers’ work by reviewing the LMS log.
pening in the organization and understand all the policies
Providing feedback within a reasonable time (no more
and procedures, but this is not always the case. The adminthan two days) enables students to learn more efﬁciently and
istrator can create a culture of two-way communication by
keep moving in their course. Systematically monitoring the
making sure the teachers feel comfortable texting or calling
frequency and quality of the feedback given to students is one
at any time. In an online program, it is possible that an adway of assessing the teacher’s effectiveness, and this should
ministrator and a teacher can work together for several years
be done at least weekly. Teachers who regularly get behind
without ever meeting each other. This makes video conferin their grading and in providing feedback to students will
encing invaluable to building relationships—in fact, it is reneed to be counseled and warned, and perhaps have their
ally the most important form of communication used by adteaching load rearranged or reduced.
ministrators, teachers, and students in an online school or
The second aspect of evaluating online teachers is assessing
program.
the actual “teacher-student interaction” that takes place. Does
The next most important communication method is texthe teacher give helpful, personalized feedback to each student?
ting because it is fast and efﬁcient. Administrators should
Do the students receive help or tutoring in a timely manner?
keep track of conversations and know what is most effective
Does the teacher grade fairly and consistently? Most of this can
for individual teachers to ensure a healthy working relationbe veriﬁed via the LMS, but “end-of-course” student surveys
ship through real-time interaction.
are also helpful in determining this information. Annual teacher
New teachers will have very different training needs than
evaluations should also be conducted. In many cases, the
veteran teachers, but administrators should conduct an annual
teacher completes a provided self-evaluation questionnaire, and
orientation for all teachers to cover policy changes as well as
then the administrator reviews the questionnaire in a video contechnology updates and reminders. It is very easy for an online
ference meeting with each teacher. This can be a learning exteacher working from home to start feeling isolated or disconperience for both the teacher and the administrator.6
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6. Listen to Teacher Input
As a teacher works with students, he or she will recognize
what works well in a course. Qualiﬁed teachers have been
hired for their expertise, so it is important that administrators
listen to what they have to say about a course or about how
students perceive the curriculum. In an online program, the
teachers have the most direct communication with students,
so they are aware of issues that might not be communicated
directly to administration. It is helpful to have a form for
teachers to submit if they perceive the need for a change in
the content or design of a course.
In other areas, such as philosophical issues and student
complaints, the teacher should share these concerns with
administrators as soon as possible. Performance evaluations
should be a time when administrators listen to the teachers’
ideas about how to make program improvements. For example, if a teacher is struggling to implement a particular activity for students, the administrator can engage the teacher
in helping to ﬁnd a solution. Teachers are often good problem solvers, making them built-in consultants as administrators attempt to improve the system.
7. Promote Teacher/Student Interaction
The administrator sets the tone for how teachers interact
with students. In reality, the best way to create an interactive
culture is for the administrator to teach at least one online
course per year that gives him or her direct, daily experience
with how the system works and the options for interaction.
If the administrator has direct experience with the LMS and
a course, he or she will ﬁnd it easier to communicate ideas
and innovation to the teachers and to troubleshoot problems.
All teachers need encouragement to do their best—especially in the area of teacher/student interaction. For example,
an administrator who experiments with the discussion board
can report his or her successful interactions and give suggestions on how to use it for other courses. Helping teachers ﬁnd
tools and resources that will enable them to successfully meet
students’ needs is a key way to support student/teacher interaction. For example, if a teacher needs to meet with online
students by appointment, the administrator can help the
teacher ﬁnd a digital appointment book that eliminates the
need for e-mailing back and forth to ﬁnd a suitable time to
meet. The administrator can also facilitate discussion among
teachers about how to best interact with students in providing
feedback, instruction, and general support.
Conclusion
Being an online program administrator has unique challenges and rewards. It is vital to understand the signiﬁcance
of having a good working relationship with teachers, as
well as the need to provide them with the tools and support
to effectively guide students through their courses. Taking
a hands-on approach with teaching, and leading by example are the best ways for an administrator to build a team
of great teachers. Adventist education reaches a wide group
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of students, and online education can ﬁll the gaps that
might be difﬁcult for the “brick and mortar” school. Having
dedicated, well-trained Seventh-day Adventist teachers and
administrators involved in online learning will help the
church to serve more students with quality Christian education. ✐
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