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This is a manifesto.

Teaching as a contract instructor in online distance-
education programs isn't a second-tier job anymore. We 
used to think of it as the bumpy back road to limited 
academic opportunities in higher education and a dead 
end for tenure prospects; now we see that it's a feeder 
lane to the intellectual interstate system.

As much as the increase in teaching by contract 
knowledge workers is conventionally  lamented as a 
bad, bad thing (the imprecation being that these are the 
lesser specimens of homo academicus), universities and 
colleges are hiring more and more of them. But the in-
dependent instructor is in truth a fine thing, attracting 
discerning students to lively courses. Students value 
teaching by engaged instructors not preoccupied with 
committee responsibilities or facing an institutional im-
perative to publish or perish on schedule. Administra-
tors save on program costs.

Runners in a bandit marathon complete the distance 
on their own or with the assistance of whatever crew 
they  can muster— there are no volunteers handing over 
cups of water at regularly spaced support stations. The 
bandit relies on their own skill and resourcefulness and 
owes their success to this. Applied to online instructors 
working on contract, the concept implies independence, 
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swift-footedness, the achievement of goals in surprising 
ways.

The Bandit Guide proposes that in the digital age ten-
ure is not necessary for an online instructor to attain all 
of the meaningful career milestones of a traditional on-
campus academic life. This is intended to be a useful 
handbook for any instructor in the humanities or social 
sciences who anticipated following a tenure-track path 
to a university  teaching career, and who finds that  the 
route isn’t turning that way.

NOTE: The text of The Bandit Guide does not contain 
source citations and so it is not scholarly  but, instead, 
gamely polemical. Please use or discard safely.
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Chapter 1: Prospering

Individuals may enter upon the certain way
—at any time and under any government—
and make themselves rich. And, when a 
considerable number of individuals do so 
under any government, they will cause the 
system to be modified so as to open the way 
for others.

—W. J. Wattles, The Science of Getting Rich (1910) 

Arc of a decade

We’re moving into late fall and it’s getting cold. Today 
is a fine one: I’m wireless, working outside, sitting on 
the deck. Friday, high noon. My favorite day of the 
week. In London, students are protesting strenuously 
against tuition increases and higher education spending 
cuts. It’s time to swing into action.

I began teaching online in 2000. At the start of the 
new millennium, this was how it worked: I received a 
CD ROM disc via snailmail and inserted it into a 
clunky  computer C drive to boot up my online course. 
Everyone in my online class accessed the course site in 
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an endless round of purgatorial disc insertion and 
retrieval. This morning, ten years on, I read 
assignments and returned grades, responded to emails, 
and followed the online news coverage of the student 
protests (now riots) in London. I did all of these very 
interactive things in swift and seamless sequence on my 
laptop. I’m physically in Canada, but I can be virtually 
anywhere, interacting with anyone. Teaching online has 
evolved.

I was initially directed to consider teaching online by 
a thesis committee member who chin-scratchingly 
suggested that I could do a lot worse than to have a nice 
little career in correspondence courses. I don’t think he 
was being patronizing. I think he might have been 
envious of the possibilities that idea presented.

That generated a lightbulb moment: if I contacted all 
of the online programs I could find, I might find a 
couple that were interested in hiring me. In the event, a 
dozen schools responded to my email queries and the 
rest is (in my case), history. 

I defended a history Ph.D in the last  days of the last 
century. Within two months, I had contracted to teach 
my first  online course. I’ve gotten steady work since 
then teaching online, on contract, for several schools 
concurrently. Meanwhile, I’ve lived in a big city, 
midtown; had two kids; moved to a rural place; built a 
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house. I’ve published articles and book chapters; 
reviewed scholarly monographs; edited one book and 
w r i t t e n a n o t h e r ; g i v e n c o n f e r e n c e p a p e r s 
internationally; won grants and fellowships. 

From this vantage point, I can see that  all is well but I 
spent a decade in the early  online wilds trying to figure 
it out. Contract instructors and graduate students in the 
arts, humanities, and social sciences want thriving 
careers that involve them in scholarship as fully as their 
tenured peers. If you’re such a person, I’m hoping that  I 
can make your trip  along the route a little shorter and 
perhaps more scenic.

Following are instructions for building a productive, 
independent working life as a contract instructor. This 
is not a fully-fledged argument about the relative merits 
of online vs. on-campus learning, although I do 
comment on the strengths of the former. It’s not 
intended as a study  of the growth rates of online 
education, although I focus on the merits of traditional 
universities over for-profit institutions as the best 
vehicle for teaching online. The discussion following 
situates my own experience (qualitatively or 
polemically, your choice) in the broader discussion of 
what online teaching is and can be. It’s clearly not a 
scholarly monograph and it’s hardly  a study of the 
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industry. It’s not even a field guide. Really, it’s a 
handbook on craft.

The guide is written with tongue if not in cheek, then 
in fiddling proximity to a loose molar. People portrayed 
herein (except me) are archetypes, or maybe imaginary 
friends. Any resemblance to any actual person living or 
dead is purely coincidental.

