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About This Textbook 

This textbook contains the content delivered to you during this course. We use the term 
“teacher” in this course to encompass all users who are in the role of creating digital 
courses, including but not limited to instructors, teachers, instructional designers, course 
builders/developers, instructional technologists, and learning technologists. Likewise, we 
use the term “learner” to reference any user who will be part of your audience for taking 
the online course. Courses that you will be creating may be educational or more training-
focused, but in the end, all present similar challenges when moving online.  
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Module 1: Blended Teaching and Online 
Learning 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ Define digital teaching. 

▪ Identify characteristics of successful digital teaching. 

▪ Describe the required characteristics of being a successful digital teacher. 
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Blended Teaching and Learning Online 

In this topic, we will establish a foundation of terminology and learning theories with regard 
to the online teaching modality (commonly called e-learning). We will explore definitions, 
philosophies, and approaches to learning and teaching in a remote and blended learning 
environment. 

Remember, we will use the term “teacher” in this course to encompass all 
users who are in the role of creating courses, including but not limited to 
teachers, instructional designers, course builders/developers, instructional 
technologists, and learning technologists. Likewise, we will use the term 
“learner” to reference any user who will be part of your audience for taking 
the online course. Courses that you will be creating may be educational or 
more training-focused, but in the end, all present similar challenges when 
moving online. 

E-learning Defined 

Before anyone called it “e-learning”, in late 1997 teaching guru Elliott Masie said, “Online 
learning is the use of network technology to design, deliver, select, administer, and extend 
learning.” In 1998, Jay Cross claims to have been the first to use the term eLearning by 
stating, “eLearning is learning on Internet time, the convergence of learning and networks. 
eLearning is a vision of what corporate training can become. eLearning is to traditional 
training as eBusiness is to business as usual.” In 1999, Cisco described this concept by 
saying, “eLearning is Internet-enabled learning. Components can include content delivery in 
multiple formats, management of the learning experience, and a networked community of 
learners, content developers and experts” (Cross, 2004).  

Usage of the term was further expanded when, in October of 1999, a Cognitive Behavioural 
Therapy (CBT) Systems seminar was held in Los Angeles, California, USA. During the seminar, 
a new word was associated with the concepts of online learning or virtual learning. This 
word was “e-Learning” and the term described "a way to learn based on the use of new 
technologies allowing access to online, interactive and sometimes personalized training 
through the Internet or other electronic media (intranet, extranet, interactive TV, CD-Rom, 
etc.), so as to develop competencies while the process of learning is independent from time 
and place" (History of e-Learning, n.d.). More simply put, e-learning is “the use of the 
Internet and other digital technologies to educate people without geographical boundaries” 
(The Evolution of E-Learning: from Baby Steps to Giant Leaps, 2016).  

In the 2000's, businesses began using e-learning to train their employees. New and 
experienced workers alike now had the opportunity to improve upon their industry 
knowledge and expand their skill sets without having to leave the office. Learning from 
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home also became more commonplace, as individuals accessed online degree programs and 
enriched their lives through expanded knowledge (History of e-Learning, n.d.).  

In 1960, the first computer-based training program (CBT) was introduced. This CBT program, 
known as PLATO (Programmed Logic for Automated Teaching Operations), was initially 
designed for learners attending the University of Illinois, but was soon used at other local 
schools.  

Face-to-Face vs. Teaching Online 

What is the difference when teaching online as opposed to face-to-face? In one word, 
everything! If you are moving a course from the traditional classroom environment, you will 
also need to move the design away from lecture mode. When online, teachers act more as 
facilitators of activities rather than as lecturers. Therefore, the design and facilitation of the 
digital class is much different from that of the face-to-face (F2F) one.  

First of all, you will no longer be able to read the nonverbal cues and responses you are 
accustomed to when it comes to interacting with your learners. In turn, you will need to find 
new ways to evaluate your learners. When building a digital course, you may face the 
challenge of creating a completely self-guided learning experience for a course you formerly 
offered in the classroom. Activities will 
need to be redesigned, and grading 
strategies may need to be modified. In 
addition, you will have to adapt your 
communication methods and find new 
ways to build relationships with your 
learners. 

Also, maintaining engagement and 
collaboration in the digital classroom 
is of the utmost importance, but can 
be challenging, even more so than it is 
in the face-to-face class. How will you 
engage learners in your digital course? 
E-learning requires different techniques as well. Some e-learning courses are not facilitated 
at all. How will this affect your design and activities? You will also need to get your writing 
skills ready. Now is the time to become personable, friendly, entertaining, and concise with 
your written communication. You are now a writer as much as you are a teacher. 

Be prepared for more time investment when it comes to planning your course, with less 
work (hopefully) once it is live and ready to go. The planning stage becomes even more 
important because developing an e-learning course can be complex and thus costly. You will 
need to be prepared with a strategy for the design and structure of the course and will want 
to have as much content as possible built out ahead of time.  
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Lastly, it is imperative that you do not just recreate the same content in the new 
environment. Learners do not want to listen to a 57-minute lecture and then be asked to 
"summarize" what they learned. Learners will appreciate the opportunity to invest in the 
course, particularly if you allow them to collaborate and participate as equal shareholders in 
the learning experience. This is also a great opportunity to update your content and make it 
fresh and new again. Take advantage of internet resources such as interactive websites and 
videos to supplement your text-based material. 

E-learning Then and Now 

In order to understand e-learning fully, it is helpful to review the history and evolution of 
teaching in a digital world. This topic will examine the progression of tools and methods 
used to address the needs of learners as technology continued to develop a leading role in 
education. 

History 

First Modern Distance Learning Course  

In 1837, Sir Isaac Pitman invented a new system of phonetic shorthand called Stenographic 
Soundhand. The Notable Names Database (NNDB) says, “Sir Isaac Pitman popularized 
shorthand at a time when the advance of the newspaper press and modern business 
methods were making it a matter of great commercial importance. His system adapted itself 
readily to the needs of journalism, and its use revolutionized the work of reporting” (Pitman, 
n.d.). What was truly innovative was that he also started a distance-learning course and sent 
assignments to his learners by mail; they completed the homework and sent it back to him. 
This type of correspondence course was the first modern distance learning effort.  

Mechanic Testing Machine  

Sidney Pressey, an educational psychology professor at Ohio State University, developed a 
machine to provide drill and practice items to learners in his introductory courses. In 1926, 
Pressey stated, "the procedure in mastery of drill and informational material were in many 
instances simple and definite enough to permit handling of much routine teaching by 
mechanical means." He went on to say that this mechanical device could, “Lift from her [the 
teacher's] shoulders as much as possible of this burden and make her free for those 
inspirational and thought-stimulating activities which are, presumably, the real function of 
the teacher.”  

The teaching machine that Pressey developed looked a little like a typewriter but had a 
window that showed a question with four answers. The learner chose the correct answer to 
the question by pressing the corresponding key. The machine recorded the answer on a 
counter to the back of the machine and revealed the next question. After the learner was 
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finished, the person scoring the test slipped the test sheet back into the device and noted 
the score on the counter.  

Computer Aided Learning 

The Apple II and the IBM PC quickly followed the introduction of the first personal computer 
(the Altair 880 in 1975). With the Apple and the IBM, the computer was reliable enough to 
be used for didactic purposes. Simulations and programmed instruction (de Jong, 1991) 
were often used, especially in science and mathematics. Computers made the calculations 
easier to perform as well as presenting content and assessment capabilities.  

Many teachers with technical skills started programming their own courseware (educational 
programs). Useful “drill and practice” exercises were created. However, traditional 
approaches to education continued to be challenging to overcome. 

 

Figure 1: Computer Based Training 

In 1960, the first computer-based training program (CBT) was introduced. This CBT program, 
known as PLATO (Programmed Logic for Automated Teaching Operations), was initially 
designed for learners attending the University of Illinois, but was soon used at other local 
schools. 

By this time, rudimentary digital learning systems were established to deliver information to 
learners, but as we entered the 1970s, e-learning started to become more interactive. In 
Britain, the Open University focused entirely on learning at a distance. Course materials 
were delivered and correspondence with tutors was done via mail. More recently, with the 
wide availability of internet services, the Open University began to offer a broader range of 
interactive educational experiences as well as faster correspondence with learners via email. 
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Advent of Learning Management Systems (LMSs)  

At the end of the 1990s, learning management systems (LMSs) were developed and used in 
both business and education. Some universities designed and developed their own systems, 
but most educational institutions started with systems off the market.  

Since 2011, advancements have continued, including the cloud, tablet computing, learning 
through social platforms, advancement in learning analytics, MOOCs, and wearable 
technology (The Evolution of E-Learning: from Baby Steps to Giant Leaps, 2016). Going 
forward, additional advancements are expected in streaming media content, advanced 
collaboration tools and personalized courses where learners’ progress is based on their own 
achievements in each learning situation. 

Student-centered Learning 

Those settings in which learners themselves are included in the planning, implementation 
and assessment of learning opportunities define student-centered learning (McCarthy, 
2015). It is a climate in which learners and teachers together share in the decision making of 
the “why,” “what,” and “how” of the educational experience.  

By examining the “why,” learners become more invested in learning as they see the 
relevance of the topic to their own lives. The “what” includes collaboration around the focus 
of the content, including what will be covered and what will be excluded. The “how” aspect 
will develop throughout the course and offer alternative learning approaches that meet the 
needs of learners with differing learning styles (McCarthy, 2015).  

Mobile Learning 

According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
mobile learning is defined as “the use of mobile technology, either alone or in combination 
with other information and communication technology (ICT), to enable learning anytime 
and anywhere.” (Mobile Learning, 2016). UNESCO suggests that over 6 billion people in the 
world today have access to a connected mobile device. They also note that the number of 
people accessing the internet from a mobile device is two times that of computers.  

The use of mobile devices in learning situations not only provides access to unlimited 
educational resources, but also makes global connections and collaboration a reality. Mobile 
devices are also commonly used to create educational or informational content that can be 
shared with others worldwide (Mobile Learning 2016). UNESCO itself has initiated learning 
field projects in many countries, supporting teachers and learners. In addition, they host an 
annual Mobile Learning Week conference to further the adoption and effectiveness of 
mobile learning technologies. 
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Virtual Classrooms 

Virtual classrooms describe those types of e-learning environments in which synchronous 
(at the same time) learning takes place. Justin Ferriman (2013), creator of a popular e-
learning management system, defines the virtual classroom as “an online classroom that 
allows participants to communicate with one another, view presentations/videos, interact 
with other participants, and engage with resources in work groups.” Ferriman goes on to 
describe virtual classrooms as non-restricting, offering affordable, flexible learning 
opportunities that are practical, proven, and accessible for ad hoc collaboration.  

Non-restricting means participants can be located anywhere there is access to the virtual 
technology. Affordable means that employees and learners save time and money by not 
having to travel to an educational/training location. Flexible learning suggests that content 
can be recorded and viewed by participants at their convenience, although the interaction 
associated with a live presentation is often lost (Ferriman, 2013).  

Bring Your Own Devices 

Bring Your Own Devices (BYOD) is part of the “bring your own technology (BYOT)” 
movement, a trend in both educational and corporate settings. BYOT also includes bring 
your own phone (BYOP) and bring your own PC (BYOPC) including not only personal 
computers and tablets, but other computing devices as well.  

At first look, this movement may appear to 
have several distinct advantages, the dominant 
one being that learners or employees are more 
familiar with their own devices, and thus might 
be more productive using these rather than 
using less familiar equipment and technology. 
It also means that the employee/learner has 
these devices available to them most of the 
time, another productivity booster. In addition, 
it would seem that by shifting the financial 
responsibility for securing hardware to the end 
users, cost savings can be realized by the 
sponsoring educational institution or 
corporation.  

However, this movement also generates several concerns. Information Technology (IT) 
departments gain efficiency by supporting standardized platforms and packages, and when 
each learner/employee has his/her own technology, support is more difficult. Security is 
another significant issue as the IT specialists have far less control over how, when, and 
where company networks and resources are accessed. Device diversity is another serious 
issue, as IT departments struggle with supporting both new and outdated technology. To 

Figure 2: Your learners may have a variety 
of devices 
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complicate matters further, these devices are typically used for multiple purposes, rather 
than strictly for education and training, causing information to be lost or difficult to access. 

Companies may implement a full BYOD policy that includes all devices, or a partial BYOD 
policy that includes only a limited set of devices. In 2013, approximately 64 percent of U.S. 
private companies surveyed employed some form of BYOD, with 58 percent showing a 
partial BYOD and 8 percent a full BYOD. These numbers are declining as companies face the 
reality that costs have not been reduced significantly while training complexity and security 
risks have risen. In 2015, the number of private companies using BYOD seems to have 
declined to about 47 percent, with 40 percent reporting partial BYOD and 7 percent 
reporting full BYOD (Hamblen, 2015).  

