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Abstract 

In response to the Institute of Medicine (IOM) recommendations of meeting the goal of 80% of 

RNs prepared at the BSN level by 2020, an increase in graduates from RN-to-BSN completion 

programs must occur.  One approach to meeting the IOM goal included recommending nursing 

schools offer defined academic pathways beyond articulation agreements and promote access for 

nurses to higher education.  This goal can be met through online education, which is an effective 

way to reach students that are more diverse.  Online education, however, requires a different 

pedagogy than the traditional classroom.  Online education, defined as the educational process 

where the majority of the instruction occurs when student and instructor are not in the same 

place, and utilizes audio, video, or computer technology.  A basic qualitative design, using semi-

structured interviews, is the model used for this study.  Audio interviews were used which 

provided participants with the opportunity to describe the challenges they experience when 

transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to online learning environment educating 

RNs in BSN completion programs.  A purposive homogeneous sampling strategy was used for 

this study.  The population includes nurse educators who have transitioned from traditional 

classroom instruction to the online environment to educate practicing RNs enrolled in BSN 

completion programs.  Although each participant had a unique transition experience, analysis of 

the data revealed three categories (faculty, students and online environment) and 20 common 

themes related to challenges experienced by nurse educators who transitioned from the 

traditional classroom to the online learning environment.   The themes were categorized by 

faculty, students and online environment.  This study appears to support the need for education 

related to the pedagogy of online learning.  In an effort to address the contributions of this 

research study, the results give needed background information to the need for professional 



development and mentorship as nurse educators’ transition from the traditional classroom to the 

online environment.  Based on the literature review and results of the interviews, nurse educators 

as well as higher education professionals can also utilize professional development in the 

pedagogy of online teaching/learning. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Background of the Study 

 

In response to the Institute of Medicine (IOM, 2010) recommendations of meeting the 

goal of 80% of RNs prepared at the BSN level by 2020, an increase in graduates from RN-to-

BSN completion programs must occur (McEwen, Pullis, White & Krawtz, 2010).  One approach 

to meeting the IOM goal included recommending nursing schools offer defined academic 

pathways beyond articulation agreements and promote access for nurses to higher education.  

This goal can be met through online education, which is an effective way to reach more diverse 

students (IOM, 2010).  Online education, however, requires a different pedagogy (O’Neil, 2006).  

Online education is defined as the educational process where the majority of the instruction 

occurs when student and instructor are not in the same place, and utilizes audio, video, or 

computer technology National League for Nursing Accreditation Commission (NLNAC, 2008).     

As the profession of nursing continues to change and grow, the manner in which nurses 

are prepared must also change and grow to meet today’s healthcare challenges (Jones & Wolf, 

2010).  Increases in online education do not come without challenges.  According to Crawley, 

Fewell and Sugar (2009), the previously established philosophy of teaching is challenged in the 

online environment.  In the traditional classroom, learners are passive absorbers of information, 

with faculty being sources of information and authority.  However, in online education, learners 

are active participants and problem solvers, with faculty as facilitators guiding thinking 

(Kirtman, 2009).  Educators with long records of teaching in traditional face-to-face classrooms 

have the most challenges when transitioning to the online environment.  These challenges 

include an increasing number of courses to teach; unique expectations of online learning; a 
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distinct set of student needs; and the need for interaction in a virtual environment (Crawley et al., 

2009).   Success with online programs can be effective with quality technology, solid orientation 

of faculty and a system of ongoing support (Farber, 2013).  To meet the needs of a diverse 

learner, as well as a new methodology of teaching, the pedagogy of online learning must be 

effective.    

Neben (2014) described several barriers faculty experience with online education as 

institutional, technological, and pedagogical.  Neben recognized institutional barriers as lack of 

policy and procedures, lack of recognition towards promotion or tenure, and lack of 

compensation or reward.  Technological barriers include lack of adequate training and continued 

support for faculty.  Pedagogical barriers include perceived incompatibility with the discipline, 

and lack of face-to-face interaction (Neben, 2014).  Similarly, Johnson’s (2008) study revealed a 

lack of knowledge of technology as an online teaching challenge, but lack of knowledge 

regarding the pedagogy of online learning was a greater challenge.  Participants revealed that 

theoretical information about online learning pedagogies would have benefited them as they 

began to teach in the online environment (Robertson & Hardman, 2012).  In a study of 

reflections on the transition from the traditional classroom to the online environment, Johnson 

described rethinking the philosophies of nursing education by asking questions rather than 

delivering information, which is evident through web-based education, where students are 

required to think and participate at a higher level.  In a study by Crawley et al. (2009) examining 

the phenomenon of transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to online learning, 

several themes were uncovered:  lack of resources made transitioning difficult; online medium 

was highly interactive, and engagement versus activity was discovered.  Esani (2010) described 
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challenges to online education, which included lack of visual clues, unknown level and depth of 

prior learning and critical thinking, and greater development and design time for the nurse 

educator.  Additionally, challenges to online education, as described by Hoffman and Dudjak 

(2012) include faculty acceptance and learning needs, such as philosophy, web-based technology 

and workload.  Lastly, Sword’s (2012) study explained perceptions, experiences and needs of 

faculty transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the online environment, which 

included time, challenging work, pedagogy change, face-to-faceless, resources and faculty 

adaptation to change. 

Much of the current research focuses on challenges experienced by online educators and 

students in higher education.  According to deHolanda and Pinheiro (2015), online learning 

when compared to traditional classroom education promotes active learning, teaching and 

learning in a collaborative fashion, self-learning value and respect for student’s study practices.  

This research study may add to the existing literature by uncovering challenges experienced by 

nurse educators who transitioned from traditional classroom instruction to the online learning 

environment.  In order for nurse educators to smoothly transition from traditional classroom 

instruction to the online environment, it is crucial to understand how nurse educators experienced 

the transition.  Through qualitative inquiry with nurse educators about their lived experiences 

with transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the online environment, nurse faculty 

can begin to understand the challenges that transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to 

online education may bring.  Additionally, the human component of nursing may be lost in an 

online environment.   Olson and Benham-Hutchins (2014) described the concept of presence in 

nursing education as the “relational and interactive process exemplified through sensitivity, 
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holism, intimacy, vulnerability and adaptation to unique circumstances” (p 2), a concept difficult 

to attain in an online environment.  Therefore, this critical human component in nursing 

education will be better understood by nurse educators who will be transitioning from the 

traditional classroom to the online environment.   

Behaviorism, cognitivism, and constructivism; while education theories, have been 

utilized in nursing education over many years.  Factors such as where and with whom individuals 

learn, as well as how that knowledge is stored and accessed have changed.  Major forces that 

affect learning today include:  the proliferation of the Internet, including the use of Web 2.0 

tools, the emergence of a new kind of student, known as the Millennial, Generation Y, and 

Generation Z who think and learn differently than previous generations, and the implementation 

of a variety of new teaching methods, which build, almost exclusively, on the doctrine of 

constructivism (Ertmer & Newby, 2013).  The significance of the study involves understanding 

the challenges nurse educators experience as they transition from traditional classroom 

instruction to online education, which may lead to opening doors to educational processes 

needed to support faculty transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the online 

environment.    Therefore, the theory of constructivism can be implicated in the study of 

challenges nurse faculty experience as they transition from traditional classroom instruction to 

the online environment educating RN’s in BSN completion programs.   

Nursing is considered an adult learning community, and nurses need to be educated 

meaningfully as Knowles (1980) ascertained with the theory of andragogy, which is based on 

four assumptions; learners must have the ability, need, desire to control, and responsibility for 

their learning.  Androgogy is defined as the “art and science of helping adults learn” (p 810).   
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Most adults, being taught in a traditional and passive classroom, experience challenges as they 

transition to online environments (Cercone, 2008).  Instructors also experience challenges when 

transitioning to the online teaching environment, and must learn new methods for teaching in this 

type of setting.  In order to effectively incorporate adult learning into the online environment, 

instructors must have full learner participation, be facilitators of learning through relationship 

building, involvement of students, linking resources and encouraging student initiative (Darden, 

2014).    

Transformative learning, according to Mezirow (1997) is considered a constructivist 

theory of adult learning.  Mezirow proposed that individual transformation includes a change in 

one’s frame of reference or way of seeing the world or learning to understand why individuals 

see the world the way they do and to elude the constraints of the limiting perspectives carried 

into the learning experience (Cercone, 2008).  A component of transformative learning as it 

relates to online learning involves building community through dialogue, discussion and 

reflecting for development of deeper knowledge (Wicks, 2016).  As nurse educators transition 

from the traditional classroom to the online environment, they must change the frame of 

reference in educating adult learners.  The design of online education involves interactive, 

collaborative, and learner-centered high quality learning.  The components of transformative 

learning must be met by educators in transition by being moderators in the online environment 

through organizing course materials, creating a timeline, providing social interaction 

opportunities and ensuring high quality instruction (Wicks, 2016).  
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Need for the Study 

 

A challenge for nurse educators is not convincing students to advance their education to a 

BSN degree, but enabling them to achieve that goal (Maneval & Teeter, 2010).  Online education 

provides a vehicle for students to achieve the goal of a BSN degree.  Nurse educators who teach 

in online BSN programs use unique processes and strategies which include knowledge and 

comfort using technology, re-envisioning course goals, activities and assessments, building a 

community of learners, and facilitating discussions (MGH, 2015).  Along with these unique 

processes and strategies, however, come challenges.  Smith, Passmore and Faught (2009) 

discussed a unique set of challenges in online nursing education from the perspective of the 

student, which focus on the ability to provide real-world nursing situations in a virtual 

environment.  Although prior research on challenges of transitioning to online learning exist 

from the perspective of the student, as well as education, in general, challenges nurse educators 

experience as they transition from traditional classroom instruction to the online teaching-

learning environment has not been studied (Johnson, 2008; Kampov-Polevoi, 2010).  The 

problem addressed by this study are challenges nurse educators experience as they transition 

from traditional classroom instruction to the online environment to educate practicing RNs 

enrolled in BSN completion programs. 

  

Purpose of the Study 

 

To meet the IOM statement of 80% BSN nurses by 2020, many colleges have initiated 

online programs, primarily aimed towards RN to BSN students.  Despite the growing number of 

online nursing programs, there is little research on the instructor views of transitioning to online 
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education (Smith, Passmore & Faught, 2009).  This basic qualitative study may add to the 

existing body of knowledge related to challenges nurse educators encounter when transitioning 

to online education.  This study explored the experiences of nurse educators who transitioned 

from traditional classroom instruction to the online environment to educate practicing RNs 

enrolled in BSN completion programs.   

Nurse educators who transition from traditional classroom instruction to the online 

environment are faced with a unique set of challenges aside from diverse demographics, students 

with experience, and teaching in a different type of environment, which puts nurse educators in a 

novice position as online educators (Johnson, 2008).  According to the National Advisory 

Council on Nurse Education and Practice (NACNEP, 2010), nursing faces a number of 

challenges including a growing population of hospitalized patients who are older and more 

acutely ill, the need to stay current with rapid advances in medical knowledge and technology, 

and new models of overall healthcare delivery that will impact the workforce and care delivery.  

One recommendation by the NACNEP (2010) includes the use of technologies (e.g., simulation, 

distance learning, virtual worlds) to prepare faculty to teach effectively and efficiently, and to 

prepare nurses for practice in complex healthcare delivery systems. Nurse educators need to 

develop educational approaches and curricula which prepare future nurses to overcome these 

healthcare challenges.  Understanding the nurse educators’ experiences during the transition 

from the traditional classroom to the online environment is limited within the literature.  The 

results of this study may be of value to nurse educators transitioning to online education as well 

as administration seeking to transition their faculty to the online environment.  A study by 

Wingo, Peters, Ivankova, and Gurley (2016) regarding transitioning to online education 
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described research as “generating a better understanding of experiences in online education; 

needs for training and support for nursing faculty; and revealing gaps between faculty and 

administration regarding faculty’s needs, practices and beliefs regarding online education” (p. 

434).  Therefore, the opportunity to explore the lived experiences of faculty who have 

transitioned from traditional classroom instruction to the online learning environment may help 

other stakeholders considering this method of instruction.  

 

Significance of the Study 

 

     Exploring the experiences of nurse faculty who transition from traditional classroom 

instruction to the online environment may be beneficial to those who have not explored the 

online teaching environment but who may be encouraged through the experience of others.  This 

may assist nurse educators to begin to understand the phenomenon of transitioning to online 

education.  Kampov-Polevoi (2010) suggested that successful transition of instruction to online 

environment is not simply a matter of faculty interest and motivation but a complex process 

dependent on administrative and institutional support, such as technical and human resources 

commitment necessary for such transition.   

     The literature is rich with studies regarding challenges experienced while transitioning 

to online education from the perspective of faculty in higher education as well as students.  There 

is little research specifically on nurse educators’ experiences transitioning from traditional 

classroom instruction to the online environment.  The challenges students and faculty in higher 

education experience transitioning to the online environment may be the same as nurse 

educators, or there may be a different set of challenges completely.  Results of studies regarding 
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the development of online skills, challenges and advantages educators’ experience, and 

components of successful transitions are discussed. 

 A basic qualitative study by Schmidt, Hodge and Tschida (2013) described development 

of online skills as university faculty transitioned to the online environment.  This study 

recommended future research in other types of postsecondary educational venues as a way to 

generalize the outcomes across a variety of programs.  A quantitative study by Fish and Gill 

(2009) described challenges to online education as comfort levels and training, delivery of 

academic tasks, lack of face-to-face interaction, course preparation time, faculty training and 

support, faculty acceptance towards a new paradigm of educating students, and student honesty.  

This study recommended that faculty value the advantages of online education, which can only 

be achieved through becoming comfortable in the online environment by way of sufficient 

training and professional development.  Challenges of online teaching, as described by Esani 

(2010) included lack of visual cues; more labor intensive; and writing being the main method of 

communication.  Conversely, Esani described advantages to online teaching as convenient, 

efficient, and challenging, but also fun and rewarding.  A qualitative study of the experiences of 

120 instructors who transitioned from the traditional classroom to the online world by Ferrario, 

Hyde, Martinez and Sundt (2013) described the following:  time feels different online, cognitive 

overload of online teaching is underestimated, the online world must be structured, face-to-face 

interaction is missed, and getting to know the students was easier than expected.  Farber (2013) 

further described three components of a successful transition to the online environment:  quality 

technical infrastructure, solid orientation and education of faculty and a system for ongoing 

support.  Lastly, a qualitative study by Sword (2012) recommended suggestions for improved 
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transition to the online environment from the voices of faculty in seven Midwest nursing schools, 

which included involvement of faculty throughout the online planning, learning computer skills 

prior to transitioning to online education, formal education programs, mentors, ongoing 

professional development, and addressing time commitments and workload issues.  Through the 

thick, rich descriptions of challenges faculty experience, the research question will be answered 

regarding what challenges nurse educators experience when transitioning from traditional 

classroom instruction to the online environment to educate practicing RNs enrolled in BSN 

completion programs.  

 

Research Questions 

 

A research question is the fundamental core of a research project, study, or review of 

literature. The research questions focus the study, determine the methodology, and guide all 

stages of inquiry, analysis, and reporting.  This study is formulated around one primary and three 

sub questions which are based on the problem statement, need, purpose and significance of the 

study. 

Primary Research Question 

What challenges do nurse educators experience when transitioning from traditional 

classroom instruction to the online environment to educate practicing RNs enrolled in BSN 

completion programs? 

Sub Questions 

What do nurse educators identify as the differences between traditional and online 

learning? 
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How do transition challenges from traditional classroom to online learning affect 

teaching practices? 

How do nurse educators overcome the challenges of transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment? 

 

Definition of Terms 

BSN Completion Programs 

BSN completion programs are defined as programs that provide additional education to 

registered nurses who received diploma or associate degree education.  Considered bridge 

programs, BSN completion programs build on previous learning and experience to prepare 

nurses for a higher level of nursing practice (AACN, 2015).   The curriculum does not address 

typical knowledge and skills necessary to prepare nurses for the NCLEX, but concentrate on 

topics such as health promotion, disease prevention, nursing taxonomies, humanistic caring, 

independent nursing intervention, spirituality, global health and ethics (Kubusch, Hansen & 

Huyser-Eatwell, 2008). 

Distance Learning 

Distance learning is described as a separation of the educator and learner in time and 

space using technology to support the connections that establish the learning community 

(Billings, 2007).  According to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS, 

2016), distance education is defined as: 

Education that uses one or more technologies to deliver instruction to students 

who are separated from the instructor and to support regular and substantive 

interaction between the students and the instructor synchronously or 

asynchronously using technologies including the internet; one-way and two-way 
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transmissions through open broadcasts, closed circuit, cable, microwave, 

broadband lines, fiber optics, satellite or wireless communication devices; audio 

conferencing; and video cassette, DVDs, and CD-ROMs (p. 7). 

 

Online Learning 

Online learning is described as a type of distance learning which includes 

both synchronous and asynchronous activities, but lacks direct, face-to-face interaction between 

instructors and students (Bergstrand & Savage, 2013).  Characteristics of online education 

include indirect contact between faculty and students, less than immediate feedback and 

interaction, and lack of defined time for the class period, which allows students to study and 

learn at their own pace (Millheim, 2011).  Online courses consist of at least eighty percent of the 

course delivered online without face-to-face interaction (Sloan-C, 2007). The terms online 

education and distance education will be used interchangeably throughout the study. 

