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Abstract 

 

 

Curriculum change is ongoing and based on multiple factors including using current resources 

and addressing student needs.  Curriculum change can include the means and methods of 

instructional delivery.  A collaborative approach is key to curriculum designs, which support a 

diverse population of learners.  Educators can no longer afford to work in isolation if the goal is 

to ensure students receive an authentic comprehensive learning experience that meets student-

learning outcomes.  Collaborating to ignite change calls for developing a sense of community 

and connectedness (Oliver, 2008). A qualitative study of collaboration practices involving 

curriculum change can provide insight into developing a structure and framework to support the 

process. The study includes data collected from current online instructors’ experiences in 

collaboration. 

Keywords: collaboration change, virtual teaming, curriculum change 

 

 

 

Introduction 

The American College of Education, leadership department includes the education 

specialist and doctorate in education program. One goal is to establish a collaborative 

environment to enhance productivity. A target in 2017 is to develop a plan for more faculty input 

in curriculum change. Current processes include incorporating faculty feedback in course 

revisions. Student feedback is critical to the revision process, as well. Annual processes, such as 

the assessment of student learning outcome (SLO) report for the college, affects curriculum 

change impacting the whole and its parts. The college and departments may also be impacted by 

guidelines, feedback or direction from the higher learning commission (HLC)which includes the 

education specialist and doctorate in education program. 

Faculty within the doctoral program include the doctoral instructional faculty. The 

doctoral instructional faculty are responsible for supporting curriculum change in addition to 

teaching and administrative duties. Responsibilities and tasks include support in designing 

learning objects, and review and revisions of course blue prints. Activities include: research to 

locate and suggest current scholarly readings on the course content, learning objects to support 

learning, enhancing the learning or teaching activities and reporting incorrection or errors. 

Doctoral instructional faculty collaborate to support curriculum change. 

Collaborating to support curriculum change in higher education is critical to supporting 

the teaching and learning process. The rationale for seeking current practices and processes for 

collaboration in curriculum change is to enhance the process within a relatively new and fast 

growing program. A qualitative methodology will support the study of collaboration in 

curriculum change, data collection and analysis processes through gathering insights and 

experiences from current online instructors. Surveying current online instructors can result in a 
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model for efficient and effective collaboration in curriculum design and revisions. Current 

research on collaboration discloses increased connectedness and professional skills among 

faculty (Quisenberry & Burrell; Forgie, 2011). The study includes an evaluation and analysis of 

current literature, methodology and research design for mining the data and discussion of 

findings.  

The research question guiding this study is: What are the collaboration processes, strategies, and 

tools for curriculum change in online learning? Three critical areas of focus are:   

• Addressing student needs  

• Changing to stay current 

• Instructional delivery 

 

Theoretical Framework 

A theoretical structure and framework to guide faculty toward effective collaboration is 

one goal of this study. Oliver (2008) provided a view of the inner workings of a curriculum 

review team engaged in comprehensive curriculum reform efforts, in higher education. A review 

of Bandura’s social learning theory reveals consideration of the theory as a bridge between 

behavioral and cognitive theories. Reciprocal interactions of behavior, cognition and 

environmental influences align with the dynamics of virtual collaboration in supporting the 

identified key elements of curriculum change. This includes addressing student needs, changing 

to stay current and instructional delivery tied to curriculum change. 

Literature Review 

 

An examination of the current literature consists of scholarly articles on the topic of 

collaboration processes, strategies and tools which support curriculum change. Documented 

experiences of collaboration in a variety of educational settings are included. Onsite learning 

environments, blended learning environments, and online learning environments are addressed in 

the review of literature. 

 

Collaboration through a combination of strengths can make an organization effective and 

more valuable.  Chien, Tsai-Fang, and Chin-Cheh (2013) report factors such as knowledge 

sharing and teamwork related behavior could be positively correlated with innovative behavior 

and change.   Creating a knowledge sharing community, specifically the people within them, 

challenges current knowledge, develops a higher level of thinking and inspires deeper truth about 

a given topic.  A knowledge sharing community fosters an environment which enhances 

discussion and decisions regarding student needs. 

 

Another benefit of sharing knowledge in a community, is how faculty remains more 

engaged with individual passions and continues to learn new things (Mackey & Evans, 2011).  

This collaborative process of shared learning increases the intellectual strength of the whole at a 

faster rate to ensure that faculty stays abreast of emerging trends in education.  A collaborative 

community will guarantee that current articles and other resources needed are a component of 
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curricular change. 

   

Collaboration increases the success and performance of the team (Quisenberry & 

Burrell), which then impacts an organization’s success.  The education specialist and doctorate in 

education program student population continues to grow faster than the faculty increases. The 

ratio of faculty to student is a priority in providing substantial student support.  Supporting the 

needs of the students includes teaching with and through technology. Montiel-Overall (2005) 

argued that the depth of a shared vision for team creates an indispensable connection to a 

fundamental task. A program goal is to support curriculum change in addressing the needs of the 

students, embracing change and instructional delivery.  

