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Abstract  
In the past years, the number of courses taught in an online or blended learning environment 
increased significantly in Flemish adult education centres. In view of the focus of current research in 
the field of online teaching practices on the perceived importance of online teaching roles; indications 
of which online teaching roles are actually enacted have been overlooked too often. Moreover, the 
focus is often on higher education or university level courses, whilst studies on online teacher roles in 
online and blended courses in adult education centres are far less available. Therefore, the current 
paper presents the results of a survey administered in Flemish adult education centres involving 163 
educators (in the Dutch speaking part of Belgium). The survey questioned how often the adult 
educators performed a specific role (developmental, instructional, social, evaluative, and 
administrative) in their online teaching practices. Preliminary analysis suggests that adult educators 
mainly adopt an evaluative and administrative role; the participants indicated that they frequently 
analyse online assignments and provide digital feedback. Next to that, they also work frequently on 
making the course objects easy accessible for the adult learners. The social role is one of the least 
enacted roles; which can be illustrated by the finding that teachers rarely or never follow and/or guide 
online discussions among the adult learners. The results from the current analysis can inform adult 
educator professional development initiatives and contribute to the knowledge and recommendations 
pertaining to the teaching roles of adult educators. Furthermore, the presented paper can contribute to 
the current debate on the perceived importance of various online teaching roles and how these can 
differ from the actual enacted roles.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Nowadays, many adult education centres (AEC) offer courses partially online. Rationales hereto are 
that offering courses partially or fully online can add more flexibility to the program [1]. Next to that, by 
offering courses in this new digital mode, adult learners get a chance to strengthen their digital literacy 
and their digital readiness or online learning skills [1]. Due to the heightened number of courses being 
offered through online or blended learning, more adult educators (AE) are required to teach in online 
or blended programs. Furthermore, because of the fact that the use of online learning is still increasing 
[2], more AE might be confronted with it. When AE are making a transition to online or blended 
learning they need to reconsider their teaching role. Research suggests that teachers indeed can 
change their teaching identity and role when they move towards online or blended learning [3]. Next to 
that, it is also shown that online teaching competences differ from face-to-face teaching competences 
[4]. Thus, when more courses are offered in an online or blended way, more AE are going to be faced 
with a possible change in their teaching role.   

For the current study, it is important to examine the existing literature regarding online teacher roles. 
Many authors from various countries emphasised the importance of examining these roles and the 
international differences between their adoption rates and definitions [5]. Furthermore, a lot of studies 
suggest that online teaching roles can be more complex than regular face-to-face teaching [6] [7] [8]. 
In what follows this paper will present several different approaches towards online teaching roles. 
Table one presents an overview of all the different roles being discussed in the examined literature for 
this study. Three of them will be discussed as part of the introduction. 
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Table 1.  Different identified online teaching roles based on a literature review  
and with the name of the first author and year of publication. 

Hung, 2015 Chang, 2014 Alvarez, 
2010 

González, 
2010 

Bawane, 2009 Yuksel, 2009 Guasch, 
2009 

Varvel, 2007 

Course 
designer & 
organiser 

Instructional 
design 

Designer & 
planner 

Pedagogical Pedagogical Technologist Designer 
planner 

Administrative 

Discussion 
facilitator 

Facilitating 
learning 

Social Social Social Facilitator Social Personal 

Social 
supporter 

Learning 
assessment 

Cognitive Management Evaluative Co-learner Instructive Technological 

Technology 
facilitator 

Technology 
use 

Technology Technology Administrative 
management 

Researcher Technology Instructional 
design 

Assessment 
designer 

Administrative 
management 

Managerial Evaluative Technology Assessor Managerial Pedagogical 

 Content 
expertise 

  Advisor 
counsellor 

Supporter  Assessment 

 Research and 
development 

  Personal Advisor  Social 

    Researcher Content 
expert 

  

     Mentor   

     Designer   

A first study was carried out with 106 instructors from 20 Taiwanese universities [6]. The study 
presents seven dimensions to describe teachers’ online teaching practices, which can be linked very 
clearly to the notion of online teacher roles [6]. The seven dimensions of online teaching practices are: 
a) instructional design, which relates to designing online assignments; b) the facilitation of learning 
that guides learners in their group discussions; c) the learning assessment, which relates to the 
learning standards; d) the research and development practices; e) the technology use; f) the 
administrative management which relates to meeting with colleagues, and the final practice g) the 
content expertise which relates to teaching a specific content to the learners. The results indicated that 
the instructors used the following roles/practices the most (ranked from the most practiced role to the 
least practiced role): a) content expertise, b) administration management, c) instructional design, d) 
technology use, e) learning assessment, f) research development, and finally g) facilitating learning 
[6]. As administration management scores quite high in this ranking; this might suggest that instructors 
were still spending a lot of time to administrative tasks when they taught in an online environment [6]. 