Traditional Classroom Teaching 

Traditional classroom learning is defined as a two-way interaction between teachers and 

students as a relationship between teacher and students, between students and subjects and 

method of learning, as well as interpersonal relationships among each other.  Learning takes 

place in a classroom and uses materials and ideas based on meaningful experience (Hassan, 

Abiddin, & Yew, 2014).  Characteristics of traditional classroom teaching include direct contact 

between the instructor and the students, immediate feedback and interaction, and a defined 

period of time for class (Millheim, 2011).  

 

 

 



13 

 

Research Design 

Merriam (2009) described a basic qualitative research study as having been derived 

philosophically from constructionism, phenomenology, and symbolic interaction where the 

interest is in how people interpret their experiences, how people construct their worlds, and what 

meaning people attribute to their experiences. Patton (2002) described questions about people’s 

experiences as a condition suitable for a qualitative study.  The overall purpose of qualitative 

research is to understand how people make sense of their lives and their experiences.   Basic 

qualitative research is most appropriate for this study, as this study seeks to explore challenges 

nurse educators experience when transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the 

online learning environment.  The research question asks “what challenges are experienced,” 

which is consistent with qualitative methodology (Lodico, Spaulding & Voegtle, 2010).  Fawcett 

et al. (2014) described the value of qualitative research in exploring issues where the focus is on 

exploratory “what”, “how” and “why” questions.  According to Cooper and Endacott (2007), 

qualitative studies that seek to discover and understand a process, or the experiences of people 

involved. 

 The purpose of educational qualitative research to improve practice and the basic 

qualitative research design is particularly well-suited to obtain an in-depth understanding of 

experiences of nurse faculty who transition from traditional classroom instruction to the online 

environment (Merriam, 2009). According to Percey, Kostere and Kostere (2015), generic 

qualitative inquiry investigates people’s reports of their attitudes, beliefs, or reflections on their 

experiences of things in the outer world. Generic qualitative research for this study fits the 

following characteristic:  the researcher has a body of knowledge and/or understanding about the 
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topic that needs to be more fully described from the participants’ experience (Percey et al, 2015).   

Research exists on challenges of transitioning to the online environment from both the instructor 

and students’ viewpoints.  According to Ferrario, Hyde, Martinez and Sundt (2013) challenges 

experienced by instructors transitioning to online education include time, technology, student 

engagement, out of class experience, and faculty-student relationships Similarly, Chiasson, 

Terras and Smart (2015) described faculty transitioning from classroom to online education 

experiencing three challenges: faculty needed support on how to use technology effectively, as 

well as pedagogical support from colleagues; more compensation is needed as role shifts in the 

online environment; and faculty felt less control as students took more responsibility for their 

learning.  Students experienced similar challenges as they transitioned from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment.  Kenny (2002) discussed four major challenges; computer 

confidence, flexibility, active learning, and practicalities of teaching.  In a qualitative study by 

Killion et al., (2016) students described challenges transitioning from the traditional classroom to 

the online environment as disengaging from the traditional approach, getting into the rhythm of 

the new environment, and assuming a new identity.  This qualitative study will more fully 

explore the experiences of nurse educators who transition from traditional classroom instruction 

to the online environment.  Researchers considering any study of people’s subjective 

“experience” or actual external happenings and events should consider generic qualitative 

inquiry as the approach (Percey et al., 2015). 

Basic qualitative research is used as exploratory research, to gain an understanding of 

underlying reasons, opinions and motivations or provide insight into a problem (Wyse, 2011).   
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A basic qualitative design, using semi-structured interviews, will be the model used for this 

study.  According to Adams (2010), semi-structured interviews aim to explore in-depth 

experiences and meanings the participants attribute to those experiences.  Semi-structured 

interviews include a mix of structured interview questions, which allows flexibility in responses, 

with a structured section of the interview where specific information is required from all 

respondents (Merriam, 2009).  While the research question formulates what needs to be 

understood, the interview questions are what are asked to gain understanding.  Therefore, the 

interview questions need to be creative and insightful, instead of a mechanical version of the 

research question (Maxwell, 2013).   

 

 

Assumptions and Limitations 

 

   According to Ellis and Levy (2009), assumptions, limitations, and delimitations are 

critical components of a research study.  These assumptions, limitations and delimitations must 

be clearly articulated to validate the credibility of the research study.   

Assumptions 

Assumptions are defined as a statement that is presumed to be true, often only 

temporarily or for a specific purpose, such as building a theory (Wargo, 2015).  Several 

assumptions were made in this study.  It was assumed that interviewing is the best way to 

understand the challenges experienced by nurse educators when transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online learning environment.  Adams (2010) discussed interviews as being an 

important tool in gathering data in qualitative research which explore the in-depth experiences 

and meanings of those experiences of the participants.  It was also assumed that instructors 
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realize barriers that prevent an ease of transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online 

environment and would be willing to share this information.  Wargo (2015) described 

assumptions of qualitative research as: (a) participants answering interview questions in an 

honest and candid manner; (b) inclusion criteria are appropriate and assure that the participants 

have all experienced the same or similar phenomenon of the study; and (c) participants have a 

sincere interest in participating in your research and do not have any other motives.  Finally, it 

was assumed that instructors would provide insight related to the strategies that they used to 

reduce or eliminate the challenges they experienced when transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment.  Johnson (2008) described faculty development as a 

beneficial and valuable resource of transitioning to online teaching.   

General Methodological Assumptions 

Assumptions of constructivism in that adult learners are active participants in their 

learning and learners actively construct their own knowledge and meaning from their 

experiences (Legg, Adelman, Mueller & Levitt, 2007; Doolittle, n.d.).  Philosophically, this 

assumption relies on an epistemology that stresses subjectivism and relativism; while reality may 

exist separate from experience, it can only be known through experience, resulting in a 

personally unique reality (Doolittle, n.d.).  The nature of reality (ontology) is assumed through 

understanding that multiple realities exist in the study.  For example, one person’s reality may be 

independent or different from another person’s reality; therefore the exploration of different 

individuals’ experiences transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment is 

the basis of this assumption.  Alternatively, the nature of epistemology is assumed through an 

understanding of what constitutes reality and how can we understand its’ existence.  The nature 
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of epistemology is assumed through understanding that the researcher and participant mutually 

influence each other in the interview process.   

Theoretical Assumptions 

Theoretical assumptions made in this study include the fact that nurses need to be 

educated meaningfully, as ascertained in Knowles’ (1980) theory of andragogy.  Nurse educators 

must learn new methods of teaching in the online setting as opposed to the traditional classroom.  

Mezirow’s (1997) transformative learning theory is a constructivist theory of adult learning 

which assumed that individual transformation includes a change in ones frame of reference or 

way of seeing the world.  Behaviorism and congnitivism have been utilized in nursing education 

for years; however, the world outside these theories have changed considerably over the recent 

decade.  Factors such as where and with whom individuals learn, as well as how knowledge is 

stored and accessed is an assumption of online education (Ertmer & Newby, 2013). 

Topic-Specific Assumptions 

Topic specific assumptions include participants answering the interview questions in an 

honest and candid manner.  Through rapport, trust establishing a safe and comfortable 

environment, and a respect for the participants and the information they share can be maintained 

(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006).   

Inclusion criteria of the sample are appropriate which assures that participants have all 

experienced the same or similar phenomenon of the study.  Inclusion criteria for this study are:  

nurse educators teaching in the state of New Jersey who have taught in both traditional 

classroom and online environments.  According to McDonagh, Peterson, Raina, Chang and 

Shekelle (2013), inclusion criteria improve transparency and rigor, and reducing bias in study 



18 

 

selection decisions.  Participants and researcher have a sincere interest in participating in the 

research without any motives.  Tracy (2010) described sincerity in qualitative studies as research 

marked by honesty and transparency with regard to the researcher’s biases, goals, and 

idiosyncrasies, as well as the results of the methods, elations, and faults of the research 

Limitations 

Limitations are components of a study in which the researcher has no control or an 

uncontrollable threat to the internal validity of a study (Wargo, 2015).  Limitations of this study 

involved the importance of anonymity in the interview process and researcher bias. The 

recording of interviews may make participants less confident that their anonymity will be upheld, 

causing dishonesty or unwillingness to disclose information of their experiences.  Any 

judgmental predispositions or biases must be eliminated through the process of epoche.  Through 

this process the researcher temporarily suspends existing personal biases, beliefs, preconceptions 

and assumptions about the phenomenon in order to get straight to the “pure and unencumbered 

vision of what it essentially is” (Lin, 2013, p. 471).  The information participants provide must 

be looked at in a way to see only what is obvious, what can be described and what can be 

defined.  Utilizing a purposive homogeneous sample is considered a limitation of this study in 

that the results of the study cannot be generally applied to a larger population, only suggested. 

Design Flaw Limitations 

There may be unknown conditions or factors at the facility where the participants reside, 

work, or study that could bias the responses of the participants.  The number of participants or 

subjects may not be enough from which to adequately draw conclusions. In qualitative methods, 

it is important that there are a significant number of participants to reach a level at which 
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saturation of the data is achieved (Creswell, 2014). The results of this study may be generalizable 

to nurse educators who have taught in both the traditional classroom as well as the online 

environment and teach RN-to-BSN students in the state of New Jersey.  Due to the large number 

of potential participants in the study population, the population involved in the current study 

focused only on members located in the state of New Jersey. The study framework captured the 

voices of faculty, not the voices of other stakeholders that this study may affect such as students 

and administration.   

Delimitations  

Delimitations include the factors, constructs, and/or variables that are intentionally left 

out of the study and affect the external validity or generalization of the study (Ellis & Levy, 

2009).  There are three delimitations for this study.  Participants for this study were chosen based 

on their having taught in both the traditional classroom as well as the online environment.  Years 

of experience and background with technology were not captured.  This delimitation is important 

to note since nurse faculty with more years of experience and/or a strong background in 

technology may have different experiences than those with fewer years of experience and/or a 

weak background in technology.  Next, the study was confined to nurse educators teaching in 

both traditional classroom and online environments in one demographic area.  This delimitation 

is important to note since different demographic areas may yield different results.  Lastly, the 

study focused on experiences of faculty.  The experiences of students, administrators and other 

stakeholders were not included.  This study is not an attempt to study the benefits and challenges 

of transitioning to online education, but rather a look at the challenges nurse educators 

experienced transitioning to online education. 
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Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

This paper is organized into five chapters.  Chapter one provided an introduction and 

background for the study.  Chapter two presents a review of the literature according to the 

research problem defined in chapter one, along with a description of the theoretical framework 

utilized.  Chapter three details the research methodology utilized to answer the research problem 

and research questions.  Along with the methodology, chapter three includes the research design, 

population sample, instrumentation, and data collection procedures.  Chapter four presents the 

analysis of the results generated from the qualitative interviews conducted with participants in 

the study.  Lastly, chapter five provides a summary and discussion of the results in relation to the 

literature and concludes by offering recommendation for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The purpose of this basic qualitative study is to explore the challenges experienced by 

nurse educators who have transitioned from traditional classroom education to the online 

environment.  A careful review of the literature afforded an opportunity to learn that which is 

already known on the topic of transitioning to online education, and to identify the knowledge 

gap evident throughout the literature.  A gap exists in the research related to nurse faculty 

challenges transitioning to online learning environments from traditional classroom education.  

Additionally, these issues are under-studied as they pertain to nursing education in particular. In 

order to demonstrate this gap and situate the study with respect to existing research, this chapter 

contains a review of existing theoretical and empirical literature related to the research topic. The 

chapter is divided into seven sections pertaining to the theoretical orientation of online learning, 

evolution of online learning, online learning in higher education, online learning in nursing 

education, student perceptions to online learning, faculty perceptions to online learning, 

advantages and barriers in online learning, and methodology.  A summary concludes the chapter. 

 

Methods of Searching 

 

An extensive literature search was conducted using the following research databases: 

Academic Search Premier, CINAHL, EBSCO Host, Education Research Complete, ERIC, 

Health Source Nursing/Academic Edition, MEDLINE, OVID Nursing Full Text plus, ProQuest 

Education Journals, PsycInfo, and Google Scholar.  The primary search terms used alone or in 

combination were as follows: online education, traditional classroom education, transitioning 
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from classroom to online learning, nurse faculty, nursing education, BSN completion programs, 

future of the profession of nursing, adult learning, transformative education theory, qualitative 

methods, sample and population and constructivism in nursing education. Searches were limited 

to peer reviewed journals in nursing and education.  

 

Theoretical Orientation for the Study 

 

The theoretical framework is the foundation from which all knowledge is constructed for 

a research study. Additionally, the theoretical framework serves as the structure and support for 

the rationale of the study, the problem statement, the purpose, the significance, and the research 

questions. The theoretical framework also provides a base, or an anchor, for the literature review, 

and most importantly, the methods and analysis (Grant & Osanloo, 2015).  The constructivist 

paradigm was the basis for this qualitative study, along with a theoretical orientation based on 

Knowles’ adult learning theory, and Mezirow’s transformational learning theory.   

 

Constructivism 

Nurse educators must implement a variety of new teaching methods, which build, almost 

exclusively, on the doctrine of constructivism (Ertmer & Newby, 2013).  Constructivism, a 

philosophical approach to adult education, has been utilized in nursing education over many 

years; however, the world outside of these theories has changed considerably in the recent 

decade.  Factors such as where and with whom we learn, as well as how that knowledge is stored 

and accessed are major forces that affect learning today and include:  the proliferation of the 

Internet, including the use of Web 2.0 tools, the emergence of a new kind of student, known as 
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the Millennial, Generation Y, or Generation Z who think and learn in a different manner than 

previous generations.   

The constructivist educational philosophy operates on a basis of four assumptions:  

previous constructs are the foundation of learning, assimilation and accommodation processes 

lead to new constructions, learning is an organic process of invention, not mechanical, and 

meaningful learning occurs through reflection and linking new knowledge to existing knowledge 

(Brandon & All, 2010).  The constructivist assumptions and Knowles adult learning assumptions 

mirror each other with respect to adult learners being meaningful, self-directed learners who 

have a previous knowledge base on which to build upon. Nyback (2013) described several 

guiding principles of constructivism:  learning is a quest for meaning; meaning requires 

understanding of wholes as well as parts, and parts understood in the context of wholes; to teach 

well, nurse educators must understand the models students use to perceive the world, and 

assumptions made to support those models; the purpose of learning is, for the individual, to 

construct his or her own meaning; and education is inherently interdisciplinary, and can only be 

measured through assessment of the learning process. Huang (2002) described constructivist 

principles that guide the practice of teaching online as interactive, collaborative, facilitative, 

authentic, learner centered, and high quality.  When nurse educators transition to the online 

environment, constructivist principles include the use of interaction with learners at a distance to 

motivate and stimulate learners, collaboration by fostering interaction with people and the 

environment, facilitation by creating a safe environment, and authentication by emphasizing the 

need for learning to meet real life experiences.  Learners must manage, analyze, critique, cross 

reference, and transform the information given to them by their instructors into valuable 
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knowledge.  The learner controls ownership of learning, therefore adult learning and 

constructivism can be paralleled.  

There are issues associated with cognitivism in online nursing education.  The first issue 

is lack of the caring behavior that nurse faculty purportedly model in the classroom and clinical 

settings, which is significantly modified in an online environment. Most importantly, nonverbal 

behavior cannot be simulated in the online environment (Gallagher-Lepak, Reilly & Killion, 

2009). Nurse educators must find ways to deal with the loss of humanity and social isolation 

through technological advances.  Plante and Asselin (2014) described best practices for creating 

social presence in the online environment.  These practices include  respecting and valuing each 

other’s opinions, encouraging interactions through teamwork, open dialogue, prompt feedback, 

safe environment, support and tones of affirmation and encouragement.  Second, adult learners 

are self-directed, actively participating learners; however, the online environment only provides 

information.  Nurse educators must challenge students to think critically through discussion and 

collaboration, a time consuming task.  Third, the role of educators in online learning changes to a 

consultant, guide or resource provider since the learner is autonomous with the constructivist 

approach.  Fourth, Huang (2002) defines pre-authentication, as “the attempt to make learning 

materials and environments correspond to the real world prior to learner interaction” (p 31). 

Fifth, evaluation of learners achievement is time consuming, however, the ‘learning to learn’ of 

adult learning theory focuses on the learning process, not only the result.  Sixth, the theory that 

teaching and learning should be learner-centered is difficult to individualize in the online 

learning curriculum since students are so diverse.  Lastly, collaborative learning is difficult with 
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dynamics of an online environment.  The instructor needs to get to know each student 

individually, which can be difficult in the online environment. 

Schell and Janicki (2012) described information technology facilitating the constructivist 

model, where students have more control of their learning process and encourage more 

individualized student communication, which is advantageous to the learning process.  Based on 

the assumptions and principles of adult learning and constructivism, these theories can be 

implicated in the proposed study of nurse faculty experiences as they transition from traditional 

classroom instruction to the online environment educating RN’s in BSN completion programs.  

This implication is identified by Yang and Cornelious (2005), as instructors move from a teacher 

directed face-to-face environment to an online environment they must redesign their roles 

towards a constructivist approach that results in changes in roles and responsibilities, use of 

technology, relationships, lack of presence and a perceived lack of prestige.  

Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory 

Transformative learning, according to Mezirow (1997), is considered a constructivist 

theory of adult learning.  Mezirow proposed that individual transformation includes a change in 

one’s frame of reference or way of seeing the world or learning to understand why individuals 

see the world the way they do and to elude the constraints of the limiting perspectives carried 

into the learning experience (Cercone, 2008).  Approaches to instruction have evolved over the 

past 50 years spurred by the development of different learning principles and methods of 

instruction that include active learning, student-centered learning, collaborative learning, 

experiential learning, and problem-based learning (Slavich & Zimbardo, 2012).   
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A component of transformative learning as it relates to online learning involves building 

community through dialogue, discussion and reflecting for development of deeper knowledge 

(Wicks, 2016).  As nurse educators’ transition from the traditional classroom to the online 

environment, they must change the pedagogy from passive to active teaching in educating adult 

learners.  The design of online education involves interactive, collaborative, learner-centered 

high quality learning.  Educators must meet the components of transformative learning by 

changing the paradigm of teaching between the traditional classroom and the online 

environment.  The instructor’s role in online learning is to guide students in the right direction 

instead of simply delivering the content (Kelly, 2015).  More importantly, online instructors must 

be responsible for monitoring student progress, giving feedback, and intervening when students 

have problems. Online instructors must be moderators by organizing course materials, creating a 

timeline, providing social interaction opportunities, and ensuring high quality instruction (Wicks, 

2016).   Transformational teaching involves creating dynamic relationships between teachers, 

students and a shared body of knowledge, while promoting student learning and personal growth 

(Slavich & Zimbardo, 2012).   

Knowles Adult Learning Theory 

 

Knowles (2010) described androgogy as the “art and science of helping adults learn” (p 

810).  Shen, Chen and Hu (2014) described self-directed learning as crucial to the professional 

development of nursing students enabling them to expand their knowledge and enhance the 

quality of their practice. Nurses, being self-directed learners, need to be educated meaningfully 

as Knowles (1980) ascertained with the theory of andragogy.  Androgogy is based on four 

principles; adults need to be involved in the planning and evaluation of their instruction, 
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experience provides a basis for learning, adults are most interested in learning that has immediate 

relevance to their job or personal life, and adult learning is problem-centered, rather than 

content-oriented (Knowles, 1984). Additionally, there are five assumptions of adult learning: 

1)      Self-concept – as a person matures, self-concept moves from a dependent personality to 

a self-directed human being. 

2)      Adult learner past experience – as people mature they accumulate a reservoir of 

experiences that become resources for learning. 

3) Readiness to learn – with maturity comes an increased readiness to learn to the   

developmental tasks of social roles. 

4)      Orientation to learning – maturity brings changes in perspectives in learning from 

postponed application of knowledge to immediacy of application as one shifts from 

subject-centeredness to problem-centeredness.  

5)      Motivation to learn – with maturity the motivation to learn is internal. 

These five assumptions of adult learning coincide with many of the successful 

characteristics possessed by online learners; interest in learning, inquisitive nature, ability to 

adapt well to change, focus on personal and professional goals, self-directed, open minded, 

confidence, respect for education and persistence (Online College, 2016).  Most adults, being 

taught in a traditional, passive classroom experience challenges when transitioning to online 

environments (Cercone, 2008).  Instructors also experience challenges when transitioning to the 

online teaching environment, and must learn new methods for teaching in this type of setting.  In 

order to effectively incorporate adult learning into the online environment, instructors must have 

full learner participation, be facilitators of learning through relationship building, involvement of 

students, linking resources and encouraging student initiative (Darden, 2014).    

The online learner has certain adult learner characteristics, described by Dabbagh (2007) 

as having strong academic self-concept, exhibiting fluency in the use of online learning 
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technologies, possess interpersonal and communication skills, understand and value interaction 

and collaborative learning, possess an internal locus of control, exhibit self-directed learning 

skills, and exhibit the need for affiliation.  Equivocally, these characteristics are essential to the 

online nurse educator.  Ash (2009) describes essential characteristics of online educators as being 

proactive by encouraging communication; being open to new technology; experiencing online 

courses from the learners perspective by taking a virtual class; promoting responsible behavior 

online; encouraging an active online community; and managing time well.   

Learner characteristics differ in that online students are more independent, and traditional 

classroom students are more dependent.  Traditional classroom students are willing to work in 

class provided they can obtain rewards for working collaboratively and meeting teacher 

expectations, while online students are driven more by intrinsic motives and not by the reward 

structure of the class (Diaz & Cartnal, 1999).  Demographic data indicated by Diaz and Cartnal 

(1999) suggested that there are a higher percentage of females in online learning; the students in 

online learning are older than traditional classroom learners; and, online students enroll in fewer 

credits, but have completed more college credits, or have earned a degree.  Coincidently, all of 

the participants in this study are female nurse educators over the age of 40 with advanced 

degrees (Masters or PhD).   

 

Review of the Literature 

 

 The literature is rich with information on the topic of transitioning to online education, 

with the majority of the literature focusing on online learning in higher education, and the 

experiences of students transitioning to the online environment.  While online and web based 
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learning has exploded, little research has been conducted in transitioning from one learning 

paradigm to another, particularly in nursing education (Killion, Reilly & Gallagher-Lepak, 

2011).  A gap was noted in the area of nurse faculty experiences transitioning to the online 

environment.  While there are studies concerning experiences of nursing students and faculty in 

higher education, a lack of studies exist on the experiences of nurse faculty transitioning to the 

online environment. 

 To inform this study, scholarly literature was reviewed concerning three broad areas 

related to online education: (a) the history of distance learning and the advent of online learning 

in higher education and nursing education; (b) student and faculty experiences transitioning to 

the online environment; and (c) challenges in online education.   

The Evolution of Online Education 

Distance education, defined as the separation of educator and leaner in time and space 

(Billings, 2007).  Distance education has been in existence since the 1800’s beginning with 

correspondence courses and evolving into virtual campuses of the 21st century.  Heydenrych and 

Prinsloo (2010) described five generations of distance education.  First generation distance 

education began with correspondence studies or home study programs where content was 

delivered through the mail and evolved into other opportunities to transmit content, such as 

sound recording, photography, film and telegraphy.  Second-generation distance education 

included new mass media technologies to deliver content, such as radio and television.  Third 

generation distance education brought about the advent of the computer.  These computer 

technologies were used more as tools for delivering content rather than a platform for 

collaborative learning experiences.  This approach, as described by Heydenrych and Prinsloo 
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(2010) involved “students following instructions and absorbing content to become ‘competent’ 

in a particular discipline area” (p. 17).  Online group communication and sharing of resources 

emerged as the fourth generation of distance education, which is based on two-way 

communication between teacher and student.  With communication and support, students should 

be able to construct knowledge together with teacher and fellow students.  This generation is 

where the constructivist learning philosophy emerged.  Lastly, fifth generation distance 

education is described as the Intelligent Flexible Learning Model that is based on technology that 

record conversations and reused through automated response systems, such as campus portals.  

This generation became the driver to new approaches to technology and learning.   

As a result of the arrival of online education in the nursing forum, nurse educators are 

needed to facilitate the learning of this forum of learning.  In order to successfully facilitate 

online learning, nurse educators must understand the different pedagogy associated with online 

learning in order to smoothly transition from the traditional classroom setting to the 

technologically rich online environment.  Skiba (2016) discussed the state of online education 

and acknowledged that online education is not going away, but is now part of the mainstream of 

higher education.   

Online Learning in Higher Education 

Online education is a prevailing phenomenon in today’s learning environment, and will 

continue to increase as adult learners look to gain an education effectively and efficiently 

(Pinchevsky-Font & Dunbar, 2015). According to Allen and Seaman (2016), there were 

approximately 2.8 million students taking all of their higher education instruction at a distance in 

fall of 2014. This represents one-in-seven (14%) of all higher education students, with almost 
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half (1,382,872, or 48%) of those students learning exclusively at a distance in public 

institutions.  Online education has become the most active in the transition from face-to-face to 

alternate modes of delivery and the expansion of new technologies brings both opportunities and 

challenges for educators.  Online education differs from face-to-face education in numerous 

areas, including structure, format, learning environment and process, instructional tools, content 

presentation, student objectives, attitudes, learning skills, interaction, communication, 

collaboration in student relationships within the group, as well as with the instructor and the real 

world outside the brick and mortar building (Serdyukov, 2015).  While universities can increase 

student enrollments without expanding facilities for space, teaching online is very different from 

conventional teaching in that coursework is more demanding, and student-teacher relationships 

are more complex (Dykman & Davis, 2008). 

Changes to the modes of delivery pose challenges not only on the ‘how’ of teaching, but 

also to the ‘who’ of teaching (Saltmarsh & Sutherland-Smith, 2010).  The types of students in 

online education have changed over time.  Matthews (1999) described the beginning of distance 

education as serving isolated and remote learners.  Today, online education serves learners who 

live far from campus, aimed at part-time students who may work full time, and time-strapped 

adults with family commitments.  Virtual classrooms are geared towards disciplined adult 

learners, not the traditional market of young college students.  With this in mind, nurse educators 

must be able to transition to an environment that not only has a new pedagogy for learning, but a 

new and diverse group of students (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  
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Online Learning in Nursing Education  

Based on the IOM recommendation of 80% of the nursing workforce holding a BSN 

degree by 2020, online RN-to-BSN programs have grown tremendously.  Allen and Seaman 

(2016) tracked the growth rate from 2013 to 2014 of students taking at least one distance course 

as increasing from 3.7% to 3.9%.  Distance education has emerged in colleges of nursing around 

the country as a way to make education available, accessible and convenient for those seeking 

advanced degrees, as well as a way to reach more students (Mancuso-Murphy, 2006).  

Armstrong, Gessner and Cooper (2000) discussed the history of distance education in nursing 

using the acronyms POTS, PANS and PEARLs.  POTS stands for plain old telephone service, 

otherwise known as audio conferencing, which began in the 1950’s using telephones, headsets, 

speakerphones, and audio bridges to connect multiple phone lines.  PANS, known as pretty 

amazing new stuff came about as computer technology grew, and utilize asynchronous and 

synchronous technology of the 21st century.  PEARLs refers to perfectly effective attributes 

related to learning and are utilized regardless of the medium, and include participatory learning, 

which is found in both the traditional classroom as well as the online environment.   

Online education in nursing lacks the component of caring that is seen in traditional 

classroom learning experiences, where simulation and patient experiences are at the forefront. 

Sitzman and Debra (2006) described caring as being associated with the nursing profession in 

patient care, but also through the relationship of teacher and student.  The phenomenon of caring 

can be found in the context of one-to-one interactions between students and patients or students 

and instructors through communication, body language, facial expressions and shared physical 

contact in traditional classroom settings, but online interactions are much different.  Hockridge 
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(2013) described the challenges of online learning in relational professions, which require people 

skills and a maturity in character.  Although the study described formation in theological as a 

behavior students needed to achieve through the online environment, the results can easily be of 

interest to nurse educators who are looking for the caring behavior in nursing students in the 

online environment.  Nurse educators must understand how those caring factors can be 

transferred from the traditional classroom setting to the online environment.  

Faculty Experiences Transitioning to Online Education  

Several themes emerged from the literature relating to faculty experiences transitioning to 

online education, which included knowledge of the online environment, training in technology as 

well as a new pedagogy, and administrative support.  An early study by Harasim (2000) 

described changes faculty experienced in their instructional roles as they moved from the 

traditional classroom to online instruction. One challenge involved instructors and students 

becoming more interactive, with instructors facilitating and engaging rather than lecturing.  A 

second challenge was the high initial workload.  The novice to expert learning curve was evident 

as instructors learned to deal with new technology and expectations, and with experience, more 

comfort ensued.  McAllister (2009) described the traditional classroom and online environments 

as being “two completely different worlds” (p 38).  Online education requires a paradigm change 

from teacher-centered to learner-centered, which includes collaborative learning by students and 

faculty; where students are active participants and provide real-life contexts for knowledge 

discovery and construction; where faculty acts as coach and facilitator; and learning is assessed 

through discussions, projects and papers (McAllister, 2009).  Conversely, traditional classroom 

education involves the teacher-centered paradigm of faculty transferring knowledge to students, 
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who are passive recipients of education.  Knowledge transfer is separate from the context in 

which it will be used; faculty acts as provider of information; assessment is indirect using 

objectively scored tests.   Holly, Legg, Mueller and Adelman (2007) described two challenges in 

the new role of online education as working from a theoretical foundation of constructivism and 

embracing the new faculty role.   

A qualitative study by Chiasson, Terras and Smart (2015) explored the experiences of 

faculty transitioning a course from face-to-face to online.  Three conclusions emerged from the 

study:  (a) faculty accessed an instructional designer to learn how to use technology effectively 

to support their own pedagogy while seeking pedagogical support from colleagues; (b) faculty 

believe that more compensation is needed as roles shift from sage on the stage to guide on the 

side, with time management as a major adjustment in the online environment; and (c) less control 

was felt by instructors who taught in online environments because students take more 

responsibility for their learning.  In their own personal opinions, Ferrario, Hyde, Martinez and 

Sundt (2013) described challenges of transitioning to online learning as time, technology, student 

engagement, out of class experience, and faculty-student relationships.   

A phenomenological study by Conceição (2016) described two major themes related to 

the experience of faculty members’ online teaching as work intensity and rewards.   Work 

intensity included the time involved organizing content, presenting information that addressed 

different learning styles, and providing lecture notes in advance, and depth of engagement of the 

students.  Faculty acknowledged requiring intense cognitive effort in the online environment to 

stay engaged in a conversation, keep the class focused, distinguish between administrative and 

personal information, pursue a comprehensive discussion, and create a mental image of what 



35 

 

learners looked like and their learning styles (Conceição, 2016).  Rewards did not equate to the 

time required to teach in an online course.  Instructors commented on feeling rewarded as the 

online environment is dynamic and requires thinking and reflecting in delivering information in a 

new way, while at the same time providing a sense of satisfaction as they watch learners 

interface with each other on a deeper level through discussion and collaboration. 

Faculty motivation, readiness and desire to teach in distance education, as described by 

Tabata and Johnsrud (2008), is a factor in transitioning from traditional classroom to online 

learning.  Several core issues underlying faculty participation in distance education were 

discussed, including technology use and skills, training and development, course design and 

technical support, perceived quality of distance education, faculty workload and compensation, 

and administrative support.   

Student Experiences Transitioning to Online Learning  

Literature on student experiences in online learning did not vary much from the 

experiences of faculty in the online environment. Two common themes that were apparent in the 

literature regarding student transitions that parallel faculty transitions are the need for training in 

the online environment and the need for technical support.  Napier, Dekhane and Smith (2011) 

described student challenges to online learning as requiring discipline, time management skills, 

comfort with technology, conflicts with preferred learning style and an investment of time.  

Alternately, the same study described faculty challenges to online education as creatively 

managing time, balancing components, engaging and motivating students, ensuring sufficient 

out-of-class support, and assessing student suitability for the online environment.   
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In a qualitative study of student experiences with online learning, Kenny (2002) 

discussed four major themes: computer confidence, flexibility, active learning, and practicalities 

of teaching.   A second study by Platt, Raile, and Yu (2014) described the students’ perceptions 

of online versus face-to-face education.  The results revealed that students perceived online 

learning as being different from face-to-face education concerning flexibility, interaction, and 

knowledge gained.  Additionally, a quantitative study by Kebritchi (2014) identified 

recommended online teaching methods, and learners’ perceptions regarding online learning.  The 

main theme discovered in this study implicated online learning being a different platform for 

learning that requires a redefinition of the roles of instructors in online education.   A comparison 

of student views on online and face-to-face education resulted in the following: socialization is 

needed in both traditional and online classrooms, online classrooms provide more lifelong 

learning opportunities, ability to access and share resources is better in the online environment, 

and  lastly, learning-teaching procedures are equivalent in both online and traditional classrooms 

(Nihat, Goktas, & Bayrak, 2014).   

A qualitative study by Killion et al., (2016) described student experiences of becoming an 

“onliner” as they moved from the traditional classroom to the online environment.   Three phases 

emerged from the study related to becoming an online learner; disengaging from the traditional 

approach, getting into the rhythm, and assuming a new identity.  Disengaging from the 

traditional approach encompassed confronting uncertainty about the online environment, 

comparing and contrasting the familiar with the unfamiliar and dispelling misinterpretations.  

Getting into the rhythm involved acquiring navigational proficiency, gaining trust in 

technolology, and establishing a learning routine.  Lastly, assuming a new identity involved 
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becoming immersed in the process, gaining confidence and competence and individualizing 

online learning strategies.    

Challenges in Online Learning  

The benefits of online learning have been well documented in the literature, and include 

higher quality interaction with students, convenience and flexibility, access to diverse 

populations, enhanced knowledge of technology, and high level of student learning.  Conversely, 

there are barriers to online learning, such as time, compensation for faculty, technical difficulties, 

and inadequate training and support in a new role.  Fedynich (2013) described advantages of 

online education as convenience and flexibility, ease of participation, and cost effectiveness for 

the university, while the disadvantages included computer literacy, online access, course design 

and lack of face-to-face time.  The University of Washington (2013) published advantages of 

online classes as convenience and flexibility, ease of reviewing material, student motivation, 

fewer pressures on limited space, analytics and assessment, access and support, and technical 

issues.  Conversely, the barriers to online classes include struggles by some students, lack of 

community, instructor workload, student support, technical problems and access.   

