ABSTRACT

This study aimed to investigate academics’ perceptions of online continuous professional development
(OCPD) and the design and development of online modules in higher education. Fourteen academics from
one faculty at the University of Technology in South Africa participated. In selecting the participants for

this study, purposive and convenient sampling was applied. A qualitative case study approach was used.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires. Saldafa’s
thematic approach to analysis was used to analyse data using Atlas.ti. It was found that most of the
academics who attended OCPD were able to build their module on IMFUNDO because the instructional
designer provided the module structure or template. The findings revealed that the university’s eChampions
contributed immensely during the process by providing additional support in the departments. It is
recommended that further studies be conducted on the students’ perceptions of implementing the
IMFUNDO modules developed in this study.

Keywords: academics’ perceptions, online continuous professional development, instructional designers,
online modules, higher education

INTRODUCTION

A transition from traditional to virtual learning has occurred over the past twenty years, particularly in
continuing professional education and among non-traditional adult learners (Buxton, Burns & De Muth,
2012). Online learning is now a ubiquitous feature of the educational environment. Also, how academics
are supported in creating online teaching methods is a key component of students’ learning experience
(Evans et al., 2020). It is critical when utilising online learning, to create learning technologies in a way
that they encourage meaningful interaction because interaction influences students’ perception of a
technology’s usability and value in achieving their learning objectives (Tawfik et al., 2022). Therefore,
academics must encourage student engagement in an online environment by creating learning activities
that foster engagement, interaction and participation.
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For academics to be able to design and develop such learning materials, support from instructional
designers is needed. Instructional designers have an in-depth understanding and vast knowledge of their
field. Instructional design encompasses the process of creating learning experiences and materials by
assessing needs, objectives, gaps and challenges, creating a plan, learning space and resources, and
then developing material that engages learners with meaningful content, clear and purposeful activities,
as well as evaluating the material’s effectiveness (Power, 2019). For academics to apply these skills to
design and develop their module, there has to be support from instructional designers (ID) through the
use of relevant instructional design principles.

During the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, professional development webinars supported higher
education practitioners (Al-Naabi, 2023). At a Study University of Technology, the academics were
empowered via online continuous professional development offered in webinars on the design and
development of their modules on the learning management system known as IMFUNDO (Simelane-
Mnisi, 2022a). IMFUNDO is the pseudonym for the learning management system (LMS) used at the
university under study in this article (Simelane-Mnisi & Mji, 2020; Simelane-Mnisi & Mokgalaka-
Fleischmann, 2022). In order to ensure that academics use effective design in their learning materials,
the IMFUNDO teaching and empowerment [training] framework (ITEF) was used to improve the
academics’ digital competencies (Simelane-Mnisi, 2022b). The framework ensured that the online
materials’ quality standards were maintained. This was accomplished using modules from the Higher
Education Qualifications Framework. Technology was incorporated into the curriculum to develop these
modules, with the emphasis on constructive alignment.

This study investigated academics’ perceptions of OCPD in higher education that focused on the
IMFUNDO module design and development. Shahzad et al., (2023) argue that e-learning for continued
professional development requires incorporating emerging technologies in line with changing job
requirements and ensuring organisational sustainability. The argument from these authors suggests the
significance of implementing continual development programs to make sure that the academics at the
study university stay current with the digital change in education. This study investigates academics’
perceptions of the OCPD programme on the design and development of online modules utilising open-
ended and closed-ended questionnaires and interviews.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Professional Development Webinars for Educational Purposes

Evans et al. (2020) state that the purpose of the professional development course is to show academics
how to use the Blackboard LMS's features and functions in various ways to assist student learning. It is
essential to incorporate developing technologies in line with changing job requirements and ensure
organisational sustainability when using e-learning for continued professional development (CPD)
(Shahzad et al., 2023). Li and Yu (2022) argue that to fully utilise e-learning environments, effective
individual academic professional development requires basic digital literacy. The study conducted in
Hong Kong by Evans et al. (2020) revealed that the preferred method of professional development was
blended learning which was effective in facilitating enhanced usage of the university’s LMS. It may be
argued in this study that a series of OCPD was conducted online to prepare academics to set up the
learning material on IMFUNDO.

