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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO RESEARCH STUDY 

The development of teaching and learning centers (TLCs) and their relevance to 

institutions of higher learning has led to extensive explorations in the area of faculty 

development, which has been the main charge and focus of TLCs since their inception 

(Hubball, Lamberson, & Kindler, 2012; Tassoni, 2009; Tiberius, 2002). As higher 

education institutions grapple with an array of issues and external factors that extend 

beyond the classroom experience and the traditional domain of teaching and learning, the 

role of TLCs within higher education organizations have transformed to a centerpiece for 

initiating change and advancing organizational learning (Lieberman, 2005). The 

implications for TLC leaders and the role they play in grappling with change, learning, 

and transformation has largely been unexplored, particularly within the context of 

leadership theory. One area of rapid change and transformation for all higher education 

institutions is in the area of online learning, which has become essential to the long-term 

strategy of a large population of colleges and universities in the United States (Allen & 

Seaman, 2016). Small, private colleges and universities are grappling with these changes 

and because many are still in the early stages of adopting forming online learning 

programs, they are also prime candidates for observation (Clinefelter & Magda, 2013). 

Administration of these online learning initiatives often sits within small TLC units that 

oversee faculty development and other support activities (Clinefelter & Magda, 2013; 

Legon & Garrett, 2017). Due to the rapid changes brought about by online learning, these 

locales provide a unique vantage point from which to explore the role of TLC leadership, 

not only because these institutions are in the early stages of implementing online 

learning, but also because their TLCs are small, often consisting of just one or two 
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employees (Clinefelter & Magda, 2013). The various roles of TLC leaders have been 

explored in the literature, however the experiences of TLC leaders as they spearhead new 

initiatives, particularly online learning initiatives presents a gap in the literature. 

In identifying this gap, this phenomenological research study aimed to explore the 

lived experiences of TLC leaders. The study was based on interviews with TLC leaders at 

small, private colleges, and universities who oversee online learning initiatives as part of 

their duties. This first chapter of the study presents the background for the study, provides 

the problem statement, and presents an overview of the methodology utilized for the 

study. The chapter will also highlight limitations and present definitions of key terms as 

they relate to the study. 

Background of the Study 

The development of teaching and learning centers (TLC) within the United States 

higher education system began in the 1970s as institutions wrestled with student-led 

social movements, declines in student preparation levels, and increased diversity in the 

classroom and on campuses (Clark & Saulnier, 2010; Lieberman, 2005). Increased 

enrollment and a changing student population led institutions to promote centers that 

provided support to faculty in evaluating their own efforts at improving student learning 

(Tiberius, 2002). As institutions continued to shift and evolve in reaction to 

environmental changes from decade to decade, TLCs also transformed. The development 

of TLCs and their relevance to institutions of higher learning has led to extensive 

explorations in the areas of teaching and learning, the main charge and focus of TLCs 

since their inception (Hubball et al., 2012; Tassoni, 2010; Tiberius, 2002). Higher 

education institutions needed to consider matters that were not part of their purview in 
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earlier decades including issues of retention, mastery of student learning outcomes, and a 

growing number of other external factors. As these changes occurred, TLCs increasingly 

became an organizational space that approached such challenges. 

Online learning is one area in which TLC leaders are expected to have some role 

depending on the institutional setting. According to a report by the University 

Professional and Continuing Education Association (UPCEA), National Association of 

Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), and InsideTrack (2014) at many institutions, 

the trend has been towards centralizing the support of online learning under a dedicated 

online office or unit reporting to the provost. The trend at large, public institutions was 

observed early on to situate support for online learning in a central unit (Allen & Seaman, 

2017; Paolucci & Gamescia, 2007) and that trend continues today at public institutions, 

particularly in institutions with large, established online programs (Legon & Garrett, 

2017). At smaller, private universities and colleges, centralization is also a common trend 

as the growth of online programs increases (Clinefelter & Magda, 2013; Hoey, 

McCraken, Gehrett & Snoeyink, 2014). However, programs in the early stages of online 

learning initiatives (5 online programs or less) report greater degrees of decentralization 

as institutions attempt to grapple with the structure that supports online growth 

(Clinefelter & Magda, 2013; Legon & Garrett, 2017). For those institutions in the early 

stages of online learning initiatives, Clinefelter and Magda (2013) found that 74 percent 

of surveyed institutions organized online learning initiatives without leadership from a 

central unit. Despite this decentralization, two important facets were identified as 

necessary for the success of online learning: instructional design and faculty development 

(Clinefelter & Magda, 2013). Faculty development largely encompasses the primary 
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work of TLCs and instructional design often falls within their domain as well 

(Lieberman, 2005; Sorcinelli, 2002). Both faculty development and instructional design 

require a level of expertise and leadership for TLC leaders to ensure success in online 

learning initiatives. This level of leadership also comes at a critical time for these 

institutions. Allen and Seamen (2017) stated that while public institutions continue to 

command the market in terms of online enrollment (67.8%), the largest growth from year 

to year is in the private, non-profit sector. With both the growth in enrollment and the 

structural organization, such institutions have a greater reliance on TLCs and their 

leadership more than other institutional types due to their role on the campus in faculty 

development and instructional design. 

While TLC leaders seek to effect change in higher education institutions in 

multiple areas, including online learning, their leadership role calls for a unique balance 

between administrative and faculty demands. At institutions of higher education, TLCs 

are positioned formally within the administrative division of the organization and are at 

the same time often populated with current or former academics charged with the mission 

of supporting fellow faculty in the practice of teaching and learning. TLCs strike a 

balance between advancing administrative initiatives while also being viewed as safe 

havens for faculty to explore areas of development outside of the purview of 

administrative oversight. As Lieberman (2005) stated, the role of TLCs has increasingly 

becoming one of institutional laboratory for learning as much as a faculty support 

function. Within this role, there is an increasing expectation for TLC leaders to 

demonstrate institutional leadership that defies hierarchical structures, articulating an 

influence relationship built on rapport-building rather than any supervisory authority. The 
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increasing mission of TLCs has been to cross division lines and meet institutional 

mandates emanating from traditional leadership hierarchies (Lieberman, 2005) while 

navigating the bottom-up initiatives that autonomous faculty also contribute to 

institutional change (Kezar, 2013). Examining the unique role that TLCs play lends itself 

to questions about the role TLC leaders have in implementing administrative initiatives, 

in creating new initiatives, and in making sense of their own role within the organization. 

To strike a balance between these seemingly contradictory divisions, the work and 

leadership of TLCs may find explanation in the theoretical framework of complexity 

leadership theory (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). 

Theoretical Framework 

The structure of a TLC provides a unique challenge for TLC leaders.  TLC 

leaders are situated within the hierarchical and formalized leadership of institutions and 

yet the role requires rapport-building, consultation, and academic support (Lieberman, 

2005) more closely associated with personal leadership qualities rather than positional 

authority. This level of informal leadership exists alongside formal structures and via 

relationships between various individuals within an organization. Informal leadership, 

articulated in complexity leadership theory as adaptive leadership, surrounds the non-

hierarchical forms of leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Within complexity leadership 

theory there is a recognition, consistent with Rost (1991) that “leadership is not merely 

the influential act of an individual or individuals but rather is embedded in a complex 

interplay of numerous interacting forces” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 302). 

As individuals seek solutions and implement change, their actions affect the 

behavior of others within the organization and elicit additional responses and change due 



6 

 

to the interdependent nature of the organization. Complexity leadership theory recognizes 

that within organizational structures there exists three forms of leadership at work: 1) 

formal, hierarchical, administrative leadership, 2) informal and emerging adaptive 

leadership, and 3) enabling leadership. Together these have allowed administrative and 

adaptive leadership forms to function together (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). 

Table 1 

 

The Three Leadership Functions of Complexity Leadership Theory 

Leadership Function Description 

Administrative Leadership ● Individuals and groups in formal managerial roles plan 

and coordinate activities to accomplish 

organizationally-prescribed outcomes in an efficient 

and effective manner 

● Focuses on alignment and control 

● Represented by hierarchical and bureaucratic 

functions of organization 

 

Adaptive Leadership ● Adaptive, creative, learning actions that emerge from 

the actions of multiple agents in an organization 

● Informal emergent dynamic that occurs among 

interactive agents 

● Not an act of authority 

 

Enabling Leadership ● Catalyzes optimal conditions for adaptive leadership 

● Manages entanglement between bureaucratic 

(administrative) and emergent (adaptive) forms of 

leadership 

 

Note. Adapted from Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McCelvey (2007).  

To place these functions of leadership into a visual diagram to reflect the interplay of the 

various functions, we can see in the diagram (see Figure 1) that enabling leadership 

serves as the means to “manage entanglement” (Uhl-Bien, Marion & McCelvey, 2007) 

and serve as a mediator between the bureaucratic forms of leadership found in 

administrative leadership and the informal, emergent forms of leadership found in 
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adaptive leadership. In the next section, we will explore the role of TLC leaders within 

this framework. 

 

Figure 1.  Theoretical framework diagram based on the three leadership functions of 

complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). 

The roles of TLC leaders align with the three leadership functions of complexity 

leadership theory. TLC leaders are often positioned several levels down in the hierarchy 

of academic administrative leadership, but at the same time are called upon to extend an 

informal leadership role in institutions. As part of their administrative leadership, TLC 

leaders plan and deliver activities that aim to achieve institutional outcomes as expected 

by higher education leadership (Schroeder, 2011; Singer, 2012). TLC leaders also operate 

with the aim of building rapport with faculty and assisting faculty in developing creative 

and adaptive methods within the arena of learning (Nemko & Simpson, 1991; Sorcinelli, 

2002). Sorcinelli (2002) also wrote about the tension between these roles and the need for 

TLC leaders to balance these roles, in a method that distinctly aligns with enabling 

leadership. To explore the role of TLC leaders as they lead online learning initiatives, the 

three leadership functions of complexity leadership theory were used as a conceptual 

framework. In this conceptual framework (see Figure 2), TLC leaders and their various 

roles are situated within the three functions of complexity leadership theory. TLC leaders 

have a distinct organizational role with expectations coming from their supervisors and so 
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serve in administrative leadership within a hierarchical role. On the adaptive leadership 

role, TLC leaders have a rapport relationship with faculty and serve as advocators for 

their teaching and learning experiences. Between the roles of administrative and adaptive 

functions, TLC leaders employ both approaches and utilize enabling leadership practices 

to mediate the balance between the administrative and adaptive leadership functions. 

Enabling leadership overlaps with the other functions of leadership indicating that 

enabling leadership can be utilized as a means of reducing tension and allowing TLC 

leaders to navigate between the other two leadership functions. 

 

Figure 2.  Conceptual framework based on the three leadership functions of complexity 

leadership theory (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). 

This study sought to explore the experience of TLC leaders and the alignment of 

that experience with the three functions of leadership within complexity leadership 

theory. TLC leaders are positioned between both administrative needs coming from their 

hierarchical supervisors and the ambitions of faculty that require adaptive leadership. The 

ability to balance the tensions between these two leadership functions requires enabling 

leadership. In order to effect change in online learning initiatives, it was assumed prior to 

the study that TLC leaders must employ all forms of leadership given in the conceptual 

framework and within complexity leadership theory. 
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Statement of Problem 

Higher education institutions have been expanding their offerings in the area of 

online learning. Online learning is being more broadly adopted in order to increase 

enrollment, extend institutional prominence, and also to meet a growing learner demand 

for online offerings (Allen & Seaman, 2017). The expansion of these offerings places 

pressure on administrators as well as faculty to develop online programs (Esterhuizen, 

Blignaut, & Ellis, 2013; Lin, Singer, & Ha, 2010). Higher education institutions have 

created new units or charged existing units to provide expertise and help faculty navigate 

online learning. TLCs and the leaders within these units, with their historical emphasis on 

faculty development, often are viewed as the appropriate leaders to lead online learning 

on campuses (Lieberman, 2005; Wright, 2000). TLC leaders bring faculty development 

expertise as well as technology integration experience (Blumberg, 2011), skills which are 

readily needed for online learning initiatives. Studies also revealed that the impact of 

TLC leaders often extends beyond the realm of faculty development into the area of 

organizational development, assisting individuals and departments throughout the 

institution in navigating change and implementing new initiatives (Lieberman, 2005; 

Schroeder, 2011). 

In the area of online learning, TLC leaders are often expected to provide both 

pedagogical and technology expertise, regardless of the institutional type and size (Meyer 

& Murrell, 2014). The structure of TLCs is also consistent at a variety of institutions. 

TLCs most often are situated within a hierarchical structure where TLC leaders report 

directly to either the provost or one level below the provost (Ambrose, 1995; Nemko & 

Simpson, 1991; Sorcinelli, 1988). As a result, TLC leaders have some measure of 
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authority from an administrative and organizational perspective. Despite this positioning, 

Sorcinelli (2002), emphasized that TLC leadership relies heavily on rapport-building with 

faculty and expresses itself in informal, non-hierarchical leadership. While the structure 

and presence of TLC as an academic unit is valuable, Sorcinelli (2002) emphasized that it 

has been the informal leadership that TLC leaders provide that fosters faculty buy-in. 

Faculty seek connections with a person, not an academic unit, and therefore TLC leaders 

must be both visible and available (Sorcinelli, 2002). In previous examinations of TLC 

structures, researchers emphasized the unique role that TLC leaders have in the success 

of their unit, however the role of TLC leaders on specific initiatives has not been 

explored. Moreover, the forms of leadership employed by TLC leaders or even the self-

perceived role of TLC leaders in leading institutional initiatives is a gap in the literature. 

TLC roles in leadership, coupling both hierarchical position and trust-building finds 

natural alignment through complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & 

McKelvey, 2007) and served as a framework for this study. The research study utilized 

the three leadership functions of complexity leadership theory (administrative, adaptive, 

and enabling) as the three primary areas for exploration with TLC leaders. Administrative 

leadership aligns primarily on the efforts of TLC leaders to meet administrative and 

external directives. Adaptive leadership is best emphasized within the relationship 

between TLC leaders and faculty partners. Enabling leadership concentrates on the 

tension between these administrative and faculty demands, exploring how TLC leaders 

find balance between them.  

Research has been conducted on the types of faculty development offerings 

provided by TLCs (Centra, 1976; Erickson, 1983; Frantz, Beebe, Horvath, Canales, & 
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Swee, 2005), the structures of TLCs (Ambrose, 1995; Nemko & Simpson, 1991; 

Sorcinelli, 1988), and the background of TLC leadership (Bishop & Keehn, 2015). 