Armstrong and Manson (2010) described similar challenges faced by educators in both 

online and face-to-face courses as helping students feel comfortable and safe with each other; 

providing students with choice throughout the course to allow a sense of control over students 

learning; ensuring that all students feel engaged with recognition of contributions; and ensuring 

that discussions promote higher level thinking skills.  Challenges specific to online learning 

include ensuring that students have adequate skills with technology; creating a healthy rapport 

without any visual cues; ensuring rich interaction discussions; and a sense of community and 
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safety in the virtual classroom.  A similar study describing student and faculty perspectives of 

challenges associated with online learning described student perspectives as lack of incentive, 

lack of focus, insufficient knowledge base, ambiguous assignments and course expectations, 

failure to understand the content, no one to turn to for help, and lack of time.  Faculty 

perspectives of challenges with online learning included lack of student response, sensation of 

speaking into vacuum, heavy demands of time and issues related to evaluation of students (Hew 

& Cheung, 2014).  Fish and Gill (2009) described course preparation time, faculty training and 

support, and faculty acceptance of paradigm change in online learning as barriers to online 

instruction.  Faculty perceived barriers to online education, as described by Lloyd, Byrne and 

McCoy (2012) include interpersonal barriers, such as increased workload, time commitment and 

lack of personal relationship with students; institutional barriers, such as, lack of faculty 

involvement in course decision making, and promotion and tenure issues; training and 

technology barriers, such as changing software and delivery systems; and cost/benefit analysis 

barriers, such as compensation issues.  Lastly, McMurtry (2012) discussed six challenges of 

online education, which included; skeptical faculty, faculty support services, administrative 

commitment, online student support, financial resources, and marketing.   

 

Review of Methodological Issues 

The literature is rich with studies regarding challenges students experience transitioning 

to the online environment (Kebritchi, 2014; Kenny, 2002; Killons, 2016; Napier et al., 2011; 

Nihat et al., 2014; and Platt et al., 2014), as well as challenges higher education faculty 

experience transitioning to the online environment (Chiasson et al., 2015; Ferrario et al., 2013; 
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Harasim, 2000; Holly et al., 2007; McAllister, 2009; and Tabata & Johnsrud, 2008).  However, 

the literature regarding the challenges students and higher education faculty experience does not 

pertain to the study of nursing.  The study described in this dissertation provides a description of 

the challenges nurse educators experience transitioning from the traditional classroom to the 

online environment.   

As the study topic developed, quantitative methodologies were ruled out.  Quantitative 

studies are used when the researcher’s goal is to explaining phenomena by collecting numerical 

data that are analyzed using mathematically based methods (Creswell, 1994). The goal of this 

study was not to explain phenomena by measured results, but by providing a rich description of 

experiences shared by study participants. Qualitative research methodology is appropriate when 

the research goal is to explore the meanings that a person attributes to a particular issue 

(Creswell, 1994).  Merriam (2009) described qualitative research as “how people make sense of 

their world and the experiences they have in that world” (p13).  According to Maxwell (2013), 

qualitative research methods focus on specific situations or people and emphasize descriptions 

rather than numbers.   The distinction between quantitative and qualitative methods is the level 

of flexibility.  Quantitative methods are rigid and ask the same questions in the same order 

through surveys and/or questionnaires.  Qualitative methods are typically more flexible through 

allowing spontaneity and adaption of the interaction between the research and the study 

participant through open-ended questions (Farrelly, 2013).   The goals of the challenges nurse 

faculty experience transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment are 

consistent with Creswell, Merriam and Maxwell’s description of the generic qualitative study in 
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that the purpose of this study is to explore challenges nurse educators experience when 

transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the online learning environment.   

A phenomenological study by Sword (2012) explored the perceptions, experiences, and 

needs of nurse faculty as they transitioned from traditional classroom instruction to an online 

teaching environment.  The results of the study included online teaching being challenging work, 

taking more time, changing strategies of teaching, adapting to change, finding new ways to 

teach, losing face-to-face connections, and lack of resources.   A case study by Groen, Baynton, 

Willment and Slater (2013) documented experiences of four faculty moving from face-to-face 

teaching to the online environment.  Implications of the study included a need for instructor 

support (instructional, technical and mentoring) as they transition to the online environment; 

professional development must be ongoing with relation to the online pedagogy; and 

collaboration is helpful in that instructors can exchange idea, concepts and strategies throughout 

the online transition and through sustainability.  A phenomenological study by Conceição (2016) 

described two major themes associated with transitioning to the online environment; work 

intensity, which included length and depth of engagement and rewards.  Length of engagement, 

as described by faculty, include the time is takes to organize content, presenting information that 

addresses different learning styles, and providing lecture notes in advance.  Depth of engagement 

included staying engaged in conversations, keeping the class focused, distinguishing between 

administrative and personal information, pursuing a comprehensive discussion, and creating a 

mental image of what learners looked like.  With regards to rewards, faculty described the online 

experience as rewarding with words such as, “stimulating”, “invigorating”, “exciting”, 

“rewarding”, “satisfying”, “gratifying”, and “empowering” (Conceição, 2016).   This basic 
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qualitative study will uncover the challenges nurse educators experience transitioning from the 

traditional classroom to the online environment.  Additionally, this study can have the same 

implications as studies described above which can be used as a basis for recommending ways to 

overcome challenges resulting from the study. 

 

Synthesis of Research Findings 

Numerous studies have been done that have indicated challenges involved in 

transitioning from the traditional classroom environment to the online learning environment.   

Qualitative studies have been the predominantt study design for researchers studying students 

and faculty in higher education, as well as challenges to online education.  Merriam (2009) 

supports qualitative research as a way for participants to be able to interpret and assign meaning 

to their experiences so that an in-depth understanding of the experiences with transitioning can 

be realized. With this said, the basic qualitative approach is an appropriate design to address the 

research question because it draws the meanings from within the experiences of the participants. 

Previous nursing research is abundant with the topic of student and faculty in higher education’s 

experiences transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment; however, a 

gap exists in the literature when considering nurse faculty experiences as they transition from the 

traditional classroom to the online environment.  By providing an understanding of challenges 

from the perspective of nurse educators, those thinking of transitioning to the online environment 

will benefit from the experiences their colleagues share.  Furthermore, the study can lead to 

opening doors to educational processes needed to support faculty transitioning from traditional 



42 

 

classroom instruction to the online environment that teach practicing RNs enrolled in online 

BSN completion programs.   

 

Critique of Previous Research Methods 

 

While there are multiple research studies discussing the challenges students and faculty in 

higher education experience transitioning to online education, as well as challenges to online 

education in general, nurse educator experiences transitioning to the online environment remain 

rather exempt from research as a whole. Previous research of student and higher education 

faculty has laid a foundation for the challenges that online education may deliver, but 

predominately the research is focused on students and faculty in higher education. Although this 

research is warranted in nursing education, what remains to be studied are the challenges nurse 

educators experience as they transition from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  

By using a qualitative approach with semi-structured interviews, thick, rich data and a deeper 

understanding was gained related to specifically what nurse educators described as the 

challenges they experienced transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online 

environment. The stories of their challenges transitioning to the online forum and resources 

utilized provided insight into what is needed as higher education, nursing education in particular 

moves towards the technology of online education.  

 

 

Summary 

 

Online education is here to stay.  According to Allen and Seaman (2016), the growth rate 

of students who take at least one distance course was 3.9% in 2014, an increase from 3.7% in 



43 

 

2013.   Private not-for-profit institutions grew by 11.3% whereas private for-profit institutions’ 

enrollments dropped by 2.8%.   While there are 5.8-million distance education students, 2.85 

million take all of their courses at a distance and 2.97 million take some of their courses at a 

distance.  Public institutions dominate distance education with 72.7% of undergraduate students 

and 38.7% of graduate-level distance students.  The number of students not taking any distance 

education courses dropped 434,236 from 2012 to 2013 and an additional 390,815 from 2013 to 

2014.  These statistics are telling in that more online instructors are needed for distance 

education.     

The literature has supported the fact that challenges are experienced when transitioning 

from the traditional classroom to the online environment from the perspective of both the student 

and faculty.  Challenges differ with respect to courses and nursing students encompass their own 

set of challenges concerning the caring component of education.  This literature review has 

reviewed relevant research and offered a theoretical framework to support this basic qualitative 

study on the challenges nurse educators experience transitioning from the traditional classroom 

to the online environment.  The intent of this basic qualitative study was to add to the existing 

body of knowledge related to challenges experienced when transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment.  Investigating the challenges nurse educators experience 

will assist other educators who are interested in this form of education and can lead to opening 

doors to educational processes needed to support faculty transitioning from traditional classroom 

instruction to the online environment that teach practicing RNs enrolled in online BSN 

completion programs.   
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY 

 

Chapter three includes a description of the research methodology used in this study.  The 

purpose of the basic qualitative research will be presented followed by a description of the 

population and sampling methods.  Data collection methods are included along with procedures 

for data analysis, which include a detailed explanation of the systematic process.  The instrument 

of qualitative research will be discussed.  Lastly, ethical considerations will be discussed.  A 

summary will conclude the chapter. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore challenges nurse educators 

experience when transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the online learning 

environment in RN-to-BSN completion programs.  Discovering the challenges nurse educators 

experience may provide valuable insight for colleagues, administrators and universities to 

provide educational processes that help support faculty transitioning from traditional classroom 

instruction to the online learning environment to educate practicing RN’s enrolled in BSN 

completion programs. 

 

Research Questions 

 

Research questions are the fundamental core of a research project, study, or review of 

literature. The research questions focus the study, determine the methodology, and guide all 

stages of inquiry, analysis, and reporting.  This study is formulated around one primary and three 
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sub questions which are based on the problem statement, need, purpose and significance of the 

study. 

Primary Research Question 

What challenges do nurse educators experience when transitioning from traditional 

classroom instruction to the online environment to educate practicing RNs enrolled in BSN 

completion programs? 

Sub Questions 

What do nurse educators identify as the differences between traditional and online 

learning? 

How do transition challenges from traditional classroom to online learning affect 

teaching practices? 

How do nurse educators overcome the challenges of transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment? 

 

Research Design 

 

Basic qualitative research is used as exploratory research, to gain an understanding of 

underlying reasons, opinions and motivations or provide insight into a problem (Wyse, 2011).   

A basic qualitative design, using semi-structured interviews, is the model used for this study.  

Audio interviews were used which provided participants with the opportunity to describe the 

challenges they experience when transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to online 

learning environment educating RNs in BSN completion programs.  According to Adams (2010), 

semi-structured interviews aim to explore in-depth experiences and meanings the participants 
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attribute to those experiences.  Semi-structured interviews include a mix of structured interview 

questions, which allows flexibility in responses, with a structured section of the interview where 

specific information is required from all respondents (Merriam, 2009).  While the research 

question formulates what needs to be understood, the interview questions are what are asked to 

gain understanding.  Therefore, the interview questions were creative and insightful, instead of a 

mechanical version of the research question (Maxwell, 2013).  Interviews were transcribed by 

the researcher and read several times where a set of interview notes were formulated.  This 

transcription involves close observation of data through repeated careful listening and watching, 

which is an important step in data analysis (Bailey, 2008).   According to Stuckey (2016), the 

benefits of audio recording includes the interviewer being able to concentrate on listening and 

responding to the participant, without being distracted by needing to write extensive notes.   

 

Target Population and Sample 

 

Population and sampling are central to the practice of qualitative research.  According to 

Robinson (2014), four approaches are needed for population and sample in interview-based 

research:  (a) define the sample by specifying inclusion and exclusion criteria, (b) sample size 

must be decided through consideration of practicality, (c) sampling strategy must be selected 

which is consistent with the methodology, and (d) recruitment of population.  These four 

approaches have implications for coherence and transparency.   

Population 

There are currently 17 nursing schools in the state of New Jersey that offer BSN 

completion programs, five of which are fully online (Best Nursing Degree, 2016).  It has been 
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determined through a search of the schools’ websites that there are approximately 90 faculty 

members teaching in those programs.  All nurse educators teaching in the online BSN 

completion programs were given the option to determine if they would be eligible to participate 

in this proposed study.  Faculty that have taught in the traditional classroom and have 

transitioned to the online environment educating RNs in BSN completion programs are the 

population intended for the study.  A total of 8 nurse educators who have taught in both the 

traditional classroom and online environments in the eastern United States have participated in 

the study.   

Sample 

A purposive homogeneous sampling strategy was used for this study.  The population 

included nurse educators who have transitioned from traditional classroom instruction to the 

online environment to educate practicing RNs enrolled in BSN completion programs.  Any 

educators who had not taught in both the traditional classroom and online learning environment 

were considered exclusions.  A purposive sampling was used given that particular settings, 

persons or activities are selected deliberately to provide information relevant to the questions and 

goals of the study (Maxwell, 2013).  A homogenous sampling was used since settings, groups 

and/or individuals are chosen based on similar or specific characteristics (Onwuegbuzie & 

Collins, 2007).  

Sample size in qualitative studies depends on consideration of several factors:  the quality 

of the data; the nature of the topic; the amount of useful information obtained from each 

participant; the number of interviews per participant; the use of shadowed data; and the 

qualitative method and study design.  A guiding principle in sampling is data saturation – where 
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no new information is obtained and redundancy is achieved (Polit & Beck, 2012). The sample 

size is eight nurse educators who have taught in both traditional classroom and online 

environments in the eastern United States.  Sandelowski (1995) stated:  

sample size in qualitative research is one that permits-by virtue of not being 

too large- the deep, case-oriented analysis that is a hallmark of all qualitative 

inquiry, and that results in- by virtue of not being too small – a new and richly 

textured understanding of experience (p 183).  

 

More recently, Cleary, Horsfall and Hayter (2014) discussed several principles of 

sampling in qualitative research, which include purposive choosing of participants, congruency 

with the conceptual framework, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and the concepts of redundancy 

– participants reiterate each other’s ideas and saturation – all questions have been thoroughly 

explored and no new concepts or themes emerge.  This study is congruent with these principles 

in that purposive sampling was utilized, the inclusion criteria were congruent with the conceptual 

framework of challenges nurse educators experience transitioning from the traditional classroom 

to the online environment; and lastly, during data analysis no new concepts or themes emerged.  

 

 

Procedures 

Participant Selection 

Once IRB approval was obtained from Capella University, the study began with an 

investigation of all online BSN completion programs in the state of New Jersey.  Once these 

programs were established, IRB approval from those institutions was obtained.  The use of 

Social media such as NRSINGED listserv, LinkedIn Nurse Educator’s network, Twitter Nurse 

Educator group and Facebook’s Nurse Educator’s group were used to announce the study with 
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information about the researcher included for further questions, if applicable. Administrators of 

the social media groups gave permission to use the sites for recruitment of participants.  Social 

media can be used in qualitative data because social media interfaces collect data through an 

online application that uses the elements and spirit of communication.  According to Woodall 

and Colby (2011), research studies with social media interfaces can be used for innovation, or 

they can be used for any topic where qualitative data is desired.  Once permission to conduct 

research was secured, the researcher emailed all potential participants teaching in online BSN 

completion programs, meeting the inclusion criteria, as well as respondents from social media.  

The respondents were asked if they would like to volunteer to participate in a study regarding 

challenges experienced while transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the online 

education arena educating practicing RNs enrolled in BSN completion programs.  

After responses were received, telephone conversations and email communication took 

place with the faculty to determine if they met the inclusion requirements, to describe the study 

and answer any questions they may have.  Conversations ended by asking if the volunteer faculty 

member would like to join the research study.  If the volunteer faculty agreed, the researcher 

validated the phone number and a secure email addresses to send consent forms.  If the volunteer 

did not agree or did not meet the inclusion criteria, the researcher thanked them for their time.  

Informed consent forms, along with communication of the interview questions with a general 

introductory letter about the study, were emailed via secured site to all the participants once 

agreement was determined.  
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Protection of Participants 

The Belmont Report summarizes ethical principles and guidelines for research involving 

human subjects. Three core principles are identified: respect for persons, beneficence, and justice 

(United States Department of Health and Human Services, [DHHS], n.d).    

 

1.   The principle of respect referred to recognition of autonomy in humans and requires that 

informed consent be signed by human subjects.  Respect for persons demands that 

subjects enter into the research voluntarily and with adequate information.  Informed 

consent is a process where potential research participants are ensured that they 

voluntarily agree to take part in the study, are provided with clear and accurate 

information regarding the study, and understand the information with an opportunity to 

ask questions (Creswell, 2014), and is maintained in this basic qualitative study.   

 

2.   Beneficence means “do no harm”, and research must be beneficial to society.  

Beneficence demands that investigators and members of their institutions are obliged to 

give forethought to the maximization of benefits and the reduction of risk that might 

occur from the research investigation. Doing no harm is the cornerstone of ethical 

conduct, to be maintained through safeguarding the participants throughout the interview 

process.  Privacy was maintained during the interviewing process through eliciting only 

information which is intended to be revealed, while ensuring no identifying information 

is revealed without written consent.  Privacy was upheld by having the participants sign 

informed consent and explaining the process of interviews, as well as the use of interview 

information.  When utilizing the method of audio taping interviews, issues of privacy and 

informed consent was maintained by letting the participants know they are being audio 

taped ahead of time. 

 

3.   Justice refers to the potential risk associated with the research that must be weighed 

against the benefits involved.  Justice demands that the selection of research subjects be 

scrutinized in order to determine whether some classes are being systematically selected 

simply because of their easy availability, their compromised position, or their 

manipulability, rather than for reasons directly related to the problem being studied.  All 

nurse educators teaching in online BSN completion programs were given the opportunity 

to determine their eligibility as well as their desire to participate in the study. 
 

