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ABSTRACT

Research that compares online and traditional classroom instruc-
tion is plentiful but focuses mostly on student satisfaction and
learning outcomes. Despite advancements in online learning
management systems, proliferation of personal devices adapted for
online learning, increasing demand for flexible degree programs,
and institutional pressure to offer more online courses, many
instructors resist the transition to teaching online. Research that
addresses instructors’ satisfaction and motivation to teach online is
therefore important. Few models link satisfaction to the work char-
acteristics or provide suggestions for improvement. We propose
that the nature of the work itself influences instructor satisfaction
and motivation to teach online. We therefore evaluate online
instructor satisfaction and motivation using the well-accepted
core characteristics job design model (Hackman, Oldham, Janson,
& Purdy, 1975), and offer job design prescriptions that increase
instructor satisfaction and motivation to teach online.
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Introduction and Literature Review

Satisfaction and motivation are key indicators of student engagement and
success in online learning. Not surprisingly, many pedagogical studies
focus on these two areas. An important component of online learning
effectiveness is faculty satisfaction and motivation to teach online.
A pillar of online teaching quality proposed by the Online Learning
Consortium (OLC) is “faculty (being) pleased with teaching online,
citing appreciation and happiness” (Moore, 2005, 2). Despite advancing
technology, proliferation of personal devices that can be adapted for
online learning, and institutional pressure to offer online courses, many
instructors resist the transition to teaching online (Mitchell, Parlamis
& Claiborne, 2015; De Jong, 2012). While many factors contribute to



Satisfaction and Motivation in Online Teaching 43

instructors’ resistance to change, it is important to understand the
specific aspects of the job that influence an instructor’s satisfaction and
motivation to teach in an online format. Understanding how and why
classroom and online instructor satisfaction differ can provide insights
for improvements in instructor satisfaction and delivery.

Faculty understanding of the unique challenges and opportunities
presented by online teaching will likely create the conditions for a
successful online course. On the other hand, faculty who are not as aware
or fully vested in implementing best online teaching practices are more
likely to teach poorly. Chickering and Gamson (1987, 2001) identified
best practices as seven principles of job design that correspond to student
learning and instructor satisfaction, while (Shieh et al, 2008) demonstrate
the struggle of faculty to translate these best practices from the classroom
to the online course. Surveys of self-efficacy in teaching (Horvitz, Beach,
Anderson & Xia, 2014) suggest that perception of student learning is the
single most influential independent variable on satisfaction along with
the demographics of the instructor. Repeatedly teaching online and in
faculty cohorts is associated with faculty satisfaction (Moore, 2005). Each
of these studies suggests future work to provide faculty members with
training and support structures.

Barriers to Teaching Online
Previous research addressed barriers to teaching online. These barriers
include the initial framework identified by Muilenberg (2001), which
included multiple perspectives of those involved (including institutions,
policy makers, users, as well as instructors). The ten factors found by
Muilenberg (2001) to be most challenging for distance learning adoption
were administrative structure, organizational change, technical expertise,
social interaction and quality, faculty compensation and time, threat of
technology, legal issues, evaluation of effectiveness, access, and student-
support services. Lloyd, Byrne and McCoy (2012) listed four areas of
faculty concern related to low online teaching satisfaction: interpersonal
barriers (e.g., lack of creating interpersonal relationships with students),
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institutional barriers (e.g., online teaching not valued for promotion and
tenure), training and technology barriers (e.g., lack of support therein),
and cost/benefit analysis barriers (e.g., increased workload and time
commitment).

Motivating Factors to Teach Online
Shea (2007) identified specific motivators including teaching schedule
flexibility, the opportunity to experiment with new pedagogy, and
altruism related to providing learning access to underserved groups.
A later replication of this study again found that novelty and enabling
access were emergent motivators (MacKeogh & Fox, 2008). Bollinger
and Wasilik’s (2009) meta-analysis of previous research categorizes
potential motivators into three categories: student related, instructor
related, and institutional related factors. Student-related factors identified
by Bollinger and Wasilik (2009) most often refer to the instructor’s
desire to afford higher education to a student population that would not
otherwise be able to attend due to other obligations. Instructor-related
factors for motivation to teach online included the challenge of providing
high-quality instruction using technology while institutional-related
factors refer to the value placed on online learning by the institution.
Interestingly, Ragsdale (2011) summarized previous findings on faculty
motivators with an eye on providing tools for administrators dealing
with resistance to adoption. These motivators allowed faculty to observe
and practice prior to teaching an online course; manage realistic teaching
time commitments; foster a supportive community of practice; emphasize
online education the institutional benefits; define extrinsic rewards; and
recognize intrinsic motivators. The promotion of intrinsic motivators
is arguably the most effective strategy in engaging faculty in online
pedagogy. Intrinsic motivators such as intellectual challenge, use of
innovative technology, and the self-motivation required for effective
online teaching have been found to be the most compelling factors to teach
online (Panda & Mishra, 2007). Notably, advantages to online instruction
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identified in these studies are the intellectual challenge for faculty and
scheduling flexibility (Green, Alejandro & Brown, 2009; Maguire, 2005).

