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 Abstract 

The explosive growth of online learning in higher education (HE) institutions has 
resulted in an unprecedented need to develop comprehensive professional 
development programs in order to support HE instructors in online settings. The 
purpose of this systematic review is to identify and categorize online teaching 
competencies in HE and to propose a conceptual model for creating professional 
learning opportunities within such settings. Following a rigorous systematic search 
in two electronic databases (Web of Science and Scopus) between the years 1993 to 
2023, 77 eligible articles were chosen and analyzed through content analysis. A total 
of 106 competencies were identified under seven overarching dimensions. Inspired 
by the emerged dimensions of the identified competencies, a three-level model for 
establishing professional development programs for HE institutions is presented and 
the implications for HE instructors and institutions are discussed. 

Keywords: Online teaching competencies, Higher education, Professional 
development, Systematic review 

 
 

Introduction 

In recent decades, many forces at the global level are substantially altering the landscape 

of higher education; they include, among other, the Fourth Industrial Revolution, 

information explosion, lifelong learning, artificial intelligence, a shift toward open 

education resources (Ally, 2019), innovations in technology and pedagogy, along “with the 

ubiquity of the learning management systems and social media applications” (Abdous, 

2011, p. 60) as well as the recent COVID-19 pandemic (see also Daumiller et al., 2021; 

González-Bravo et al., 2022; Iglesias-Pradas et al., 2021). The changes are believed to be 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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induced by the increasing demand for and the expansion of online educational courses and 

the subsequent accentuation of the role of technology in the delivery of educational 

materials and enrichment of online learning and teaching environments (e.g., Ally, 2019; 

Hodges et al., 2020; Hung & Chou, 2015; Kara & Can, 2019; Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; 

Mohr & Shelton, 2017). Moreover, the marked differentiations in the perception and 

thinking/learning styles of (mostly younger generations of) learners (strongly associated 

with rapidly developing technological factors such as computers, the game industry, and 

the internet) have rendered the application of technology in education and training 

environments a pivotal position (Savaş et al., 2022). In fact, while all sectors in the societies 

are adapting themselves to new and varied technologies (See Güler & Savaş, 2022), it is 

inconceivable for educational practices, which are the most important building blocks of a 

community, to remain indifferent to developing technologies (Savaş, 2021). 

In the midst of the paradigm shift, marked by growth of online learning in higher 

education and the migration from traditional (face-to-face) teaching to online environments, 

faculty members would need a wide range of competencies and skills; such resources are 

argued to be beneficial for effective teaching and facilitating students’ learning in online 

settings (Martin et al., 2019; Mohr & Shelton, 2017; Northcote et al., 2015; Wang et al., 

2019). In particular, promoting competencies required for online teaching while improving 

its quality have emerged among the pivotal concerns of higher education planners and 

policy makers worldwide (Shirbagi, 2013). This trend has been exacerbated by the 

COVID-19 pandemic and its consequences for (distance) higher education (see among 

others Daumiller et al., 2021; Dogra & Kaushal, 2022; Fouche & Andrews, 2022; Iglesias-

Pradas et al., 2021; Wertz, 2022; Whitelock et al., 2021). 

Previous studies indicate that, to deliver quality instruction, faculty members need more 

training, adequate support, and further guidance to successfully utilize new technologies in 

the e-learning environments and to integrate them with pedagogy (e.g., Martin et al., 2019). 

In fact, some studies suggested that many university instructors did not know the 

fundamental differences between traditional learning environments, on one hand, and 

synchronous and asynchronous ones, on the other; moreover, the studies questioned the 

instructors’ knowledge (and possession) of online teaching competencies and their 

familiarity with the requirements for teaching in a synchronous learning environment 

(Gillett-Swan, 2017; Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019), inasmuch as they assumed online 

teaching was merely transferring the instructional materials and resources of the 

(traditional) classroom to the online teaching platforms (Xiao, 2018). Such a superficial 

understanding has resulted in the unsatisfactorily low evaluation of the quality of online 

courses compared to their in-person counterparts as rated by the students, on one hand, and 

the faculty members’ resistance to acquire online teaching competencies, on the other hand 

(McGee et al., 2017; Thomas & Graham, 2019). 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/ContribAuthorRaw/G%C3%BCler/Osman
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/ContribAuthorRaw/Sava%C5%9F/Serkan
https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/pub/@serkansavas
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Nonetheless, as noted above, teaching online requires competencies other than traditional 

teaching competencies alone (Parrish & Sadera, 2018; Thomas & Graham, 2019) and 

successful implementation of e-learning courses and achievement of learning goals (by the 

learners) are chiefly contingent on the competencies of online educators (Ally, 2019; 

Chang et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2019; Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019; Setlhako, 2014). 

Therefore, an updated all-inclusive understanding of online teaching competencies appears 

to be a prerequisite for developing comprehensive professional development programs for 

online educators in higher education institutions and universities (Bawane & Spector, 2009; 

Briggs, 2005; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Williams, 2003). 

Our review of the literature on online teaching competencies (see the next section), 

however, reiterates that, in spite of the proposition of various overlapping and even 

incongruent lists and classifications (see also Thomas & Graham, 2019), there is a 

burgeoning need for systematic research studies which can facilitate moving toward 

consensus and a shared conceptual language in the area of online teaching competencies 

within the domain of higher education. The current systematic review study is one step 

toward filling this gap through aggregating the most relevant resources in the field of online 

teaching competencies between 1993 and 2023; additionally, the study ventures to propose 

a holistic model for professional development based on the ranking of online teaching 

competencies in terms of their importance for learning in the context of higher education. 

Review of the literature 

There has been much debate about the concept of competency since its emergence in the 

1960s. In the literature on online teaching, the two concepts of “competency” and 

“competence” are not always used consistently or interchangeably. In fact, there are 

researchers such as Wood and Power (1987) who distinguished between the two concepts 

(as cited in Setlhako, 2019). Literally, competency is the important skill needed to do a job. 

Conceptually, it is defined as the knowledge, skill, or [ability] required to play an effective 

role in an organization (Richey et al., 2001, p. 26). Competence, literally, is the ability to 

do something well, while it is conceptually defined as “a state of being well qualified to 

perform an activity, task or job function” (Spector & De la Teja, 2001, p. 2). In other words, 

while “competency” is related to a specific skill or ability and is more individualistic, 

“competence” is more of a task-related capability or outcome and can be seen as a set of 

competencies in performance-related areas in a particular field (e.g., distance learning) 

(McMullan et al., 2003). It should be noted that competencies are distinct from personal 

traits and characteristics. Traits and characteristics describe a personality that is usually 

inherited or formed early in life. Examples include “initiative”, “self-esteem” and 

“decisiveness/assertiveness” (Varvel, 2007). Therefore, in this study, the personal 

characteristics of online teachers were not considered. 
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The instruction can be characterized as online teaching when “most or all of the content 

(80% or more) is delivered online” (Allen & Seaman, 2013, p. 7). In the relevant literature, 

various explorations of and categories for online teaching competencies have been 

proposed (Setlhako, 2019). It should be noted that in the literature, in addition to the 

concept of online teaching competencies, similar concepts have been used, including 

Instructor Competency or online facilitators (see the next paragraph). In general, a myriad 

of online teaching competencies was determined by e-learning professionals, educators and 

managers of online programs, educational designers, and learners. In short, following the 

definition of competencies, online teaching competencies can be defined as “a combination 

of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values” that allow the instructor “to act (appropriately) 

and professionally in a certain context,” (here online environments) and to apply 

“knowledge, skills, attitudes, personal characteristics, and values … in an integrated way” 

(Koster & Dengerink, 2008, p. 139). 

One of the first classifications of competency, inspiring online teaching competencies, is 

that of “Houston and Hawsam (1972), who clustered the competencies as cognitive, 

affective, performance, consequence or product, and explorative or expressive” (Bawane 

& Spector, 2009, p. 386). Considering the specific conditions of online teaching, Berge 

(1995) introduced the four competencies of Pedagogical (course or module knowledge), 

Social (communicating and interacting with students and encouraging them to participate 

in the class discussions), Managerial (managing the work with students and interacting 

with them, sending announcements and directing and leading the discussions) and 

Technical (the ability to use computers and related tools such as the Internet and email). 

Salmon (2000) clustered online teaching competencies into five categories: (a) the ability 

to understand online processes, (b) technical skills, (c) online communication skills,  

(d) content (editing) specialist, and (e) personal characteristics (see the above distinction 

between competencies and characteristics). 

In another study, Reid (2002), after reviewing the classifications offered by previous 

researchers, listed more than 500 online teaching competencies and grouped them under 

technical knowledge, subject matter, facilitation (of discussion), evaluation, and course 

management. Williams’ (2003) research highlighted communication competencies as the 

most important competency from the perspective of experts. Within their matrix of 

competencies required to support different roles of e-tutors, Denis et al. (2004) describe 

the different types of competencies expected of an online educator in the form of  

(a) pedagogical competence, (b) communicational, (c) discipline expertise [in (editing) 

Content] and (d) technological. On the other hand, Alvarez et al. (2009, p. 332) analyzed 

previous research on the roles and competencies of university lecturers to teach in virtual 

environments and concluded that “teaching in online environments demands transversal 

competencies from the teacher, profiles or domains which are the common denominator in 
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the other university teachers’ roles” (p. 332). The roles and domains they proposed 

included: designer / planning roles, social role, and cognitive role as well as technological 

domain and managerial domain (Alvarez et al., 2009). Bower (2011) categorized facilitator 

competencies for successful teaching in a synchronous learning environment into four 

competencies: operational, interactive, managerial, and design. Focusing merely on 

teaching behaviors (processes), Bigatel et al. (2012) compiled a list of online teaching 

competencies which, from their perspective, included: (1) Active Learning,  

(2) Administration / Leadership, (3) Active Teaching / Responsiveness, (4) Technological 

Competence, (5) Multimedia Technology, (6) Classroom Decorum, and (7) Policy 

Enforcement. Finally, investigating the readiness of faculty to teach online, Martin et al. 

(2019) examined the faculty’s attitude and ability with regard to the four pivotal 

competencies of (virtual) course design, course communication, time management, and 

technical. 