Despite the acknowledgment that leaders in a TLC have a role in the leadership of 

institutional change and in particular online learning, no studies have sought to explore 

the perceptions of TLC leaders in these areas.  The lived experiences of TLC leaders and 

their perceptions of their own leadership within such initiatives is therefore a significant 

gap in the literature. While research is limited in exploring the role and perceptions of 

TLC leaders in online learning at any institution or setting, complexity leadership theory 

as a framework is well suited to explore change management within structures 

undergoing transformation. Institutions that are undergoing the greatest amount of 

transformation in the area of online learning presently are small, private institutions that 

are largely implementing online programs later than their larger, public counterparts 

(Allan & Seaman, 2016; Clinefelter & Magda, 2013). These institutions, still in the early 

inception of online learning initiatives, also follow a decentralized model of organization 

(Clinefelter & Magda, 2013), requiring advocates for online learning to work with a 

variety of departments in order to implement new online initiatives. Likewise, TLC units 

with their focus on faculty development and instructional design are largely the primary 

drivers for such initiatives at institutions where online learning is relatively new 

(Clinefelter & Magda, 2013). Due to this setting, this makes for a unique environment in 

which to explore the role of TLC leaders in complex online learning initiatives that are 

still in their early formation. This environment is appropriate for exploration with the 

complexity leadership theoretical framework utilized for this study. 
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Research Questions and Design 

This research study sought to explore the perceptions and experiences of TLC 

leaders in the area of online learning leadership within small, private higher education 

institutions. The research questions are also framed by the theoretical framework guiding 

the study, with each question centered around an area of complexity leadership theory. 

The following questions guide this study:  

1. What perceived leadership roles do TLC leaders have in administrative directives 

related to online learning initiatives? (Administrative leadership) 

2. What perceived roles do TLC leaders have in implementing online learning 

initiatives among faculty? (Adaptive leadership) 

3. What tensions, if any, exist between the TLC leader’s roles of faculty advocate 

and administrative staff as they lead and support online learning initiatives? 

(Enabling leadership) 

The first question sought to explore the role of TLC leaders in administrative 

leadership as defined by complexity leadership theory; situated within the hierarchy and 

structure of their institutional administration. The second question was designed to 

investigate the complexity leadership theory function of adaptive leadership that requires 

working with diverse faculty and building rapport and trust amongst them. Finally, the 

third question aimed to explore the adaptive leadership of complexity leadership theory, 

that accounts for the tensions between the two other areas of leadership and allows TLC 

leaders to navigate these two often conflicting roles concurrently. 
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Research Design 

The research study sought to explore the perceptions and experiences of TLC 

leaders as they relate to their influence and leadership in online learning at their 

institution. In considering my own research epistemology, the research questions, and the 

theoretical framework, a transcendental phenomenological methodology (Merriam, 2009; 

Moustakas, 1994) was selected to inform and guide the study design. Transcendental 

phenomenology is grounded in the concept that researchers set aside all preconceived 

ideas related to the study to observe phenomena through an unbiased view (Moustakas, 

1994). The true meaning of the phenomena observed can then naturally emerge with 

these biases set aside. As a TLC leader, I have observed the constraints of serving in an 

administrative position while also building faculty rapport and therefore have 

preconceived notions related to the topic that will be explored. Due to these close 

connections to the topic, transcendental phenomenology was selected as a valuable 

methodology for removing inherent biases that I have associated with the topic. In 

addition to aligning with the research topic, the methodology also corresponded to the 

framework of complexity leadership theory, with theorists acknowledging that qualitative 

studies are an avenue for further exploration and that the theory requires a “methodology 

that is capable of analyzing the interactions of multiple agents over a period of time” 

(Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 215). 

In applying a transcendental phenomenology methodology to the research 

problem, the investigation could derive knowledge and understanding about the 

“meanings and essences of experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 84). Within the context of 

TLCs, the methodology aimed to focus the research on understanding the experiences of 
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TLC leaders surrounding their role as mediators of institutional change. Due to the nature 

of the study, and my own experience as a former TLC leader, the initial phase of the 

study involved the application of epoché, in which personal biases and assumptions are 

set aside, or bracketed, in order to explore a phenomenon (Merriam, 2009; Moustakas, 

1994).  After exploring researcher bias and preconceptions through the process of epoché, 

the study utilized interviews as the primary source of data in exploring participant 

experiences. 

Significance of the Study 

Within the given research topic, there is a gap in the literature as it relates to the 

lived experiences of TLC leaders, particularly in the area of online learning. By exploring 

the experiences of individuals working in TLCs at higher education institutions, the 

emerging role of TLC leaders can be explored from these disparate voices. Dooley and 

Lichtenstein (2008) have remarked that the interactions that form leadership are subtle 

and rich, requiring a level of exploration that considers the complexity of human 

interactions. By utilizing transcendental phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994), the 

complexity of these experiences could be more fully explored. Schroeder (2011) 

completed a large (427 respondents) quantitative study in which TLC leaders positively 

identified their role in institutional initiatives and organizational change, yet the 

experience of these leaders as they take on these roles has been largely unexplored. 

However, Schroeder (2011) did not look at any particular institutional initiative and so 

the experience of TLC leaders in online learning leadership has not been researched. 

Within smaller, private colleges and universities, the role of leadership in online learning 

often is positioned within academic structures like a TLC and therefore allowed for those 
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experiencing the complexity of such leadership to share about the changing nature of 

their role. As a result, the results of the research study should have implications for other 

higher education administrators, particularly TLC leaders, as they examine leadership 

paradigms that will allow them to grapple with organizational change. 

Definition of Terms 

In the scope of this research study, there are a number of terms that require 

definition for greater clarity: 

TLC leader: A person within a teaching and learning center (TLC) unit who is primarily 

responsible for leading development initiatives (Gaff, 1975) at their institution (Green, 

1990; Sorcinelli, 2002). The term applies primarily to directors of TLC, but may also 

include associate directors or other TLC staff who serve in a primary role for 

development initiatives at their institution. Development encompasses faculty, 

instructional, or organizational development as defined by Gaff (1975) and explored in 

detail in Chapter 2. 

Epoché: From the Greek word meaning to refrain from judgment, this practice is the first 

step within transcendental phenomenology as formulated by the German philosopher 

Edmund Husserl. In practicing epoché the aim of the researcher is to open their 

consciousness to the preconceptions and biases that already exist and allowing them to 

leave freely through a reflective and meditative process (Moustakas, 1994). The end goal 

of epoché is to approach a phenomenon with a fresh view and pure state. 

Online learning: Overlapping with the broader category of distance learning, online 

learning refers to the use of web-based and Internet tools to facilitate learning (Means, 

Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009; Moore, Dickson-Deane, Galyen, 2010). An 
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emphasis within this definition is on asynchronous learning environments in which 

student and faculty interactions are distributed both in location and time (Anderson, 

2004; Johnson, 2006). 

Summary 

At small, private institutions, the growth of interest in developing online programs 

and courses has spurred academic leadership to seek out internal resources that can drive 

these efforts. TLCs with their natural alignment in areas of faculty development and 

technology adoption are often at the forefront of these initiatives. While the role of TLC 

leaders has been explored within the literature, this research study sought to explore the 

lived experiences of TLC leaders and how they view their leadership role within online 

learning initiatives. To fully understand this role, an understanding of TLCs and their 

placement within institutions is necessary. Entering into the study, it was assumed that 

the conceptual framework based on complexity leadership theory would give meaning 

and structure to the experiences of TLC leaders in their effort to lead online learning 

initiatives. In chapter 2, a review of the literature will explore TLCs, the role of TLCs 

within online learning, and an exploration of complexity leadership theory and its 

alignment with TLC leaders and their roles in online learning. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The aim of this research study was to explore the influence and leadership of TLC 

leaders at small colleges and universities in the arena of online learning. Due to this area 

of exploration, I sought to engage the literature surrounding three major sections. The 

first section of the literature review is related to understanding the historical role of TLCs 

and TLC leadership and the changing nature of that role over time, including the 

organizational position within institutions. The second section of the literature review is 

related to online learning including a brief history and literature related to leadership 

initiatives in online learning. Finally, the third major section of the literature review is an 

exploration of leadership theories as a framework for exploring the TLC as a laboratory 

for learning initiatives, particularly as they relate to online learning. 

Literature Review Procedure 

To explore the research topic, a search of academic databases was conducted, 

primarily using Google Scholar as an initial filter of publications and EBSCOhost's 

Academic Search Complete to conduct a more in-depth search based on the initial results. 

Research was initially conducted around the key phrases center for teaching and 

learning, and center for teaching excellence, popular terms in use at institutions. As 

searches continued, the phrase teaching and learning center was added as results 

revealed its greater use among the literature. In addition to the phrases, keywords were 

added to narrow the focus to topics related to history, leadership, and structure. Articles 

to be explored further were identified for promise based on their full title and a review of 

the abstract. A specific journal, Journal on Centers for Teaching and Learning, was also 
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examined for articles related to the topics of TLC history, structure, and leadership 

paradigms. 

         After determining a selection of appropriate articles, the bibliographies of those 

articles were examined to identify further useful literature. Those articles, reports, and 

books that repeatedly appeared in reference lists were noted as potential seminal works. 

Using this strategy allowed me to both identify a more significant number of articles and 

to draw out additional keywords for use in further database searches.  

Historical and Developing Role of TLCs 

The concept of TLCs and their place in the organizational structure of higher 

education institutions emerged as colleges and universities explored and employed 

faculty development models over the years. To understand the role of TLCs in modern 

institutions and their organizational placement it is valuable to seek a summary of their 

development and the needs they responded to through different eras. In looking at their 

structure and situate TLCs role as a response to the pressing issues of higher education in 

different ages, it is possible to understand the development of that role over time more 

fully. Understanding this role as a response to changing emphases in higher education 

will allow a greater exploration of the impact that the growth of online education has on 

TLCs and the leadership paradigms that are emerging to respond to these changes.  

Faculty development traces its early roots to Harvard University and the granting 

of sabbatical leave for faculty members in the early nineteenth century (Sorcinelli et al., 

2005). At that time faculty development was driven from the assumption that subject 

matter expertise ensured teaching expertise and, as a result, development was fostered 

through sabbatical leave, research grants, and funding for travel to professional meetings 
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(Wilkerson & Irby, 1998). Faculty development remained largely consistent for the 

greater part of a century until a shift in institutional mission and character served as a 

catalyst for change (Schroeder, 2011). This transformation was driven in the 1960s due to 

an emphasis on learning as the primary function of universities, rather than teaching, 

which resulted in the founding of faculty development units in higher education. The 

establishment of the first center occurred at the University of Michigan with the creation 

of the Center for Research on Learning and Teaching in 1962 (Lewis, 2010; Singer, 

2002). By the next decade, instructional consultation had become a key practice among 

many institutions (Erickson & Erickson, 1979). During this period, as institutional 

practices were transformed from a focus on teaching to learning and assessment, TLCs 

also emerged or were changed to adapt to the new paradigms in higher educational 

institutions (Schroeder, 2011). Most noticeably, the naming of faculty development 

centers began to reflect the new mission of centers and their place in the wider campus 

communities where they operated. Faculty development centers became known as centers 

of learning, instructional development centers, teaching excellence centers, or some 

variation of these titles (Schroeder, 2011). By the 1990s, TLCs on many campuses 

provided the resources for curriculum and instructional development and technology 

(Schroeder, 2011), as well as faculty orientation, mentoring programs, peer support 

groups, individual consultations, workshops, seminars, resource libraries, and newsletters 

(Singer, 2002). In looking to account for changing TLC responsibilities, Sorcinelli, 

Austin, Eddy, and Beach (2005) clarified the role as one of assisting faculty in 

responding to the growing use of technology in the classroom and instructional support 

for online programs, in addition to the past roles that TLC leaders occupied. 
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perceptions and experiences of TLC leaders to understand the application of such theory 

when viewed through online learning initiatives at small, private colleges.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

This chapter provides an overview of the methodological approach used in this 

study. The chapter includes a restatement of the research questions and the purpose of the 

study. It also outlines, the research method and design and provides a rationale for the 

chosen design, including support for the methodology and participant selection process. 

The chapter will also address the protection of participant rights, detail the procedures for 

data collection, and address credibility and dependability. 

Research Problem 

In determining the design of the research study, the research questions provide a 

critical guide for the design and directly influence all elements within that design (Hatch, 

2002; Maxwell, 2005). The research questions serve to establish the context of the study 

and also determine the approaches that might be used. In exploring the influence and 

leadership of TLC leaders as it pertains to online learning initiatives at small colleges, I 

have used complexity leadership theory as the guiding framework for the study. 

Therefore, each question addressed one of the three leadership functions of the theory, 

which included administrative, adaptive, and enabling leadership (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & 

McKelvey, 2007).  The following questions guided my research: 

1. What perceived leadership roles do TLC leaders have in administrative directives 

related to online learning initiatives? (Administrative leadership) 

2. What perceived roles do TLC leaders have in implementing online learning 

initiatives among faculty? (Adaptive leadership) 
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3. What tensions, if any, exist between the TLC roles of faculty advocate and 

administrative staff as they lead and support online learning initiatives? (Enabling 

leadership) 

The research study sought to explore the perceptions and experiences of TLC 

leaders in the area of online learning leadership within small higher education 

institutions. Given this focus on the experiences of those working within TLCs, a 

phenomenological method was selected (Merriam, 2009; Moustakas, 1994). 

Phenomenology is a qualitative approach which aims “to determine what an experience 

means for the persons who have had the experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p.13). The 

researcher’s role, then, is to derive meaning, whether general or universal, from the 

individual experiences of a phenomenon. Phenomenology aligned with this research 

study because it seeks to explore the lived experiences of participants and because the 

aim of the study is to understand the experiences of TLC leaders engaged in online 

learning leadership. In addition to aligning with the research topic, the phenomenological 

methodology also corresponded to the framework of complexity leadership theory. 

Complexity leadership theorists acknowledge qualitative studies are an avenue for further 

exploration and that the theory requires a “methodology that is capable of analyzing the 

interactions of multiple agents over a period of time” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 215). 

Research Design 

Phenomenology exists as both a philosophy and a specific research approach 

underneath the broad umbrella of qualitative research. Phenomenological studies are 

interested in the lived experiences of participants, so that in exploring such events and 

occurrences, researchers may arrive at the essence of a particular experience (Merriam, 
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2009). A focus on participant perspectives allows researchers to explore individual 

realities and modify the research design as new insights are revealed during the research 

(Maxwell, 2005). This is in contrast to utilizing surveys or other quantitative instruments 

in which the research plan is not altered from the outset. 

Phenomenological research has several forms; the guiding methodology for this 

research study is transcendental phenomenology as defined by Moustakas (1994). 

Transcendental phenomenology is defined by its aim to set aside prejudgments and biases 

and form a “picture of the dynamics that underlay the experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 

22). Transcendental phenomenology emphasizes specific steps of epoché, transcendental-

phenomenological reduction, and imaginative variation. Epoché is the practice of setting 

aside researcher biases and preconceptions that already exist related to the phenomenon, 

so that the researcher may approach the phenomenon with a pure view (Moustakas, 

1994). In using epoché, researchers seek to allow such observations to appear as though 

experienced for the first time, although the researcher may already have connections and 

associations with the experience firsthand (Moustakas, 1994). Transcendental-

phenomenological reduction follows epoché and is the process in which the researcher 

isolates and considers each experience individually, providing a complete description of 

its “essential constituents, variations of perceptions, thoughts, feelings, sounds, colors, 

and shapes” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 34). Finally, imaginative variation brings order and 

structure to the many essences of experience cultivated in the transcendental-

phenomenological reduction process. This process allows the researcher to derive “a 

structural description of the essences of the experience is derived, presenting a picture of 

the conditions that precipitate an experience and connect with it” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 
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35). Because I previously worked as a TLC leader at a small, private institution, I have 

close connections to this topic. As such, transcendental phenomenology was particularly 

useful due to its acknowledgment and handling of researcher bias. 

