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Contingent Faculty, Online Writing Instruction, and Professional
Development in Technical and Professional Communication
Lisa Meloncon

University of South Florida, Tampa, Florida USA

ABSTRACT
Technical and professional communication (TPC) programs rely on contingent
faculty to achieve their curricular mission. However, contingent faculty lack
professional development opportunities. In this article, the author reports
survey results (N = 91) and three cases studies that provide information on
contingent faculty and their preparation for online teaching and then provides
a three-step approach for TPC program administrators and faculty to follow so
that programs can create sustainable professional development opportunities
for contingent faculty to teach online.
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Labor conditions in higher education continue to receive an enormous amount of attention.
Although related fields such as composition (e.g., Bousquet, Scott, & Parascondola, 2004; Schell,
1998; Scott, 2009) or business communication (Lawrence & Galle, 2011) have been discussing these
issues, TPC has only recently begun to examine the material working conditions of contingent
faculty (Meloncon, 2014; Meloncon & England, 2011; Meloncon, England, & Ilyasova, 2016).
Currently, 15% of all degree TPC programs are offered fully online (Meloncon, 2012), and 21% of
service courses are being offered online or in a hybrid format (Meloncon, 2009).

Reading online growth alongside rapid programmatic growth (Meloncon, 2012), TPC faces an
urgency to understand professional development and training practices for faculty teaching in online
environments. In particular, the need is greatest for the field’s contingent faculty because they teach
87% of service courses (Meloncon & England, 2011) and have indicated a need for online course
training (Meloncon et al., 2016, p. 221). Further, scholars from writing studies (CCCC Committee
for Best Practices in Online Writing Instruction, 2013; Hewett & DePew, 2015) and from TPC
(Jaramillo-Santoy & Cano-Monreal, 2013; Meloncon & Arduser, 2013) have pointed to professional
development and training as key considerations for a successful and effective online course.
Mechenbier (2015b) discussed the complexities of program administration in relation to contingent
faculty. These conversations are particularly important when considered alongside data about online
programs in TPC.

In this article, I provide an overview of the exigencies and a rationale for looking more closely at
contingent faculty in TPC and then report the findings of a survey and a series of interviews with
contingent faculty about their material work conditions. The American Association of University
Professors (AAUP) defined contingent faculty as including part-time faculty, full-time faculty outside
tenure lines, and graduate student employees (Curtis & Jacobe, 2006, p. 6); I use this definition,
though the data gathered in the study reported herein excluded graduate students. Although such
scholars as Bartholomae (2011) have criticized the use of contingent, the term is used here so that
TPC conversations can align with ongoing national conversations about labor conditions. The
second part of the essay frames my findings within existing scholarship on instructor preparedness
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(e.g., Breuch, 2015; Mechenbier, 2015b; Meloncon, 2007; Rice, 2015) to offer recommendations on
how to create and sustain professional development opportunities for contingent faculty.

Exigencies and rationale

Since the publication of Hewett and Ehmann Powers’ (2007) special issue on online writing in this
journal, TPC has actively pursued research topics in and around issues of online learning. However,
little work has been done on contingent faculty teaching in online settings. Additionally, as Kimme
Hea (2009) noted, “this anytime, anywhere position [regarding online instruction] carries risks of
exploitation, especially for part-time, nontenure-track faculty” (p. 215). Nationally, the most recent
higher education data breakdown of faculty by hiring category was 33.5% tenured or on the tenure
track, 18.8% full-time, nontenure track (FT-NTT), and 47.7% part-time (Kezar & Maxey, 2012, p. 5).
TPC does not have the data to see how closely the field aligns with national numbers, but TPC
programs could not fulfill their curricular mission without contingent faculty (Maid & D’Angelo,
2013; Meloncon, 2014; Meloncon & England, 2011; Rentz, Debs, & Meloncon, 2010).

However, TPC does know that contingent faculty “lack professional development opportunities”
(Meloncon et al., 2016, p. 211, emphasis added), which are “defined as those opportunities to stay
current in the field or improve as a teacher and scholar” (p. 221). Further, as Curtis and Jacobe
(2006) concluded, “The central problem of contingent academics is not the people who fill these
positions” but the “lack of support structures” (p. 6). Institutional support structures must include
faculty development and training opportunities because, as Cook and Grant-Davie (2013) argued,
“effective online teaching, we believe, is not just face-to-face teaching delivered through neutral
technology that requires no new pedagogical skills. To teach well online requires training, mentor-
ing, and practice” (p. 311). As useful as the existing data are, as a field, TPC still knows little about
contingent faculty and their preparation for online teaching.

Data and discussion

In this section, I discuss a study1 that gathered information from contingent faculty to understand
their roles in teaching online and their professional development opportunities.

Method

This study used the same survey instrument that Meloncon et al. (2016) used, which offers the field
an opportunity to build a rich data set around multiple data points for eventual longitudinal
comparisons about the material working conditions of contingent faculty. Questions specific to
online teaching were included that may illuminate existing professional development opportunities
for contingent faculty as well as necessary new ones. These questions are in the data and discussion
section below. The survey was sent to 346 contingent faculty and resulted in an overall response rate
of 26% (n = 91), which falls within acceptable ranges for surveys (Fryrear, 2015). One factor that
affected the response rate was that the survey was time intensive, requiring 15 to 30 minutes if
participants answered open-ended questions.