A second study examined the teacher roles and competencies in online learning environments [9]. 
The research used a focus group approach with 101 European university teachers and an analysis of 
16 professional development initiatives. Their results indicated 5 distinct roles. As a first there is the 
designer/planner. This includes instructional behaviour, organising courses and providing a course 
planning. The second role is the social role, which targets the relationships and communication 
between the instructor and the students. The third role is a cognitive role and relates to the mental 
processes of inter alia students’ learning and perception. The fourth role is the technological domain, 
which relates to multimedia knowledge and software skills. The fifth and final role is the managerial 
role, which targets inter alia the development, design and planning of agendas or actions related to 
online teaching [9].  

The final part of this introduction presents a study which reported on instructors’ roles in online and 
blended learning environments, yet from the perspective from the students [10]. The study was carried 
out in Taiwan by administering a survey to 750 students, following their courses via an online or 
blended mode. The results suggest that the students perceive course designer and organiser as the 
most important role. This first position is followed by the second most graded role, namely a 
technology facilitator. The identified roles on the third, fourth and fifth place are respectively the 
discussion facilitator, the assessment designer and finally the social supporter [10]. Although the 
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students from this research indicate course designer and organiser as the most important role, it 
remains nevertheless important that instructors also remain vigilant on when to use other roles [10]. 

These studies on how online teaching roles can be perceived and defined show that this is a very 
diverse area, which is affected by the local context, educational level, or participants selected for the 
research. However, studies on how AE adopt certain roles in their online courses are often missing. 
Furthermore, many articles target the perceived importance of online roles, whilst research papers on 
the actual adopted online teaching roles are far less prevalent. Therefore, this paper looks into the 
adopted online teaching roles of AE who teach in an online or blended environment.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
The method used for this study entails a quantitative approach. A survey was administered among 
adult educators in Flanders, which is the Dutch speaking part of Belgium. The survey was made 
available through an online platform and participants were invited via mails, newsletters and 
conference presentations to participate in this study. 163 AE filled out the questionnaire. The 
participants were mainly female with 65,6% against 34,4% of male participants and the ages ranged 
from 23 years old to 64 years old. 

To construct the survey, the authors of the current study first needed to decide on which online 
teaching roles they would include in the survey. Based on their frequency in the literature and in view 
of the focus of this research, five different roles of online teachers were withheld: a developmental, an 
instructional, a social, an evaluative, and an administrative. For each role the authors constructed 
three to five items. A panel of experts was asked to review the initial set of 26 items on their clarity and 
their relevance. The panel of experts consisted of two adult educators, one project coordinator 
(affiliated to a project pertaining to online and blended learning) and two pedagogical/didactical 
experts who advise AEC regarding online and blended education. Due to their feedback three items 
were scored as irrelevant for this specific research and were subsequently removed. This resulted in a 
final set of 23 items. Adult educators were asked how many times they performed a certain activity in 
their online teaching practice. All items were scored on a 6 point Likert scale: 1=never; 2=a few times 
a year; 3=monthly; 4=two or three times a month; 5=weekly; 6=multiple times a week. Some examples 
of items are: “Development of digital learning materials linked to specific objectives” (developmental); 
“Guiding and stimulating online group discussions” (social) and “Inform adult learners about the 
practical requirements of online learning” (administrative). To examine the internal consistency a 
reliability analysis using Cronbach’s alpha was used. The result of this analysis revealed sufficient 
levels of internal consistency.  Table 2 depicts the Cronbach alphas of the different roles. The authors 
of the current study stress that further instrument development analysis is recommended, but that this 
is not the current focus of the presented paper. 

Table 2.  Cronbach alphas of the different roles. 

Developmental Instructional Social Evaluative Administrative 

α= .724 α= .740 α= .796 α= .760 α= .753 

3 RESULTS 
The main aim of this paper is to examine which online roles are currently being adopted most 
frequently by AE in online and blended learning environments. Therefore, this paper only addresses 
the descriptive statistics of the data.  

3.1 Developmental role 
Pertaining to the development role of AE in online environments the results suggest that in general 
this role is not adopted very often. The item that scored the highest was the one relating to structuring 
the online course. Table three presents an excerpt from the analysis and portrays the item statistics.  
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Table 3.  Item statistics of the developmental role. 

Item statistics 

 Mean Std. deviation N 

Development of digital learning materials linked to specific objectives 3,34 1,622 163 

Development of digital assessment material 2,41 1,574 163 

Development of video/audio material 2,10 1,460 163 

Structuring the online course 3,80 1,610 163 

Identifying your own learning objectives as an online teacher 2,74 1,535 163 

Average mean 2,89   

3.2 Instructional role 
The results of the survey show that the adoption rate of the instructional role of AE in online 
environments is rather low. The two activities with the lowest rates are first, the online teaching of new 
course contents, and second the provision of exercises based on learners’ progress and performance. 
Next to that, the results suggest that AE mainly provide supplementary sources in the online 
environment. Table four presents the item statistics of the instructional role. 

