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Abstract 

This paper outlines the design and implementation of a nine-month faculty 

development program delivered using a combination of face-to-face and online 

methods.  Participants from a range of disciplines met at regular intervals 

throughout the year.  Between the face-to-face meetings, participants engaged in 

online activities such as discussions, collaborative writing and peer review 

activities.  Using the theoretical framework of a community of inquiry (Garrison, 

2011), data were analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively.  Participant 

feedback on the program offers some insight into how faculty developers can 

plan extended length professional development programs offered in a blended 

format.   
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community building; community of practice; educational development  

  



Introduction  

Faculty development programs can range in scope from single instance workshops to 

faculty retreats lasting several days.  Single instance workshops can be considered 

problematic as they are typically short, isolated events that do not allow time for 

reflection, consideration of value, or meaningful community-building with other faculty 

or program facilitators (Cox, 2004).  Garrison (2008) suggests that while single instance 

faculty development workshops may enthuse faculty, they fail to provide time for 

reflection, follow-up support and discussion with colleagues to put new ideas into 

practice.  Alternatively, longer term programs allow faculty to practice applications and 

think through design issues in relation to their own course design and delivery (Cagle & 

Hornik, 2001). 

 

Slavit, Sawyer & Curley (2003) argue that ‘professional development must be an 

ongoing activity’ and that short workshops ‘do little to promote real change’ among 

faculty (p. 35). Cox (2004) proposes the forming of communities, which include 

interdisciplinary faculty members, ‘who engage in an active, collaborative, year-long 

program with a curriculum about enhancing teaching and learning and with frequent 

seminars and activities that provide learning, development, the scholarship of teaching, 

and community building’ (Cox, 2004, p. 8).  

 

The literature on faculty development programs offered in blended formats reveals little 

in relation to the design of extended length blended delivery programs.  Nonetheless, 

some advocate for diversifying faculty development offerings by using flexible formats 

that maximize use of time in order to increase accessibility (Diaz, Garrett, Kinley, 

Moore, Schwartz & Kohrman, 2009).  Cox (2004) suggests forming faculty groups who 

meet regularly and form learning communities over extended periods of time for the 



purpose of fostering deeper learning.  Some researchers have found success using 

blended models that begin with face-to-face sessions to initiate and foster learning 

communities (Palloff & Pratt, 2011).  Others have suggested using online learning 

environments to offer flexibility and accessibility thereby providing faculty options for 

deeper engagement with colleagues (Brooks, 2010).  Furthermore, and most similar to 

the current study, Vaughan & Garrison (2005) proposed the use of blended activities to 

sustain a community between face-to-face sessions. 

Design of the blended faculty development program  

Vancouver Island University (VIU) is a teaching-focused university in which the 

majority of instructors teach upwards of eight courses per year.  The university is spread 

across two physical campuses and two research sites on Vancouver Island and one 

campus located on mainland British Columbia.  Faculty are distributed across campuses 

and many teach on more than one campus throughout the term.   

 

In an effort to accommodate faculty with a heavy teaching load, in a distributed campus 

environment the Centre for Innovation and Excellence in Learning (CIEL), the teaching 

and learning centre at VIU, offered the Teaching Faculty Scholars Program (TFSP), a 

nine month faculty development program that combined face-to-face and online 

activities.   

 

The program was designed to offer flexibility for participants, build sustained 

community through extended participation in face-to-face and online activities, and 

model best practices in coordinating blended education.  The program was open to all 

teaching faculty members at VIU, in order to be as inclusive as possible as a program of 

this nature had not been offered at the university in recent years.  



 

The program began with a two day face-to-face workshop which was referred to as the 

Jump Start Conference.  The Jump Start Conference focused on classroom community 

building; establishing rapport; aligning course using objectives and outcomes; 

assessment and evaluation strategies; teaching and learning strategies; and lesson 

planning. The face-to-face program included presentations, group discussions, team-

based exercises; problem-posing, a student feedback panel and interactions with notable 

teaching faculty members from VIU.   