The last survey question asked participants whether they consented to a follow-up interview. To
ensure interviewee anonymity and protection, pseudonyms are used and limited information on
their teaching history is provided. The information reported below is confined to three interviews.

Data and discussion about contingent faculty and online writing instruction

At this writing, the survey was completed by 91 faculty that were primarily female (69%, n = 63) and
overwhelmingly White (91%, n = 83). Most were full-time, nontenure track (FT-NTT) working on
contractual appointments (66%, n = 60); and most (68%, n = 62) have been teaching longer than 4 years.
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Some 47% (n = 43) reported teaching more than 7 years. Respondents worked at all levels of institutions
where TPC programs are currently located.

Because not all survey participants answered all questions, each illustrative figure provided herein
contains its own N number. The lower N numbers for the online specific questions, which are the
only questions discussed in detail in this article, occur because not all respondents teach online. The
questions discussed below also pertain to contingent faculty’s professional development and training
opportunities.

Do you have autonomy to design your own courses?

Figure 1 provides information on whether contingent faculty have the autonomy to design their own
courses.

Even though 57% (n = 50) of contingent faculty indicated that they have autonomy to design their
own courses, the fact that 39% (n = 34) reported having only partial autonomy and another 4%
(n = 3) reported having no autonomy is disturbing. Although I am aware of conversations about the
need for master courses to standardize course content across sections (see Rodrigo & Ramirez, 2017,
in this issue), the same standards likely would not hold true if tenure-track faculty were required to
use master courses. In online course design where course shells or templates in the learning
management system (LMS) are becoming prevalent, autonomy is an issue that warrants considerable
discussion because it is directly connected to issues of professional development and training. For
example, the TPC field has no research on how course shells affect pedagogical practices, but
anecdotal experiences suggest that templates are ubiquitous. For contingent faculty, the lack of
autonomy represented by a prewritten master template potentially can constrain their pedagogical
practices while providing programs a justification for not offering sufficient professional
development.

Do you have access to an instructional designer (someone who will help you put and/or update your online course)?

An ongoing concern with online course development is the amount of time that it takes to create a
course. Many institutions now employ instructional designers to assist faculty with the technological
aspects of the course construction, as well as to help organize course materials. Figure 2 indicates the
degree to which the contingent faculty, who responded to the survey, have access to an instructional
designer.

A little more than one half of contingent faculty (58%, n = 46) expressed that they had
institutional access to an instructional designer. Having someone do some of the hands-on labor
of creating exercise modules or interactive content could free up contingent faculty to participate in
other professional development activities that focus on improving pedagogical practices.

Figure 1. Percentage breakdown of autonomy in course design (n = 88).
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Unfortunately, the survey did not ask the obvious follow-up question as to whether they had used
the instructional designer, which limits the usefulness of this information.

However, the fact that about one third of contingent faculty (34%, n = 27) reported that they did
not have access to an instructional design and a small percentage (8%, n = 6) did not know whether
they did shows that resources are not evenly distributed. More importantly, it indicates a need for
professional development opportunities in instructional design; such a need could be fulfilled either
by making sure faculty know what resources they have at their disposal or providing workshops—
face-to-face and online—to assist faculty with course creation and design.

Who has ownership of your online course?

As Mechenbier (2015b) discussed, ownership of online course content is a legal issue for contingent
faculty because they need to know who owns the course’s content should they leave the institution.
Often, the institution has policies in place for the ownership of course content and contingent faculty
need to know these policies to make informed decisions about whether to create an online TPC
course. See Figure 3.

One half of respondents (48%, n = 36) did not know who owned their online course. This lack of
knowledge raises concerns about professional development and training, as well as the need for TPC
program administrators (TPC PAs) to provide legal information to their contingent faculty regarding
who owns their labor. Only 17% (n = 13) of respondents reported that they retain full rights to their
courses. Although course ownership may not be negotiable when agreeing to create an online course, all

Figure 2. Percent of contingent faculty with access to an instructional designer (n = 79).

Figure 3. Answer to “Who owns your online course?” (n = 76).

4 L. MELONCON



faculty need to know what their rights are and whether they can negotiate or retain some rights of reuse.
This information becomes particularly important for contingent faculty who may not stay at the same
institution or who may be contracted to teach similar courses at other institutions. They may not be
obvious professional development issues, but conditions of labor and ownership of materials are, indeed,
concerns of professional development because with adequate knowledge about their rights, contingent
faculty can make more informed decisions about where they work, what work they do for what pay, and
what conceptual and practical coursework they prefer not to give away. For example, if they do not
retain their rights to developed material, they potentially can ask for more training in exchange.

This study also asked whether respondents knew whether their rights changed if they used
institutional resources such as instructional design or accessibility services. The “I don’t know”
response went up to 68% (n = 52). This response, too, raises a number of concerns. If TPC PAs are
encouraging faculty to use institutional resources, but the use of those resources affect one’s ability to
retain rights to a course one develops, then a big problem exists for contingent faculty. The fact
course ownership is an area where most faculty did not know the answer is something TPC
programs need to address immediately through professional development.

Have you ever taken a formal course for teaching online? Select the answer that best fits your situation.