Knowing when Thunderbirds Are Go

Whom do you want your work to influence? It’s 
important to think about this.

Forgive me for pointing it out, but beyond the gates of 
the academy no one gives a hoot whether you’re 
wearing the pelt of tenure. People in general will react 
to the fact of a doctorate readily  enough, and for that 
reason the degree is a helpful tool for opening doors. 
But as soon as you get into the technical details of 
academic life you lose the interest of non-academic 
civilians. Does this change your perception of your 
work?

If you care about influencing the community of 
scholars in your discipline with your own research and 
writing, online teaching fosters that effort in an organic 
way.

The Bandit Guide to Teaching Online

4



If you care about influencing students directly, I 
venture that your power to do so is greatly  increased 
when you’re teaching online.

If you care deeply about having a membership  at the 
faculty club and yearn to be department chair, this is not 
the route for you. These are not at  all ‘wrong’ things, 
but you won’t get them following the approach outlined 
herein.

You’re ready to go as soon as a school will hire you to 
teach in their online program. Unlike a lot of other 
fields, this one isn’t hard to get into. There’s a huge and 
growing need for instructors. It’s infinitely easier for 
administrations to find the budget for contract 
instructors to teach online than it is to hire tenure track 
faculty on campus.

Anecdotally, I’ve heard that in some online programs 
there’s a preference for instructors with master’s 
degrees over those with doctorates. So, as you can see, 
many of the old categories don’t apply. You do need a 
graduate degree in the arts, humanities, or social 
sciences from a good university in order to teach online 
in a solid program. You also need that  degree to build a 
scholarly life around your work teaching online. 
Beyond those criteria, the frontier is wide open.
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Getting the work and keeping it 

Getting the work is straightforward, if you’ll approach 
the task diligently  and respectfully. You’re already a 
researcher, so apply the same skills here. Find every 
online program that requires an instructor with your 
particular expertise. Send each one an email 
application, cold.

Include your CV as a file attachment, but keep the 
query simple and to the point. Make sure that you take 
care with the details: for God’s sake, proofread.

Remember that there’s no necessary  need to teach 
online within the country in which you physically 
reside. I’ve taught outside my own time zone for a 
decade. 

Apply for all teaching work within reasonable range 
of your own particular area of expertise. Don’t be a 
snob if you’ve acquired your own Ph.D at an ‘elite 
school at  the centre of power’, or wherever. It’s your 
doctorate in combination with the fact that you’re 
actively participating in academic life that will carry 
you to a place of broad scholarly possibilities. 

With respect to the technical details, you need to be a 
computer-capable person. I think of myself as a techno-
peasant because I don’t write code (not even HTML) 
and I don’t  troubleshoot my own computer glitches. If 
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you think of yourself as a techno-peasant because 
you’ve never used the online world except to watch 
sitcom snippets on YouTube, this is probably not the 
venue for you. That being said, by  the time you’ve 
completed your degree, your research skills alone can 
carry  you safely. The online environment is pretty 
intuitive and you can’t break anything (the courseware 
developers never let you near the guts of the machine). 
Basic online literacy will get you started and the 
technological learning curve is carefully sloped and 
groomed on the major course platforms.

Keeping the work is similarly  straightforward, if you 
consistently interact with colleagues and students fairly. 
Keep all communications as friendly and professional 
as possible. This is true of everyone you work with in 
an online academic capacity, from students through the 
Dean. I’ve seen my emails wind up in some amazing 
and unexpected places, cited as support for one idea or 
another. It’s important that they represent you well. 

Don’t screw up  the calculation of end of term grades 
very often, and don’t be late in getting them in.

After you’re hired, you will be a busy person. Be 
ready for this. 
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Six figures

Keep it in mind: being an academic contract  instructor 
in an online environment is not like being, say, a 
wedding photographer. You will not have to rely on 
attracting an endless stream of fresh employers. You 
will begin work with your schools and they will find 
your work capable. Like the rest of us, administrators 
prefer stability over chaos, so they’ll start giving you 
ongoing work. I am living evidence that sequential 
contracts can continue for better than a decade, straight 
through.

There are thickets along the route, so be wary: I’ve 
heard tales of an instructor’s monthly paycheck being 
forgotten, of an instructor being caught in the snare of 
having their courses routinely if unpredictably 
cancelled on the day  before they were scheduled to 
begin (after the instructor had done all the setup work, 
including submitting syllabi for review).

However, you can make more money doing this work 
than you perhaps imagine. 

Skidding sideways into burnout

If you teach online for several schools concurrently, and 
each one follows a different course calendar, you will 
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have few days off for awhile. In the online environment 
you never really  leave the action. Emails will arrive, 
voluminously, 24/7/365. In almost all of them, someone 
will want something from you. Meanwhile, your on-
ground family will likely  observe that you live a 
reticent, quiet  life, sitting all by  yourself at the 
computer every day. 

