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ABSTRACT

Political and social pressures, influenced by research on the importance of early learning experiences, 
are putting pressure on the early childhood workforce to go back to school to complete required certi-
fication or degrees. Online programs are effective solutions when they include a multi-layered system 
of supports. This chapter showcases how one university has built and maintained an early childhood 
program that allows fully online and face-to-face delivery options for completing bachelor’s degrees or 
certification. Lessons learned will help other early childhood teacher education programs know how to 
(1) build the technological infrastructure behind successful online programs to ensure student persistence 
and completion; (2) provide instructor and course supports for successful online course completion, 
including field-based courses and student teaching; and (3) incorporate student supports that enable 
early childhood teachers to utilize technology successfully to complete their program. Adjustments and 
technological supports during the COVID-19 pandemic will also be addressed.
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INTRODUCTION

Political agendas and research highlighting the value and impact of early educational experiences are 
pressuring the early childhood workforce to go back to school to complete the required certification 
or degrees to maintain employment. These teachers find it difficult to navigate traditional face-to-face 
programs due to logistical, time, and geographical barriers; however, they have found online professional 
development programs effective (Kyzar et al., 2014; Zinsser et al., 2019), more achievable, and more 
accessible than face-to-face options (Dede et al., 2009). Although some early childhood teachers have 
sufficient technology skills, others need additional supports, and all appreciate quality feedback to help 
them be successful. (Stone-MacDonald & Douglass, 2014). Online programs then, need sufficient tech-
nological supports to enable these teachers to navigate the higher educational system, enroll in classes, 
persist, and complete coursework, and successfully finish the program.

In this chapter, the Background outlines the pressures driving teachers to go back to school to complete 
required certification and degrees and why online programs are important. The E-Learning Environment 
section specifies the challenges teachers face in completing degrees and how institutions can build the 
technological infrastructure for online programs and enhance institutional supports for the admissions, 
enrollment, and advising process via technology to keep students on track. The Instructor, Course, and 
Student Supports section elaborates on how institutional student supports and instructor-based supports 
can be expanded to meet online student needs and what types of e-learning training and supports pre-
pare instructors to provide student supports. The COVID-19 Implications and Remote Learning section 
highlights the university’s remote learning experience and how the integration of face-to-face and online 
learning environments informed effective remote learning to meet the specific needs of early childhood 
teachers in the program. A summary of the lessons learned and directions for future research are also 
addressed.

BACKGROUND

Early childhood care and education programs in the U.S. evolved from multiple, diverse historical streams 
that funneled into two primary developments: (1) day nurseries focused on custodial childcare, and (2) 
the nursery school-kindergarten movements focused on development and educational learning. Differ-
ent societal values, policies, expectations, and funding streams for these developments have created a 
fragmented system with varying degrees of quality, access, and supports (Kamerman & Gatenio-Gabel, 
2007). However, as research has demonstrated the impact of early educational experiences (Camilli et 
al., 2010; Engle et al., 2011) and policy makers have seen the value of quality early education as a smart 
investment (Heckman, 2011; Bivens et al., 2016), systems are moving to integrate early care and educa-
tion into a unified field (NAEYC, n.d).

Given the strong association of teacher qualifications with the quality of the early childhood envi-
ronment (Manning et al., 2019) experts suggest early childhood teachers hold bachelor’s degrees with 
specialized knowledge and competencies in child development and pedagogy (Institute of Medicine and 
National Research Council, 2015). However, paths to degree attainment are not equal. While kinder-
garten teachers complete bachelor level teaching degrees and teach in an integrated school system with 
their elementary education counterparts, preschool teachers work in a variety of early childhood settings 
where educational requirements vary and may not require more than a high school diploma (Center 
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for the Study of Child Care Employment, 2017). Nationally, 52.5% of center-based lead teachers have 
Associates degrees or higher, while only 38.2% have post-secondary experience with a major in Early 
Childhood Education (National Survey of Early Care and Education Project Team, 2015). Many early 
childhood teachers enter the workforce with little or no pre-service training.

With state-funded preschools on the rise (Friedman-Krauus et al., 2018), the demand for early child-
hood teachers has also increased, creating a national shortage (Gelfer & Nguyen, 2017). Both pre-service 
and in-service teachers are drawn to these jobs and are going to college to complete early childhood 
teaching degrees (Mollenkopf et al., 2020). However, while these institutions are prepared to serve 
students ages 18-24 years of age who enter post-secondary schooling directly from high school, they 
are not well designed to accommodate early childhood teachers in the workforce with family obliga-
tions (Zinsser et al., 2019). A large percentage are non-traditional students who are older, married or in 
long-term relationships, raising children or taking care of family members, and working full time while 
attending school (Van Rhijn et al., 2016). They are usually mature learners attending school part- or 
full-time while balancing multiple responsibilities (Silverman et al., 2009). These life factors make it 
difficult to access college programs during the school day.

THE E-LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Online programs offer greater flexibility than face-to-face programs, prompting more non-traditional 
students to pursue online degrees (Woods & Frogge, 2017). Regardless of what course delivery method 
they prefer, non-traditional students are more likely to enroll in online courses because of lifestyle factors 
(Clayton et al., 2010). Many early childhood teachers prefer online professional development (Byington 
& Tannock, 2011) and an increasing number professional development online (Sheridan & Wen, 2021; 
Gelfer & Nguyen, 2017; Bondi, 2015) which enables them to complete programs they may not otherwise 
have been able to achieve due to geography, time, or other limitations (Gelfer et al., 2021). However, 
online programs provide their own learning challenges. Program quality impacts students’ ability to 
persist and complete online programs (Meyer et al., 2009). Quality online programs must have sufficient 
institutional support, which ensure that: (a) university-owned software and tools, along with technical 
assistance and support, are readily available to students, (b) designated staff familiar with the necessary 
technology support students in the admissions, enrollment, and advising process, and (c) instructors have 
resources to keep up with educational technologies and research so they can maintain quality courses that 
maximize learning for students (Yang et al, 2017). These supports become particularly important for early 
childhood teachers who may have limited reliable Internet access (Stone-MacDonald & Douglass, 2015).