Nevertheless, Richard Absalom, an analyst at Ovum, believes that BYOD will happen 
whether a company plans for it or not. He says, "Trying to stand in the path of consumerised 
mobility is likely to be a damaging and futile exercise." The best thing that an enterprise can 
do is be aware of the benefits and understand the risks (Fulton, 2013).  

Roles and Responsibilities of the Teacher 

Overview of Roles 

Zane Berge, a leader in the field of e-learning, identifies four roles of a digital learning 
facilitator. They are pedagogical, social, managerial, and technical. As we explore the 
aspects of course facilitation in this topic, keep in mind the following keys to effective digital 
learning opportunities: 

• Self-directed, problem-based, real-world learning opportunities 

• Participation and interactivity 

• Informative and personal feedback 

Pedagogical Responsibilities 

Berge identifies three primary pedagogical responsibilities of the digital facilitator. These 
include the responsibility to suggest ideas and strategies to guide learners toward deeper 
learning, to assist learners in connecting course content with prior knowledge and personal 
experience, and to provide the direction and information that learners need to complete 
course assignments. 

Keep in mind the following when focusing on the pedagogical aspects of your facilitation: 
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• Student-centered teaching and learning: An effective teacher does not just cover 
content for learners. Instead, they act as consultants and resource providers, guiding 
self-directed learning and helping participants uncover the content. 

• Provide informative feedback: Arguably, one of the most important responsibilities 
of the teacher is to provide personal and constructive feedback for learner 
contributions, which will help guide learners toward improved performance.  

Social Responsibilities 

Digital facilitators also own the responsibility of fostering collaborative learning and 
community building. Perhaps the most meaningful social facilitation aspect is assuming the 
role of a contributing community member and sharing in the learning experience. A few 
simple strategies can go a long way. Consider the following: 

• Remember your role as a participant: In addition to information delivery, teachers 
are active members of the learning community. As such, the facilitator should 
participate in discussion forums by offering guidance to clarify misconceptions, 
redirecting off-target thinking, and keeping learners focused on the topic. This 
participation brings with it an opportunity to encourage multiple perspectives, and to 
summarize and synthesize existing threads, which encourages deeper exploration. 

• Stimulate participation: With collaboration and communication at the center of this 
environment (incorporating small group discussions and collaborative projects, case 
studies, learning teams, and opportunities for knowledge exchange among learners), 
the teacher can stimulate learner participation, thus increasing engagement and 
opportunities for learning. 

Managerial Responsibilities 

The digital facilitator is responsible for the organizational, procedural, and administrative 
aspects of the course as well. When tackling managerial aspects of course facilitation, 
consider the following suggestions: 

• Effective and efficient engagement: Learners may need guidance in circumventing 
the unknowns of digital learning. Even experienced digital learners will be new to 
your course, content, style, and expectations. It is the role of the facilitator to aid 
learners in managing their time effectively, and make efficient use of the plethora of 
learning materials, communication opportunities, and resources available. For 
example, digital discussion forums can more than double the amount of 
communication over what you might experience in a similar face-to-face discussion. 
As a result, it becomes the role of the teacher to assist learners in striking a balance 
between increased engagement and extra work. 
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• Demonstrate leadership: By defining and demonstrating expected behaviors, 
facilitators can guide learners toward appropriate and meaningful interactions, 
behaviors, and learning opportunities. Establishing “netiquette” guidelines with 
learners at the onset of a course is a great opportunity to create buy-in for course 
protocol and procedures. 

• Configure your profile: Before you begin facilitating a digital course, one of the first 
things you want to do is make sure that your profile is configured to optimize your 
environment for the required management tasks. 

o Make sure that e-mail is enabled. Select the e-mail format you wish to 
receive. 

o Decide whether you want to be auto-subscribed when you post to forums. 
Auto-subscriptions work by sending you e-mails to all forums in which you 
post. You can change this setting within specific forums, as well. 

o Determine if you want to enable forum tracking so you are alerted to unread 
posts. This can be visually helpful for grading. 

o Determine if you want HTML capabilities. Enabling this setting is highly 
recommended, as it allows you to add images, embed video, and use the full 
HTML editor. 

Technical Responsibilities 

Digital facilitators should be prepared to assist learners with the required technology. 
Ideally, the technology should be transparent, allowing the learners to focus on the learning 
and not on the learning tool. Consider these few simple suggestions when taking on this 
aspect of digital instruction: 

• Learn the system as a participant: In order to support learners, teachers should 
familiarize themselves with how learners navigate in the system. When logged into 
your LMS as an instructor, see if a learner view is available. If not, you might want to 
request a learner account for testing and viewing your course from the perspective of 
a learner. Familiarizing yourself with the system allows you to focus less on explaining 
the tool, and more on learners and facilitating learning. 

• Dig deep into your toolbox: To create inclusive classrooms and engage learners 
with various learning styles, effective digital teachers need to develop a comfort level 
using a variety of media elements and LMS tools to present the material and interact 
with learners. 
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A Day in the Life of a Digital Teacher 

Pat is a teacher at a local high school. He uses a blended learning model in his classroom. 
Here is an example of a typical day for Pat.  

Beginning the Day 

Pat grabs a cup of coffee and makes his way to his classroom. Starting up his computer, he 
finds messages from two learners. Since he knows that responsiveness is very important to 
students, he makes an effort to respond to all messages within 24 hours or less, when 
possible. He can answer the questions quickly and responds to these inquiries. One question 
requires a couple of minutes to research but he is able to do this, respond to that inquiry, 
and move on with other activities.  

Preparing for Class 

Pat then takes a quick look at his lesson plans and the assignments learners will complete 
this week. He checks to make certain that each element of the online class is ready for 
learners, with accurate links, engaging content, and settings that are correct to ensure 
availability to learners. Since he has taught this class before, his job at this point is to inspect 
the class, not to construct it. Pat notices that class is about to start in 15 minutes. He spends 
some time reviewing the discussion forums to monitor engagement and participation. 

Grading 

Although Pat prefers to evaluate all submissions for a given test or assignment at the same 
time, he realizes that learners appreciate quick feedback, to help them make adjustments 
on upcoming class activities. For this reason, he tries to grade all assessments within two or 
three days. He endeavors to provide understandable and detailed feedback to learners, 
either with or without the use of a rubric. He spends about one hour grading learner 
submissions before it is time to teach a class.  

Blended Teaching 

During class Pat rotate students through various concepts of the course materials. One 
station reads digital text, another watches a video, and another is role-playing scenarios. 

Office Hours 

Once a week, Pat holds office hours on a virtual basis. His learners or their parents are able 
to contact him via phone or VOIP (Voice over IP). He utilizes a web conferencing meeting 
room, and if he needs to talk privately with a learner, he can invite them into one of the 
virtual breakout rooms. During these one-on-one learner meetings, if an issue is identified 
that may be of interest to the rest of the class, Pat makes a note of that concern. He can 
then address it in class the next day or through a course announcement published to all 
learners, using either a text announcement or one that is supplemented with images, 
screenshots, or a video recorded using the same web conferencing technology.  
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Consideration of Future Course Content 

Winding down for the day, Pat takes some time to again review his email. Although there 
are no new communications from learners, he sees an announcement for an upcoming 
webinar related to one of the topics he is teaching. He wonders if the information provided 
in this webinar might prove valuable when it comes time to enhance his class. He signs up 
for the webinar, answers a few remaining emails, turns off his computer, and calls it a day!  
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Module 2: Digital Teaching Approaches and 
the LMS 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ Recognize e-learning pedagogical models and delivery approaches. 

▪ Identify the common features of Learning Management Systems. 

▪ Compare and contrast synchronous and asynchronous learning environments. 
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Online Delivery Approaches 

Preparing to deliver an online or blended class course requires more than just uploading 
files from a face-to-face class into an online 
environment. In order for digital learning to be 
effective and engaging, teachers are required 
to rethink and re-imagine themselves as 
educators. Essentially, a paradigm shift must 
occur. This topic will provide an overview of 
the various modalities and a comparison of 
approaches to presenting content in a manner 
that is meaningful and responsive to the online 
learner.   

Delivery Models (Face-to-Face, Online, 

Blended) 

Face-to-face classes and training often revolve around the teacher, with him/her conducting 
lectures and leading activities. With e-learning, the focus is on the learner. Learner-centered 
class promote a more collaborative environment for digital learners. When transitioning a 
face-to-face class to an online or blended approach, consider redesigning the content, 
activities, and structure to ensure that the resulting curriculum works for both learners and 
teachers in the digital world.

In addition, the delivery approach for a digital class will dictate the types of activities used, 
the facilitation requirements, and the overall end-user experience. To help you decide not 
only the approach but also the presentation methods and pacing, think about the following:  

• Will the course be fully digitized, blended, or merely web-enhanced?  

• How much of your course will be online versus face-to-face?  

• Will activities be synchronous, asynchronous, or a combination of both?  

• Will the course be self-paced or have scheduled completion dates?  

Another delivery model is a blended design, which uses tools available within the digital 
classroom while still offering face-to-face components. You may also hear this modality 
referred to as “blended learning”, although this term can also reference a training program 
that has both face-to-face courses as well as online courses.  

In a blended classroom, some teachers will use the digital portion merely as a way to collect 
assignments and to distribute grades, while others may use it to create a “flipped 

Figure 3: Delivery Approaches 
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classroom.” A classroom that is flipped uses online as a way to deliver instruction while 
using the classroom time for hands-on activities (discussed below). 

Delivery Methods (Synchronous and Asynchronous) 

Even classes that are fully online offer a couple of delivery options. A digital course can be 
either synchronous or asynchronous in nature. When deciding which to use, you should 
evaluate the class objectives and choose the method that best supports the desired 
outcomes, while also addressing learner styles and needs. In addition, cost and available 
resources can play a factor. 

Synchronous courses have a teacher facilitating, and the class meets at a specific time, using 
a designated online course link. These types of courses will commonly employ a web 
conference program and phone (or VOIP), or meet within a Learning Management System 
(LMS). 

For asynchronous courses, there is no scheduled meeting time. However, the learners and 
the teacher do communicate in a specific online location. While there are opportunities for 
collaboration and interaction among the course participants and facilitator, the 
collaboration typically does not happen in real time. Instead, the learners and teacher log in 
at different times, based on their own schedules.  

Asynchronous courses can also be self-paced, with no facilitator. In this case, learners are 
interacting only with the technology and receive feedback based on how the instructional 
program is built to respond. This is quite common in corporate training and continuing 
education.  

A synchronous course may include asynchronous activities. However, an asynchronous 
course will not include synchronous ones.  

The table below presents the pros and cons of each delivery method. In general, you will 
want to choose the synchronous option when you are looking for more immediate 
collaboration opportunities. However, while the interaction that occurs in a synchronous 
course may seem ideal, that delivery method may not be as flexible as an asynchronous 
one.  
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Table 1: Delivery Method Comparison 

 Pros Cons 

Synchronous 
Course 

• Activities occur in real time, 
which may result in increased 
social interaction between 
learners and teacher. 

• A teacher facilitates the class to 
provide direction and immediate 
feedback. 

• There is the opportunity to 
provide more direction for 
learners who prefer extra 
guidance. 

• It is not as flexible, since learners 
must log in at the same time or 
be in the same location at the 
same time. 

• A teacher is required as a 
resource to facilitate the course. 

Asynchronous 
Course 

• Creating personalized learning is 
possible by releasing content to 
learners based on their 
performance on various 
activities. 

• Reaches a broader audience 
since time and location are not a 
factor. 

• Materials are available on 
demand for learners to access 
whenever it fits their schedule. 

• Often there is no teacher for 
learners to ask questions of or 
go to for support. 

• There can be delayed interaction 
between learners and teacher. 

• There may be a lack of 
immediate feedback (depending 
on the design of the course). 

• Learners must be self-directed in 
order to stay on track. 

• There may be less social 
interaction between learners 
and teacher. 

• Courses can be expensive to 
build initially. 

The Flipped Classroom 

In a flipped classroom, learners receive instruction and cover content first, mainly online, 
and then apply what they have learned during face-to-face class meetings. In-class time 
provides learners with access to the teacher to help with practical activities and 
assignments. The teacher can also answer questions and guide learners as they practice new 
skills and apply acquired knowledge. 

Technology plays a large role in the flipped classroom; teachers should give careful 
consideration to how instruction and content will be delivered to learners. It is important to 
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offer teachers flexibility in incorporating a variety of content types into their course, 
including text, images, audio/video embedded code, or a combination of these.  