I started with one online course and moved to half a 
dozen within a year. Each of the several schools I 
taught for had a different length of term, so that each 
cycle of course rotation was variable. I had no formal 
vacations but when I moved from the city  to a rural area 
it had no impact on my work life whatsoever.

I appreciate that it’s better to burn out than it is to 
rust. But eventually  I started to drag when I realized 
that all the old and expected forms of academic 
advancement were not going to be mine as an online 
contract instructor. Principal among them: I was not 
going to be eligible for a tenure track job, let alone 
tenure. I thought: all that work in vain. 

And then I began to discover that the online 
environment offers an unparalleled way to connect with 
like-minded others. 

First I found out that I was eligible for grants and 
fellowships because I had a doctorate and was actively 
teaching. Lo, that was impressive.
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Then I discovered that I could propose a book to an 
academic publisher and have it accepted.

Then a university press hired me as a contract 
reviewer.

Once my name began to appear on publishers’ lists 
because of the reviewing gig, I started to receive desk 
copies of new books, and requests for me to consider 
them for my courses. In my world, that’s a big deal. 

This was the point at which it became suddenly 
wonderful that I had no responsibilities of an 
administrative kind, beyond what was directly required 
for my courses. I was tethered to neither committee 
meetings nor department politics, except for very 
occasionally and at arm’s length. I was free to teach in a 
way that was fed by my own research and writing.

The end is where we begin

Longevity as a contract knowledge worker is very 
possible. Advancement, however, will not come via the 
usual channels. Instead, you’ll use all of the skills that 
you develop as an online instructor to bend the digital 
world in your direction so that you get what you need to 
participate in a meaningful scholarly life.
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After decade of full time work without a holiday, I’m 
ready for a self-granted sabbatical. For me as 
presumably for you, though, paying the rent comes 
first. And the online scholarly scene now is terrific, 
very vibrant and exciting. We are poised for radical 
change. I’d like to be on hand as a participant. Join me. 
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Chapter 2: Contract Knowledge 
Worker

The more men who get rich on the 
competitive plane, the worse for others. The 
more who get rich on the creative plane, the 
better for others.

—W.J. Wattles, The Science of Getting Rich (1910) 

Learning curve

Online higher education primarily serves adult students, 
grownups with jobs and children and organized lives. 
These are people predisposed to take seriously the 
independence and engagement entailed in working 
online.

When you’re teaching online, then, are you 
interacting with people you consider students or course 
members? This is a crucial semantic distinction. I do 
use both terms interchangeably, but I’m alert to the 
notion that one designation implies a hierarchy of 
learning, while the other invites collaboration and 
debate. If course members are adults, it seems to me 
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that courses work better when a general spirit of 
collegiality obtains.

In that spirit, allow some flex on assignment 
deadlines when course members request them. The 
nature of technology is such that you can afford this 
courtesy. After all, you don’t need to be concerned 
about collecting, sorting, and protecting paper copies: 
the email file attachments will stack up nicely in your 
inbox. My usual penalty for late papers is that they 
receive a grade but no comments. Following this 
approach means that if students don’t keep up with the 
course material, they’ll fail the course all by themselves 
without any overtly punitive intervention on my part. 

When I started this career, I did have more extensive 
relationships with students than I do now. The 
parameters of online work were not as sharp for me 
then as they have since become. Over time I came to 
realize that it’s easy  to overwhelm students with my 
written intrusion into every corner of a course site. This 
is an especially important thing to remember: in the 
online course environment, the whole of the Internet is 
right there, screen-side, waiting to be accessed. 
Teaching online, you are indeed a guide by the side 
rather than a sage onstage.

If you’re teaching for more than one school, it’s 
crucial to keep  the players straight. Keep different email 
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filing systems for individual schools; retain grades for 
courses in separate databases; remember whom you’re 
teaching where by having a familiarity with students 
currently in your courses.

I keep a hand-written notebook of student 
information: names (nicknames and fanciful spellings 
of names), grades, research paper titles. The process of 
writing this out by hand keeps me grounded in the act 
of reading and writing. It’s always critical to have 
access to printed texts, paper, and pens alongside digital 
information.

Good online teaching emphasizes rather than 
abandons a print-based learning culture by leaning on 
the model of the printed text  as far as possible, rather 
than on the broadcast media model. Screen 
notwithstanding, the independent aspect  of learning 
online replicates book learning and not television 
viewing. Used properly, online education is not meant 
to be an undirected conduit for audio files and Flash 
graphics.

Formal course texts are irreplaceable, since all 
meaningful learning and scholarship in higher 
education is text-based and the careful thought that has 
gone into producing peer-reviewed scholarship really 
can’t be supplanted.
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I recognize that we're guiding students into an 
enormous world of information presented in lots of 
different formats. It's all good. But for purposes of 
actual instruction and discussion of research findings 
based on those multimedia inquiries, only the plain, 
text-based discussion board will do.