 

After the Jump Start Conference, the program continued for nine months and was 

divided into four themes: Universal Design for Learning); Assessment and Evaluation; 

Teaching and Learning Strategies; and the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning.  

Face-to-face sessions occurred every two months, but were preceded by a month-long 

online module (Figure 1).  The institution’s learning management system, 

Desire2Learn, was used to coordinate the online readings, discussions, and activities 

related to the session’s theme.  In the online modules, participants were asked to create 

and use videos, blogs, collaborative documents while developing eportfolios.  The goal 

was to have the online activities spiral toward sharing in the face-to-face sessions by 

providing readings and resources for review, prompting discussion and facilitating 

collaborative activities.  Participants were also tasked with creating and sharing 

examples of their work for discussion at the face-to-face sessions.   

 

Figure 1 Course delivery model 



 

Figure 1 shows the course delivery schedule beginning with the Jump Start Conference, 

followed by the online component that preceded each face-to-face meeting.  By building 

the community in person initially, the intent was to test the success of a learning 

community that might be sustained by online communication and enrich further 

experiences when gathering face to face.   

Guiding theoretical framework  

The concept of community that the program sought to foster is rooted in that of Lave 

and Wenger’s (1991) notion of communities of practice (CoP).  Our attempt to foster a 

CoP here was done by gathering a group of instructors working at the university who 

shared a similar context and had related concerns.  Our intent was to facilitate a space 

for faculty to share ideas, knowledge and expertise.   

 

The program was designed to support a CoP through both face-to-face and online 

interactions.  Combining face-to-face interactions with online activities has been 

referred to as blended learning, generally understood as the ‘thoughtful integration of 

classroom face-to-face learning experiences with online learning experiences’ (Garrison 

& Kanuka, 2004, p. 96).  This program was designed to blend the synchronous real time 

(face-to-face) and asynchronous (text-based online) learning activities to form a 

cohesive learning experience that spanned the duration of the program. The blended 

model recognizes the merits of both face-to-face oral and online written 

communication.  The blended model draws upon the strengths of both approaches to 

provide a richer experience than using either of the two on their own (Garrison, 2011).  

A blended learning approach allows learners to be independent of space and time, yet 



maintain a sense of togetherness sustained by online interaction (Garrison & Kanuka, 

2004). 

 

The blended approach appealed to us as it provided participants with independence and 

increased control while providing time for critical thinking.  Participants are expected to 

engage with readings, engage in discussion and create reflective artefacts in advance of 

face-to-face meetings.  These activities were done at participants’ own convenience and 

in their own context.  The flexibility and increased control afforded by the blended 

model scaffolds participants’ acceptance of responsibility for constructing meaning and 

understanding (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004).   

 

There are a number of strategies for facilitating community in blended and distance 

learning (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Rovai, 2002; Swan, 2002).  

The approach used here is the community of inquiry theoretical framework offered by 

Garrison (2011).  The community of inquiry framework developed for online learning 

by Garrison has its roots in transactional communication and social constructivism 

theory (Dewey, 1938).  The community of inquiry is composed of facilitators and 

participants interacting with ‘specific purposes for facilitating, constructing, and 

validating understanding, and of developing capabilities that will lead to further 

learning’ (Garrison, 2011, p. 20).   

 

The community of inquiry model assumes that learning occurs through interactions and 

the building of community that can be described in terms of three factors; social, 

cognitive and teaching presence (Vaughan & Garrison, 2005).  Social presence refers to 

the ability for participants to project their social and emotional personality through 



interaction.  Indicators of social presence may include individual self-expression, risk 

free sharing, group identity and collaboration. Cognitive factors refer to how 

participants construct meaning through interactions within the community of inquiry.  