Institutional review boards (IRB) focus on protecting the privacy and confidentiality of 

participants, respecting the autonomy and dignity of participants, minimizing their risks and 

maximizing benefits, ensuring adequate information for participants to make an informed 



51 

 

decision, and weighing the benefits and risks of research (Creswell, 2014).  Informed consent is 

an essential part of the research process.  Consent consisted of the following: participation is 

voluntary, participants understand the questions, participants were competent to consent, and 

participants have the right to withdraw from research at any time.  Vulnerable populations, such 

as children, older adults and prisoners require particular care, and with children, parents can 

provide consent (Polit & Beck, 2014).  Vulnerable populations were not used in this study.  

Data Collection 

The data collection methods used for this basic qualitative study were interviews in 

person, or via video chatting, such as Skype or Adobe Connect.  The purpose of research 

interviews is to explore the views, experiences, beliefs and or motivations of individuals on 

specific matters (Gill, Stewart, Treasure & Chadwick, 2008).  Interviews in this study focused on 

understanding the challenges nurse educators experienced transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment.  Primary sources of data collection included interview 

questions that were field-tested by content experts, interview notes, and audio recordings. 

Member checks were completed to ensure validity, reliability and credibility of research findings 

through relating the findings and interpretations of surveys and interviews to the sources from 

whom they were derived for plausibility (Merriam, 2009). Member checks are described by 

Creswell (2014) as transcribed interview or summaries of the researchers’ conclusions which are 

sent to the participants for review. 

Informed consent forms were emailed via secure site to all the participants who agreed to 

participate, along with communication of the interview questions and a general introductory 

letter about the study.  Having the interview questions ahead of time gives participants the time 
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needed to reflect and think about their responses, which ultimately yielded more thick rich 

descriptive data from the participants (Burke & Miller, 2001).  General introductory information 

includes a statement describing to what extent records will be kept confidential, including a 

description of who may have access to research records; information about the amount of 

remuneration/compensation, if any, that will be provided to subjects; and an explanation of who 

to contact for answers to questions about the research along with research subject's rights 

(Nijhawan et al., 2013). 

Face-to-face or video interviews were conducted at a suggested time that was best for the 

participating faculty.  While face-to-face interviews were the desired method, video conferencing 

is an excellent method of communication for a qualitative study.  Skype is one example of video 

conferencing that can be used as a medium to create an alternative face-to-face interview in that 

Skype provides synchronous interaction between the researcher and participant(s), but some 

interpersonal interactions are lost (Hanna, 2012).  Skype also allows easy recording of audio 

interactions of the interview (Hanna, 2012).  Adobe Connect is another example of an audio 

video conferencing.  Adobe Connect, a web conferencing software application can be used for 

online meetings, web conferencing and virtual classrooms (Adobe Connect, 2016).  Interviewees 

were informed about audiotaping the conversation for data-recording accuracy purposes, with 

comments being held in confidentiality. 

By guaranteeing confidentiality, participants will not be identified. Participants were 

informed that the information would be used only in aggregate when compiling and documenting 

your research findings. This is a vital piece of information, which if not communicated 

effectively can easily sway persons not to participate. 
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A quiet comfortable room indoors was considered for both the researcher and participant 

while the interviews were conducted. If there were issues with distance or scheduling conflicts, 

interviews were conducted using Skype or Adobe Connect. All interviews were audio taped; no 

video recording was done. Distractions were minimized by putting cell phones on silent mode, 

putting a do-not-disturb sign on the doors and letting family or colleagues know that they should 

not be interrupted during the interview.   The interviewees were asked when they would like to 

be interviewed to assure the aforementioned comfort and privacy.  All audio recording gear, 

computers, software and equipment were set up and in working condition prior to the interviews. 

Data Analysis 

The data analysis method used for this study was thematic analysis, which creates theme-

statements for ideas or categories of ideas (codes) that are extracted from the words of the 

participants (Maxwell, 2013).  The process of data analysis described by Malagon-Maldonado 

(2014) includes transcription, data organization, coding and categorizing, and building themes, 

which will be described in detail.  The use of computer coding programs will also be discussed. 

Transcription  

The researcher transcribed all interviews.  Transcribing interviews verbatim helps gain 

the richest form of data (Malagon-Maldonado, 2014) and audio recording interviews validated 

the data.  Sorting involved numbering each line of the transcript, using transcription pages where 

one half included the transcribed interview and the other half was used for comments and coding. 
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Data Organization  

Data was ordered and organized by listening to audiotapes and reading transcribed 

documents.  Each transcript was read and each audiotape was listened to independently for a 

sense of what the participant is saying (transcripts were read more than once).  Malagon-

Maldonado (2014) described a horizontal pass of data, which involves reading the data, 

identifying themes and capturing an overall picture; reflection and in-depth reading to discover 

supporting evidence of the identified themes; re-reading to ensure elements of the narrative not 

be overlooked; reflecting on alternative meanings; and linking any discrepancies together.  

Data Coding and Categorizing  

Data was coded and categorized by underlining any passages that appear meaningful, 

then reviewing the underlined data without making any interpretations.  Researchers ask 

themselves “Is the underlined data relevant to the research question?”  If not, cross out that data.  

Line by line coding, otherwise known as in vivo codes is described by Malagon-Maldonado 

(2014) as singling out words or phrases by the participants which prevents researchers from 

changing the text to their own ideas. In vivo codes were created with each underlined passage 

that focuses on one single idea.  Next step was to find codes that recur, cluster them together, and 

then begin the interpretation. 

Building Themes 

Once clusters or patterns of codes were developed, each pattern was named using 

language supported by the original data or the language of the discipline of nursing, otherwise 

known as building themes.   A brief description about each theme or a paragraph integrating all 
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themes is created, and then the process is repeated for each individual participant.  All themes 

showing general themes across all data are then integrated. 

Computer-assisted Coding Programs 

QDA Miner, a computer-assisted coding program was utilized to organize, manage and 

analyze information in this study.  Advantages to computer-assisted coding programs include 

freedom from manual and clerical tasks, saving time, managing huge amounts of data, increased 

flexibility and improved validity and auditability of qualitative research (St John & Johnson, 

2000).  Cope (2014) described advantages to computer-assisted coding programs as saving time 

with transcribing, importing data, and manually coding, which in turn allows the researcher to 

focus on analyzing and identifying meaning to the emerging themes.  Disadvantages include 

increased deterministic and rigid processes, privileging of coding and retrieval methods, 

reification of data, pressure on researchers to focus on volume and breadth, rather than on depth 

and meaning, time spent learning the program, increased commercialism and distraction from the 

real work of qualitative data analysis (St John & Johnson, 2000).  Disadvantages, as described by 

Cope include time required to learn the programs and cumbersome scrolling back and forth 

between data.  Many free computer aided QDA (qualitative data analysis) software exist, such as 

Aquad, CAT, Compendium, CATMA, ELAN and RQDA.   

 

 

Instruments 

 

The Role of the Researcher 

In qualitative studies, the researcher is involved in all stages of the study from defining a 

concept to design, interview, transcription, analysis, verification and reporting the concepts and 
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themes.   Sanjari, Bahramnezhad, Fomani, Shoghi, and Cheraghi (2014) described humans as 

increasingly becoming the “instrument of choice” for qualitative studies due to characteristics 

such as responsiveness to environmental stimuli, ability to interact with a situation, pull together 

different pieces of information at multiple levels simultaneously, and perceive situations 

holistically.  Additionally, humans are able to process findings as soon as they become available 

and provide immediate feedback.  The qualitative researcher’s role was etic – from an outside 

view, as an objective observer. 

Researchers need to improve the abilities that make them appropriate human instruments 

and interpersonal skills become important in qualitative studies. The role of the researcher in this 

study necessitated the identification of personal values, assumptions and biases at the start of the 

study, during the data collection process, and during interpretation and analysis of data. The 

researcher served as an online educator, and currently teaches in a traditional classroom 

environment.  The researcher believes that these experiences enhance awareness, and sensitivity 

to the issues being addressed in this study, and will assist in working with the participants. 

Although every effort was made to ensure objectivity, the researcher’s personal bias may shape 

the way she views and understands the data that is collected and interpreted. The researcher 

recognized the need to be open to the thoughts and opinions of others and to set aside her 

experiences in order to understand those of the participants in the study.  Integrity was 

maintained through explaining the possible biases of the researcher, and how those biases will be 

dealt with.  In the basic qualitative study of experiences of nurse educators who transitioned from 

traditional classroom instruction to the online environment, the researcher is a graduate of and 

teaches in a traditional classroom, and therefore, must be aware of theories, beliefs and 
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preconceptions of the traditional classroom in synthesizing and documenting data.  Bias can be 

discouraged through self-reflection by researchers regarding assumptions, worldviews, and 

relationship to the study.  A journal was kept by the researcher explicating personal reactions and 

reflections as well as insights into self and past.  The researcher asked probing questions, 

listened, and thought, followed by more probing questions to get to deeper levels of the 

interviews seeking to build a picture.   

Guided Interview Questions 

The purpose of the guided interview questions is to explore the views, experiences, 

beliefs and/or motivations of individuals on specific matters.  Guided interview questions are 

believed to provide a 'deeper' understanding of social phenomena than would be obtained from 

purely quantitative methods, such as questionnaires, and are most appropriate where detailed 

insights are required from individual participants (Gill, Stewart, Treasure & Chadwick, 2008).  

Field testing interview questions are important prior to initiating the study in that field 

testing questions help determine the most logical and smooth-flowing order of the questions, 

identifies wording issues for clarity, and sheds light on the time it will take to conduct the 

interview.  Merriam (2009) maintained that the greatest analysis of the data and assignment of 

the thematic categories is ensured when a peer review process is utilized.  Research questions, 

sub-questions and interview questions for this basic qualitative study were sent to three PhD 

prepared nurse educators who have taught in both the traditional classroom environment as well 

as the online environment.   The three experts were utilized as peer reviewers to verify that the 

questions presented would best extract the information needed for this study.  The experts were 

chosen based on their classroom experience, as well as education.  Each nurse educator had over 
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10 years of experience in the field of nursing education. In addition, each expert had terminal 

degrees in nursing education and experience with qualitative research.  Drawing upon the 

specialized knowledge and skills of these experts added to the credibility of the researcher-

designed instrument (Creswell, 2009). Feedback and suggestions were made by the panel, which 

resulted in a change in the semantics of one research question and sub-question for clarity. 

Recommendations for changes were made based by the experts and included adding some 

interview questions related to mentoring;  how mentoring might have helped the participant if 

not offered, and adding a question regarding advice for faculty transitioning since this study is 

aimed at helping those faculty who will transition from the traditional classroom to the online 

environment.  Lastly, the need for participant demographics was recommended.  After revisions 

were made, the panel reviewed the questions for consistency, which deemed the questions 

reliable and valid to generate data required for analysis of this study.   

The guided interview questions used to answer the research question:  What challenges 

do nurse educators experience when transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the 

online environment to educate practicing RNs enrolled in BSN completion programs? can be 

located in Appendix A.  

 

Ethical Considerations 

 

The Belmont Report summarizes ethical principles and guidelines for research involving 

human subjects. Three core principles are identified: respect for persons, beneficence, and justice 

(United States Department of Health and Human Services, [DHHS], n.d).   The principle of 

respect referred to recognition of autonomy in humans and requires that human subjects signed 

informed consent.  Respect for persons demands that subjects enter into the research voluntarily 
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and with adequate information.  Informed consent is a process where potential research 

participants are ensured that they voluntarily agree to take part in the study, are provided with 

clear and accurate information regarding the study, and understand the information with an 

opportunity to ask questions (Creswell, 2014), and were maintained in this basic qualitative 

study.   

Beneficence means “do no harm”, and research must be beneficial to society.  

Beneficence demands that investigators and members of their institutions are obliged to give 

forethought to the maximization of benefits and the reduction of risk that might occur from the 

research investigation. Doing no harm is the cornerstone of ethical conduct, to be maintained 

through safeguarding the participants throughout the interview process.  While interviewing 

participants in this basic qualitative study, privacy was maintained by way of not eliciting 

information which was not intended to be revealed.  At the same time, no identifying information 

is revealed without written consent.  Privacy was upheld by distributing the questions to 

participants ahead for processing.  When utilizing the method of audio taping interviews, issues 

of privacy and informed consent were maintained by letting the participants know they are being 

audio taped ahead of time. 

Justice refers to the potential risk associated with the research that must be weighed 

against the benefits involved Justice demands that the selection of research subjects needs to be 

scrutinized in order to determine whether some classes are being systematically selected simply 

because of their easy availability, their compromised position, or their manipulability, rather than 

for reasons directly related to the problem being studied. 
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Institutional review boards (IRB) focus on protecting the privacy and confidentiality of 

participants, respecting the autonomy and dignity of participants, minimizing their risks and 

maximizing benefits, ensuring adequate information for participants to make an informed 

decisions, and weighing the benefits and risks of research (Creswell, 2014).  Informed consent is 

an essential part of the research process.  Consent should consist of the following: participation 

should be voluntary, participants should understand the questions, participants should be 

competent to consent, and participants have the right to withdraw from research at any time.  

Vulnerable populations, such as children, older adults and prisoners require particular care, and 

with children, parents can provide consent (Polit & Beck, 2014).  No vulnerable populations 

were used in this study. 

Validity and reliability, known more often in quantitative research, can be referred to as 

trustworthiness and rigor in qualitative studies (Merriam, 2009).  Validity, reliability, and 

credibility was maintained throughout this basic qualitative study by utilizing many strategies 

including, member checks, biases, audit trails, rich/thick descriptions, and maximum variation 

(Merriam, 2009).  In this basic qualitative study exploring experiences of nurse faculty 

transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the online environment interviews were 

used to meet the validity, reliability and credibility of the study.  Member checks were used to 

maintain validity, reliability and credibility of the proposed research findings by relating the 

findings and interpretations of surveys and interviews to the sources from whom they were 

derived for plausibility (Merriam, 2009). Audit trails are detailed accounts of methods, 

procedures, and decision points throughout a study, and were maintained in this basic qualitative 

study through use of a diary or log of processes.  Audit trails in qualitative studies describe how 



61 

 

data were collected, how categories were derived, and how decisions were made throughout the 

inquiry; in other words, how a study is conducted, and how data is analyzed (Merriam, 2009).  

Audit trails were achieved by describing the specific purpose of the study, discussing how and 

why the participants were selected, describing how the data were collected, explaining how the 

data were reduced or transformed for analysis, and communicating techniques used to determine 

credibility of the data.  While validity and reliability refer to credibility in quantitative research, 

credibility in qualitative research depends on the ability and effort of the researcher (Thomas & 

Magilvy, 2011).  Credibility is defined as the truth-value of data; do the findings of the study 

make sense (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014, p 312).  Credibility of the researcher was 

maintained through a report of the researchers experience, training, record of accomplishment, 

status and presentation of self.  Additionally, any personal or professional information that may 

affect data collection, analysis and/or interpretation will be reported to maintain researcher 

credibility (Patton, 2002). 

 

Summary 

 

Chapter three discussed the methodology chosen for this study and explained the reason 

for this preferred method to explore the challenges nurse educators experience transitioning from 

the traditional classroom to the online environment.  Basic qualitative methodology was chosen 

based on the research questions and the need to elicit thick, rich descriptions of the challenges 

nurse educators experience transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online 

environment.  Sampling, recruitment, data collection procedures, data analysis procedures, and 

ethical issues have been identified in this chapter.  
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Recommendations will be offered to support the challenges nurse educators experience 

transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  The intent of this study 

adds to the body of knowledge related to challenges experienced transitioning from the 

traditional classroom to the online environment.  The results of this study will aid in the 

understanding of the challenges nurse educators experience transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment, and for administrators who are involved in online nursing 

education. 
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CHAPTER 4. PRESENTATION OF THE DATA 

 

Introduction: The Study and the Researcher 

 

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore the challenges nurse educators 

experienced transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  Chapter four 

begins with a description of the sample and methods used to collect data.  The process of data 

collection is also included in Chapter four, which outlines the use of thematic analysis, the main 

synthesis of data in this study.  Bricki and Green (2007) noted that thematic analysis is useful in 

summarizing the codes and identifying themes that emerge from the data , which helped to 

provide a coherent account of nurses educators’ experiences transitioning to online education.   

Lastly, the data resulting from the thematic analysis was included. 

The researcher was involved in all stages of this basic qualitative study, from defining a 

concept to design, interviewing, transcription, analysis, verification and reporting of the concepts 

and themes.   Sanjari et al. (2014) described humans as increasingly becoming the “instrument of 

choice” for qualitative studies due to characteristics such as responsiveness to environmental 

stimuli, ability to interact with a situation, pull together different pieces of information at 

multiple levels simultaneously, and perceive situations holistically.  Additionally, humans are 

able to process findings as soon as they become available and provide immediate feedback.  The 

qualitative researcher’s role was etic – from an outside view, as an objective observer. 

To uphold the role of an objective observer, the researcher identified personal values, 

assumptions and biases at the start of the study, during the data collection process, and during 

interpretation and analysis of data. The researcher served as an online educator, and currently 
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teaches in a traditional classroom environment.  The researcher believes that these experiences 

enhance awareness, and sensitivity to the issues being addressed in this study which assisted in 

working with the participants. Although every effort was made to ensure objectivity, the 

researcher’s personal bias may shape the way she views and understands the data that was 

collected and interpreted. The researcher recognized the need to be open to the thoughts and 

opinions of others and to set aside her experiences in order to understand those of the participants 

in the study.  Integrity was maintained by identifying the possible biases of the researcher, and 

how those biases will be dealt with.  In this basic qualitative study of challenges nurse educators 

experienced transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the online environment, bias 

by the researcher may include the fact that the researcher is a graduate of and teaches in a 

traditional classroom diploma school.  The researcher is aware of theories, beliefs and 

preconceptions of the traditional classroom in synthesizing and documenting data.  Bias was 

discouraged through self-reflection by the researcher regarding assumptions, worldviews, and 

relationship to the study.  A journal was kept by the researcher explicating personal reactions and 

reflections as well as insights into self and past.  The researcher asked probing questions, listened 

to the participants, and thought through the responses, which was followed by more probing, 

listening and thought process to reach deeper levels and build a picture.   