All in all, since the 1990s, much research has been done on online teaching and learning 

in general and online teaching competencies for higher education in particular (Alvarez et 

al., 2009; Aydin, 2005; Bailie, 2011; Bigatel et al., 2012; Goodyear et al., 2001; Grabowski 

et al., 2016; Ouyang & Scharber, 2017; Ragan, 2009; Shattuck, 2013; Smith, 2005; Varvel, 

2007; Williams, 2003); however, the abundance of research itself might be argued to be a 

source of confusion (e.g., Abdous, 2011; Thomas & Graham, 2019) as there is a paucity of 

comprehensive systematic studies, covering a wide range of resources, on online teaching 

competencies in higher education settings. It should, nevertheless, be acknowledged that 

in the existing literature, there are some systematic reviews on the competencies of 

instructors in general education (e.g., Martin et al., 2021; Sharin, 2021), medical and 

nursing education (Button et al., 2014; Koch, 2014; van Rensburg, 2018; Sahapong et al., 

2006; Thomas & Graham, 2019), teacher education (Carrillo & Flores, 2020) and 

professional development for online teaching (Leary et al., 2020), effectiveness of distance 

learning (Kusmaryono et al., & 2021) as well as on e-teaching and e-learning (Guasch et 

al., 2010; Martin et al., 2020). 

Martin et al. (2020) being an exception, examination of online instructor characteristics 

has been among the comparatively under-researched topics. There are few systematic 

research studies of the (role) and competencies of online teachers in the context of higher 

education (Alvareza et al., 2009; Baran et al., 2011). These studies, however, generally use 

bibliographic review to theoretically and critically analyze selected sources with the aim 

of clarifying the role and competencies of instructors; some of them aim also to provide 

critiques of standards and competency-based approaches to online education from varied 

perspectives (e.g., transformational learning theory) in the context of higher education. In 

a similar study, Khodabandelou et al. (2022) intended to systematically review the roles 

and competencies of higher education instructors, yet its major aim was to analyze the 
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trends and monitor the changes in the roles (not focused on in the current study) and the 

core competencies (not their specifics and details) of university instructors over a decade 

(in contrast to three decades explored here). 

Still, as noted above, a comprehensive understanding of online teaching competencies is 

a prerequisite for efficient professional development programs for online educators in 

higher education institutions and universities (Bawane & Spector, 2009; Briggs, 2005; 

Thach & Murphy, 1995; Williams, 2003). Consequently, the current study attempts to 

systematically consolidate, review, and summarize the pertinent knowledge on online 

teaching competencies in higher education in the last three decades in order to propose a 

comprehensive, holistic and practical model for professional development and support 

programs for faculty members working at higher education institutions. 

Methodology 

Research design and inclusion criteria 

The guidelines of Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 

(PRISMA) are followed in the current study. The systematic review in this study was 

delimited to peer-reviewed articles published in English-language journals over the past 

three decades between 1993 to March 2023. The reason for including peer-reviewed 

research articles is that the review process ensures their going through at least one level of 

quality control. As to our focus on the chosen publication time span, it is owing to the 

observation that the role of online educators, their competencies, and the competencies’ 

significance in online learning environments have been increasingly the subject of varied, 

concentrated research studies (see also Gómez-Rey et al., 2017). It should be mentioned 

that some of the most-cited articles on online teaching competencies (e.g., Cyrs,1997; 

Darabi et al., 2006; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Williams, 2003;) were also purposefully 

included in the final corpus. 

Search strategy 

To collect the review sources, two of the researchers independently adopted a systematic 

strategy searching the title, abstract, and keywords of the papers within the two prestigious 

electronic databases of Scopus and Web of Science for any of the relevant keywords / 

concepts: (e-learning, online learning, distance learning, or e-learning among others); 

(online competency, qualification, skills, or related terms); (lecturer, university teacher, 

university instructor, faculty, facilitator, e-tutor, or similar terms) as well as (higher 

education, university, or their equivalents). The reference lists of the initially identified 

articles were then used to spot other related articles. Inclusion and exclusion criteria for 

selecting eligible resources based on seven criteria (study focus, educational level, subject 
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Table 1 Review sample inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion 

Educational Level Higher Education General (K-12)/Medical 
Education 

Subject Area Social Sciences; Psychology, Art 
and Humanities 

Medicine; Health; Nursing 

Focus of Study Roles, Online Teaching 
Competencies 

Outcomes, and Responsibilities 
of the online Instructors and In-
Person Teaching Competencies 

Research Design/Method Quantitative; Qualitative; Mixed ---- 

Time Span 1993-2023 Before 1993 and after March 
2023 

Study Type Primary (Empirical) Research 
Journal Papers 

Conference Papers; Books and 
Book Reviews; Theses and 
Dissertations 

Language English Non-English papers 

 

 

area, time period, research design, type of study, and language) are listed in Table 1. 

As a result of searching the electronic databases of Web of Science and Scopus followed 

by examining the references of their articles, a total of 2630 records in the period between 

1993-2023 were found. Details of the search and screening processes are given in the 

PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1). It should be noted that the screening process was 

performed in two stages by two researchers separately. Disagreements were discussed until 

consensus was reached. 

The data related to the selected papers (77) were initially examined by one of the 

researchers—according to the agreement among the co-authors and the purpose of the 

research; the examined data included the names of the authors, year of publication, purpose 

of the study, research approach / method, and the main findings. The extracted data were 

presented in the form of a table. Another researcher then reviewed the data obtained from 

the selected articles to assess the consistency of the data extraction. 

Data extraction and analysis methods 

To analyze the papers, content analysis was used by two of the researchers. Accordingly, 

first an operational definition of the research findings was presented; the operational 

definition determined which part(s) of the findings, discussion, and conclusion sections of 

the selected sources should be examined and analyzed. Subsequently, the published papers’ 

interpretation, analysis, and account of interview, observation, documents and 

questionnaire data which were collected during the research process (by the authors of the 

papers) were considered as suitable analysis material for the current study. Based on this 

operational definition, the findings / results, discussion, and conclusions sections of the 77 

research articles were studied several times and each article’s sentences which were related 
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to competency were chosen for coding. Then, in the second stage, the sentences related to 

online teaching competencies were edited separately (i.e., they were organized and 

shortened in order to make sense out of their context) for each article. In the third stage, by 

comparing two articles at a time, the sentences related to the overlapping competencies 

were grouped and, eventually, arranged in the form of one competency. In the fourth stage, 

through constant comparison analysis based on the similarities and differences with model 

articles (Smith, 2005 and Varvel, 2007 among others) as well as multiple references to the 

selected research studies, the list of competencies from the selected sources were organized 

and named at a more abstract level in terms of dimensions (themes). Finally, the references 

of each category along with its pertinent competencies were arranged in chronological 

 

Fig. 1 Search strategy, screening and choosing the selected studies based on the PRISMA flow 
diagram 
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order. As a result of this iterative process, seven dimensions (or core competencies) for 

online teaching were identified. In order to confirm the reliability of findings, a peer review 

method was adopted. A qualitative research specialist together with the first author of the 

research re-examined the extracted themes and the accuracy of the coding process. 

Disagreements were discussed until consensus was reached. 

Findings 

Out of the 77 selected articles, 61 research articles were either qualitative (27) or 

quantitative (34), while 16 studies had adopted a mixed methodology. The findings of the 

systematic review of the 77 selected sources lead to the identification and categorization 

of 106 competencies in terms of seven comprising dimensions. In line with the views of 

several experts in the field (as noted above), there was a great deal of overlap among the 

competencies in the proposed classifications. In general, two approaches were mentioned 

in the literature for identifying competences. In the next sub-sections, we will report the 

emerging dimensions, the competencies under each dimension, and the resources from 

which the competencies were extracted: 

First dimension: knowledge of the field of distance learning and technological 

competencies 

Out of the 77 selected articles, 55 articles referred to this dimension (theme) and out of the 

106 competencies identified, 18 competencies belong to this theme. The competencies of 

this theme are presented in Table 2. 

Second dimension: competencies of planning, designing and organizing 

electronic courses 

Out of the 77 selected articles, 53 articles referred to this dimension (theme). From among 

the 106 emerging competencies, 20 competencies belong to this theme. The competencies 

comprising this dimension (along with the pertinent papers) are presented in Table 3. 

Third dimension: Competency in facilitation (of discussion) 

Of the 77 selected articles, 49 referred to this dimension. The fact that, out of 106 

competencies, 21 competencies belong to this theme highlights the importance of this 

dimension of online teaching. The comprising competencies of this dimension are 

presented in Table 4. 
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Table 2 Competencies comprising the first dimension of online teaching in higher education (and the source studies) 

Dimension 1: Knowledge of the field of distance learning and technological competencies 

Number Competency Study/Source 

1 Adequate understanding of the foundation of online 
teaching and learning 

Abdous, 2011; Martin, Budhrani & Wang, 2019; Ouyang & Scharber, 2018; Parrish & Sadera, 2018; 
Schalk et al., 2022; Setlhako, 2014; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Wang et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2021 

2 Knowledge of the capabilities and limitations of 
different teaching and learning technologies / app / 
software / tool is suitable for what kind of subjects 

Abdous, 2011; Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Adnan et al., 2017; Akram et al., 2021; Ally, 2019; 
Badiozaman, 2021; Cook et al., 2023; Darabi et al., 2006; Goodyear et al., 2001; Khtere & Yousef, 2021; 
Lin, 2022; Lin et al., 2023; Ouyang & Scharber, 2018; Paudel, 2021; Roberts & Bezuidenhout, 2017; 
Thumiki & Magd, 2022 

3 Knowledge about the virtual learning environment Egan & Akdere, 2005; Lin, 2022; Lin et al., 2023; McGee et al., 2017; Ouyang & Scharber, 2018; 
Parrish & Sadera, 2018; Paudel, 2021; Reader et al., 2020; Roberts & Bezuidenhout, 2017; 
Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Varvel, 2007 

4 Adequate knowledge and awareness of copyright, 
ethical application of technology, privacy and 
intellectual property issues 