Indicators of cognitive presence may include questioning, exchanging information, 

connecting of ideas and applying new ideas.  Teaching presence refers to facilitation 

and direct instruction in the community.  Indicators of teaching presence may include 

setting curriculum and activities, shaping constructive exchange and focusing or 

resolving issues.  Notably, teaching presence is not limited to one individual or the 

program facilitator specifically as anyone in the community of inquiry may assume 

responsibility for teaching presence (Vaughan & Garrison, 2005).    

 

Enacting the community of inquiry model in online environments may be beneficial as 

research has shown the participants may perceive greater learning when there is a 

stronger sense of community (Rovai, 2002).  The community of inquiry enacted in 

online learning has been shown to be beneficial as the permanence of text-based 

communication lends itself to reflection, discussion, citation, editing and rewriting ideas 

(Garrison, 2011).  

 

This paper shares the design of a blended faculty development program and evaluates 

the program through the community of inquiry lens.  The paper seeks to address the 

following three research questions: 

● How can a teaching and learning centre use a blended model to deliver an 

extended length faculty development program? 

● Can a community of inquiry be established, sustained and/or enhanced by the 

blended model? 

● What are participants’ perceptions of a faculty development program delivered 

in such an environment? 



Methodology 

We used a reflective case study on a single bounded entity or system to assess the data 

collected throughout the duration of the program (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007).  

The case study approach used here is limited in that it explores a single instance of a 

program, however, we feel the qualitative data generated and provided by participants 

results in rich feedback that may be generalized to similar settings.  Participants in the 

program came from different disciplines, contexts, and demonstrated different 

perspectives.  We believe their responses made diverse contributions to the groups’ 

activity and nature of the discourse.   

 

This research was subjected to ethical review by the VIU Research Ethics Board (REB) 

and approved prior to data collection.  Feedback was collected from participants at three 

points during the TFSP: at the beginning of the program via a paper survey; in February 

2014 through an online survey; and at the end of April 2014 following the last face-to-

face session through a paper survey.   

Pedagogic approach and design of the online activities  

Our intent was to use the face-to-face meeting time to build community and 

camaraderie amongst the group and then use the affordances of online tools to sustain 

and grow that community.  The facilitators included an educational developer, 

educational technologist, and CIEL director who worked collaboratively to develop the 

online activities ensuring the technology was being selected to achieve a pedagogic goal 

and not simply used for the sake of using novel technologies (Alonso, López, Manrique, 

& Viñes, 2008).   

 



The educational developer from the CIEL was responsible for designing pedagogically-

focused activities that would work well in a face-to-face environment.  In collaboration 

with the educational technologist, these activities were then mapped to appropriate 

educational technologies considering their inherent affordances (Conole, Dyke, Oliver 

& Seale, 2004).  Not all of the desired activities mapped well to the online environment, 

and those activities found their way into the face-to-face program.   

 

Figure 2 Examples of online activities 

Figure 2 gives a broad overview of some of the activities participants were tasked with 

prior to the face-to-face sessions.  Participants were encouraged to interact while 

working on activities in the online environment, as it was envisioned that this would 

sustain the community and help invigorate the face-to-face sessions.  The online 

activities were designed to have participants engaging and reflecting on the program 

themes in a meaningful way.  The intent was that these activities would lead to even 

richer sharing in the face-to-face sessions. 



Findings 

We collected data from participant surveys at three points throughout the program, as 

well as monitored faculty participation in the online environment.  We analysed this 

data using both quantitative and qualitative methods, identifying themes in the data.  

These themes include: online participation, modelling blended learning,  time 

management, and interdisciplinarity.    

Online participation 

Participants engaged online in various activities throughout the program including 

discussion forums, collaborative documents and blogs.  In collecting data, we focused 

on the discussion forums within our LMS seeking to understand how the interactions 

online contributed to community formation.  Discussion forums were used as a way for 

participants to reflect, discuss readings and share emerging understandings..   

 

We noted that participation online increased prior to the face-to-face sessions and 

decreased immediately following face-to-face meetings.  Throughout the program a 

total of 172 forum posts were made, with 34 of those being participant introduction and 

orienting posts.  Many participants wrote extensively in the forums with the average 

post length being 218 words with a standard deviation of 178.  .   