Instructor supports for students are also critical to their success. Online learning requires instructors 
to learn about their students through technological means, match delivery modes to their needs, build 
in resources so students can be independent learners, build meaningful assignments students can access 
and accomplish via technology, provide sufficient opportunities so students master intended skills, and 
communicate clear feedback and positive interactions (Linder-VanBershot & Summers, 2015). Instruc-
tors must also establish presence using various technologies in ways that differ from what they use in 
face-to-face classes (Ladell-Thomas, 2012), while making content meaningful and relevant to students.

Students also must shift how they study and manage their time, which can be a learning curve for 
those new to online formats. Granted, students gain flexibility and convenience, but the trade-off is a 
higher responsibility to access course content, manage time, and be accountable for their own learning 
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(Hoskins, 2011). Online students may not be prepared for the fluid nature of these courses and may 
underestimate the workload volume and level of involvement required (Bawa, 2016). They often lack 
skills to navigate and analyze online resources or self-regulate to manage their own learning (Greene at 
al., 2014). They must also process large amounts of information before they can learn and apply these 
to assignments, which puts pressure on cognitive load (McClendon et al., 2010). One study found that 
even though most early childhood teachers surveyed reported being comfortable with technology and 
online learning, their familiarity with technology for personal use did not guarantee they were able to 
apply learning technologies to the online learning environment (Stone-MacDonald & Douglass, 2014), 
a phenomenon noted with online students in general (Greene, Yu & Copeland, 2014). Consequently, 
instructors must build in instructional supports, so students learn both pedagogical content and digital 
literacy.

Creating a quality online program that meets students’ ever-changing needs requires institutional flex-
ibility and supports while enabling early childhood teachers to successfully use technology to complete 
their degrees. This is not an easy task. However, one mid-western university early childhood teacher 
education program has been able to successfully build and maintain a fully online program for complet-
ing bachelor’s degrees or post-baccalaureate initial certification and additional endorsements. Lessons 
learned from the ten-year project will help other early childhood teacher educators know how to: (a) build 
the technological infrastructure to ensure student persistence and completion, (b) provide instructor and 
course level supports for successful online course completion, including field-based courses and student 
teaching, and (c) incorporate student supports that help early childhood teachers utilize technology suc-
cessfully to complete their degrees. Adjustments and technological supports developed and used during 
the COVID-19 pandemic will also be addressed.

Building the Infrastructure for Online Programs

Developing a Cross-Departmental Online Program

The University of Nebraska at Kearney is a midsized university serving over 6,300 undergraduate and 
graduate students, many who are rural. The Early Childhood Inclusive (ECI) Endorsement program 
averages 250 students with roughly 40% on campus and 60% online. The ECI Endorsement is a Teacher 
Certification program which prepares graduates to work in regular education settings with children ages 
0-8 and special education settings with children ages 0-5. Because of its dual licensure, state guidelines 
require 51 credit hours for completion. Students may complete one of three tracks: a Bachelor of Arts in 
Education, post-baccalaureate level Initial Certification, or Additional Endorsement. About half of the 
bachelor program students are online. All the Initial Certification and Additional Endorsement students 
are online. Today the program is relatively robust, even during budget cuts and institutional challenges; 
however, it began over a decade ago when the campus had graduate programs online, but no undergradu-
ate program offerings.

The ECI Program Director (first author) started the ECI Online program (aka. ECI Online) to help 
early childhood teachers who could not access the campus program due to time and geographical fac-
tors. She first met with other ECI faculty to create a vision of the online program, address logistics, 
and define a timeline to build the program in stages. They first converted departmental early childhood 
courses to online formats and then engaged faculty from other departments to convert courses to com-
plete the program. To create an online course, each faculty: (1) completed a standardized online course 
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development course, (2) submitted a request form to e-learning staff for a stipend to develop the course, 
(3) met with an assigned instructional designer who helped with development and approved the course 
using a standardized instructional design checklist, and (4) taught the course. The instructional design-
ers provided one-on-one tutoring and training as needed to troubleshoot technologies regarding course 
delivery and implementation. This process streamlined course layouts and designs to make it easier 
for students to navigate. Once they learned the expectations of one course, students could successfully 
navigate other courses.

Field-based courses were complicated to create because faculty had to arrange placements for students 
geographically scattered and make sure students had access to technology. Consequently, faculty used a 
two-step approach, first creating these into blended courses which allowed some face-to-face delivery, 
and then after the first cohort was through, creating the courses to be fully online for future offerings. 
In round one, faculty put course content online but met with the cohort to demonstrate pedagogical 
techniques and methods and help students with the technology to complete computer-based assign-
ments. In the second round, faculty provided lectures and tutorials to replace the instruction given on 
site. Students also used text entry-based journals available in the course LMS to poste reflections on 
their teaching which allowed faculty to read and provide feedback for the next teaching sessions. Ad-
ditionally, the students had their cooperating teachers, directors, supervisors, or in some cases, peers, 
observe their teaching using the departments’ standardized field experience teaching evaluation form 
and provide feedback to the student. The student scanned and uploaded these onto the course website 
for the instructor to give additional feedback.