 

Addressing Student Needs 

The Department of Leadership’s doctoral team collaborates to enhance student learning.  

The team teaches doctoral courses and makes recommendations for course enhancement.  While 

embracing the American College of Education’s values, multiple methods of collaboration are 

used to communicate and share experiences and knowledge to address student needs, curriculum 

change and innovative methods of instructional delivery.  The goal is to create and develop 

personal learning communities for further collaboration and sustainability of our key goals.  

Consistent Change to Stay Current 

The connection of teaching and technology should not be underestimated.  Strait (2004) 

argues that the advances in technology initiates a shift in education reform.  The constant shifts 

in education and technology require renewal or upgrading of faculty skills.  Building 

professional learning communities (PLC) will provide the environment for creating and 

sustaining a framework for change as well as continuous improvement (Jones, 2013).  

 

Instructional Delivery to Support Teaching and Learning 

Incorporating team reflection into the collaborative meetings is an effective process of 

discovery.  It offers faculty an opportunity to discuss what works and what does not work, what 

went well and what potential changes to instructional delivery or teaching practices are needed. 

Howlett, Ferriera, and Blomfeld (2016) posits faculty reflection of teaching practices is key to 

curriculum change.  Reflecting after academic terms can lead to unveiling what may be 

perceived as irrelevant or trivial actions or experiences that could support the curriculum change 

process.  

Developing a culture of collaboration calls for eliminating isolation in minimizing the use 

of old or ineffective methods of instructional delivery teaching, and learning practices.  

Interdependent cultures of shared experience and knowledge builds the capacity of faculty and 

staff to meet the changing needs of students. In a virtual teaching and learning environment, 

strategic planning is necessary to foster and support on-going collaboration consistently. 

Virtual Collaboration  

Professional learning communities are effective forms of collaboration. Virtual 

professional learning communities call for clear communication through electronic collaboration 

tools.  Forgie (2011) found weekly conferences, instant messaging, and webinars to be vehicles 
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of collaboration for top performing teams.  Maximizing current resources to increased shared 

learning and support of students can be a priority to reinforce the effort of a collaborative 

curriculum change process. Shared resources can aid in creating and sustaining virtual 

collaboration to meet student needs, support curriculum change, and enhance instructional 

delivery.  

Collaboration supports idea generation and opportunities for team members to practice 

relevant thought processes Linden (2010) identifies the collaborative mindset as a key 21st 

century leadership skill.  Embracing the power of the collaborative mindset, teams can make 

better decisions with the focus on the overall benefits.  This aligns with the goals of the doctoral 

team to review processes such as instructional delivery of teaching and learning objectives. 

 

Methodology 

 

A qualitative descriptive methodology supports the study of collaboration strategies and 

tools used in curriculum change. Since qualitative descriptive studies focus on exploring the 

nature of specific events, a qualitative descriptive methodology was chosen for the purposes of 

gaining insights into collaborative practices for this preliminary study (Creswell, 2005). Data 

were provided from semi-structured surveys with open ended questions and in-depth follow up 

semi-structured interviews. Participants were selected through purposive sampling and included 

current online higher education instructors outside of the American College of Education, with 

prior experience in collaboration and teaching in the online environment. Out of 17 online 

instructors who were invited to partake in the study, 10 faculty members participated.  

 

Table 1 

Years in Online Higher Education  

Years Number of Participants (n = 10) Percentage of Participants 

1-3 years 0 0% 

3-5 years 1 10% 

5+ years 9 90% 

 

Results 

This study explored the subjective experiences of online higher education faculty with a 

focus on collaboration over curriculum development. Data analysis was conducted using the 

qualitative descriptive methodology (Elliott & Timulak, 2005). Upon reviewing the survey 

responses and reading the interview transcripts, several themes were extracted. The results that 

emerged from the study covered five themes with several subthemes. In the following 

descriptions of the themes, the narratives of the study participants were included with quotation 

marks.  

 

Collaborative Tools 

 

 Collaboration was essential to promoting change within the curriculum. In the virtual 

environment, different tools were required to maintain the faculty engagement. Live virtual chats 

were used by a majority of the participants. Other tools included online document sharing 
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systems, emails discussion boards, and text messaging. 
 

Table 2 

Collaborative Tools 

Tools Number of Participants (n = 10) 

Sigma = 15 

Percent of Participants 

Live virtual chats  7 70% 

Online document sharing 

system 

3 30% 

Emails 3 30% 

Discussion boards 1 10% 

Texting 1 10% 

 

“I have enjoyed Adobe when people can turn on their cameras at least the beginning of the 

meeting. It is always nice to put the face to the name even though I may have worked with them 

a long period of time.” 