Abdous, 2011; Alarcón et al., 2020; Ally, 2019; Cyrs, 1997; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; 
Martin, Budhrani & Wang, 2019; Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2021 

5 Knowledge of the features and applications of major 
operating systems, virtual resources and tools 

Adnan et al., 2017; Almazova et al., 2020; Jung et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2023; Martin, Budhrani & Wang, 2019;  
Paudel, 2021; Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019 

6 Ability to use email to communicate with students and 
the university 

Abdous, 2011; Amhag et al., 2019; Berge, 1995; Blayone et al., 2018; Lin, 2022; Martin, Budhrani & Wang, 2019;  
Murphy et al., 2011; Simsek et al., 2021; Väljataga et al., 2020 

7 Ability to use course management systems, Learning 
Management System (LMS), Adobe Connect, browsers 
and video conferencing applications 

Adi Badiozaman & Segar, 2022; Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Akram et al., 2021; Almazova et al., 2020; 
Alvarez et al., 2009; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; González et al., 2023; Jung et al., 2021; Kara & Can, 2019; 
Lin, 2022; Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; Mehrotra et al., 2022; Paudel, 2021; Simsek et al., 2021; 
Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Väljataga et al., 2020 

8 Ability to use tools and technologies including 
Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, audio, video and 
multimedia devices, forums which are useful for 
enhancing learning 

Akram et al., 2021; Ally, 2019; Almazova et al., 2020; Amhag et al., 2019; Aydin, 2005; Blayone et al., 2018; 
Egan & Akdere, 2005; Hung& Chou, 2015; Jung et al., 2021; Lin, 2022; Mehrotra et al., 2022; 
Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Northcote et al., 2015; Ouyang & Scharber, 2018; Simsek et al., 2021; 
Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Väljataga et al., 2020; Varvel, 2007; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

9 Ability to use online marking, polling, proctoring tools Setlhako, 2014; Simsek et al., 2021; Thumiki & Magd, 2022 

10 Continuous learning of emerging software, developing 
hardware and computer network skills as well as 
technology repair / operation skills 

Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Alarcón et al., 2020; Aslami et al., 2016; 
Badiozaman, 2021; Paliwal & Singh, 2021; Simsek et al., 2021; Väljataga et al., 2020 

11 Ability to provide technical support to students when 
they face problems (e.g., they get disconnected from 
the system) 

Adi Badiozaman & Segar, 2022; Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Aslami et al., 2016; Aydin, 2005; Badiozaman, 2021; 

Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Goodyear et al., 2001; Hung & Chou, 2015; Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; 
Martin et al., 2021; Parrish & Sadera, 2018; Simsek et al., 2021; Thumiki & Magd, 2022 
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12 Text design skills Aydin, 2005; Egan & Akdere, 2005; Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019; Thach & Murphy, 1995; 
Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Williams, 2003 

13 Graphic design skills Aydin, 2005; Blayone et al., 2018; Egan & Akdere, 2005; Kara & Can, 2019; Thach & Murphy, 1995 

14 Knowledge of procedures required to manage both 
synchronous and asynchronous communication tools 

Aydin, 2005; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Jung et al., 2021; Kara & Can, 2019; Lin, 2022; Paliwal & Singh, 2021; 
Reader et al., 2020; Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2021 

15 Familiarity with appropriate technologies / apps to 
enhance student learning and enrich education 

Adi Badiozaman & Segar, 2022; Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Akram et al., 2021; Badiozaman, 2021; 
Cook et al., 2023; Jung et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2023; Paudel, 2021; Roberts & Bezuidenhout, 2017 

16 Ability to use technology (e.g., Google Drive and 
Dropbox) to communicate with students in an online 
learning environment 

Amhag et al., 2019; Goodyear et al., 2001; Kara & Can, 2019; Paliwal & Singh, 2021; Wang et al., 2021 

17 Familiarity with methods to design online educational 
courses and evaluating what tools are effective in 
achieving the desired learning outcomes 

Abdous, 2011; Akram et al., 2021; Chang et al., 2014; Cyrs, 1997; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; 
Thach & Murphy, 1995; Wang et al., 2021; Williams, 2003 

18 Knowledge of technological procedures for producing 
multimedia content and their adaptation to e-learning 
environments and the intended learning outcomes 

Akram et al., 2021; Almazova et al., 2020; Aydin, 2005; Chang et al., 2014; Egan & Akdere, 2005; 
Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Väljataga et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2019 
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Table 3 Competencies comprising the second dimension of online teaching in higher education (and the source studies) 

Dimension 2: Competencies of planning, designing and organizing electronic courses 

Number Competency Study/Source 

1 Ability to develop learner-centered and flexible syllabi Abdous, 2011; Albrahim, 2020; González et al., 2023; McGee et al., 2017; Ouyang & Scharber, 2018; 
Simamora et al., 2020; Wolcott, 1993; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

2 Ability to evaluate the existing content and resources 
to identify their shortcomings 

Abdous, 2011; Arinto, 2013; Aydin, 2005; Cleveland-Innes & Campbell, 2012; Paliwal & Singh, 2021; Varvel, 2007 

3 Ability to select and adapt learning resources and 
experiences with regard to learners’ learning needs as 
well as the curriculum and teaching principles 

Akram et al., 2021; Al-Adwan & Alkhalifah, 2021; Alarcón et al., 2020; Arinto, 2013; Bawane & Spector, 2009; 
Bezuidenhout, 2017; Glukhov & Gromova, 2016; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Jung et al., 2021; 
Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Ponce et al., 2018; Varvel, 2007; Simamora et al., 2020; Smits & Voogt, 2017; 
Thomas & Graham, 2019; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

4 Ability to design educational tasks / activities based on 
students’ needs and to specify grading systems 

Alvarez et al., 2009; Arinto, 2013; Jung et al., 2021; Mohr & Shelton, 2017; Simamora et al., 2020; 
Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Zhang& Chen, 2017 

5 Adequate knowledge of adult learning styles / 
theories 

Abdous, 2011; Albrahim, 2020; Aslami et al., 2016; Chang et al., 2014; Cyrs, 1997; Glukhov & Gromova, 2016; 
Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; Martin et al., 2021; Roberts & Bezuidenhout, 2017; Wang et al., 2019; 
Williams, 2003; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

6 Updating course content using online resources; 
Selecting web resources in a variety of media 

Ally, 2019; Arinto, 2013; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

7 Using specific, structured content and schedule to 
impart course requirements to students 

Hung & Chou, 2015; Jung et al., 2021; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

8 Designing online content in / for learning 
management system (LMS) 

Adnan et al., 2017; Alarcón et al., 2020; Arinto, 2013; Aslami et al., 2016; Aydin, 2005; Bawane & Spector, 2009; 
González et al., 2023; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Martin, Budhrani & Wang, 2019; Martin et al., 2021; 
Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Ouyang & Scharber, 2018; Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019; Thach & Murphy, 1995; 
Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Trammell & LaForge, 2017; Wolcott, 1993; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

9 Choosing the right digital technology appropriate for 
the intended content and learning outcomes 

Adi Badiozaman & Segar, 2022; Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Adnan et al., 2017; Albrahim, 2020; Ally, 2019; 
Arinto, 2013; Goodyear et al., 2001; Martin et al., 2021; Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; 
Northcote et al., 2015; Reader et al., 2020; Schalk et al., 2022; Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2021; 
Zhang & Chen, 2017 

10 Ability to design learning materials that meet the 
specific needs of students 

Adi Badiozaman & Segar, 2022; Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Albrahim, 2020; Ally, 2019; Arinto, 2013; 
Jung et al., 2021; Khtere & Yousef, 2021; Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018; Thomas & Graham, 2019; 
Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Wang et al., 2019; Wolcott, 1993 

11 Application of tools and technologies that are easy for 
students to use 

Ally, 2019; Hung & Chou, 2015; Wang et al., 2019 

12 Facilitating access to online resources Alarcón et al., 2020; Arinto, 2013; Aydin, 2005; Goodyear et al., 2001; Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; 
Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019 
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13 Ability to set up a fully organized course with 
complementary tips, instructions, and criteria 

Abdous, 2011; Hung & Chou, 2015; Jung et al., 2021; Khtere & Yousef, 2021; Martin et al., 2021; 
Mohr & Shelton, 2017; Paliwal & Singh, 2021; Ponce et al., 2018; Richardson et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2021 

14 Ability to design engaging and diverse learning 
activities, to create opportunities for interaction and 
collaboration in the online learning environment 

Adi Badiozaman & Segar, 2022; Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Albrahim, 2020; Ally, 2019; Almazova et al., 2020; 
Badiozaman, 2021; Cleveland-Innes & Campbell, 2012; Hung & Chou, 2015; Jung et al., 2021; 
Khtere & Yousef, 2021; McGee et al., 2017; Paliwal & Singh, 2021; Smits & Voogt, 2017; Wolcott, 1993 

15 Designing learning activities aimed at generating 
online shared knowledge 

Goodyear et al., 2001; Varvel, 2007 

16 Ability to effectively coordinate learning objectives, 
course assignments, assessment strategies, and 
learning activities in online courses 

Hung & Chou, 2015; Jung et al., 2021; Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; Northcote et al., 2015; Reader et al., 2020 

17 Ability to design and develop learning activities that 
use technology – such as Kahoot – in order to 
establish communication and enhance interaction 

Abdous, 2011; Arinto, 2013; Aslami et al.,2016; Martin, Budhrani & Wang, 2019; Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; 
Trammell & LaForge, 2017 

18 Ability to design learning activities that allow students 
to create explanations / solutions consistent with 
learning outcomes 

Albrahim, 2020; Glukhov & Gromova, 2016; Goodyear et al., 2001; Jung et al., 2021; McGee et al., 2017; 
Paliwal & Singh, 2021 

19 Ability to develop online study guides, techniques, and 
tools to optimize learning and organization 

Aydin, 2005; Glukhov & Gromova, 2016; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018; 
Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019; Trammell & LaForge, 2017 

20 Ability to design educational materials that include 
elements of reading and/or verbal comprehension 
(font type, size) and visual elements (color, order) 