 

Description of the Sample 

 

The target population for this basic qualitative study were nurse educators who 

transitioned from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with eight qualified participants to obtain data using an interview 
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guide designed by the researcher for this basic qualitative study. All eight study participants met 

the inclusion criteria described in chapter three.  Each qualified participant completed a 

demographic questionnaire, which included gender, age, highest degree obtained, length of time 

teaching as a nurse educator, and length of  time teaching online.  Hammer (2011) described the 

importance of participant demographics as “allowing readers and researchers to determine who 

research findings generalize and allow for comparisons to be made across replications of studies” 

(p 261).  Table one reflects that 100% of the participants were female. Seventy-five percent 

(n=6) of the participants held a PhD, and twenty-five percent (n=2) held a masters degree.  The 

participants average age is 59; ranging from 45 to 81 years of age, the average years in nurse 

education is 19; ranging from 5 to 60 years, and the average years in online education is 10; 

ranging from 3 to 37 years.  

Table 1 

Demographic Features of Study Participants 

     

Participant Age Gender Years of 

Nurse 

Educator 

Experience 

Years of 

Online 

Experience 

Highest 

Degree 

Earned 

1 46 F 10 9.3 PhD 

2 45 F 20 4 MSN 

3 56 F 20 5 PhD 

4 56 F 11 4 MS 

5 81 F 60 37 PhD 

6 51 F 13 6 PhD 

7 65 F 5 3 PhD 

8 74 F 15 14 PhD 
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Research Methodology Applied to the Data Analysis 

 

Basic qualitative research methodology was chosen for this study to gain an 

understanding of the challenges nurse educators face as they transition from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment, and answer the central research question:  What challenges 

do nurse educators experience when transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the 

online environment to educate practicing RNs enrolled in BSN completion programs?  Data was 

collected using an interview tool designed by the researcher.  The semi structured interview 

method included 13 open-ended guiding questions that were field tested prior to data collection.  

The interview questions were devised to assist in answering the central research questions and 

the three sub-questions.  The interview questions and can be found in Appendix A.   

Inductive analysis is data driven and does not attempt to fit the data into any preexisting 

categories. The researcher sets aside all pre-understandings and the data collected from each 

participant (interviews, observations, open-ended questions) was analyzed individually. Once the 

data from all participants was analyzed, the repeating patterns and themes from all participants 

are synthesized together into a composite synthesis, to interpret the meanings and/or implications 

regarding the question under investigation.  The data analysis method for this basic qualitative 

study included thematic analysis, the creation of theme-statements for ideas or categories of 

ideas (codes) that are extracted from the words of the participants (Maxwell, 2013).  The process 

of data analysis used by the researcher as described by Malagon-Maldonado (2014) included the 

following: 
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1.   Interviews were transcribed verbatim using audio recording and field notes.  Transcribing 

interviews verbatim gains the richest form of data (Malagon-Maldonado, 2014) and audio 

recording interviews validates the data.  The researcher familiarized herself with the data 

collected from each participant (interviews, journals, field notes, records, and 

documents). The interviews were read and highlight intuitively any sentences, phrases, or 

paragraphs that appear to be meaningful. During this process, the researcher immersed 

herself in each participant’s data individually.  

    

2.   Sorting involves numbering each line of the transcripts and using transcription pages 

where one half of the page is the transcribed interview and the other half of the page is 

used for comments and coding. The highlighted data is reviewed and the research 

question is used to decide if the highlighted data is related to the question. Some 

information in the transcript may be interesting, but not relate to the question.  

    

3.   Data is ordered and organized by listening to audiotapes and reading transcribed 

documents – Each transcript was read independently, then each audiotape was listened to 

independently for a sense of what the participant is saying (transcripts were read more 

than once, and audiotapes were listened to more than once).  Malagon-Maldonado (2014) 

described a horizontal pass of data, which involves reading the data, identifying themes 

and capturing an overall picture; reflection and in-depth reading to discover supporting 

evidence of the identified themes; re-reading to ensure elements of the narrative not be 

overlooked; reflecting on alternative meanings; and linking any discrepancies together. 

Once interviews were transcribed, each transcribed interview was sent to the individual 

participants for member checks.  Member checks are used to maintain validity, reliability 

and credibility of the research findings by relating the findings and interpretations of 

interviews to the sources from whom they were derived for plausibility (Merriam, 2009). 

    

4.   Passages that appear meaningful are underlined, and reviewed without making any 

interpretations.  The question was asked:  “Is the underlined data relevant to the research 

question?”  If not, the data was crossed out.  Line by line coding, otherwise known as in 

vivo codes is described by Malagon-Maldonado (2014) as singling out words or phrases 

by the participants which prevents researchers from changing the text to their own ideas. 

Single ideas were created from each underlined passage.  At this point, the transcribed 

interviews were downloaded into QDA miner where the underlined passages and codes 

were color coordinated based on the following themes: faculty, students, and online 

environment.  Further codes were organized under each theme.  Codes that reoccurred 

were clustered together so interpretation could begin. All the patterns were synthesized 

for the emergence of overreaching themes, which involves combining and clustering the 

related patterns into themes.  
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5.   Once clusters or patterns of codes were developed, each pattern was named using 

language within the discipline of nursing education.  A brief description was written 

about each theme or a paragraph integrating all themes and the process was repeated for 

each individual participant.  All themes were integrated across all participant data. 

Finally, the data is synthesized together to form a composite synthesis of the question 

under inquiry. (Percy et al., 2015).  

    

6.   QDA-miner computer-assisted coding program was utilized to organize, manage and 

analyze information.  Advantages of the computer-assisted coding programs include 

freedom from manual and clerical tasks, time savings, managing huge amounts of data, 

increased flexibility and improved validity and auditability of qualitative research (St 

John & Johnson, 2000).  Disadvantages include increased deterministic and rigid 

processes, privileging of coding and retrieval methods, reification of data, pressure on 

researchers to focus on volume and breadth, rather than on depth and meaning, time spent 

learning the program, increased commercialism and distraction from the real work of 

qualitative data analysis (St John & Johnson, 2000).   
 

 

Presentation of Data and Results of the Analysis 

 

Through interviews, each participant provided information on their experience 

transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  The guiding interview 

questions were designed to illicit responses that would enable the researcher to respond to the 

central research question: What challenges do nurse educators experience when transitioning 

from traditional classroom instruction to the online environment to educate practicing RNs 

enrolled in BSN completion programs?  Additionally, the responses of the participants would 

allow the researcher to respond to the sub questions:  (a) how do nurse educators understand 

online learning compared to traditional classroom instruction; (b) how do transition challenges 

from traditional classroom to online learning affect teaching practices; and (c) how do nurse 

educators overcome the challenges of transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online 

environment?  Although each participant had a unique transition experience, analysis of the data 

revealed 20 common themes related to challenges experienced by nurse educators who 
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transitioned from the traditional classroom to the online learning environment.  Faculty, students 

and online environment are the overarching categories.  Table two shows the categories, themes 

and which participant responses correlated to those specific themes.  Each theme will be 

analyzed independently following the table.  

Table 2 

 

Themes and Participants 

Theme Participant # 

Faculty  

     Faculty expectations 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 

     Faculty knowledge of technology 

     Education 

     Learning on the spot 

     Professional development 

     Facilitators of learning 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

3, 6, 7, 8 

3, 4, 8,  

3, 7, 8 

4, 5, 8 

     Time Management 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 

Online environment  

     Different Pedagogy in online environment 

     Adult learners 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8 

7, 8 

     Discussion questions main difference between 

       traditional classroom and online environment 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

     Mentorship 

     Self-directed learners 

     Well laid out 

     Resources are needed 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

2, 3, 4, 7, 8 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

     Solid Orientation Program needed 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8 

Students  

     Introverts will speak in online environment 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 

     Must be aware of expectations 

     Self-directed learners 

     Active participants 

2, 3, 6, 7 

5, 8 

3, 5, 8 
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Figure 1. Participant Responses to Faculty Theme 

Faculty  

caring for ourselves  2.7%

education  10.8%

expectations  18.9%

learning on the spot  8.1%

professional development  8.1%

technology  21.6%

time management  18.9%

facilitators of learning  10.8%

 

Faculty 

One of the categories that emerged from the interviews relates to faculty.  Since the 

central research question asks:  what challenges do nurse educators experience transitioning from 

the traditional classroom to the online environment, it was expected that a category related to 

faculty would be among the challenges discussed most in the interviews.  Seven themes emerged 

from the faculty category as challenges in transitioning to the online environment including 

faculty expectations in the online environment, faculty knowledge of technology, education 

needed by faculty, learning on the spot, professional development, facilitators of learning, and 

time management.  Figure one illustrates the percentage of responses by participants for this 

theme. 

Faculty Expectations 

Since the expectations in the online environment differ from the traditional classroom, 

faculty expectations emerged as an overarching theme.  Faculty expectations in the online 
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environment differ than the traditional classroom in that all information needs to be given to 

students up front (syllabus, discussion questions, expectations, etc.).  In the traditional classroom 

the instructor sees the students face-to-face on a weekly basis.  The online environment does not 

allow for face-to-face interaction, unless instructors use Skype or other video conferencing.  

Therefore, a challenge with transitioning to the online environment from the traditional 

classroom is the expectations of faculty by the students.  It is imperative that faculty give 

students what they need up front.   Participant three stated: 

I believe that setting up the entire course and understanding the student  

learning objectives for each week and how they support the course  

objectives provide the instructor a more global view of the course. 

Participant four described the need to be accommodating to the students and articulate your 

expectations clearly.  Participant five discussed the fact that the students expect you to be 

available 24/7, “they (students) think there is someone on the other side of the computer at all 

times”. 

Faculty Knowledge of Technology 

Faculty knowledge of technology emerged as the most discussed theme by all 

participants.  One hundred percent of participants discussed technology as a challenge to 

transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  Learning management 

systems (LMS) need to be taught to faculty prior to starting an online course.  Many of the 

participants discussed orientation programs that were provided by the university that took the 

faculty through a course prior to starting their own course.  Information technology was a 

valuable resource to faculty as well.  Participant three stated:  “it is important to understand how 

to use the learning management system (LMS), including the grade book which can only be 
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accomplished through orientation to the LMS and continuous IT support”.  Participant eight 

discussed “the need for students to have support of the LMS as well, so instructors don’t have to 

troubleshoot technical issues”.  With technology as the means of communication, online 

instruction combines instructional and content knowledge with technology which requires an 

expanded set of technology skills (SREB, 2009).  Technology issues were also a theme that 

occurred.  Information technology is an important resource in the online environment.  

Participant eight described the importance of IT for technical issues, however “they are not 

nurses, and cannot help with content issues”.  All eight participants described the importance of 

IT throughout their transition to the online environment.   

Education 

In order to overcome the challenges of transitioning to the online environment faculty 

must be educated in both the learning management system and the pedagogy related to online 

education.   Several participants described an orientation that involved taking an online course 

prior to starting online education, or shadowing a faculty member teaching the same course to 

get an idea of how to answer discussion questions, get a feel for the course, and understand what 

the students are expecting from the instructor and the course.   Participant three described 

education as “focusing entirely on learning the online environment, attending conferences related 

to your specialty, and hiring instructors with experience online to help mentor new faculty”.  

Participant seven stated:  “I could have been able to teach better if educated prior to transitioning 

to the online environment”.   Lastly, participant eight stated:  “a certification course in online 

education is helpful when transitioning to the online environment and formal education in online 

pedagogy before, during and after transition is important”. 
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Learning on the Spot 

Without education of learning management systems, or the different pedagogy of the 

online environment, faculty has to learn on the spot.  Participants stated that IT might offer 

online webinars or quick in-services on learning management systems.  These webinars and in-

services are sometimes not enough to become competent in the online environment, which is 

considered a challenge when transitioning to the online environment. Participant four stated: 

It took persistence and being accommodating to the students to get 

through my first online course; I learned by trial and error and played with 

the LMS to find my own resources, and students who were technology 

savvy were extremely helpful.    

 

Participant eight described learning on the spot as “flying by the seat of my pants”.   Without a  

 

proper orientation to LMS and online pedagogy before, during and after transitioning to the  

 

online environment, student learning outcomes may not be met effectively.  

 

Professional Development 

Professional development of online pedagogy and learning management systems is 

imperative when teaching in the online environment.  Offsite professional development programs 

for online faculty are necessary according to participants, as are continuing education regarding 

the pedagogy of online education and learning management systems.  According to the Southern 

Regional Education Board (SREB, 2009), strategies for professional development with online 

educators include:  

•    viewing models of effective online teaching, communications and strategies — 

and role-playing situations that apply these strategies;  

  

•    discussing how to handle difficult situations with students, parents and site-based 

staff; 
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•    using scenarios and case studies to differentiate instruction, based on knowledge 

about the students in the class and performance on class activities; 

 

•    �partnering experienced and new teachers for extended mentoring and support;  

reviewing current research and practices; 

 

•    developing systems to provide administrative monitoring and support, including 

clearly stated expectations for participation and performance in professional 

development activities; and 

 

•    experimenting with the Learning Management System and other technology tools 

to deliver and support instruction through hands-on training and experimentation 

(p 2). 

 

Participant three stated:  “when I decided that my goal was to transition to online education, I  

 

returned to school for a degree that focused entirely on the online environment; the technologies  

 

and active learning techniques I learned helped facilitate the mind-shift”.  Participant eight  

 

stated:  “a certificate course in online education is extremely helpful and formal education of the  

 

online pedagogy ahead of time prepares you well”. 

 

Facilitators of Learning  

According to participant three, “online instructors become the facilitators of learning with 

the students taking a more active and self-directed role in the learning process”.  The challenge 

lies with transitioning from an environment where the teacher teaches and the students learn 

through lectures, power points and discussion among students who feel like speaking up.  

Participants four and five described the facilitator of learning as “guiding”.  In the online 

environment, faculty do not lecture but may post power points, literature or assign readings, and 

the students must answer discussion questions that are geared towards the student learning 

objectives. Participant three also stated: “an educator that effectively facilitates the learning 
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process makes the course more engaging”.  Shaw (2015) discussed this transition as the sage on 

the stage to the guide on this side. 

Time Management 

Time management has been a challenge in online education discovered through literature 

reviews by both students and faculty.  Coincidently, the theme of time management emerged as a 

challenge experienced by all participants transitioning from the traditional classroom to the 

online environment.  Not only does it take a lot of time to set up the course room initially, but 

participants stated that the online environment is a 24/7 job and labor intensive unless time is 

management properly.   Students have access to the instructor all the time.  Participant one 

stated: “I give myself reminders through the calendar, and check the course room certain times 

every day”.  Participant two stated:  “I make sure my expectations are clear so that assignments 

are posted on time and discussion questions are answered on time”.  Participant three described 

the online environment as needing the same amount of time for preparation as the traditional 

classroom; however the weekly time put into the online environment is more.  Participant five 

described the challenge of time as “needing to be organized, and utilize your time properly”.  

“More time is needed by the instructor online, so time must be budgeted well – a schedule works 

perfectly to alleviate the time challenge” (participant five). Participant six stated “I make a 

schedule for myself and stick to it”.    Finally, participant seven described the need for “time 

management”.  
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Figure 2.  Participant Responses to Online Environment Theme 

 

 

Online Environment 

The online environment emerged as a strong category in the interviews.  Faculty 

discussed challenges in the online environment as teaching to a different pedagogy, students as 

adult learners, discussion questions being the main difference between the traditional classroom 

and the online environment, learners need to be self-directed, online environment must be well 

laid-out, and mentorship, resources and a solid orientation program are needed for nurse faculty 

who transitioned from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  Figure two illustrates 

the percentages of participant responses to this theme. 

Different Pedagogy  

Online education has a different pedagogy than the traditional classroom.  Online 

learning is a “sign of the times which is changing slowly” according to participant one.  

Participant two stated:  “there is no hands-on in the online environment, but the millennial 
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generation likes the online classroom”.   Participant three described the different pedagogy as 

“role change; a mind shift by the instructor where you need to rethink how learning occurs”.  

“Some learning activities in the online environment that differ from the traditional classroom 

include interactive assignments, wikis, web quests, collaborative online tools, reflective journals 

and virtual worlds” (participant three).  Participant four describes her experience transitioning to 

the online environment as: “missing the human piece”.  “Person-to-person is missing in the 

online environment” according to participant five, who also described the different pedagogy as:  

“needing to have the whole course set up at the onset; there is no time to play catch-up; online 

environment is black and white”.   Participant six described the lack of face-to-face contact as 

“not seeing anyone, unless you utilize Skype”.   Lastly, participant eight described the different 

pedagogy as “lacking the face-to-face” component.   Table 3 shows the differences between 

traditional and online learning.   