A growing number of educational institutions are using webinars to disseminate knowledge and skills in
a way that has a significant and widespread impact (Amado-Salvatierra, Rizzardini & Chan, 2020;
Buxton, et al., 2012). Webinars are digital technologies for delivering education and training through
synchronous audiovisual communication between participants and academics who are remotely located
(Gegenfurtner & Ebner, 2019). Higher education institutions should tailor webinar provisions to the
demands and teaching and learning situations of their academic staff members to provide better and
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more effective professional development webinars (Al-Naabi, 2023). The professional development
webinars reported in Al-Naabi (2023) covered topics relating to online pedagogy, course management
systems, technologies for online teaching and learning, and online assessment. The OCPD proved
successful as academics implemented their modules with students because they had the necessary skills
and competencies to design and develop the online modules that fostered student engagement.

Academics’ perception of webinar professional development

Librarians’ continuous professional development is crucial to improve institutions in the present
technology-driven world (Shahzad et al., 2023). For the academics in O'Dowd’s (2022) study,
participating in initiatives involving virtual environments gave academics excellent experience in
methodological innovation and ongoing professional growth. It is for these reasons that this study sought
to examine academics' perceptions of the OCPD programme whether it would yield similar sentiments.
Academics believed that teacher collaboration was critical when dealing with creative activities such as
integrating technology into teaching (O’'Dowd, 2022).

Li and Yu (2022) found that some academics considered digital literacy training time-consuming and
demanding. Amado-Salvatierra et al. (2020) reported that nonverbal cues, including body language,
facial expression, and eye contact, are lost during the webinar session. Participants may become quickly
distracted if the webinar is not engaging or moving along at a good speed (Gegenfurtner & Ebner, 2019).
For some academics, participating in existing professional development programmes for digital
competence felt difficult (Li & Yu, 2022). Nevertheless, although the differences were negligibly minor,
webinars were slightly more effective than the control circumstances of online asynchronous LMSs and
offline, face-to-face classroom training (Gegenfurtner & Ebner, 2019).

STUDY METHOD

In order to fulfil the aim of the study, the following question is posed: How do academics perceive the
online continuous professional development (OCPD) for online module design and development? In
order to answer this question, a qualitative case study was employed. This study used qualitative research
grounded in the social constructivist paradigm, which holds that people seek an understanding of the
world in which they live and work (Creswell, 2014). Hence, the researcher heavily relied on the
participants’ perspectives to understand the phenomenon being studied. A case study is a critical
examination of a small sample of a particular real-world initiative, policy, institution, programme or
system from several angles to understand its complexity and uniqueness (Cohen, Manion & Morrison,
2018). Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires.
Saldafa’s thematic approach to analysis was used to analyse data (Saldafa, 2015). Finding meaning
patterns (themes) through codes is a thematic analysis method (Saldafa, 2021). University approval was
gained for this research’s ethical conduct. The names used in the analysis of this study are pseudonyms.

Participants

The participating academics were selected from the population of one faculty at the University. In selecting
the participants, purposive and convenient sampling were applied. The researcher purposefully selected
participants from the Faculty of Science who were knowledgeable about the subject to best assist the
researcher in understanding the problem and responding to the research question (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). Participants were also selected conveniently because the researcher was the ID who conducted
the OCDP, and the academics were available and easily accessible at the time (Cohen et al., 2018).
Fourteen academics from 14 departments in the Faculty of Science participated in the study. These
academics attended the OCPD and designed and implemented their modules on the LMS.
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Instrument and procedure
This study used open-ended questionnaires and semi-structured interviews to gather data from the
participants.

Open-ended questionnaire
A semi-structured open-ended questionnaire was employed whereby the participants were asked to
respond or comment on questions and statements. The semi-structured open-ended questionnaire
provides a clear structure, sequence and focus; however, an open-ended format enables participants to
reply in their own terms/words (Cohen et al., 2018). This study’s questionnaire consisted of four
questions:

e How did you experience the IMFUNDO continuous professional development?

e  What did you learn from the OCPD?2

e How will you evaluate the time given to prepare the learning design of your online modules on

IMFUNDO?
e Indicate the support provided for you to design, develop and implement your online module.