Aydin, 2005; Cyrs, 1997; Goodyear et al., 2001; Khtere & Yousef, 2021; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; 
Ponce et al., 2018; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Trammell & LaForge, 2017; Williams, 2003 
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Table 4 Competencies comprising the third dimension of online teaching in higher education (and the source studies) 

Dimension 3: Competency in facilitation (of discussion) 

Number Competency Study/Source 

1 Ability to create a learning community in an online 
learning environment 

Abdous, 2011; Alarcón et al., 2020; Ally, 2019; Berge, 1995; Bigatel et al., 2012; 
Cleveland-Innes & Campbell, 2012; Egan & Akdere, 2005; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; 
Martin, Budhrani & Wang, 2019; Murphy et al., 2011; Northcote et al., 2015; Setlhako, 2014; Simsek et al., 2021; 
Thach & Murphy, 1995; Thomas & Graham, 2019 

2 Ability to help learners take responsibility for their 
own learning 

Abdous, 2011; Albrahim, 2020; Bigatel et al., 2012; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Glukhov & Gromova, 2016; 
Goodyear et al., 2001; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2021 

3 Ability to utilize active learning techniques facilitated 
by appropriate software 

Alarcón et al., 2020; Ally, 2019; Glukhov & Gromova, 2016; Parrish & Sadera, 2018; Setlhako, 2014 

4 Facilitating students’ self-directed learning and 
listening to their expectations 

Alarcón et al., 2020; Albrahim, 2020; Ally, 2019; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Martin et al., 2021; 
Mehrotra et al., 2022; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Parrish & Sadera, 2018; Thumiki & Magd, 2022 

5 Ability to design (test) items / questions at different 
cognitive levels appropriate for different educational 
goals 

Albrahim, 2020; Ally, 2019; Darabi et al., 2006; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

6 Knowing the cognitive processes associated with 
different types of learning, how these processes are 
stimulated, and how students’ physical, social, 
emotional, moral, and cognitive development affects 
learning 

Alarcón et al., 2020; Almazova et al., 2020; Baran et al., 2011; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; 
Roberts & Bezuidenhout, 2017; Simamora et al., 2020; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Varvel, 2007 

7 Offering educational guidance throughout the course, 
focusing on (educational) topics, and assisting learners 
in learning 

Abdous, 2011; Akdere, 2005; Berge, 1995; Chang et al., 2014; Cyrs, 1997; Egan & Akder, 2005; 
Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Kara & Can, 2019; Lin, 2022; Murphy et al., 2011; Ponce et al., 2018; 
Richardson et al., 2015; Simsek et al., 2021; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

8 Ensuring the general readiness of learners through 
directing them to various university resources 
including counseling, technical requirements, and 
library resources 

Abdous, 2011; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Lin, 2022; Murphy et al., 2011 

9 Giving students the chance to reflect on their own 
learning and progress, and encouraging self- and 
peer-assessment 

Albrahim, 2020; Ally, 2019; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Martin et al., 2021 

10 Ability to facilitate communication with learners, to 
provide feedback on the learners’ ideas, and to share 
their own ideas with students 

Abdous, 2011; Alarcón et al., 2020; Egan & Akdere, 2005; Lin, 2022; Martin et al., 2021; McGee et al., 2017; 
Murphy et al., 2011; Simsek et al., 2021; Zhang & Chen, 2017 
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11 Ability to effectively ask questions and to encourage 
students to construct and discover new concepts (out) 
of the course 

Abdous, 2011; Ally, 2019; Murphy et al., 2011; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Varvel, 2007 

12 Identifying shy or isolated students, and facilitating 
and encouraging their participation in the discussion 

Berge, 1995; González et al., 2023; Hung & Chou, 2015; Khtere & Yousef, 2021; Lin, 2022; Wang et al., 2021 

13 Ability to use electronic tools (conducive to student 
learning) to motivate students in virtual classrooms 

Abdous, 2011; Alarcón et al., 2020; Ally, 2019; González et al., 2023; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; 
Murphy et al., 2011; Simsek et al., 2021; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2021; 
Williams, 2003 

14 Ability to manage and monitor discussions in order to 
stimulate new discussions and critical thinking or to 
steer conversations in the right direction 

Abdous, 2011; Ally, 2019; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Mehrotra et al., 2022; Murphy et al., 2011; 
Paliwal & Singh, 2021; Thumiki & Magd, 2022 

15 Ability to use appropriate technologies and reflective 
journal to help monitor and tracking the students’ 
learning process 

Abdous, 2011; Ally, 2019; Bigatel et al., 2012; Egan & Akdere, 2005; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; 
Goodyear et al., 2001; Northcote et al., 2015; Ponce et al., 2018; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Väljataga et al., 2020; 
Wang et al., 2019 

16 Responding quickly to students’ questions and using 
questions that promote discussion among learners 

Abdous, 2011; Berge, 1995; Bigatel et al., 2012; Martin, Budhrani & Wang, 2019; Mehrotra et al., 2022; 
Murphy et al., 2011; Thach & Murphy, 1995 

17 Encouraging, approving, or reinforcing student 
discussion and participation through praising and 
modeling effective behavior 

Abdous, 2011; Ally, 2019; Berge, 1995; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Martin et al., 2021 

18 Ability to determine the students’ level of ability and 
to understand how students create knowledge and 
develop skills 

McGee et al., 2017; Murphy et al., 2011 

19 Ability to facilitate the teaching process (in a way) that 
helps students acquire and internalize knowledge 

Abdous, 2011; Murphy et al., 2011; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Wang et al., 2021 

20 The instructor encourages students to consider 
alternative explanations for their experiences 

Bigatel et al., 2012 

21 Ability to use learning technologies including 
multimedia, simulation, etc. to help students achieve 
the course objectives 

Abdous ,2011; Alarcón et al., 2020; Ally, 2019; Bigatel et al., 2012; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Kara & Can, 2019; 
Khtere & Yousef, 2021; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2011; Ponce et al., 2018; 
Roberts & Bezuidenhout, 2017; Setlhako, 2014; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2019; 
Williams, 2003 
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Fourth dimension: Social interaction (presence) and communication 

Out of the 77 selected articles, 50 papers referred to this dimension. Plus, out of 106 

identified competencies, 16 competencies belong to this theme. The comprising 

competencies of this dimension are as shown in Table 5. 

Fifth dimension: Managerial and administrative competencies 

Out of the 77 selected articles, 38 referred to this dimension (theme). Additionally, out of 

106 competencies, 12 competencies were identified to belong to this theme. The following 

competencies are included under this dimension (see Table 6). 

Sixth dimension: Assessing the learners’ learning and evaluating the course 

Out of the 77 selected articles, 37 articles referred to this theme. 11 competencies, out of 

the 106 identified competencies, comprise this theme. The competencies of this dimension 

are as shown in Table 7. 

Seventh dimension: The ability to reflect and teach reflectively 

Out of the 77 selected articles, 9 articles referred to this topic, which might indicate an 

inadequate attention to the competencies of this dimension of online teaching. Out of the 

106 online teaching competencies, only 8 competencies belong to this theme. The 

competencies of this theme are shown in Table 8. 

A brief chronological report 

Before proposing a conceptual framework, more light can be cast on the significance of 

each dimension (and the comprising competencies) with regard to the chronological 

distribution of the dimensions across various time frames. 

While Table 9 reports the number of competencies under each dimension as extracted 

from the pertinent studies, Figure 2 summarizes the table in terms of the frequency of 

papers published each year based on the extracted dimensions (i.e., not competencies). 

According to Table 9 and Figure 3, there were comparatively few research studies in the 

field of online teaching competencies (12 studies or around 15 per cent of the studies) 

before 2010, but in the decade from 2010 to 2019, 38 articles (around 50 per cent of the 

analyzed studies) were published in this field, which indicates that more attention has been 

paid to this field in this decade, especially since 2016 onwards. Just in the three years 

spanning 2020 to 2023, about 27 articles (around 35 per cent) were published in this field, 

which indicates the growth of the articles in the short time span after COVID-19 pandemic 

and probably a paradigm shift from the traditional teaching approaches to virtual teaching 

(compare also with Khodabandelou et al., 2022). 
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Table 5 Competencies comprising the fourth dimension of online teaching in higher education (and the source studies) 

Dimension 4: Social interaction (presence) and communication 

Number Competency Study/Source 

1 Skill in developing guidelines and clearly stating 
expectations for student participation in the course 

Bigatel et al., 2012; Cyrs, 1997; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Hung & Chou, 2015; Lin et 
al., 2023; Martin et al., 2021; Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018; Ouyang & Scharber, 2018; Pala & Erdem, 2020; Wang 
et al., 2021 

2 Ability to direct and encourage students to actively 
engage and participate in discussions with the 
instructor 

Abdous, 2011; Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Alarcón et al., 2020; Almazova et al., 2020; Badiozaman, 2021; 
Goodyear et al., 2001; Lin, 2022; Martin et al., 2021; Mehrotra et al., 2022; Ouyang & Scharber, 2018; 
Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019; Reader et al., 2020; Schalk et al., 2022; Segar, 2022; Simsek et al., 2021; 
Wang et al., 2021 

3 Ability to design group assignments in forums to start 
and continue discussions, to share, to listen to, to 
answer questions, and to show enthusiasm (towards 
students) 

Abdous, 2011; Ally, 2019; Aydin, 2005; Goodyear et al., 2001; Kara & Can, 2019; Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019; 
Thumiki & Magd, 2022 

4 Ability to create groups on (different) platforms in 
order to answer students’ questions in a timely 
manner 

Darabi et al., 2006; Egan & Akdere, 2005; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Hung & Chou, 2015; 
Mehrotra et al., 2022; Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018; Reader et al., 2020; Väljataga et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2021 

5 The ability to express his/her empathy with students, 
to show a passion for teaching, and (to express) a 
strong desire to help students succeed in learning 

Abdous, 2011; González et al., 2023; Lin, 2022; Orcutt & Dringus, 2017; Reader et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2021; 
Yau et al., 2022 

6 The ability to establish a positive social environment 
that would engage students through boosting their 
motivation(s), intellectual commitment, and personal 
growth 

Ally, 2019; Goodyear et al., 2001; Khtere & Yousef, 2021; Northcote et al., 2015; Reader et al., 2020; 