In applying a transcendental phenomenological methodology to the research 

problem, my aim was to explore the “meanings and essences of experience” (Moustakas, 

1994, p. 84). Within the context of TLCs, the methodology aimed to focus the research 

on understanding the experiences of TLC leaders in relation to their role as a mediator of 

institutional change. While other studies have used quantitative survey methods to 

discover more about the role of TLC leaders (Bishop & Keehn, 2015), there is a gap in 

giving voice to the experiences of TLC leaders, particularly in the area of online learning. 

Van Manen (1990) states that the main goal of phenomenological research is to explore 

the nature of a given experience. Because this study aims to understand the nature of TLC 

leaders’ perceptions towards their leadership role—not organizational structures or the 

perceptions of those who work with TLCs—a phenomenological approach is therefore 

the most suitable method to address my research questions. 

Research Context 

The aim of the research study was to explore the influence and leadership of TLC 

leaders as they administer online learning initiatives within an institution. In researching 

the organizational models of online learning at private colleges, Clinefelter and Magda 

(2013) found the dominant model at small institutions was decentralized with duties 

spread across departments rather than in a single online department. Within this context, 

TLCs often serve as both instructional designers and traditional faculty developers. In 

light of this model of governance and the role that TLC leaders can potentially have in 
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online learning leadership, the research study sought to explore the perceptions of TLC 

leaders within small independent colleges and universities in the Southeastern region. 

TLC leaders were targeted at institutions that are identified as small, non-profit, 4-year 

colleges and universities within the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher 

Education. TLC leaders were also identified based on their unit’s organizational structure 

in which leaders have a traditional role in faculty development and oversee online 

learning within a single department. 

Participants  

The participants in this study are TLC leaders at small independent universities 

and colleges, located in the Southeastern United States. Small, independent universities 

and colleges were identified as the target locations based on the research of Clinefelter 

and Magda (2013). They found these types of colleges and universities are most often 

organized with oversight of online learning tied closely to faculty development. The 

geographic region was selected based on its affordances in providing a convenience 

sample (Hatch, 2002). Close institutional ties between the researcher and the primary 

independent college associations within the region lent themselves well for attracting 

participants. Participants at these institutions who are involved in online learning were 

purposefully selected due to their employment as directors within a TLC and their 

involvement within online learning at their institution (Maxwell, 2013; Seidman, 2005). 

To find TLC leaders who were involved in both traditional TLC roles as well as online 

learning, the directory information of independent college and university organizations 

was utilized in order to ensure all universities were considered. The independent councils 

for Tennessee, Georgia, South Carolina, and North Carolina were used to form the 



51 

 

participant group. A list of colleges and universities was created and institutions were 

removed if they did not meet the classification of small 4-year colleges and universities 

within the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education. This list totaled 53 

institutions in which the classification criteria was met. Publicly available websites of 

these 53 institutions were accessed to determine if they had active online programs and 

courses offered and if TLC leaders were involved in their administration. Websites were 

initially evaluated for evidence of online programs and courses with 28 institutions not 

displaying evidence of any online learning initiatives. Publicly available institutional 

websites also served as the main source of purposefully determining participants with 

departmental websites and directory information serving as the basis for identifying TLC 

leaders who also have leadership in online learning. Institution websites were explored to 

determine whether the institution had a designated TLC with specified members. For 

those institutions with a TLC present, it was then determined if the TLC had a specific 

role related to online learning. This determination was made primarily through the 

examination of TLC mission statements, lists of services, and types of resources provided 

on their websites. For example, several institutions with an organized TLC relied on their 

information technology (IT) units for technology and online initiatives. The role of the 

TLC largely focused on a range of traditional topics such as writing across the 

curriculum, scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL), and other faculty development 

initiatives. After reviewing the websites of the 25 remaining institutions, three institutions 

had online learning situated within their information technology (IT) unit and four had 

dedicated online learning units. Three units appeared to meet the criteria, however the 

TLC leader position was vacant. The remaining 15 institutions served as the purposeful 



52 

 

sample, meeting the Carnegie classifications, having distinct online programs and 

courses, and having oversight of these efforts situated within the TLC. 

In order to recruit participants, an initial email (see Appendix A) was sent to 

potential participants. The initial email also encouraged individuals to identify others at 

their institution aside from the TLC director who would be identified as TLC leaders in 

online learning initiatives. An initial sample size of six to eight participants was sought 

based on the recommendations of Morse (1994) and Kuzel (1992), who suggest that six 

to eight participants for phenomenological studies would yield a homogenous sample 

(Guest et al., 2006). The initial email communication was sent to 21 TLC leaders, 

classified as directors and associate directors at the 15 institutions, anticipating that not 

all TLC leaders would respond or participate in the study. Of the 21 TLC leaders 

emailed, 12 individuals responded to either the initial email or a follow-up email. The 

remaining nine TLC leaders contacted did not respond to email communications. Out of 

the 12 responding individuals, five confirmed their willingness to participate in the 

research study. In one case, the identified TLC leader also recommended speaking to one 

of their senior instructional designers due to their involvement in online leadership within 

the unit. After confirming their role as a leader in online learning, I contacted the senior 

instructional designer and they agreed to participate in the research study. One of the 

seven individuals who declined to participate in the study suggested a TLC leader who 

was not contacted in the initial email. While the institution was included on the initial list 

of reviews, indications of their role in online programs on the website was determined by 

the researcher as not within the purposeful sample. After communicating with the 

individual regarding their role and confirming this individual’s role within online 
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learning initiatives and receiving their agreement, I also included them in the study 

participants.  

A total of seven participants participated in this study. Six of these participants 

served as the primary TLC leader on the campus. An additional individual who was 

significantly involved in online learning initiatives was added from one institution at the 

recommendation of the identified TLC leader. Table 2 provides demographic information 

collected from all participants in the study. 

Table 2 

Participant Demographics & Background 

Name Age Gender Years at 

institution 

Years in 

role 

Career path 

Misha 25-34 Female 1 1 IT background 

Leslie 35-44 Female 7 2 Faculty 

Alex 45-54 Female 6 1 Faculty 

Colleen 45-54 Female 4 15 Faculty 

Trisha 35-44 Female 1 4 Faculty 

Peggy 35-44 Female 2 1 K-12 background 

Jesse 25-34 Male 13 3 IT background 

 

Because the points of data collection and analysis are intermingled in 

phenomenological research (Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990), additional participants 

from beyond the initial associations could be added as needed during the data collection 
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phase if they were needed to ensure saturation. Based on the analysis of the data, it was 

determined that no additional participants were needed.  

Instruments 

The instruments used in this study reflected the transcendental phenomenological 

methodology with the data collection method being interviews (Merriam, 2009). Semi-

structured interviews were utilized to collect data with open-ended questions that could 

be readily adapted to allow for new knowledge derived from the essence of participant 

experiences to be incorporated into the interviews (Moustakas, 1994). Initial questions 

(see Appendices B, C, and D) were developed with the aim of, as Moustakas (1994) 

describes, “approaching the phenomenon from divergent perspectives, different positions, 

roles, or functions” (p. 97). Questions also aligned with complexity leadership theory 

with specific questions written to address the three functions of leadership in each 

interview protocol (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). In addition, field notes were taken during the 

interviews noting both researcher observations and the direct responses to interview 

questions. 

Procedure 

This section provides an overview of the procedure for data collection and 

analysis and then provides details on both facets of the research study. The procedure for 

the research followed the guiding principles of transcendental phenomenology using a 

process of epoché during the data collection process, followed by reduction, imaginative 

variation, and synthesis (see Figure 3) using transcendental methodology and the 

modified Van Kaam method (Moustakas, 1994). The process, with analysis taking place 

during the data collection period, allowed for iterative reflection to take place in both the 
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interview questions and data collection procedures, but also in the analysis of the data 

itself as more voices were incorporated into the research study.  

  

Figure 3. Flowchart of the data collection and analysis process. 

While each step will be detailed below, the process allowed for the researcher to 

set aside their biases during the data collection period (epoché) and then analyze data as it 

emerged through the interviews. This was accomplished by evaluating transcripts shortly 

after conducting interviews and using an inductive process in coding the data (Merriam, 

2009). Evaluation at this period allowed for the researcher to also approach the 

phenomenon shortly after identifying internal biases and also to follow-up with 

participants in subsequent interviews for greater understanding and clarification. This 

process of reduction produced 45 individual codes which were then analyzed and 

evaluated collectively using a process of imaginative variation, which identified elements 

unique to all participants. Lastly, a synthesis of these common experiences coded in the 
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data created nine distinct themes. While the themes were derived in an inductive manner, 

the nature of the questions allowed for the themes to center around addressing the 

research questions and ultimately the leadership functions of complexity leadership 

theory.  

In this process, prior to data collection with the researcher engaged in the practice 

of epoché, the setting aside of one’s “prejudgments, biases, and preconceived ideas about 

things” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 85). This process involved the researcher conducting 

individual journaling sessions prior to the data collection procedures. In these brief 

sessions prior to each interview, the researcher spent from ten to fifteen minutes writing 

down notes and acknowledging those areas where personal biases and assumptions exist 

and reflexively examining those preconceptions with the aim of entering into the 

interviews with a fresh look at the phenomenon being explored (Chan, Fung, & Chien, 

2013; Moustakas, 1994). The journals were hand-written and reflected a stream of 

consciousness form of writing (see Figure 4). Occurring prior to each interview, the 

researcher typically wrote a page of notes for each interview session and developed a 

total of 19 pages of notes.  
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Figure 4. Notes from the researcher journal. 

Trotman (2006) emphasizes that the process of epoché is a “spiral in practice and requires 

the practitioner to exercise precision in reflectivity, attention, recognition and clarity of 

description” (p. 249). The aim of the researcher was to make the reflective process a 

regular occurrence prior to data collection in order to approach the phenomenon with as 

little bias as possible and with all bias acknowledged prior to beginning participant 

interviews. 

The data collection procedure included an introductory briefing of the research 

and how data collected would be utilized. Participants were emailed a consent form prior 
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to the initial interview to acknowledge their understanding and give consent to the data 

collection method through semi-structured interviews (see Appendix E). The data 

collection included three iterative in-depth interview sessions, in which each participant 

used the approach developed by Seidman (2005) to explore 1) past experiences, 2) a 

narrative present, and 3) a reflection on the meaning of these experiences. With the 

method employed, the goal was to have participants reconstruct their experience of the 

phenomenon as part of the interview process, with each interview building on the 

previous (Seidman, 2005). Following a semi-structured interview design, initial questions 

were utilized for each of the three sessions (see Appendices B, C, and D), however 

additional questions developed during the course of the interviews through concurrent 

analysis of the data. The initial questions were structured around the three main research 

questions, which in turn reflected the complexity leadership theoretical framework that 

guides the study. Because the interview sessions followed the approach outlined by 

Seidman (2005), the research questions were interwoven in each interview rather than 

approaching each leadership function of complexity leadership theory in a singular 

interview.  

The interviews lasted for approximately thirty to forty-five minutes and were 

conducted using Zoom web-conferencing software. The interview audio was recorded 

and in cases where participants used the video function of Zoom, video was also 

recorded. Prior to the start of the recording, participants were read the consent form and 

verbally agreed to continue with the interview, based on the conditions provided. 

Recording of the interview ensured that during the interviews, the researcher would be 

able to utilize field notes drawn from visual observations to supplement the primary data.  
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To ensure triangulation and validity of the research, in addition to the recordings, 

participants were asked follow-up questions during the interview as a form of member 

check, they were provided with transcripts of the interviews after completion and were 

given the opportunity to review the transcripts, clarify elements, and make additional 

adjustments (Cho & Trent, 2006; Guba & Lincoln, 1989). The use of three interview 

sessions with each participant not only ensured that the data provided was rich, but they 

also allowed for emerging themes to be explored in subsequent interviews (Maxwell, 

2005; Seidman, 2006). 

Analytical Procedures  

Analysis was conducted utilizing the modified Van Kaam method of analysis as 

described by Moustakas (1994). Within the modified Van Kaam method, data were 

analyzed in close proximity to the time that data was collected, with each description of 

the phenomenon being experienced listed and grouped together, a process that is termed 

horizontalization (Moustakas, 1994). After listing every element from the transcripts that 

was relevant to the experience of the TLC leader, emergent codes were applied to the 

clustered data. This was accomplished by taking the transcripts from each interview and 

applying a broad set of codes to each individual description of the phenomenon. In 

addition to the application of codes, the process also allowed for the development of 

elements to explore in the follow-up interviews. Using an initial Google Sheet, the 

transcript was placed into a single column with inductive codes applied in the subsequent 

columns and any notes or follow-up questions placed afterwards (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Portion of coding sheet including transcript, inductive codes, and researcher 

developed questions. 

The researcher allowed for the codes to emerge inductively rather than having set 

codes in place; however, the researcher did seek to cluster participant responses within 

the construct of complexity leadership theory in addition to the emerging codes. The 

analysis allowed for recognition of the three functions of leadership within complexity 

leadership theory, with administrative, adaptive, and enabling leadership as the potential 

descriptive themes for structuring and examining the experiences of TLC leaders (Uhl-

Bien et al., 2007).  

After completing initial analysis of the participant interviews shortly after the 

actual interviews, the researcher also synthesized all codes, eliminating overlapping 

elements and drawing out the unique elements of the phenomenon into distinct themes 

(Moustakas, 1994). From the emergent codes, the researcher then utilized textual 

description to link the statements thematically and to provide a full description of the 

phenomenon for each individual (Moustakas, 1994). These descriptions were then 

examined from different perspectives (imaginative variation) to reach the essence of the 

experiences in a textual-structural description for each participant that was combined into 

a singular description of the experience for all participants (Moustakas, 1994). Once all 

items had been reviewed completely, the researcher evaluated the codes developed 
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through the data collection and analysis process during the initial evaluation of the data. 

In this process, common codes were combined, and a single set of codes, totaling forty-

five in all, were derived. The data and codes were entered into the Coding Analysis 

Toolkit, an open-source qualitative data analysis program, developed by the University of 

Pittsburgh. Entering the individual descriptors and codes into this software, allowed the 

researcher to examine the interviews in light of the generated codes and again ascertain 

further alignment and evaluate codes for overlap. After the completion of this process, a 

final thirty-six codes emerged (see Appendix G), reduced from the original forty-five. Of 

these thirty-six codes, several were not consistent across participants, so were set aside as 

cursory to the phenomenon being explored due to their low presence throughout the 

interviews in accordance with the Van Kaam method (Moustakas, 1994). Codes which 

were consistent throughout the majority of the participants’ interviews were grouped into 

themes and used for reporting of the findings, found in Chapter 4 of this research study. 