For all the hype about visual literacy, all of the most 
important thinking in the humanities and social sciences 
is still conveyed via black sticks on white. We stretch 
our imaginations and strengthen critical skills by 
hewing to literate written communication, unadorned 
by cartoons. Focus on reading actual books for the 
assigned reading of the course. And in terms of the 
course’s screen interface, please let the words shine on 
their own, unadorned by the distraction of scrolling 
headers in sparkly blue. 

Optimal working environments for students and 
instructors merge online. This can be a community for 
learning that is both more complex and more subtle 
than what is available to students in an on-campus 
seminar. Instead of meeting for a set class time, course 
members participate in conversation and inquiry at 
many points during a given week. Their persistent 
return to the discussion board sustains and deepens their 
understanding of course material.
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Build the entire course plan around robust discussion 
as its central component. Make discussion participation 
a significant percentage of the final course grade so that 
course members understand that  it matters. Start a slew 
of provocative discussion threads at the start of each 
course week, none of which invites pat responses. The 
idea is to spark debate based on the assigned reading, 
and then recommend online resources to amplify the 
issues at hand.

The best way  I’ve found to handle politically 
sensitive course content is to add material to the weekly 
discussion board that presents two radically different 
points of view. Substantive argument over provocative 
reading materials teaches students that this is how 
practitioners do it—peer review is everything.

You most likely  won’t talk to the tech folks very 
often, but be really glad that they’re in place. In my 
experience, faculty queries or concerns receive prompt 
attention and the troubleshooting is just  about always 
successful.
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Perils of getting too good at the job

Be wary of these mythical creatures:

✓ … the faculty member who doubles as a 
technical administrator. He sees that discussion 
participation in your online class is steady, and 
the number and quality of student posts is high. 
He nonetheless determines that you, the 
instructor, aren’t logging enough hours on the 
course site, a mechanistic view of the online 
environment that is destructive to all inspiration 
and good reason. Reading the course platform 
log, he has no way to quantify all of the hours 
you’ve spent offline reading and preparing 
course material—or the hours you’ve spent 
offline reading assignments that you’ve 
downloaded. And if a good portion of your 
communication with students happens via email, 
that’s another kind of exchange that’s invisible 
to an evaluator. This way of going traps the 
instructor by measuring their output according 
to rubrics that aren’t relevant and actually do 
damage. Measure student participation as a 
benchmark of online course quality. Allow some 
leeway for instructor technique.
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✓ … the department chair who, alas, has been 
forced to consider that online courses are part of 
her purview, but who would much rather that 
they went away. Failing that, could they please 
look as much as possible like the on-campus 
seminars she’s been teaching for years? She 
presses the instructor to return to the fold, 
undermining all of the ways in which online 
pedagogy successfully differs (and should 
differ) from on-campus teaching.

✓ … the power-seeking young buck who just 
scored his degree, got hired for a tenure track 
position on campus, and is now going to tell you 
exactly how it is. This is a pernicious one. He 
will take your seasoned input on the optimal 
course structure for the online platform, and 
then lobby to have your courses cut from the 
calendar because they’re ‘only’ online, which is 
unserious. Plus (and here’s his real problem) 
he’s depending on increasing on-campus 
enrollments in order to keep his own courses. 
Well, guess what? Students flock to online 
courses and leave him high and dry. Something 
must be done! So the contract instructor sees a 
reduction in their courses. Temporarily.
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Blessedly, these creatures are now fading into the 
mists. As online academic work has taken off, the 
essential seriousness of purpose of contract knowledge 
workers has emerged.
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Chapter 3: Time

No matter how tremendous an obstruction 
may appear at a distance, you will find that 
if you continue in the certain way, it will 
disappear as you approach it—or that a way 
over, through, or around it will appear.

—W.J. Wattles, The Science of Getting Rich (1910)

The marginal life of a contract worker (not)

What to do with the perception that online contract 
instructors are the helots of the academic polis? It used 
to aggravate me. Now I think it’s kind of funny. Here’s 
a delightful comment that ran in response to an article 
on online education in last week’s New York Times:

I teach at a large public university and I 
understand what it takes to get a tenure 
track job and then get tenure. You have to 
publish, which means you are really 
compelled to be on the cutting edge of your 
field, and because I have published and my 
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colleagues have published quite a bit, we 
can be much more discerning professionals. 
We can offer the students so much more.

That view plays to all of the old, limiting stereotypes 
about academic life. It’s just plain wrong. Here’s my 
response:

Teaching online fosters the discipline of 
writing fluently in a way that is not available 
in any other academic environment. Online 
lecturers have the essential luxury of work 
that is as portable as a laptop computer. 
This makes it affordable to undertake 
independent research without relying on 
department travel grants and sabbaticals. A 
contract affiliation with a university 
provides an academic email address for 
correspondence. This is the only credential, 
beyond their doctorate, that a lecturer needs 
in order to pass through the virtual as well 
as the brick-and-mortar gates of the 
academy and recommend themselves to 
prospect ive col leagues , conference 
organizers, and publishers.
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What if you value the opportunity to be out and about 
in your own community  on any given day that 
circumstances invite it? I am free to travel at will, free 
to set my own schedule within the weekly parameters 
of course demands, free to tend to life’s requirements as 
they arise. Is on-campus life really glossier? 