Spector & De la Teja, 2001; Wang et al., 2021 

7 Creating and maintaining a friendly learning 
environment 

Adi Badiozaman & Segar, 2022; Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022; Badiozaman, 2021; Bawane & Spector, 2009; 
Berge, 1995; Darabi et al., 2006; González et al., 2023; Mehrotra et al., 2022; Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018; 
Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2011; Reader et al., 2020; Richardson et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2021; 
Yau et al., 2022 

8 Ability to manage the course communication through 
presenting a good model of expected conduct for all 

Ponce et al., 2018; Thach & Murphy, 1995 

9 Assisting students to resolve conflict through 
communication skills (for instance, feedback, 
tone/voice in text) 

Bawane & Spector, 2009; Bigatel et al., 2012; Cleveland-Innes & Campbell, 2012; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; 
Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Thumiki & Magd, 2022 

10 Ability to understand (the impact of) a variety of 
media (from text to audio visual) on the quality of 
communication 

Blayone et al., 2018; González et al., 2023; Thach & Murphy, 1995 
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11 Ability to convey compassion, humanity, patience, and 
(his/her other) feelings to students from a long 
distance 

Cleveland-Innes & Campbell, 2012; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; González et al., 2023; Lin, 2022; Lin et al., 2023; 
Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2021; Yau et al., 2022 

12 Ability to show positive attention to all students Glukhov & Gromova, 2016; Kara & Can, 2019; Wang et al., 2021 

13 Creating an effective learning environment in the 
virtual class 

Abdous, 2011; Kara & Can, 2019; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013 

14 Creating a learning community in which equality and 
individual differences are respected 

Cleveland-Innes & Campbell, 2012; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Simamora et al., 2020 

15 Ability to promote interaction by tools (chats, wikis, 
forums, Zoom or blogs) among the students and 
between the students and himself / herself 

Ally, 2019; Almazova et al., 2020; Aslami et al., 2016; Aydin, 2005; Badiozaman, 2021; Baran et al., 2011; 
Bawane & Spector, 2009; Bigatel et al., 2012; Egan & Akdere, 2005; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; 
Northcote et al., 2015; Orcutt & Dringus, 2017; Setlhako, 2014; Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2021 

16 Collaboration with larger academic and social 
communities to boost students’ learning and personal 
growth 

Glukhov & Gromova, 2016 

 

  



Chaharbashloo et al. Research and Practice in Technology Enhanced Learning   (2024) 19:14 Page 19 of 43 

Table 6 Competencies comprising the fifth dimension of online teaching in higher education (and the source studies) 

Dimension 5: Managerial and administrative competencies 

Number Competency Study/Source 

1 Awareness of the administrative context of the 
university or college in which the online educational 
course is going to be held 

Albrahim, 2020; Bigatel et al., 2012; Cyrs, 1997; Martin et al., 2021; Väljataga et al., 2020; Varvel, 2007 

2 Ability to identify potential conflicts in the online 
educational course 

Aslami et al., 2016; Martin et al., 2021 

3 Ability to supervise students regarding plagiarism 
policies 

Albrahim, 2020; Bigatel et al., 2012; Cyrs, 1997; Williams, 2003 

4 Time management ability to preparation/complete 
assignments and the course/lessons 

Adi Badiozaman & Segar, 2022; Badiozaman, 2021; Goodyear et al., 2001; Khtere & Yousef, 2021; 
Lin et al., 2023; Martin, Budhrani & Wang, 2019; McGee et al., 2017; Paliwal & Singh, 2021; 
Parrish & Sadera, 2018; Paudel, 2021; Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019; Ponce et al., 2018; Reader et al., 2020; 
Simsek et al., 2021; Varvel, 2007 

5 Familiarity with managerial and administrative 
procedures (e.g., requesting creation of online classes, 
enrollment management, online enrollment of the 
students, etc.) 

Albrahim, 2020; Chang et al., 2014; Goodyear et al., 2001; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013 

6 Ability to adjust his/her expectations with the 
students and the administrative rules of university 

Alvarez et al., 2009; Goodyear et al., 2001; Khtere & Yousef, 2021; Lin et al., 2023; 
Martin, Budhrani & Wang, 2019; Martin et al., 2021; Mehrotra et al., 2022; Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2021 

7 Ability to effectively interact with the students and to 
simultaneously post the announcements to all class 
groups 

Alarcón et al, 2020; Darabi et al., 2006; Mohr & Shelton, 2017; Setlhako, 2014; Simsek et al., 2021; 
Thomas & Graham, 2019; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Williams, 2003; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

8 Managing teaching in a way that everyone finds a 
chance to speak and ask questions 

Albrahim, 2020; Almazova et al., 2020; Berge, 1995; Cyrs, 1997; Mohr & Shelton, 2017; Reader et al., 2020; 
Simsek et al., 2021 

9 Ability to establish constructive communication with 
the educational and administrative team members 
(technical support and educational designer) 

Adnan et al., 2017; Alarcón et al., 2020; Aydin, 2005; Ponce et al., 2018; Thach & Murphy, 1995; 
Wang et al., 2019; Williams, 2003 

10 Effective utilization of LMS (Learning Management 
System) 

Albrahim, 2020; Aydin, 2005; McGee et al., 2017; Mohr & Shelton, 2017; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; 
Parrish & Sadera, 2018; Simsek et al., 2021; Smits & Voogt, 2017; Thach & Murphy, 1995; 
Trammell & LaForge, 2017 

11 Helping students in resolving conflicts which arise 
during team work and group assignments 

Bawane & Spector, 2009; Bigatel et al., 2012; Martin et al., 2021; Varvel, 2007; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

12 Familiarity with methods of resolving student conflict 
in an online forum 

Simsek et al., 2021; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Trammell & LaForge, 2017; Varvel, 2007 
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Table 7 Competencies comprising the sixth dimension of online teaching in higher education (and the source studies) 

Dimension 6: Assessing the learners’ learning and evaluating the course 

Number Competency Study/Source 

1 Ability to provide timely, regular, and meaningful feedback 
to the students to identify their strengths and weaknesses 

Abdous, 2011; Adnan et al., 2017; Ally, 2019; Bigatel et al., 2012; Cleveland-Innes & Campbell, 2012; 
Egan & Akdere, 2005; Goodyear et al., 2001; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Hung & Chou, 2015; 
Lin et al., 2023; Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; Martin et al., 2021; Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018; 
Murphy et al., 2011; Paliwal & Singh, 2021; Ponce et al., 2018; Schalk et al., 2022; Setlhako, 2014; 
Smits & Voogt, 2017; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2021; 
Williams, 2003; Yau et al., 2022 

2 Using formative assessment and various forms of 
assessment (role-play, e portfolio, interactive games, etc.) 
on assignments and postings 

Alarcón et al., 2020; Albrahim, 2020; Arinto, 2013; Paliwal & Singh, 2021; Ponce et al., 2018; 
Richardson et al., 2015; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Wang et al., 2021 

3 Ability to use alternative assessment including 
self-assessment, peer-feedback, and 
technology-supported feedback 

Arinto, 2013; Baran et al., 2011; Martin et al., 2021; Murphy et al., 2011; Parrish & Sadera, 2018; 
Ponce et al., 2018; Schalk et al., 2022; Väljataga et al., 2020; Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2019; 
Wang et al., 2021 

4 Ability to monitor students’ individual and group progress Albrahim, 2020; Ally, 2019; Goodyear et al., 2001; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; 
Martin et al., 2021; Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018; Parrish & Sadera, 2018; Thach & Murphy, 1995; 
Thumiki & Magd, 2022; Väljataga et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2019 

5 Ability to associate assignment assessment with students’ 
learning progress 

Martin et al., 2021; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Väljataga et al., 2020 

6 Up-to-date knowledge of assessment of / for learning Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Williams, 2003 

7 Designing exam questions that facilitate higher level 
thinking skills (analysis and synthesis) 

Egan & Akdere, 2005; Hung & Chou, 2015; Schalk et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2021 

8 Ability to evaluate the course and to plan to implement 
changes and modifications in order to improve the entire 
online course 

Ally, 2019; Arinto, 2013; Aslami et al., 2016; Egan & Akdere, 2005; Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; 
Ponce et al., 2018; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2019; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

9 Ability to assess the learners’ achievement of the course 
objectives 

Ally, 2019; Aslami et al., 2016; Chang et al., 2014; Goodyear et al., 2001; Hung & Chou, 2015; 
Martin, Budhrani et al., 2019; Martin et al., 2021; Ponce et al., 2018; Setlhako, 2014; Thumiki & Magd, 2022; 
Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2019; Zhang & Chen, 2017 

10 Ability to use appropriate scoring approaches and to 
allocate sufficient time for the students to respond to the 
questions and complete educational activities to be 
assessed accordingly 

Albrahim, 2020; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Varvel, 2007; Wang et al., 2021 

11 Using appropriate (Web 2.0 and EvalComix) technologies 
to conduct and interpret the assessments/evaluations 

Hung & Chou, 2015 
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Table 8 Competencies comprising the seventh dimension of online teaching in higher education (and the source studies) 

Dimension 7: The ability to reflect and teach reflectively 

Number Competency Study/Source 

1 Ability to analyze and reflect on their own educational 
experiences and backgrounds as an online instructor 
to monitor and improve their own performance 

Abdous, 2011; Adi Badiozaman & Segar, 2022; Badiozaman, 2021; Cook et al., 2023; Goodyear et al., 2001; 
Jung et al., 2021; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019 

2 Ability to conduct teaching/action research on their 
own online teaching 

Goodyear et al., 2001; Martin et al., 2021 

3 Awareness of their own strengths and weaknesses in 
designing online courses 

Abdous, 2011; Jung et al., 2021 

4 Possessing personal theories about online teaching 
and learning and the ability to develop them 

Abdous, 2011; Goodyear et al., 2001; Jung et al., 2021; Parrish & Sadera, 2018 

5 Ability to write reflectively about teaching and to 
share it with the colleagues 

Abdous, 2011; Alarcón et al., 2020; Parrish & Sadera, 2018 

6 Supporting reflection on and critical thinking about 
activities and learning outcomes 

Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2019 

7 Encouraging and assisting colleagues to analyze and 
reflect on their online teaching experiences 

Abdous, 2011; Alarcón et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2021; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Parrish & Sadera, 2018 