As seen in Figure 4, Even though 62% (n = 44) of respondents reported that they have taken a course
about online teaching, it is discouraging that 14% (n = 10) of respondents paid for their own
training. Such an expense should not be shouldered by contingent faculty and should be provided for
by the institution or program. It is also concerning that 38% (n = 48) of respondents reported that
they have not had a formal course preparing them to teach online, which suggests that professional
development and training for contingent faculty to teach online is still not a priority for institutions
or programs. To maintain and sustain TPC programs and to ensure high-quality instruction,
programs must take professional development seriously.

For some contingent faculty, other training opportunities do exist. Some 28% (n = 20) reported
that they have access to Quality Matters training.2 The role of Quality Matters is to certify the quality
of online courses through a faculty peer-review process. A little more than one half of the
respondents (52%, n = 37) reported that their institutions have other professional development
opportunities for “training to teach online.” Although having access to these other opportunities is
important, that access does not mitigate the need for TPC PAs and programs to offer field specific
professional development and training.

One of the last questions of the survey was an open-ended question asking respondents to provide
their “dream scenario for professional development”—that is, in a perfect world where resources
were not an issue, what would they wish for to help them do their jobs better? Several respondents

Figure 4. Responses to whether contingent faculty have taken on online teaching course (n = 71).
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wrote open-ended responses; the following are two responses that represent both ends of the dream-
scenario spectrum:

● “Don’t have time to dream; I’m too busy grading papers.”
● “I have everything I’ve needed to be successful as an online instructor.”

From these two responses, it is clear that professional development and training in TPC programs
run the full gamut of success. Much as any job’s satisfaction is tied to an organization’s culture, so
too it seems some institutions are doing better than others providing professional development
opportunities to contingent faculty.

Three faculty case studies

In this section, I showcase three cases studies that take the survey findings and place them within an
embodied context that illustrate the pressing need for TPC to address issues of professional
development and training. Using the cases of Janet, Dennis, and Melissa (pseudonyms), this section
presents the online teaching histories of three contingent faculty who were chosen because they show
a range of experience and institutional types. The issues they discussed, though not generalizable to
all online instructors, are somewhat representative of current issues, listed in Table 1, relative to
teaching online in a TPC program as contingent faculty members.3

Technology and pedagogy
In tight economic times, TPC PAs have few resources and little time to devote to training contingent
faculty. The problem in TPC is further compounded because many TPC faculty do understand the
basic ideas of instructional design and other issues around user experience, usability, and informa-
tion architecture, which can lead to frustration in finding or providing adequate professional
development for online settings (Meloncon & Arduser, 2013; see also Bartolotta, Bourelle, &
Newmark, 2017 in this issue).

However, TPC PAs do need to consider new instructors who may need help with the technology.
For example, with no formal or informal training program in place, Janet voluntarily sought out
technology training because, as a new instructor, she had never used the institution’s LMS:

On the afternoon before I was supposed to have the online class up for the start of the term, I attended an open
consultation technology event (again this was something that I sought out), and a kind instructional designer
built me a sandbox so I could start posting content.

Dennis reported his own frustrations when he considered how he initially learned to teach online.
He stated, “I just hacked my way through it,” which he suggested was a disservice to him and the

Table 1. Background Information on Three Case Studies.

Janet Melissa Dennis

Online teaching
experience

First time teaching fall 2016 7 years 6 years

Highest degree MA in Professional Writing PhD in Rhet/Comp w/specialty in TPC MA & ABD in American poetry
Practical experience All three have substantial

workplace experience
Current employment
status

Adjunct (part-time, per
term)

FT-NTT on a 5-year nonrenewable
contract

Part-time on a yearly contract

Institution type R1 Baccalaureate Doctoral
# of previous
institutions

NA Third Same since teaching online

Job satisfaction High High High

6 L. MELONCON



students. But “hacking through it” is a common story. Indeed, though Melissa reported the same
“hacking” experience, she also added a new technological problem:

The first time I taught online, I got no training. I was just given some basic information about the course, some
sample assignments, and access to the LMS. But, now that I’ve been teaching a few years, what frustrates me is
that we are often told to use the tools supported by the institution, but often they may not be the best tool. So
you’re still stuck going out and doing all this research and trial and error yourself. This sort of training would
be useful.

Even though respondents in Meloncon et al.’s (2016) pilot study reported they did receive technol-
ogy training, they also reported that pedagogical training was less common. Professional develop-
ment and training must go beyond technology and an orientation to the LMS. It needs to include an
emphasis on pedagogy. According to Jaramillo-Santoy and Cano-Monreal (2013): “Initially, the only
formal training provided to our faculty for online instruction was focused on how to use the learning
management system (LMS) and selected software . . . these workshops were not sufficient to provide
the intensive training and support faculty members needed to develop and deliver an online course”
(p. 93). This same sentiment was echoed by each of the three individuals in these case studies.

Although many program administrators have the best of intentions and though these intentions
may be reflected in the programs themselves, programmatic materials often fail to demonstrate how
to “adapt strategies” for online teaching rather than simply moving existing face-to-face materials
online. This situation is made worse by instructors with limited teaching experience because teaching
online can confuse them as they try to establish their own pedagogical practices. Here is what the
three instructors in the case studies have to say about pedagogy and training:

Janet: “I’m just trying to figure everything out and keep my head above water. I’m still running to
keep ahead of the students. The only thing I feel confident about is that I know I have to
explain things more since we don’t have that face-to-face interaction.”

