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Contextualisation
This study forms part of the eLene-TLC project, the purpose of which is to enable teachers and students to make the best possible use of ICT in higher education, preparing teachers for the net generation of students, enabling students to transfer skills and practices from their daily life to their learning and encouraging both to fully integrate the innovative teaching and learning practices made possible by the constantly evolving technological environment. 

In order to meet part of this general objective, a case study to examine Higher Education teachers’ ICT competencies in online learning environments was devised.

The concept of “competency” is utilised in differing ways. One approach viewing competency as skill (individually placed) refers to abilities to perform roles and carry out tasks according to standard expectations (McClelland, 1973; Pearson, 1984; Spencer & Spencer, 1993; cited in Eraut, 1998). The limitation of this approach lies in the fact that in their everyday practice, a professional faces contextual and interactive situations with other professional or “clients”, which call for adequate responses to their specificities, and which are probably removed from the standards or the expertise of the “know how”, underlying in this point of view. A second view introduces arguments in favour of socially situated competency. In contrast with the previous notion, this approach takes into account the social nature of competency; it is the actors themselves, their expectations, who determine and shape the content of the competencies required to perform successfully in individual professional contexts (Messick, 1984; Gonzi et al., 1993; cited in Eraut, 1998, Westera, 2001).  

With regards to training, the first point of view regards competency as a cognitive structure which facilitates specific behaviours, and training as their development. By considering that competency involves a wide range of abilities and entails behaviours with different responses in complex and specific situations, the second assertion subscribes to active and meaningful learning. This latter point of view seems to us most suitable to understand the nature of teaching in online learning environments, as well as for the design of teacher training actions.

On the other hand, if the goal of teacher training is to develop competencies, we believe that training must make reference to a minimum set of specific competencies which are related to the variety of functions, tasks and roles to be performed in practice. This conclusion on how to understand training on competencies leads us to look deeper into the definition of functions and roles to which teacher competencies relate, which will ensure not only a better understanding of teaching in asynchronous learning environments, but more specially, the design of formative actions.

Aim
This study pretends to design an integrated framework about ICT competencies that Higher Education teachers should have. 

This is aimed at the definition, concretion of the training needs for training teachers, competencies to develop, and learning-teaching methodologies that most suit the training.

Methodology
With the objective of approaching the roles of online teachers within the European Higher Education context, we chose to carry out a net-based focus group (Anderson & Kanuka, 2003).  The aim of the net focus group is to query teachers themselves on which competencies they identify as necessary for teachers to have in order to teach with ICT. We were also interested in finding out what are the learning-teaching methodologies that they consider good experiences for the training design.

The Net Focus groups were simultaneously held in four European countries (France, Netherlands, Sweden and Spain/Catalonia) with the participation of 16 universities. In total, seven Net Focus groups were held. Experience on teaching with ICT was one of the criteria to select teachers. To select teachers’ trainers we looked at their previous training experience on the topic: Pedagogical use of ICT to teach in Higher Education. 

In terms of the focus group methodology, whilst the participants chosen did not represent the whole population from a statistical point of view, they did contribute a range of diverse perceptions, positions and opinions (interpretations) of the reality we wanted to look at. Their voices lent meaning to the discussion groups and are valuable as representative of a wealth of visions and perspectives, with a wide range of nuance.

Taking these criteria into account, we decided on profile of participants, which was sufficiently heterogeneous and representative of higher education teachers and trainers in e-learning from European universities. Out of the 70 participants, 57% were teachers, while the rest were teacher trainers (43%). 62% were female. 57% of the participants had over 5 year experience in using ICT in teaching and 54% had experience as an online student (54%). In terms of areas of expertise, 54% were from humanities (Pedagogy, Philology, and Psychology), 16% from Informatics and Multimedia, 8% from Economics, 4% from Health Sciences and 2% from Engineering.

For the Net based focus group a platform to facilitate online discussions was selected. Each partner carried out a net-based focus group with the identified two groups (Net-based focus group with teacher trainers & Net-based focus group with teachers). Each discussion group ran for around 15 days.

The discussion in the Net based focus group centred on the following questions:

- Which competencies do you identify that higher education teachers should have for teaching with ICT?

- Which teaching and learning methodologies do you consider good experiences for the design of practices that favour the development of theses competencies?

These questions, together with a brief overview of the project and its goals, were presented to the participants in the message inviting them to the discussion. Although common criteria were set for all the groups, the moderators acted autonomously in the management and development, since each discussion group faced specific communicative situations in which contextual matters played a key role. In order to assist moderators, we devised a template which included certain guidelines for the organisation and development of the discussion group.

