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Abstract—Over the past few decades, education systems, especially in 

higher education, have been redefined. Such reforms inevitably require recon-

sideration of operational notions and definitions of quality, along with a number 

of related concepts. This reconsideration aligns with the core of higher educa-

tion reforms: improving efficacy and compatibility with emerging social de-

mands while adapting to competitiveness and accountability trends. As primary 

players in the teaching and learning process, online tutors have a protagonistic 

role and, therefore, must be equipped with a suitable set of competencies and at-

tributes in addition to content knowledge. This quantitative research aims to an-

alyze the perceptions of 250 online tutors working in European higher educa-

tion institutions, distributed in 5 knowledge areas: Business, Education, Human-

ities, Sciences and Health. This descriptive and exploratory nonexperimental 

study reveals the technological and pedagogical skills and competencies that 

online tutors consider fundamental for effective online teaching and proposes 

professional development actions to ensure quality online teaching. 

Keywords—Quality online teaching, online teaching, online higher education, 

online tutors, quantitative research 

1 Introduction 

Over the past few decades, higher education systems have acquired a dynamic vi-

sion, aiming to reflect and support the diverse interests of the student population, 

employers and society in general. These diverse interests have created challenges, 

requiring reconsideration of operational notions and definitions of quality, along with 

a number of related concepts [1]. This reconsideration aligns with the core and foun-

dation of higher education reforms: improving efficiency and aligning with rising 

social needs and challenges while adapting to the current trends related to competi-

tiveness and accountability [2]. Terms and concepts that had previously used only in 

the business sector are now emerging in discussions about higher education. Addi-
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tionally, quality, evaluation, efficiency, competitiveness and accountability are now 

the focus of sophisticated analyses by policymakers in higher education [3]. 

Various growth rates within our current global society lead to new products and 

services and to the continuous quality improvement of existing ones [4]. This growth 

requires continuous efforts to gain competitive advantage as far as the value and the 

quality of the services and products are concerned. This value is based on creating 

products or services that not only meet the relevant quality definitions but are also 

continuously evaluated. According to Tremblay and Kish [5], the growing interest in 

quality in higher education is related to the emergence and/or expansion of private 

institutions, as well as the diversification of existing education and training models, 

including distance and online education, which are increasing the demand for "better 

consumer protection" (p.260). Thus, online education has already been recognized as 

a key factor in the reconfiguration of quality assurance [6] 

As protagonists of the teaching and learning process, online tutors play a key role 

in online education and, therefore, must develop an appropriate set of competencies 

and attributes in addition to subject matter knowledge [7]. The provision of online 

education programs also involves selecting educators with both technology and peda-

gogy skills, which are necessary for the facilitation and management of online instruc-

tion [8, 9]. This study aims to critically reflect on the perceptions of academics about 

the skills and characteristics that successful online tutors should possess and to pro-

pose actions to improve the quality of online teaching. 

1.1 Online tutors: conceptual investigation and their role in online education 

You E-learning has been gaining ground among learning models because of its ef-

ficiency but also because of the proliferation of a multitude of studies which aim at 

enacting positive change in the education process [10]. In the complex situation creat-

ed by the introduction of technological tools and applications in the educational pro-

cess, we must reconsider the methods, strategies and instruments used in teaching [11, 

12]. Online instructors (tutors) play a key role in this reconsideration process because 

they do not convey content in the same way that they would in the context of face-to-

face (conventional) teaching because students are in possession of content acquired in 

their own way and at their own pace [13]. Before explaining in more detail the role of 

online tutors, it is necessary to present the different names that they acquire in the 

current literature. In most reviewed articles, the term "online tutor" [14] is adopted. 

