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AbstrAct

There are few published reports of structured 
approaches to developing lecturers for new on-
line roles.  However, both campus and distance 
learning institutions can offer some experiences 
in developing lecturing staff to moderate and 
teach with low cost text-based online conferenc-
ing.  This role is known as e-moderating. Staff 
development is often asserted as a key issue in 
the success of everything from a project, a course 
or a whole institution to an online environment.  
The current climate asserts the importance both 
for university and college lecturers of adopting a 
good practice and an understanding of teaching in 
addition to academic competence.  This chapter 
considers and explores the knowledge and skills 
that the best e-moderators have and how they can 
be recruited, trained and developed.  

IntroductIon And rAtIonALe

The challenge of developing new kinds of online 
teaching and learning processes, while remaining 
true to educational or training missions, is at the 
forefront of the implementation of information 
and communication technologies in the early 21s t 
century. Alexander, McKenzie et al. (1988) show 
that staff development is one of the main factors in 
determining the success of institutional attempts 
to make the transition to online delivery.  

The term moderator has grown up with the use 
of online text-based discussion and group work, 
in teaching and learning contexts.  In 2000, I first 
used the term “e-moderating” to capture the wide 
variety of roles and skills that the online teacher, 
lecturer or trainer needs to acquire. Supporting 
learning online through synchronous and asyn-
chronous conferencing (bulletin boards, forums) 
requires e-moderators to have a wider range of 
expertise compared to working with face-to-face 
learning groups.  Hence, the role of the lecturer 
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or teacher in higher education needs to change to 
include e-moderating to match the development 
and potential of new online environments.

Successful and productive e-moderating is a 
key feature of positive, scalable and affordable 
e-learning projects and processes.  Regardless 
of the sophistication of the technology, online 
learners do not wish to do without their human 
supporters.  How many people, for example, have 
been heard to say, “I’m great at art because of 
my inspirational computer”?  Not any that I’ve 
met, on or off-line!  Instead, learners talk of chal-
lenge and support by their teachers or of contact 
with the thoughts and the work of others.  Most 
people also mention the fun and companionship 
of working and learning together.  Such benefits 
do not have to be abandoned if developing online 
learning results in a cohort of trained e-modera-
tors to support the online learners.

Many words have been written about new 
technologies and their potential, but not much 
about what the human supporters of the learning 
actually do online.  The greatest impact of all on 
the quality of the students’ learning resides in the 
way a technology is used and not in the charac-
teristics of the medium itself (Inglis, Ling et al., 
2000).  Although increasing numbers of learners 
are working online, few lecturers have themselves 
learned this way.  Therefore, e-moderating is 
not a set of skills most lecturers have acquired 
vicariously through observing teachers while 
they themselves were learning.  Many lecturers 
naturally believe that learning to e-moderate 
mostly has to do with learning new software or 
computing skills.  This is not the case. In text-
based asynchronous environments, a critically 
important role for the e-moderator is promoting 
the surfacing and sharing of understanding and 
knowledge through online writing and dialogue 
(Barker, 2002). Furthermore, successful e-moder-
ating cannot be achieved by doing what lecturers 
always did in the classroom.  As of yet, there 

are few online mentors to guide them through 
step-by-step, nor is there time for long-term ap-
prenticeships.  It follows that e-moderators must 
be specially recruited, trained and developed.

Currently, e-moderating continues to be a la-
bour-intensive service.  The UK Open University, 
for example, works to an average of 25 students 
per online teaching discussion group.  The for-
profit University of Phoenix in the US operates 
in learning groups of eight to 15 students, each 
with an online teacher.  This means that we are 
likely to witness a growth in demand for online 
teachers in the next few years.

deFInItIons And context

There are many definitions of an online course.  
These include classroom-based teaching supple-
mented by lecture notes posted on a web site or 
by electronic communication such as e-mail.  At 
the other end of the spectrum, materials may be 
made available and interactions occur exclusively 
through networked technologies.  Currently, in 
the UK, completely online courses are rare.  
Most courses are mixed mode or blended in 
some way.

I use the term online to mean teaching and 
learning which takes place over a computer 
network of some kind (e.g., an intranet or the 
Internet) and in which interaction between people 
is an important form of support for the learning 
process.  This rules out learning which is purely 
“resource-based,” e.g., learning using some Web-
based courseware without recourse to any kind of 
human interaction.  It includes both synchronous 
and asynchronous forms of interaction and also 
interaction through text, video, audio and in 
shared virtual worlds (Goodyear, Salmon et al., 
2001).  To date, text-based asynchronous computer 
mediated conferencing or forums have been the 
most extensively used for teaching and learning 
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