Table 3 

Differences between traditional and online learning  

Traditional Learning Online Learning 

Teacher as an expert model Teacher as a facilitator/guide 

Textbook as primary source Variety of sources/media 

Facts as primary Questions as primary 

Information is packaged Information is discovered 

Emphasis on product Emphasis on process 

Assessment is quantitative  Assessment is qualitative/quantitative 

Adapted from “Online course pedagogy and the constructivist learning model” by G. P. Schell 

and T. J. Janicki, 2012.  Journal of the Southern Association for Information Systems, 1(1), 26-

36.  
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Adult Learners 

According to the Southern Regional Education Board (2015), adult learners are a diverse 

group – typically older than 25 – with a range of educational and cultural backgrounds, adult 

responsibilities and job experiences who do not follow the typical traditional pattern of enrolling 

in higher education immediately after high school.   According to the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES, 2015), of the full time undergraduate students enrolled in two-year 

institutions, the average rate of students between 25 and 34 was 24% and the average rate of 

students 35 and older was 16%.  Participant seven described the adult leaner as having “life 

experiences”.  The challenge with dealing with adult learners is they have a different way of 

thinking.  Participant eight described the adult leaner as “having a higher level of thinking, prefer 

dialog and group discussion”. 

Self-directed Learners 

Adult learners are autonomous, independent, and self-reliant, and they are self-directed 

toward goals (Cercone, 2008).   While there are self-directed learners in the traditional 

classroom, participants described a challenge in transitioning to the online environment as 

facilitating the online classroom for self-directed learners.  “There is a lot of reading in the online 

environment, and self-direction is necessary to keep up with the reading” (participant two).  

“Students are actively engaged in their learning” (participant three).  Participant four described 

self-directed learners in the online environment as “self-starters, responsible for their own 

learning and independent with guidance from instructors”.  Participant five described the self-

directed leaner as “in charge of their own learning”.  Participant seven described self-directed 

learners as “independent learners”.   Lastly, participant eight stated:   
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Self-directed learners have a higher level of thinking, they do not like 

power points, but prefer dialogue, group discussion and active learning 

that requires them to think more clearly. 

 

Discussion Questions 

Online discussions possess have potential for collaborative knowledge construction: 

participants in online communities are afforded the opportunity to share ideas, learn from peers 

and build knowledge collectively, while reading and reflecting on each other's thoughts (Kent, 

Laslo & Rafaeli, 2016).  Discussion questions are useful in allowing a demonstration of 

instructor presence as well as facilitation of student community (Cole & Kritzer, 2009).  

Discussion questions are the main difference between the traditional classroom and the online 

environment and mentioned by every participant.  While each participant mentioned discussion 

questions, there was not a lot of discussion besides the fact that discussion questions were the 

main differences between traditional and online environments.  According to Cornell 

University’s center for teaching excellence (CTE, 2016), discussion questions are threads 

beginning with a leading question or prompt where students respond to the original question and 

each other.  Discussion questions go hand in hand with the different pedagogy of online 

education.  “Discussion questions force each student to speak their mind; a concept not always 

accomplished in the traditional classroom with students who are more introverted” (Participant 

four). Participant seven described the discussion question as the “main source of communication 

in the online environment”.     

Mentorship Needed 

There is a strong correlation to mentorship and transition, whether it is a transition to a 

new job, a new school, a life changing event, etc.  When faculty transition to the online 
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environment from the traditional classroom, a mentor is needed before, during and after the 

transition.  Participants discussed that mentors should be faculty who have experience with 

online learning.  Participant two discussed her experience with a mentor as “a support system 

who I could call whenever I needed”.  Participant four discussed the need to seek out faculty who 

has taught in the online environment as a mentor.   Several participants discussed a mentor being 

assigned to them who acted in the role of lead teacher or IT support.  “Sometimes IT is the only 

mentor you may have, and IT can be very helpful with the LMS, however, they are not nurses or 

educators” (Participant six).  Conversely, participant three stated: 

I feel a mentor would have been very beneficial in transitioning to the  

online environment providing an avenue to learn more about the role of   

the online instructor and methods to effectively facilitate the learning  

process.   

 

Solid Orientation Program 

A solid orientation program is a prerequisite for a new pedagogy.  Participants described 

orientation programs as facilitating this mind shift.  Participant one stated:  “my orientation 

program was solid and helped my transition”.  Participant three also stated:  “a solid foundation 

facilitated this mind-shift”.  Several of the participants described solid orientation including a 

three-week program prior to teaching to get used to the course and the learning management 

system (participants two and three), 12-week online certification program (participant one), and 

self-tutorials (participants six and seven).  Participant seven described the orientation program at 

her university as “having a university wide online teaching committee that works with the entire 

online faculty”.  Conversely, participant four stated:  “an orientation program would have helped 

me transition more smoothly”.   
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Well Laid-out System 

A learning management system that is well laid out helps with the challenge of 

transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  Several participants 

discussed the need for the course to be set up ahead of time in well laid-out manner.    

In the online environment, the framework is usually set up and the 

instructor has to update and add information for the students.  Having the 

course laid out (mapped out) for you ahead of time makes the time factor 

that much easier” (participant two).  

 

Participant three stated: 

The course must be well laid-out so the expectations for the students are 

clear, and you can troubleshoot problems ahead of time.  Having the entire 

course set up ahead of time gives you a global objective of the course.   

 

Figure 3. Participant Responses to Student Theme 

Students

introverts   40.0%

know expectations  26.7%

self-directed learning  13.3%

active paticipants  20.0%

 
 

Students 

                                                                                                                                                            

  Lastly, student emerged as a category discussed often.  Since students are the consumers 

of learning, it is not surprising that this category emerged.  What was surprising was that six out 
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of the eight participants discussed students who are introverts in the online environment as 

having a voice, where the same student may not speak up in the traditional classroom.  Student 

expectations emerged as a theme that was a challenge to faculty since the expectations of the 

student need to be spelled out at the beginning of the course and made very clear.  Students being 

self-directed learners and active participants were among other themes that emerged from the 

interviews.   Figure three illustrates the percentage of participant responses to this theme. 

Introverts 

Since there is no face-to-face in the online environment, “students who would not speak 

up in the traditional classroom find their voice online” (participant one).  “In the online learning 

environment every student must respond, so no student sits on the sideline” (participant three).  

“Students will speak since there are expectations that must be met” (participant four).  

Participant five stated:  “in the traditional classroom, there are predominantly one or two students 

who speak all the time, but online everyone needs to participate”.  The problem with 

communicating online is you cannot see facial expressions.  Participant six struggled with 

figuring out if the students were “trying to be funny or sarcastic”.  A challenge with introverts is 

that “faculty is not able to get to know the students to determine who the quieter ones are” 

(participant seven).  Participant eight stated:  “online learning is a different pedagogy; rather than 

just a few students participating in the traditional classroom, all the students are participating in 

the online classroom”.  

Expectations  

Student expectations must be made clear up front.  With a well laid out learning 

management system, students will understand the expectations.  It is also important for 
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instructors to understand clearly what the expectations of the course are.  Participant two 

described her orientation “as a chance to answer questions simultaneously with a mentor and see 

the expectations of the students ahead of time.”  Participant three stated: 

I believe that setting up the entire course and understanding the student  

learning objectives for each week and how they support the course  

objectives provides the instructor and student with a more global view of  

the course.  

 

Formative assessments are important according to Participant three for an understanding of  

 

student learning throughout the course. “Orientation helped me since I co-taught the class with  

 

my mentor, which allowed me to understand the expectations prior to teaching my own course”  

 

(participant three). Participant seven described the struggles of being able to figure out the  

 

introverts in the online environment in that “in the traditional classroom students can stop by  

 

your office anytime, online they cannot.  It is important to be as involved as you can with the  

 

students so you can identify those that might be introverted”.  

 

Self-directed Learners 

Students as self-directed learners emerged as a theme in the online environment.  Adult 

learners are self-directed learners, and therefore, must be taught differently than the traditional 

student.  Self-directed students are in charge of their own learning, and expectations are high.   

Participant two described online learners as “self-directed in that they are responsible for their 

own readings and learning”. “Students are engaged actively in a self-directed manner” 

(participant three).  Participant four stated:   

students learn how to be independent learners in the online environment 

regardless if they want to.  They must be self-motivated; self-starters who 

need to take accountability for their own learning.  Instructors act as 

guides to independent study.   
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Active Participants 

Active learning is defined as any instructional method that engages students in the 

learning process, and requires students to do meaningful learning activities and think about what 

they are doing (Bonwell & Eison, 1991).  In nursing education, active learning is also known as 

critical thinking.   Online students are active learners, as opposed to the passive learners in the 

traditional classroom.  A challenge to active learning by educators is to facilitate the active 

learning.  Participant 3 described active learning as “increasing student engagement by 

continually engaging students actively in the learning process”. “Teaching strategies must be 

devised to direct student learning” (participant five).   

 

Summary 

 

The basic qualitative study explored challenges nurse faculty experienced transitioning 

from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  Chapter four provided the role of the 

researcher, description of the sample, and a detailed description of analysis of the data and the 

resulting themes that emerged from the study.   

Chapter four included a summary of finding using the descriptions and experiences 

provided by the eight nurse educators who participated in the data collection process through 

face-to-face and Skype interviews. The findings provided a rich description of the nurse 

educators’ challenges experienced as they transitioned from the traditional classroom to the 

online environment.  Data were analyzed through thematic analysis with the resulting categories 

of faculty, online environment and students.  The further inductive and inferential analysis of the 

categories resulted in 20 major themes:  seven under faculty; nine under online environment and 

four under students.  Faculty themes include faculty expectations, faculty knowledge of 
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technology, education, learning on the spot, professional development, facilitators of learning, 

and time management.  Online environment themes include different pedagogy, adult learners, 

discussion questions, self-directed learners, well laid out LMS, mentorship, resources and solid 

orientation. Student themes include introverts, expectations, self-directed learners and active 

participants.  

Chapter five will focus on a summary of the research findings including a careful 

examination of the results in relation to the identified problem; challenges experienced 

transitioning to the online environment.  Interpretation of the results related to the conceptual 

framework and literature will be provided.  Lastly, limitations of the study, implications for 

practice and recommendations for further research will be discussed.  
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore the challenges nurse educators experienced 

transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  To gain an understanding 

of the challenges nurse educators’ experience transitioning to the online environment, a basic 

qualitative research method of inquiry was utilized.  Individual semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with participants responding to open-ended questions.  Guided interview questions 

were developed in response to the research question and sub-questions.  Interviews were audio 

recorded and manually transcribed verbatim.  Reading each transcripts for a global meaning used 

analysis of data through comparative methodology, then rereading transcripts multiple times 

looking for themes that answered the research questions.  These categories were written in the 

margins of the transcripts, and downloaded into QDA miner analyzing software.  Notes were 

highlighted in QDA miner where duplicate statements were analyzed to create a master list of 

categories and themes, which described the challenges nurse educators experienced transitioning 

to the online environment.   Categories and themes will be discussed as they address the 

following research question and sub questions:   

Central research question:  What challenges do nurse educators experience when transitioning 

from traditional classroom instruction to the online environment to educate practicing RNs 

enrolled in BSN completion programs? 

Sub question 1:   What do nurse educators identify as the differences between traditional and 

online learning? 
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Sub question 2:  How do transition challenges from traditional classroom to online learning 

affect teaching practices? 

Sub question 3:  How do nurse educators overcome the challenges of transitioning from the 

traditional classroom to the online environment? 

The summary and discussion of the results will be presented in this chapter.  The need for 

the study was presented in Chapter one.  The relationship between the need for the study and the 

findings will be presented here.  Chapter two provided a review of the literature on the topic of 

transitioning to the online environment.  The relationship between the literature on the topic and 

the finding will also be presented.  The conceptual framework for this study, the constructivist 

paradigm, along with a theoretical orientation based on Knowles’ adult learning theory, and 

Mezirow’s transformational learning theory will be examined in light of the results.  Lastly, 

chapter five will include limitations of the findings, implications for practice and 

recommendations for further research.  

 

Summary of the Results 

The purpose of this basic, qualitative study was to explore the challenges nurse educators 

experienced transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  The findings 

are summarized based on each research question.  

Central research question:  What challenges do nurse educators experience when transitioning 

from traditional classroom instruction to the online environment to educate practicing RNs 

enrolled in BSN completion programs? 
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Participants answered the central research question by describing the challenges they 

experienced transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  The 

challenges related to faculty included lack of knowledge with technology and the online 

pedagogy, the need for education and professional development as well as a role change.  

Challenges related to the online environment again included a different pedagogy, the need for 

mentorship and orientation, as well as a role change in the implementation of the online 

environment.  Lastly, challenges related to students in the transition to the online environment 

discussed by participants included a difference in the way the students participated in the online 

environment.  

Sub question 1:   What do nurse educators identify as the differences between traditional and 

online learning? 

Sub question one was answered through participants identifying the differences between 

the traditional classroom and the online environments through their experiences in the two 

modes of delivery.  The major difference was the use of discussion questions as the primary 

learning strategy online, time management needs in the online environment, and different 

characteristics of the online student.  Based on these differences, participants indicated the need 

for education and professional development on the learning management systems as well as the 

pedagogy of the online environment and student.   According to Vaill and Testori (2012), online 

teaching is a new skill, and therefore, faculty must receive professional development geared 

towards teaching in a different pedagogy.  

Sub question 2:  How do transition challenges from traditional classroom to online learning 

affect teaching practices? 
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Many participants answered sub question two through the sharing of their experiences 

with learning on the spot, learning a new pedagogy, utilizing IT as the main resource of support, 

and the need for mentorship and professional development.   Again, based on the answer to this 

sub question, participants indicated the need for education and continuing professional 

development. 

Sub question 3:  How do nurse educators overcome the challenges of transitioning from the 

traditional classroom to the online environment? 

Participants shared their experiences overcoming the challenges of transitioning to the 

online environment with discussions about professional development; seeking out a mentor, who 

was usually a faculty member who has taught in the online environment to support them through 

their transition, as well as the need for preplanning, understanding expectations and managing 

time.  Online learning courses provide a solid orientation to learning management systems as 

well as the pedagogy of the online environment.  These findings indicate the need for continuing 

professional development and education of learning management systems and online pedagogy.  

According to Beres (2006), many novice instructors are not provided with any substantial 

orientation or mentoring.  Additionally, Beres stated “many new instructors lack the proficiency 

in ‘educational theories and teaching strategies”.  A position statement by the National League 

for Nursing (NLN, 2008) advocates the use of mentoring as a strategy to develop new faculty.  

As a result of this lack of orientation and mentorship, proficient faculty with knowledge of online 

education must step forward as mentors to new faculty transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment.   Additionally, schools of nursing must have orientation 

programs and professional development available for nurse educators transitioning from the 
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traditional classroom to the online environment.  Not only does nurse faculty orientation and 

mentorship help novice online educators, but faculty benefit from forming positive, supportive 

relationships with mentors (Kapustin & Murphy, 2008). The NLN (2008) also maintains that 

having a mentoring program is a sign of excellence in nursing education.   

 

Discussion of the Results 

 

The results of this study indicated that the online learning environment differs from the 

traditional classroom, which presents many challenges for nurse educators who transition to the 

online arena from the traditional classroom.  Among those challenges are the need for 

professional development in learning a new pedagogy and learning management systems, the 

need for technological support, mentorship in transitioning to the new mode of teaching, and 

lastly, a mind-shift in teaching to a different pedagogy.  Participants discussed the need for 

professional development when transitioning to the online environment.  Lee et al. (2010) 

described the need for a faculty development program for nurse educators learning to teach 

online.  The program consisted of synchronous and asynchronous workshops, reading 

assignments, and technology training sessions over time.  In a summative evaluation of the 

program, faculty members acknowledged that “teaching online effectively is a skill that can be 

learned, but that time is needed to prepare for a successful online experience” (Lee et al., 2010, p 

23).  Time was another theme that emerged from this study.  The time it took to prepare for the 

online course is consistently greater than the time needed for preparation of the traditional 

classroom (Cavanagh, 2005). In a study by VandeVord and Pogue (2012), the aspects of 

teaching that include interaction with students is not more time consuming in the online 
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environment than in the face-to-face environment.  Conversely, evaluating student work is much 

more time intensive for online instructors (VandeVord & Pogue, 2012). 

With respect to mentorship in transitioning to the online environment, participants 

described the need for support prior to, during and after transition.  Vitale (2010) described an 

emerging role of online educators as mentors serving novice online faculty.  This role is 

implemented through modeling and mentorship using a ‘side-by-side’ teaching technique with 

real online courses, a strategy discussed by participants in this study.    In a study by Ali et al. 

(2005), needs were discussed by faculty regarding online education.  The results were similar to 

what participants described in the interviews from this study:  redesigning/rethinking faculty 

roles, communication processes, technology issues, and time issues.  Implications for faculty 

development, according to Ali et al. include faculty support through various sources: technical 

assistance, assistance with transition, orientation to technology, ongoing faculty training and 

support.  

Pedagogical differences in transitioning to the online environment, as described by 

participants included discussion questions as the main assessment of student learning, as well as 

the need for time management of a different pedagogy.  Kim and Bonk (2006) surveyed 

members of the Multimedia Educational Resource for Learning and Online Teaching 

(MERLOT) association on the state of online learning.  Pedagogical techniques described in the 

survey included group problem-solving and collaborative tasks, problem-based learning, 

discussion, and case-based strategies, which are unique to the online environment.  Coppola, 

Hiltz and Rotter (2002) identified three faculty roles in the online environment; cognitive, 

affective and managerial.  Cognitive role involves the mental process of learning, information 
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storage and thinking including responding to questions; thinking, reasoning, analyzing 

information, and helping students retrieve information.  The affective role is influenced by 

relationships between students and instructors in the virtual environment.  Lastly, the managerial 

role involves class and course management including motivating students to participate, and 

monitoring and evaluating student learning outcomes.   Participants indicated the need for a 

mind-shift of the instructor and rethinking how learning occurs.   