Other articles use the terms "(online) adjunct faculty member", especially in the An-

glo-Saxon region [15], “online teacher/instructor” [16], "online facilitator" [17], 

"online consultant" [18], "collaborating faculty member" [19], and "online mentor" 

[20]. According to Llorente [10] and Fernández-Jiménez, Tójar-Hurtado and Mena-

Rodríguez [11], online tutors perform the following functions: 
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• Academic function: This function is directly related to the student's mastery of 

content, activities, diagnosis and formative evaluation of students, and the skills 

required in organizing these activities 

• Technical function: This feature aims to assure students' mastery of the tools avail-

able in the virtual environment 

• Guidance function: This function’s main objective is the development of the ability 

to plan, structure and set operating rules, as well as to program over time and to 

execute the teaching tasks 

• Social function: This function aims to avoid feelings of isolation and the loss or 

lack of motivation among students who study online 

• Organizational function: This function refers to the task of guiding and advising 

students on organizational issues during the development of training activities 

An understanding of the abovementioned features can help us to investigate their 

vital and multifaceted roles in supporting student learning and to understand the com-

plexity of these roles because tutors perform these functions simultaneously. 

1.2 The profile and competencies required for online tutors: Institutional 

implications 

Although traditional teachers, who are engaged in conventional/onsite teaching, 

have acknowledged e-learning as a new teaching paradigm for university students 

[13], they continue to question the effectiveness of online learning [21]. Teachers’ 

distrust of e-learning is represented by the preference of conventional universities to 

hire teaching staff who have pursued their studies in traditional/face-to-face institu-

tions [22]. Online teachers who can be more involved and efficient in a virtual envi-

ronment are essential for the growth and success of higher education institutions. 

However, only few academic leaders consider that their teaching staff believe in the 

legitimacy and value of the online instruction [23]. Given this context, it is important 

to encourage online teaching in terms of the academic success of online students, 

since the development of online education requires a committed, capable and suffi-

cient number of teaching staff to meet the current demand. Below, the most important 

characteristics and competencies for online tutors, according to credible literature, are 

presented. 

1. Personal profile 

Although recent studies highlight that there are no gender differences in teachers' 

job satisfaction [24], we can report important differences in the satisfaction of the 

students on their teacher's gender role. Specifically, Gappa, Austin and Trice [25] 

concluded that students prefer their teachers to possess both feminine and masculine 

attributes, regardless of their gender (i.e., sensitive and assertive). It can be argued 

that the online class becomes a unique space, which allows the teaching staff to mask 

their individual attributes (i.e., gender), and to empower their interaction and collabo-

ration with their students in a very organized way [26]. Since students demonstrate 

their preference towards teaching staff who show empathy and leadership, it is rec-
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ommended that teacher development initiatives place more emphasis on asynchronous 

interaction strategies that take advantage of teacher preference characteristics. For 

instance, teachers can be offered training on effective ways to convey emotions in the 

context of an asynchronous discussion, where expressiveness and other nonverbal 

indicators are not present. 

According to the corresponding literature [26, 27], online teachers have an average 

age of approximately 40-42 years. However, a large standard deviation has been iden-

tified, and the age of online teachers ranges from 25 to 70 years. Thus, the ages of 

online teachers suggest considerable variability in their professional development. 

Moreover, the differences in age is an indication of the differential effectiveness of 

various types of teacher training. 

Mandernach, Register and O’Donnell [26] indicate that most online professors 

(60%) have master’s degrees, and 35% have doctoral degrees. The authors also em-

phasize that a substantial proportion of those who have obtained a master's degree are 

pursuing doctoral studies to become more competitive in the labor/university market. 

Thus, these teachers can be viewed as fully committed to the academic community 

and continue to build their academic profile. We can talk about “transitional faculty” 

providing useful insight to help institutions develop teacher training and professional 

development programs to be more receptive to the today’s students’ needs. 

One of the most significant elements that emerges from the process of reflection 

and discussion on online teachers is the necessary qualities for teachers within a virtu-

al learning environment to possess. According to Ornellas and Romero [28], these 

qualities refer to a number of skills: 

• Pedagogical skills: Related to the teacher's skills with the different teaching-

learning methodologies, the degree of mastery of the subject content, the experi-

ence in teaching-learning in a certain field of knowledge, etc. 

• Cognitive skills: Related to the joint construction of knowledge. These skills in-

clude research skills; information processing, interpretation, organization and 

presentation; process management; and evaluation. The teacher must be able to or-

ganize a coherent learning experience within areas of knowledge for which a con-

siderable amount of information is available but not always organized coherently. 

• Technological and instrumental skills: Related to the knowledge and mastery of 

ICT from the user's perspective; mastery of written language to facilitate nonverbal 

communication processes with classmates; etc. 

