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E-learning programmes are proliferating at a phenomenal rate within academia and the private sector.  As a result, the providers of these courses face challenges in terms of recognition of effective teaching practice and student support. The on-line tutor or e-moderator faces a diversity of challenges in contrast to the traditional teacher, including instructional design and organisation, facilitating discourse and directing instruction (Anderson & Garrison, 1998).  Therefore it is apparent that the e-moderator requires a different portfolio of skills and characteristics from that of the traditional tutor.  This paper examines tutor perceptions of effective e-moderation.  Previous studies have classified the role of the e-moderators within four categorisations as intellectual, social, organisational and technical (Mason, 1990, Paulsen, 1995, Berge 1995).  Existing studies investigating tutor perceptions of effective e- moderation and examples of good practice are few in number. This paper bridges this gap in the e-learning literature and providing empirical verification of tutor perceptions of the role of e-moderator.

Prior research has identified causes of student withdrawal as lack of tutor feedback and dissatisfaction with the learning experience McVay-Lynch (2002).  To develop effective e-learning programmes it is essential that both tutor and students understand the role of the e-moderator. A number of previous studies have recognised that e-moderators require different skills to traditional lecturers and it is the responsibility of the on-line tutor to ensure effective learning takes place.  Recent empirical research has attempted to identify tutor concerns regarding e-moderation and classify them (Kiernan, Thomas & Woodroffe, 2002). 

The study is based on the on-line BA Enterprise programme, part of the Objective 1 funded E-College Wales (ECW) initiative designed by the University of Glamorgan, which aims to help improve the entrepreneurial capacity of Wales.  The course is supported by “Blackboard” software and utilises a number of synchronous and asynchronous communication mechanisms including discussion boards, e-mail and virtual classrooms.  Course materials are linked to “Blackboard” via a virtual learning environment (VLE) supporting text based learning material and case studies utilising graphical and audio techniques. 

The methodology involved a series of focus groups with tutors groups using a semi-structured questionnaire.  The aim of this research instrument was to elicit responses identifying what factors and behaviour constituted effective e-learning and e-moderation. The questionnaires asked the responders to identify examples of effective and ineffective practice, characteristics of the e-moderator and provide examples of best practice. Forty e-moderators from the University of Glamorgan and partner colleges took part in the focus groups sessions.  The focus groups were held within the University of Glamorgan and partner colleges.  The results of these focus groups were then contrasted to identify commonality and key issues appertaining to effective e-moderation strategies.

Analysis of the returned questionnaires revealed that tutors identified the effective organisation of learning material and communication channels and responsive feedback as key issues relating to efficient e-moderation.  Examples of good practice are provided in several small case studies. The paper identifies key characteristics of the successful e-moderator as responsive, available, flexible and technically competent. This research can be utilised by e-learning providers to identify effective and efficient e-moderator practices.
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