 

Figure 3 Discussion post frequency throughout the program 

 

Figure 3 shows the forum activity over the duration of the program by week.  

Discussions were fairly active in the first three modules but were not as active in the 

fourth module.  This module was implemented at a busy time of year for faculty and for 

that reason facilitators wanted to keep the workload relatively light.  Coupled with this 

rationale, a decrease in activity may also be attributed to end of year academic activities  

and commitments.   

 

Table 1 shows the number of posts per activity within the modules.  Directed posts were 

coded when an individual addressed another colleague directly by name or the ‘reply to 

post’ tool was used in the discussion forum.  Directed responses represent engagement 

between participants in the forums and represents sustained community between face-

to-face meetings.  As the discussion forums were accessible to all, participants could not 

only read through existing conversations happening in the environment but also 

contribute new ideas.   

 



 

Table 1 Discussions and directed responses 

 

Drawing from network theory, social network analysis allows us to form a picture of 

social interaction, using nodes to represent individuals and ties which represent 

interaction between individual nodes (Hansen, Shneiderman & Smith, 2010).  Applying 

social network analysis to the online discussions data we can expose the interactions 

that took place between participants.  Figure 4 displays how participants and facilitators, 

represented here as nodes, engaged with one another directly during the program, 

represented as the lines which connect the nodes.   

 

Figure 4 Social map of interactions online 



 

As can be seen here participants 4, 5, 9 and 10 actively engaged with their colleagues 

frequently replying to each other’s posts.  Other participants had more limited 

interactions.  Facilitators 1 and 2 were also actively engaged with participants but 

facilitator 3 took a less engaged role.  The social network analysis does not provide an 

indication of the quality or richness of the discussion, however it does provide a cursory 

view of how participants engage with one another in discussion online. The use of 

social network analysis may be a useful tool to use while an online program progresses 

to identify unengaged participants and provide motivation for intervention.   

Program feedback 

Participant feedback was gathered at three points during the program: at the beginning 

of the program following the two-day Jump Start Conference; halfway through the 

program; and at the end of the program following the last face-to-face session.  The 

initial feedback was mostly related to the Jump Start Conference, so the discussion that 

follows focuses on the feedback collected in May and April of 2014.   

 

Themes that emerged from participant feedback in relation to the blended program 

included how this approach supported and sustained community, participant’s 

appreciation of the modelling of blended practices, challenges of finding time to engage 

online, how facilitators could motivate engagement and the value of an interdisciplinary 

program. Supporting and sustaining a community through online engagement  

 

In looking at the level of engagement that took place online, we saw elements of social, 

cognitive and teaching factors which embody the community of inquiry framework.  

Recalling that the program began with a two day Jump Start Conference, we presume 



that much of the community formation occurred during this face-to-face meeting.  On 

surveys, participants were asked specifically how the blended format helped to create 

and/or sustain a sense of community during the program.  Some of the quotations that 

best illustrate this feedback include: 

 

I could have additional exchanges, continue to communicate, share, and pose 

questions etc. before and after F2F sessions. That exposure led me to feel more 

connected to some members versus others. 

 

Online component strengthened the sense of community despite the distance 

between the face-to-face sessions. 

 

In the comfort of your own home, you could read and connect; people were 

highly gracious and generous. It was a very safe place! 

 

D2L kept me feeling a part of the program – it acted as the link from one session 

to the next. Also the resources are easily accessible in the online format; now 

and for the future 

 

I think it worked as a bit of a ‘flipped’ model allowing better use of F2F time. It 

also supported growth of the cohort as a community. 