• Communication and social skills: Related to the ability to work in a team; the abil-

ity to exchange knowledge and ideas in a constructive way; effective communica-

tion with the whole educational community (other teachers, students, etc.); regular 

interaction or interaction habits; negotiation and conflict resolution; proactivity; 

etc. 

• Personal skills: Related to the planning and organization of personal work, the 

ability to manage teaching time and the regulation of academic time of participants, 

shared commitment, flexibility, perseverance, initiative, discipline, empathy, moti-

vation, etc. 
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2. Teaching / professional profile 

On average, online teachers have 7 years of university teaching experience with an 

average of 4 years in an online environment [29]. Again, we observe a large devia-

tion, with teachers having no experience to more than 15 years of university teaching 

experience. While assessments of online teaching students show little difference in 

perception of instructional effectiveness based on experience [30], recognition of 

variability in teaching experience is a fundamental element of an efficient training or 

professional development program. If we compare the average age of teachers with 

the average age of their experience in teaching, it is evident that most teachers entered 

university education (and e-learning) after spending part of their professional life in 

another profession. Therefore, teacher development programs that aim to support 

online teachers require to go beyond training in e-learning strategies and include 

knowledge about pedagogical concepts, theories and strategies. 

In addition, nearly half of teachers currently teaching online courses are simultane-

ously working in traditional/face-to-face education [26]. 

Finally, a large percentage of teachers are teaching simultaneously at more than 

one institution. While teaching at various institutions increases their teaching experi-

ence [31], it also raises concerns about copyrights and ownership of the course mate-

rials used. When teaching face-to-face, all the learning materials used are directly 

related to synchronous teaching presentations and interactions. In the virtual class-

room, on the other hand, there is often a differentiation between static teaching mate-

rial in a course and teacher facilitation [26]. Although the course facilitation is 

acknowledged as the property of the instructor, the learning materials are owed by the 

institution. Teacher training and development programs must emphasize intellectual 

property to ensure that it is considered in an ethical manner by all involved. 

3. Institutional implications: Synthesis 

After analyzing the profiles of online teachers and the skills needed to successfully 

perform in this role, institutions should: 

• Provide specific training in asynchronous interaction and collaboration strategies, 

which encourage teachers’ social, as well as emotional, presence in the virtual class 

• Organize and plan teacher professional development programs with special focus 

on pedagogical concepts, theories and strategies 

• Increase the technical knowledge of “transition teachers” by providing valuable 

information to ensure that training and development programs are responding to 

the needs of modern students 

• Provide clear guidance on the expectations and policies related to intellectual prop-

erty and the ownership of teaching materials in online teaching and learning 

• Provide professional development initiatives in a variety of ways (expository, col-

laborative, synchronous, asynchronous, etc.), which encourage teacher engagement 

regardless of age, technical/technological skills, or previous experience in online 

instruction 
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• Foster professional networks between online teachers from different bibliographic 

areas 

• Propose a system for the recognition of online teacher credentials, following the 

example of the system that exists for face-to-face teaching 

2 Methodology 

This research is a descriptive and exploratory study using a quantitative approach. 

Its design is nonexperimental [32], since there is neither intentional manipulation nor 

random assignment, only observation of existing situations in their natural context, 

since the subjects studied already belonged to a certain group and level (online tutors). 

In addition, it is cross-sectional, since data are investigated in a single moment and a 

single time [33], with the objective of describing variables that make up the partici-

pants’ perceptions of an ideal online tutor and analyzing their attitudes regarding the 

concept of quality. This positivist methodology [34] is based on a nomothetic per-

spective; that is, it approaches reality as it is classified in the world (ontology). The 

main reason for choosing a positivist approach is that the results can be considered 

reliable and representative and are generalizable to a larger population [35]. This 

research is part of the approved research program “ e-learning Quality Assurance 

Design Standards in Higher Education” financed by Laureate Education in the context 

of the David Wilson Award for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (won by the first 

author). 

2.1 Participating population 

The study population consisted of online tutors from higher education institutions 

located in Cyprus, Greece, the United Kingdom and Spain. The online tutors were 

distributed across 5 areas of knowledge: Economics and Business Administration 

Studies, Education Studies, Humanities Studies, Science Studies and Health Studies. 