In summary, faculty were successful in creating ECI Online because they created a cohesive vision 
with a reasonable timeline, and were committed to learning the technology to do so. Although several 
of the faculty had familiarity with online course development and instruction prior to creating the pro-
gram, all benefited from taking a standardized course on course development, which provided guidelines 
and templates that could streamline course formats. This not only made it easier for faculty to develop 
multiple courses, but it created streamlined course design formats which made it easier for students to 
navigate online course websites. Faculty who taught cohorts how to use technology learned what digi-
tal literacy skills were needed and incorporated these into their courses. Having dedicated e-learning 
technology staff to help throughout the course development and delivery process, also meant faculty 
got on-demand assistance which helped them become more proficient in online delivery and student 
supports. Faculty further benefitted from the campus’ commitment to e-learning which included funds 
for course development stipends.

Faculty wishing to create online programs should consider setting a reasonable timeline of 2-4 years 
and build the program courses in stages. Courses that are more complicated such as field-based courses, 
may benefit from a two-step approach. Faculty should also attend professional development session 
on course development and design and team with e-learning instructional designers who can provide 
feedback during course development and technology support when faculty teach those courses. If cam-
puses do not have funding built into the system for course development stipends, faculty can advocate 
for stipends or release time. Finally, streamlining course design elements in a program not only make it 
easier for faculty to develop multiple courses, but it aids students in learning to navigate courses within 
the program, thereby supporting their completion and success.
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Developing the Technological Infrastructure

Putting a program online does not guarantee early childhood teachers will complete degrees. Students 
need designated staff to support them in the admissions, enrollment and advising processes and clear 
road maps through the technological maze of university bureaucracy. To provide designated staff, the 
ECI Program Director secured grant funds to hire an ECI Online Program Coordinator which funded 
the position for two years until the Teacher Education Department could permanently fund this position. 
Then the director and coordinator worked with the Registrar’s Office and campus webmaster to create a 
website page that: (a) informed prospective students of the program and guided them to the right track, 
(b) provided program expectations on time and financial commitments, field experiences in specific 
courses, admission to Teacher Education requirements, and procedures for student teaching (c) created a 
venue to get personal questions answered, and (d) allowed students to upload transcripts to get a proposed 
plan of study to complete the online degree. Providing an individualized plan of study upfront allowed 
students to make informed decisions about their level of commitment before enrolling in the program.

Some students needed additional supports, so these were included in the website links. If they were 
enrolled at a community college and planned to continue there a while before transferring or needed to 
be co-enrolled with the community college and the university, the website provided the links for transfer 
credit information and college co-enrollment forms. Also, because Nebraska partners with the T.E.A.C.H. 
Early Childhood National Center (www.teachecnationalcenter.org, n.d.) to provide scholarships for early 
childhood teachers to complete degrees debt-free while improving job stability, the website provided links 
on this scholarship. If students were T.E.A.C.H. recipients, ECI Online Program Coordinator advised 
them accordingly and provided them the documentation for compliance with T.E.A.C.H. requirements. 
All inquiries and transcript information were electronically sent to the ECI Online Program Coordinator 
who served as the primary advisor and contact person for the full length of the students’ program. This 
created a consistent contact system and a familiar face for students.

When students indicated on the website or directly with the ECI Online Program Coordinator that they 
were ready to apply, the coordinator helped them with the admissions process. Initially the admissions 
infrastructure failed to properly identify online students, so students ran into several logistical roadblocks 
in the Admissions System. For example, online students got messages to come to campus for Transfer 
Day, check in to the Health Clinic and provide immunization records. Some received scholarships that 
required them to be on campus and full-time. Others did not get assigned to the ECI Online Program 
Coordinator for advising. However, the ECI Director and ECI Online Program Coordinator were able to 
work with the Admissions office to resolve issues, so students were identified upfront as online students 
and campus requirements were automatically waived.

After several technical difficulties in the admissions process were addressed, the ECI Program Direc-
tor surveyed the 61 students enrolled in the program. Students represented urban, rural, and tribal areas 
of the state. Students responded to the questions using a five-point rating scale, with 1 being “strongly 
disagree “and 5 being “strongly agree.” A total of 20 students responded for a response rate of 33%. 
Table 1 Summarizes the results:
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As seen in Table 1, at least 80% of the students believed that advising and enrollment process supports 
were meeting their needs. Students’ open-ended comments provided information that helped improve 
the system. The website admissions information has evolved over time to include screenshots, videos, 
and detailed instructions students can follow to troubleshoot any enrollment problems. Students now 
complete a short online orientation before they enroll so they understand the expectations for online 
courses, know the basics for using the university’s LMS, and understand the technology requirements 
needed for courses. (e.g., permit request system with ECO coding system, admissions software tracking 
system updates for ECI Online students).

The ECI Online Program Coordinator’s role has been critical, not only for admissions and enroll-
ments, but for advising throughout the program. The ECI Online program coordinator stays in regular 
contact each semester with the students to make sure they follow the university website’s instructions to 
register for next semester’s classes. She also contacts them about 3-4 weeks prior to the early advising 
period for face-to-face students to give them extra time to work out their schedules. Advising takes place 
by email, phone, videoconferencing, or in some cases, in-person visits to campus—whatever method is 
most needed to support the student. Although the university system regularly sends notices to students 
on important deadlines via email or alerts in Canvas, the university’s LMS system, the ECI Online Pro-
gram Coordinator also sends reminders about deadlines for program specific tasks such as background 
checks, student teaching paperwork, or graduation applications. Because the Coordinator has extensive 
knowledge in the university’s admissions and registration system and in the needs of non-traditional 
students, she can advise to effectively address family, work, financial, and personal needs of these stu-
dents, which has been a critical part of the students’ success. The ECI Program Director works closely 
with the coordinator and serves as Co-Advisor, so students always have a support person they can reach.