The essential difference between online contract 
instructors and on-campus, tenured faculty  and is not 
one of quality. It’s a difference in comprehension of 
how a work life can be constructed.

Physical environment: working at home

The most important thing to remember as you follow 
the points listed below is this: you can and should 
schedule your own time, and you can always work at 
your own rhythm. Teaching online gives you enormous 
flexibility in choosing how to spend your days. Use it. 

Getting started, you’ll need genuine enthusiasm. 
Value the teaching you’re doing independently  of 
anyone else’s point of view. 

Teaching online, like any form of self-directed work, 
requires self-discipline. Sometimes the way is a lonely 
one. Collegiality isn’t a problem in the professional 
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sense, but it’s hard to go out for a beer with colleagues 
one encounters virtually.

In the past  decade, I’ve never formally ‘called in 
sick’. There’s enough flex in this teaching program so 
that your on-ground life is actually quite invisible on 
the course site, unless you make a point of being 
declarative about it.

You won’t be able to rely on having summers off, or 
on reaching a sabbatical year. So it’s important that you 
love the work you do for its own intrinsic sake. If this is 
the case, research and writing will keep you sane.

Physically spend time at a university or college that is 
local to where you live, even if it’s not the one you’re 
working for. This occasional practice allows you to 
keep  in touch with the rhythm of campus life. And, 
since you too are a faculty member at a university or 
college, and you’re doing research, the net effect is that 
you feel a bit like a visiting scholar. 

If you’re near an urban center, acquire a membership 
at an academic library (the bigger the better… the 
tighter the argument). You’re usually eligible for a 
library card discount if you’re teaching as part of a 
higher education faculty. With said library  card, you 
have access to the same academic resources as your 
tenured peers.  
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If you're not comfortable in your own skin, you can't 
teach well. Learn what times of day are your most 
productive and distraction-free for working online. 
Amplify  the good energy  by wearing relaxed clothing, 
sitting in a good chair. My excellent chiropractor 
confirms that he will only work on a laptop, and then 
only while sitting in his back-support recliner chair. I 
agree with him. For several years, I worked sitting on 
my bed. Now I have an office, but its main feature is a 
ratty (but still stylin’) Eames chair.

To be awake at  night, provisionally alone, can be 
compelling. Left to myself, I’ll often fall asleep at 9 or 
10 and wake up  again at 2 am. If my mind is alert, this 
is the launch point for a couple of hours in front of my 
computer.  Nighttime wakefulness offers an avenue to 
adventure that can’t be found at all during daylight 
hours. Research undertaken when the phone is ringing 
and email demands attention is, ultimately, research 
deferred. For me, the insistent pleasure of following a 
trail of ideas through a galaxy of online and archival 
resources belongs to the night just like the stars do. 

Scholarly research as food for growth

As an online contract instructor, your primary 
allegiance is to yourself and your students. It’s very 
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important to know how to save your own mind so that 
you do have something to offer those students. 

Where do you want to go in your scholarly  life? What 
do you envision as the best of all possible outcomes? 
You can afford to be creative, since teaching online is 
enormously  flexible in comparison to on-campus 
teaching. 

I’ve never had an on-campus meeting at any of the 
schools I teach for, and I’ve been with each school for 
more than a decade.

I use the online world to keep apprised of and link up 
with a global community of scholars.

Invitations to review books and write articles have 
come to me, without exception, as emails.

Working entirely online—and without being a tenure 
track assistant professor—I’ve successfully solicited 
participation in academic conferences as a presenter, 
located and been awarded grants and fellowships; had 
articles, book chapters, and books published.
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Chapter 4: Academic Revolution

Train yourself to think of and to look upon 
the world as something which is becoming—
which is growing—and to regard seeming 
evil as being only that which is undeveloped. 
Always speak in terms of advancement.

—W. J. Wattles, The Science of Getting Rich (1910) 

Hawking one’s body (of work)

One reader of this guide might be a graduate student 
running the loop between academic hiring fairs. 
Another reader might be an administrator trying to 
fathom which of the online higher education models is 
going to flourish respectably and keep its integrity, so 
that they can put their support behind it. We might be 
able to reconfigure the system in a way that is to the 
liking of both readers.

It’s in the academy’s interest to hire online instructors 
with solid degrees. Here are graduates of good schools 
who understand the academy intimately and have 
proven their qualifications. These qualities make them 
very attractive on a contract basis and, if the university 
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cannot commit to supporting their careers as scholars, it 
can give them the freedom from departmental 
responsibilities that allows for their undistracted 
development of good courses and significant 
contributions to their fields. When the instructor’s 
research produces successful conference paper 
submissions; or chapters or articles accepted for 
publication; or when the lecturer’s first monograph 
goes to press, their university  of record benefits 
considerably by its association with them.