Melissa: “I’m still not certain about some pedagogical aspects. That may be more to do with the fact
the field hasn’t done the research required to empirically ‘prove’ some practices. But it’s
still a time consuming process to consistently work through ways to teach online better.
There are definitely no workshops for that at any of the places I’ve taught.”

Dennis: “I wormed my way into a level of institutional support that can help with specific things,
but often I have to figure things out myself or ask a colleague. What I find ironic is that
corporations often don’t take advantage of people in the same way as universities. It would
be good to have the support so that students could focus on the technology through other
means so that in class we could deal with the concepts and content.”

What is striking about these responses is they all have an emphasis on wanting to teach better online
and the lack of institutional support need to do so. Even the two experienced instructors, Melissa
and Dennis, showed frustration around the lack of professional development and training opportu-
nities to improve their teaching practices.

Programmatic approach
As TPC PAs recognize the need to do something about online teaching and contingent faculty, some
programs have begun to require templates. The template is an LMS shell that is designed to
standardize course structure and content across online sections. Mechenbier (2015a) discussed the
pros and cons of this approach and counseled that it needs to be used such that contingent faculty
still maintain autonomy, control over modes of distribution, and retention of proprietary interests
over their courses. As the data presented above indicated, autonomy is an issue within TPC
programs, and the ongoing emphasis to put more courses and programs online may exacerbate
this problem. Maid and D’Angelo (2013) explained the approach they took in their program to
provide contingent faculty with a “structured and standardized course” (p. 17), and Dutkiewicz,
Holder, and Sneath (2013) justified the need for templates with consistent navigation and features.
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These two cases illustrate the points that Mechenbier (2015a) made regarding the need contingent
faculty have for control over the content, delivery, and pedagogical approaches for their courses.

Janet, Melissa, and Dennis expressed unique experiences regarding the approaches of their
programs that bring additional issues to the fore.

Janet stated that she was “astonished” when she accepted the position to teach a course only a few
weeks before the term started. She expressed what surprised her most this way:

I can understand being given the autonomy to teach the way in which I am comfortable, but I expected to be at
least given a framework—something that says “this is the way we do things and why and here’s all this stuff you
can choose from and why we’ve given you this.” It wasn’t like that at all. I’m starting to see the framework now,
but it really should have had more information from the beginning. So many decisions to make about
everything. I appreciate the freedom to choose, but a little more structure would have been appreciated.

Dennis was actually given even less information and less of a framework as he got started. He
described his experience:

I was given a course description from the catalog as a starting point, and little more than that, initially. I was
not asked to use a pre-designed course shell. In fact, I was given little direction of any kind. I reached out to my
colleagues and asked them to share syllabi and course websites. One colleague was generous enough to share
her course website, syllabus, and schedule. In the interests of time, I adopted her course outline more or less
intact. I would like to have a defined framework for the course but a lot of freedom to design course content
and assignments within that framework. I would not be able to teach effectively in an institution that mandated
a fully standardized course shell.

Melissa’s current story is one that provides a snapshot at the most extreme end of the spectrum of
“structured and standardized.” She explained her then-current situation:

As an experienced online teacher, I am forced to use a pre-designed and developed course; it’s more than a
shell. It’s a course with a mandated set of assignments and structure and required textbook. The online courses
use the same book to provide an equitable experience to students, while the face-to-face classes are not held to
the same “standard,” which gives the sense of the online courses as being lesser than and as something that
needs to be policed. The ironic point is that at a time when I needed guidance—as a new instructor—I got none
of the professional development opportunities or mentorship that I needed. But now as an experienced
instructor, I feel nervous and constrained. The only aspects of the course I can change are “lectures” or
additional explanatory materials for the course. Any other changes have to be “approved”—not by a committee
of peers or experts in the area, but by a single instructor who has been self-authorized because no one else was
willing (or able) to take the lead on the development of online courses. I’m learning as we go as much as they
are. It’s stifling to have to use a course that isn’t mine.

What these perspectives show is that TPC PAs and faculty need to be thoughtful in making
decisions about online course standardization, the use of templates, and the creation of common
materials. The decisions about online courses should be analogous to decisions made about face-to-
face courses and need to include all voices, particularly contingent faculty responsible for teaching
the courses. The responses from Janet, Dennis, and Melissa underscore the need for collaborative
professional development.

Quality concerns
Issues of quality are always difficult for programs to face, but programs cannot afford to ignore these
hard questions (Meloncon & England, 2011). Scholarship has found that contingent faculty can
negatively affect student learning (Ehrenberg & Zhang, 2004) and whether students continue in a
chosen major (Bettinger & Long, 2010). Mueller, Mandernach, and Sanderson (2013) found that
students performed better in online classes taught by full-time faculty.

To be clear, contingent faculty are doing an important job within TPC programs, and in no way
do the comments or data presented here disparage that work. The point is to bring into the open
quality issues that potentially can be solved. The experiences described in these three case studies are
not surprising when it comes to quality. Janet expressed concern over what exactly made her
qualified to teach, particularly because she had never taught before. Melissa’s concerns over the
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course shell apparently emotionally affected her teaching ability, which likely would manifest itself in
some way regarding quality of instruction. Dennis, on the other hand, did not make any specific
comments about quality but raised an important point that converges with quality issues. He noted
that the field should reconsider place-based hiring. As he put it, often the best-qualified instructors
may not want to move to a particular location. Thus, if programs and courses are being delivered
online, then why can’t those same technologies allow faculty to live where they want and bring them
together for professional development?