Building a comprehensive advising and enrollment system with technological supports has been 
critical in helping students navigate the university maze. For faculty wanting to build or enhance their 
online programs, it is important for them to work with their campus’ technology platform systems to 
address websites, portals, online forms, and processes to ensure that students: (1) get accurate informa-
tion about the program, (2) have prompt responses to their questions, (3) get sufficient information and 
supports for application and enrollment, and (4) receive strategic advising. ECI Online has been suc-
cessful because university infrastructure personnel were willing to adapt the admission, enrollment, and 
advising system to be user-friendly to online non-traditional students. Staff in each of these layers of the 
infrastructure became knowledgeable and responsive to these students needs learned to work together to 

Table 1. Percentage of ECI online students who strongly agreed or agreed on support systems in the 
advising and enrollment process

Survey Questions N %

     1. I was able to navigate the college admission system easily. 18 90%

     2. I received sufficient supports to navigate the admissions process. 17 85%

     3. The advising support I received before I registered for classes was sufficient to get into classes. 18 90%

     4. The registration process to get into class was relatively successful. 17 85%

     5. When I have questions about the ECI Online program I can get them easily answered. 18 90%

     6. The advising support I receive each semester helps me progress successfully through my program 16 80%
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support students through each stage of the process from admissions to graduation. These infrastructure 
changes helped provide staff connections that laid the foundation for ongoing student supports.

Instructor, Course, and Student Supports

Institutionally Provided Direct Student Supports

Although infrastructure supports are critical for students to get admitted and enrolled, students also 
need supports to persist, utilize time management and study skills, and successfully complete their 
coursework and program. The university had an effective academic student support system, called the 
Learning Commons, which provided student support services for: (a) disability-related accommoda-
tions, (b) tutoring in multiple subject areas, (c) help for successful academic writing, (d) success coach 
services for students needing to learn time management, academic planning, test taking, note taking, 
memorization strategies and other study skills, and (e) PRAXIS Core exam preparations for those in 
Teacher Education. If a student was struggling in class, a faculty member could use the electronic Early 
Warning Referral system to notify the student and make them aware of these services. However, none 
of these were initially set up for online students to access. Therefore, the ECI Program Director and the 
ECI Online Program Coordinator worked with Learning Commons staff, to ensure online students had 
the same supports.

The Disability Services office staff revised their system so students could fill out applications electroni-
cally and meet with advisors by phone, email, or videoconferencing for intake and ongoing support. They 
provided appropriate accommodations for students with disabilities in online environments and helped 
faculty know how to accommodate these student as needed. Tutors and success coaches included phone 
or videoconferencing options in addition to in-person meetings and PRAXIS Core exam preparations 
were moved to online formats. This allowed the Early Warning Referral System to provide information 
on how students could access these services even if they were online. Since Learning Commons informa-
tion was required in every syllabus on campus, this made it easier for all students to know about these 
resources and how to access them.

Another resource, the university’s Technology Help Desk and support center, was originally open 
only during the day but has expanded staff over time who are accessible 24/7 by email or the online chat 
service on its website. The Help Desk provides consultation by phone or videoconferencing, which is 
helpful to online students. The campus has multiple stations, labs, and workspaces with computers and 
other devices, but it is primarily a “bring your own device” campus; therefore, students are not able to 
check out a device. Students, however, can purchase at a discount or get free access to multiple university-
owned software and tools, and the Canvas LMS allows instructors to embed a variety of technology 
applications and tools in their courses.

The campus provides incentives for instructors to us Open Educational Resources (OER), which are 
free to students and accessible through multiple technology devices. OER allows students to use technol-
ogy to access readings, videos, and follow links to additional online resources for study. Students can 
also download materials when they have Internet access and read these later offline. In summary, faculty 
building or enhancing their online programs should work with their campus’ student support services 
to make sure online students have the same supports as campus students and they can access these via 
multiple technologies (e.g., phone, mobile device, computer, etc.) depending on what they personally 
have available at the time. Having technology support staff available at extended hours who can connect 
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using multiple technology options is also critical in supporting early childhood teachers who study in 
the evening or on weekends.

Although these resources and technology supports meet most student needs, some online students, 
particularly in rural areas, do not have access to adequate technology or reliable internet at home. Con-
sequently, they work in other locations such as their work environments, library, or community colleges. 
This requires the instructor to be flexible with deadlines or assignment formats, build in resources for 
student learning, and incorporate digital literacy into their course instruction.

Instructor Provided Supports for Student Success

When faculty first converted courses to online formats for ECI Online, much of the adaptations were based 
on experience with early childhood teachers who shared their difficulties with the commuting process 
and needed temporary accommodations for classes missed. Faculty were used to creating study materials 
that students could access and complete independently if they were not able to come to a specific class. 
These experiences helped guide the faculty to develop lessons and study materials they knew students 
could do successfully online. E-learning technical staff also assisted faculty in building course websites, 
converting content, developing Power Points and study guides, and converting lectures to digital formats.