Relation to Research Constructs 

By conducting interviews and practicing horizontalization and imaginative 

variation, the research design emulated a typical transcendental phenomenology study 

(Moustakas, 1994). By using interviews, researchers can explore past events that cannot 

be replicated and can conduct explorations that allow respondents to define their world 

and experiences (Merriam, 2009). The interviews with individual leaders working in 

TLCs at small independent colleges and universities allowed the emerging role of TLC 

leadership to be explored from these disparate voices. Dooley and Lichtenstein (2008) 

remark that the interactions which form leadership are subtle and rich, requiring a level of 

exploration that factors in the complexity of human interactions. The use of interviews to 
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explore leadership roles allowed such subtleties to be explored, and by using semi-

structured interviews, the researcher was able to explore these interactions as they 

emerged in the interview sessions. While the codes were developed inductively, as the 

questions centered around each leadership function of complexity leadership theory, it 

provided a guiding construct for structuring and interpreting these results within the area 

of leadership. Researcher field notes served to provide additional insights observed in the 

interview sessions. 

Summary 

This chapter provided an overview of the proposed research questions and 

purpose of the study based on the framework and gaps in the literature identified in 

chapter two. The research study sought to explore the lived experiences of TLC leaders at 

small, private colleges and universities. These sites have been identified as areas of 

significant change in the area of online learning (Clinefelter & Magda, 2013), and as a 

result, they were suitable locations for exploring the influence of TLC leaders in a time of 

transformation.  

In addition to providing a description of the participants and criteria for their 

selection, the chapter also outlined the research design, following semi-structured 

interviews based on the process outlined by Seidman (2005) for use in transcendental 

phenomenological research studies. Along with interviews, field notes were taken and 

served as an additional source of data when exploring codes as part of the data analysis. 

Data was analyzed using the modified Van Kaam method of analysis as described by 

Moustakas (1994). Transcripts of the interviews and field notes were reviewed, 

eliminating overlapping statements and focusing on unique elements of the phenomenon. 
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Statements were then linked by thematic connections to provide a fuller description of the 

phenomenon. The complexity leadership theoretical framework served as an initial 

guiding structure for the thematic elements.  

The aim of this research was to explore the lived experiences of TLC leaders and 

their perception of their leadership role in online learning initiatives. The results of this 

research, shared in the following chapter, will ideally contribute to a greater 

understanding of TLC leaders and their influence within their institutions and the 

education community at large. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

This chapter presents the findings of this transcendental phenomenological 

research study on the lived experiences of TLC leaders at small, private higher education 

institutions as they undertake online learning initiatives. The findings from this study 

seek to answer the three research questions, which are framed within the context of 

complexity leadership theory: 

1. What perceived leadership roles do TLC leaders have in administrative directives 

related to online learning initiatives? (Administrative leadership) 

2. What perceived roles do TLC leaders have in implementing online learning 

initiatives among faculty? (Adaptive leadership) 

3. What tensions, if any, exist between the TLC leader’s roles of faculty advocate 

and administrative staff as they lead and support online learning initiatives? 

(Enabling leadership) 

The results represent a thematic analysis of interviews with seven TLC leaders 

who identified their role in online learning leadership at their institution. Each TLC 

leader participated in three interviews to discuss their experiences as a TLC leader 

involved in the online learning initiatives on their campus. The interview data were 

analyzed throughout the collection phase and field notes and researcher journals were 

used to support the development of themes from the participant interviews. In an attempt 

to truly reflect the lived experiences and voices of the participants, textual quotes directly 

from TLC leaders are utilized extensively to ensure that participant voices are complete 

and provide their original intent (Moustakas, 1994). Associations with complexity 

leadership theory, the theoretical framework guiding the study and research questions, 
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exist, but primarily in the leadership functions of adaptive and enabling leadership.  TLC 

leaders largely see themselves as bridges between the faculty and administrative on their 

campuses and as a result there was limited alignment with the administrative leadership 

function. This chapter provides an analysis of the themes that emerged from the 

interviews and a synthesis and discussion of the findings. 

This chapter begins with a description of the TLC leaders who participated in the 

research study. After giving a background of participants, the findings are described by 

examining each research question in turn, with sub-themes grouped as sections within 

each corresponding question area. In total, there were seven major themes with two of the 

major themes having three distinct sub-themes each. These themes were found 

consistently in participant interviews and are grouped based on their relation to the 

research questions, which, in turn reflects the three leadership functions of complexity 

leadership theory:  1) administrative leadership, 2) adaptive leadership, and 3) enabling 

leadership. The themes are displayed (see Figure 6) to reference the nature of complexity 

leadership theory with two functions of leadership, administrative and adaptive, and a 

third function that enables balance between the other two functions. 
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Figure 6. Themes and sub-themes from the research study based on the three leadership 

functions of Complexity Leadership Theory. 

The first question, covering the administrative function of complexity leadership 

theory is represented as the TLC leaders’ administrative role in online learning initiatives. 

The experiences of TLC leaders implementing online learning initiatives among faculty 

forms the second question and the next section of this chapter. In that section, the 

adaptive role of TLC leaders built on rapport and trust with faculty is detailed. Lastly, the 

enabling role of TLC leaders explores the tensions between the administrative and 

adaptive roles as TLC leaders and how participants seek to navigate their roles of faculty 

advocate and administrative staff. 

Description of Participants 

Participants in this research study were TLC leaders who had a significant role in 

the online learning initiatives at their institution. All participants were involved in the 

TLC at their institutions, with six of the seven participants serving as the primary lead of 

the TLC. In all but one institution, that role carried a title of director. One individual was 

recommended because of their leadership role in online learning initiatives at their 

institution and the close alignment of their role with the research study. In order for 

participants to share their lived experiences without concern for their own confidentiality 
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or that of their associated institutions, pseudonyms were used for participants and 

institutions were not mentioned by name (Kaiser, 2009). 

Alex 

Alex recently joined their role as the director of their institution’s TLC, 

previously serving in a different unit on the campus. Alex also served previously in a 

faculty role at their current institution. The interviews with Alex took place during their 

first academic term in their role. 

Colleen 

Colleen had a background as a faculty member and served as the director of their 

institution’s TLC. Their position was a grant-funded position that was ending its funding 

cycle during the research interviews. Colleen had been at the institution for the length of 

the grant and prior to their involvement, the institution did not have a TLC unit. 

Jesse 

Jesse reported to the director of a TLC who also participated in the research study, 

Peggy. In their role as an instructional designer, Jesse was involved in the institution’s 

online learning initiatives and regularly working with faculty in this area. Their work 

background was in information technology and prior to their instructional design 

position, they had worked in the institution’s information technology office. 

Leslie 

Leslie served as both the director of the institutional TLC while also retaining 

faculty status and a regular teaching load. During the interviews, Leslie also had recently 

stepped into a role as head of the information technology unit, while retaining the job 
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roles of the TLC director. The TLC at their institution was a faculty appointment that was 

guided by a faculty development committee. 

Misha 

Misha was a newly appointed leader in online learning and technology initiatives 

in their office, which did not exist prior to their appointment and was still an office of 

one. They had worked in corporate information technology positions prior to starting the 

position as a TLC leader at their institution. They were crafting policy and processes that 

did not exist as a result of the newly created position. 

Peggy 

Peggy served as their institution’s director of the TLC unit. Prior to their current 

position, they were in a K-12 position, working in a school district office. In addition to 

providing their insights in the research study, Peggy also supervised another participant, 

Jesse. 

Trisha 

Trisha served as the director of their institution’s TLC and had recently started 

this position, moving from a different institution. They had served in TLC units at three 

distinct institutions. Prior to their administrative work in a TLC, they had served in a 

faculty role and continued to be actively involved in the classroom. 

Participant Composition 

The majority of participants served at the director level of their unit with only one 

TLC leader who was not at the director level. In the case of the one individual, Jesse, 

their director suggested their inclusion because of the role they played in online learning 

initiatives at their institution. The participants also represent several career pathways, 



69 

 

with some participants coming from faculty positions, while others began in their 

institution’s information technology unit or an outside organization. The next sections 

explore the voices of those TLC leaders participating in the study in the areas of their 

administrative, adaptive, and enabling roles. 

Administrative Role in Online Learning Initiatives 

 Participants in the research study identified their work as being deeply involved in 

the initiatives related to online learning and instructional technology. A clear 

administrative role in online learning initiatives was a criterion for participants and yet 

participants, when asked about the catalyst for online learning initiatives, gave mixed 

answers on who owns those initiatives administratively. All participants identified 

administrative leadership of online learning initiatives as coming from outside their unit. 

In some cases, administrative leadership came directly from the president (42%), from 

the provost or an academic council (28%), or was driven by a mix of these elements and 

including other units such as marketing (28%). Despite, not identifying themselves as the 

sole driver of online learning initiatives, participants did express ownership over the 

initiatives, often serving on committees or being directly involved with the growth of 

online learning in their institutions. Rather than viewing their role as directly 

administrative, participants saw themselves as mediators of administrative expectations, 

assisting faculty to meet administrative expectations. Participants also spoke frequently 

of other mitigating factors which influence their administrative role: supervisor support, 

policies surrounding online learning, and accrediting body expectations. 
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faculty, the barriers encountered, and effective faculty engagement were areas of 

exploration in each session. In investigating how TLC leaders interacted with faculty and 

the types of interactions, participants shared themes of the informal approach employed, 

challenges, and their general approach towards faculty interactions. 

Informal approaches. TLC leaders did not identify any formal processes or 

specific framework as it related to faculty seeking assistance from their unit. Instead, 

participants identified informal communication methods as the primary way that faculty 

engaged with their office. Leslie described faculty either emailing or stopping by their 

office door to ask questions, stating: 

They would just come by a couple of, not tons of them, but there were there like a 

few regulars who would just come by or send me an email and say, “hey, you 

have a minute to talk about this?” And just come by and we would just have these 

conversations about whatever is going on. And just talk through it. 

Jesse also spoke to the informal nature of faculty interactions, sharing: 

It was always very informal. It was either going out to lunch or them just kind of 

stopping by my office for a few minutes and you know, standing around the 

standing desk and going through some stuff. So, it was never - and it was always 

just a one on one thing. Like, I never had any meetings with the faculty member 

and division chair or anybody else. It was just, just a one on one informal thing. 

Informal approaches also served as a means to engage faculty with more structured 

initiatives in a manner that would be well-received. Trisha gave an example of a 

particular initiative related to hybrid courses. The institution discovered that hybrid 

course instructors received little support in the design of the online component, but much 
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too late to make a swift change. An informal approach allowed Trisha and their unit to 

begin engaging with faculty about design, but without asking faculty to reconsider their 

entire courses that semester. Reflecting on the experience, Trisha shared: 

Realistically it's too late for us to have any significant impact on the structure, 

what happens with the design of those courses. Really, the best thing we could do 

would be to engage the faculty in a friendly way, hopefully within the first month 

so that then they would engage with us and maybe have an ongoing dialogue with 

them before they start a next class in that format. We would hopefully have a 

chance to guide them to maybe something that's an improved version of what they 

were already doing. 

Even when reaching out to faculty there was a general informal nature to the methods 

used by the TLC leaders. Alex, in trying to work with faculty who would not normally 

come to the TLC, shared about one initiative to reach those faculty members: 

I think one of [the initiatives] will be trying to get like a meeting of some sort 

with them. I think instead of just the community email that goes out, if I called 

them or stop by their office or something and personally invite them, I think they 

can tell me yes or no to my face. 

These approaches used by TLC leaders demonstrated a leadership style aligned with 

adaptive leadership overall and reflected the previous literature surrounding the nature of 

the work of TLC leaders. 

Challenges. TLC leaders acknowledged that there were a number of challenges 

associated with their work and their engagement with faculty. A challenge identified by 

participants was the mixed participation of faculty, with all institutions not having 
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expectations for faculty to work with the TLC for online learning initiatives or any other 

TLC programming. In asking about faculty perceptions of the office, Jesse shared: 

We never really saw anybody come to us with a negative attitude because it was 

either they came to us knowing that we could give them help and seeking our help 

or they just avoided us altogether. Like anybody who had negative feelings about 

[our office], just we never saw them or dealt with them at all. And I think that was 

because there, there's really, there was no accountability as far as like making 

people have to communicate or work with [our office], you know, it was like 

they're there if you want to use them as a resource. If you're not interested, then 

just continue along your merry way. 

Alex, likewise, spoke about the faculty coming to their office as those who truly wanted 

to be there or who did not seek support because they were not teaching online: 

Most of the faculty that we work with that we see are the ones who want to be 

here. A lot of those who don't show up, don't ask for help, they're not really 

teaching online anyway. They think that it can only be taught face to face. So, for 

me, working with the registrar's office to find out who all will be teaching online. 

I've got that data last week for this semester. So, I know as we look into the [next] 

semester and those schedules start coming out. So, looking for and reaching out to 

the different departments of how I can provide training or support. 

Trisha, who was beginning her role as a TLC leader at a new institution and reflecting on 

their past experience, also reflected on approaches to encourage faculty to consider online 

learning: 
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I need to start mentally preparing myself to do that. At least some faculty will not 

need to be sold as much because they will find it convenient; they'll see how it 

supports students, they'll see it as making even greater use of their discipline. 

Health professions, nursing, many other examples. Some other faculty would 

definitely need to be sold on it. and some faculty could just not be reached, no 

matter how clever we are. Some of them will just not be willing to try, most likely 

would not be willing to come to a one- or two-hour session. "Hey, this is what it's 

like, this is what an effective course might look like, and here's a sample of what 

it feels like to be a student, and what you can experience as a student in this 

modality." Some of them definitely wouldn't even come to something like that, 

even if I offered lunch, and I'm saying all this now, I have met almost none of the 

faculty, so I'm drawing on general experience and the few that I have, and what 

I've heard here of some, even if we offered lunch they would not come to that. 

Within the responses of the TLC leaders, there was a sense that the nature of working 

with faculty, particularly surrounding concepts of academic freedom, meant adapting 

approaches that might differ from other industries or environments. Participants 

acknowledged this challenge and even voiced frustration with the challenges, but also 

recognized their role in navigating the environment that faculty operate within. 

             Leslie, who came from a faculty role, shared the following about initiatives 

involving administrative goals: “it’s always sort of mind boggling to me when faculty are 

just resistant.” Likewise, Misha, who was making a transition from a corporate 

environment back into academia stated: 
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There's some things that you just want to be, like, your boss told you to do it, not 

this whole, you know, academic freedom and this kind of stuff. And processes 

and things that would just be easier to change in more of a corporate setting. 

Trisha, in describing the growing emphasis on online learning at her institution and the 

degree to which marketing was driving conversations and encouraging growth of online 

programs, shared both her own perspective and that of a faculty member: 

My answer to this is very different now than it would have been if we were 

speaking 3, 5, or 10 years ago. I can give this answer mostly because I'm not 

serving as a full-time faculty member now. I get it. Especially with a small 

institution. With a small institution that perhaps doesn't have the national 

reputation, maybe doesn't have a huge in-state population, is more costly in terms 

of tuition than competitors. You have to do something like this, especially given 

all the changes in the industry as a whole. […] Now if I were a faculty member, if 

I pause to think back to my mindset and the mindset of my faculty colleagues and 

what a typical conversation would have been like, it would have been scoffing. 

We all would have been rolling our eyes like, are you kidding me? That's not 

what we came here to do. 

Leslie also acknowledged faculty were resistant to administrative directives, and offered 

an insight on the use of their institution’s learning management system, Blackboard, 

stating: 

So as anybody in academe knows, you're not going to force faculty to do 

anything. And if you try, you're going to fail miserably or you're going to have a 

lot of pushback. So, I mean there is an administrative sort of pushed to strongly 
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encourage, let's say, faculty to at least get their grades on Blackboard for example. 