TPC PAs and faculty must also consider the ethical considerations of hiring faculty without
adequate training and support. Understandably, material conditions can lead to create a need to hire
someone on the spur of the moment and/or to hire anyone who is available, which is precisely why
Janet was hired, according to her story. However, immediate need for class coverage does not
mitigate the necessity to provide qualified instruction to students, which is directly connected to
TPC PAs’ ability to provide adequate professional development and training opportunities.

Further complicating this issue, the three faculty case studies all reported a high job satisfac-
tion despite the problems they described. They liked what they were doing, were committed to
doing it, and indicated they would like to continue doing it. However, they also have had to work
hard at finding professional development opportunities and expressed that they would like more
of them.

Recommendations for providing professional development

In this next section, I outline a series of steps that TPC PAs and other online faculty can take to
provide training and professional development and training opportunities for contingent faculty
teaching TPC in online settings.

The data and case studies reported herein offer a snapshot of the significant gaps in professional
development and training opportunities for contingent faculty. The next question becomes “how can
TPC PAs begin to create, deliver, and sustain the necessary professional development and training
support structures for contingent faculty teaching online?”

Because “the ideal solution of [offering] more tenure lines is not realistic” (Meloncon & England,
2011, p. 406), TPC PAs need to consider creative, innovative, and program-directed solutions for
their faculty. Fortunately, the technical communication professionals and other online writing
instructors have published on instructor preparedness in online teaching (e.g., Breuch, 2015;
Hewett & Ehmann, 2004; Mechenbier, 2015b; Meloncon, 2007; Rice, 2015), which affords a place
from which to start forming recommendations.

The following is a sample three-step process for creating a sustainable, programmatic model of
professional development. First, TPC PAs need to perform a “landscape reading,” which considers
all the contexts that must be accounted for when creating a professional development program.
Second, I encourage the use of a community of practice (CoP) as the primary infrastructure to
facilitate professional development and training opportunities. Finally, I discuss pedagogical models
as one example of the materials that need to be included in a CoP for contingent faculty.

Reading landscapes

Although cliché, a lot has changed in the last 10 years in the realm of online education, but what has
not changed is the need to determine whether faculty are prepared to teach online. In 2007,
I proposed landscape reading as a heuristic tool for this question. Using landscape as a metaphorical
and material construction “pulls everything together—physical, chemical, biological, human—into a
frame work that can be analyzed and, therefore, interpreted” (Meloncon, 2007, p. 36). To interpret
landscapes, one needs to understand that each classroom—whether online or face-to-face—is its own
unique landscape that is comprised of students, the instructors, technologies, and subject matter.
Moreover, the institution can be a separate landscape, and the TPC program can be yet another
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landscape. Each of these instances—classroom, program, and institution—contain their own cultural
considerations that need to be “read” and interpreted by the TPC PA.

Cultural geographers have long taught students how to read and interpret landscapes. Reading
and interpreting landscapes can be considered inherently more difficult than the process of reading
and interpreting most texts because landscapes are “messy and disorganized, like a book with pages
missing, torn, and smudged; a book whose copy has been edited and re-edited by people with
illegible handwriting” (Lewis, 1979, p. 12). However, an interpretive reading of landscapes provides
complex, nuanced descriptions of the places and spaces that surround the reader. A thorough
interpretation of the landscape can provide information that may not be gleaned from other
means (Meloncon, 2007, p. 41). The overarching theme of landscape reading complements Hewett
and Ehmann’s (2004) educational principles for online writing instruction (OWI), and both are used
to guide instructors through an information gathering and reflective process that rigorously
examines “teaching and learning processes as they occur in naturalistic settings” (p. 6).

The heuristic tool I created offered five landscapes specific to instructors wanting to determine
their willingness and preparedness to teach online: personal, pedagogical, managerial, technical, and
institutional (p. 42, emphasis added). Each landscape should be read to determine which resources
are available and, subsequently, how the instructor experiences these realms and the available
resources.

Figure 5 is a modification of the original heuristic so that the landscape reading is done from an
administrative perspective.

The six landscapes presented are not the only ones that could be considered but potentially would
be the most common ones that a TPC PA should consider when developing professional develop-
ment and training opportunities. Modifying the landscape heuristic to encompass an administrative
perspective is necessary because faculty development opportunities should be created at the
programmatic level so that infrastructures can be developed to sustain these initiatives.

Table 2 provides a series of sample questions for the six landscapes described in Figure 5.
These questions can be adapted and supplemented. Indeed, in most situations, there will be

additional questions for each landscape and, though some of these questions can be related to all
faculty, it is important that TPC PAs particularly understand that these questions (and others like them)
must be answered to meet the needs of contingent faculty. TPC PAs should not assume that contingent
faculty will simply figure things out on their own. These faculty members need to be afforded
professional development opportunities that enable effective pedagogical practices. These sample

Figure 5. Technical and Professional Communication Program Administrator (TPC PA) landscape reading.
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questions are offered as a way to help TPC PAs understand the kinds of questions associated with each
landscape and the importance of asking questions from a number of different perspectives directly
connected to crafting programmatic professional development opportunities for contingent faculty.