While most of the activity in a flipped classroom takes place during class time using the 
activity modules, tools within the online platform can help track learner understanding of 
content as well as prepare them for collaboration and face-to-face activities.  

Introduction to Learning Management Systems 

Imagine a classroom with chairs, tables, and whiteboards that has learners chatting away, 
sharing notes, or gossiping. Most of us will find this image familiar because we have 
experienced it at some point in our lives, whether as a learner or facilitator. What happens, 
though, when that familiar image is removed and the classroom has no chairs or tables and 
the chatter instead comes from patrons at a coffee shop? As a teacher, you are responsible 
for creating a feeling of safety and continuity in your classroom, an element which becomes 
particularly important in the online environment. 

Along with facilitation skills, the other main factor that contributes to creating a vibrant, 
welcoming, and challenging digital learning space is the LMS. In this topic, we will explore 
several factors associated with teaching using an LMS and describe how to apply them 
effectively to support learning. 

LMS Defined 

Although there are many options available to house your digital course, the most popular is 
the learning management system (LMS), which is built specifically to administer, document, 
track, report, and deliver education to your learners. 

When determining which LMS technology to use, you will need to consider the purpose of 
the technology, its usability, and its accessibility for your end user: the learner. The 
functionality of the platform will define what you can do with it. You will, therefore, need to 
consider the basic toolset along with the advanced features the LMS offers to determine 
how they may best be used for learning and engagement. 

Because of the many factors that can play into choosing a technology to house your course 
(and the fact that you may already have something in place), we will focus on the 
fundamental LMS teaching techniques that apply regardless of the platform being used. 

According to the Association for Talent Development (ATD, formerly ASTD), a robust LMS 
will be able to: 

• Centralize and automate administration 

• Use self-service and self-guided services 
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• Assemble and deliver learning content rapidly 

• Consolidate training initiatives on a scalable web-based platform 

• Support portability and standards 

• Personalize content and enable knowledge reuse 

• Deliver online training and webinars 

Content Creation 

 

A digital course can be very basic, using the LMS for little more than a file management 
system to post learner resources. Some teachers may also include an online gradebook 
which provides 24/7 anywhere access to learner performance data. On the other end of the 
spectrum, an online course may be packed with graphics, audio, video, interactive exercises, 
and other types of multimedia content. LMSs facilitate the creation and delivery of course 
content whether the content is to be delivered in a fully online or blended environment, or 
to supplement a face-to-face delivery. Some of the most common tools that are used for 
content creation in an LMS include:  

• Syllabus: Many LMSs provide a template or process for creating a course syllabus. 
This can be a valuable tool for describing the flow and structure of the e-learning 
experience as well as setting learner expectations on how the course will be 
conducted.  

• Content editors: Depending on the LMS, content editors may be quite simple or 
extremely complex. All LMS content editors have the ability to include and format 
text; many use WYSIWYG (What You See Is What You Get) editors so that the content 
appears exactly as intended. These content editors have many of the same features 
as modern word processing programs, with the ability to incorporate images, fonts, 
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colors, etc., and with alignment and spacing options that are easily accessed. Content 
editors are a key tool for creating subject matter in an LMS.  

• Audio and video tools: Most LMSs have the ability to incorporate audio and video 
clips or presentations into a content area or announcement. The content creator 
must be cognizant of the file format presented, so that all users, regardless of the 
device from which the content is accessed, will be able to view/listen to the media 
presented. Some LMSs have built in audio and video recording features, or they may 
be paired with a supplemental program that has this capability. Some institutions will 
choose to have a separate media server or service that allows the media content to 
be retrieved via the LMS, but stored outside of the LMS.  

• Links to external content: While respecting the Creative Commons Licensing 
Guidelines as well as copyright laws when building courses, content creators may 
want to include links to external content. This is often preferable to downloading the 
information directly into a course, a task that usually requires more expertise and 
effort on the part of the content creator. The disadvantage of including links to 
external content is that either the link location or the information presented may 
change without notice, requiring the teacher (or content creator) to find new material 
and/or update links on the fly.  

• Presentation software: Presentations created in programs like Microsoft 
PowerPoint are frequently used when creating digital course content. Sometimes 
teachers will combine a presentation with a recorded commentary or lecture. 
Animoto is an online video creation program that allows teachers to customize a 
template video style. Prezi is a free cloud-based program that allows users to create 
streaming slideshow presentations. Programs such as Articulate Storyline 2 can be 
used to create interactive multimedia presentations, even including graded 
assessments. These can be exported as a Sharable Content Object Reference Mode 
(SCORM) package, which can be imported into many LMSs. SCORM is a standardized 
data format that allows content to be created outside the LMS and merged into the 
content areas within the course.  

• Publisher materials: LMSs often incorporate a way for learners to purchase hard-
copy textbooks or eBooks for the course. Many large publishers also offer 
supplemental digital course materials for use by content creators when building a 
course. Many of these materials are available at no additional charge and may include 
case studies, practice exercises, videos, tests banks, and more. It should be noted that 
with the growing popularity of digital learning, many publishers are also offering their 
own course content through private websites or on their own LMSs. At the teacher's 
discretion, learners may be directed to access content within the institution’s LMS or 
at the book publisher course site.  

• Plagiarism checking interfaces: Most LMSs are connected to third party software 
that checks for plagiarism, such as SafeAssign or Turnitin. This function can be 
implemented on an as-needed basis and allows the teacher to verify the originality of 
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learner submissions. Since working digitally provides many more resources to the 
learner, this is an increasingly important content development tool.  

Learner Interaction 

In an online course, learners can interact with their teacher and classmates in a number of 
ways. Here is a brief description of some of the methods:  

• Reading materials, viewing presentations: This is the most frequent way that 
learners interact with their digital course. Content creators can choose which material 
is relevant and important to the flow and structure of the course.  

• Assignments: Assignments may be completed either by an individual or by a group of 
learners. The outcome may be a presentation, submission of a written or multi-media 
response, or an element of experiential learning. Most frequently, these are graded 
course components.  

• Tests: Tests are a traditional part of assessment in any learning situation and they are 
certainly part of most digital courses. Because tests for online courses are probably 
taken from a remote location and are often not proctored, the design of tests for 
online delivery will most likely be different from tests administered in the F2F 
classroom. It is assumed that when taking a test online, learners will have access not 
only to their course materials, but also to internet resources so that answers can be 
researched. Therefore, digital course tests should not only measure recall of course 
content, but should also focus on understanding and application of the concepts. 

• Forums/Discussions boards: Forums and discussion boards are interactive 
communication tools in which the teacher begins by providing a discussion prompt or 
conversation starter, usually in the form of an open-ended question or case scenario. 
Each learner is then able to post his/her own comments and also to reply to the posts 
of other learners. Many LMSs allow the option of requiring a first response to the 
discussion before viewing the comments of others.  

• Journals: A journal can be either an individual or a group tool. Often it is based on 
reflections over a period of time and is private between the teacher and the learner.  

• Wikis: Teachers can create course wikis to encourage learners to collect their 
knowledge in an organized way. A wiki is a single document that may be edited by 
any number of specified individuals.  

• Web and video conferencing: This tool can be used for interactions between one or 
more learners, either with or without a teacher present. In digital courses, where 
participants are often geographically dispersed, this feature provides a valuable 
synchronous tool for learner collaboration. 
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• File sharing: Many LMSs allow file sharing between designated individuals. This tool 
enables a central repository for shared content that can overcome the limitation of 
traditional email systems, where file size is restricted. This repository also provides a 
more convenient method of document exchange than having learners/teachers 
circulating different versions of files via email.  

• Blogs: Derived from the terms “web” and “log”, blogs usually have a single author, 
and provide an opportunity for others to comment on the thoughts of that author. 
Comments may be moderated (meaning reviewed before being made public) or 
unmoderated, depending on the functionality of the LMS. While blogs are common in 
the digital world, blogs confined to a course or an LMS bring focus to the remarks, 
while allowing easy interaction with other learners or the teacher. 

Communication and Collaboration 

In an online or distance learning course, the ability to collaborate with others often 
mitigates the feeling of isolation that can result from being a remote learner, and helps 
accommodate different learning styles and preferences. However, because communication 
is often asynchronous (not at the same time), clarity and purposefulness in what is posted 
(especially by the teacher) is crucial.  

• Announcements are posted by the teacher to provide timely information and 
feedback to the class as a whole.  

• Learning contracts are a method of communication/collaboration between a learner 
and the teacher. These contracts spell out course expectations and the learner's 
responsibilities for learning.  

• Messaging/Instant messaging and email  all provide ways for learners to 
communicate with their teacher or with other learners. This can happen in 
conjunction with a group assignment or used to build better relationships between 
learner and learner, or teacher and learner.  

• Forums/Discussions are often used for communication and collaboration as well. Of 
particular importance is that the tool used may include the ability to reply privately. A 
Help Forum allows learners to post questions that other learners or the teacher 
answer.  

• Virtual classrooms/web conferencing is sometimes available within an LMS or as a 
separate platform. This tool provides learners and teachers the opportunity to 
communicate and collaborate synchronously in real time.   
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Assessment and Feedback 

• Assignments and tests are used as common ways to conduct assessments and provide 
feedback. In addition to assignment and tests, numerous other tools may be utilized 
for evaluation purposes.  

• Messaging and e-mail are direct ways of providing feedback to learners, particularly 
around questions and concerns.  

• Comments and scores provided on activities performed in class can offer valuable 
feedback to learners on how they are performing in a digital class, highlighting areas 
of progress or improvement.  

• Surveys and polls may be employed to solicit input and responses from learners. 
Although they may be incorporated at any point during the course, evaluations at the 
end of the course are a valuable part of this type of feedback.  

• Peer evaluations are a way of not only reconnecting with the course content but also 
broadening a learner’s perspective on how other learners may approach the topics.   

Gradebook 

As a digital course facilitator, you will not necessarily be building out your gradebook, but 
you will most likely be grading and providing feedback. If something is not working as 
expected, you should at least have a basic working knowledge of the gradebook.  

When deciding how to set up the gradebook, consider the following: 

• What activities are in the course? 

• How should those activities be organized within the gradebook? 

• Which aggregation strategy is appropriate to calculate category and course totals? 

The Gradebook is the repository that stores and reports on all course and activity grades. 
The gradebook typically has three main features: 

 A grade category groups items together and has settings for totaling those graded 

items. 

Grade categories 

Grade items  
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A grade item is the gradebook representation of each gradable course activity. The 

grade item stores a grade for each course participant and has settings for affecting 

these grades. 

A grade is the numerical or scaled feedback given to the learner. It typically has 

settings that determine how it is displayed to the users, as well as locking and hiding 

functions. 

Categories can be used to organize the gradebook in many different ways and for 

many different reasons. In addition, categories are required for configuring a weighted 

gradebook. There are a few common ways to arrange the gradebook. 

The benefit of this type of organization is that it sets up a timeline that is easy for 

teacher and learners alike to follow. You can set it up by any time units, such as 

semesters, nine-week periods, or trimesters. 

This is probably the most common categorization method used and is most often the 

categorization type used with a weighted gradebook. This format allows you to group 

all like activity types, such as Assignments, Forums, and Exams, together into one 

category with one aggregation type. 

This arrangement divides activities according to those that have and those that have 

not been graded. This division helps the participants see an accurate grade at any 

given time (although there are other ways to achieve this). 

To make your grading life easier, think about: 

• Utilizing automated grading features when available. Quizzes without essay questions 
are an example. 

• Not setting a grade requirement on all activities. Discussions and glossaries are often 
effective activities without grading. 

• Determining points to assign for a grade, any time-based restrictions, and whether 
you will allow more than one attempt on applicable activity types. 

When grading, you want to keep several general best practices in mind: 

Grades 

Divided by time 

Divided by activity type 

Divide by graded status 
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• Manage learner expectations for grading. Publish an expected turnaround time for 
most activities (two to three business days is recommended for manually graded 
assignments). 

• Share the structure of the gradebook with the course participants. Do this most easily 
through the syllabus, as it is not always clear how the grade is calculated in the 
participants’ view of the gradebook. 

• Create categories in the gradebook. Organize your activities according to 
topics/weeks/or assignment types. 

• Look at the gradebook from a learner view. Ensure all settings are to your liking 
before learners gain access to it. 

• Determine how you will address empty grades. Assignments that have not yet been 
assigned or graded can greatly affect a current average. Will they stay empty or will 
you manually enter zeros for activities that are not completed by learners? 

• Determine your favorite way to grade! Some people like to grade from within the 
activity itself, while others prefer to manage all grading from the gradebook. Find 
your preferred grading method(s) and stick with them. 