Although the online courses followed the semester calendar and assignment due dates were clearly 
specified, the courses reflected an independent study format (e.g., read the textbook and answer the 
questions or take a quiz) and focused more on access, than interaction. As these courses have evolved, 
faculty have incorporated more interactive study options such as internet searches, websites, electronic 
library resources, e-books, case studies, and YouTube videos. Assignments initially were homogeneous, 
relying on the electronic paper submission, but over time evolved to include options such as: (1) student 
postings of audio or videoclips, (2) journal entries, (3) electronic displays of early childhood content 
using various applications, or (4) interactive google documents. These options have increased the ability 
of students to not only interact with the content, but also with one another.

Although interactive technology increased engagement, it taxed online students who had inadequate 
technology resources such as unreliable Internet, or outdated computers which did support newer soft-
ware applications. Inadequate study places also required some students to study at a location other than 
home (e.g., library or work location). ECI faculty accommodated by providing a variety of supports, 
depending on the type of course and assignment. These included: (a) flexible technology options for 
assignment creation and submission, and (b) functionally equivalent options for assignments when 
technology became a barrier.

Having multiple technologies options that did not rely on specific software applications or devices 
was useful because it allowed students to pick whatever option they could access best to complete the 
assignments. For example, in one class students created posters and were allowed flexible ways to display 
the poster if the content and design met the assignment rubric. While most students created posters using 
Power Point, Microsoft word, or Google slides, some hand-created their posters using markers and paper, 
but then uploaded a photo from their phone. In another class, students interviewed an early childhood 
professional but had the option of interviewing in-person, by phone, or via videoconferencing such as 
Face Time or Zoom. Students who could not produce a paper in the required software application were 
allowed to use other file submission methods.

Students with slow computers or cell phones unable to adequately compress files saved hours when 
they could create videos directly through the Course’s LMS or posted YouTube links of their videos 
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instead of uploading large files. Some ECI faculty created functionally equivalent assignments to meet 
the same criteria. For example, students unable to attend in-person home visits watched video-based 
home visits. Students whose assigned child moved or dropped out of the early childhood program before 
they could assess and analyze data used an alternate data set from an online case study. These options 
allowed students to use available technologies to complete assignments without impairing their learning.

Field experiences also evolved to better support online students. Initially field experiences were 
low-tech. University supervisors in the students’ locale would periodically visit and observe, complete 
the Teacher Education department’s standardized carbon copy forms to evaluate performance, and then 
consult on-site. Students filled out online journal entries in the course LMS as text entry boxes describing 
their experiences for the week. To document their work with children, students download the required 
report forms, and either printed off and turned in handwritten forms or electronically typed into the 
form. Students would upload the electronic forms as an attachment into the course. Students could fax, 
scan, or postal mail hand-written forms. Today, supervisors use a standardized electronic, downloadable 
evaluation form, and students use the electronic forms to documents children’s work. The few students 
who still use hand-written forms for child reports upload photos from their cell phones of the forms, 
along with children’s work samples. Because the journal, report, and field evaluation form formats and 
processes are identical on all courses throughout the program, students generally have no issues with 
completing these assignments or documenting their work.

Student teaching similarly uses standardized evaluation forms and common lesson- and unit-plan 
forms which mirror what students have used during their field experiences and are downloadable from 
the course website. University student teaching supervisors physically visit their assigned students five 
times per semester. Students upload assignments into the student teaching course much in the same 
manner as their field experiences. Online students watch a video session to prepare for student teach-
ing rather than attend the in-person sessions that campus students attend. During their student teaching 
semester, they attend one seminar along with their cooperating teacher via videoconferencing, although 
this can be waived for extenuating circumstances.

Instructor Presence as an Instructional Support

One challenge of online instruction is ensuring instructor presence since students have limited face-
to-face interactions with their instructor, even if the course is synchronous. Because Nebraska serves 
two time zones and many early childhood teachers work full-day shifts (e.g., 6:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. for 
childcare programs), ECI Online is offered asynchronously which makes instructor presence more chal-
lenging. ECI Faculty use a variety of strategies to connect with students. They commonly post frequent 
announcements in the course website that respond to student questions and concerns and provide specific 
feedback on assignments. Although written announcement can be very effective, students appreciate 
video announcements, which allow the instructor to demonstrate information. ECI faculty have used 
applications embedded in the LMS (i.e., VidGrid, Voice Thread, Vimeo), free downloadable public ap-
plications (e.g., Screen Cast-o-Matic), or YouTube videos created from a mobile device such as an iPad 
or iPhone, or video-conferencing software (e.g. Zoom and Google Meet). Video-conferencing platforms 
allow the instructor to share their screen while doing demos, explaining complex concepts, or providing 
step-by-step tutorials.

ECI faculty also establish connections by being accessible. ECI faculty may provide their cell phone 
number, post virtual office hours, or offer individual conferencing by phone or Zoom. Some post when 
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they are and are not available. Others respond to emails or text messages within 12-24 hours. ECI faculty 
routinely check the Canvas course site and if students have stopped logging in, faculty contact the student 
to follow up prior to issuing Early Warning Referrals to help the student get back on track. ECI faculty 
also provide clear feedback to students about course expectations and performance. This is important in 
face-to-face classes, but more critical for online courses where students need to be more independent in 
their learning and must wait for instructor responses to questions. Consequently, feedback goes beyond 
what to fix to explain how the student can fix the assignment or address the problem, particularly if this 
involves digital literacy skills.

Another challenge of online learning is that, in exchange for flexibility and convenience, students 
shoulder a higher level of responsibility to access course content, manage time, and be accountable for 
their own learning. They also must process more information while studying before they can learn and 
apply the content to their assignments, which takes more cognitive energy and time dedicated to studying. 
Many non-traditional students take online courses because it is their only accessible method, not their 
preferred one, and they are not familiar with the technological demands. Furthermore, technological 
knowledge continues to evolve to meet new technologies. Therefore, ECI faculty have had to be more 
intentional about teaching and incorporating digital literacy into their online instruction.

