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Characteristics of a Distance Education Leader

In order for a distance education leader to be successful and an effective instructor there are various characteristics they need to posses. The five characteristics that are most valuable and a definite requirement are: people skills, technical skills, organization/administrative skills, leadership skills and teaching skills.  An instructor must be able to work with all types of students from various cultures, backgrounds and nationalities.  Students may have various learning difficulties as well.  The instructor needs to have the skills needed to teach all types of students effectively.  
First, people skills can help the teacher/student relationship by creating a meaningful interaction that will encourage the student’s growth academically (Edwards, Perry, & Janzen, p.109).  Second, technology skills result in the instructor being able to provide adequate and timely support to the student with any technology issues.  The instructor is normally the first point of contact when a technical issue arises with the online course’s delivery system.  The instructor must be prepared and confident in the technology to be able to assist the students or provide assistance for various multi-media technologies that can be used in the online course (Bigatel, Ragan, Kennan, May, & Redmond, p. 72). Third, organization and administrative skills are very important as this maintains the flow of the course.  Instructors must be able to organize and manage important aspects of the course such as policy, grades, and administrative task for the students. In online classes, the teacher must maintain a “degree of leadership, supervision, and class management that would be expected in a traditional face-to-face classroom, including behavior management, transparent grading, policies and proficiency in the teaching platforms” (Bigatel, Ragan, Kennan, May, & Redmond, p. 72). Fourth, leadership skills allow the instructor to develop leadership skills in their students that will benefit them in their education and professional career.  In the article “The making of an exemplary online educator”, the authors explain various tactics used in the online classroom that can promote confidence, respect, and self-esteem. These leadership skills can be imputed in the students to affirm their worth as individuals (Edwards, Perry, & Janzen, p.110). The last characteristic is teaching skills, which is various forms of teaching techniques that can be used to motivate and encourage learning.  When the instructor demonstrates skills in the subject area and has an effective teaching presence this can aid in the learning experience (Edwards, Perry, & Janzen, p.111).
Have these characteristics changed in this era of distance education


Distance education has been around for years and these characteristics in some form have existed in distance education leaders from the beginning. As distance education continues to grow so will the skills of an effective leader. However, these characteristics will not change but increase as distance education changes. These skills will continue to be groomed, nurtured and built upon.  This requires teachers to constantly increase their level of ability in these various areas.  The skills will help teachers prepare for the change in distance education in the area of new technologies and policies. 
Are these characteristics universal or suited to particular situations


The instructor must have people, technical, organization/administrative, leadership, and teaching skills in order to be an effective instructor.  These characteristics can be considered universal skills that an online or face-to-face teacher should have.  The characteristics are more universal then situational because each can assist in providing effective instruction to the student. However, at times, some skills may be utilized more than others depending on the situation. Each skill can, in some form, benefit the other skill. For example, an instructor can be exceptional in their knowledge regarding the delivery system and can assist the student with various technologies. However, without people skills they will be unable to assist that student with their question regarding the technology because the student may feel uncomfortable coming to the instructor because he/she does not create an environment conducive for them to ask for help. 
Challenges of a Distance Education Leader

Three challenges exist that a distance education leader must give attention to in order to be a successful leader and instructor.  As a trainer, a person can encounter challenges when preparing for training, during the training and after the training when having to provide support to the attendees.  The three challenges discussed in this paper are the most common in training and in distance education setting: time management, technology and interaction.

Time management is one challenge of a DE leader because the instructor or trainer must be able to work within time restraints in online courses.  The  students’ time must be also taken into consideration.  Materials needed to complete a successful training must be done in the time allotted.  Instructors must manage the time wisely when training or teaching.  Teaching online can take additional time than that of a face to face course. In online classes an increase in the class length is needed because in face-to-face classes the information is explained through the use of lectures and various face-to-face communications, where as in an online online course it is more reading, writing and discussion boards (Humphries, p.16).  Online instructors also have to make time for “answering questions about course content, assignments, technology grades, and potentially any issues that could otherwise be discussed face-to-face (Humphries, p.16).  For an online trainer, as myself, time becomes an issue when you have attendees that may not be computer savvy so they may need additional assistance during the training just on how to navigate through the internet. Also, if they are attending training during working hours, they may have to return to work as soon as the training is completed and may not have time to stay online to ask any questions.  