Course Administration 

Management in the digital classroom is not very different from management in a face-to-
face classroom. Certainly, there are more similarities than differences. Course 
administration involves the following tasks:  

• Creating organization 

• Encouraging engagement and motivation 

• Monitoring learner progress 

• Facilitating evaluation 

Creating Organization 

It is important to organize your digital classroom in such a way that navigation is both easy 
and intuitive. While this is predetermined by the LMS to a certain extent, you should 
consider these suggestions: 

• Provide clear instructions for overall course sequence, and within units of instruction. 

• Create a sequence that allows learners to easily follow and keep routines. 
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• Prepare yourself and have everything in place before it is needed, so that facilitation 
duties are eased. 

• Provide quick links for learners to access frequently needed documents and other 
resources. 

Encouraging Engagement and Motivation 

A good digital facilitator both encourages and motivates learners, in order to draw out the 
learners' best efforts. In order to keep learners self-motivated: 

• Acknowledge diversity in your learner cohort. Allow learners to draw on previous 
experiences to complete individualized assignments. Make sure there is an 
assortment of assignments for learners to choose from, in order to appeal to a variety 
of learning styles. 

• Give authentic feedback. Feedback that is authentic and concrete encourages 
learners to strive for better performance. Later in this course, you will learn how to 
write feedback. 

• Reinforce positive behavior. When you observe learners exhibiting exemplary skills, 
point it out. This serves as a guide for other learners who may be struggling in this 
area, without having to address their shortcomings directly. 

Monitoring Learner Progress 

As a teacher, one of your biggest tasks is to monitor the progress learners are making in the 
course. In order to help learners along, consider the following: 

• Provide an area for questions and concerns. Discussion Forums are an ideal way to 
give learners the ability to ask questions of you or other learners, at any time. 
Creating a Help Forum, where you and other learners can answer questions, both 
reduces your workload and allows learners to help each other. Keep an eye on the 
forum to ensure that learners’ questions are answered in a timely manner, and have 
been answered correctly (if replied to by another learner). 

• Maintain the pace of the course. Send regular updates (e.g., once a week, once per 
unit of study) to help learners stay on track. Notifications in a forum, announcement, 
or e-mail allow learners to determine if they are on track, ahead of the game, or if 
they need to do some catching up. 
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Facilitating Evaluation 

 

While you may not write the evaluations and assessments in which learners take part, it is 
your responsibility as the facilitator to prepare learners for their completion. Consider these 
tips when facilitating evaluations and assessments: 

• When using data from formative assessments, make sure summative assessments are 
taken only when the majority of your learners are ready. This gives learners a better 
opportunity for success. 

• Alert learners to upcoming formative and summative assessment. You might consider 
creating an assessment calendar that learners can download, or utilize a Calendar 
feature with corresponding due dates for all graded assignments and quizzes. 
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Section 2: 
Planning Your Online 
Classroom 
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Module 3: Designing Blended and Online 
Courses 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ Describe the characteristics of creating effective learning content. 

▪ Begin planning a well-designed course navigation and structure in order to provide clear 

navigation for students. 

▪ Choose the appropriate activity types to support the content of the online course. 

▪ Identify the types of tools that can be used to create dynamic learning content. 

▪ Identify the importance of mobile learning, and the mobile learner for learning content.  

▪ Discuss the need for offline activities. 

▪ Select activities for offline work in order to accommodate limited connectivity. 

▪ Identify key components of the exemplary course rubric. 

▪ Discuss the need for offline activities. 

▪ Select activities for offline work in order to accommodate limited connectivity.  
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Digital Course Design 

As you begin developing a class for fully online or blended delivery, either from scratch or with an 
existing class as the foundation, there are many aspects to consider during the process. These 
include activities, navigation, and structure, as well as tools and features to be implemented to 
provide personalized and meaningful educational opportunities for your learners. In this topic, we 
will give you some specific design ideas and direction for preparing to create (or transition) your 
classes for the e-learning environment. 

Introduction to Digital Course Design 

Before building a new house or even renovating one, architects create a blueprint. This detailed 
design outlines everything that will be built and/or modified in the existing structure. Like an 
architect, the teacher must plan the configuration of the online course and develop a 
comprehensive strategy for creating it. No matter whether you are building a new course or 
repurposing existing content to move to the online environment, there are many important 

details to consider.  

Creating the design for an online course may be more 
challenging than for face-to-face delivery because it 
requires you to shift your thinking into the online 
frame of mind. With e-learning, every element must 
be specifically addressed and planned for. Teachers 
cannot rely on “winging it” as they might do in the 
traditional classroom. In addition, there are many 
moving parts to integrate together, many of which 
are not normally part of face-to-face course content.  

Another important point with online course design is 
that the process is iterative. An effective design involves multiple points of review prior to its 
release. This allows the opportunity for stakeholders to make revisions before significant time and 
effort has been spent on the course. Once an approved working model is in place, the course 
should be tested and piloted, and detailed feedback collected. The process then shifts focus to 
refining the course to better meet the needs of the learners (Kranch, 2008). 

Course Content Analysis 

Teachers in the face-to-face environment are not typically responsible for developing large 
amounts of content, as it usually already exists in the form of books and other written resources. 
Conversely, for e-learning courses, content creation falls primarily on the shoulders of the teacher.  
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Anyone who has designed an online course knows that content is king. However, developing good 
content can often be a challenge, particularly if you are not the Subject Matter Expert (SME). To 
accommodate this, a teacher with no background in a given topic may be asked to work with a 
SME to develop a course. This can be a time consuming process because you must rely on others 
to develop content for you.  

Regardless of your level of experience with the content, there are some initial tasks you should 
perform to initiate the design process. First off, you will want to gather all of the existing, physical 
course materials into one folder and all online documents into one repository or directory on your 
computer.  

The content to be collected includes, but is not limited to, the following:  

• Syllabus  

• Rubrics  

• Lesson plans  

• Handouts  

• Assessments  

• Activities  

• PowerPoints  

• Books  

• Reading materials  

• Illustrations  

• Articles  

Once you have finished gathering the content, the next step is to evaluate these materials. Are 
they in a format suitable for online presentation? You will want to determine gaps where: (1) 
content may not be suitable for the online platform and (2) content is missing or incomplete. You 
do not need to create any content at this point. You are merely identifying gaps. Later in this 
course, we will discuss the actual content design and development process. If you are developing 
a new course from scratch, you may bypass this step. Instead, use your content outline as your 
blueprint as you gather content for your new course. 
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Transitioning to Online or Remote Teaching from F2F 

 

Unlike the face-to-face classroom, the majority of your content in the e-learning environment will 
need to be written out. If you course will be fully online, then all of your content will need to be 
available online in some form. While portions of your content may only need to be tweaked, other 
parts will require more work to implement.  

In addition to content availability, you should also consider how interactive your course will be, 
any learning technologies you will use, and the amount of teacher/learner interaction required. 
Start thinking about these items now, as they will greatly affect the (re)design of your content.  

LMSs and Learning Technologies 

The design of an online course must work within the learning platform you select for delivery. 
Therefore, in order to build an online course effectively, you must understand the platform, as 
well as the limitations for using it. Although you can use other technologies to “extend” or add 
functionality to the software, you will want to make sure these integrate well before deciding to 
implement them.  

Once you decide which learning technologies you will use, determine your skill levels with them. 
Plan to design within the limitations of your experience as well as the capabilities of the platform 
itself. If you are not familiar with the software you will be building in, it is highly recommended 
that you learn at least the basics by taking a course focused on its features and functionality. 
Understanding the learning technologies will greatly assist you in planning, designing, and building 
your course. 

Itemize your skill gap by creating a “to-learn” list of any technologies you need to become 
acquainted with, including the LMS and those tools that integrate with it. Once you are 
comfortable with the platform you will use to build the course, designing the course will be easier 
because you know which assets are available in your toolbox. 

The design of an online course could be minimal, using just the fundamental tools of the platform, 
or it may be loaded with graphics, audio, video, interactive elements, and other types of media. 
The resources required to create these assets might be readily available, or they may need to be 
developed from scratch.  
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Gaining access to the necessary resources can also be a challenge. It is best to identify, up front, 
the types of media you would like to use and the tools needed to create them. As a novice 
designer, it can be challenging enough to develop a basic course for delivery. Therefore, rather 
than commit to the perfect end state for your course, it is best to start with small goals and to 
plan to increase the design gradually over time.  

Planning the Course Structure 

 

Using the analogy from above, you should start to envisage yourself as an online course architect 
and “blueprint” the flow of the course before beginning to build it. Especially if you are 
transitioning an existing course to the online environment, it is imperative you evaluate the flow 
of the current course in order to develop a structure for the online version. For example, you may 
want to update content by organizing it into a weekly format rather than using lessons, so that it 
is easier for learners to know which content they should complete in a given week.  

Again, building on the iterative nature of online course design, during this phase you should begin 
to consider which content fits where. Ensure the flow and structure align with the course 
objectives and that each unit’s objectives support those goals. Solicit feedback from colleagues 
and key stakeholders at this point in the process and be prepared to revise your design strategy 
based on their comments.   

Choosing a Structure  

Determining the structure of your course is critical because it determines the way learners access 
the content in your course and in what order. The structure dictates the organization of the 
course and controls the entire user experience.  

• Chronologically: Each content area contains a week’s worth of readings, assignments, 
lecture notes, and discussion forums.  

• By subject area: Each content area contains lecture material and readings on a specific 
subject, along with assignments, discussion forums, and tests. 
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• By content type: Similar content types are grouped together in a content area, such as all 
the lectures for the entire course. 

 

 

Figure 4: A chronological course structure 

The most common ways to organize a course are by either week or topic. You will want to 
evaluate your overall learning objectives and choose a structure that will best support their 
achievement.  

When teaching at the college level, the most common structure is by week, whereas corporate 
training courses are typically organized by topic. However, as stated above, it greatly depends on 
the purpose and goals of the course.  

Designing your course using a weekly format is best when learners should complete content 
chronologically and within a specified timeframe. Some systems will automatically populate the 
weekly titles for you based on the starting date of the course, which can save time and effort 
when building or re-using the course for a different semester.  

Even in a weekly-structured course, the same topic may span multiple weeks. In this case, the 
learning activities should be designed to be progressive in nature, or ideally to build upon previous 
weeks (e.g., a research paper that continues to develop over the course of nine weeks). A week of 
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content might include an introduction, a list of required readings, weekly objectives, and required 
activities. The end of the topic might include a quiz or a graded assignment.  

Conversely, it is best to arrange a course by topic when you wish to organize your content based 
on category or by objective. Courses that use topic organization may be sequential or not, 
allowing the teacher flexibility in the structure. Using topics can be an easy way to give different 
content to different groups of learners in a course. In addition, some systems allow teachers to 
release a topic based on how well (or poorly) learners performed when completing prior 
objectives or activities.  

Typically, a topic-structured course will include learning activities that apply to the content 
covering a given focus area. A topic might include an introduction page, topic objectives, readings, 
and online activities. The end of the topic might include a quiz, a forum for discussion, or a graded 
assignment.  

Some teachers use the LMS simply as a file management system, posting resources for learners to 
download rather than to actually complete work in the system. In this situation, it might be easier 
to use a topic format. However, creating a “course” to merely store and distribute files is 
discouraged, as this strategy fails to capitalize on the full benefits of an e-learning environment.  

Planning the Flow  

Once you decide on the overall structure of your course, you should begin to plan the flow by 
creating a rudimentary outline. Initially, this step may seem daunting, but it will become easier as 
you understand what works and what does not work for your learners.  

Your outline should contain information about what content will be included in the course and 
where it will be located (e.g., using a weekly or by-topic breakdown). At this point, the outline 
does not need to specify the details of each activity, as that will come later when you are 
(re)designing the activities in the course.  

This is also a good time to start thinking about how each individual section (topic or week) will be 
organized. A consistent course layout is very important so that the user experience becomes 
predictable and will allow users to find what they are looking for more easily. A disorganized 
course can be extremely frustrating and may cause learners to “tune out.”  

For example, in each topic or week, you may want to include the following:  

• Overview  

• Objectives/learning outcomes  

• Required resources/materials  

• Content for the given week/topic  

• Learning activities and assessment  
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Determining Design Strategies 

Usability  

As you begin to conceptualize your online course, there are many items to consider which will 
influence the overall look and feel. The first aspect is usability, which is critical in the online 
classroom. Unless you are developing courses for younger children, learners will likely be 
accessing the course independently, without guidance. Therefore, the course elements need to be 
laid out in a user-friendly and intuitive manner. Although much of the user experience is dictated 
by the LMS, a good deal is also attributable to the design and instruction.  