 

Administrator Strategies 

 

 Administrators were key in leading the curriculum changes. Administrators primarily 

used communication with faculty and professional learning communities as a foundation to gain 

individual or group feedback. Accreditation standards, such as the Higher Learning Commission, 

were also mentioned as an important component to design and update courses. Student feedback 

was discussed as a way for administrators to determine issues or missed opportunities in course 

design. 

 

 

Table 3 

Strategies Used by Administrators to Promote Curriculum Change  

Strategy  Number of Participants (n = 10) 

Sigma  = 14  

 

Percent of Participants 

Communication with faculty 

(meetings, emails)  

 

6 40% 

Professional learning 

committees 

 

4 40% 

Accreditation standards 3 30% 

Student feedback 1 10% 

 

“First start is to determine if there are any state standards associated and any other standards. The 

next step is to survey the industry to determine if the skills now are still current. I have been . . . 

active with industry professionals to find out what may be some changes and if curriculum 

follows suit. The last step would be to balance every area then determine if there is a change in 

curriculum which may have an impact on the program.” 
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Addressing Student Needs 

 

 Online instructors discussed the importance of addressing student needs. Whether 

students were the end users of the course, took quizzes, participated in discussion boards or 

completed the assignments, their student had to be addressed. The primary strategy revealed for 

evaluating whether student needs were addressed included a review of students' end of course 

surveys to determine strengths of the course and any gaps that needed to be filled. Committee 

discussions also took place to gain faculty feedback and to determine industry standards. Student 

assessments were also discussed by participants to address whether students achieved the desired 

results, based on what faculty intended for them to learn. 

 

Table 4 

Addressing Student Needs 

Strategy /Tools Number of Participants (n = 10) Percent of Participants 

Student end of course 

surveys 

 

5 50% 

Committee discussions 

 

4 40% 

Student assessments 1 10% 

 

Staying Current with Curriculum  

 

 Participants reflected upon the importance of staying current with the curriculum. Many 

of the faculty discussed updating digital devices in the classroom.   Incorporating videos, 

podcasts and ensuring the information is mobile friendly were cited as examples. Instructor 

presence in the classroom was another subtheme as a strategy to stay current with the curriculum. 

If faculty are present in the classroom, it offers an opportunity to share industry insight and 

practitioner perspectives. Best practices in developing and updating curriculum were mentioned, 

along with reviewing student feedback to keep curriculum current. 

 

Table 5 

Staying Current with Curriculum 

Strategy  Number of Participants (n = 10) 

Sigma  = 11 

Percent of Participants 

Update digital tools 

 

6 60% 

Promote instructor presence 

in classrooms 

 

2 20% 

Implement best practices 2 20% 

Review student feedback 1 10% 

Obstacles to Changing Curriculum  

 

 Participants expressed that curriculum changes did not go without obstacles or 
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challenges. A challenge half of the online instructors faced was uncoordinated collaboration, 

ranging from technology issues, meeting times, or disagreements within the institution. It was 

also reported how he changes occurred so frequently that it was difficult to stay up to date with 

what the college wanted. Other issues included the poor quality of the curriculum, faculty buy-in, 

and workload to contribute to changing the curriculum.  

 

Table 6 

Obstacles to Changing Curriculum  

Obstacle  Number of Participants (n = 10) 

Sigma = 12 

Percent of Participants 

Uncoordinated collaboration 

 

5 50% 

Staying updated with 

constant change 

 

2 20% 

Poor quality end product 2 20% 

Faculty buy-in 2 20% 

Review student feedback 1 10% 

 

“An issue was when an Instructional Designer was telling me what content to have and to change 

things as they did not want it. But, my Dean wanted it the way I had it but the Instructional 

Designer was new that did not know our methods yet.” 

 

Discussions /Conclusion 

The climate in the doctoral program of the American college of education is quite 

conducive to generating creative ideas which align with the organization’s goals. Within a virtual 

environment, knowledge is built upon continual discussions, shared ideas, benchmarks, and 

review of successes and failures (Quisenberry & Burrell, 2012). When faculty share the weight 

of a project with other key members, the virtual collaborative culture can be stronger. This is 

where collaboration and teamwork is essential to creating strength and value. 

 

A collaborative framework for can support the consistency and pace of curriculum 

change.  Structuring the curriculum change process with components of the social learning 

theory foster collaborative faculty actions and decisions will lead enhance the process. Chien, 

Tsai-Fang, and Chin-Cheh (2013) identified a connection to an increase in faculty innovation and 

behavior changes. Current online faculty indicate miscommunication during the curriculum 

change process can be addressed through technology and support collaboration, as well. Triggers 

to curricular change such as addressing student needs, using new and current resources, and 

instructional delivery should be consistent components of the structure.   

 

Further research through focus groups, interviews and round table discussions will lead to 

additional insights. Sharing collaboration strategies can strengthen professional learning and 

networking communities through reflection of practices; and perceptions on how to create more 

opportunities for collaboration in curriculum change and reform in educational institutions. 
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