8 Ability to modify the course based on the lessons 
learned through reflection on teaching practice and 
student feedback 

Abdous, 2011; Adi Badiozaman & Segar, 2022; Badiozaman, 2021; Muñoz Carril et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2021 
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Table 9 Frequency of competencies under each dimension based on the year of publication 

  Dimension 1 Dimension 2 Dimension 3 Dimension 4 Dimension 5 Dimension 6 Dimension 7 

Author(s) Year 

Knowledge of the field 
of distance learning 
and technological 
competencies 

Competencies of 
planning, designing 
and organizing 
electronic courses 

Competency 
in facilitation 
(of discussion) 

Social interaction 
(presence) and 
communication 

Managerial and 
administrative 
competencies 

Assessing the 
learners’ learning 
and evaluating the 
course 

The ability to 
reflect and 
teach 
reflectively 

Wolcott 1993  4      
Berge 1995 1  5 1 1   
Thach & Murphy 1995 3 2 4 2  5  
Cyrs 1997 2 2 1 1 3   
Goodyear et al. 2001 3 5 2 3 3 3  
Williams 2003 2 2 2  3 2  
Egan & Akdere 2005 5  4 2  3  
Aydin 2005 6 5  2 2   
Darabi et al. 2006 1 1 2 1    
Varvel 2007 3 4  1 5 5  
Alvarez et al. 2009 2 2 1 2 2   
Bawane & Spector 2009  2  3    

Number of papers referring to each 
dimension - Years 1993-2009 

10 10 8 10 7 5 0 

Abdous 2011 5 5 12 4  1 6 
Baran et al. 2011   1 1  1  
Murphy et al. 2011 1  12 1  2  
Bigatel et al. 2012   6 3 3 1  
Cleveland-Innes & Campbell 2012  2 1 3  1  
Hodges & Cowan 2012  3 1 3  3  
Arinto 2013  9    3  
Muñoz Carril et al. 2013 2 5 5 3 2 2 3 
Chang et al. 2014 2 1 1  1 1  
Setlhako 2014 2  3 1 1 2  
Hung & Chou 2015 2 5 1 2  4  
Northcote et al. 2015 1 2 2 2    
Richardson et al. 2015  1 1 1 1   
Aslami et al. 2016 2 3  1 1 2  
Farmer & Ramsdale 2016 6  8 4    
Glukhov & Gromova 2016  4 2 2    
Adnan et al. 2017 2 2   1 1  
McGee et al. 2017 1 3 2  1   
Mohr & Shelton 2017  2   3   



Chaharbashloo et al. Research and Practice in Technology Enhanced Learning   (2024) 19:14 Page 23 of 43 

Orcutt & Dringus 2017    2    
Roberts & Bezuidenhout 2017 3 2 2     
Smits & Voogt 2017  2   1 1  
Trammell & LaForge 2017  4   2   
Zhang & Chen 2017 1 8 3  2 2  
Ouyang & Scharber 2018 4 2  2    
Parrish & Sadera 2018 3  2  2  3 
Blayone et al. 2018 3   1    
Metz & Bezuidenhout 2018  3  3  2  
Ponce et al. 2018  3 3 1 2 5  
Thomas & Graham 2019  2 1 1 1   
Ally 2019 3 5 10 3  3  
Amhag et al. 2019 3       
Kara & Can 2019 4  2 3    
Martin, Budhrani & Wang 2019 4 2 2  2   
Martin, Budhrani et al. 2019 3 4    4  
Phelps & Vlachopoulos 2019 2 3 2  1  2 
Wang et al. 2019 2 2 2  1 4  

Number of papers referring to each 
dimension - Years 2010-2019 

23 27 25 22 18 20 4 

Alarcón et al. 2020 2 3 7 1 2 1 2 
Albrahim 2020  7 4  5 3  
Almazova et al. 2020 3       
Pala & Erdem 2020    1    
Reader et al. 2020 2 2  5 2   
Simamora et al. 2020  3 1 1    
Väljataga et al. 2020 5  1 1 1 3  
Akram et al. 2021 6 1      
Badiozaman 2021 3 1 3 1  2  
Jung et al. 2021 5 8     3 
Khtere & Yousef 2021 1 4 2 1 2   
Martin et al. 2021 1 4 4 2 4 5 2 
Paliwal & Singh 2021 3 4 1  1 2  
Paudel 2021 5    1   
Simsek et al. 2021 6  4 1 5   
Vlachopoulos & Makri 2021    1    
Wang et al. 2021 5 2 4 8 1 5 1 
Adi Badiozaman et al. 2022 5 3 2     
Adi Badiozaman & Segar 2022 3 3 2 1  2  



Chaharbashloo et al. Research and Practice in Technology Enhanced Learning   (2024) 19:14 Page 24 of 43 

Lin 2022 6   4 3   
Mehrotra et al. 2022 2  3 3 1   
Schalk et al. 2022 1 1  1  3  
Thumiki & Magd 2022 9 4 6 2 2 3  
Yau et al. 2022    3  1  
Cook et al. 2023 2      1 
González et al. 2023 1 2 2 5    
Lin et al. 2023 4   2 2 1  

Number of papers referring to each 
dimension - Years 2020-2023 

22 16 15 19 14 12 5 
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Fig. 2 Frequency of papers published each year based on the extracted dimensions 

 

 

 

Fig. 3 The time trend of the frequency of online teaching competencies of each dimension 
between 1993 and 2023 (both charts) 
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Another noteworthy finding of this research is the high attention paid to two technical 

and design competencies between 1993-2023, which indicates that these two competencies 

are among the basic competencies of teaching in the online teaching environment in the 

higher education. Also, based on the amount of attention given to design knowledge, 

especially technical knowledge after COVID, it has the highest significance from the point 

of view of teachers, which is due to the paradigm shift of teaching in the (early) days of the 

pandemic, partly due to the teachers not being familiar with teaching in the online 

environments and the lack of facilities provided by institutions and universities (Jung et al., 

2021). In fact, the whole concern of the professional development programs was that the 

lecturers possess the design and technical knowledge of electronic courses (For more 

details and discussions see our explanation of the proposed framework below as well as 

the sections on Discussion and Conclusion; see also Khodabandelou et al., 2022). 

This brief chronological trend review also reveals that the competency frameworks 

presented in the research literature were not in line with the theoretical developments in 

this field. In particular, the significance of the feedback and reflection is less noticed in the 

reviewed studies and appears to be overshadowed by overemphasis on technical and 

pedagogical competencies (For more details and discussions on the significance of 

reflection as well as management and communication competencies see our explanation of 

the proposed framework below as well as the sections on Discussion and Conclusion; see 

also Khodabandelou et al., 2022). 

A proposed multilevel conceptual model of professional development for 

online teaching in higher education 

After reporting the emergent seven major dimensions and their constituent competencies 

for online teaching in higher education derived from our systematic review of three decades 

of research, we venture to consolidate the findings in terms of a suggested conceptual 

framework. Not only can proposing a conceptual model deepen our understanding of the 

dimensions and competencies of teaching in the online learning environment (of the higher 

education), but it can also immensely help policymakers, planners and managers of higher 

education institutions in developing professional learning opportunities. Hence, a 

comprehensive conceptual model for advancing professional development programs for 

faculty members to teach in an online learning environment is presented in Figure 4 through 

examining different models and classifications of online teaching competencies (e.g., 

Abdous, 2011; Martin et al., 2019; Reid, 2002); the model hinges on an evaluation of the 

importance of and difficulty in acquiring competencies in light of the findings of the 

selected papers. To propose a more practical model of online teaching competencies 

attempts were made to avoid the weaknesses of similar online education models (e.g., too 

much focus on expertise in technology and pedagogy while overlooking the factors beyond 
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the classroom) (Smith et al., 2017); an ecological perspective (Baran & Correia, 2014) at 

two levels of developing professional community (faculty) and organizational community 

(university) was drawn upon in designing the current model. 

The most important implication of the above model is that successful online teaching in 

higher education, apart from gaining a wide range of identified competencies, is the result 

of interaction and support at both the faculty and university levels. In the proposed three-

level model, the first level addresses online teaching competencies, which are ordered, 

based on their level of importance and difficulty of acquisition, in terms of four major 

dimensions: reflection competencies (before, during and after); competencies of procedural 

and managerial dimensions (facilitation, social presence, and communication); 

competencies of pedagogical dimensions (planning, designing and evaluation of the 

course); and finally competencies of technological dimensions of online teaching. The 

second level pertains to the creation of professional community and collaborative learning 

groups among the faculty instructors/professors in order to exchange ideas, to consult (with 

colleagues), and share knowledge about online teaching. The third (highest) level of the 

model is related to the organizational culture of the university with respect to online 

teaching. Once faculty members ensure that the organizational culture of the university 

respects and rewards (effective) online teaching and has made access to it more universal 

and flexible, their motivation for and commitment to teaching online increases. 

In the research literature before, during, and after COVID-19 pandemic in which several 

competency frameworks for teaching in the online environment have been presented 

 

Fig. 4 A comprehensive model of professional development for online teaching in higher 
education based on the importance of and access to the competencies 
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(Howard & Tondeur, 2023), there are studies which highlight the significance of technical 

competencies (Egan & Akdere, 2005; Väljataga et al.,2020), while some others accentuate 

the integration of technical and pedagogic competencies (Howard & Tondeur, 2023), and 

still others underline competencies of social presence and interaction and communication 

(González et al., 2023; Williams, 2003). 