For example, ECI faculty will create and post a video-tutorial to show students how to navigate web-
sites effectively and what to look for. In one class requiring students to administer a standardized test, 
the ECI faculty posted a video-tutorial along with screen shots and an example case study of the process 
so that students can use these references to guide their work. Faculty also offer further individual tutor-
ing by Zoom where students can show their work and get assistance. In another class, students create a 
board book with adaptations for children who have motor, visual, or speech challenges and post a video 
on how to create and use the book. Along with written instructions and examples, the instructor has a 
demonstration video on how to create, use, and present the book and a tutorial video on how to create and 
upload a video. These extra steps ensure students know how to use the technology and do the assignment.

Students can get lost navigating different technology sources, so ECI faculty simplify the process by 
embedding links to websites, media, google docs, or other applications directly on the webpage with 
the assignments so that each assignment webpage acts as a hub. Others use a “getting started” course 
page with instructions for technology sources and how these will be used in the course. Assignments 
using these technologies link back to the page. This reduces the number of clicks a student must use to 
find what they need, which makes it more likely they will persevere and stay on track. Faculty also are 
sensitive to the types of technology they require in courses, so students can use multiple devices such 
as a computer, iPad, tablet, or phone. This means that students experiencing technological difficulties 
with one device can switch to another without falling behind.

For ECI faculty to effectively provide and scaffold quality instruction and technological supports, 
they need ongoing training. Two strategies have worked well for ECI Online. The first is having dedi-
cated e-learning technical staff and library technicians who faculty learn and keep up with educational 
technologies to build and maintain quality instruction over time. E-learning staff have been invaluable 
to the curriculum development and course implementation process. They offer regular webinars and 
professional development sessions on various topics. If faculty are unable to attend, they can access in-
formation online and schedule individual sessions with e-learning for “on-demand” learning. E-learning 
staff are also on call through the Technology Help Desk to trouble shoot issues with the campus LMS if 
a faculty member has issues with their Canvas course site. Library technicians also provide individual 
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supports and training to help faculty access digital literacy and media sources, locate needed materials, 
and incorporate them into courses.

ECI faculty must also have a solid understanding of the early childhood field, the educational needs 
of the early childhood workforce, and the technology needed to make these students successful. ECI 
faculty in the early development and implementation of ECI Online had these qualities; consequently, 
effective early curriculum development and design was possible. E-learning staff also provided supports 
for effective teaching in online environments, which further aided faculty to adapt their teaching to this 
venue. As the program expands, the initial ECI faculty share their expertise with new instructors teach-
ing the same or similar course that the faculty mentor previously designed and taught. Faculty mentors 
are assigned a co-teaching role to the new instructor’s Canvas site. New instructors go through an online 
orientation and receive supports from the e-learning team, but faculty mentors provide expertise about 
what has been effective for the students and answer questions as needed throughout the semester. The 
faculty mentor serves as a sounding board for the instructor and continues the mentor relationship in 
ongoing semesters until the instructor is comfortable and proficient to teach independently. This ongo-
ing mentorship has allowed the program to maintain quality in curriculum development and teaching, 
while ensuring new technologies are updated over time.

In summary, instructors can provide several resources in their courses to help online early childhood 
students be successful. These include: (a) allowing flexible technology options for assignment creation 
and submission that do not rely on specific software applications or devices, (b) arranging functionally 
equivalent assignment options, so technology is not a barrier, (c) establishing instructor presence via 
technology, (d) teaching digital literacy skills so students know how to navigate technology needed to 
learn material, and (e) ensuring technologies required are not limited to specific software applications 
or technology devices. In addition, faculty who want to keep online programs current will pursue their 
own training options and make sure newer faculty teaching for the program receive substantial training 
and support to become familiar with using the standardized course formats and procedures.

COVID-19 IMPLICATIONS AND REMOTE LEARNING

Although ECI faculty were experienced in online instruction when COVID-19 became a reality, emer-
gency remote learning required adapting strategies to new learning situations with students not planning 
to be online. Face-to-face students were impacted because they had less exposure to online learning 
and faced disruption if they had to move home. Some had ample time to study, but others took care of 
younger siblings while parents worked. Others had technology options at school but were challenged 
to make this work at home. Working in the community library or local community college during lock-
down was not an option. Online early childhood teachers found themselves teaching their own children 
while managing remote learning for their classroom or center’s children. Some lost employment as their 
schools and childcare programs closed, making it difficult for them to complete field-based experiences.

The university went into lockdown just before spring break 2020, which allowed time for ECI faculty 
to adjust courses. They incorporated more digital literacy supports and substituted electronic formats 
for assignments that would have been in-person. For example, they embedded online tutorials, media 
links, assignment examples, and other materials into course websites to enable students to understand 
and complete remaining assignments and navigate new technology. Group work moved to electronic 
formats such as google docs. Written and video announcements, Zoom video-conferencing options, 
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and frequent emails helped establish instructor presence. Field experiences were challenging because 
each students’ placements and access to children kept shifting and places would go into lockdowns at 
different times. At any given time in the semester students, family members, or contacts at work had 
COVID or were in quarantine.