To guarantee the homogeneity of the data collection, each core partner prepared a report (summary) of the main points that were discussed in Net based Focus Groups. 
Results
An analysis of the results from the discussion groups allows to identify a wide range of competencies, which can be grouped into five areas in relation to the tasks, roles and functions that an online teacher may perform, which we can summarise in this paper as follows: a) Pedagogical/instructional, b) Social, c) Design/Planning, d) Management and e) ICT domain. The last two have a transversal nature.   

a) Competencies related to the pedagogical/ instructional role were: 
Check teacher’s planning in interaction with students; follow students´ learning processes/achievements;  to promote knowledge building; make improvements to teaching delivery according to feedback received from students about methods, communication; use pedagogical modalities based on ICT (blended, virtual, etc) that support the goal/purpose of the course and the type of learning; communicate in an effective way (i.e. clearly and precisely) by using ICT; be aware of different kinds of pedagogical models and use them in an appropriate way in different teaching/learning situations (taking into account students’ learning styles, the differences in level of experience in the use of ICT, previous knowledge and motivation backgrounds; use ICT tools to effectively assess students´ knowledge/capacities (to promote self-assessment, formative and summative assessment); assist students when necessary, specifically when asked but also to anticipate possible doubts and queries; support students´ acquisition of learning strategies (to seek, organise, analyse, apply, etc) and self-regulation skills; know how to deal with self-organising processes that emerge unplanned; know how to facilitate collaboration between students through synchronous and asynchronous technologies and work like a 'reflective practitioner' and with a 'collaborative' approach to the development of their pedagogies. 

b) Competencies related to the social role were: 
Maintain continuous, positive and constructive feedback to encourage student participation and high levels of motivation; support clear communication (mutual understanding) with students in virtual environments; set a trustful atmosphere for communication; promote collaboration among students and assist them in the acquisition of collaboration skills; promote communication between students; build a feeling of belonging to an online learning community; provide strategies to avoid misunderstandings, interruptions, incomprehension; implement moderating strategies during the learning activity; be able to give to students equal opportunities to participate in collaboration and be able to use humour and  good manners during teaching and learning process

c) Competencies related to the planning/design role were: 
Know how to use ICT tools to create and facilitate a community of learning; make decisions about methodologies appropriate to previous knowledge and experience of students (appropriate to social, cultural and gender conditions) and the learning objectives: team work, discussion, case analysis, etc. ; create activities related to specific aims; design the feedback and evaluation moments adjusted to the learning and teaching process; plan student support during the teaching and learning process; be aware of the fact that students have different levels of ICT experience. To anticipate the problems students will face when working on an assignment or course; create materials and tools that adapt the use of ICT to students; make decisions about how to present the content and make decisions about how students are to interact and which tools are appropriate for a given type of interaction (e.g. wikis for collaborative construction, blogging for conversation-type activities, etc.)

d) Managerial/organisational domain refers to teacher competencies for the organisation of information, either in a blended or in a fully virtual learning environment, before, during and after the teaching and learning process. IN this sense, teachers are expected to be able to manage the ICT teaching and learning process in a coordinated way: with colleagues, designers, technicians, with other teachers, etc.; be able to manage different types of information from different sources, in different formats, for different purposes, from different quality, with different status, etc.; be able to select, structure/ organise and formalise in order to support or stimulate the learning process; be aware that instant changes are probable and that they can be prepared for that (with advance planning); be aware of the different organizational issues emerging in an online environment, as correct enrolment procedures, information feedback given to students, etc. and finally, be able to handle new and unexpected situations in a reasonable way. This means that the teacher must be able to decide what to do, e.g. when an important resource (teacher, computer, program) fails.

e) ICT domain refers to teacher competencies in using ICT within an educational framework: be updated in new ICT with pedagogical purposes; understand the possibilities (functions) of ICT: what is possible (its potential and constrictions), which tool is most appropriate for a specific aim, situation and student; know how to work with tools that can support collaborative inquiry and knowledge co-construction in learning communities and be able to contribute to further developing of the use of ICT within their institution.

Concerning the methodologies for teaching ICT competencies, some activities were suggested based on “learning by doing” that reflect the "real use" of ICT resources (placed, contextualized learning close to teachers' reality and to the educational institutions) to experiment, to explore, to practice; collaborative learning activities (i.e. learning in experience that  colleagues / experts/ students/other people/are involved) and learning with online support (on-line presentations; on-line discussion; collaborative on-line tools to support face to face workshops; etc.)  

Final comments
The results of this research provide a conceptual approach as point of reference, which alludes to teacher functions and competencies in online learning environments. Special emphasis is given to the need to assimilate the concept of socially-situated competency, that is, to pay attention to the nature of the tasks, and the particularities of online learning environments where teaching takes place.

In our opinion, this conceptual clarification may assist in designing training actions which are closely linked to the nature of teaching in asynchronous learning environments, designs based on authentic learning, learning based on tasks, problem-solving, projects – learning by doing -, so that the training itself enables the re-conceptualisation and renewal of teaching practices. This proposal may become an antidote to resistance to change, whilst at the same time enabling us to adjust training to teachers’ needs and capabilities; that is why there is a need going forward of keeping this research focused on defining the methodological criteria that may assist trainers in the effective design of training actions required by Higher Education teachers, if they are to respond effectively to the challenge of teaching to learn in virtual environments.

In this sense it is worth comparing, defining and enhancing the findings of this preliminary study by means of an approach to the experiences and opinions of professionals in the field. From our point of view, a piece of research aimed at looking into the shared meanings with regards to what are functions, competencies and tasks required by teachers to teach and learn in online learning environments, may be much more useful, at least in the scope of action involved in this paper.
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