Emerging research explores concepts of job satisfaction as it relates to
the practice of online teaching. Margalina et al. (2014) used a framework
of relational coordination in examining how supporting organizational
structures positively reinforced perceptions of faculty satisfaction. The
research that explores faculty satisfaction and motivation is tactical
and prescriptive, but lacks a conceptual or theoretical foundation. This
paper proposes a job analytical/design approach to understanding faculty
satisfaction and motivation to teach online.

Job Design Model

Research has long supported the finding that sound work design influ-
ences employee performance, motivation and job satisfaction (Wageman,
Hackman & Lehman, 2005). Past research stressed characteristics of the
work itself that influence work outcomes. Early research focused on
scientific management and job rotation. Building on Herzberg’s (1979)
concepts, job enrichment is among the early constructs that emphasized
the meaning of the tasks themselves (Gullickson, 2011; Hackman, Oldham,
Janson, & Purdy, 1975). Subsequent attention focused on the Core Job
Characteristics model (Hackman & Lawler, 1975; Hackman & Oldham,
1980; Hackman & Oldham, 1976) and the psychometric properties of the
Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS) and the Job Description Inventory (Wageman,
Hackman & Lehman, 2005; Cordery & Sevastos, 1993; Fried, 1991; Taber
& Taylor, 1990; Sims, Szilagyi, & Keller, 1976). Research has established
the job characteristics model and supported acceptable JDS psychometric
properties. We therefore employ the Core Job Characteristics model in
the present paper (Figure 1).

The Core Job Characteristics model (Hackman & Lawler, 1975) states
that core job characteristics lead to critical psychological states, that in
turn result in favorable outcomes (e.g., performance, satisfaction, low
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absenteeism and low turnover). Skill variety refers to the faculty belief
that they use their valued skills. Task Identity is the perception that work
is holistic and viewed in its totality rather than an isolated small piece
of the whole. Task significance is the belief that the work matters and
is important. These three core dimensions result in job meaningfulness.
Job autonomy is the amount of decision-making authority a person
has with respect to the execution of their work. Job Autonomy leads
to experienced responsibility for work outcomes. Feedback results in
experienced knowledge of results and increased motivation, long believed
by psychologists to be important for performance and satisfaction.

An important job characteristics model implication is to imbed the
core characteristics into work so that employees perceive that work is
meaningful, employees take responsibility for their success and failures,
and performance improves based on feedback from the work itself. These
critical psychological states of perceived meaningfulness, responsibility
and knowledge of results result in increased performance, motivation
and job satisfaction. The last element of the model is that employees
vary with respect to their need for the job characteristics (growth need
strength). Hackman and Lawler (1975) contain comprehensive accounts
of the model. The Core Job Characteristics model serves as a theoretical
foundation to compare online and traditional classroom instruction. The
two instructional delivery modes overlap in some respects (e.g., subject
matter, cases, and assigned readings). However, the two delivery modes
may differentially influence faculty motivation and satisfaction if one
exercises more of the core job characteristics than the other.

Measuring student engagement and learning can be challenging,
especially when there is limited face-to-face contact. Yet, there are aspects
of online teaching that give the faculty member an advantage in an
online course. The student must read the text, module content, or other
supporting material prior to completing an assignment or discussion.
In the classroom, students may not feel the same sense of urgency to
engage proactively with the material since a faculty member is physically
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in the classroom to provide verbal guidance, transmit information, and
provide immediate feedback to the student. In this respect, online learning
is a good option for students who are self-regulated and independent
(Abrahamson, 1998). Similarly, we often see that students with full-time
jobs and personal obligations choose online courses for the flexibility they
offer (Allen & Seaman, 2008, Mitchell, Parlamis & Claiborne, 2015). These
“non-traditional” students may be more motivated to deeply understand
content and excel because the concepts are relevant to their occupation
and will enable advancement through the acquisition of knowledge, skills,
or degrees (Bye, Pushkar & Conway, 2007). Therefore, the challenge with
online instruction is not necessarily a lack of student engagement and
learning. Instead, the challenge lies in our ability as instructors to find
fulfillment along the core job characteristics. Fulfillment of the three
psychological states of job characteristic theory are required to keep
instructors motivated and performing well (Oldham & Hackman, 2005;
Oldham, Hackman, Smith, & Hitt 2005).

If we consider that motivation, and ultimately performance, in online
instruction is impacted by the three psychological states, we are able to
utilize the five job characteristics to evaluate and redesign the work to
improve both satisfaction and performance. Preliminary analysis of the
Core Job Characteristics dimensions help us understand how elements
of online instruction influence each psychological state for the online
instructor and provide implications for future research.

