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68%
of faculty positions

In 2023, contingent faculty 
(adjuncts, lecturers) made up



Increased reliance on adjunct instructors 
presents several challenges

For adjuncts, the challenges are:

• Insufficient notice before teaching assignments, 
and therefore limited preparation time

• Unfamiliarity with institutional resources

For academic institutions, the challenges are determining how best to enhance:

• Instructor preparedness given that limited time between course assignment and 
start of the term, contract restrictions, organizational 
culture, and compensation, impact participation of 
adjunct instructors in training opportunities. 

• Course quality 

• Student learning experiences

• Lack of robust communication, connection and 
support from the institution

• Difficulties mastering instructional technologies
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Background



In 2019, UM SPH launched an online 
Master of Public Health (MPH) program

~60 online courses ~50 faculty + 
guest lecturers

6 departments

Developed over 4 years

Launched Fall 2019



Some departments opted to enlist 
adjunct instructors to assume online 
teaching responsibilities.

Adjunct instructors are:

• Typically hired just prior to the start of 
the course

• Responsible for teaching a course 
designed by someone else and hosted 
on a LMS they may or may not have 
experience navigating

After 3 years, some faculty rotated 
off of the online teaching roster



The hiring of adjunct instructors presented 
a new set of challenges ranging from:

Technical issues
Course quality 

assurance issues
E.g. Some adjuncts made course 

changes within the platform that 

negated recent course updates 

completed by an Instructional 

Designer in preparation for the 

course offering

E.g. Some instructors made 

changes that “broke” assignments, 

resulted in automatic grade 

calculation malfunctions, or 

otherwise created technical 

problems for students

Online course content includes, 

on average, 65 readings, 33 video 

lectures each approximately 8 

minutes long, and 31 assignments, 

requiring adjuncts to review and 

engage with a substantial amount 

of material within a limited 

timeframe. Student feedback 

highlighted adjuncts' perceived 

lack of preparedness, unfamiliarity 

with course content, and difficulty 

navigating the platform.

Lack of preparation



Onboarding Blueprint



Broadly, our goals were three-fold

Enhance instructor 
preparation

Uphold the integrity and 
standards of the program

• Outline responsibilities.

• Foster instructor ownership of 
the course while upholding the 
integrity and standards of the 
program.

• Enhance the experiences 
of both new appointed 
instructors and their students.

• Introduce instructors to the 
course and the learning 
management system.

• Encourage familiarity with the 
course materials.

• Set expectations.

• Provide institutional resources 
and introduce support 
structures.

• Empower instructors, through 
guidance and support, to 
effectively engage with content 
created by others.

Provide support

321



1

Overview of the 
onboarding process 
and course details

Comprehensive review 
of the course content

2 3

Collaborative planning 
session with the 

Instructional Services 
team

This process was designed to help new instructors understand the course, its content, 
and available support structures in order to deliver a high-quality learning experience

We designed a 3-part onboarding process



Director of Online Learning kicks off onboarding 
with a meeting to outline the process

PART 
1



DOL also provides a detailed course 
outline to the new instructor

PART 
1



The instructor is then tasked with reviewing the 
course using the provided course content checklist

PART 
2



The checklist was designed to nudge instructors to review every item 
in the course and sign off on it or flag errors or changes needed



Once the course review is complete, the instructor 
connects with an Instructional Services team member to:

PART 
3

Get answers to any 
lingering questions

Create a timeline to 
finalize the course site

Set up Zoom sessions

Learn how to navigate the LMS 
as well as any other instructional 
technology used in the course

Discuss pedagogical 
approaches if desired

Review and discuss any notes or 
issues flagged by the instructor 
in the course review checklist



Course preparation is multi-faceted 
and requires collaborative planning

PART 
3





Impact Assessment



“I was able to dedicate time to 
preparing for the course prior to 
the course start. This helped me 
to be better prepared.” 

Instructors who had time 
were more likely to complete 
the course audit and were 
better prepared as a result



“The instructor seemed well prepared 
for class meetings.”

Course evaluation scores pertaining to level of preparedness for new 
instructors participating in the onboarding process were comparable 
to the scores of instructors who developed and taught the course.  

Average score for 
new instructors 

Average score for 
instructors who 
developed the course 4.8 5.0



“I even used the checklist while teaching the 
course. Because the checklist was set up by 
week, I was able to easily find the upcoming 
week’s content and assignments and review 
them in preparation for class.”

“It helped me to stay organized as I checked 
the existing course shell. I liked how every 
module/ chapter was broken down into its 
specific component. On account of that, 
I did not overlook any of the items that 
required attention. It was easy for 
instructional technology consultant and 
I to track everything as we made the 
relevant changes for the course.”

The checklist is an effective tool



Instructors were able to do a thorough review 
of the course prior to the course start

Every item in the course was 
reviewed by the new instructor

The new 
instructor 
made notes 
and proposed 
changes



“I may have overused the 
instructional technology 
consultant. This was the first 
time teaching a course on this 
LMS, so I had a lot of questions 
and the technology didn't 
always work as expected.”

“Given my experiences at other 
institutions, U-M support staff 
have been outstanding in 
providing guidance and the 
necessary support to make my 
teaching online a very positive 
experience. The system worked 
very well for me.”

Knowing who to contact is half the battle



Instructors know who to reach out to if they need help or have 
questions, so any issues can be addressed proactively or very 
quickly and efficiently

The need for technical troubleshooting when the course is live 
has decreased, in large part because instructors now make any 
needed changes to assignments before the launch of the course

Course site preparation is smoother

The Instructional Services team also 
benefits from this onboarding process



Engage and Reflect



Discussion

What challenges do you 
face that you’re struggling 
to address when it comes 

to onboarding new 
instructors?

What parts need to be 
tweaked to work for your 
particular organization? 

What aspects of your 
current onboarding 
process are running 

smoothly?

What parts of our 
onboarding process 
might work for you?



Moving Forward



Takeaways

2

It made for a better experience for 
adjunct faculty, as well as for program 
support staff.

Having a process is worthwhile, it has 
a positive impact on preparedness and 
course quality.

“Having a system to review documents/ videos 
and the opportunity to revamp was very helpful.” 

1

Explore other ways to offer support 
when just-in-time hiring is unavoidable. 

4

Timing is key.

3



• Consider adding information addressing 
common questions from new instructors, 
such as grading policies, handling 
student accommodation requests, 
and managing absent students 

Future Iterations

• Consider adding training on best 
practices for running effective/ 
engaging synchronous class meetings



Presentation and 
onboarding templates



Kim Luzius
kluzius@umich.edu

Frederique Laubepin
flaubepi@umich.edu
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