This number of participants led us to choose a quantitative methodology, which al-

lowed relatively fast and easy access to a large population [36]. Written informed 

consent was obtained from all participants. 

2.2 Data collection 

The participants received a questionnaire that was divided into 5 main parts and 

contained 62 closed questions. The first part comprised the consent form; the second 

part included demographic questions about the participating population; the third part 

included questions about the participants’ professional/work situation; the fourth part 

included 20 questions about the training necessary to successfully perform the work 

of an online tutor; and the fifth part comprised 32 questions about the characteristics 

and most important competencies of an online tutor. 

Cronbach's alpha is used to evaluate the reliability or internal coherence of a set of 

scale elements [37]. The tables 1 and 2 present the α coefficients of the two main parts 
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of the questionnaire sent to our participating population and allow us to discuss its 

reliability or acceptable internal coherence. 

Table 1.  Cronbach’s alpha for questions about training needs 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's Alpha Cronbach's Alpha Based on Standardized Items N of Items 

.638 .651 20 

Table 2.  Cronbach’s alpha for the questions about the profile and characteristics of tutors 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's Alpha Cronbach's Alpha Based on Standardized Items N of Items 

.630 .634 32 

3 Results and Discussion 

3.1 Demographics 

1. Gender 

52% of the participants in our study were men, and 48% were women. This bal-

anced distribution between men and women allows us to say that both genders are 

satisfactorily represented. In addition, the high level of participation (86.2%) of the 

total population ensures that the results can be generalized to other institutions with 

similar characteristics. 

Figure 1 shows the age distribution of the participating population, which indicates 

that 77.6% are between 30 and 49 years of age. 

 

Fig. 1. Participants' age distribution (years) 

These results are consistent with the corresponding literature [26, 27] on the aver-

age age of online teachers (40-42 years). It also confirms that there are people of all 

40%
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ages participating in e-learning, which means that we must consider the characteristics 

and needs of multiple age groups when designing training and development programs. 

Undoubtedly, the wide age range can be an indicator of the differential effectiveness 

of various types of teacher education. 

2. Teaching category 

Figure 2 shows the teaching category distribution among the participants involved 

with online studies at the participating universities. 

 

Fig. 2. Teaching categories of the participants 

In this context, it should be explained that the participating universities follow the 

teaching categories/ranks used in the United States. According to this categorization, 

"adjunct" teachers are teaching staff hired only for online courses. These people are 

hired every semester according to the teaching needs of the university. The results 

confirm the statement of Mandernach, Register and O'Donnell [26] that almost half of 

the people teaching online courses also provide face-to-face education. In our case, 

56% of the participants were also hired to teach face-to-face classes at the same uni-

versity or at another university. 

Figure 3 represents the distribution of the participants across the different areas of 

knowledge. In the participating universities 5 areas of knowledge have been identi-

fied: Economics and Business Administration Studies, Education Studies, Humanities 

Studies, Science Studies and Health Studies. 
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Fig. 3. Distribution of participants into areas of knowledge 

Figure 3 also shows the popularity of online programs at participating universities. 

Specifically, the economics and business programs (MBA, MSc Marketing, Commu-

nication and Social Media, MSc Management) are the most popular and comprise the 

largest number of teachers (38%), followed by the sciences (MSc Computer Science, 

MSc Artificial Intelligence & MSc Information Systems), health (Master in Public 

Health, MSc in Psychology) and education (MA in Education) programs. Humanities 

programs are less popular (following the trend in face-to-face programs). 

3. Years of experience 

As shown in Figure 4, the participants have approximately 15 years of experience 

as university professors on average and approximately 5 years on average as universi-

ty professors online. These results should be considered when preparing teacher train-

ing and development programs, and greater emphasis should be placed on the devel-

opment of skills for online teaching, since the participating population has much less 

exposure to this new model of teaching and learning. 

 

Fig. 4. Mean years of teaching experience (years) 
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3.2 Profile and competencies 

The 250 participating teachers assessed 32 characteristics/competencies that are a 

priority for online tutors according to the corresponding bibliography using a scale 

from 1 (lowest score) to 5 (highest score). The characteristics/competencies that ob-

tained the highest score (mean) are presented in Figure 5. 