Contract instructors teaching online courses offer a 
way for the academy to revivify itself, but not in the 
way that the academy presently imagines (that is, 
because online instructors can be had more 
economically). Instructors with good minds offer a 
quality of scholarly independence that the university 
very much needs if it is to keep its degree programs 
relevant in a digitally connected world. 

Dear administrator reader: please consider that 
applicants for online contract positions may  be valuable 
people indeed. Hire contract instructors and give them 
freedom of a scholarly kind. And please don’t trap them 
in a business model of higher learning.
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Economics and intellectual capital

To refer to scholarship that happens to be facilitated 
online as ‘the online teaching industry’ is, well, 
unfortunate.  That phrase blends together two groups 
that at present should remain very  distinct from one 
another. I’m wary of importing business models to 
superimpose on academic teaching in the humanities 
and social sciences.

For an instructor seeking online work, it’s critical to 
distinguish between scholarly  (non-profit) and 
corporate (for-profit) universities and colleges. The 
former rely  on an alumni-funded endowment that 
provides for growth via investors who have a strong 
personal stake in the institution. The latter must please 
shareholders who are interested in entrepreneurialism 
and good stock dividends, but who may or may not be 
interested in scholarship—and who do not have a 
mandate to preserve and expand the most important 
traditions of the university as an institution, the ones 
that have stood the test of several centuries of shaping. 

By way of example, there are two distinct approaches 
to hiring a contract knowledge worker for an online 
position.
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Hiring a Ph.D contract instructor the scholarly way: 

The prospective instructor is offered a single course to 
teach after the department chair vets their CV and the 
Dean approves it. On the basis of a successful initial 
course, additional courses may be offered.
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Hiring a Ph.D contract instructor the corporate way: 

The prospective instructor submits responses to 
interview questions posted online; has two phone 
interviews; and is then asked to participate in a 12-week 
online training course (unpaid) before the determination 
is made on whether they will be hired to teach a single 
introductory-level course. The number of logged hours 
spent teaching said course will determine the 
instructor’s eligibility to teach a second course.

Higher education in the humanities and social 
sciences supports independent thinking and commits to 
navigating an open-ended intellectual path for all of its 
constituents. A good online program follows that 
traditional mandate exactly. If a for-profit school could 
find a way to hew to older traditions of fostering 
scholarship, it might then attract high-quality contract 
instructors.
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The contract knowledge worker in a critical 
role

If we as contract instructors propose to think 
independently, we must first be good disciples of 
tradition. We need to take the best  of the academy with 
us into the online world! Then we can seize what is 
politically  and socially relevant, teach it, and have a 
flourishing intellectual life. 
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Revolutionary principles are now emerging 
for online lecturers

✓ Remember why you set out to get the degree in 
the first place. 

✓ Remember how much you love the discipline of 
it, the hunt-and-seek of intellectual reward. 

✓ Remember how ardently  you wanted to come to 
understand systems, and to contribute to them or 
help them to develop. 

✓ Remember, in the best sense, what it  means to 
be an acolyte. 

✓ Don't even entertain the notion that your own 
work is any less than first tier. 

✓ Don't be swayed by the propaganda that if 
you're not on the path to tenure at an institution 
with brand-name recognition, all is lost. 

✓ Teach courses as if the prospect of tenure does 
depend on it. 

✓ As an online lecturer, you have the intellectual 
freedom to think only  of the work and of 
contexts in which you can apply it. 

✓ And remember the revolutionary  slogan of May 
1968 in Paris, le patron a besoin de toi, tu n'as 
pas besoin de lui (the boss needs you, you don't 
need him).”
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Appendix: Operating Instructions

I wouldn’t presume to tell you how to design an online 
course for your particular discipline. I can tell you 
something about how to make an online course site 
attractive to students at the outset of a course; 
techniques for fostering students’ interest in the course; 
guidelines for sustaining a high level of engagement 
throughout the course; and ways of leaving students 
with a legacy of valuable materials, thereby fostering 
their intentions to come back for another course. Amen 
to that catechism.

Course components

Online class platforms are variable in their appearance 
but all reliably contain the same core components, each 
one constituted as a screen linked from a main hub 
page. Announcements (temporally specific as the course 
moves forward in time); course information (a short 
statement of course aims and requirements); staff 
information (contact information and an introductory 
sketch of the lecturer’s interests as these are relevant to 
the course); assignments (descriptions of same); grade 
book (indicating scores for discussion participation 
levels as well as individual written assignments); 
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course documents (a syllabus that should be both clear 
and interesting and, in reading-intensive courses, a 
study guide that outlines topics and directs students to 
the discussion forums with relevant themes in mind); 
and discussion forums (the real engine of an online 
course, in which both instructor and students start 
threads asynchronously to introduce and consider 
material, and to invite commentary on issues raised in 
the course reading). Other features, like video 
streaming and scrolling chat, are readily available. 
However, it seems to me that they should have a very 
limited place in the online learning environment, which 
is already by definition surrounded by the light and 
noise of the Internet.