The question and answers generated by a landscape reading are anticipated to be followed by a
“descriptive, reflective responsive as to why the [TPC PA] answered in such a way” (Meloncon, 2007,
p. 46). For example, consider the legal landscape. TPC PAs would begin by determining what they
may know about the legalities of course construction and, based on their own knowledge, would seek
prepare a complete answer to inform and counsel contingent faculty. As the data reported in this
study indicated, most contingent faculty have little understanding about the legal issues involved in
course construction and ownership (see Figure 3.) TPC PAs should be prepared to provide specific
information to contingent faculty on their rights and responsibilities (Mechenbier, 2015b) when they
create and/or deliver online TPC courses, and they should investigate these issues based on their
local institutional documentation, such as union contracts, workload policies, or individual con-
tracts. At the very least, the TPC PA needs to know the person(s) at their institution who can answer
these types of legal questions about ownership rights for contingent faculty. This information
constitutes a key aspect of professional development. Contingent faculty should never be asked to
create and deliver courses without knowing their legal rights to the information they create.

According to Meloncon (2007), “What emerges from reading landscapes is a series of complex
and interrelated questions that enable technical communication instructors and others [such as
administrators] to situate themselves and their beliefs into the electronic landscape” (p. 48). After
gaining a better understanding of their landscapes, TPC PAs can then move to the next step of
putting professional development opportunities in place.

Table 2. Potential Questions to Begin a Landscape Reading.

Landscape Potential questions to be considered

Pedagogical What parts of the curricula can programs use across sections and in successive terms “yet still move in the
flexible directions students and faculty need” (Rice, 2015, p. 400)
How can the program institute a flexible framework that directs faculty and allows them the freedom to still be
creative and innovative instructors?
What are essential elements that need to be placed into the community of practice? (see next section for
additional information)

Technological What limitations does the LMS place on pedagogy, instructors, students?
What types of technological support are available for instructors and students at a distance?
What additional tools can the program support that facilitates certain pedagogical aspects (e.g., video or audio
creation)?

Spatial How can we train instructors (and students) on the spatial disconnects associated with online learning?
What local (or online) spaces can be used to engage contingent faculty and to create an online community of
instructors where they can gather and share information?
What considerations need to be made for part-time faculty and/or faculty at a distance?

Legal Who owns online courses developed by contingent faculty? What rights do instructor, program, and institution
have?
Are ownership rights changed if specific compensation is given for development and/or if institutional resources
(such as an instructional designer) are used?
What is the process, if possible, for contingent faculty to ensure that they retain rights to a course they
developed?

Managerial What are the best ways to determine appropriate fit between contingent faculty and program? (see Mechenbier,
2015b, p. 235 for additional questions)
What ways can we provide sustainable mentoring and observations as a way to provide training and
professional development?
How can the TPC PA ensure that they know and understand the needs and concerns of the contingent faculty in
their program?

Institutional What existing training can be leveraged for contingent faculty that meets programmatic goals for pedagogy and
training?
Are there sources of funding to help offset costs to provide OWI specific training to contingent faculty (from
paying for workshops to compensation for training activities)?
What institutional requirements do faculty who teach online have to meet, if any? (e.g., do they have to be
certified? Complete Quality Matters? Etc.)
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Communities of practice

In this section, I discuss the community of practice (CoP) as a model that can be used to develop and
distribute professional development and training opportunities for contingent faculty. A CoP is a
group of people who share a concern for something they do and learn how to do it better as they
interact regularly. CoPs are particularly useful for online course development because they “provide
ongoing support that can alleviate many of the curricular and institutional challenges online
instructors face. (Meloncon & Arduser, 2013, p. 74)

After reading the local landscapes, TPC PAs and program faculty can mutually determine what
materials need to be gathered, annotated, and created for a local CoP that is directed toward TPC
program outcomes. As case study participant Janet lamented, there was no framework from which
she could draw; Melissa similarly noted that though she was given material to start, she also had to
discover a lot on her own. A local CoP could have solved these problems by providing materials and
then following up with training sessions conducted either online or face-to-face.

So often faculty find themselves reinventing the wheel at the institutional level, and though some
institutional nuances must be attended to, in large part, online teaching and learning can be crowd
sourced, locally and nationally, to share valuable information about effective teaching practices
(which in turn could lead to more defined and formal research studies). With the rise of social
media (see Vie, 2017, in this issue) and TPC programs focusing on common outcomes, it is
surprising that the field has not leveraged its own knowledge to start solving some of its professional
development problems. In the case of online teaching, CoPs could provide frameworks for those last-
minute hires, offer materials that could be used flexibly to allow for instructor autonomy, and create
structures where instructors could retain ownership of their courses. A CoP instituted locally also
can ease the burden where one faculty member becomes the go-to person to help those teaching
online. This informal training, though valuable and necessary, often leaves contingent faculty—and
the faculty helping them—feeling uneasy that too many things were left uncovered.