Skill Variety
Depending on individual approaches to instruction, faculty may find
there to be more skill variety in one instructional delivery mode versus
another. When we breakdown the actual activities being performed
in the classroom and online, there are many similarities. The verbal
presentation of material is often the most often cited difference between
instructional delivery modes (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek,
2014). The control of the classroom associated with the face-to-face lecture
and facilitation is one of the most difficult aspects for the instructor to
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forego when moving to online instruction (Palloff & Pratt, 2013). Yet,
there are opportunities for video lectures and synchronous/live sessions
in online courses. Depending on faculty practice in online courses,
there may be less facilitation and direct feedback to students due to
scalability, or class size. Finally, faculty may employ in-class activities
or simulations to emphasize key learning objectives in the classroom.
Facilitation of active learning in an online environment may present
unique challenges, but technological advances in conferencing software,
simulations, and collaborative work spaces provide growing alternatives
to face-to-face learning. These emerging technologies require a higher
level of technical proficiency on the part of both instructors and students.
The job characteristic of skill variety contributes to the psychological
state of experienced meaningfulness, or the extent to which the instructor
finds the work meaningful and can offer their unique skills to others.

Task Identity
Task identity in the classroom is well defined. Classrooms are physical
environments in which the faculty member and student meet and interact
each week. Furthermore, many faculty members received their education
in a traditional, classroom environment and may feel more comfortable
in a physical classroom than in a more abstract online setting (Oleson
& Hora, 2014). Online instruction may not be as well defined in terms
of approach, best practices, and expectations.

Another way to conceptualize Task Identity is the opportunity to
directly observe the learning process, student by student. Bloom’s
taxonomy may be useful in this context (Bloom et al, 1956). Classroom
instruction may afford greater first hand observation of students as they
progress through the remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing,
evaluating and creating learning domains as compared to online instruc-
tion (Halawi, Pires, & McCarthy, 2009). As students and faculty interact
increasingly in an online or blended format, the discrepancy in task iden-
tity across delivery modes may diminish. Task Identify also contributes
to the instructor’s psychological state of experienced meaningfulness.
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Task Significance
Faculty members may have had instructors that inspired them to teach.
These relationships form over the course of a semester(s) as the faculty
member and student learn more about one another. Faculty-student
interaction in an online environment can be more challenging as the
student and faculty member may not physically see and/or hear one
another in an asynchronous environment (Kuo, Walker, Schroeder, &
Belland, 2014). As a result, the extent to which a faculty member may
have an impact on a student in an online course is unclear, yet this is the
third job characteristic that is required to fulfill a sense of experienced
meaningfulness for the online instructor.

Autonomy
Pedagogical autonomy refers to the extent that faculty are free to choose
teaching methods, materials and content. Of course, faculty also differ
with respect to their preferences. For example, certain faculty members
may prefer speaking and storytelling, while others may prefer the use of
mixed media and technology. Traditional classrooms tend to be rigid in
location and time, while learning management systems, faculty technical
skill, and Information Technology (IT) restrict the range of options
and autonomy afforded to faculty in the online classroom. Autonomy
directly impacts the psychological state of experienced responsibility, or
the degree to which the instructor feels they are both accountable and
responsible for the quality of the instruction.

Feedback
Similar to Task Identity, many faculty members place value on the
immediate feedback they receive from students with respect to subject
matter mastery as well as their own classroom performance. Verbal and
non-verbal cues available in traditional settings help faculty ascertain a
wide range of student emotions, including comprehension, excitement
and engagement. In an asynchronous online setting; however, students
have time to construct their responses. Feedback in terms of learning is
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captured most often with written assessments and examinations. While
certain students may email or speak with the faculty directly in online
courses, most students may limit these direct interactions. Regardless
of teaching format, faculty often collect student evaluations at the end
of the course, but this is a lagging indicator of performance. The job
characteristic of feedback influences the third and final psychological
state, knowledge of results.

Future Research

The Core Job Characteristics model has implications for improving faculty
online instruction satisfaction, motivation and performance by directly
influencing instructors’ critical psychological states of experienced
meaningfulness, experienced responsibility, and knowledge of results.
Future research can explore the impact of increased skill variety, task
variety and task significance on experienced instructor satisfaction and
performance. For example, the impact of training and use of enhanced
technology designed to increase synchronous student discussions on
satisfaction and motivation can be explored.

Online techniques and technology that enables instructors to more
fully observe student progression through Bloom’s Taxonomy stages of
learning should also be explored. Such research may help understand
methods that increase online instructors’ level of task identity. Instructor
familiarity and increased competence using enhanced online technologies
may also increase perceived job autonomy as instructors decrease their
dependence on IT assistance.

Conclusion

Given increases in online course offerings, we have an opportunity
and an obligation to critically evaluate the determinants of instructor
satisfaction and motivation. We propose that evaluating online instruction



Satisfaction and Motivation in Online Teaching 51

using the Core Job Characteristics is a useful framework. Through the
job characteristics model, we’ve identified differences that influence
faculty member satisfaction and motivation to teach online. The Core
Job Characteristics provide a framework to make recommendations for
job redesign to improve faculty member satisfaction, motivation, and
performance.
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Appendix

Figure 1. Core job characteristics model.

Source: from Hackman, J. R., & Oldham, G. R. (1975). Development of the
Job Diagnostic Survey. Journal of Applied Psychology, 60, 159-170. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1037/h0076546.
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Figure 2. Core job characteristics and online instruction.

Source: Adapted from Hackman, R. J., Oldham, G., Janson, R., & Purdy, K.
(1975). A new strategy for job enrichment. California Management Review,
17(4), 57-71. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/41164610.