Faculty adapted assignments and deadlines or created alternate options such as: (1) case studies of 
children, (2) teaching scenarios, (3) videos of teacher interviews, home visits, or classroom teaching, (4) 
tutoring public school children through Zoom videoconferencing, and (5) teaching family members at 
home. Although students missed working directly with children, they found these adaptations maximized 
their learning. Students were able to complete assignments because of the flexibility in the course design, 
options for completion, and due dates. As remote learning became a reality for multiple semesters, ECI 
faculty adjusted by incorporating lessons learned from previous semesters. For face-to-face students, 
many classes became blended or taught synchronously via Zoom. Some faculty had remote learning 
classes with some students in-person and others on Zoom. Larger classes were split into smaller groups 
for social distancing and met on different times or days. Online students continued to receive greater 
flexibility and creativity to complete assignments due to COVID-related factors and increased their use 
of Zoom to connect with instructors as needed.

Institutional support for faculty and students also helped make remote learning successful. Students 
had more options to access or check out technology devices and Technology Help Desk staff were able 
to address student needs in remote locations. The Learning Commons incorporated time management, 
independent learning, and digital learning strategies to help students with remote learning. The campus 
Health Clinic ramped up mental health counselling and informational videos to help students and fac-
ulty persevere. E-learning technical staff provided faculty supports to transition to remote learning and 
troubleshot issues so faculty could teach effectively.

In summary, the COVID-19 experience challenged institutional, instructor, and students in ways that 
blurred lines between online and face-to-face environments and created a technology-infused learning 
venue more responsive to student demand. In post-pandemic times, early childhood teacher education 
faculty can apply lessons learned to improve online student learning. Videos, case studies, digital in-
formation resources, and learning supports can supplement lessons to ensure students master material. 
Videoconferencing sessions can increase instructor presence and provide on demand instructional supports 
to meet individual needs. The pandemic underscored the importance of providing pedagogy of both care 
and content (Nelson, Mollenkopf, & Gaskill, 2021). Early childhood faculty can provide a pedagogy of 
care to early childhood teachers trying to master the pedagogy of content to complete degrees. As they 
encounter new or evolving technologies, faculty can learn these technologies and adapt strategically so 
students can leverage technology to learn.

Early childhood teachers face multiple challenges in balancing work, family, and school, while serving 
our nation’s youngest children. However, ECI Online has enabled early childhood teachers to successfully 
complete needed certification or degrees by intentionally integrating technology into the institutional 
support system, program design and delivery, curricular and instructional supports, and instructor-student 
interactions. By being responsive to student needs, the ECI program has been able to adapt over time, 
first by supporting face-to-face students and commuters, then by moving online, and finally by integrat-
ing strategies from both delivery options to address student needs during remote learning.
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SOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Several lessons can be learned from the experience of the ECI program and its evolution over time to 
adapt to the needs of early childhood teachers:

1.  First and foremost, building a fully online program takes time and buy-in from people willing to 
make a long-term commitment. The conversion from face-to-face to online was successful because 
the ECI Program Director, along with a small group of dedicated faculty and staff, consistently 
worked with e-learning designers to ensure courses would be available and accessible for early 
childhood students. Consideration for faculty time, allowing faculty a flexible time frame to develop 
and roll out courses, and providing faculty supports to protect their workload was also important.

2.  Institutional support is needed to make an online program successful. Having dedicated e-learning 
technical staff to offer on-going supports, professional development, and individual tutoring and 
assistance for troubleshooting is paramount to empowering faculty who can teach effectively via 
technology while being responsive to student needs. Library staff also cannot be underestimated 
in their role to locate resources and help faculty make the curriculum and learning they envision, 
a reality.

3.  It is not enough to put a program online. Students must be able to navigate the application, admis-
sions, and enrollment process and receive quality advising and student supports throughout their 
program. The ECI program Director and ECI Online Program Coordinator were able to work with 
staff throughout the institutional system to build awareness for the online student and help them 
leverage technology to accommodate those needs. As one part of the institutional system was able 
to accommodate, it allowed other parts of the system to adapt, thereby creating a more seamless 
system and ensure that online students are integrated into the student organizational framework. 
Having a dedicated staff person serving as a single face throughout the program has also been 
critical in ensuring student success.

4.  At the micro-level, the quality of the teaching and learning experience is dependent on the instruc-
tor-student relationship. Ensuring faculty understand and know how to use technology for course 
design, development, implementation, and teaching is paramount, and having ongoing support for 
implementation and professional development to keep up to date is essential. Having successful 
faculty become part of the mentoring process for new faculty has also been helpful to sustain the 
program and ensure a consistent, quality learning experience for students.

5.  For early childhood teachers to be successful in completing online programs, they must be equipped 
with the proper strategies and tools to master the digital literacy needed. ECI Faculty achieved 
this by building instructor supports to guide students on how to learn, not just what to learn. As 
faculty became adept with technology, they integrated this into their instruction and modeled this 
for their students. By infusing instructor presence using various technologies and allowing students 
to study and demonstrate their learning through different technological venues, faculty supported 
the learning process.

6.  COVID-19 challenged educators at all levels to rethink technological delivery and the implemen-
tation of remote education created opportunities to adapt strategies from both face-to-face and 
online learning formats to meet students’ needs where they are. This required both institutional and 
instructor level supports to support student learning in new ways and has also blurred online and 
face-to-face environments. The adaptability, and the COVID-19 experience in general, is likely to 
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permanently change how early childhood teachers and teacher educators integrate technology to 
promote learning.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The need for professional development for early childhood teachers is well-documented and a growing 
body of literature supports online professional development programs as effective for early childhood 
teachers (Kyzar, Chiu, Kemp, Aldersey, Turnbull, & Lindeman, 2014; Zinsser, Main, Torres, Connor, 
2019). However, literature on online professional development is primarily focused on modules, individual 
courses, or trainings of short duration and research on online programs and what components make these 
effective is limited. More research is needed to help early childhood teacher educators understand the 
dynamics in effective online programs and factors needed to ensure student success.

