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Abstract
This study presents the descriptive qualitative components of a previous mixed research with quantitative and descriptive 

qualitative approaches. The quantitative work examined emotional intelligence and online teaching self-efficacy among 
academic nurse educators. This paper explores academic nurse educators’ perceptions of online teaching and learning. The 
purpose of this study was to answer two questions: (1) what are the lessons learned from teaching online? and (2) what are 
the current challenges facing online teaching and learning? An exploratory, descriptive design was used. Data were collected 
electronically from 107 academic nurse educators using the two open-ended questions. Participants were teaching courses that 
are totally online, blended (online plus face-to-face), and/or both. The sample was randomly selected from schools of nursing 
accredited by the Commission on Collegiate Nursing Education [1]. Adequately preparing for class, communicating effectively 
with students, using different pedagogical approaches in facilitating learning, and dealing with student cheating, plagiarism, 
and incivility emerged as online educator lessons learned. Reported challenges included dealing with students who are not 
engaged, those who procrastinate and imply entitlement, stimulating students’ critical thinking, grading objectively, students’ 
expectation of educators’ availability, inadequate compensation, and high workload that interferes with scholarship pursuit. 
Implications for improving online teaching are presented.

Introduction
Online education is steadily growing since many academic 

institutions are adding online courses to their programs. Alen, et 
al. [2] found 29.7% of all students are taking at least one online 
course, 14.3% are taking courses delivered totally online, and 
15.4% are enrolled in a course using combination of face-to-face 
instruction and online teaching. Undergraduate courses account 
for 83.0% of all online courses [3]. Nursing has been a leader in 
online education over the last two decades [4]. Online education 

provided an opportunity to students who wanted a nursing degree, 
but unable to enroll in on campus nursing program for working full 
time, having a family responsibility, or living away from a nursing 
school [4]. Also, the pedagogical change from teaching to learning 
has positioned online education in nursing to be the appropriate 
avenue to promote active participation of students in their learning 
process [5].

The availability of online education in nursing has contributed 
to expansion in enrollments in RN-BSN programs leading to an 
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increased need for recruiting faculty to teach online [6]. The RN-
BSN programs offer a Bachelor of Science for Registered Nurses 
(RN) with associate degrees. Similarly, the growth of accelerated 
baccalaureate nursing programs that transition individuals with 
baccalaureate and/or graduate degrees from other disciplines into 
nursing have benefited from the availability of online education in 
nursing [6]. The Institute of Medicine (IOM) recommended that 
80% of the nursing workforce to have a BSN degree by 2020 [7]. 
Online education gives nurses the opportunity to pursue lifelong 
learning and provides an avenue to educate future nurses and 
future educators to address the shortage of nurse educators [7]. 
Moreover, traditional baccalaureate, Master’s, PhD, and Doctor of 
Nursing Practice (DNP) programs are enhanced or totally delivered 
by online education [6].

As a result of the expansion of online education in different 
nursing programs, many academic nurse educators are teaching 
online, totally, blended, or both. In order to evaluate the efficiency 
of online education, determine policy and guidelines for teaching 
online, help recruit and retain new faculty to teach online, there is 
a need to identify lessons learned and current challenges in online 
teaching and learning by academic nurse educators.

Background
Most research studies have examined educators’ attitudes 

toward online education and technology. Yet, few studies have 
addressed nurse educators’ lessons learned from teaching online 
and their perceived challenges in online teaching and learning.   
Bollinger et al. [8] found satisfaction and motivation among 
faculty who teach online despite lack of face-to-face interaction 
and not having enough time to participate in the development of 
online courses. The 2015 Inside Higher Ed survey [9] of over 2000 
faculty showed that less than third of participants taught online. 
Participants expressed greater needs for technical support, support 
to develop online courses, concerns regarding time demands of 
online teaching, and inadequate compensation for the development 
of online courses [9].  The 2014 Inside Higher Ed survey of faculty 
attitudes on technology [10] showed that 77% of participating 
faculty agreed that online education cannot reach students who are 
at-risk to learn, and face-to-face intervention must be done early 
before students fail. 

A recent synthesis study of empirical research that used the 
Technology Acceptance Model examined faculty’s   concerns in 
online teaching [11]. Concerns emerged were related to student 
success in online classes, effective communication, technical 
proficiency, and students achieving course outcomes without 
cheating. Other faculty’s concerns included technical support 
needs, institutional support, workload consideration in promotion 
and tenure deliberations, and online class size [11]. Likewise, a 
literature review study of e-learning and information technology 

identified three themes: (1) issues related to students, (2) issues 
related to information technology, and (3) faculty’s concerns in the 
areas of pedagogy and workload [12].