This informal training is reminiscent of the mentoring, training model described by Jaramillo-
Santoy and Cano-Monreal (2013). They asked experienced online instructors to train and mentor
faculty new to online teaching. The mentor provided support at all levels of the course development
including “over-the-shoulder mentoring” during delivery of the course for the first time. Jaramillo-
Santoy and Cano-Monreal’s model must have “certification, recognition, and compensation” for it to
be successful (p. 110), and unfortunately, this aspect makes it hard to implement and sustain.
However, the mentoring model can be integrated into a CoP by including information on who to
contact should contingent faculty have questions or concerns.

By involving all faculty in its development, the CoP becomes an integral part of programmatic
identity and community. Regular meetings could provide the space for faculty to bring up problems
they are experiencing, which would then become topics to be researched and materials to be added
to the CoP. Understanding that meetings can be difficult for contingent faculty, the meetings can
model online asynchronous practices conducted on discussion boards or using other online colla-
boration tools such as Slack.

Moreover, by “forming a CoP early in the process of online course or program development or
redesign will not only save time but also lead to ongoing cooperative knowledge creation and
sustainability” (Meloncon & Arduser, 2013, p. 74). Professional development and training must be
a sustained and maintained, and a CoP offers TPC PAs better chance of creating a sustainable
infrastructure for contingent faculty teaching online.

Pedagogical models
This next section discusses the type of information that needs to be included in a CoP. Although the
CoP approach is a way for programs to create the necessary infrastructure to house resources for
professional development and training, attention must be paid to what information needs to reside
in it. The models and practices included should focus on a pedagogically driven perspective rather
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than a technology-driven one (Cook, 2005). The data and case studies show that too much emphasis
is put on the technology rather than the pedagogy in training and professional development because
“migrating appropriate strategies from familiar onsite writing instructional settings” to online
settings is a particular concern (Hewett, 2015a, p. 62). Pedagogical models include materials such
as assignments, exercises for students to complete, discussion post prompts, lecture materials, and
background readings. The power of the pedagogical models lies with the explanatory texts that
would accompany each sample. In these descriptive texts, TPC faculty would explain how and why
they used the materials, any barriers or problems to expect, and any other information that would
allow other online faculty to use the materials. In addition, explanations should be included on how
the materials match program or course learning outcomes. Pedagogical models and materials in a
CoP become important to meet the varying needs of faculty’s professional development, as well as
modeling an accessible and effective course.

The pedagogical models could be organized around a curricular structure that aligned with the
types of courses and types of programs taught at a particular institution. For example, many
institutions teach numerous versions of the service course for different disciplines, and simulta-
neously, programs are administering degree programs. One section of the CoP could be completely
devoted to the service course to include a wide array of assignments for specific learning outcomes.
Often, the service course ends with a major, collaborative project that typically is a report, proposal,
or instruction set/process description that addresses a specific problem. Many types of assignments
could achieve the learning outcomes, including an understanding of the genre conventions. Different
variations of these three assignment types can be included in the CoP with explanatory material on
suggestions for adaption.

Another area of the CoP can be devoted to commonly taught classes in undergraduate degree
programs. For example, editing is a common course offered across the field (Meloncon & Henschel,
2013). In the editing course, a consistent faculty concern is locating “real-world” examples to use as
part of explanatory lecture material or as student practice exercises. Sample documents, such as a
report with poor layout consistency or website content that is too long and cumbersome for ease of
scanning, could be posted to the CoP along with the short descriptions of how they used the sample
in their course. The secondary benefit of the descriptions is that they could be modified for direct
posting to an online course.

Because assignments are such an important part of the online TPC course, it is important that
special attention be given to make sure they are clear and provide adequate instruction for the
students. Cason and Jenkins (2013) outlined a specific, and effective, way to re-create assignments
for online delivery. Their approach could be the focus on a training session, and materials that
demonstrate a before and after should be included in the CoP. As Warner and Hewett (2017)
indicated in this special issue, readability should be tested, and TCP educators are ideal for this work.

Other pedagogical models might include different kinds of exercises to engage online students
(e.g., exercises that address the complexities of understanding audience) and minilectures or back-
ground material (e.g., an overview of basic design theories to help students integrate basic document
design strategies into their documents). The minilectures might be voice narrated power points that
could be modified by particular instructors or interactive modules created in specialized software
(e.g., Camtasia). Infographics or other visually enhanced handouts also can be created and shared
among instructors. The subject matter of the minilectures or handouts might include such common
topics across the service course and/or courses in TPC degree programs as units to introduce the
field the students, the importance of the rhetorical situation, how to create data visualizations, ethics,
collaboration strategies, and stylistic exercises.

Moreover, pedagogical models should be attuned to the cognitive loads placed on teachers and
students. Because all the information in an online course is mitigated through writing, scholars in
writing studies have called this phenomenon the “literacy load” (Griffin & Minter, 2013) and have
discussed how important it is to consider the literacy load when moving into online environments
(Hewett, 2015b). For contingent faculty, detailed examples of how to accomplish the time
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management involved with a higher literacy load also should be included in the CoP. For example,
changing modalities (including voice or video explanations, as well as text-based) can potentially
ease the literacy load.