As a rule of thumb, be diligent with the formatting of the content and learning activities (all the 
way down to the font, color, and text size). While you work through the course design, keep the 
following in mind:  

• Be predictable with navigation. Design the same structure into each topic or week to 
maintain uniformity. This will help learners navigate the course and know where to find the 
resources they need.  

• Identify any required tools at the beginning of the course . These materials (e.g., 
equipment, hardware, software) may not be part of your instruction, but are required to 
access it. For instance, will you be providing any materials in a file format that is not readily 
available to learners? If so, either use a different file syntax or identify (and make available) 
the required software. As an example, if the teacher wants learners to view a movie that is 
in .mov format, he/she should also provide a link to download a movie player application. 
Try to be consistent with the delivery of materials in order to limit the number of non-
standard tools needed. Consider including this information in your course syllabus, so that 
learners are aware of any additional requirements for the class from the start.  

Writing Considerations  

When preparing written content for your course, keep the following in mind:  

• Be concise. For the most part, it takes longer to write shorter content. A famous author 
once said, “If I had more time, I would have written a shorter letter.” This point becomes 
even more critical in e-learning. When you are writing course materials, use only the most 
effective words and leave out anything cluttering the content. Often, you can rearrange a 
sentence to be more concise by removing prepositional phrases and superfluous words.  

• Devise clear instructions. Not only must learners know how to do the expected task, but 
they also must understand how to use the technology to complete it. Do not assume class 
participants know how to use the LMS. Help learners develop their skills with the 
instructional tools, and expect a learning curve for both you and your learners. Remember 
that some learners may require more direction than others, so be patient and willing to 
repeat and clarify instructions, if necessary.  
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• Select a consistent format for content titles. Within the course, be consistent with the 
presentation of course content. Choose a 
schema for the course title, page titles, 
subtitles, section/topic titles, as well as any 
formatting within the textual elements of 
graphics and other media.  

• Establish a voice. When writing, it is 
important to have a consistent voice 
throughout your work. However, keep in 
mind this becomes more difficult when 
multiple people are working on one 
product.  

• Choose a writing style. Find a style (e.g., APA, MLA) to follow as you write in order to 
maintain a consistent approach throughout your course.  

• Tell a story. Storytelling is an art that you can use to engage your learners.  

The Course Homepage  

The first page users see as they enter a course is called the homepage. Your learners will have 
either a good or bad first impression of your course based on how well the homepage is designed. 
Therefore, you want your course homepage to have some “curb appeal.” It should grab and hold 
the attention of your learners.  

As you think about the homepage design, consider how it will affect the learners’ experience. 
Here are some examples of best practices to follow when creating your homepage:  

• The homepage should be clean and easy to navigate.  

• Do not overwhelm your learners with graphics.  

• Avoid cluttering the homepage with widgets, blocks, etc.  

• When learners enter the course, it should be evident what they should do first. Then 
provide learners with clear direction of where to go next.  

Designing Course Content 

As your high-level course design becomes finalized, you are ready to begin expanding the plan to 
encompass more detail, including lessons, activities, and assessments. Some designers refer to 
this as the storyboard and it is the foundation for the course structure and layout.  
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Just as with any construction project, start from the ground up and build upon it. Use the content 
outline as your guide as each week/topic begins to take shape. Some teachers are more granular 
in their approach, including all content within each module as part of the storyboard. Others will 
keep it conceptual and fill in the details as they proceed to build out the structure in the LMS. 
During your initial design projects, experiment with each method to see what works best for you.  

In the planning document, you will detail all elements of your course. Start with the first 
week/topic and work your way sequentially through each. This is the most time-consuming part of 
building your course. Focus on each objective and consider how learners will best be able to 
demonstrate its mastery or achievement. Will you choose a synchronous or an asynchronous 
activity? Will it be graded or not? As we have discussed, the process for designing an online 
course is similar to planning a face-to-face one, but you must work with the tools at hand. 
Remember to incorporate a variety of activities to give learners an engaging experience, while 
considering their individual needs and learning styles.  

If you are transitioning the course from a face-to-face environment, look at each activity and 
determine whether it will function in the online platform while still addressing the learning 
objectives. For those activities that do not meet this criterion, your options are to (1) modify the 
activity or (2) if you are building a blended course, keep it as a face-to-face element.  

Deciding on new ways to deliver course content within an online environment may seem 
challenging at first. However, it can be exciting as well. You have the world (and the Internet) at 
your fingertips! Look at your course content and consider new ways to present it to learners. 
Think about how this will change the overall design of your course, and brainstorm ideas. A 
suggested strategy is to first focus on smaller content segments that map to specific objectives, 
and expand out from there.  

Common Course Components  

In addition to materials and assessments, online courses typically have the following components:  

• Introduction: Upload a short introduction about yourself. Make sure you include an image. 
It is difficult to establish relationships in the online environment, so adding a picture to your 
introduction is a great way to build rapport. You might even record a video using a webcam. 
You should also create a profile (including email and other contact information) in the 
learning platform, so learners know they can reach you if necessary.  

• Announcements: Some LMSs display announcements on the Course Homepage. Other 
platforms may use a method that pushes announcements to a discussion board within the 
course as well as sending an email to learners. This is a great way to “pull” learners into the 
course as well as “push” information out to them.  

• Icebreaker activities: If you are facilitating a course that is fully online, creating social 
interaction is critical, but it can be challenging. Kick off the course by creating an icebreaker 
activity to help the learners become acquainted with one another.  
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• Help: Be sure to incorporate some form of help area for learners. If you are designing a 
course that will not be facilitated, determine how learners will get in touch with someone if 
they need assistance, find content discrepancies, or have enrollment issues.  

• Learner support: It can be beneficial to include information that orients learners to the 
LMS. Do not assume that all learners know how to use the system. You will often be their 
first level of support. Assist your learners by providing tutorials and links to pertinent 
resources. Also, provide learners with information for IT support, if available.  

• Syllabus: A course syllabus should be included in every online class. If you are migrating a 
course from f2f, the syllabus will need to be adjusted to reflect the updated course design 
and point out additional resources that are specific to the online environment.  

Planning Course Activities 

While f2f courses are mostly synchronous in nature, much of your online course will likely be 
conducted asynchronously. Depending on the delivery format you are using, you will want to 
incorporate only those activities 
that fit your model. For 
example, if you were designing a 
completely asynchronous 
course, you would not choose to 
use a web conferencing activity 
or one that requires immediate 
feedback.  

As you begin determining the 
activities and assessments for 
your online course, think about 
these factors:   

• Learning styles: How will you account for different learning styles in the classroom 
activities?  

• Accessibility: How will you design your course to make activities accessible and relevant to 
all learners?  

• Synchronous versus asynchronous activities: When will learners be accessing the 
course? What types of learners have enrolled? How will learners interact with the course 
elements?  

• In class versus online activities: In what ways will you use the LMS? Will you flip the 
classroom? If so, which activities will occur online versus in the f2f classroom?  
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Common Online Activities 

In a previous topic, we covered the types of tools you might use for enabling learner interaction in 
the online classroom. Now, we shift our focus on how to incorporate these tools within the course 
design, providing opportunities for assessment and engagement.  

Assignments  

Although many f2f assignments will easily transfer to the online platform, you might consider 
converting some of the activities to group assignments. This will help build connection among 
learners and enable them apply their skills and abilities towards a collaborative effort.  

The online environment also enables you to be more creative with assignments. For instance, you 
can send learners on a virtual scavenger hunt (webquest), have them create a video, write a 
research paper, or prepare a short demonstration. However, avoid overloading your learners with 
too many assignments. Instead, use a variety of activities that will keep their interest and engage 
all learning styles.  

When you design assignments, make sure to write clear and detailed instructions. Utilize the 
second person in assignment directions to personalize the experience for your learners. Provide 
logistical information for learners such as due dates, how to submit assignments using the 
learning platform, and associated point values. Some platforms allow you to create rubrics, which 
clearly align outcomes with each assessment. As a best practice, use the rubrics tool, if supported 
in the platform. If your LMS does not provide this feature, generate and upload rubrics for 
learners to view from within the assignment itself or include them in the course syllabus.  

Tests  

Online tests allow you to evaluate learner knowledge. Just as you can give learners exams and pop 
quizzes in the face-to-face classroom, you can also do so online. In many LMSs, online quiz tools 
allow teachers to create a variety of question types. The most common types are multiple choice 
and true/false. These types of questions have the benefit of being graded by the system and 
providing the learner with immediate feedback. However, these types of question and answer 
assessments (quizzes, tests, and exams) are inherently limited in the depth of understanding they 
can assess and typically only measure pure content knowledge. Therefore, in your course you 
should include other kinds of assessments that evaluate the application of knowledge, rather than 
simply rote memorization.  

As with other assignments, it is important to develop clear and detailed instructions when 
creating tests for your course. The instructions should include the due date, number of questions, 
an estimation of how long it should take to complete the exam, and if there are any imposed time 
limits. For example, if you were giving a pop-quiz the length of time required from the learner 
would be quite different from the time it would take to complete an exam. Provide this 
information to your learners at the start, so that they are prepared to complete it.  
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When you set up a test, determine how many times learners will be able to take it (some systems 
allow users to take a quiz multiple times), whether there are penalties for incorrectly answered 
questions or attempts, and how multiple attempts are aggregated (e.g., will the grade be based 
on the average score, highest, lowest).  

Some systems even allow teachers to implement security blockers to mitigate cheating. Be sure to 
configure all of the exam options before making it available to learners. For simplicity, consider 
using identical settings for all exams in your courses.  

Forums 

Utilize forums (a.k.a. discussion boards) when you want to incorporate asynchronous discussion 
activities. Forums can create an engaging and collaborative climate for learners. This type of 
online dialog encourages interactivity between learners and between learner and teacher by 
exchanging ideas through forum threads. Threads are comments related to a certain thought, 
question, or idea posted by someone in the class. Teachers can use this activity to analyze 
readings, debate relevant topics, discuss a book, review papers or online articles, provide an FAQ 
or help area, etc.  

While facilitating the course, teachers need to encourage learners to collaborate with their peers 
by praising interaction and providing positive reinforcement to guide ongoing discussions. The 
teacher can also use forums to post course announcements.  

Forums provide a way for learners and teachers to view posts and upload file attachments. Some 
platforms allow teachers to require a specific number of posts and/or replies to other learners’ 
posts. Many platforms also allow teachers to grade forum posts and/or allow learners to rate each 
other’s posts. Carefully plan how you will use forums in your course and whether participation in 
the forums is part of the course grade.  

Web and Video Conferencing  

Web and video conferencing tools give you the functionality to supplement an asynchronous e-
learning environment. Tools include two-way audio, multi-point video, interactive whiteboard, 
application and desktop sharing, rich media, breakout rooms, and session recording. Teachers and 
learners can engage as if they were in a traditional classroom, but attend from remote locations. 
Using web conferencing to simulate face-to-face classroom activities and lectures provides as 
good, if not better results than their original counterparts do.  

Glossaries 

Glossaries allow both learners and teachers to build a collection of terms, similar to an online 
dictionary. A teacher may use this repository as a collaborative activity by having learners add 
resources throughout the course.  

Here are a few additional ideas to get you started:  
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• Let learners do the work of creating glossary entries with new terms, concepts, or by 
researching questions and compiling answers. Learners can also create interactive 
glossaries, which include their own comments and ratings.  

• Use media. Have learners create and upload annotated videos explaining concepts and 
terms, or even create a directory of the learners themselves.  

• Many learners love music. Ask learners to upload an audio track that relates to the course.  

• Ask learners to express how they feel, through words or drawings, about their learning 
progress.  

• Design an activity where learners create glossaries as a class to collect and present content 
describing/explaining a shared concept.  

URLs  

Using URLs in your online class is a great way to offer learners access to tools, software, and 
outside resources that are not part of the learning platform. For example, you could furnish 
learners with a link to a blog site, video, virtual lab, or other learning content and build an activity 
based what was found. It is a best practice that when providing a URL, the link opens in a different 
browser window when clicked, so learners do not lose navigation to your course.  

Interactive Media  

Adding interactive components to 
your courses helps keep learners 
engaged and provides them with 
opportunities for hands-on 
experience. Interactive media can 
also allow you to customize learner 
experiences based on their 
interaction with the software. You can 
use interactive content such as 
scenarios or simulations to teach, 
reinforce, and assess learner 
knowledge. Some platforms allow 
teachers to upload SCORM packages, 
which provide both the interactive 
elements and the ability to track 
activity scores directly through the 
LMS. 

Figure 5: Webcams can be used to record videos for 
your e-learning courses 
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Videos  

Videos are best used for content that requires visual demonstration, such as how to do a task, 
learning a soft skill (e.g., how to interview), or watching an animation of a process (e.g., how to 
change a tire). Using videos is also a great way to engage learners with multiple learning styles 
and preferences.  