A body of research also addresses best practices for course design, development, teaching, and learn-
ing, adult learner needs in online environments, and instructor-student interaction impact on student 
persistence and completion of online programs. However, limited research exists on the interaction of 
the institutional and instructional supports on student persistence and learning success, particularly for 
early childhood teachers who may have limited access to technology while balancing families, work, 
and financial concerns. Studies document lower retention rates for students in online courses than those 
in face-to-face courses (Bawa, 2016). As technology continues to play a growing role in instructional 
design and curriculum delivery, teachers educators need to research how they can better serve and support 
early childhood teachers while pursuing online degrees and what kinds of guidance and support models 
would maximize the preparation of the early childhood workforce via digital education.

More research is needed at the macro-level to understand the layers of supports that interact and what 
factors help these students be successful. More system level efforts are needed to provide equitable sup-
ports using predictive analytics that provides essential data on students’ needs so gaps can be addressed. 
Higher education institutions offering online programs should investigate ways to provide support services 
using data analytics generated by the LMS or other student data systems.

Finally, there is limited research on the maintenance and stability of online programs and how to 
effectively ensure programs adapt over time. ECI Online evolved because of a need in the early child-
hood field and was not set up to be a longitudinal study. Even though program evaluation data have been 
useful for program improvement, more detailed research data is missing. More research is needed on 
university case studies that integrate technology for early childhood teachers to understand commonali-
ties and differences in their approaches to help teachers succeed.

CONCLUSION

In summary, institutions of higher education are challenged to enable early childhood teachers to effi-
ciently and effectively complete certification or degrees. Online environments are a viable option, but to 
be successful, they need a well-designed curriculum that integrates best practices in early childhood and 
technology. They also must be sensitive to the needs of enrolled early childhood teachers and maximize 
their learning while ensuring access. Institutional supports must align with instructional and student 
supports, with committed faculty and staff who work together to help students navigate the system and 
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persist in learning. Instructors must be knowledgeable in early childhood pedagogy, course development 
and design, adult learning theory, and various technologies to create sufficient supports so students can 
learn and apply both digital literacy and content skills. The current COVID-19 pandemic has further 
challenged institutions, faculty, staff, and students to adapt to a remote learning environment that capi-
talizes on the learning opportunities of both face-to-face and online formats but also applies these in 
new ways, thereby blurring the lines between formats and creating a continuum of learning options that 
is more reflective of on-demand learning. Future learning will be based on what institutions learn now 
from these combined experiences.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Additional Endorsement: A teaching license that allows someone with a teaching degree in one en-
dorsement area (e.g., Elementary Education) to teach in another endorsement area (e.g., Early Childhood).

Asynchronous vs. Synchronous: Asynchronous instruction means that all class instruction occurs 
independently, while synchronous instruction requires students to attend in person or via technology at 
a set time.

Certification: A teaching license in an endorsement area, which is completed as initial certification 
or an additional endorsement.

Digital Literacy: A set of skills students need to know to work with technology in a learning envi-
ronment. This includes knowing how to use a variety of software applications, navigate websites, read 
and process electronically presented information, and apply these to learning.

E-Learning: Any electronic learning experience, including remote learning or online instruction.
Early Childhood Workforce: Any adult working in an early childhood program, particularly those 

serving as the teacher or assistant teacher in a childcare setting with children ages 0-5.
Early Childhood Inclusive (ECI) Endorsement Program: Program that prepares students to hold 

a teacher license to work with children ages 0-8 in regular education settings and children 0-5 in special 
education settings. The term, inclusive, according to state certification regulations indicates that the 
graduate is also certified (licensed) to teach children with disabilities. The program includes the bach-
elors’ degree, initial certification, or additional endorsement.

Field-Based Experiences: Student activities prior to student teaching in a school or early childhood 
program classroom that involves a set number of contact hours observing, assessing, teaching, or oth-
erwise working with some or all those children.

Initial Certification: Program of study leading to a teaching license in an endorsement area for a 
student who does not already hold a teaching license. In this chapter, this specifically refers to the student 
who has completed a non-teaching bachelor’s degree but is returning as a post-baccalaureate (after the 
bachelor’s degree, but before a master’s) student to complete teacher certification in an endorsement area.

Learning Management System: A software application system that allows a university to admin-
ister, track, and deliver courses electronically. It houses faculty’s course websites and enables faculty to 
design and build courses.

Non-Traditional Student: An adult learner generally over the age of 25, who works full or part-time, 
is more likely to have had a gap between high school and college, and be raising family while going to 
college full or part-time.

“On-Demand” Teaching or Learning: Instruction available for the learner to access at the point 
they need it. An example would be a faculty member who accesses a tutorial to learn how to upload a 
video at the point they are building that into their course.
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Remote Learning: A subset of e-learning separate from online learning that allows face-to-face 
students to attend class and/or work on assignments remotely. Some parts of the class could be synchro-
nous, and some could be online.

T.E.A.C.H. – Teacher Education and Compensation Helps: The T.E.A.C.H. scholarship is housed 
at the national center and is specifically designed to help the early childhood workforce complete degrees 
debt-free while also improving their job stability.

Traditional Student: College student between the ages of 18-25 who enrolls directly in college 
after finishing high school, is usually a full-time student, and is not balancing family and heavy work 
responsibilities.