As Rice (2015) noted, “improving the quality of teaching online takes a great deal of time” (p.
408), but to help offset the time investment, TPC PAs can look to online student interaction
(Walker, 2005) and to student feedback (Eaton, 2013) to provide insights into the key areas in
which faculty may need additional professional development. These findings would become a
pedagogical model within the CoP. With a number of examples for assignments, lectures, supple-
mental materials, exercises, and discussion post prompts, contingent faculty and other TPC program
faculty may see the CoP as professional development tool meant to improve teaching and learning
rather than a punitive measure of something that needs to be corrected. TPC PAs need to move
forward with care to ensure that programs do not over professionalize; that is, remove instructor
autonomy and freedom to implement their own pedagogy. As the example from Melissa discussed
above, shell courses have benefits, particularly for large programs and/or programs with many
contingent faculty that change from term to term. But when shell courses are taken too far, it
diminishes the authority and knowledge of the instructor. TPC PAs and tenure line faculty need to
push back against this sort of movements.

Implications for TPC

The larger study reported in this article was driven by an intuited hypothesis that contingent faculty
in TPC have specific professional development and training needs that were not being meet. For
most TPC PAs and faculty I know, the results were not surprising. There is an explicit need for
contingent faculty to have access to professional development and training for online teaching. This
access problem is not only a local problem of institutions but also is a field-wide TPC problem. What
is taught and modeled in an online classroom is more than writing. To effectively teach online,
contingent faculty need to be able to use communication tools, to practice and model virtual teams,
to write clearly, to produce well-designed documents, to create instructions (in print and in video),
to make all of this information accessible for a variety of (dis)abilities and learning types, to create a
usable information architecture, and to consistently analyze audiences and create communication
that meets their needs. Without providing adequate professional development and training for
contingent faculty, TPC instructors are unable to model effective practices for students. In other
words, online learning and ways it is delivered mimic in a variety of important ways specific
workplace practices (Hewett, Robidoux, & Remley, 2010). One of the primary outcomes for TPC
programs is adequate preparation for students to enter the world of work. The lack of professional
development opportunities for contingent faculty runs the risk of undermining such a TPC pro-
grammatic outcome. Thus, professional development is a much more important issue for TPC than
simply preparing a group of faculty to teach online. It is also an issue of adequately preparing
students to enter complex, technologically mediated workplaces, as well.

Because contingent faculty teach many of the field’s online courses, then TPC PAs need to
consciously and deliberately create professional development opportunities for these faculty. In
other words, all faculty in TPC need to be more professionally educated around online teaching
and learning because the field itself has to model the professional practices of working in online
environments where much work occurs in the modern workplace. The three-step process outlined in
this article of creating localized—and potentially field wide—professional development opportunities
are necessary and vital to ensuring our programs are actually teaching the outcomes students must
have. Access is not simply about students. Access is also about instructors, and TPC needs to be a
leader in developing creative, innovative, and cost-effective professional development opportunities
for contingent faculty
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Conclusion

With the rise of attention to social justice issues within the field, it is surprising that one of the most
important, wide-spread, and localized issues of social justice—inequitable labor issues within pro-
grams—has received so little attention. The fact that TPC has remained silent on issues of contingent
faculty is one of the great ironies of the last several years. It is further surprising for a field that has
long claimed to teach students to be critical knowledge workers that programs have failed to
question “the bureaucracy of writing program management that is bounded within our own
institutional structures and has major ramifications for our programs” (Meloncon & England,
2011, p. 407). In this case, TPC has failed to question the lack of professional development and
training opportunities for its large cadre of contingent faculty.

However, the data presented herein—the broader view and the representative case studies—are a
step toward helping TPC PAs and faculty understand the issues facing contingent faculty. The
heuristic model of reading landscapes followed by the development of a CoP provides actionable and
doable steps for programs and the field to provide professional development for contingent faculty.
There are no easy answers to issues of contingency, and as long as higher education functions in
austere times, then it becomes incumbent on TPC PAs and faculty to make the best of what can only
be considered a bad situation.

TPC needs to be strategic when considering support structures for contingent faculty. They play
such an important role in the vast majority programs that the field is overdue in working collectively
toward improvement. The inauguration of the Global Society for Online Literacy Educators
(GSOLE) is a first step in providing a more global approach to filling the void in professional
development and training, but it would behoove TPC’s professional organizations such as the
Council for Programs in Technical and Scientific Communication (CPTSC) and the Association
for Teachers of Technical Writing (ATTW) to form a partnership with GSOLE to produce profes-
sional development opportunities for TPC-based contingent faculty, particularly around online
learning, because online teaching provides an important model for students as they enter the
workforce.

It is sometimes easy to forget that “faculty working conditions are student learning conditions”
(Maisto qtd. in 2012, n.p.), and TPC would better serve students by improving the working
conditions of contingent faculty. Historically, online contingent faculty have been doubly invisible
based on their employment status and because they teach online and away from the hustle and bustle
of the brick-and-mortar institution. The time has come to for the field of TPC to acknowledge and to
pay attention to the ongoing professional development needs of this overlooked, yet programmati-
cally vital, faculty group.

Notes

1. The University of Cincinnati’s Institutional Review Board has approved this project (#2013-2133).
2. Quality Matters is a nonprofit organization that institutions pay to belong to that then entitles faculty at those

member institutions access to training opportunities.
3. The three instructors have read the quotes used to make sure that they accurately represented what they said.

This verification process was added to ensure their comfort levels with publishing their stories and statements.
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