As a teacher, you can use videos as a way to foster discussion in a forum or in preparation for an 
assignment. For example, you could publish a link to a video and require learners to post their 
reactions to the video in the forum.  

If you are recording lectures, you could include video of yourself as well. However, you will want 
to avoid talking at the camera for any length of time. These types of videos are often referred to 
as “talking head” videos and can be more distracting than motivating. Consider capturing a video 
to introduce yourself to the class. This does not require a videographer and it can easily be done 
on your own with a webcam.  

As a best practice, create videos that are shorter in length. This will help keep learners engaged 
and allow for quicker load time within the online course. Shorter videos also stream better for 
learners with low-bandwidth internet connections.  

Some systems have a webcam feature that allows users to instantly create videos and share them. 
There are many benefits to using this feature. Not only does it add a personal touch to the online 
world, but it also presents teachers with a new and different way to assess learning. One example 
is having an assignment that requires learners to record a video critique of a play. The teacher 
could then provide a video response and personalized feedback to the learner. Imagine how this 
simple exercise can affect the interactions between online learners and teachers.  

Instant Messaging  

A chat room is an area where learners can log in and communicate synchronously with each other 
via text messages. Depending on the platform, you may also be able to save a transcript of the 
communication to view later.  

One way you might use the tool is for virtual office hours. Communicate to your learners when 
you are available online and any requirements to enter the chat room (e.g., password). Be 
consistent with the time slots for each week, just as you would for a face-to-face class.  

You could also provide instant messaging as a way for learners to conduct question and answer 
sessions, either with or without your being present. These sessions could be regularly scheduled 
or available on an ad-hoc basis, maybe immediately before an exam or an important assignment is 
due. You could distribute the transcript as a study aid for learners or use it to track 
attendance/participation.  
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Wikis 

A wiki is a collection of collaboratively authored web documents. Wikis can be used as either a 
synchronous or an asynchronous activity, and are a quick method for creating user-generated 
content. The name comes from the Hawaiian term “wiki wiki”, which means “very fast.” 

 With a wiki, there is usually no central editor nor single person with final editorial control. 
Instead, the community develops and edits its own content. Wikis are hugely popular for creating 
documents as a group. A prime example is Wikipedia. Wikis can be a powerful tool for 
collaborative work and can be either limited to access within the class or implemented as an 

activity utilizing internet resources.  

There are many benefits to using a wiki:  

• It gives learners additional motivation 
to do their best, since they know their 
work will be viewed and critiqued by 
others.  

• It can act as a summarizing activity for 
an entire semester’s worth of material.  

• Learners will know their work may be 
used by other people, not just graded and 
filed away.  

• Any sort of group process can be facilitated using a wiki.  

The free-form, cooperative nature of wikis makes them easy to apply in creative ways:  

• Group project: Create a wiki for each group (or if your learning system or external wiki 
tools allow, create groups within a wiki) to give learners their own space to brainstorm, 
record research, develop outlines, and create a final project. Wikis are especially helpful for 
group work, because the teacher can typically track who contributes which content to the 
overall document. The entire class can edit a document together as a class project, or each 
learner can have his/her own wiki.  

• Group lecture notes: Create a wiki for group lecture notes with the entire class (if it is 
small enough) or with small groups. The value is that one person can easily miss an 
important point in a lecture or another may need help filtering which information is 
important. A wiki gives learners a chance to combine their notes for further discussion and 
refinement and to decide what information is critical. In addition, those that missed a 
lecture can use the wiki to get back on track.  
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• Brainstorming: Create an online version of the brainstorming process by setting up a wiki 
for the entire class or for smaller groups of learners. Learners can submit ideas as well as 
link to other pages for elaboration.  

• Contribute to other wikis: Assign the class the task of contributing on a course-related 
topic to Wikipedia, Wikiversity, or to another wiki on the internet. A variation of this activity 
involves assigning learners to groups and challenging them to collaboratively create an 
article they would feel confident posting to a public-information space. Learners can then 
use the course wiki to create drafts and refine the article they will eventually publish to the 
community site.  

Best Practices of Online Course Design 

Here are some best practices to keep in mind when designing your online course: 

• Design the course to be learner-centered. 

• Keep navigation simple. 

• Provide clear instructions. 

• Be concise. 

• Provide help and e-learning aids to learners. 

• Apply a variety of activities and resources. 

• Use multimedia to reach different learning styles. 

• Differentiate instruction for learners based on their ability. Allow self-paced exploration for 
accelerated learners. Create remediation opportunities for learners with low scores. 

• Employ collaborative activities to foster engagement. 

• Offer learners written documents using formats they are easily able to access and view. 

• Incorporate a variety of Internet tools. 

• Establish a collaborative environment where class discussions can continue beyond the 
assigned week/topic. 

• Allow for more personalized learning experiences by breaking large courses into smaller 
groups to encourage learner participation. 
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Determined to substantiate a list of best practices for her teaching colleagues, Maryellen Weimer 
(n.d.) summarized a research study performed at the University of Missouri – St. Louis by Thiel, 
Peterman, and Brown (2008) in which the authors found six key guidelines enabling student 
success. 

Guideline 1: Provide a structure for the course that guides students in their active learning. 

• Structure: Signposting and use of narrative in presenting activities and resources.  Are 
topics structured coherently? Present, Apply, and Review. Are containers used to help 
reduce information overload on the course? 

• Relevance: Are resources and activities clear, up-to-date, and relevant? Is it clear how 
online and face-to-face activities are integrated? Are expectations of students clearly 
outlined? Students are responsible for their learning.  

• Accessibility: Are PDF versions of content provided? Are resources accessible?  

• Scaffolding: Are activities scaffolded for students? Are clear descriptions provided on how 
to engage with activities? Are the study skills required to participate effectively in the 
module integrated into the module content? Are there opportunities for students to ask 
questions related to guided independent study? 

Guideline 2: Provide sufficient time on task and enforce deadlines.  

• Has the lecturer chunked the material?  

• Has the lecturer clearly articulated the number of anticipated learning hours per topic or 
week? 

• Has the lecturer avoided the temptation to provide to too much information? 

• Is there a mix of longer and shorter articles/books/resources? 

• Are deadlines for activities clearly articulated?  

Guideline 3: Reward students for their efforts. 

• Are grades weighted properly for difficulty level? 

• Do formative assessments support success on a summative assessment? 

• Is there an opportunity to re-submit work after feedback is provided, even with a penalty? 

Guideline 4: Provide regular assessment of progress. 

• Are there opportunities for students to get regular feedback? 
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• Are there opportunities for students to get personalized feedback on their process?  

• Are there opportunities for students to get peer feedback? 

• Are there opportunities to monitor their progress against their cohort?  

• Are there opportunities for students to self-assess their progress? 

• Are there opportunities for students to submit assessments for formative feedback? 

• Do activities help students to develop skills required for assessment? 

Guideline 5: Accommodate diverse styles.  

• Is the lecturer using an appropriate mix of multimedia? Consider the benefits of audio 
versus video. Students can listen to audio whilst travelling or engaged in low-level tasks. 

• Are text versions provided of multimedia resources? 

• Are video and audio resources presented so that they can stream on students' mobile 
devices? 

Guideline 6: Stay in touch.  

• Are reports being used to understand participation and lack of engagement in the course? 

• Is the lecturer clear how regularly and how they will be facilitating forums? 

• Are regular email/forum updates provided to students? 

• Are there opportunities for students to ask questions related to guided independent study? 

Designing Exemplary Courses  

With the increased necessity for providing not just an average educational experience but an 
exemplary one, it is important that your courses be reviewed. However, to obtain results from the 
review process it is necessary to start with considered and tested best practices. Chickering and 
Gamson state that Good Teaching and Learning Principles (1987) in undergraduate education:  

• Encourage contact between learners and instructors. 

• Develop reciprocity and cooperation among learners. 

• Use active learning techniques. 

• Give prompt feedback. 
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• Emphasize time on task. 

• Communicate high expectation. 

• Respect diverse talents and ways of learning. 

Blackboard's Exemplary Course Program 

The Blackboard Exemplary Course Program (ECP) began in 2000 with the goal of identifying and 
disseminating best practices for designing high quality courses. The core of the program is the ECP 
Rubric, which defines key characteristics of high-quality courses within the framework of Course 
Design, Interaction and Collaboration, Assessment, and Learner Support. Thousands of teachers 
and designers have used the Exemplary Course Program to evaluate and improve their courses 
with recognized best practices. 

The Exemplary Course Program is continuously available, with extensive opportunities for course 
reviews and collaboration. There is no charge for participation. The ECP Rubric was produced by 
Blackboard and is offered under a Creative Commons (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0) license, and it encourages 
you to reuse and remix it as part of your own discussions on quality course design. Exemplary 
Course achievements are announced on a rolling basis. To learn more about the Exemplary Course 
Program, visit and join the Blackboard Community at 
https://community.blackboard.com/groups/home. 

https://community.blackboard.com/groups/home
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The Exemplary Course Rubric 

The Exemplary Course Program Rubric uses 
the four categories—Course Design, 
Interaction and Collaboration, Assessment, 
and Learner Support—and describes the 
performance of a course against these 
standards using numerical point values.  

It is essential to first understand the areas 
upon which a course will be evaluated. This 
allows the course designer to review the 
desired guidelines and work to achieve the 
highest possible score before sending the 
course out for review. The first category, 
Course Design, is broken down further into 
five subcategories: Goals and Objectives, 
Content Composition and Structure, Learner 
Engagement, Technology Use, and 
Accessibility of Course Design. As designers, 
it is our goal to reach the Exemplary 
standard in all areas of the course. 

Scoring Methods 

Each category has subcategories that include a list of standards along with their corresponding 
point values. The value of each standard represents its relative importance, with values of five 
representing compulsory standards that must be met in order to be considered Exemplary. The 
rubric uses a checklist grading style in that points are awarded as all or nothing—there are no 
partial points or achievement levels. 

There are 191 total points available in the Exemplary Course Program Rubric. In order to receive 
an Exemplary course rating, a score of at least 85% must be earned. Ratings of Compelling and 
Promising will be awarded with scores of 80% and 70%, respectively.  

• Exemplary course rating: At least 85% (163 points or more)   

• Compelling course rating:  At least 80% and less than 85% (153-162 points)  

• Promising course rating: At least 70% and less than 80% (134-152 points 

Compulsory Standards 

It is important to note that all compulsory standards must be met in order to receive an 
Exemplary course award. The 14 compulsory standards are as follows:  

Figure 6: The four categories of the 
Exemplary Course Program Rubric 
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• Goals and objectives are clearly written, appropriate for the course level, and aligned to 

desired outcomes 

• Content is made available or “chunked” in manageable segments (i.e., presented in distinct 

learning units or modules)  

• It is clear how the instructional strategies will enable learners to reach course goals and 

objectives (e.g., instructions or overview of course activities are provided and aligned to 

course objectives)  

• Course design includes guidance for learners to work with content in meaningful ways (e.g., 

clear instructions, content outline, video, course orientation) and how to proceed 

• The design and delivery of content integrate alternative resources (e.g., transcripts) or 

enable assistive processes (e.g., voice recognition) for those needing accommodation 

• Course files (e.g., documents, PDFs, presentations) are easily readable by assistive 

technologies (e.g., screen readers, screen magnification) 

• A rubric or equivalent grading documents is included to explain how participation will be 

evaluated  

• It is clear to students how performance in an assessment(s) will be evaluated (e.g. rubric, 

equivalent grading document, section in syllabus)  

• Assessment activities occur frequently throughout the duration of the course 

• Multiple types of assessments are used (e.g., research project, objective test, discussions, 

etc.) 

• Orientation materials explain how to navigate both the LMS and the course  

• Contact information for the instructor is easy to find  

• Course/instructor policies (e.g., decorum, behavior, netiquette) are included and easy to find  

• Learners have the opportunity to give feedback to the instructor regarding course design and 

course content both during course delivery and after course completion  

Standard Category 1.0: Course Design 

Course Design addresses elements of instructional design. For the purpose of this rubric, course 
design includes such elements as structure of the course, learning objectives, organization of 
content, and instructional strategies. 

The first subcategory looks at the course Goals and Objectives. This includes items like the 
syllabus, course outcomes, and basic course information. Learners need to know what is expected 
of them from the beginning.  

The second subcategory under Course Design is Content Composition and Structure. Content 
includes a large variety of items within the LMS: anything from an HTML box of text, a page, a 
book, a lesson, a folder, a URL, and many other formats in which content may be presented. It is 
important that content is presented in distinct learning units or modules.  