 

 

Some participants suggested that the blended sessions enhanced the face-to-face session 

as it gave them an opportunity to review the discussion in advance.  For example, a 



participant remarked that before attending a face-to-face session they could ‘think about 

what was going to be my point of view’ and determine other participants ‘whose ideas I 

connect with and want to share [further discussion] with’.  Moreover, the blended 

format appeared to present opportunities to continue discussions from the face-to-face 

meetings as exemplified by one participant thru the D2L site we could discuss with 

people who we were not able to talk to directly at the F2F sessions’ and ‘having the 

website gave us a ‘place to go’ 24/7 for group support and inspiration’. We believe the 

online model enhancing connections between participants, allowing for the 

identification of like-minded colleagues.   

 

Participants also shared perceived limitations of the online activities in relation to 

community building.  For example one participant suggested that the online component 

of the program does ‘not really create a community, but provides a connection for 

continuity. F2F really develops the learning community’.  .  At times it appeared that 

participants thought the online activities were peripheral to the program in an ‘oh, must 

do that before the F2F’ sort of way, or that the program ‘seemingly forced blended 

when of minimal perceived value’.  Furthermore, one participant felt that some of the 

activities online were ‘repeated in the F2F (why bother then?).  We are supposed to be 

prepared then let’s jump off from there’.  These comments reinforce that online 

activities must be designed in an intentional way that spirals toward face-to-face 

interactions creating further value for participants.  

Modelling blended learning techniques  

By using a blended approach we hoped to model blended design approaches to 

participants.  In analysing the data, we found that participants were indeed exposed to 

new ideas regarding how to design and implement blended learning.  Participants noted 



that the chance to partake in a blended program gave them ideas in how they might 

implement blended learning in their own classes.  Some participants shared thoughts on 

how the program modelled practices for enacting blended learning as illustrated through 

the response,  ‘Doing the course helped with my learning about D2L in particular, built 

courage’ and ‘provided an example of how I can use both [F2F and online] in my 

courses’.    

 

As the LMS is a role-based system, instructors and students have different views, 

layouts and utilities in the environment.  Based on participants’ feedback, there is 

evidently value for instructors in seeing and working in an online environment from the 

perspective of a student.  Knowing how their learning design will be seen and 

experienced from the students’ perspective provides the instructor with a more holistic 

lens for approaching course design.  

Time Management  

Time was a restraining factor when it came to engaging online and preparing for the 

face-to-face sessions.  ‘Sometimes just finding the time to get it done’ was a challenge 

for many faculty with busy teaching schedules.  We believe that this factors into both 

the development and sustaining of community.  Participants found that ‘not everyone 

was able to sustain commitment to all activities discussion, even me’ and at times they 

‘felt disconnected and [that they were] letting others down due to lack of continuous 

daily engagement’.  Participants also shared that it was ‘difficult to stay engaged’ citing 

that ‘it gets tough to read/comment/post with multiple projects’.  

 

One of the reasons we decided to utilize a blended model in this faculty development 

program was to help accommodate time constraints faculty face.  We felt that a blended 



model would provide a more accessible and flexible environment for time-strapped 

faculty members.  Nonetheless, faculty still felt that accessing materials and engaging 

online at their own convenience was a struggle given their demanding schedules.   

Nudging Participants 

Remarkably, participants noted that they appreciated the sending of emails reminding 

them to participate in the online portions of the program.  Facilitator’s emailed 

participants collectively when blended activities were commencing or individually 

when they could see that a participant was absent from online activities.  Participants 

noted that the ‘email prompts to participate were very helpful nudges’ and that it ‘really 

helped to have reminders’ to participate.  Facilitators had originally thought that 

nudging participants in this way would perhaps be seen as bothersome, yet faculty 

participants, amid their busy schedules, appeared to appreciate these friendly reminders 

to participate.   

Interdisciplinary connections  

Participants commented that the interdisciplinary connections forged throughout the 

program were quite valuable.    

One participants remarked that ‘I appreciated connecting to educators outside my usual 

discipline [and] exploring content in the company of other teachers’.  By having an 

interdisciplinary group of faculty participants were able to ‘explore content in the 

company of other teachers, making connections, understanding the application of 

content in other programs and disciplines’.   