But I don't think anybody is being forced, but we're strongly encouraging it from 

the perspective of it's very important to student success. And that's not necessarily 

coming from me that's coming from other areas as well. But you would obviously, 

I obviously would be the one who would sit down with faculty members and help 

them work their gradebook out and make sure it's working right. I mean that 

would be, that would be the result that would affect me if I would have people 

reaching out to me if they don't know how to work their gradebooks and stuff like 

that. And maybe every school is different but typically here, if you're trying to 

force something on faculty, it's not going to work. They'll just, it's not gonna 

work. But it's strongly encouraged and again, work with the willing and try to 

persuade. 

In spite of challenges, participants remained adept in navigating the environment to 

accomplish their goals and work in collaboration with faculty to affect change.  Most 

participants expressed ideas for how to continually engage faculty in unique ways 

regardless of these challenges and perceived addressing faculty needs in online learning 

as within the scope of their role. 

Engagement approaches. Despite the mixed engagement and common faculty 

challenges shared amongst participants, this did not prevent TLC leaders from seeking 

ways of engaging faculty which aligned with the forms espoused in adaptive leadership. 

As mentioned previously, participants like Alex used available resources like data about 

online courses to target faculty for support. Jesse shared a strategy for engaging with 

faculty who may be approaching online learning at the insistence of their chair or dean. 
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Obviously, those who are eager to learn were easy, easy to work with. Those who 

we're not so eager to work with us. I tried to approach it in the way of just trying 

to show them the benefit of the things. Like how can this help you? How could it 

make your life easier? Because in large part I think that their mindset was, well, I 

already know what I'm doing, what I do works, the way I do it works, and so they 

were just hesitant to change. And so I always tried to approach it, I'm trying to 

give them examples of how this could really help and asking them questions 

about, you know, is there anything that you would like to do better or what are 

some of your challenges? And then kind of approaching it that way. 

Peggy also adopted the approach of showing the benefits of working with the TLC and 

how it would assist in the workload and effort of faculty: 

That's what we're going to do in [our] office and all we can do is: do it, showcase 

it and encourage anyone else who wants to do it to do it as well. So I think you 

have to start first and demonstrate what you're trying to accomplish and then once 

you're able to do that, I think that people can make an informed decision about 

whether or not this is something that they want to do or not. But it does save time 

and it saves energy. 

Alex also in considering their approach and what they intended to do in their position 

took similar approaches with both leadership and faculty in the various colleges at their 

institution: 

In a letter to the deans, I also reached out and said, you know, I want to take you 

to lunch or coffee and learn about your needs as well and how we can support 

your college specifically. And even like, once I talk to deans and stuff – Our 
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campus isn't that big, I'm going to be walking around and, you know, chatting up 

with people or you know, like, “hey, I haven't seen you in [our office]. I'd love to 

have you there” and even invite some people who've never even stepped foot in 

here to be a part and to lead some things as well. 

The method of interacting with faculty was usually adaptive to the needs of the faculty 

member as well, even if it was not the most efficient in terms of time or scope. For 

example, Leslie stated: 

I really think the one on one, which is of course that's labor intensive, but if you 

can meet with people one on one, because then they are not embarrassed in front 

of other people. They get a chance to ask all their questions. 

Alex also took an approach that was personal, informal, and consultative in nature, 

encouraging faculty to meet one-on-one, sharing this approach as one of their initiatives: 

Also setting up some one on one consultation meetings with some faculty 

members. So, I think I have like six or seven of those scheduled for this week, 

which is really exciting because then there's a takeaway for them. That’s what's 

really exciting is that they get to come in and meet with me and we can talk about 

what are their goals and how can I help support you with that. So that's really 

exciting. 

Personal and adaptive approaches were acknowledged by several participants and 

responsiveness was also a key element of these approaches. Leslie in sharing what about 

what makes for effective faculty approaches stated: 

So that, I think, is the one on one and being able to respond to faculty when they 

need it. There's this thing in teaching called just-in-time teaching, which is, you 
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know, giving students what they need when they need it. And it's really true with 

faculty, when they need it is when you really need to respond. That can be 

challenging because like our students, they often wait until the last minute. You 

know, like the week before classes is suddenly when everyone needs Blackboard 

help, when they've had kind of all summer where they could have been asking for 

help but haven't. Things like that. If I can do it, I'll help them. Because you have 

to - because you've got to help the willing. You've got to work with the people 

who are willing to learn, when they're willing to learn it and if you are mean about 

it or snarky about it, then they're not going to be willing to work again, work with 

you again. And I've read articles or blog posts or whatever about how to do 

technology training and pretty much all of them say the same thing: Start with the 

willing. Start with the core of the willing and interested and work from there. 

In describing these approaches, TLC leaders also acknowledged the type of approaches 

that they did not want to be identified with and which they believed would not resonate 

with faculty. Jesse described their approach with new initiatives in discussions with 

faculty: 

I would feel perfectly comfortable if I thought something could be successful to 

say, “Hey, I really think you should explore this. I think this could benefit your 

department.” But I would never feel comfortable saying like, you, this is what you 

need to do. You need to do this. 

These approaches with faculty reflect both an awareness of effective means for reaching 

their target audience while also grappling with their greater institutional role as leaders of 

institutional change (Schroeder, 2011). The methods in which TLC leaders employed 
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also reflected their leadership paradigms and the next section reflects perceptions of how 

to lead as reported by participants. 

Leadership with Faculty 

TLC leaders, in acknowledging the role they have in implementing online 

learning initiatives amongst faculty, also referenced their own leadership models that 

complimented the interactions they employed. These approaches aligned with the 

consensus amongst participants that their role was much more aligned with faculty and as 

a mediator of administrative initiatives, rather than as an administrative driver of 

initiatives. TLC leaders as a result used language that reflected the collegial and informal 

leadership approaches they employed. 

In identifying the type of leadership they employed, participants both identified 

the approach and some of the methods that resulted as part of their leadership paradigms. 

Peggy, tied her own leadership style to what actions they took: 

I'm not a dictator. I'm more of a participatory leader. So, I think for me it's all 

hands on deck. I'm working as hard as everybody else is. So, if someone has 

difficulty, I have to be accessible always to work with them to assist them. And if 

they have that, they know that they have someone that they can go to or they have 

a team that they can go to that is willing to help and is working as hard as they 

are. I think that they are a lot more receptive than if it's just handed down to them 

and they're given an expectation to accomplish something. 

Colleen described both her approach primarily as facilitation of ideas and emphasized the 

smaller academic setting, sharing that it was the smallest actions that carried significant 

weight on impact. When asked about the forms of leadership employed, they shared: 



87 

 

Mostly I would say collegial. You know getting friendly - you know just talking 

to [faculty]. Like I said, going to events and just talking to them. This is such a 

small campus and everyone know everybody - there's only 70-80 full-time faculty 

and maybe a bit less than that of adjuncts, so if you go to - if their honor students 

were giving a presentation or if they had invited an outside speaker or they were 

giving a presentation before the [TLC] was established, I would go. You know 

either during the day or if it was seven o'clock at night, I would just stay after and 

attend. And so, I noticed people, they smiled, you realized that they appreciated 

the fact that you took the time out - so that's how you build relationships with 

people. 

Relationship and rapport building were common themes amongst participants. Alex, who 

was starting a new role in a TLC, but at the same campus as their previous position 

shared: 

You know, one of the things about being at a smaller institution, I personally 

know every single dean at this university. Relationship building is one of my 

biggest competencies. And I think that helped me, in this leadership role, and so 

being able to, you know, if I reach out to deans or department chairs of, “hey, I 

want to meet with you, I want to find out what your needs are.” I think they're 

going to be more likely to respond and be willing to meet with me in order to - 

because I think they'll know that I'm here and I want to support them as much as 

possible. And so, what can I - so, I'm hoping — I'm crossing my fingers and get 

some meetings on my calendar the next few weeks. Yeah, I think I'm definitely, 

of course the relationship building, communication and your communication 
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style. Communicativeness, active listening is huge. Not just listening to be 

listening, but really listening to them, to let them know that I understand where 

they're coming from. I'm sitting trying to think - organizing and planning and 

problem solving and decision making with kind of, our team has had to do that. I 

have a lot of ideas and they know that about me, that I'm very passionate about it. 

Effective communication was also shared as a key component by other participants. 

Misha had been intentional in her new role to be connecting with individual faculty 

regularly and reflecting on that communication stated: 

I honestly think that the biggest tool I have in my toolbox is communication. A 

constant stream of communication. Because one meeting was a little tense, but I 

also know that almost every person in that room and I have had a great 

communication in the past six months. It has been simple things like “hey thought 

of you when I heard blah blah blah” or “here’s a tool that may be cool in your 

area”. So hopefully they always kind of see that I am always thinking about them. 

I'm always thinking about what can help them and that helps whenever we have to 

have a little bit of a stronger interaction. 

The manner of communication was also an insight shared by some participants with the 

informal communication channels that Misha alluded to above being an area of emphasis. 

Peggy commented about their own style of communication sharing that the approach was 

gentle in nature: 

I have to first listen to their perception and then I have to gently kind of gravitate 

it towards what the reality is. And it's all very gentle. Because you don't want to 

get into an argument with one of your colleagues about something like that, but 
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you do want to know where people stand and you want people to be comfortable 

talking to you - because that informal network of communication is usually, you 

know, much more - gives you more knowledge than the formal network of 

communication. So you always want to keep those doors open.  

In addition to relationship building and communication as approaches in the leadership of 

TLC leaders, a general theme of unassertive, available, and open approaches was 

common among participants. Jesse, in describing their role with faculty, commented: 

Just to be a help resource to answer any questions that they might have about 

challenges or, you know, creative solutions for teaching online, for developing 

online courses. I think just kind of helping them to find those answers and 

knowing a little bit better maybe where to look or, you know, kind of being more 

familiar with that modality or some of the different tools available. 

Colleen, in reflecting back to when the TLC initially began operating on the campus, also 

stated:  

I would just go out and introduce myself and any kind of event on campus, I 

would attend, just so they could see me and get to know me. So, all this was going 

on even before we officially opened the [TLC]. And so that helped. When 

somebody wanted technology training, I'd go to their classroom and work with 

them in the class. And we would just do a lot of one-to-one training. 

The process of developing opportunities with faculty was also described by Trisha as 

organic and developed over time “as people drop by, have questions, and learn little by 

little.” Other participant approaches with an emphasis on one-on-one and informal 

interactions also addressed this form of engagement with faculty. 
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As a result of these conversations faculty empowerment was seen as not only an aim of 

the TLC, but also as closely tied to the growth and development of new faculty-driven—

not administratively imposed—online programs. 

TLC leaders participating in the study viewed engaging with faculty as an 

essential element of their role and also utilized approaches that aligned closely with 

adaptive leadership. Their methods were informal, dynamically navigated the challenges 

of the academic environment, and showed practices of leadership that were not reliant on 

their position or status. TLC leaders perceived their role as built on relationships and 

rapport-building and sought to empower faculty as means to drive TLC initiatives 

generally and online learning initiatives in particular. In the next section, we will explore 

the intersect of this role with that of the administrative expectations that participating 

TLC leaders faced and the tensions between these two forms of leadership employed. 

Enabling Role in Online Learning Initiatives 

Complexity leadership theory, in addition to articulating administrative and 

adaptive leadership functions, recognizes that there exists a third form of leadership that 

balances the tensions between these other two leadership functions (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007). Enabling leadership allows for adaptive leadership to be engaged and optimized 

within an administrative structure and helps leaders navigate the entanglements that come 

from these differing functions of leadership. In exploring the perceptions of TLC leaders 

as they implement online learning initiatives, this research study also sought to explore 

what tensions exist, if any, between the TLC leader’s roles of faculty advocate and 

administrative staff. Participants did acknowledge that there were such tensions found 

within their role. TLC leaders participating in the study spoke of both their role in 



95 

 

representing the perspectives of both sides and the general role of the TLC as enabling 

collaboration and institutional change. 

Representing Perspectives 

In discussing the administrative role of TLC leaders previously, it was clear from 

participant responses that they did not perceive themselves as playing a prescriptive 

administrative role when it came to their institutions’ online learning initiatives. 

However, participants did perceive of themselves as mediators of administrative 

initiatives. Closely associated with this role, but outside of the function of administrative 

leadership, TLC leaders in this study emphasized the importance of representing faculty 

perspectives and their voice. Likewise, it was important to represent administrative 

perspectives to faculty in ways that encouraged faculty buy-in as discussed in the section 

on mediator of academic initiatives. The tension between these two roles was 

acknowledged, but participants also employed strategies for navigating the role. 

Alex, in describing the perception of online learning initiatives from traditional 

faculty and their online unit, shared: 

I try, you know, and I, I look at it from all perspectives and you know, I can 

understand where the quote traditional faculty may get, you know, get some 

things misconstrued and think one thing and I can see where the other college is 

coming from. And so, trying to be that voice of reason in the middle and working 

with both sides. 

Understanding the administrative aims and also the concerns of faculty was a key 

function of the participants. Trisha in describing what their role looked like 

acknowledged this important function of her role as TLC leader: 
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One of the things that I think has been becoming more and more clear to me when 

I think about my predecessor, and also at least one of my coworkers here… 

Actually, probably more than one of my coworkers here. I mentioned in one of 

our previous conversations is how easy I think it is, those of us who have the 

luxury of spending all of our time on some variation of faculty development, I 

think we just lose sight of who our customers are. We just think that oh, of course. 

Of course, like the LMS is going to be the critical thing for any course regardless 

of modality. Of course. Wait a minute. That's just going to be perceived as extra 

work by the faculty member, right? So then if we want them to do this, how do 

we message it? How do we present it in a way that's going to get more of them 

responding positively? So I think that would end up being one of my recurring 

roles here, is trying to speak from the mindset of an average faculty member. Not 

to be resistant myself, but to help us understand how we can get our message 

across to that group more effectively. 

Trisha continued that for a particular online learning initiative they had to intervene by 

speaking up on behalf of faculty. In this particular case, the steps proposed by 

administrators were, in Trisha’s mind, disconnected from what they knew would be the 

reaction faculty would have upon hearing such decisions: 

A lot of what I said was designed to help my colleagues understand the mindset of 

a faculty member who may be resistant or might be inclined to have a negative 

reaction to what was being proposed. 

TLC leaders also recognized that there was an inherent tension as faculty were inclined to 

be suspicious of administrative directives. Leslie shared: 



97 

 

Sometimes, you know, the truth is if people know it's coming from 

administration, they're just going to reject it because it's coming from 

administration. Or just be a little more suspicious or reactive. It's just, it's just the 

nature of the beast. I mean it's the same everywhere. 

Jesse also shared that there was some danger of the TLC being perceived as affiliated 

more closely with the institution’s non-teaching administrative core, and how important it 

was to clearly communicate their role as supporter for faculty: 

I felt like [faculty perception] was kind of split right down the middle. Like there 

were those that really understood that we were there to help them, that we were 

there for support. And then there were those that just felt like we were almost like 

an extension of the strong arm of the provost and it's like, you know, they're here 

to tell me what I'm doing wrong or to challenge me or to, you know, make sure 

I'm doing the right thing. 