The third subcategory is Learner Engagement. All learners are different. They approach knowledge 
bringing their previous experiences, their particular interests, their values, and their individual 
style. Our understanding of learning styles is largely a result of research done by Howard Gardner, 
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which hinges on the idea that our capacity to understand the world around us is complex. His 
main premise centers around the fact that some people are better at understanding certain things 
than others, because each of us possesses a unique combination of several intelligences (a kind of 
fingerprint for learning). The ECP Rubric examines the way content is presented in order to 
support the course designer in creating activities that reach all learners. 

The fourth subcategory in the Course Design category focuses on Technology Use. In addition to 
the more traditional options for delivering content, course designers may elect to incorporate 
things like LTI links, SCORM packages, videos, and images into a course. 

The last category is Accessibility of Course Design. To support the needs of all learners, accessibility 
design principles should be incorporated during the design process. It's much easier to create 
accessible materials to begin with rather than trying to add accessibility features after the fact. 
Think about the various kinds of course materials to be created and how to make them compliant 
with accessibility standards to support users with disabilities (e.g., physical or mental disabilities, 
blindness, low vision, hearing impairments). Teachers may use many methods such as integrating 
alternative resources, providing assistive technologies, and using formats that are easily accessible 
by all learners.    

• Goals and objectives are clearly written, appropriate for the course level, and aligned 

to desired outcomes (5 points) 

• Goals and objectives are easily located within the course visible in a variety of areas 

(e.g., within the syllabus and each individual learning unit) (4 points) 

• Goals and objectives are written in measurable outcomes (e.g., learners know what 

they are expected to be able to do) (4 points)  

• Content is made available or “chunked” in manageable segments (i.e., presented in 

distinct learning units or modules) (5 points)  

• Content is enhanced with multimedia (e.g., video, audio, images, interactive learning 

objects) (4 points)  

• Navigation is intuitive (3 points)  

• Low-cost or no-cost materials are used when available (1 point)  

• It is clear how the instructional strategies will enable learners to reach course goals 

and objectives (e.g., instructions or overview of course activities is provided and 

aligned to course objectives) (5 points) 

Goals and Objectives 

Content Composition and Structure  

Learning Engagement 
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• Course design includes guidance for learners to work with content in meaningful 

ways (e.g., clear instructions, content outline, video, course orientation) and how to 

proceed (5 points) 

• LMS tools are used to reduce the labor intensity of learning (e.g., providing links to 

needed resources where they will be used in the course, integrating publisher 

resources that are tailored to the course materials, and providing streamlined access 

to supplementary materials) (4 points) 

• Technology available in the course is used to facilitate learning by engaging learners 

with course content (3 points)  

• Technologies are used creatively in ways that transcend traditional teacher-centered 

instruction (e.g., peer-led instruction, technology-supported learner choice, flipped 

classroom) (3 points)  

• The design and delivery of content integrate alternative resources or enable assistive 

processes for those needing accommodation (5 points)  

• Course files are easily readable by assistive technologies (5 points) 

• Course materials support multiple learning preferences (3 points) 

• Design factors such as color, text size manipulations, audio and video controls, and 

alt text reflect universal accessibility considerations (2 points)  

Best Practices for the Content Design Category 

The best practices for content design are: 

• Begin each course section with a preview. 

• Maintain consistent organization throughout the course. 

• Clearly delineate required elements from supplementary elements. 

• Provide links to other parts of the course as needed. 

• Disable course tools that are not in use. 

Technology Use 

Accessibility of Course Design 
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Standard Category 2.0: Interaction and Collaboration 

Interaction and Collaboration can take many forms. The ECP criteria place emphasis on the type 
and amount of interaction and collaboration within an online environment. 

Interaction denotes communication between and among learners and instructors, synchronously 
or asynchronously. Collaboration is a subset of interaction and refers specifically to those activities 
in which groups are working interdependently toward a shared result. This differs from group 
activities that can be completed by learners working independently of one another and then 
combining the results, much as one would when assembling a puzzle with parts of the puzzle 
worked out separately then assembled together. A learning community is defined here as the 
sense of belonging to a group, rather than each learner’s perceiving himself/herself studying 
independently. 

This section is broken down into three subcategories: Communication Strategies, Development of 
Learning Community, and Interaction Logistics. To communicate effectively with learners, it is a 
best practice to communicate frequently and answer questions promptly. The more learners feel 
a connection to the course, the more they will engage in the course. Developing a communication 
contract is one way to ensure that there is a mutual understanding of what is expected from the 
learners and what the learners will expect from the teacher. Opening the lines of communication 
early in a course will allow participants to feel more comfortable and participate in the course, not 
only with the teacher but also with other learners. In addition, a communication contract outlining 
netiquette guidelines sets the framework of what is appropriate in the course.  

• Synchronous communication activities benefit from real-time interactions (e.g., 

students gain practice discussing course content extemporaneously in office hours, 

exam review sessions, student-led live meetings, real-time class meetings) (4 points)  

• There are opportunities for synchronous (e.g., live meetings, chat) and/or 

asynchronous (e.g., discussion board, email) interaction, as appropriate (3 points) 

• Communication strategies promote critical reflection or other higher order thinking 

aligned with learning objectives (3 points)  

• Collaboration activities reinforce course content and learning outcomes, while 

building workplace-useful skills (e.g., teamwork, cooperation, negotiation, 

consensus-building) (4 points)  

• Learner-learner and learner-to-instructor interactions are required as part of the 

course (3 points)  

• Activities are designed to help build a sense of community, rather than each learner 

perceiving himself/herself studying independently (2 points) 

Communication Strategies 

Development of Learning Community 
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• A rubric or equivalent grading document is included to explain how participation will 

be evaluated (5 points)  

• Examples of quality communications (e.g., what constitutes a “good” response) are 

provided to the student (4 points)  

• Instructions are written clearly and presented inline (3 points)  

Best Practices for the Interaction and Collaboration Category 

The best practices for quality communication are: 

• Provide opportunities for learners to work in small groups. 

• Clearly communicate expectations for participation in the groups and criteria for 
evaluation. 

• Use discussion boards and other interactive activities to encourage critical thinking and 
inquiry. 

• Establish rubrics for evaluation of discussion posts. 

• Provide feedback to learners via announcements and email as appropriate. 

Standard Category 3.0: Assessment 

Assessment focuses on instructional activities designed to measure progress towards learning 
outcomes, provide feedback to learners and instructors, and/or enable grading or evaluation. This 
section addresses the quality and type of learner assessments within the course. 

Divided into three subcategories—Learner Expectations, Assessment Design, and Learner Self-
Assessment—assessing learners comes in many different forms. As a teacher it is critical that you 
determine what, how, and how often you want your learners to be assessed.  

Assessment does not equal mastery. When assessing learners, the goal is to see individual growth 
of learners throughout the course, based on the course objectives or goals. Frequent assessment 
increases learners’ ability to recall and retain the knowledge they learn over a longer period of 
time. Assessing learners only one once or twice during a course motivates them to “cram” 
immediately before the test, which in turn leads to lower retention rates. When assessing, it is 

also important to assess learners in different ways. As we have pointed out, each learner is 
different, and each one learns in unique ways. This variation also holds true for how well they 
perform on assessments. Use assessments to teach, not just evaluate.  

Interaction Logistics 
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• It is clear to students how performance in an assessment(s) will be evaluated (e.g., 

rubric, equivalent grading document, section in syllabus) (5 points) 

• Assessments align to goals, objectives, and content and are visible to the learner (4 

points)  

• Instructions are written clearly (e.g., grading, acceptable file formats, due dates, 

number of attempts, required posts) and presented inline (4 points)  

• Examples of quality work are provided to the student (4 points) 

• Assessment activities occur frequently throughout the duration of the course (5 

points) 

• Multiple types of assessments are used (e.g., research project, objective test, 

discussions) (5 points)  

• Assessments are designed to mimic authentic environments to facilitate knowledge 

transfer (e.g., role-playing, scenario-based questions, clinical experience, practicum)   

(4 points)  

• Opportunities for learner self-assessment are provided (e.g., practice test, journal, 

self-reflection, quiz) (2 points)  

• Self-assessments provide constructive, meaningful feedback (2 points)  

Best Practices for the Assessment Category 

The following are best practices for quality assessments: 

• Communicate clear expectations and criteria for evaluation. 

• Link course learning outcomes, evaluation strategies, and course assignments. 

• Provide detailed step-by-step instructions. 

• Allow learners to track and evaluate their own progress (self-assessments). 

• Evaluation should align with course objectives. 

Learner Expectations 

Assessment Design 

Learner Self-Assessment 



Module 3: Designing Blended and Online Courses 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

61 

Standard Category 4.0: Learner Support 

Learner Support is divided into five subcategories which address the support resources made 
available to learners taking the course. Such resources may be accessible within or external to the 
course environment. Learner support resources address a variety of learner services. Designing for 
an inclusive classroom goes beyond pinpointing individual abilities and looks at designing for any 
level of user. 

• Orientation materials explain how to navigate both the LMS and course (5 points) 

• Orientation materials are found easily (few clicks) with clear return to other areas of 

the course (3 points)  

• Information regarding required/optional technology, including how to 

access/acquire, and any additional costs, is provided (3 points) 

• Contact information for the instructor is easy to find (5 points) 

• The instructor’s methods of collecting and returning work are clearly explained (4 

points) 

• Acceptable communication methods for contacting the instructor are identified and 

included (e.g., email, phone, chat, social media) (4 points) 

• Expected response time for instructor replies is included (3 points)  

• The instructor’s role within the course is explained (3 points) 

• Course/instructor policies (e.g., decorum, behavior, netiquette) are included and 

easy to find (5 points)  

• Links to institutional policies (e.g., academic honesty policies), materials, and forms 

for learner success are included and easy to find (4 points)  

• Links to institutional services (e.g., tech support, help desk, library, writing center) 

are included and easy to find (4 points)  

• Links to institutional policies, contacts, and procedures for supporting learners with 

disabilities are included and easy to find (4 points)  

• Alternative file types are provided (e.g., learner needs and/or choice, availability) (3 

points)  

Orientation to Course and LMS 

Instructor Contact Information & Communication  

Course/Institutional Policies & Support 

Accessibility and Technical Factors for Learner Support  
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• Lengthy/large files are broken into smaller segments for improved content 

consumption and usability (e.g., six 10-minute audio/video files versus a single 60-

minute file, five 10-page documents versus a single, 50-page document) (2 points) 

• Multimedia is optimized for web delivery (e.g., videos are streamed whenever 

possible, graphics are optimized for web delivery) (2 points)  

• Course materials use standard formats to ensure usability (1 point)  

• If technology is required for a specific learning activity, the link to that technology is 

included with the instructions (1 point) 

• Learners have an opportunity to give feedback to the instructor regarding course 

design and course content both during course delivery and after course completion 

(5 points)  

• Feedback mechanisms allow learners to participate anonymously in course 

evaluation (3 points)  

Best Practices for Learning Support Category 

The following are best practices for learning support: 

• Provide consistency in naming conventions. 

• Create a welcome note and add instructor contact information to the course. 

• Include links to the institutions Help Desk and supportive technologies. 

• Design for users at all ability levels. 

• Include a forum for learners to provide feedback and ask questions throughout the course.

Feedback 
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Mobile Learning and the Mobile Learner 

As discussed in a previous topic, mobile learning is becoming 
more prevalent in today’s educational landscape. Therefore, 
teachers need to be conscious of the effect these devices 
have on the design and delivery of online content. This topic 
will cover aspects such as mobile app usage, responsiveness 
in creating new content, and best practices for meeting the 
needs of mobile learners. 

Mobile Apps 

There are currently almost 7 billion mobile phones in the 
world – nearly one for every man, woman and child on the 
planet. Since education and learning are keys to a person’s 
success, it is no wonder that mobile apps for learning have 
become increasing popular and prevalent.  

Steve Penfold, a Customer Success Director at Elucidat, an e-
learning authoring software company, suggests that there are four major reasons why 
mobile learning is so popular. He suggests: 

1. It is convenient and flexible  

2. It empowers learning any time, any place  

3. It enhances learner engagement and interaction  

4. It is easy to implement (Why mobile learning is important (4 reasons), 2016). 

The Brookings Institution is a nonprofit public policy organization based in Washington, DC. 
In September 2013, the Center for Technology Innovation at Brookings hosted a conference 
titled Mobile Learning: Transforming Education and Engaging Students and Teachers. From 
that conference, the dominant theme was:  

Educating a workforce that is effective in a global context and adaptive as new jobs and 
roles evolve will help to support our economic growth. Mobile learning makes it possible to 
extend education beyond the physical confines of the classroom and beyond the fixed time 
periods of the school day. It allows students to access content from home, communicate 
with teachers, and work with other people online. The value of mobile devices is that they 
allow students to connect, communicate, collaborate, and create using rich digital resources 
(West, 2013). 
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Responsive Design 

The technology used for online delivery can include a range of devices from desktop 
computers, tablets, and smartphones, to the “next big thing.” Even though you might not be 
designing content exclusively for use on mobile devices, there is a good chance that at some 
point learners will access your course in this way. This means you need to adapt the design 
of courses to accommodate for mobile access. One solution is to move to a responsive 
design model. 