A phenomenological study of the experience of teaching 
online of 14 academic nursing faculty in baccalaureate, master’s, 
or doctoral program was examined [13]. Participants in the study 
had completed at least 50% of their teaching load in teaching online 
courses. Gazza reported four themes from data analysis: (1) looking 
at a lot of moving parts, (2) always learning new things, (3) going 
back and forth, and (4) time is a blessing and a curse [13]. Wingo 
et al. [14] explored benefits and challenges of teaching online 
among nine academic nursing faculty, six administrators, and 
six instructional designers. Among the nine-nursing faculty, four 
themes emerged. These are: (1) teaching strategies, (2) instructor 
availability, (3) training and support, and (4) institutional issues. 

The need for training and support that include instructional 
methods and tools for teaching online, how to interact with 
students, mentoring and orientation were also identified in earlier 
studies [15-18]. An exploratory factor analysis study of barriers 
perceived by faculty teaching online identified four factors: (1) 
interpersonal barriers, (2) institutional barriers, (3) training and 
technology barriers, and (4) cost/benefits analysis barriers [19]. 
Faculty training in the use of technology and examination of 
student expectations versus faculty expectations in online teaching 
of graduate management education were also prevalent constructs 
in another study [20].

Online nursing education has expanded but nursing research 
that examines successes and challenges in online teaching and 
learning has not followed the same path. One consistent finding of 
most research studies reviewed focused on the use of technology in 
teaching and faculty’s need to get further training. However, online 
teaching and learning include technology skills, course re-design, 
issues related to the online students, new pedagogical approaches, 
and innovative teaching strategies. Although few research studies 
identified barriers and/or challenges perceived by faculty teaching 
online, lessons learned and successes in online nursing education 
were not identified. Identification of lessons learned/successes 
and challenges in online nursing education will set policies and 
guidelines for online teaching, promote nursing programs that use 
virtual methods of teaching, and help recruit and retain faculty. 
The purpose of this study was to identify lessons learned and 
challenges in online teaching and learning among academic nurse 
educators who teach online.

Research Questions
(1) What are the lessons learned from teaching online?

(2) What are the current challenges facing online teaching and 
learning?



Citation: Ali N, Jones J, Ali O (2018) Lessons Learned and Current Challenges in Online Teaching and Learning Among Academic Nurse Educators: A Descriptive 
Qualitative Study. Int J Nurs Res Health Care: IJNHR-105. DOI: 10.29011/ IJNHR-105.100005

3 Volume 01; Issue 01

Methods
This study was part of a mixed research with quantitative and 

descriptive qualitative approaches. The quantitative part examined 
emotional intelligence and online teaching self-efficacy among 
academic nurse educators [21]. This paper presents the descriptive 
qualitative findings of that study. The open-ended questions were: 
(1) what are the lessons learned from teaching online? and (2) what 
are the current challenges facing online teaching and learning? 

Design
The study’s design is exploratory, descriptive. 

Participants
Participants of the study were 115 academic nurse educators; 

however, only 107 electronically responded to the two open-ended 
questions of the descriptive qualitative part. This would make a 
93% response rate of the total 115 participants. The sample was 
randomly selected from schools of nursing accredited by the 
Commission on Collegiate Nursing Education (CCNE) that have 
baccalaureate, masters, and/or doctoral programs (Commission on 
Collegiate Nursing Education) [1].  Participants were recruited by 
school of nursing administrators via e-mail. Then the online study 
was forwarded by the administrator to interested faculty who teach 
online totally, blended, or both. The Institutional Review Board of 
the investigators approved the study before data collection. 

Results
Characteristics of the study sample are shown in Table 1. 

The majority of the sample was females (93%), with 41% in the 
age group of 41 - 60 years. Forty-six percent reported their degrees 
as PhD/EdD while 23% as DNP. Duration of being an academic 
nurse educator was almost 14 years and duration of teaching online 
was seven years (Table 1).

Variable M (SD) N (%)

Gender
Females
Males

108 (93.9)
7 (6.1)

Age
31 - 40 years
41 - 50 years
51 - 60 years

Above 60 years

10 (8.7)
24 (20.9)
47 (40.9)
34 (29.6)

Education
Master’s
PhD/EdD

DNS
DNP

34 (29.6)
53 (46. 1)

1 (.9)
27 (23.5)

Duration of holding 
academic nurse 

educator position 13.81 years (10.37)

Duration of teaching 
online 7.40 years (5.15)

Table 1: Demographics and Characteristics of Academic Nurse Educators, 
N=115.