These perspectives required participating TLC leaders to not only be aware of faculty 

perceptions, but also ensure they navigate those sources of potential tension. Misha 

shared her own experiences figuring out these dynamics: 

But my boss knew for this to get buy in, it's not something I could create by 

myself and I almost feel like a politician. Like we would go and feel people out to 

see, hey, they would be good on this committee, they’ll play nicely. And that's 

different, you know? Normally you just go into a conference room and whoever is 

there is there. You don't get to pick and choose in business.  

Misha, in describing the politician approach, commented, “I want to stay in the middle 

much as possible because either way, you know, I still have to work with them – get 
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more flies with honey or whatever that's called.” Participants were cognizant of the 

various perspectives at work between administrators and faculty members and sought to 

ensure a balanced approach with both sides. Understanding both sides required an 

awareness of the administrative goals and also of common faculty mindsets, but 

balancing these perspectives needed a special function of leadership. This form of 

leadership also impacted what the TLC as a whole looked like through the guidance of 

TLC leaders. 

TLC Role in Change 

Participating TLC leaders recognized the unique role that their unit held within 

their institution for impacting online learning initiatives and more broadly campus 

transformation. Peggy, when asked to describe this role, commented: 

Well, I feel like we always are placed in the center of everything. You know, like 

any initiative is always somehow reaches back to us and so whatever it is, we 

somehow find ourselves tied to it in some form or fashion. 

The same level of impact was what drew Alex to the role and they commented: 

One of the things that really drew me to this particular position is that it impacts 

the entire university. So being able to support and help faculty across campus and 

then also our, not only our full-time faculty, but also our adjuncts as well. And so 

being able to provide training, support, consultations, whatever they need to show 

that they're the content experts, but our office, you know, with the pedagogy and 

the support, we're their advocates. And so we want to help them in order to help 

our students. And so that was the thing that really attracted me to this particular 

role. 
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The role of enabler of others to accomplish goals oriented towards student success and 

learning resonated with many participants. Colleen also recognized this role and 

described that it was primarily their aim to get out of the way for what faculty wished to 

accomplish, while giving them tools to drive the conversations around online learning 

and technology at her institution: 

I went to a POD [Professional and Organizational Development] Network 

conference and there were some people they had a session for new [TLC] 

directors. Most of the people in the room were having problems with getting 

faculty to come except for myself and a couple other people who realized that the 

[TLC] is for the faculty. So, it's not like I come up with programs and create it and 

then say, "Here's this program and you all come". No, I let the faculty come up 

with ideas and they tell me what they want to do. Because it's generated by them, 

the faculty come, because it's theirs. That was the big advice that we gave 

everybody, that you can't just go top down, you have to go bottom up and let them 

decide what they're interested in. 

While the TLC leader role was to serve as a central figure in shepherding online learning 

initiatives and to orient faculty within those initiatives, several participants recognized 

that the expansion of online learning initiatives was something that could not be 

accomplished with TLC involvement alone. Peggy concluded that her role is just one of 

many institutional units which supports the efforts for online learning, with the TLC 

centrally situated in those conversations: 
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Everybody has the same amount of interest in this. That's why one person can't 

make the whole thing work. Two people can’t make the whole thing. Everybody's 

got to come together. 

TLC leaders identified their role with faculty and administration as central to the future of 

online learning initiatives, and also to wider institutional aims. A key component of this 

role was representing perspectives of both faculty and administrative groups and helping 

others navigate those viewpoints to accomplish goals. These functions, operating within 

administrative structures, but building on rapport and trust, aligned with enabling 

leadership as a potential framework for use. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the findings from this phenomenological research study 

exploring the lived experiences of TLC leaders. The findings present the voices of 

participants around several themes organized by the leadership functions of complexity 

leadership theory that most closely aligned with the identified themes. In exploring these 

themes, the study provided insights into the experiences and perceptions of TLC leaders 

and their units. Findings indicate that TLC leaders do not identify strongly as the 

administrative drivers of online learning initiatives, however they are active in mediating 

administrative directives. However, when exploring their role as it relates to informal 

leadership and enabling initiatives to move forward, TLC leaders saw this as a key area 

for contribution from their unit. 

 

 

 



101 

 

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

This final chapter provides a restatement of the research problem, a review of the 

methodological approaches, and a summary and discussion of the findings. Implications 

for higher education institutions and TLC leaders are discussed along with areas for 

future research. As online learning continues to be a strategic initiative for universities 

and colleges (Allen & Seaman, 2017), the role of those tasked with realizing that vision 

provides an opportunity for understanding the nature of change at higher education 

institutions (Lieberman, 2005). Studies have explored the role of TLCs at institutions as 

agents of change, often equipped with both faculty development and technology 

integration experience (Blumberg, 2011), that provides unique skills needed for 

institution-wide initiatives, including online learning (Lieberman, 2005; Wright, 2000). 

While recognizing the position of TLC as catalysts for change, the aim of this study was 

to explore the lived experiences of TLC leaders as they are in the midst of implementing 

online learning initiatives, a potential source of institutional change. The literature has 

provided details on TLCs, their programmatic offerings, and the background of their 

leaders, but has not explored the perceptions of TLC leaders in their role within strategic 

initiatives, such as online learning. 

Summary of the Study 

This study explored the perceptions and experiences of TLC leaders in the area of 

online learning leadership at small, private higher educational institutions. The study used 

a transcendental phenomenological methodology centered around the leadership 

functions described in complexity leadership theory. Research questions were designed to 
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explore one of the three leadership functions of complexity leadership theory: 

administrative, adaptive, and enabling leadership. The questions guiding the study were:  

1) What perceived leadership roles do TLC leaders have in administrative 

directives related to online learning initiatives?  

2) What perceived roles do TLC leaders have in implementing online learning 

initiatives among faculty? and  

3) What tensions, if any, exist between the TLC leader’s roles of faculty advocate 

and administrative staff as they lead and support online learning initiatives?  

TLC leaders were purposefully selected based on their employment as directors of 

a TLC and from institutional website research which clearly identified online learning as 

a facet of the TLC (Maxwell, 2013; Seidman, 2005). TLC directors were also encouraged 

to recommend others who may serve as TLC leaders at their institution but were not in a 

director position. A total of seven participants were interviewed for the study. This 

transcendental phenomenological study utilized semi-structured interviews with three 

interview sessions with each participant based on the qualitative interview design of 

Seidman (2005). Data was analyzed using the modified Van Kaam method (Moustakas, 

1994) in which the researcher evaluated transcripts of the interviews for core themes 

consistent with the phenomena being explored. Afterwards the themes consistent among 

all participants were combined to inform the findings of the study. 

The findings of this study were described in chapter four, based on the semi-

structured interviews and analysis of participant responses and the common themes that 

emerged through analysis. The three research questions, and therefore the three 

leadership functions of complexity leadership theory, were used as an organizational 
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structure for arranging the sub-themes. Within the administrative role, the emergent 

themes explored included: mediator of administrative initiatives and academic support 

structures. In exploring the adaptive leadership role, themes centered around: faculty 

interactions, leadership with faculty, and empowering faculty. Finally, in exploring the 

adaptive leadership role, themes included: representing perspectives and TLC role in 

change. Findings indicated that TLC leaders closely identify with the leadership 

functions of adaptive and enabling leadership, but do not emphasize their administrative 

leadership in guiding online learning initiatives on their campus. 

Discussion of Findings 

The aim of this discussion is to present the study’s major findings, provide 

discussion, and link the findings to existing research. The organization is centered around 

the three primary research questions and thus is structured around the three functions of 

complexity leadership theory: administrative, adaptive, and enabling leadership. An 

additional finding, unrelated to the research questions, regarding the nature of TLC leader 

positions and rapid change in TLCs at small, private institutions will also be discussed. 

Administrative Leadership of TLC leaders  

Participants in the research study discussed the active role they played in online 

learning initiatives on their campuses. In exploring the perceived administrative 

leadership role that TLC leaders possess, participants did not express strong identification 

with this role. TLC leaders identified other offices or individuals on their campuses as the 

primary administrative drivers for online learning initiatives. Participants voiced that 

administrative leadership for online learning initiatives aligned primarily with the 

president (42%), the provost or an academic council (28%), or distributed among many 
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units such as academic affairs and marketing (28%). Instead of identifying with the 

administrative leadership role in online learning initiatives, participants instead saw 

themselves as mediators with the faculty, advancing the administrative initiatives coming 

from those offices identified above. Another theme showed that participants were able to 

navigate the administrative and academic processes at their institutions and were keenly 

aware of the academic support structures they could leverage within an administrative 

leadership role. 

Mediator of administrative initiatives. In the ways that TLC leaders 

saw themselves in an administrative role, it was primarily as a mediator of administrative 

initiatives, finding approaches with faculty to increase buy-in and adoption of 

administrative initiatives. Leslie remarked that their role was behind-the-scenes and 

operated as a stealth promotion of administrative agendas. Peggy and Trisha both 

described a key role as helping both administrators and faculty understand each other’s 

perspectives. In participant descriptions, there was identification and support for online 

learning initiatives, but no participant saw their role as the main administrative driver of 

those initiatives. As a result, the conceptual framework utilized with this study 

showing TLC leaders as balanced between the administrative and adaptive leadership 

functions is insufficient in describing the perceived role of participants. A revised 

conceptual framework based on this finding will be discussed in a subsequent section of 

the chapter. 

TLC leaders lack of strong identification with administrative leadership is not 

wholly surprising, given the existing research around TLCs and their institutional 

role. Sorcinelli (2002), in providing guidance for unit roles, stated that TLCs “should 
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provide support and service to academic leaders - without being perceived as an arm of 

the administration” (p. 11).  Nemko and Simpson (1991) noted that TLCs, in order to 

function effectively, needed both strong support from administrative units and the trust 

and credibility with faculty and the institutional community at large. These researchers 

suggest that TLC leaders must establish rapport among the faculty and articulate their 

mission and goals without being viewed as an extension of the administration itself. TLC 

leaders interviewed were aware of the tension between these roles and shared that their 

role as mediator was the primary means of administrative work, even though they would 

identify others as leading online learning initiatives. Placing the study within the 

framework of complexity leadership theory, it is important to recognize that TLC leaders 

are situated within a complex system that involves numerous other agents interacting 

together (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). As a result, administrative leadership may not 

adequately describe the work of TLC leaders, but instead represent other agents in 

operation with TLC leaders in the institutional whole. Individuals such as the president, 

provost, or marketing leaders, identified by participants in this study may represent this 

function of leadership more fully and an element for further study may be the interaction 

of multiple interdependent agents operating within a single system. 

 Academic support structures. The other major theme associated with 

administrative leadership was the academic support structures that TLC leaders utilize to 

accomplish tasks. Participants expressed strong support from their direct supervisors, 

primarily the provost, and this support was identified as valuable to accomplish the 

initiatives that TLC leaders prioritized, including online learning initiatives. TLC leaders 
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were also keenly aware of the impact of accreditation and leveraged the expectations of 

the outside agency to accomplish administrative goals.  

 While not sharing a strong identity with administrative leadership of online 

learning initiatives, TLC leaders nonetheless shared about initiatives like the 

development of online standards in which TLC leaders were clearly the driver of the 

initiative. Misha, for example, was attempting to implement online standards, but realized 

that in order to garner faculty support, Misha had to present and frame the standards as 

best practices in order to create buy-in. Other participants, like Colleen, recognized that 

standards were not in place for online learning, but identified the TLC unit as the main 

area for support of online learning initiatives. Accreditation as a means for driving 

administrative initiatives was mentioned by several participants. Leslie and Alex 

described the impact on tying particular initiatives to accreditation and creating greater 

support as work done towards maintaining accreditation was prioritized by all campus 

stakeholders. 

 Lieberman (2005) recognized the institutional roles that TLCs occupied and 

emphasized the impact that TLC leaders could have on institutional change. The 

participants in this study recognized the support structures in place to promote change 

and were aware of how to leverage these elements. This approach to administrative 

initiatives also aligns with research that stated that TLC leaders are involved in 

institutional initiatives and can be change agents in administrative processes on campuses 

(Lieberman & Guskin, 2003; Schroeder, 2011). The perceptions of participants in this 

study align with previous research, with the ability to leverage academic support 

structures for online learning initiatives being a key facet. 
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Adaptive Leadership of TLC leaders  

TLC leaders described their experiences in interacting with faculty as relational 

and built on trust and rapport-building rather than based on their position at the 

institution. This approach aligned with the function of adaptive leadership as described in 

complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Participants spoke about 

the approaches they used to engage faculty and the informal approaches they employed.  

Faculty Interactions. TLC leaders made themselves widely available, provided 

opportunities for faculty to drop by their offices, and also regularly attended other events 

around campus to establish their presence. These approaches were seen as effective given 

that most participants shared that there was no institutional expectation that faculty work 

with their office. Participants described one-on-one meetings, showcasing faculty work, 

and a willingness to quickly respond and engage with those who seek help as influential 

factors in garnering trust among faculty members. Leslie described their approach as just-

in-time and with an openness to work with anyone who sought their help as the TLC unit 

had an obligation to work with the willing.  

The literature regarding TLCs and the types of offerings they provide aligns with 

those elements described by participants, including one-on-one consultations, faculty 

showcases, and other means to empower faculty (Pchenitchnaia & Cole, 2009). In 

addition to not appearing as an extension of an institution’s administration, it is important 

for TLC leaders to be highly visible and accessible (Sorcinelli, 2002). This is largely 

because of the personal connections and individual rapport building that associates TLCs 

not as much with an office, but with the individual leaders within the unit. Similarly, 

approaches that were responsive to faculty needs and provided just-in-time resources 
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have been identified by researchers as effective faculty development practices in previous 

studies (Baran, 2016; Grant, 2004). 

Leadership with faculty. In describing the forms and tools of leadership that 

TLC leaders employed, there was a consistent emphasis on collegial and participatory 

leadership, leading by example, and employing regular communication with faculty. 

Colleen described their approach to leadership using phrases such as facilitator and 

relationship builder. Alex also described the importance of relationship building as a key 

element of their leadership style and approach. Other participants remarked about their 

own leadership approaches using similar emphasis on the value of relationships and clear 

communication. 

While the literature is still limited in the leadership approaches of TLC leaders, 

there remains a common emphasis on TLC leaders as collegial partners and bridge 

builders (Sorcinelli, 2006; Zahorski, 1993). Schroeder (2010), likewise, emphasized the 

role of collaboration with a focus on relationships and partnerships to lead significant 

change. Overall, the experiences of the TLC leaders in this study align with those 

approaches often identified as part of effective practice for TLC units and leaders. 

 Empowering faculty. Participants also shared a common desire to empower 

faculty by giving them the tools needed to succeed and encouraging faculty to lead the 

initiatives associated with the TLC. There was a sense that this form of engagement 

would lead to success in online learning initiatives, but that it would be driven by the 

faculty, rather than through an administrative expectation. Leslie found it essential to get 

faculty who were already employing online learning and technology in front of their 
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peers. Peggy and Jesse were in the process of formalizing ways to greater empower 

faculty to be involved as an extension of the work of the TLC. 