 

The feedback suggests that the online discussions contributed to the formation of 

interdisciplinary relations.  Participants noted that the ‘supplemental exchanges online’ 



helped them gain ‘a better sense of individuals’ work and their knowledge related to the 

content’.  We believe that there is great value in having faculty discuss teaching 

practices in an interdisciplinary group.  Best practices, approaches and issues can be 

shared, reworked and developed into meaningful conversations bridging disciplinary 

differences.   

Discussion 

The analyses of the program is framed around the community of inquiry model which 

assumes that learning occurs through interactions which build and sustain a community 

of learners.  We structure our discussion around the three community of inquiry factors; 

teaching presence, social presence and cognitive presence (Vaughan & Garrison, 2005).  

The discussion which follows explores the community which was developed in the 

program through the development of these three factors.   

 

Beginning with teaching presence, the facilitators set the agenda for the topics of the 

modules and the activities in which participants were to engage online.  Learning 

outcomes for each online module were made explicit in the online documentation as 

was the expected time commitment to complete the activities.  Furthermore the 

facilitators attempted to illustrate how the online activities might lead to a richer face-

to-face session.  The discussions that took place online unfolded naturally with 

participants shifting the focus of the discussion or posing new questions in their replies.  

Facilitators were also involved in advancing the discussion or posing new questions 

building upon previous contributions.    

 

Social presence was facilitated by establishing a climate that supported open 

communication, trust and a safe environment.  Rapport building activities in the initial 



conference enabled participants to get to know each other which enriched the 

conversations online.  Participants took the time to thank others for their ideas, replies 

and comments demonstrating a collegial environment. Quotations from the online 

forums which demonstrate social presence include: ‘I love this post! I always learn 

things from you’, ‘This excerpt from your post really resonated with me’ and ‘Thank 

you both for your informative, thoughtful postings!’   

 

Furthermore it appeared that participants appreciated engaging in discussions across the 

disciplines, as illustrated by the comment ‘It is very inspiring to read about innovations 

in teaching techniques invented or endorsed by one's own local colleagues.’  This was 

additionally observed in the face-to-face session as participants remarked on how they 

had implemented practices and techniques shared by others in their own context.   

 

Cognitive presence was demonstrated as participants constructed meaning through 

questioning, connecting of ideas and challenging assumptions.  Evidence of cognitive 

presence in the online discussion includes ‘I'm going to go out on a limb a bit and 

counter this tendency to total constructivism’ as a participant takes a risk in challenging 

the dominant discourse in the assessment and evaluation discussion.  Furthermore 

participants began a number of posts with statements such as ‘That has really made me 

stop and think’ or ‘I don't think I ever really questioned how I was assessed throughout 

my schooling’ demonstrating individual levels of cognitive presence.   

Conclusion 

In this paper, we have shared the design and implementation of a nine month blended 

faculty development program.  We have highlighted the experiences of participants 

related to online engagement, building community, modelling blended pedagogy and 



interdisciplinarity.  We feel these issues are important for faculty developers to consider 

when designing their own blended online professional development opportunities.    

 

This study has reaffirmed that a blended model to support extended length faculty 

development programs is conceivable by combining regular opportunities to meet face-

to-face with sustained online activities.   Online activities can be used to supplement 

and support face-to-face meetings by providing opportunities for faculty to initiate or 

continue discussing ideas generated in face-to-face meetings.   

 

Online activities are best designed with an intentional focus on keeping participants on 

task and engaged in the larger goals of the program.  Facilitators should reflect carefully 

on the learning outcomes of the entire program and combine online and face-to-face 

tasks accordingly.  Thus, the relationship between the face-to-face and online activities 

must be carefully considered to use the strengths of both modes thereby providing a 

richer experience than using either of the two on their own.   

 

 Lastly, the use of a blended approach modelled for participants how they themselves 

might enact blended learning in their own contexts.  We see great value in having 

faculty participate in online learning from the perspective of a student, especially if they 

have never taken or facilitated an online course before.  
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