3.3 Social role 
The adoption rate of the social role is overall quite low. Just as the previous discussed instructional 
and developmental role. The results suggest that AE try hard to motivate their learners to participate in 
an active way in the online learning environment. However, at the same time are the AE scoring quite 
low on their own level of activity when it comes to following or guiding an online group discussion. 
Table five presents the item statistics of the social role. 

3.4 Evaluative role 
The results suggest that on average the evaluative role is adopted more often than the previously 
discussed roles. AE who adopt this role mainly use it to provide their learners with digital feedback and 
to assess their online activities. On the opposite, AE less frequently assess the effectiveness of online 
materials. Table six presents the item statistics of the evaluative role. 

3.5 Administrative role 
Stemming from the results it can be argued that AE often make use of an administrative role in online 
environments. All three items were graded quite high and the results suggest that AE mainly try to 
make sure that the adult learners have easy access to the necessary course materials. Table seven 
presents the item statistics of the administrative role. 

Table 4.  Item statistics of the instructional role. 

Item statistics 

 Mean Std. deviation N 

Online teaching of new content (synchronous and asynchronous) 2,52 1,762 163 

Providing supplementary sources  in the online environment that are 
related to the learning objectives  3,63 1,535 163 

Offering exercises online based on learners’ progress and performance 2,50 1,467 163 

Inform learners on how to behave in an online environment 2,66 1,492 163 

Determine the learners’ needs and expectations in an online 
environment 2,89 1,388 163 

Average mean 2,84   
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Table 5.   Item statistics of the social role. 

Item statistics 

 Mean Std. deviation N 

Following/tracking of online group discussions 2,41 1,699 163 

Guiding and stimulating online group discussions 2,13 1,581 163 

Motivating learners to participate actively in the online environment  3,99 1,468 163 

Stimulating a positive atmosphere in the online environment 3,01 1,743 163 

Average mean 2,88   

Table 6.  Item statistics of the evaluative role. 

Item statistics 

 Mean Std. deviation N 

Providing learners with digital feedback 3,88 1,608 163 

Assessing the effectiveness of online materials in 
relation to prior stated objectives 2,60 1,340 163 

Assessing the usefulness and verity of online sources 3,37 1,524 163 

Assessing learners’ online activities 3,96 1,592 163 

Average mean 3,45   

Table 7.  Item statistics of the administrative role. 

Item statistics 

 Mean Std. deviation N 

Making sure that the learners have easy access to the 
online learning materials 4,49 1,463 163 

Inform adult learners about the practical requirements of 
online learning 4,35 1,336 163 

Making or adjusting a personal planning regarding 
teaching  3,34 1,630 163 

Average mean 4,06   

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Based on the results it can be argued that AE in online and blended environments mainly adopt an 
evaluative and administrative role. Specifically the administrative role is enacted to a larger extent than 
the developmental, instructional or social role. This of course does not mean that AE do not adopt the 
other roles; some of the specific activities of the developmental or social role are being scored quite 
high. To illustrate, the results of this survey suggest that AE often try to motivate their learners to 
participate actively in the online courses and environment. However, globally seen, the most 
performed activities and roles remain the evaluative and administrative role. This finding is in 
alignment with previous research [10]. It has to be stressed that these results are based on the means 
of each item and the global means per role. Although it is not integrated in this study due certain 
restrictions, it would be interesting to also portray the absolute value of how often a certain activity is 
carried out. To illustrate, 53 AE indicated that they – on a weekly base – make sure that learners have 
an easy access to the online learning materials of their course (administrative).  

The fact that the other roles were scored lower needs to be put in the perspective of how often AE 
specifically need to uptake that role. To illustrate, the developmental role was scored quite low in 
general. It would be too limited to just portray how often the role is enacted, without any reasoning as 
to why this could be the case. The fact that the developmental role was scored lower than the 
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administrative role could be explained by some other factors. It is possible that there is no need for AE 
to adopt this role as often as an administrative one. When an AE develops some online learning or 
assessment materials, it is possible that the AE can use those same materials again during the same 
or other years. Hence, they might not be confronted as often with the need to uptake a developmental 
role compared to the need to uptake an administrative role. Another possible explanation is that one 
presumably needs a better technological knowledge base to develop learning or assessment materials 
than to make a planning or make course materials easy accessible, and that this might impede the 
adoption of the developmental role. Therefore, one always needs to be vigilant for other possible 
factors influencing the results.  

The results give an indication how AE currently are filling in their role as an online teacher. Further 
research could examine if these roles are in alignment with the roles that those teachers are expected 
or even want to adopt. Pertaining to the survey, further analysis is needed to examine its validity and 
structure. Next to that, a limitation is that the source of the data is a self-report survey and that other 
methods could be used to approach the problem differently to portray a more holistic view of AE 
adopted roles in online and blended learning environments.  
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