 Sorcinelli (2002) emphasized the importance of TLC leaders in guiding 

administrative directives while ensuring that the outcomes are faculty crafted and led. 

Other studies also emphasized the importance of TLC units in serving as a liaison of 

initiatives with faculty, but which ultimately equip faculty to enact those aims (Singer, 

2002; Sorcinelli, 2006). The participant responses aligned with this approach, with TLC 

leaders keenly aware of the ways that they could increase faculty buy-in and 

empower faculty to both adopt online learning initiatives and become champions of those 

initiatives. Overall, both in the literature and in the experiences of participants the 

connections between the work of TLC leaders and the approaches of adaptive leadership 

appear closely aligned. 

Enabling Leadership of TLC Leaders 

The third leadership function found in complexity leadership theory is enabling 

leadership, which serves as a mediator of both the hierarchical leadership approaches of 

administrative leadership and the informal and dynamic approaches of adaptive 

leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). In this study, the third research question sought to 

explore what tensions, if any, exist between those roles of faculty advocate and 

administrative staff that are specific to TLC leaders. Participants in the study did 

acknowledge tensions within the role and articulated methods they used to navigate the 

positions and perspectives of both faculty and administrators that could differ or at times 

be adversarial. In the study, the primary approaches identified by TLC leaders that 
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aligned with enabling leadership were the ability to represent perspectives from both 

faculty and staff and the nature of the TLC unit as a catalyst for institutional change. 

Representing perspectives. Participants in the study identified other units or 

positions as the primary administrative drivers of online learning initiatives, but also took 

extensive ownership over those initiatives and their deployment at the institutional level. 

Within the administrative leadership function this was closely associated with the theme 

of mediator of administrative initiatives. TLC leaders saw their role as taking the 

administrative directives and employing them in ways that faculty would accept and 

freely adopt. Closely aligned with this concept, but representing a function more closely 

aligned with enabling leadership, was the theme of representing perspectives. TLC 

leaders were able to articulate ways in which they used their role to both understand 

administrative and faculty perspectives and to communicate those perspectives in ways 

that increased understanding and buy-in from all parties. Trisha articulated instances in 

which their intervention was important in order to help administrators understand the 

impact and potential reaction from faculty of certain decisions related to programming for 

online faculty. Jesse also was keenly aware of the potential for faculty to see the work of 

the TLC as both a unit of support for faculty and as “an extension of the strong arm of the 

provost” and communicated ways in which to navigate those perceptions. In balancing 

these perspectives, TLC leaders had to understand the perspectives, but also be adept at 

communicating with all groups in ways that would be accepted and understood, avoiding 

entanglement with the differing perspectives, a key function of enabling leadership (Uhl-

Bien et al., 2007). 



111 

 

The role of TLC leader in the existing literature has been compared to that of a 

tightrope walker. The position has required leaders to be “particularly diplomatic in their 

words and deeds, especially involving issues in which faculty and administrators are 

opposed” (Zahorski, 1993, p. 243). The nature of the TLC role has been described as 

consultive (Jacobson et al., 2009), bridge-building (Singer, 2002), and facilitative 

(Zahorski, 1993). TLC leaders are also increasingly required to balance concerns 

associated with faculty development and technology with institutional requirements 

(Jones, 2003; McCarthy & Samors, 2009). These elements explored in the literature align 

with the experiences described above and the ability to navigate tensions is a key theme 

in this research study and a strength of TLC leaders and their units.  

TLC role in change. Participants also recognized the unique role of their unit as 

a whole and the function of the unit in implementing change at their institution. TLC 

leaders recognized and chose to be a part of the unit, because of the impact that it was 

having for transformation of the institution. Peggy described how the TLC was at the 

center of many initiatives on their campus and Alex moved from a different role in order 

to engage in the work of the TLC as both an advocate for faculty and more broadly 

student success. Another key element of the TLC role on campus, articulated by Colleen, 

was for the unit to serve faculty it had to be a faculty space that was directed by the 

faculty, rather than the TLC leader. In this way, faculty were driving the programming 

and focus as much as the TLC leader. Peggy also emphasized that while the TLC played 

a central role in institutional change, it was not the sole source for that change, but rather 

an enabler of various groups and departments at the institution. 
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The descriptions of the role of TLCs for the institution aligns with the literature 

on the expanding scope of TLCs in the area of organizational development. Researchers 

have commented that the work of TLC leaders is increasingly moving “from the 

periphery of the academic experience to the core” (Lieberman & Guskin, 2003, p. 263). 

Sorcinelli (2002) also described the rising expectation for TLCs to be responsible for 

administering new initiatives because of their ability to help individuals apply new 

knowledge. Chism (1998) elaborated on a number of ways that TLC leaders can serve as 

catalysts for change within an institution, including assessing current processes, 

generating possibilities for change, and testing new initiatives. The TLC leaders 

interviewed expressed excitement at the role of their unit and the impact that it had at an 

institutional level. The approaches described for online learning initiatives also resonated 

with what Lieberman (2005) described with the TLC as institutional learning laboratory. 

This view of the TLC recognized the role of the unit and its leaders as essential to 

enabling change on campus and ensuring buy-in from diverse groups across institutional 

departments and divisions. 

Complexity Leadership Theory as an Appropriate Framework 

Based on the findings of the study, the conceptual framework guiding this study is 

inadequate in addressing the role of TLC leaders in online learning initiatives at small, 

private colleges. As described in the findings above, participants readily described their 

work in areas that aligned with adaptive and enabling leadership functions. TLC leaders 

leveraged informal and adaptive approaches to working with faculty and sought to 

empower faculty members while also balancing the administrative needs of their direct 

supervisors. TLC leaders, however, did not have a strong association with the 
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administrative leadership functions as espoused by complexity leadership theory. 

Participants identified other individuals or positions which applied more concrete 

directives for online learning and TLC leaders saw themselves as mediators of those 

directives in ways that would increase faculty acceptance and buy-in. As a result, the 

conceptual framework guiding the study has been revised below to better reflect that 

experience of TLC leaders as described by participants. In the revised framework (see 

Figure 7), TLC leaders have a small overlap into the administrative leadership area, but 

are situated largely in the space of adaptive and enabling leadership. Rather than being 

active agents in the work of administrative leadership, TLC leaders act as a filter for 

administration directives, recognizing their role as mediators. The position of the TLC 

leader is not wholly outside of the sphere of administrative leadership, however, as 

participants were also deeply aware of administrative expectations and constraints, but 

able to translate these areas for broad faculty acceptance. Enabling leadership continues 

to represent a continuously flowing interchange between administrative and adaptive 

leadership functions, but one in which TLC leaders have the ability to navigate despite 

the tensions that exist. Their role is both translator and transformative change agent in 

this enabling leadership function. 

In constructing a revised conceptual framework (See Figure 7), the aim was to 

reflect the narrative above with TLC leaders more directly located in the adaptive and 

enabling leadership circles, with a limited positioning in the administrative leadership 

circle. Rather than TLC leaders occupying an equal space in the administrative leadership 

circle, other administrative leaders (whether that be president, provost, etc.) can apply 

initiatives using TLC leaders as a mediator and filter towards more adaptive and faculty-
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facing approaches. This phenomenon, as described by participants, is represented by the 

overlap from administrative leadership towards enabling leadership. 

 

Figure 7. Revised conceptual framework based on the research study results and the three 

leadership functions of complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 

2007). 

Based on the research questions and their exploration of the three functions of 

complexity leadership theory, there is still inadequate explanation for administrative 

leadership functions when solely examining the role of TLC leaders. As TLC leaders 

identified several organizational positions as candidates for the administrative leadership 

function, this will be an area of recommendation for further research later in this chapter. 

Change in TLC units 

An unintended area of note which emerged from the research study was the 

significant change TLC leaders experienced in the course of their work. While the study 

did not seek to select participants based on factors of transformative change, a 

commonality among all participants was the presence of institutional and unit changes 

which were impacting participant positions. An acknowledgment and discussion of this 

discovery is worth discussing as it was a shared experience among all participants. Out of 

the seven participants, five had recently started a new role within the unit and were still in 

the midst of adapting to their work. Two participants were in recently reorganized or 
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newly created positions. One participant’s grant-funded position was ending the three-

year period and so the institution was evaluating how to continue the efforts of the TLC 

at the end of the grant. Many participants were still in the early stages of discovering the 

role their office would have in online learning initiatives as a result of the institutional 

changes taking place surrounding their unit. The changes within TLCs and the online 

learning environment at the small, private institutions which participants represented may 

correspond to the research of Clinefelter and Magda (2013), who identified the greatest 

area of online enrollment growth at smaller, non-profit, private institutions. There may be 

a connection between the organizational transformation occurring at these institutions and 

the growth and strategic emphasis on online learning initiatives. As this was an observed 

phenomenon not associated directly with the research study, there are no conclusions that 

can be made from these changes, but their commonality among participants is worth 

noting and may be an area for future exploration. 

Implications for Practice 

The findings in this study have several implications for practice particularly for 

small, private colleges undertaking online learning initiatives. As research has indicated 

common programming, structures, and roles among TLCs across a variety of institutional 

types (Meyer & Murrell, 2014), these implications may also be generalizable for a wider 

audience. The study confirmed the recommendation of many researchers that TLC 

leaders view their role at a broad institutional level and are adept at navigating 

administrative and faculty concerns and crafting solutions that result in increased buy-in 

(Lieberman, 2005; Schroeder, 2011). Institutional leaders should look to TLCs for their 

involvement in broad campus-wide initiatives that involve multiple stakeholders. The 
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ability of TLC leaders to understand and anticipate critical faculty feedback is a skillset 

that can be utilized effectively by institutional leaders. In the same manner, the skills of 

TLC leaders in implementation and planning of new initiatives may be a valuable asset 

for institutions. 

Specifically, for online learning initiatives, the findings indicate TLC leaders are 

well-suited to guide online learning initiatives stemming from institutional directives. 

Participating TLC leaders represented both traditional roles of a TLC arising from 

traditional faculty development initiatives, however all participants were highly capable 

in integrating technology and employment of online learning practices. As a result, in 

environments where a distinct division dedicated to online learning is not established, 

TLC leaders may be looked to as stewards of online learning in the stage of early 

adoption. The characteristics of TLC leaders in relation to faculty relations, 

communication, and innovation serve as appropriate qualities to assist in the development 

of online learning on smaller campuses. Despite not having a strong identification with 

administrative authority and leadership, TLC leaders may be the most well-equipped 

leaders on campus to assist in guiding online learning initiatives, particularly if the 

initiative is contentious among faculty, because of their dedication to representing faculty 

input and fostering engagement. Care should be taken to ensure that TLC leaders are 

supported and that their involvement is in service to equipping faculty (Sorcinelli, 2002). 

For TLC leaders, the study suggests that there are many areas, including online 

learning initiatives, where their skills in navigating institutional dynamics are highly 

needed. TLC leaders should look for avenues at the institutional level where mediators 

between various stakeholders are present and seek roles as mediators for institutional 
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change. Leaders have a broad set of skills, but many within an institution may not 

understand the role that TLC leaders can play in such initiatives. On the other hand, TLC 

leaders expressed strong support from their supervisors. Leveraging this support for 

greater involvement in broad initiatives may be a valuable approach to extending the 

work of TLCs at the institutional level. 

Future Research 

The findings of this study reveal that there is still a gap in fully understanding 

leadership of online learning initiatives at small, private colleges. Complexity leadership 

theory applied to the work of TLC leaders accounts for the experiences of TLC leaders to 

some degree, but the theory may need to be more broadly applied to fully explain the 

leadership involved in online learning initiatives. Complexity leadership theory, which is 

rooted in addressing complex adaptive systems (CAS), may more fully address online 

learning initiatives if utilized in case study form at a single institution. This would allow 

for the exploration of the experiences of multiple agents involved in online learning 

initiatives (Cilliers, 1998; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). As the focus of this study centered on 

the lived experiences of TLC leaders, an expansion of participants that includes those 

administrative leaders identified by participants in this study such as the president or 

provost may be appropriate for capturing the scope of complexity leadership theory at an 

institutional level. Conversely, a study of faculty experiences in working with TLCs may 

also provide an avenue for further understanding the impact and perceptions of TLC 

leadership in the area of online learning from co-collaborators working with TLC leaders. 

            In recommendations for expansive study surrounding the work of complexity 

leadership theory, it was recommended that further approaches into qualitative studies 
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would be valuable (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). In addition to an expansion of the scope of 

participants, an additional area for expansion of research would be to evaluate an 

institution using a longitudinal study through a specific transformative online learning 

initiative. As noted in the findings above, participants in this study acknowledged 

changes occurring within their positions, the TLC, and the institution as a whole as it 

related to online learning. An examination of these changes and the leadership paradigms 

employed during such changes would be an area for further exploration and study. Such 

studies would allow for greater understanding of the impact of major initiatives for TLC 

leaders, their units, and the institution as a whole. 

Conclusion 

            Online learning continues to have an impact on universities and colleges 

regardless of institutional type, however the impact on small, private institutions is an 

area of growing development (Allen & Seaman, 2017). In this study, the work of TLC 

leaders in advancing online learning at small, private institutions is an important element 

of consideration for administrators. TLC leaders readily navigate and lead the 

conversations between administrators and faculty and provide leadership in empowering 

faculty in the work of online learning initiatives. This chapter provided a discussion of 

the roles of TLC leaders in promoting online learning and the ways in which TLC leaders 

utilize elements of complexity leadership theory in guiding online learning initiatives. 

The chapter also provided several recommendations for educators in practice and 

suggestions for further research. 
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APPENDIX A: TLC LEADERS RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

Dear [TLC Leaders Name], 

My name is Tyler Watts, and I am a Ph.D. Candidate in the Department of Educational 

Leadership at the University of Kentucky. I am conducting research for my dissertation 

on the role of teaching and learning centers in the area of online learning. 

It is my understanding that within your current role you have job duties associated with 

the online learning initiatives at your institution. If this is accurate, I would like to request 

your assistance by participating in my study. The study consists of three interviews 

lasting approximately 30 minutes each. As a result of the research design, I anticipate a 

time commitment of two hours at most to fully participate in the research. 

 

The aim of my research is to understand the lived experiences of leaders working within 

teaching and learning centers where online learning is an area of focus. I hope that as a 

result of the research, we will better understand the role and experiences of those in 

teaching and learning centers such as yourself. I also would encourage you to identify 

others in your department who meet this criteria if you believe there are several online 

learning leaders in your unit. 

 

Please reply to this email and inform me if your duties align with my research 

expectations and if you would be willing to participate in this study. If you are able to 

participate, I will contact you directly to explain next steps. If you have any questions, 

please feel free to contact me at any time. 

 

Thank you for considering this request. 

 

Sincerely, 

Tyler Watts 

University of Kentucky 

951-684-1175 

tyler.watts@uky.edu 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW #1 PROTOCOL GUIDE 

 [TLC Leaders Name], 

Hello, this is Tyler. As I mentioned in my introductory email, I am a Ph.D. candidate in 

the Department of Educational Leadership at the University of Kentucky. Thank you for 

agreeing to speak with me – I greatly appreciate your willingness to participate in this 

study. The reason for this interview today is to understand more fully your role within the 

teaching and learning center as it relates to online learning. My hope is that your 

perspective, working at a small, private college/university will provide valuable insights 

into the experiences of leaders like yourself at comparable colleges and universities. 