Traditional assessment involves the use of testing which are scored objectively and gives 

the appearance of being more fair and reliable (Dikli, 2003).  Conversely, online assessment 

strategies involve the use of performance assessments, such as open-ended questions through 

discussion, computer simulations, and portfolios (Dikli, 2003).  Evaluation of performance 

assesses higher-order thinking skills where students have the opportunity to demonstrate what 

they learned.  While both assessment methods may be used in online education, performance 

assessments are more time consuming than traditional tests.   

In a study by Cavanaugh (2005) course preparation time in online learning is described as 

being significantly longer than the traditional classroom due to updating the online portion of the 

course, contacting students, and reviewing expectations.  Additionally, reading and responding to 

individual discussion questions and papers, if applicable, was time consuming.  Participants 

indicated having a well laid-out online shell in the learning management system which needed to 

be updated each semester helped with the time involved preparing courses.  
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Comparison of Findings with Theoretical Framework and Previous Literature 

 

Under the constructivist paradigm and theoretical orientation of Knowles’ adult learning 

theory and Mezirow’s transformational learning theory, this study proves that the constructivist 

paradigm is effective in nurse education.  The effectiveness shows through the implementation of 

new teaching methods, as described by the constructivist paradigm.  Huang (2002) described the 

constructivist principles guiding online education as interactive, collaboration, facilitative, 

authentic, learner centered and of high quality. These principles were described by participants in 

this study as themes that emerged from the interviews, and included; faculty being facilitators of 

learning, students being learner centered, and the essence of the pedagogical core of online 

learning being high quality.    Constructivism and adult learning is controlled by the learner, as 

was qualified by participants describing students as self-directed active learners.  Mezirow 

described transformation as a “change in ones reference or way of seeing the world’, which 

participants consistently responded in interviews as the online environment having a distinctive 

pedagogy which forces a mind-shift for instructors in their teaching strategies.  Wicks (2016) 

described a component of online learning revolving around building community through dialog, 

discussion and reflection, which was evident in the interviews where participants described 

discussion being the main assessment in online learning.   

After reviewing the literature, the researcher discovered that a basic qualitative method 

was relevant to study the challenges nurse educators experience transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment.  The literature review provided evidence that challenges 

are experienced when transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment 

from the perspective of faculty as well as students, and this study verified those findings with the 
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experiences of nurse educators.  Evident in the literature, Dykman and Davis (2008) described 

online teaching as very different from its’ traditional classroom counterpart in that the 

coursework is more demanding, and student-teacher relationships are complex.  Participants 

described online learning as a different pedagogy, and students were self-directed, active 

learners.  Saltmarsh and Sutherland-Smith (2010) described changing pedagogy of teaching as 

not only on “how” educators teach, but on “who” educators teach.  Participants described online 

students as adults who are self-directed, active learners.  Several themes emerged from the 

literature including knowledge of the online environment, training in technology as well as 

pedagogy, and support (Harasim, 2000; McAllister, 2009; & Chiasson et al., 2015).  Themes that 

emerged from this study also included knowledge of technology, education needs in technology 

as well as online pedagogy, and professional development, which consisted of learning and 

mentorship.  In studies of challenges students experienced transitioning to the online 

environment, findings were similar to those of faculty in higher education as well as nurse 

educators through this study.   Student challenges included computer confidence, active learning, 

interaction, and assuming a new identity (Napier et al., 2011; Platt et al., 2014; Kebritchi, 2014; 

& Killion et al., 2016).   Lastly, with respect to challenges in online learning, the literature 

discussed time, technology, discussion questions, expectations, and inadequate training of faculty 

(University of Washington, 2013; Armstrong & Manson, 2010; Fish & Gill, 2009; Lloyd et al., 

2012; & McMurtry, 2012). Participant responses related to online education described 

technology issues, discussion questions being a main assessment technique to student learning, 

expectations of both the students as well as expanding expectations of the instructor, and the 

need for professional development for faculty. 
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Interpretation of the Findings 

 

This study appears to support the need for education related to the pedagogy of online 

learning.  In an effort to address the contributions of this research study, the results give needed 

background information to the need for professional development and mentorship as nurse 

educators transition from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  Based on the 

literature review and results of the interviews, nurse educators as well as higher education 

professionals can also utilize professional development in the pedagogy of online 

teaching/learning.  Results gleaned from this study indicate several important recommendations 

for strategies in which nurse educators overcome challenges experienced transitioning from the 

traditional classroom to the online environment.  The recommendations for practice, in 

accordance with the findings of the study, have implications that suggest that nurse educators 

transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment need professional 

development in technology and online pedagogy.  The success of online education will depend 

on the competence and academic ability of nurse educators to manage adult learners in the online 

environment.   

Foremost among the perceptions of nurse educators in this study was the idea of an 

online environment which is different from the traditional classroom and transitioning from the 

traditional classroom to the online environment involves a mind-shift in pedagogy.  It was also 

apparent that participants enjoyed the online environment, but a need for training prior to, during 

and after transition was necessary.  There is a need to address the training of nurse educators in 

three areas: technology, online pedagogy, and a different student.  To effectively aid nurse 

managers through the transition from the traditional classroom to the online environment, prior 
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education, continued professional development, and mentorship is preferred. Nurse faculty and 

students should have a basic understanding of the learning management systems used in their 

institutions.  Faculty should be required to attend an in-service or take a continuing education 

course related to online teaching and learning, as well as professional development on learning 

management systems and online pedagogy.  Mentorship, in the way of nurse educators with prior 

experience as online educators is also recommended.  

Limitations 

 

While the research design was appropriate for this study, limitations were included in this  

 

basic qualitative study.  Qualitative research uses the researcher as the instrument, therefore, it is  

 

important to consider the researcher’s assumptions, bias, and perceptions as they relate to the  

 

findings.  The researcher used member checks and reflective journaling to minimize 

assumptions, bias and perceptions of the researcher. There were ample direct quotes from the 

participants which validates the support of the themes that emerged from the study.    

Sample size was another limitation of the study. The results cannot be generalized to a 

larger population as the study only had eight participants (Lodico et al., 2010). However, detailed 

descriptions of the data were included in the study to increase validity due to small sample size.  

Diversity is a limitation in a study with a small sample size, as all the participants were female.  

Additionally, the study was limited to one demographic area.  A more diverse sample could have 

been more representative of the population of nurse educators who transitioned to the online 

environment.    
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Implications for Practice 

 

During the data collection process, participants shared the challenges they experienced 

transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  The implications of the 

findings to practice speak to the challenges nurse educators experience transitioning from the 

traditional classroom to the online environment, along with suggested strategies to overcome 

those challenges.  The findings will benefit the nurse educator who is interested in transitioning 

to the online environment.   

The findings suggest that the online environment differs from the traditional classroom in 

the pedagogy, teaching strategies and characteristics of students.  Participants described the need 

for education in the form of professional development and mentorship regarding the different 

pedagogy before, during and after transition to the online environment.  The participants 

described innovative strategies and gave advice on the challenges experienced by nurse 

educators’ transitioning to the online environment.  Of the 20 themes that emerged from the 

study, eight themes were stated by the participants over seventy-five percent of the time.  Those 

themes include technology, time management, expectations of the online environment, 

pedagogical difference between the two environments, discussion questions being the primary 

source of communication, resources available, and the need for mentorship and a solid 

orientation program.  It is recommended that by following the principles listed below ensure 

management of challenges transitioning to online education:  

1.   Developing and managing online courses are time-intensive activities, therefore, time 

management is imperative; 

 

2.   Students and faculty must have clear communication guidelines and expectations, 

therefore expectations must be made perfectly clear; 
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3.   Engagement of the learner to promote active learning and community is essential in 

online instruction, therefore online pedagogy must be learned and utilized; 

 

4.   Online learners benefit from clear assignment guidelines and deadlines, as well as both 

individual and group activities; and  

 

5.   Immediate, relevant, and continuous feedback promote learning and satisfaction in online 

courses. 

 

Technology 

Online education is dependent on technology and without a solid foundation in computer 

systems and learning management systems, online education is a difficult transition.  Burns 

(2010) described the 5Js of technology to help educators feel more comfortable with technology.  

First, technology must be used as a teaching and learning tool which can promote better 

instruction and greater student collaboration, leading to enhanced student learning.  Second, 

professional development can promote quality technological integration and learning through 

concentrating on the core areas of teaching; content, curriculum, instruction, assessment and 

classroom management.  Several participants discussed the need for technological support 

before, during and after transition to the online environment.  Participant three described the 

decision to return to graduate school for a Master’s degree when her goal was to transition to 

online education.  “I chose a program that focused entirely on the online environment that 

focused on different aspects of online learning that would engage students actively in the 

learning process.  The technologies and active learning techniques I learned in the courses are 

applied to courses I teach.  I believe this solid foundation facilitated my mind-shift”.  
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Time management 

     Participant seven described one challenge as time and stated; “it is important to 

manage your time well, you tend to spend more time on the computer than you would in a 

traditional classroom”.  A strategy to manage the challenge of time included “defining the most 

important needs of the students” and be explicit in the deadlines for discussion questions and 

assignments, which will help to plan a schedule to spread time over the course” (Participant 

seven).  Participant one managed time through “checking myself, blocking off certain times for 

teaching, and using a calendar for reminders”.   “Having a course that is already laid out is a 

great time saver” (Participant two).  “The majority of planning and setup time in the online class 

begins prior to the start of the course, the weekly time spent online averages about an hour a 

day” (participant three).  To remedy this challenge, participant three set aside three to four hours 

prior to the class start to set up course and see that all the links and assignments are working 

properly.  “You need to keep up daily, otherwise you will fall behind, and getting behind by a 

few days can make it difficult to catch up” (participant three).  

Expectations of the online environment 

The future of education is headed towards a fully online environment and nurse educators 

should get on the bandwagon (participant four).  Some strategies described by the participants 

related to online expectations included, “anticipate that students, particularly the millennial are 

adapt to technology and are quick learners in the online modalities and articulate your 

expectations carefully in your written word” (participant four).  “The expectations for yourself 

and your students must be made clear from the beginning of the course” (participant six).  
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Pedagogical differences 

Online learning requires a “role change” (participants 1, 3, 5, 8).  “Not everyone can be 

an online instructor – it is a different world (highly engaging and interactive) but online teaching 

is a great opportunity to learn the differences between the two modalities” (participant two).  

Participant three stated “always be willing to give something a try, spread your wings, and then 

keep up to date on the best practices in online teaching/learning including attending conferences 

related to your education specialty”.  One of the differences between the two modalities is related 

to the pedagogy.  Participant three describes the differing pedagogy as a “mind-shift” for the 

instructor, “we need to rethink how learning occurs”.   

Discussion questions 

One of the most important pedagogical differences in online learning is discussion 

questions as the main assessment parameter.  While discussion questions were described as one 

of the main differences between the two modalities by all participants, none of the participants 

described strategies to overcome the challenge of this particular learning activity. According to 

Al-Shalchi (2009), online discussion questions can be successful if the following factors are 

followed:   clear directions, instructor feedback, and promoting motivation.  The article also 

described the importance of using rubrics so the students know what to expect, organizing 

threads, and being cognizant of the relevancy of the questions.  By following these 

recommendations, faculty can overcome the challenge of a different format of assessment in the 

online environment.  
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Resources 

Some strategies and advice regarding resources included the need for technological 

support before during and after transition to the online environment.  Technological support was 

a theme answered by all the participants.  “Tech support will be your best resource; however, 

they are not educators or nurses” (participant five).  Participant three stated “it is important to 

learn about tools available to engage students in active learning but implement them one at a 

time”.   Participant one described the need for a hard copy of the text, just in case there is a 

problem with technology.  Rubrics are an excellent resource to guide the new instructor in the 

assessment expectations of the students (participant 2, 3).   

Mentorship and orientation 

Education and mentorship are extremely important (Participant 1, 6).  Some training that 

was provided which was helpful included a 12-week course for online learning, virtual scavenger 

hunt, three-week formal course, co-teaching, guidance from those who have taught in online 

programs, IT support (participants one, two, five and six).  Formal instruction of online 

pedagogy needed prior to transitioning to the online environment.  Distance learning certification 

is highly recommended (Participant 8).  “Find a mentor and be prepared to rethink how you 

teach and how learning takes place” (Participant 3, 8). 

 

 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 

Recommendations for further research include using a larger sample size and surveying 

multiple states to provide a population that is more diverse and further expand results. Other 

recommendations include expanding the geographical location so results can be generalized. 
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Additional research is needed to differentiate disparities between the degrees and education level 

of the participants of this study. Data indicated that nurse educators need education in order to 

effectively transition from the traditional classroom to the online environment.  Further 

evaluation is needed to determine if the nurse educator receives education prior to, during and 

after the transition, if the challenges would be lessened. Given the above results, there is an 

indication that more focus is needed on educating nurse faculty who will be transitioning from 

the traditional classroom to the online environment.  Furthermore, analysis of nurse educator’s 

recent education on learning management systems, as well as the pedagogy of online education 

and the platform on which it was delivered may influence the challenges faced transitioning to 

the online learning environment.  Further ideas for research include surveying nurse educators to 

better understand their perception of the pedagogy in online education and learning management 

systems. This may give researchers, as well as administrators of nursing programs a better 

understanding regarding improving the education of nurse educators interested in online 

education.   

 

Conclusion 

The most important findings uncovered in this basic qualitative study were how the 

participants overcame the challenges they experienced transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment.  Overcoming the challenges included keeping calendars 

and close track of time in the online environment, making expectations clear to the students as 

well as understanding the expectations as educators, taking a course, if possible, prior to 
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transitioning to the online environment, and utilizing professional development in the pedagogy 

of online learning.   

The use of basic qualitative methodology was beneficial in uncovering the challenges 

nurse educators experience transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online 

environment.  Semi-structured individual interviews were conducted with the participants of the 

study to explore the challenges nurse educators experienced transitioning from the traditional 

classroom to the online environment.  The shared stories of participants produced an increased 

awareness of the differences between the traditional classroom and the online environment, the 

challenges that occur as nurse educators’ transition from the traditional classroom to the online 

environment, how these challenges affect teaching practices, and strategies to overcome these 

challenges.  Each nurse educator’s story reflected, in some way, both the challenges they have 

experiences and the strategies used to overcome these challenges. 

.     
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STATEMENT OF ORIGINAL WORK 

Academic Honesty Policy 

Capella University’s Academic Honesty Policy (3.01.01) holds learners accountable for the 

integrity of work they submit, which includes but is not limited to discussion postings, 

assignments, comprehensive exams, and the dissertation or capstone project.  

Established in the Policy are the expectations for original work, rationale for the policy, 

definition of terms that pertain to academic honesty and original work, and disciplinary 

consequences of academic dishonesty. Also stated in the Policy is the expectation that learners 

will follow APA rules for citing another person’s ideas or works. 

The following standards for original work and definition of plagiarism are discussed in the 

Policy: 

Learners are expected to be the sole authors of their work and to acknowledge the 

authorship of others’ work through proper citation and reference. Use of another person’s 

ideas, including another learner’s, without proper reference or citation constitutes 

plagiarism and academic dishonesty and is prohibited conduct. (p. 1) 

Plagiarism is one example of academic dishonesty. Plagiarism is presenting someone 

else’s ideas or work as your own. Plagiarism also includes copying verbatim or 

rephrasing ideas without properly acknowledging the source by author, date, and 

publication medium. (p. 2)  

Capella University’s Research Misconduct Policy (3.03.06) holds learners accountable for research 

integrity. What constitutes research misconduct is discussed in the Policy: 

Research misconduct includes but is not limited to falsification, fabrication, plagiarism, 

misappropriation, or other practices that seriously deviate from those that are commonly 

accepted within the academic community for proposing, conducting, or reviewing 

research, or in reporting research results. (p. 1) 

Learners failing to abide by these policies are subject to consequences, including but not limited to 

dismissal or revocation of the degree.  
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and Research Misconduct Policy (3.03.06), including Policy Statements, Rationale, and 

Definitions.  

I attest that this dissertation or capstone project is my own work. Where I have used the ideas or 

words of others, I have paraphrased, summarized, or used direct quotes following the guidelines 

set forth in the APA Publication Manual.  

Learner name 
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APPENDIX A. Guided Interview Questions 

1. Describe the major differences between traditional and online teaching.

2. What was the most challenging part of transitioning from the traditional classroom to the

online environment?

2a. How were these challenges of transitioning from the traditional classroom to the online 

 environment overcome? 

3. Describe how time constraints differ in the traditional classroom and the online

environment.

3a. How were the differing time constraints identified managed? 

4. What types of training was provided by the college/university to help you prepare for this

transition?

4a.  If the college/university did not provide training, please describe how you feel this 

 impacted your ability to transition from traditional classroom instruction to the online 

 learning environment? 

5. If you had a mentor during your transition, please describe your experience with your

mentor?

5a.  If you did not have a mentor during your transition, how do you feel a mentor may have 

 been helpful for you in transitioning from traditional classroom instruction to the online 

 learning environment? 

6. What types of resources were provided by the college/university while transitioning

from traditional classroom instruction to the online environment?

 6a.  If no resources were provided by the college/university, what resources do you feel 

would have been helpful for you in making this transition? 

7. Describe the teaching techniques used in the online environment that differ from the

traditional classroom?

8. What advice would you have for faculty who are transitioning from the traditional

classroom to the online environment?