‘Letting students lead’ as an instructional 
style for online courses

Online instructional style differs from on-ground, 
lecture style instruction. There is one respect in 
particular in which an asynchronous course online gives 
you as an instructor options and advantages that are not 
available in an on-ground lecture context. You can reply 
to students’ discussion posts after having considered 
your response for a time, so that that your reply  can be 
both well-directed and pithy; you can add 
supplementary  online material to a response post (and 
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also to initial posts that  start threads); and you can reply 
to a group in such a way  as to marshal course 
members’ observations and comments either by 
paraphrase or in quotation, and in so doing move the 
thread discussion forward or garner enough good 
material to start a new thread.

As the above points suggest, an online humanities or 
social science course more closely resembles a seminar 
than a lecture, but it  differs from an on-campus seminar 
in one important respect: the instructor has finely tuned 
control over its structure, especially its discussion 
structure. This nuanced control is important, because it 
allows the instructor to shape the course as it goes along 
without being obvious about the mechanics of doing so. 
Students appreciate such an approach because it helps 
them to feel that they ‘thought of it themselves’ with 
respect to insights about course material. In this way, 
the online environment puts the instructor in a secure 
position to have the student learn by  letting the student 
lead. This is a central strategy for catching and keeping 
students’ attention. 

‘Letting students lead’ is an approach that works well in 
online humanities or social science courses because the 
course content lends itself to discursive analysis. There 
is ample space for debating ideas, and indeed 
collaborative group discussion is how we arrive at 
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conclusions if not consensus. In this way, the online 
environment gives students the opportunity to explore 
the discipline as it is practiced among scholars.

Solid pedagogical theory supports a student-led 
instructional style. Here, briefly, is the wisdom of two 
groundbreaking educators who explain the teaching 
style that I’ve found to be most successful online 
(where by both definition and format the instructor is 
not the star of the show).

Maria Montessori advocates a stimulating classroom 
environment as central to fostering learning. She 
emphasizes self-determination and self-realization as 
the route to valuable and lasting learning. For 
Montessori, learning is predicated on arousing interest 
by engaging the student’s “whole personality”. The way 
to achieve this, Montessori argues, is to remove the 
teacher as the focus of the class and instead make the 
teacher “the keeper of the environment.” The teacher’s 
role is “to observe and to intervene from the periphery.” 
The student is challenged to work independently on 
tasks of their own choosing and collegially with fellow 
students. Because the instructor is not the dominant 
presence in the classroom, the student becomes more 
aware of their role in shaping and taking responsibility 
for their own learning. 

The Bandit Guide to Teaching Online

38



John Dewey, Montessori’s contemporary, develops 
ideas about the nature of a good educational experience 
that are in many ways parallel to hers. Although online 
education became possible only after his lifetime, 
Dewey’s concern with “interaction, reflection and 
experience” anticipates exactly the strengths of an 
asynchronous online course environment. For Dewey, 
the most important concern is to create a community in 
which students are eager to work collaboratively. 
Dewey writes,

“I believe that the school is primarily  a 
social institution. Education being a social 
process, the school is simply that form of 
community  life in which all those agencies 
are concentrated that will be most effective 
in bringing the [student] to share in the 
inherited resources of the race...” 

In so saying, Dewey describes a level of engagement 
with learning that is also possible within the context of 
an asynchronous online course. If we connect 
Montessori’s notion of the superiority  of self-directed 
learning to Dewey’s notion of the optimal educational 
environment as one that is democratic and collegial, 
this shapes a plan for creating a terrific environment for 
learning online.
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Setting up the course site 

The online course site should optimally  be friendly-
looking and make intuitive sense the first time students 
use it. Usually  students’ first experience of a course site 
will be mediated through their initial encounter with the 
course syllabus. Creating coherent syllabus components 
that engage students rather than intimidate or confuse 
them is more critical than it might be in an on-campus 
course, because almost all student interaction with the 
instructor will be mediated through text. 

Communicating participation expectations 
effectively 

Communicating participation expectations effectively 
starts with indicating the expected level of discussion 
participation per week (or per course unit) and 
providing instructions about specific assignments. 

Encouraging the development of a course-
based community 

It’s important to draw students in and engage their 
interest before the course has even formally started. 
You’ll need some form of introductory forum in which 
students can introduce themselves and say hello, and of 
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having this forum remain open as a venue (a ‘virtual 
lounge’) where students can chat informally throughout 
the course. These constitute strategies for encouraging 
the development of a course-based community. The 
more that students know about one another’s interests 
with respect to the course, the closer attention they’ll 
pay to one another’s discussion posts. Additionally, this 
way of going sets the precedent  of a supportive, 
conversational tone for all subsequent discussion 
threads in the course.

Creating a good class atmosphere is as important or 
more important  in an online course than in a traditional 
classroom seminar, because in the online environment 
students can’t help but interact directly with one 
another, since there is no one-way  focus on an 
instructor at the front of the room or at the head of the 
table.