Semi-structured interviews

Individual, semi-structured interviews were used. These interviews enabled the researcher to explore
issues in greater depth, to understand how and why academics framed their thoughts in particular ways,
and to understand how and why they related concepts, values, events, attitudes and behaviours (Cohen
et al., 2018). Open-ended questions were mirrored in the interview questions. Skype was used to conduct
the interviews online. Following transcription, the academics received the transcripts of the recorded
interviews to confirm that the information had been correctly recorded.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The Atlas.ti Project titled ‘IMFUNDQO Continuous Professional Development’ was developed through
qualitative data analysis. The project included two primary documents relating to open-ended questions
and interviews. The researcher created 36 codes. These codes were then grouped into four networks
relating to IMFUNDO, learned, time, and support.

IMFUNDO

Academics were requested to respond to the question: How did you experience the IMFUNDO continuous
professional development? From this question, the researcher generated 13 codes clustered into the
theme IMFUNDO. Figure 1 shows the conceptual network IMFUNDO. It was found that the academics
appreciated the opportunity to attend the OCPD on the learning design of online modules using the
IMFUNDO. Dr Mishali indicated that IMFUNDO offered a world-class platform for teaching and learning,
and he was able to incorporate the practical component of the module on this platform. Mrs Mokoena
reported that the IMFUNDO system offered more opportunities. Literature revealed that to upskill
academics in digital delivery and improve the student experience, staff development is essential to ensure
that specialised assistance for technology-enhanced learning is provided (Sumer, Douglas & Sim, 2021).

The findings revealed that most academics who attended our OCPD programme could build their module
on IMFUNDO because the ID in the Faculty provided the module structure or template. Prof Adam
indicated that, during the IMFUNDO OCPD programme, after the ID demonstrated the use of the online
module framework, he was able to build the module. Dr Mooi mentioned that all her modules were
already on IMFUNDO. For Ms Coetzer, designing module content on the new shell/template was not too
difficult. These findings are supported by Cho et al. (2021) who showed that the LMS standard
template/structure works. Simelane-Mnisi (2022) emphasised that the LMS template should be
customised to suit the module offering as a one-size-fits-all template proved ineffective.

The Independent Journal of Teaching and Leaming - Volume 18 (2) / 2023
Formerly 7he Journal of Independent Teaching and Learning



The online empowerment sessions were recorded using virtual conferencing tools such as Microsoft
Teams or Collaborate. Mrs Mafa mentioned that the ID made professional development recordings
available on the online module on IMFUNDO for future reference. Al-Naabi (2023) argued that webinars
allowed for flexible lifelong learning engagement, programme delivery of professional development, and
the development of academics’ digital skills. This author asserted that academics who took part in
webinars learned more about synchronous and asynchronous teaching techniques and were able to
collaborate and discuss online pedagogy in a professional context.

It was discovered that academics uploaded learning material and created assessment activities to
encourage student engagement in the online environment. Mr Botha mentioned that IMFUNDO
contained numerous materials for the students to access. Mrs Hlaba indicated that the overall planning
and teaching design was effective. She created assessment activities to ensure that students learn the
material in the online environment. Research showed the impact of ID empowerment support for
academics in designing and developing learning material was beneficial because of the increased use
of LMS tools that encourages interactivity (Budiantara, Mustaji & Setyowati, 2023). These authors
identified activities relating to teaching presence, learning videos, quizzes, discussion features, and task
collecting points. Ms Ndlovu reported that she learned to accommodate and attend to students using
IMFUNDO and to send announcements. Budiantara et al. (2023) argued that, compared to traditional
methods, incorporating LMS tools can enhance learning outcomes and encourage student engagement
with the activities posted by academics. The number of activities used, such as presence, learning videos,
modules, quizzes, discussion features, and task collecting points, increased as a result of ID
empowerment support for academics in designing and developing learning material, according to
research (Budiantara, et al., 2023).
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Figure 1:
The IMFUNDO conceptual network
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What was learned?

Academics were requested to respond to the question: What did you learn from the OCPD?2 The
researcher generated seven codes from this question, clustered into the theme ‘lesson learned’. Figure 2
presents the conceptual network ‘lesson learned’ from the OCPD. It was established that academics were
exposed to various IMFUNDO tools with which they were unfamiliar when they used IMFUNDO prior to
the OCPD programme. Prof Madala indicated that the OCPD prepared them to teach online. He was
shown various tools he was unaware of and learned about them. Mr Maluleke mentioned that he learned
much from OCPD about IMFUNDO tools’ functionalities that could benefit and engage the student in
online modules. Prof Adam indicated that OCPD on IMFUNDO provided the opportunity to learn and
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apply as they designed and developed the online modules. Mrs Zulu reported that OCPD on IMFUNDO
was a learning process. Dr Madlala revealed that attending the continuous online sessions on IMFUNDO
every day was a learning curve. The findings in this study were comparable to those reported by Patnaik
and Gachago (2020) on OCPD on the use of LMS. These authors found that the Centre for Innovative
Educational Technology delivered webinars that assisted the entire university. It was found that academics
welcomed the IMFUNDO OCPD as it exposed them to the current use of technology to enhance teaching
and learning. Dr Mokoena emphasised that academics should embrace this opportunity as technology
will continue to develop further. They needed to push forward to stay relevant. The OCPD assisted the