Participants responses related to lessons learned (Table 
2) addressed the online course design, the online students, and 
innovative teaching strategies. Constructs identified were course 
preparation with anticipation of issues that may occur during 
teaching and learning, style of communication in online teaching, 
innovation in creating different methods of teaching and facilitating 
learning. Other lessons learned included methods to avoid problems 
in grading, plagiarism, cheating, and incivility. Table 2 shows the 
constructs deduced from participants’ responses and participants’ 
summarized statements or their quotes. 
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Constructs Participants’ Statements or Quotes

Preparation
Communication

Innovation

Online teaching is time consuming.•	

Be prepared - some students are shocked that online learning is not easy. •	

Plan ahead and sequence coursework to make it cohesive.•	

Preparation is critical to decrease multiple e-mails. Ensure clear navigation of the learning platform before class begins.•	

Keep professional communication channels with the IT staff.•	

Use e-mail etiquette to encourage students to do the same.•	

Bring the human factor in video introduction and virtual appointment to create a sense of community.•	

Find creative ways to make faceless online teaching and learning more personal.•	

There is a need for social presence.•	

Ensure clear, well defined late policy, firm, but fair.•	

Be flexible in online teaching.•	

 Communication in online needs to be very clear and precise. Use proper English; avoid colloquialisms, slang, or “text” •	
language.

Provide incentives for engagement.•	

Online courses are always “open”; students should be aware that instructors are not available 100% of the time.•	

Use the phone rather than the e-mail to address conflicts and use e-mail to confirm what was said on the phone.•	

A comprehensive syllabus with a course calendar and clear rubrics make upholding grades much easier. •	

Use constructive and timely feedback; do not assume anything before verifying the facts.•	

Stick to deadlines posted as students are often inflexible.•	

Use multiple ways of teaching as every learning style has a chance to learn.•	

Use very clear instruction with examples and expectations at the beginning of the semester to decrease conflict.•	

Well-designed courses contribute to deeper learning and professional development skills in students as opposed to sitting •	
quietly in the classroom.

Provide praise and encouragement.•	

Frequent interactions with students have positive effects on their learning.•	

Pay attention to computer competency of RN-BSN students who are returning to school for the first time in many years.•	
Use interesting articles from outside sources to keep students interested and engaged.

Use personal experience to motivate students.•	

Facilitate learning, not lecturing a lot.•	

Attentions to students who need more of an in-person touch than others.•	

Reach out students that are inactive earlier than later.•	

Remain authentic, transparent, and professional, adopt courtesy and correct privately.•	

Create a balance between online instructor presence and monopolizing the discussion.•	

Sometimes group feedback is better than individualized post to each student - it depends on the topic discussed.•	

Stay connected, acknowledge, build, and conclude.•	
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Keep up with the grading.•	
Clear rubrics make upholding grades much easier.•	
Grade fairly since grading is still subjective, even with rubrics.•	
Mark off points to get students attention. If mistakes are repeated, double the amount of points off.•	
Enforce plagiarism guidelines since student’s cheat.•	
Wait to respond to students who are disrespectful.•	
Beware incivility and disrespect occurs more frequently in online learning.•	
Students will write comments to a “faceless” professor they would never say in classroom.•	
Group assignments can be a source of incivility between students and increase anxiety for some students.•	

Table 2: Lessons Learned in Online Teaching and Learning among Academic Nurse Educators, N=107.

Participants’ challenges in online teaching and learning (Table 3) were in the areas of online learners (students), technology, and 
institutional issues. Constructs gleaned from participants’ responses included students’ engagement, how to guide critical thinking in 
online teaching, grading issues, how to balance time management in online teaching along with maintaining scholarly productivity, how 
to reduce incivility, how to keep integrity in students’ posting and testing, and issues related to compensation for online teaching. Table 
3 shows the constructs along with participants’ summarized statements or their quotes.
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Constructs Participants’ Statements or Quotes

Students engagement
Grading
Time management
Incivility
Integrity 
Compensation

How to keep students engaged and promote their sense of belonging•	

Opening the thought processes of students and guiding them to think critically•	

How to enhance “real presence” in the online learning environment•	

Time to provide feedback to all students- sometimes you repeat the same message to 25 students•	

Difficulty to develop rapport with students•	

Balance between work and life - 24/7 is not real - time management•	

Procrastinating students who do not read syllabus, follow instructions, check every communication avenue, •	
and/or read feedback
Students who expect best grades based upon time spent, rather than quality of work •	

Students who are not invested in the course, “get the course done mentality”•	

Rigid RN-BSN students are difficult to teach•	

Entitlement of students. Some students think that if they pay for the course, it automatically assures they •	
should get the A
How to maintain honesty and integrity in online discussion and testing•	

Dealing with students who are uncivil and unprofessional•	

Adjunct faculty do not enforce policies and standards of the program•	

As an adjunct faculty, sometimes I am trying to figure out what the assignment means, just like students•	

Poorly designed online classes with high faculty workload, in the efforts to be “rigorous”. There are ways to •	
attain rigor without overloading faculty
Over filled online classes, “it is online! Why is it you feel 37 students in a class are too much?’•	

Frequent changes in the learning platforms are problematic for both faculty and students•	

Technology glitches•	

Not enough money for teaching online•	

Difficult to make time for scholarly pursuit with time constraints for teaching online•	

Table 3: Current Challenges in Online Teaching and Learning among Academic Nurse Educators, N=107.