 

Fig. 5. Mean assessment of online tutor's competencies/characteristics 

The participating population confirms the current literature regarding the most im-

portant characteristics and competencies that online tutors must demonstrate. First, the 

findings of Thorpe [17], who also highlighted the importance of experience in the 

field of knowledge, are confirmed. Participants rated this characteristic 4.8/5. Oral 

and written expression abilities obtained the same score (4.8/5), confirming Bens [38], 

who emphasizes the importance of communication in training processes, especially 

when training takes place through technological means. In line with Burke et al. [39], 

our participants highlighted the importance of online tutors being able to combine 

pedagogy and their theories on teaching and learning with the use of technology 

(4,7/5). The most important determinants of the use of technology include the teach-

ers’ access to technology, their degree of concern regarding the adoption of technolo-

gy and their particular pedagogical orientation. These determinants should be taken 

into account when designing training and development programs for teachers. Inter-

culturality was another competence that was highly valued by the participants in this 

research (score of 4.5/5). Online education offers the possibility of creating "interna-

tional classrooms" or "global classrooms" with students from different parts of the 

world with different cultures, characteristics and training experiences [40]. In this 

context, knowing how to efficiently manage such diverse groups was considered a 

priority by our participating teachers. In addition, the importance of knowing how to 

provide detailed and personalized feedback was considered a fundamental characteris-

tic that online tutors should develop, with a rating of 4.4/5. Feedback is fundamental 

since it helps students understand their strengths and weaknesses and gives teachers 

an opportunity to promote reflection in learning and create a continuum throughout 
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the course and thus generate even deeper and more significant knowledge [41]. For 

the feedback process to have satisfactory results, there are three influencing variables: 

the pedagogical skills of the tutor, the activity level of the students and the shared 

effort between the two [42]. The online tutors who were surveyed rated the ability of 

the tutor to assess the adequacy of the content and teaching materials very positively. 

This characteristic is directly related to the efficient combination of pedagogical 

knowledge with the use of technology. To this end, it is also important for tutors to 

understand what type of content and materials are appropriate for online teaching and 

learning, taking into account the needs of their students. For example, many online 

teachers post videos with instructions and presentations on content related to their 

subject. Such content is not accessible to students living in China. Therefore, teachers 

must be able to assess the best way for all students to have the same learning opportu-

nities. Another example is the access to and use of materials for students with special 

educational needs. Subjects may have predetermined content and materials, but the 

tutor must ensure that these contents and materials are suitable for everyone. Finally, 

reference is made to the importance of relating the contents of the subject with real 

life. This is confirmed by recent literature, since, according to the 2016 Horizon Re-

port, "deeper learning" is the most important trend in higher education [43]. Specifi-

cally, this term was defined as a pedagogy that combines critical thinking, problem 

solving, collaboration and self-directed learning. In this context, it is clear that stu-

dents must be able to connect the curriculum, knowledge and skills they acquire with 

the real world. Our participants believe that this competence provides a framework for 

transformative learning that has the potential to support the development and success 

of each student. 

3.3 Training needs 

The 250 participating teachers used a scale from 1 (lowest score) to 5 (highest 

score) to evaluate 20 competencies/characteristics that are a training priority for 

online tutors according to the corresponding bibliography. The competen-

cies/characteristics that obtained the highest score (mean) are presented in Figure 6. 

Almost all of the participants rated the need for training in communication tools as 

highly important (4.9/5). It is true that in any educational process, communication is 

essential. However, in the context of e-learning, communication becomes more im-

portant [44]. This is because the communication tools used will determine how stu-

dents exchange knowledge, resolve doubts, share experiences and create a sense of 

community [45]. There are several types of communication tools that can be integrat-

ed into e-learning programs to support learning and training activities. Some tools 

may be included in the virtual platforms that are used for the university, such as chats, 

wikis, forums or blogs. However, we can go further, using external tools such as so-

cial networks or synchronous communication software (Zoom, Collaborate, etc.). This 

need is consistent with the fundamental capacity assessed in the previous chapter of 

"experience in synchronous and asynchronous communication". Along the same lines, 

we can see that tutors want training on how to promote interaction in the virtual class-
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room and how to manage the virtual community that is created in the context of an 

online subject 

 

Fig. 6. Mean assessment of the online tutor's training needs 

. 