academics as they learned to upload materials to this system, set up meetings and hold online class
(Sumer et al., 2021).

Figure 2:
The conceptual network of lessons learned from the OCPD
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Academics were requested to respond to the question: How will you evaluate the time given to prepare
the learning design of your online modules on IMFUNDO? The researcher created seven codes from this
question, grouped into the theme ‘Time’. Figure 3 shows the conceptual network of lessons learned
regarding time allocated for learning the design of online modules on IMFUNDO. It was discovered that
the University allocated academics three months to design and develop their online module on
IMFUNDO. The IDs were responsible for this task as they worked closely with the subject matter experts.
Dr Mooi revealed that he attended all of the online sessions. He made time for it because he believed
the time was allocated to prepare his modules on IMFUNDO. As academics, they needed to make
positive or constructive use of the available time. Literature indicates that to become digitally literate,
academics should evolve into new roles and acquire new skills and competencies that go beyond basic
technical proficiency (Evans et al., 2020).

It was discovered that academics deemed three months for professional development as insufficient.
However, they had to make the best of the time given. During the empowerment sessions, they were
expected to plan, design and develop simultaneously. Thereafter they had to implement and evaluate
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their online modules. Mr Botha indicated that they had to execute the design and development with
limited time allocated, ensuring that their online modules were ready for implementation. Mrs Hlaba
reported that the time was too little to get the full value of IMFUNDO. Ms Ndlovu also mentioned that
the timelines were very short. Prof Madlala indicated that the IMFUNDO OCPD was provided, but it was
hectic. Evans et al. (2020) also referred to the limited time for professional development as these
researchers found that to support academics in transforming their pedagogical approaches, once-off
empowerments and seminars were insufficient. Furthermore, some academics experienced time
constraints during this process as it was a difficult and stressful time in their career. Mr Maluleke indicated
that this was a challenging time. However, the work had to be completed, and he had to produce
interactive online modules on IMFUNDO. Dr Mishali reported that it was an extremely stressful time
initially, but as time went on, she felt more confident in using the IMFUNDO platform. Ms Coetzer said
that it was time-consuming to do all of the design within a short time.

Figure 3:

The conceptual network of lessons learned regarding time allocated for learning design of online
modules on IMFUNDO
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Support

Academics were requested to indicate the support they received regarding designing, developing and
implementing their online module. The researcher created nine codes from their responses in this regard,
grouped into the theme ‘support’. Figure 4 illustrates the conceptual network of the support provided to
academics during the OCPD.

The findings revealed that academics received substantial support during the OCPD of the IMFUNDO
modules. Academics commended the support from the University, Faculty ID, eChampions and other
academics. Prof Adam indicated that the support from the University was excellent, and Dr Mooi
emphasised receiving exceptional support regarding online teaching. These findings were supported by
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Deliwe (2021), who reported that the champion in e-learning, advised other academics on how to use
MOODLE more effectively and with a better understanding of its capability. It was found that continuous
support assisted in reducing academics’ stress levels. Mrs Mokoena said that with more OCPD and
continuous support, the stress became less and easier to manage, and she could execute most of the
IMFUNDO functions. Sumer et al. (2021) supported this sentiment, indicating that training/guides on
new systems assisted academics in reducing their anxiety.