Normally, in the Great Online Transition during and after the pandemic, because many 

higher education institutions and universities did not provide the necessary infrastructure 

and the instructors were not familiar with the online teaching environment and the design 

of online courses (i.e., technical and pedagogical knowledge), it is natural that these 

competencies were assumed to be more important from the point of view of the instructors 

and experts in this field (see also our brief chronological trend report above). But the 

message of our proposed model goes beyond the frameworks provided for teaching 

competence in the online environment. In fact, the order of competencies is based on 

theoretical developments (e.g., transformative learning theory, pedagogy and practical 

knowledge) in the field of online teaching, the element of time to acquire and learn 

competencies (Al-Naabi et al., 2021; Philipsen et al., 2019), the complexity and learning 

process of teachers (Kiss, 2012), the emergence of new roles for teachers (Bawane & 

Spector, 2009) and the numerous challenges that teachers faced before (Kebritchi et al., 

2017) and after and especially during the COVID pandemic (González et al., 2023); in fact, 

the combination of all these factors contributed to the introduction of an approach called 

empowering teachers (Badiozaman, 2021; Baran, 2011; Khodabandelou et al., 2022) or 

professionalization in the online environment (Philipsen et al., 2019) at the heart of which 

is critical reflection. Today in the teaching literature in general (Chaharbashloo et al., 2020; 

Schön, 1983) and teaching in the virtual environments in particular (Baran, 2011), 

reflection is the beating heart of the professional growth models in higher education 

institutions as complex learning ecosystems. It is due to the complexity of teaching in the 

online environments (situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value conflict); 

in fact, various researchers have confirmed the claim that teachers face many challenges 

and problems, while many of the solutions carried over from face-to-face and traditional 

teaching and standard-based competency frameworks are not suitable for the online 

environment and such solutions can result in varying levels of anxiety, burnout, worry and 

confusion among teachers (Badiozaman, 2021). 

Consequently, reflection as a driving engine should be included in competency and 

professional development frameworks. In other words, improving the teacher’s reflection 

can improve the teaching skills and the teacher’s teaching practice, and consequently it can 

bring about the satisfaction of the students and their learning. Acquiring this competence 

can make teachers become independent thinkers and empowered online teachers who will 

finally reflect on the experiences they gain and create new and personal knowledge in the 
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field of online teaching. They can eventually integrate technical knowledge with pedagogic 

knowledge, according to their teaching environment (Akram et al., 2021) and acquire the 

necessary skills to overcome technical, pedagogical, procedural, managerial, and 

communication problems in the online environment even in dire conditions 

(Khodabandelou et al., 2022). 

As mentioned above, although all competencies are considered as important in the 

presented model, the significance of and learning time for the competencies are different 

from each other. Therefore, at the next levels of the proposed model are the competencies 

of social presence, interaction and communication (i.e., those entitled Procedural and 

Managerial Competencies in our models), which have been among the most common 

problems of online instructors (González et al., 2023). According to Levinsen (2007), the 

strengthening of these competencies is tied to the teacher’s personality, so it is natural that 

learning and acquiring these competencies will take longer than technical competency and 

online course design (i.e., the outer levels in our model), and, normally, training workshops 

and seminars alone are not sufficient to develop interaction and communication (and 

management all included under Procedural and Managerial in our model) competencies. 

The outer levels in our model are hypothesized to be pedagogical and technical 

competencies (which are elaborated on in detail in the Discussion sub-sections) that are 

believed to take comparatively shorter time to develop (see also Levinson, 2007); in 

particular, acquiring the skills to manage technology for teaching purposes are reported to 

be less challenging for the teaching staff (Väljataga et al., 2020). 

Discussion 

The growth and development of technology through the creation of rich learning 

environments have changed the landscape of higher education. Teaching in a technology-

rich environment can be a fairly complex task. Therefore, faculty members of universities 

would need a wide range of competencies and skills to teach effectively and to successfully 

facilitate learning in online learning environments. In order to explore and categorize the 

competencies which pertain the most to these contexts, we conducted a systematic review 

of 77 scientific-research pertinent articles published in the last three decades in the field of 

online teaching; the analysis resulted in the identification of 106 competencies which were 

categorized under seven major dimensions: 1) knowledge of the field of distance learning 

and technological competencies, 2) Competencies of planning, designing and organizing 

electronic courses; 3) Competency in facilitation (of discussion); 4) Social interaction 

(presence) and communication; 5) Managerial and administrative competencies; 

6) Assessing the learners’ learning and evaluating the course; and 7) The ability to reflect 

and teach reflectively. 
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Dimensions and competencies of online teaching in higher education context 

Competencies comprising the first dimension, knowledge of the field of distance learning 

and technology, addresses knowledge of support services, multimedia knowledge, basic 

knowledge of technology, knowledge of technology access, software skills, application of 

learning management system for course design and teaching, data analysis, and familiarity 

with the online teaching and learning environments (Alvarez et al., 2009). This knowledge 

is not limited to the instructor’s access to and proper application of electronic resources, 

but it also encompasses (the ability in) helping learners in the face of some technical 

problems, addressing technical concerns, identifying and clarifying (source of the) 

problems, and giving students the opportunity to learn new programs (Hung & Chou, 2015). 

Possessing competencies of this dimension can create or enhance unique opportunities to 

promote reflective and participatory learning. However, absence of the competency and 

inadequate instructor support in the efficacious utilization of technology may reduce the 

efficiency and quality of his/her teaching (Hosseini Largani, 2009; Khodabandelou et al., 

2022). 

The competencies of planning, designing and organizing online courses—the second 

dimension—are considered as one of the most important competencies of online teaching 

in the research literature. This is because the instructors should provide their students with 

information about course expectations and procedures; introduce to them websites, 

supplementary course content and the like; and coordinate learning activities with 

(management of) the overall course structure on the first day of class (Khodabandelou et 

al., 2022; Williams, 2003). Actually, (if not planned adequately in advance) it would be 

difficult, if not impossible, to immediately adjust and modify the learning activities and 

provide resources tailored to the needs of learners (Arinto, 2013). As a result of designing 

the course with quality and coherence, the students can take more responsibility for their 

own learning, engage more deeply and extensively with the materials and resources, 

increase their participation in learning processes, and ultimately gain positive learning 

experiences from the course (Hung & Chou, 2015). 

Facilitation, as the third dimension, pertains to an array of online activities (such as 

guiding learners, focusing on class topics, regularly asking questions from students, 

encouraging the creation of new concepts, and developing examples and concepts as well 

as principles and practical skills) which facilitate and support the students’ learning of 

course content (Khodabandelou et al., 2022). In this role, the instructor—instead of 

transmitting information to the student’s mind—creates an environment in which the 

learners can relate existing knowledge to previous learning experiences and construct their 

own learning structures. The online environment has fundamentally changed the nature of 

the interaction between instructor and learner by reducing the professor’s control and 

power over the student. On the other hand, online students are expected to have more 
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control over their own learning process while being more active in motivating their peers 

to learn (Baran, 2011). Moreover, this competency can reinforce the learners’ critical 

thinking and metacognitive skills (Hung & Chou, 2015). 

Competencies related to the dimension of social presence and communication are among 

the most important competencies in the online teaching literature; they address the 

teacher’s performance in establishing and improving teacher-student, student-student, and 

student-content interactions (Khodabandelou et al., 2022). Possession of these 

competencies can create a friendly, social atmosphere in the online learning environment, 

which in turn can promote knowledge creation and learning as well as learning verification 

(whereby instructors verify what students could understand from the course content) 

(Gorsky & Blau, 2009) and can reduce the learners’ feelings of isolation (Hung & Chou, 

2015). The lack of this competence can result in a decrease in the quality of learning 

processes, students’ loss of their motivation, students’ (heightened levels of) stress and, in 

the worst cases, students’ dropping out of the program (Levinsen, 2007). Also, due to the 

complexity and diversity of instructors’ responsibilities in the online learning environment, 

they cannot rely entirely on their linguistic skills to establish and maintain relationships 

with their students. Therefore, competencies of this dimension are necessary and important 

in order to enrich the social relations between instructors and their students in the long run. 

The competencies comprising facilitation (of discussion) suggest that promoting human 

relations, building group unity, maintaining the group as a unit, and helping members work 

collaboratively toward a common goal are all critical to success in any online enterprise 

(Berge, 1995). 

The fifth dimension—managerial and administrative—includes the pedagogical 

competencies and skills associated with course management and control, managing student 

work and assignments, interacting with students, assessing marking, posting 

announcements, and controlling discussions (Setlhako, 2014). In addition, it embraces 

managing communication channels, monitoring virtual learning procedures, and 

establishing classroom rules and regulations (including how to enroll students, keep 

learners’ records, and anticipate course security measures) (Alvarez et al., 2009; Aydin, 

2005). It appears that due to the significant presence (and influence) of learning advisors 

and support team (rather than just the instructors), this dimension tended to be perceived 

to be of lower priority compared to other competencies in the research literature; 

nevertheless, this latter tendency can be questioned in light of the courses which are 

designed in accordance with the theories of social constructivism. 

The competencies under the sixth dimension, online learning assessment and course 

evaluation, are frequently considered as subsets of the course design and organization 

dimension in the research literature (Khodabandelou et al., 2022). The competencies 

include announcing scores, giving feedback, evaluating learners’ work, and monitoring 
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learners’ learning progress in order to promote their strategic and self-regulated learning 

(Gómez-Rey et al., 2017). Due to the differences between online and traditional assessment, 

online instructors need effective and diverse assessment strategies and techniques 

(including peer-feedback, technology-mediated feedback, portfolio, self-assessment, and 

weekly assignments which should often be accompanied by immediate instructor feedback) 

in order to efficiently evaluate student and e-course performance, to instigate high levels 

of cognitive thinking in their learners, and to guide the students in completing their 

assignments. Hence, this dimension is among the most important ones for online teaching. 

Possessing its comprising competencies can substantially reduce one of the major concerns 

in online teaching, namely, cheating on the examinations (Hung & Chou, 2015). 