The next challenge is technology. Technology can cover a range of issues from the technology being taught in the training or being used as the learning system for the course. Today online courses are conducted via a delivery system.  The delivery system can cause issues in the class when the student cannot access the system due to internet connection issues or the system can be down at the university.  Internet connection is major issue in the area of training in which I currently participate. The training is conducted on a web-based application and if the attendees are unable to obtain a connection that can handle the technology being used, it can delay or slow training which makes it difficult for attendees and the instructor. 

The last challenge is creating interaction for the attendees or students.  In previous training it has been difficult to invent forms of interaction with the attendees and the technology, attendees with the instructor and attendees with their peers.  Distance education leaders have the same issue.  Although the technology being used allows opportunities for interaction through discussion boards and chats, the issue is more “ensuring that teachers and students use them to the fullest extent possible” (Humphries, p.20).  
How have you or others dealt with these challenges


As a trainer, facing these challenges can become very overwhelming. By managing time effectively and preparing for possible issues with technology, time can be less of an issue. Entering the online training before the official start time allows the attendees time to access the training early to ensure they have all the materials needed for the training.  A trainer can trouble-shoot any technical issues prior to beginning of the training as well.  Before training, I assist the user with logging in toonline training and the application. The department also advises attendees about the appropriate internet options and software downloads needed for the online training as well as for the web-based application.  Also prior to class, preparing possible scenarios on how attendees can use the application effectively can create interaction with other attendees and the application itself. It will allow students to create their own scenarios on how the application can assist them in their day-to-day work responsibilities. 

In the area of education, instructors have various options and must face these challenges as well.  To effectively manage time instructors can provide the student with detailed information regarding assignment due dates, objectives and course requirements (Humphries, p.16).  Instructors can also devote time to grading papers, answering questions and responding to discussion posts (Humphries, p.17).  In the area of technology, instructors must have knowledge regarding the delivery systems being used and provide answer to students when issues arise. Typically the instructor will be the first form of contact for the student regardless of the support provided to student through the university (Humphries p.18).  Interactions can be created by instructors can form a sense of community for the students through the discussion boards allowing students to connect with others.  Interaction can be created by “outlining clear expectations, setting specific deadlines, encouraging shy students and discouraging bullies, and avoiding burnout by not becoming isolated in the online teaching environment” (Humphries, p.21). 
Factors that contributed to bringing these challenges to the attention of leaders


These challenges can determine a student’s success in the course.  If these challenges are not met students will not complete the course with a desirable grade or knowledge of what was being taught.  The concern with Distance Education courses is that some students may feel isolated, not able to manage the course in a distance environment, lack of face-to-face interaction, and issues with being able to use the delivery system the course is utilizing. The present and future of Distance Education is in how the instructor handles the challenges. It is important that both the instructor and the institution face these challenges head on and as Distance Education evolves, deal with other issues that arise for Distance Education leaders. 
Conclusion

A Distance education leader must have people, technical, organizational/administrative, leadership, and teaching skills in order to be successful instructor. By having these skills the instructor can be an asset to the students and the institution. These skills also help instructors to be able to handle challenges that they face. Time, technology and interaction are three challenges that distance education leaders face.  Institutions can prepare to help in these areas by providing the training in the desired skills. Instructors should be prepared to manage time wisely, assist students , have a clear understanding of the technology being used and contribute to creating interaction for the students.  In order for distance education to  be successful instructors, must have the desired skills to face the challenges that arise in this area. 
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