It was discovered that most academics applauded the Faculty ID’s support. Mrs Mafa revealed that she
was pleased because she gained a lot of experience as the Faculty ID offered informative OCPD. Mrs
Hlaba indicated that during the OCPD activities, the institutional IDs offered continuous support and
assisted them in ensuring that their online modules were ready for implementation. It was also established
that the Faculty eChampions contributed immensely during the process by providing additional support
in the departments. Literature shows that e-learning champions are critical in motivating, assisting and
encouraging colleagues in their particular departments (Patnaik & Gachago, 2020). Mrs Hlaba indicated
that appointing certain academics to be the champions in the process worked well. Mr Botha mentioned
that he was quite impressed by how the ID and eChampions handled the entire matter. Gachago et al.
(2017) support this argument. They further noted that in addition to assisting colleagues, the champions
also shared their expertise outside of their areas. These authors further stated that relying on a core group
of interdisciplinary champions with a broad skill set aids IDs in gaining influence in the department and
fostering bottom-up innovation. Ms Coetzer said that the Faculty ID and Dr Mashaba and her team of
champions did their best to guide and assist staff members in a short period of time. Ms Ndlovu reported
that the eChampions worked well. Research revealed that champions should have a broad knowledge
and vision of their role, motivate and promote innovation, adopt multiple perspectives, and work
collaboratively with people (Howell & Higgins, 1990). In another study, champions viewed themselves as
motivating learning in new ways and developing a higher interest in online delivery, which grew and
enhanced their expertise as academics (Dennis, McCarthy & Glassburn, 2023).

The present study findings also revealed that, during the OCPD programme, the Faculty ID applied the
IMFUNDO teaching and empowerment [training] framework (ITEF) as a mechanism to support
academics (Simelane-Mnisi, 2022) and endured to cover the spectrum scope of learning design. Prof
Madlala indicated that the Faculty ID covered all the different levels needed to assist both lecturers and
students as much as possible. Mr Malukele revealed that the OCPD on IMFUNDO helped him
significantly build his modules. It was discovered that, whenever academics encountered a problem, a
solution was provided, and the Faculty ID was easy to contact. Ms Zulu indicated that if she experienced
problems, there was a direct solution. Dr Madlala mentioned that, if academics did not understand
something, the ID was accessible and provided answers. The findings further revealed that the Faculty
WhatsApp community of practice group also provided immediate solutions to the faculty academics’
guestions and problems. Prof Adam felt they were very fortunate because the Faculty ID started the Faculty
WhatsApp community of practice group prior to the online empowerment. The platform became handy
as it was used effectively to solve the challenges encountered while working alone. When academics
experience support, they develop a belief in change, which inspires them to put in extra effort and improve
society (Law, 2022).
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Figure 4:
The conceptual network of the support provided to academics during the OCPD.
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CONCLUSION

Through the OCPD programme, academics learned to use LMS digital resources to develop learning
activities that encouraged participation, interaction, and engagement among students in a digital
environment. Since an ID was knowledgeable in the field, it was imperative to provide necessary support
to academics so that they could create their online modules using appropriate ID principles and relevant
LMS tools and ensure constructive alignment as stipulated in the curriculum. The OCPD conducted
webinars using the ITEF contributed to the improvement of academics’ digital competencies as they had
to create their IMFUNDO modules on their own. This was observed when academics.

In light of the study’s findings, it is evident that the academics perceived OCPD using to IMFUNDO as
successful. Through the OCPD programme, academics were taught to adopt LMS digital tools that foster
student engagement in an online environment by creating learning activities that foster engagement,
interaction, and participation. Furthermore, academics were provided with an LMS template that was
tailored to the module offered; a one-size-fits-all template proved ineffective. It is for this reason that
academics adopted transformative learning and were able to design and develop their material. It may
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be concluded from this study that the academics learned new and innovative ways of teaching online
using IMFUNDO. |t is, therefore, critical that for any OCPD to be successful, institutions provide time for
academics to attend professional development, as academics often indicate that too much workload is a
hindrance to their empowerment. Another critical aspect that came out of this study was the support that
was provided from the University, Faculty ID, eChampions, and other academics in ensuring that the
modules were developed to meet the university standard and the quality of online modules. It is seen
from this study that academics were exposed to various IMFUNDO tools that were new to them but which
they could use through the guidance and support offered by the Faculty ID and eChampions. The OCPD
is essential for maintaining value-added output at the workplace and ensuring survival in the current
rapid evolution and transformative education driven by technology.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Institutions of higher learning must continue to present OCPD in the form of webinars to attract more
academics. It is recommended that further studies be conducted on students’ perceptions of implementing
the IMFUNDO modules developed in this study. A further study can be conducted with a larger sample.
A mixed-method approach study could also be conducted in a similar context in higher education.
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