Finally, the competencies of the dimension of reflection (reflective practice or teaching) 

refer to the teacher’s ability to design and control his/her own learning processes with 

regard to the components and elements of the online learning environment (Khodabandelou 

et al., 2022). Reflection before teaching requires reflecting on the online learning 

environment and its differences with the face-to-face teaching environment, identifying the 

strengths and weaknesses of electronic tools, and selecting the most appropriate tool(s) for 

online learning environments as well as the expected learning outcomes. Reflection in 

teaching suggests that the efficacy of an online course depends on an instructor whose 

knowledge is beyond mere technical knowledge; an instructor who has an innovative and 

reflective approach and whose priority in the learning process are the learners. This process 

will be achieved through continuous evaluation of the course and the tools used to teach 

online courses (Abdous, 2011; Queiroz & Mustaro, 2003). Reflection after teaching 

requires an evaluation of one’s own teaching, identifying the strengths and weaknesses of 

the course, and applying new knowledge and insights in designing and reviewing 

subsequent online courses (Abdous, 2011). Reflection through continuous and accurate 

study of ideas, personal values governing (their) teaching practice, questioning the 

assumptions governing online teaching, and analysis of their own experiences will increase 

the knowledge, skills, and attitudes of instructors towards their own teaching; such a 

reflection would result in a critical evaluation of the standards for competency models and 

will ultimately lead to professional growth, development, and empowerment of instructors 

(Baran et al., 2011). 

Implications of the proposed multilevel model for professional development in 

higher education 

The conceptual model proposed in this study can contain several important implications 

for designing and preparing professional development programs in the area of online 

teaching for higher education institutions. The first implication of the model is that all the 

dimensions encompassing the identified competencies should be considered in the 
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professional development programs for the faculty members, and they should not be 

restricted to a single competency or one dimension (such as technological knowledge or 

designing online courses) (Hosseini Largani, 2009). Absence of comprehensive education 

(targeting faculty members) on online teaching can lead to inadequate levels of faculty 

participation and unsatisfactory design of online courses, which in turn can lead to lower 

success rates of the students along with lower levels of instructor satisfaction (Mohr & 

Shelton, 2017). It is important to note that designing and organizing e-learning courses is 

a team process in which the instructor performs alongside other individuals, including 

educational designers, technical assistants, graphic designers, and computer specialists; it 

should not be assumed that an individual can/should be expected to acquire all these 

competencies single-handedly. However, it should be noted that different universities and 

institutions may need to put differential degrees of emphasis on various competency 

dimensions in professional development programs depending on their support services and 

infrastructure. For instance, the professors/instructors who work at higher education 

institutions which are bereft of online course support teams have to acquire all the seven 

competency dimensions of online teaching; this can exert too much pressure and workload 

on the instructors and can eventually overshadow the quality of online course design and 

teaching, though (Chang et al., 2014). Finally, the proposed conceptual framework is a 

dynamic and emerging framework; that is, it might be modified with changes in technology, 

the needs of the learner(s), and the curriculum. 

The second implication of the conceptual model is the significance of anticipating 

professional learning opportunities along with multiple and diverse support for developing 

various competency dimensions given their significance, their difficulty of acquisition, and 

the busy schedule of faculty members. It means that not all competencies of the dimensions 

can be taught through formal learning opportunities and/or in the form of workshops and 

seminars, but more informal and flexible learning experiences, short sessions, and 

individual support at any time and place should be anticipated to promote/instill these 

competencies and support instructors in online teaching. For instance, based on the 

proposed hierarchical model (1), acquiring competencies of the reflective teaching 

dimension is not attainable by mere participation in workshops, because of the unstructured, 

empirical, complex, and group-based nature of online teaching (McGee et al., 2017); 

improving these competencies requires the teacher to be constantly involved with the 

components of teaching and learning by doing (Arinto, 2013). In addition, given the 

constructivist nature of the online learning environment, the instructors are more likely to 

encounter unforeseen, unstable, and conflicting conditions. In such situations, using 

thinking and reflection skills (especially reflection in action), the instructor can make the 

best decisions for unanticipated situations. Therefore, improving competency in this 

dimension is closely related to improving teaching practice as well as other competencies 
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and should be a prerequisite for and at the heart of professional development programs 

(Keiny & Dreyfus, 1989). The formation of online learning communities and informal 

groups among faculty members at the level of faculty as well as peer support for discussion, 

mentorship, guidance, and transfer of “just-in-time/ just-in-case forms of professional 

development programs” play an important role in strengthening this competency (see Al-

Naabi et al., 2021; Baran & Correia, 2014). 

The second most important dimension the acquisition of which can be quite time-

consuming deals with the competencies of procedural/process dimension including 

facilitation, social interaction and communication, and online learning management, which 

are often overlooked; their significance and time-taking nature can be attributed to the 

unstructured nature of human communication and interactions, different social and cultural 

backgrounds of the students, perceiving teaching as a dynamic and social activity, and 

managing social interaction and learning. Facilitation competency, however, is not easily 

acquired due partly to the paradigm shift from knowledge transmission and teacher-

centered teachings to social constructivism and learner-centeredness (Gibson-Harman et 

al., 2002; Goodyear et al., 2001; Swan, 2010); hence it is essential to increasingly pay more 

attention, in the professional development programs for faculty members, to the ways 

which would facilitate online learning activities, manage online learning, and guide 

learners in pursuing knowledge. Moreover, as the instructor is not present in the online 

environment in person, his/her intervention is of utmost prominence in order to improve 

relations with/among students in the learning/teaching process in a virtual environment. In 

addition, learning communication skills that can be used in the online environment requires 

rediscovering and re-externalization of the instructor’s internalized, tacit knowledge 

(Levinsen, 2007). If not, this knowledge cannot be changed according to the specific 

circumstances of an online environment. The process of acquiring communication 

competencies starts at an early age and can be fundamentally internalized. Given that 

changing deep-rooted, tacit knowledge can be more challenging than gaining something 

quite new, learning communication and social competencies through a workshop is not 

enough (Levinsen, 2007). It appears, consequently, that one helpful approach can be 

developing the competencies of the reflective teaching dimension through questioning the 

assumptions of online communication and peer support in this area. 

Based on the proposed conceptual model, competencies of pedagogical dimension—such 

as designing, organizing, and evaluating the course—assume the third place in terms of its 

acquisition due mainly to the need for prerequisite theoretical and practical knowledge 

along with some experience. This does not by any means suggest that this dimension is less 

important; on the contrary, based on our review of the pertinent research literature, it can 

be concluded that a lack of pedagogical competencies is highly likely to lead to an 

insufficient, if any, learning along with unpleasant experiences for all people involved in 
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online courses. On one hand, many higher education institutions and universities benefit 

the services of online educational design and support teams (e.g., course manager(s), 

content specialist(s), educational designer(s), media designer(s), and instructor assistant(s)) 

that support some of the online instructor roles; therefore, the course instructor may not 

need to acquire all the competencies included under the pedagogical dimension 

(Khodabandelou et al., 2022). On the other hand, due to the marked increase in the 

instructors’ facilitative and supportive roles induced by the paradigm shift from cognitive 

behaviorism to social constructivism and communication-focused instruction, there has 

been a decline in the instructors’ responsibilities in designing and organizing learning 

activities (Arentio, 2013). Formal learning experiences including internships, paired-

teaching, workshops, and individual support by the University Support Centers are good 

methods to instigate these competencies (Al-Naabi et al., 2021). 

Finally, acquiring the competencies of technological knowledge appears to pose the least 

challenge for the online educators thanks to their being familiar, accessible, and structured, 

not to mention that many students today possess the competencies and skills subsumed 

under technological knowledge (Darabi et al., 2006; Setlhako, 2014). Notwithstanding, the 

competencies of this dimension are more emphasized in the design of in-service courses 

on online teaching (Levinsen, 2007). No doubt, internships and workshops are good 

methods to promote these skills. 

The third implication of the proposed model is that in order to have successful teaching 

in an online learning environment, the assistance and support for professors should not be 

limited to the acquisition of online teaching competencies; in fact, it is essential to support 

them at the two higher levels, namely, establishing a scientific community (interacting with 

other faculty members and support staff) as well as the prevalence of a positive 

organizational culture with regard to online teaching at the university level (Baran & 

Correia, 2014; Gast et al., 2017; Mohr & Shelton, 2017) . Faculty-level support requires 

the creation of an online learning community, the design of peer observation and evaluation 

programs (to observe and criticize each other’s teaching), and peer support programs (in 

which an experienced instructor supports and guides an inexperienced novice instructor). 

Forming collaborative learning groups plays an important role in embracing new 

technologies, adapting to the online environment, solving online teaching challenges, and 

fostering shared perceptions among faculty members. University-level support can be 

argued to be a key motivating aspect for faculty members’ unremitting involvement and 

interest in online teaching. One apt incentive can be establishing a reward system including 

grants, tenure or desirable academic positions, promotion, and freeing up some of their 

time in order to acquire online teaching competencies. A positive organizational culture 

with regard to online education is another vital reason in promoting a successful migration 

from traditional teaching to online education. It might be claimed, as also noted by 
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Davis (2009), that the mere existence of technological infrastructure may not sufficiently 

motivate instructors to teach effectively online. Organizational culture, however, has been 

frequently known to play a leading role in the effective integration of technology with 

pedagogy (as cited in Baran & Correia, 2014). 

Conclusion 

All in all, it can be concluded that teaching successfully in an online learning environment 

in higher education depends on the intricate interplay of personal factors (acquisition of 

online teaching competencies), creating a learning community, and organizational culture. 

The conclusions and implications of the study should be considered cautiously with regard 

to a few of its (de-)limitations. One delimitation was reviewing only research articles while 

excluding the grey literature (namely, theses, dissertations, reports, and books). Not 

evaluating the methodological quality of the selected studies can be one limitation of the 

study (although the selected articles have already been evaluated during the rigorous peer 

review process). In case the methodological quality of the papers were among our inclusion 

criteria, the papers with questionable methodology could be excluded from the analysis 

sample, which in turn could affect the research findings (i.e., the observed frequency of the 

competencies). The next limitation is the possible discrepancy between the keywords (and 

search string definitions) of this research and the way they are indexed in the Scopus and 

Web of Science databases, which might lead to the exclusion of some relevant papers. 

Notwithstanding such issues, this study can be a point of departure for further research in 

the field of online teaching in higher education. For instance, identifying competencies and 

formulating professional development programs based on the levels of expertise from 

novice to professional and according to academic disciplines while taking into account the 

differences in disciplinary culture, can be among the viable research proposals derived 

from studies like ours for prospective researchers. 
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