The primary role of the online tutor is to make the appropriate mechanisms availa-

ble to students to facilitate the learning process [46]. These mechanisms involve de-

signing activities that promote interaction among students, motivate the discussion of 

the contents and compel the search for information [47]. Additionally, the teacher 

must be able to design teaching activities that consider the learning needs of students 

and the possibility of adapting to the different learning styles and rhythms of the 

group [48]. In educational contexts that integrate technology into the teaching and 

learning processes, the teacher is expected to have a deep knowledge of the subject he 

or she teaches as well as of the basic didactic and pedagogical principles for efficient 

teaching. Teachers are asked to constantly update the application of these technolo-

gies in terms of both their use and the optimal design of learning activities that take 

advantage of these tools. 

The need to receive training on the evaluation and editing of the virtual learning 

platform has also been identified. The platform not only allows us to do our work in a 

manner aligned with the times but also makes it easier for us to use and distribute our 

time better, and it allows us to provide feedback on students’ work and evaluate pro-

jects, exams or tests without the need to physically review each assignment [49]. In 

this context, it is essential that the tutor know how to edit and manage the virtual 

platform, adapting the tools and materials according to the characteristics and needs 

of their students. This training need is in line with the competence that was identified 
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as "fundamental" in the previous section on evaluating the efficiency of content and 

teaching materials. 

Finally, an interesting need identified by the participating tutors is related to factors 

that cause anxiety and uncertainty and generally have a negative impact the perfor-

mance of online students. According to Bolliger and Halupa [50], the factors linked to 

the satisfaction of online students are experience in using technology and flexibility. 

Other authors mention tutor behavior, reliable technology and interactivity [51]. The 

perceptions of the students regarding the value of the task and self-efficacy, social 

capacity, instructional design problems, the quality of the virtual learning platform 

and the use of multimedia programs and tools are also important elements [52]. 

4 Conclusion 

The online training process is different from face-to-face training. In the e-learning 

model, the students are more autonomous and study independently, without geograph-

ical limitations and at their own pace. According to this modern pedagogical ap-

proach, the instructor becomes the guide of the student in the learning process. The 

teacher’s work is closer to what a "mentor" does, allowing information to become 

knowledge, as well as providing students with necessary tools and resources. In this 

context, tutors should be equipped with a set of appropriate skills and competencies, 

in addition to thematic knowledge. Therefore, selection of the online teaching team 

becomes a critical success factor that also contributes to the acceptance of virtual 

learning as a "quality modality". This selection process is especially important when 

the model of education in universities is modified from a traditional approach to one 

in which teaching is facilitated through the Internet. However, considering the chal-

lenges of acquiring duly qualified tutors, the teaching team should include, at mini-

mum, people willing to acquire the necessary skills described in this work. This im-

plies the establishment of adequate support mechanisms for tutors to receive training 

prior to their first virtual teaching session. Consequently, "support for online learning" 

could be defined as an appropriate method to facilitate learning through the use of a 

set of skills, such as computer skills and experience with pedagogical uses of e-

learning resources. This will enable us distinguish the three fundamental success fac-

tors related to the support of online teaching: online tutoring skills, online learning 

skills and specifically designed online learning facilities. 

Once this research is completed and the conclusions obtained are expressed, we be-

lieve, as other authors have proposed, that qualitative studies that consider the quality 

of online teachers from different points of view should be conducted. Although there 

is a great deal of literature on the profile of the online tutor, there are very few studies 

that relate it to the concept of quality in higher education. It would also be worth in-

vestigating this topic in different geographical areas in which e-learning has different 

levels of acceptance and evolution/development. In the same vein, we consider that 

professional training opportunities that are available to online tutors at universities 

that are not exclusively dedicated to online teaching could be compared to those 

available at universities that specialize in e-learning. 
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We insist that research should also be qualitative because the qualitative perspec-

tive allows us to focus on subjective issues, such as feelings, perceptions, effects, etc., 

namely, everything that we can access through an approach to the object of study 

(online tutors). 
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