 

To ensure that I fully capture your thoughts and experiences, I will be recording our 

conversation. The recording will be stored securely on a password protected computer 

and will be kept confidential. If at any point you wish to stop the recording or end the 

interview, please let me know and I will do so immediately. Do I have your permission to 

begin recording our conversation? 

 

- Start recording –  

 

Thank you. I have several questions to ask you about your role within the teaching and 

learning center at your institution as it pertains to online learning.  There may be 

additional follow-up questions in order to provide further clarity. As this interview is 

being recorded, after completion, I will transcribe the interview and provide a copy of the 

transcript for your review. At any point if you do not wish to answer a question or if you 

would like to stop the interview, please let me know. I anticipate that our interview today 

will take approximately 30 minutes. 

1. Would you please verbally confirm that you have given your permission for this 

interview to be recorded? 

Thank you. A few questions to begin: 

 

2. What has the experience been like working with faculty in the area of online 

learning? 

3. What expectations do your supervisors have for your role as it relates to online 

learning? 

4. What external constraints do you face in online learning leadership? 

5.  Has there ever been a time where the expectations of your supervisors and faculty 

expectations have not been similar aims? 

6. How would you describe your leadership in online learning at your institution? 

7. Is there anything else about your role or online learning that you would like to 

share at this time? 
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Thank you so much for participating in this initial interview. I really appreciate your 

time! I will provide a transcript of this interview for your review. If you have any further 

questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. I will be in contact as we approach the 

next interview time. Thank you again! 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW #2 PROTOCOL GUIDE 

 [TLC Leaders Name], 

 

Hello, thank you again for arranging for this second interview. In the previous interview 

the goal was to understand more fully your role within your teaching and learning center. 

Today, I would like to explore your experiences as you work within the area of online 

learning. As with the previous interview, I will be recording the conversation. To 

reiterate, the recording will be stored securely on a password protected computer and will 

be kept confidential. If at any point you wish to stop the recording or end the interview, 

please let me know and I will do so immediately. Do I have your permission to begin 

recording our conversation? 

 

- Start recording –  

 

Thank you. I have several questions to ask you about your experiences within the 

teaching and learning center at your institution as it pertains to online learning.  There 

may be additional follow-up questions in order to provide further clarity. As this 

interview is being recorded, after completion, I will transcribe the interview and provide 

a copy of the transcript for your review. At any point if you do not wish to answer a 

question or if you would like to stop the interview, please let me know. I anticipate that 

our interview today will take approximately 30 minutes. 

 

1. Would you please verbally confirm that you have given your permission for this 

interview to be recorded? 

Thank you. Today’s interview will explore your experiences in your position within the 

teaching and learning center: 

 

2. Tell me about a recent faculty interaction that dealt with online learning in some 

aspect. 

3. Tell me about a recent institutional initiative that you were involved with that 

related to online learning. 

4. How do you interact with other institutional leaders as part of online learning 

initiatives? 

5. How do you balance administrative expectations with faculty expectations within 

your role? 

6. Can you tell me about a time recently where you had a leadership role in an online 

learning initiative? 

7. Is there anything else about your experience as it relates to online learning that 

you would like to share at this time? 

Thank you so much for participating in this second interview, I truly appreciate your 

time. I will provide a transcript of this interview for your review. If you have any further 
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questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. I will be in contact as we approach the 

final interview time. Thank you again! 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW #3 PROTOCOL GUIDE 

 [TLC Leaders Name], 

 

Hello, thank you again for arranging for this final interview. In the previous interview the 

goal was to understand more fully your experiences within online learning. Today, I 

would like to reflect more on these experiences. As with the previous interview, I will be 

recording the conversation. To reiterate, the recording will be stored securely on a 

password protected computer and will be kept confidential. If at any point you wish to 

stop the recording or end the interview, please let me know and I will do so immediately. 

Do I have your permission to begin recording our conversation? 

 

- Start recording –  

 

Thank you. I have several questions to ask you about the experiences you shared in the 

last interview.  There may be additional follow-up questions in order to provide further 

clarity. As this interview is being recorded, after completion, I will transcribe the 

interview and provide a copy of the transcript for your review. At any point if you do not 

wish to answer a question or if you would like to stop the interview, please let me know. I 

anticipate that our interview today will take approximately 30 minutes. 

 

1. Would you please verbally confirm that you have given your permission for this 

interview to be recorded? 

Thank you. Today’s interview will explore your reflections on the experiences you have 

had within your current role: 

 

2. How do you understand your role as it relates to faculty interactions when 

exploring online learning together? 

3. Where do you see the direction of your supervisors as it relates to future online 

learning initiatives? 

4. How do you perceive your role as it relates to online learning initiatives? How is 

it viewed within the campus structure? 

5. Where do you see the teaching and learning center’s future position as it relates to 

online learning? 

6. What tensions or challenges do you expect will rise or be introduced in the future? 

7. Is there anything else about as it relates to your sense of your role in online 

learning that you would like to share at this time? 

 

Thank you so much for participating in this final interview, I truly appreciate your time 

today and in the past interviews. I will provide a transcript of this interview for your 

review. If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.
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APPENDIX E: CONSENT FORM 

 

Consent to Participate in a Research Study  
KEY INFORMATION FOR COMPLEXITY LEADERSHIP: THE ROLE OF TEACHING 

AND LEARNING CENTER LEADERS IN ONLINE LEARNING AT SMALL, PRIVATE 

COLLEGES You are being invited to take part in a research study about the role of 

teaching and learning center leaders in leading online learning initiatives at small, 

private colleges and universities. You are being invited to take part in this research 

study because you are employed in a teaching and learning center that has been identified as 

active in the area of online learning for your institution. If you volunteer to take part in this 

study, you will be one of about 8 people to do so. 
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE, PROCEDURES, AND DURATION OF THIS STUDY? 
This study will explore the influence and leadership of teaching and learning center (TLC) 
leaders as it relates to online learning initiatives at small, private colleges and universities. 

 
Three research questions will guide the study: 
1. What perceived leadership role do TLC leaders have in administrative directives related 

to online learning initiatives? 
2. What perceived role do TLC leaders have in implementing online learning initiatives 

amongst faculty? 
3. What tensions exist, if any, between the TLC leaders’ roles of faculty advocate and 

administrative staff as they lead and support online learning initiatives? 
 
The research will be conducted by having you take part in three interviews exploring your role 
as a TLC leader leading online learning initiatives at your institution. For the study you will be 
asked to participate a series of face-to-face, phone, or video web-conferencing interviews.  
 
By doing this study, we hope to further understand the role of TLC leaders in the continually 
expanding area of online learning development. Your participation in this research will last 
about three weeks. 

 
WHAT ARE REASONS YOU MIGHT CHOOSE TO VOLUNTEER FOR THIS STUDY?  
You may want to volunteer to participate in this study in order to contribute to the voices of TLC 

leaders and their experiences in leading online learning initiatives at institutions of your size and 

type. For a complete description of benefits, refer to the Detailed Consent. 
What are reasons you might choose NOT to volunteer for this study?  
You have been selected for this study based on your role within your institution. There is no 

reason why you should not participate in this study based on any given criteria other than your 

position. For a complete description of risks, refer to the Detailed Consent/Appendix.  
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer. You will 

not lose any services, benefits, or rights you would normally have if you choose not to volunteer.  
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS OR CONCERNS? 
The person in charge of this study is Tyler Watts of the University of Kentucky, a doctoral student 

in the Department of Educational Leadership.  If you have questions, suggestions, or concerns 

regarding this study or you want to withdraw from the study his/her contact information is: Tyler 

Watts, tyler.watts@uky.edu, (951)684-1175 
If you have any questions, suggestions or concerns about your rights as a volunteer in this 

research, contact staff in the University of Kentucky (UK) Office of Research Integrity (ORI) 

between the business hours of 8am and 5pm EST, Monday-Friday at 859-257-9428 or toll free at 

1-866-400-9428 

mailto:tyler.watts@uky.edu
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DETAILED CONSENT: 
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU WOULD NOT QUALIFY FOR THIS STUDY? 
This study is an exploration of the lived experiences of teaching and learning center (TLC) 

leaders as they lead online learning initiatives at small, private colleges and universities. You 

have been asked to participate in this study because of your role within a TLC at your institution 

and your involvement in online learning initiatives. There are no additional reasons why you 

would not qualify for this study. 
WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT LAST? 
The research procedures will be conducted at either at a physical location of your choosing or via 

recorded web conferences. You will need to participate 3 times during the study.  Each of those 

interviews will take about 30-45 minutes. The total amount of time you will be asked to volunteer 

for this study is 2 hours and 15 minutes over the next 3 weeks. 
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO? 
You will be interviewed in three separate instances over a period of three weeks, with an 

interview each week. Location and time for the interview will be at your discretion and the 

researcher will make every effort to accommodate your schedule. Each interview will last 

approximately 30 to 45 minutes. The researcher will ask interview questions related to your work 

within a TLC and your involvement in online learning initiatives. The three interviews will follow 

specific protocols, however additional questions may arise through the conversation. 
Interviews will be recorded and the recordings will be transcribed as part of the analysis process. 

Prior to the start of the interview, we will review the procedure and you will be required to provide 

written or verbal consent. At any point during the interviews if you wish to cease participation in 

the study, you may request to do so. Recordings and other data related to your interviews will be 

destroyed and your participation will not be included in the study results. 
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS? 
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you 
would experience in everyday life. 
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 
We do not know if you will get any benefit from taking part in this study. However, if you take part 

in this study, information learned may help others within similar roles at other institutions. 
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE? 
There are no costs associated with taking part in this study. 
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE? 
When we write about or share the results from the study, we will write about the combined 

information. We will keep your name and other identifying information private. We may be 

required to show information which identifies you to people who need to know we did the 

research correctly; these would be individuals from such organizations as the University of 

Kentucky. 
We will make every effort to prevent anyone who is not on the research team from knowing that 

you gave us information, or what that information is. Interview recordings, transcripts, and any 

other collected data will be stored on the principal investigator’s password protected computer. 

This information will only be viewed by the principal investigator and their faculty advisor.  
CAN YOU CHOOSE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE STUDY EARLY? 
You can choose to leave the study at any time. You will not be treated differently if you decide to 

stop taking part in the study. 
The investigators conducting the study may need to remove you from the study. You may be 

removed from the study if you are not able to follow the directions, they find that your participation 

in the study is more risk than benefit to you. 
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 
You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study. 

 
WHAT ELSE DO YOU NEED TO KNOW?  
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The principal investigator is being guided in this research by Dr. John Nash, associate professor 

in the Department of Educational Leadership Studies, University of Kentucky. There may be other 

people on the research team assisting at different times during the study. 

 

 

INFORMED CONSENT SIGNATURE PAGE 

 

 
You are a participant or are authorized to act on behalf of the participant.  This consent 

includes the following: 

● Key Information Page 
● Detailed Consent 

 
You will receive a copy of this consent form after it has been signed. 

 
 
 
 

___________________________________________                      _____________________ 
Signature of research subject          Date     
 
 
___________________________________________    
Printed name of research subject 
 
 

 
____________________________________________________________          ___________ 
Printed name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent              Date 
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APPENDIX F: IRB APPROVAL LETTER 

 
 

 
Initial Review 

 

 
Approval Ends: IRB Number: 
7/11/2019 45280 

 

 
 

TO: Tyler Watts, PhD in Educational Sciences 

Educational Leadership Studies 
PI phone #: 9516841175 

 
PI email: tyler.watts@uky.edu 

 
FROM: Chairperson/Vice Chairperson 

Non Medical Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) SUBJECT: Approval of Protocol 
DATE: 7/12/2018 

 

 
On 7/12/2018, the Non Medical Institutional Review Board approved your protocol entitled: 

 
Complexity Leadership: The Role of Teaching & Learning Center Leaders in Online Learning at Small, Private Colleges 

 
Approval is effective from 7/12/2018 until 7/11/2019 and extends to any consent/assent form, cover letter, and/or phone 

script. If applicable, the IRB approved consent/assent document(s) to be used when enrolling subjects can be found in the 

"All Attachments" menu item of your E-IRB application. [Note, subjects can only be enrolled using consent/assent forms 

which have a valid "IRB Approval" stamp unless special waiver has been obtained from the IRB.] Prior to the end of this 

period, you will be sent a Continuation Review Report Form which must be completed and submitted to the Office of 

Research Integrity so that the protocol can be reviewed and approved for the next period. 
 

In implementing the research activities, you are responsible for complying with IRB decisions, conditions and 

requirements. The research procedures should be implemented as approved in the IRB protocol. It is the principal 

investigator's responsibility to ensure any changes planned for the research are submitted for review and approval by the 

IRB prior to implementation. Protocol changes made without prior IRB approval to eliminate apparent hazards to the 

subject(s) should be reported in writing immediately to the IRB. Furthermore, discontinuing a study or completion of a 

study is considered a change in the protocol’s status and therefore the IRB should be promptly notified in writing. 
 

For information describing investigator responsibilities after obtaining IRB approval, download and read the document "PI 

Guidance to Responsibilities, Qualifications, Records and Documentation of Human Subjects Research" available in the 

online Office of Research Integrity's IRB Survival Handbook. Additional information regarding IRB review, federal 

regulations, and institutional policies may be found through ORI's web site. If you have questions, need additional 

information, or would like a paper copy of the above mentioned document, contact the Office of Research Integrity at 859-

257-9428. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section 1 Page 1 of 1 
 

 

mailto:tyler.watts@uky.edu
https://www.research.uky.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/2018-07/9-PI-Responsibility-guidance.pdf
https://www.research.uky.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/2018-07/9-PI-Responsibility-guidance.pdf
https://www.research.uky.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/2018-07/9-PI-Responsibility-guidance.pdf
https://www.research.uky.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/2018-07/9-PI-Responsibility-guidance.pdf
https://www.research.uky.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/2018-07/9-PI-Responsibility-guidance.pdf
https://www.research.uky.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/2018-07/9-PI-Responsibility-guidance.pdf
https://www.research.uky.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/2018-07/9-PI-Responsibility-guidance.pdf
https://www.research.uky.edu/office-research-integrity/irb-survival-handbook
https://www.research.uky.edu/office-research-integrity
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APPENDIX G: LIST OF CODES 

• Accessibility 

• Adaptive leadership 

• Administrative support 

• Administrators vs. Faculty 

• Background information 

• Collaboration/inter-

department 

• Communication 

• Constraints/Challenges 

/Tensions 

• Data 

• Enabling leadership 

• Environment (small/private) 

• Faculty expectations 

• Faculty interactions 

• Faculty online 

• Formalization of online 

• Formation of unit 

• Future role/structures 

• Governance 

• Leadership 

impact/approaches 

• Marketing 

• Online development 

• Online leadership 

• Pedagogy – technology 

• Planning/goals 

• Process 

• Quality 

• Role with 

administrators 

• Role with online 

learning 

• Structure (Center) 

• Structure (Online) 

• Student experience 

• Student support 

• Supervisor 

expectations 

• Teaching 

• Technology 

• Workload 
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