Discussion
This study explored the lessons learned and current challenges 

in online teaching and learning as experienced by academic nurse 
educators. Lessons learned identified in this study mainly centered 
on students. Students being in the center of online education is in 
line with a previous study finding that emphasized online education 
is more about meeting students’ needs, utilizing new pedagogical 
methods, creating new innovative instruction approaches, and 
being flexible with students [15]. Lessons learned begin with 
outlining a clear design of the online course, with thorough 
syllabus that addresses course work, grading, cheating policies, 
plagiarism, and incivility. Clear communicational instructions and 
frequent interactions with students are very important concepts to 
maintain in online education. Interaction in online environment 
will create a sense of community among students and give each 
student an opportunity to be active and engaged rather than being 
just a listener in a face-to-face classroom [4]. One of the lessons 
learned in online teaching as expressed by participants of this study 
was to continually be innovative in facilitating learning using a 

variety of teaching methods and considering every learning style. 
This finding is congruent with a very recent study that reported 
different pedagogical designs such as self-directed learning, case 
studies, group discussion, and brainstorming have facilitated online 
education for nursing students [22]. Lessons learned from teaching 
online can be used in continuing education programs for academic 
nurse educators who currently teach online or newly hired faculty 
who are going to teach online.   

Some of the challenges expressed by participants in this 
study were congruent with previous research studies [13,11,14]. 
These challenges include lack of social interaction; time consumed 
in online teaching, needs for technical skills and technical 
support, workload consideration in promotion and tenure, class 
size, institutional issues, and how to ensure integrity in posted 
information and in testing. The link between time consumed in 
online teaching and class size is a challenge to online educators. 
Online communication in a large class will affect the teaching 
strategies used and interfere with students’ participation in 
learning and in social interaction with teacher and other students 
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[23]. Orellana [24] reported that the ideal class size that allows 
for interaction between students is between 12 to 16 students. A 
recent study proposed a discussion protocol to deal with large class 
in online teaching [25]. The online discussion protocol involves 
dividing the large class into small groups of students. Each group 
will post their work, followed by a response. Then reflection is 
encouraged to refine the response. After conclusion is made to the 
refined response, the work is submitted for grading [26].  

Integrity in online education is a challenge that has been 
identified by participants of this study. The Higher Education 
Opportunity Act of 2008 that sets the standard against which 
integrity in online is evaluated can be adopted in online classes 
to address integrity issues [26]. Other approaches to maintain 
integrity include randomized examination questions to each 
student separately, discussing academic integrity, tracking 
students’ submission to recognize potential inconsistency, 
receiving institutional support in upholding integrity policies, 
and having a system in place for enforcing integrity [27,28]. One 
phenomenon that emerged from this study is about online students’ 
negative attitudes toward online education. Participants expressed 
challenges related to students who are reluctant to be engaged in 
the learning activities, procrastinating students, those who lack the 
motivation to read what is in the course or follow instructions, and 
those who are entitled, cheat, and making offensive remarks with 
instructor and/or with other students. According to [29], most of 
the previously mentioned negative attitudes of students would fall 
under incivility acts.

Educators must be cognizant of what predispose students 
to be uncivil, prevent it before it occurs, and address it when 
it happens [29]. One way to address students’ negativity is to 
incorporate in course syllabus policies related to incivility acts. 
Also, workshops or continuing education programs on how 
to deter students’ incivility acts can be held to faculty teaching 
online. Similarly, workshop on addressing students’ incivility can 
be conducted to students. Other challenges expressed by academic 
nurse educators are related to adjunct faculty who teach online 
courses that were not developed by them. Traditional faculty do 
not perceive adjunct faculty to follow the policies and standard 
of the program. But also, adjunct faculty do not perceive courses 
designed by others to be totally clear in instructions to complete 
assignments, thus overloading faculty and students. Compensation 
for online teaching and difficulty to pursue scholarly productivity 
while teaching online were also reported as challenges. Issues of 
adjunct faculty, compensation, and scholarly productivity can be 
resolved through communication between the involved faculty and 
the school administrators. 

Conclusion
This study provides some evidence of lessons learned and 

challenges in online teaching and learning from a national sample 

of nurse educators. Findings could be used in improving nursing 
programs that deliver courses online. More research is needed to 
explore in depth specific issues that pertain to specific academic 
institutions since successes and challenges can be different by 
different institutions. Also, future research could explore successes 
and challenges of students and comparing them to those of 
faculty.
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