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Significant growth in distance education / online 
learning around the world pre COVID-19
• Literature review 
• Researchers’ experience

• Research study:
• Selected Canadian distance education universities that transitioned to online 

learning over 15 years
(2002-2017)

• Document review
• Interviews with planners, designers & implementers

• Findings through representative quotations from participants



Changes are associated with the 
move to online education

• Main drivers for change? 
• Roles of leadership & leaders?
• Lessons learned?
• Recommendations offered? 



A qualitative, exploratory 
study will provide insight

• 7 universities in 6 provinces 
• 16 participants, 15 semi-

structured interviews 
• Transcript checking & validation 
• Collaborative coding using NVivo  
• Reflective journals

https://www.google.com/search?q=map+of+canada&rlz=1C1CHBF_en&oq=map+of+canada&aqs=chrome..69i57.12467j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8

https://www.google.com/search?q=map+of+canada&rlz=1C1CHBF_en&oq=map+of+canada&aqs=chrome..69i57.12467j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8


Drivers of change were access, revenue generation, 
technology, pedagogy & innovation

• Multi-dimensional challenges & 
opportunities
• Organizational structures & 

roles changing 
• Traditional learning & 

teaching practices changing*
• Critically important role of 

leadership & partnerships*



Lessons were learned & recommendations 
were proposed
• Shared vision and strategy
• Distributed leadership
• Open communication
• Wide-ranging consultation
• Acknowledged expertise
• Increased resources for learning & teaching

Partnerships



Partnerships are 
essential for 
success

• Distributed leadership that involves educational 
developers & learning designers working 
collaboratively with faculty and IT is essential

• Emerging learning & teaching practices require 
resources including appropriate academic & 
administrative structures

https://www.marketsource.com/2019/09/18/how-to-build-successful-partnerships/



Collaboration is critical

I think you need to get everybody involved: students, 
librarians, centre for teaching and learning, the 
technology, faculty, instructional support, deans, 
whoever. Get everybody involved. Because …it 
transforms the institution from end to end.

[Participant O]



Leadership is essential

The other piece that is important from a leadership 
perspective is that, and maybe it’s just from my 
own experience, but the drawing people into the 
conversation about the scholarship of learning, and 
how that affects us.

[Participant M]



Relationships are important

The biggest stumbling blocks are fear.… We’ve 
been able to quell a lot of those fears by… really 
working with them [faculty] so they understand 
the support networks that we bring to the table,… 
on a university-wide basis. 

[Participant O]



Resources are necessary

The university has never invested in our development 
team. The team was always contract people. They 
were never given permanent positions for whatever 
reason, I’m not quite sure what the thinking was 
behind that because it doesn’t make any sense.... The 
whole idea of doing online learning, it’s about 
relationship-building with your faculty.

[Participant R]



Support is recommended

…being involved for a faculty person, to become 
involved in online learning in a, with the support of 
people who, like instructional designers and faculty 
development people. With the support of a team like 
that. To get involved in that is still I think one of the 
best sites for transformation of teaching at a 
university

[Participant W]



Instructional designers and
educational developers can be influential

I think most of that [milestones] arose through the 
efforts of instructional designers, individual faculty 
members that recognized that um, you know, 
there were other ways to deliver material.

[Participant V]



Thank you!
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