Establishing the quality and character of 
discussion threads 

Consider the quality  and character of discussion threads 
that should appear on the discussion board when 
students first access it. It’s important to think about 
what constitutes a good number and range of threads, 
and what material should appear initially on a 
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discussion board so as to encourage optimum student 
response without overwhelming the student.

Anticipating students’ needs for private 
communication

Consider ways to anticipate students’ needs for private 
or ‘extra-curricular’ communication with the instructor, 
including approaches to email correspondence and the 
creation of FAQs that allow the instructor to streamline 
responses to procedural questions. You can also employ 
alternate means of handling procedural and technical 
matters specific to an online course by  creating an 
‘Administrivia’ discussion board. 

Incorporating online resources as a 
supplement to core course materials

A supportive strategy  entails responding to student 
posts both individually and in groups, thereby collating 
ideas presented in threads in order to move the 
discussion along. The instructor can certainly do this 
without reference to any materials outside the course 
textbooks or assigned readings. However, an 
instructor’s reply posts can be made richer if the 
instructor occasionally incorporates references to fresh 
online resources into their posts.
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When a student is encouraged to support their own 
discussion posts with examples and evidence drawn 
from course materials or supplemented with extra 
online resources (and they see the instructor adding 
these to posts as well), the instructor is fostering 
independent learning. From a student’s perspective, the 
thrill of chasing information that they are truly 
interested in and then being invited to discuss their 
discoveries is not only substantively useful, it  makes 
learning addictive. 

In my own experience, students enthusiastically 
embrace this way of going. It is very important to let 
students know at the outset that  any online resources 
the instructor provides are strictly ‘optional reading’. 
Students must be assured that they will not be examined 
on the contents of any supplementary web resources 
posted to the unit discussion board, nor will they be 
graded on the basis of demonstrating they have read or 
viewed these additional resources. On first appearance, 
then, the effort of researching and supplying additional 
resources looks like a substantial time investment with 
little return for the instructor. What happens in practice 
is the opposite: students truly  appreciate it when an 
instructor responds to the particular focus and emphasis 
of their post by saying, “good point, here’s some more 
information on that subject,” and then leaves it  up to the 
student to decide whether they want to pursue that 
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information or not. The student A) feels that their ideas 
are being taken seriously, and B) they are drawn into 
following up out of curiosity, since the additional 
resource the instructor supplies follows on the student’s 
own comment or comments. This is the basis of real 
learning: the student sets the learning goal and the 
instructor supports that goal. Once students are in the 
habit of getting excited about the material they’re 
discovering, they are unstoppable. 

Sustaining instructional spontaneity and 
flexibility in practice 

To be successful, an instructor’s contribution to course 
discussion ought to be ‘customized’—that is, 
responsive to students’ needs and desires as these are 
expressed within the context  of a particular course. 
There are specific techniques for sustaining spontaneity 
and flexibility in practice.

It is important to allow for students’ wide-ranging 
thoughts and inquiries. These are not only acceptable 
but important. The instructor need not hesitate to follow 
students’ leads. The online course will in fact cohere if 
the instructor trusts a dialectic process of information 
exchange taking shape through multiple discussion 
threads on the course site. Obviously, syllabus materials 
must be covered and curriculum goals met, but there is 
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a great deal of latitude within the online environment 
for spontaneity  in shaping weekly discussion topics and 
responding to threads.

Students will get the most out  of a course if the paths of 
inquiry  they lay out are recognized. For students, 
valuable information comes from the instructor 
responding to and amplifying the themes and 
sometimes the subtext of their conversation. Students 
will keep coming back to the conversation if responses 
from the instructor have been respectful and 
encouraging of their input. This approach also offers the 
instructor an opportunity to demonstrate a high standard 
for discussion by  developing thoughtful and intriguing 
replies to student posts. 

Assessing students’ participation and 
encouraging them to increase it

I give students lots of time before I evaluate a particular 
unit for participation grades. Students get more out of 
the course if they have some room to maneuver in 
discussion because themes and ideas do not always 
develop in a linear way. 

The Bandit Guide to Teaching Online

45



Leaving a solid legacy at the end of the 
course

The components of a solid course legacy created 
collaboratively by  the instructor and students include 
(but are not limited to):

✓ substantive discussion threads that course 
members can copy and download on an as-
needed basis while the course is in progress, 
and which can be archived by  students on 
their own computers for future reference; 

✓ the bibliography of print and online resources 
initially supplied by the instructor and 
supplemented by  student contributions, which 
at the end of the course comprises a resource 
and reference pool students can access at their 
leisure; and

✓ a body of private correspondence between 
instructor and each individual student, 
structured around the student’s submission of 
course assignments and the instructor’s 
feedback and commentary.

The Bandit Guide to Teaching Online

46



About the author

Paula Humfrey has studied at Canadian, 
American, and British universities, taught in 
both Canada and the US, and published with 
Canadian, American, and UK publishers. 

Paula Humfrey, Curriculum Vitae: www.humfrey.ca

The Bandit Guide to Teaching Online

47