The responsive framework adjusts the display of web-based content based on the size of the 
device being used by the learner. As with the window size of the browser on a laptop or 
desktop, the content is realigned for optimal display rather than creating horizontal 
scrolling.  

 

Figure 7: The responsive framework adjusts the display of web-based content based on the 
size of the device being used by the learner 

For example, a four-column grid layout might be reframed into a three-column layout as it 
becomes smaller. As it continues to decrease in size, it might transition into a two-column 
layout and at its smallest into a one-column layout. The one-column layout is what a user on 
a smartphone would normally see. A traditional design method would first focus on building 
content designed for a desktop or laptop screen, with the hope that it would work on other 
devices as well. If it doesn't, then strategies are implemented to retrofit the content for 
other devices. In contrast, responsive design is a “mobile first” approach. In essence, the 
process is reversed: developers look at designing content for the smallest device first. This 
ensures a better experience for mobile and other devices.  
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Designing for Mobile Best Practices 

Here are some suggested best practices to consider when designing your courses so that 
they accommodate mobile access.  

1. Use a responsive theme. Many platforms provide responsive themes that offer users 
the best experience when accessing your course from a mobile device. One example 
is Snap, available in the Open LMS platform. You may need to implement your theme 
in each course individually, or your Site Administrator may set a default theme that 
applies to all of your courses automatically.  

2. Rethink your content structure. Be aware that you have less visible space to work 
with on a mobile device. Therefore, evaluate your course structure and make 
adjustments as necessary to avoid causing learners to scroll frequently when using a 
mobile device. Think about organizing your content into chunks or groupings to work 
better for the mobile experience. Also, try to keep the important content at the top 
of the screen, so that it is read first, not last.  

3. Rethink your graphic selections and layouts. While responsive sites will adjust the 
size of your media elements automatically to best fit the available screen size, you 
might want to reconsider the overall design selections. You will want to avoid wide 
images that pan across the screen, tables, and the float attribute for image layout. 
Also, consider removing the height and width attributes for optimal display. Finally, 
performance on mobile devices can be slower, so make sure you are optimizing your 
media appropriately.  

4. Provide learners with information on how materials can be accessed from a mobile 
device. Include these details in your course syllabus. For example, you may have 
materials such as interactive exercises or documents that can be accessed only from 
a desktop or laptop computer.  

5. Use a video player that works across devices. Choose a mobile-friendly player and be 
consistent with which player you use throughout the course. Direct learners as to 
which settings to use for the best viewing of your videos, and provide this 
information in the course syllabus.  

6. Use e-learning tools that support mobile content. There are many e-learning tools 
that produce HTML5-formatted code, allowing you to easily integrate mobile-
friendly content into your courses.  

7. Design for mobile access from the start. If you are designing a new course, you have 
the benefit of being able to implement mobile-aware methods from the start. Also, 
consider an iterative design approach so that you can test the mobile experience 
after each module is developed.  
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8. Consider mobile-friendly activities. Your learners most likely have a smart phone; use 
this to your advantage and incorporate its specialized functionality into course 
activities. Think about adding interactive assignments such as responding to an 
instant poll, capturing progress or findings through multimedia, documenting field 
trip experiences, or recording voice/video for submission.  

9. Try accessing your course from a mobile device. Start with the smallest-size device 
that you own, and work your way up. Identify any challenges in your design and 
consider making improvements. Sometimes, small changes can make a huge impact!  

10. Ask your learners for feedback. Consider polling your learners to find out if/how they 
use their mobile devices. Are they simply using it for messaging and viewing grades, 
or are they going through course materials? The more you know about your learners, 
the better equipped you will be to improve your course.  

Getting Started with Designing Offline Activities 

The idea that young people are always online seems to be widespread and generally 
accepted, and many online programs assume that learners will have a constant Internet 
connection. In this context, planning for offline learning does not appear to be a priority for 
a teacher. However, “around 60 percent of the world is without Internet today, and even 
where online access is available, it can still be spotty.” (Google, 2015) 
 
In this topic, we'll review a few use cases that highlight the need for offline activities and 
then we'll discuss various types of offline activities. 

The Need for Offline Activities 

Even in the countries with highest Internet availability, there are many situations in which 
learners might need to work offline. Let’s analyze two possible scenarios. 

• Julia lives in London and studies in an MSc Global Finance program at one of the top 
British universities. She uses her smartphone to access her online courses, to watch 
the presentation videos provided before each lesson, and to answer the quizzes in the 
LMS after the class for revision. She has a commute of 45 minutes to the university, 
but she has no connectivity in the Underground. Julia downloads the recorded 
lectures and watches them on her phone to take advantage of the travel time. 

• Carlos is a primary school teacher who lives in a small town near Salta, Argentina. He 
is taking an online postgraduate course in Educational Research. Carlos usually 
studies at home, but his Internet connection is not always reliable. Some days he is 
not able to connect at all. On those days, he works offline at home and submits his 
assignments when he is at the school.  
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These two examples highlight the need to provide offline access to course materials and 
activities, even in fully online courses.  

Even the hyper-connected learners living in cities with high Internet availability increasingly 
access their online courses through their mobile phones, and they do not always have good 
bandwidth. The abundant commercial availability of mobile applications that allow users to 
save data while working offline and then synchronize online creates the same expectation 
for educational applications.  

Learners expect to learn “anytime and anywhere”; being able to do part of their learning 
offline is a part of that equation. 

A Friendly Environment for Offline Learning 

How can we make it easier for our learners to learn “anytime, anywhere”? As a teacher, you 
can help your learners by providing support for the time they will be working offline, making 
materials and activities accessible offline, and taking bandwidth limitation into account 
when designing your course.  

Supporting Learners When They are not Connected 

• Plan, plan, plan: You know the kinds of challenges learners will face when working 
independently. Anticipate those challenges and provide clear instructions to help 
your learners overcome them.  

• Scaffold: Have you given your learners opportunities to practice this kind of activity 
before? Have you provided them with feedback on their previous attempts? The 
offline activity will introduce the extra challenge of working without immediate help 
and feedback. Make sure it is not a completely new task requiring a complete new set 
of skills and knowledge. 

• Be available: Even though the learners will be offline, make sure they have 
asynchronous options available to get in touch and ask questions if they need to. 

Designing Offline Access to the Course Materials and Activities 

Some of the technical challenges around making the course materials and activities 
accessible offline may be out of your control as a teacher. However, when it is technically 
possible, you should aim to:  

• Provide downloadable versions of the resources in your course. Some of your learners 
might prefer printing the resources, so make sure that the documents are printer-
friendly: use colors meaningfully, choose font types and sizes carefully, and provide 
clear instructions on how to access the materials offline. 
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• Make materials available in multiple formats. PDF is a popular format for 
downloadable resources, but the fact that it attempts to mimic printed pages makes 
it cumbersome to read on mobile platforms. Where possible, provide materials in an 
eReader-friendly format such as ePub or plain text (txt). 

• Use native mobile applications. Increasingly, mobile applications are incorporating 
offline features that allow users to continue their work offline, store data locally, and 
then synchronize it when they connect to the Internet. The most pre-eminent LMSs 
are working on integrating some of these capabilities in their mobile apps. Industry 
focus on these features reflects the importance of giving learners opportunities to 
work offline. 

Designing for Low Bandwidth 

Most of the considerations we covered in the section about designing for mobile access 
apply to offline learning as well. Let’s summarize some of them here. 

• Reduce the size of images and videos. Except in very rare cases (e.g., X-ray scans), 
images and videos meant to be displayed on the screen of a computer or mobile 
device do not need high resolution. Low-resolution images and video dramatically 
reduce the bandwidth and storage requirements of course participation. 

• Provide easy navigation. Avoid making learners go through unneeded pages. 

• Where possible, use eReader-friendly formats instead of PDF. If you do use PDF, 
optimize files to reduce their bandwidth and storage requirements. 

• Show the sizes of linked files, so that learners can decide for themselves whether they 
want to download a resource. 

• In a web conference, share video and applications only when necessary. 

Types of Offline Activities 

Even if your learners have good Internet connection, not all learning will happen in front of a 
computer. There will be several activities that are carried on outside the online course. 
Every discipline uses different types of experiences to provide authentic examples and 
experiences: nature walks for biology, field trips for anthropology, interviews for sociology. 
These activities bring the outside world into the online classroom and can present good 
opportunities to learn from each participant’s experiences and context.  

As a teacher, your main challenge will be how to connect both worlds: supporting your 
learners while they are offline and at the same time encouraging them to share and reflect 
about the process in the online environment. Learners will need to use various recording 
techniques and tools to share work completed offline with their teacher and with other 
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course participants. They may, for instance, write journals and field notes, create portfolios, 
take pictures, record videos, etc. Let’s explore possible examples of activities and ways to 
link them with the online course. 

Learning Offline Through Inquiry  

Learning through inquiry has been defined in different ways, but numerous authors agree 
(Laurillard, 2012) that the main components are a challenging task, a set of resources, and 
guidance. In this type of activity, learners take control of their own line of inquiry instead of 
following a specific path given by the teacher or the textbook. Many of the inquiry tasks will 
be conducted offline or outside the online classroom. For this reason, it is important to 
provide a clear definition of the task and pertinent guidance. Some examples of these offline 
activities are observations, interviews, and reading assignments. 

Observations  

Observations can add a practical component in different subject areas: learners can observe 
the natural world, people or groups of people, architecture, art, etc. Observing (shadowing) 
an expert performing an activity can also be a great way to learn practical skills.  

When learners are conducting observations on their own, they will need support to develop 
purposeful observation skills. For instance, the collaborative creation of an observation 
guide can be an online activity to do in groups before going offline to carry out the 
observation. Learners can then make a report of what they have learned and experienced.  

Interviews 

Interviews are an important mode of inquiry in several disciplines, particularly in the social 
sciences. Learning how to ask questions, how to listen and engage in a meaningful 
conversation, and how to acquire knowledge from experts are desirable skills for most of 
the professions. These are the types of skills that are developed through practice and 
mentoring, and they therefore require several iterations of offline independent practice and 
online sharing and reflection.  

Reading Assignments 

Reading assignments are probably one of the most popular offline activities in higher 
education. However, teachers often express concern about their learners’ reluctance to 
read, disinclination to finish long readings, and inability to critically evaluate what they have 
read.  

How can teachers support reading assignments? Weimer et al. (2010) have summarized 
some strategies that teachers can use to help their learners with reading assignments. These 
are some of the tips that might be useful when presenting a reading assignment in an online 
course:  
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• Make the purpose clear. Why are these readings important? How are they connected 
to the topic? 

• Introduce the text. Who are the authors? In which context were the articles/books 
written? What are some key terms? 

• Uncover the structure of the text. This will help learners not only to understand the 
text better but also to learn academic writing strategies. 

• Provide space to create questions and hypotheses about the text before reading it.  

Learning Offline Through Reflection 

Other kinds of activities that are usually developed offline are individual reflective tasks. We 
have seen the importance of discussions and collaboration to promote reflection; however, 
in some cases, a space for personal thinking is also important. Journals, portfolios and 
capturing data through multimedia can be excellent opportunities for reflection. 

Journals  

Journals are personal spaces for learners. Keeping a diary can be a good strategy for learners 
to review and organize what they have learned from a personal perspective. Journals can be 
more or less structured, from free weekly entries to notes answering specific questions. 
They can be written, but may also be based on pictures, video or a combination of different 
formats. The distinctive feature of a journal is its focus on the learners and their thought 
processes. Its main purpose is not to share experiences with others, but to encourage self-
reflection and self-awareness. 

As an offline activity, keeping a journal helps support metacognition, giving learners the 
opportunity to articulate and record their learning processes while they are not connected 
to the online course, keeping a record of their thoughts, questions, findings, and new ideas.  

Portfolios 

Portfolios are an important tool in academic and professional development, and an 
excellent tool for reflective learning. They are used to collect evidence of representative 
work, particularly when it involves a skill or a practice that evolves over time. Portfolios 
provide a way for learners to demonstrate their progress and to reflect on what has 
changed and what can be improved.  

Learners may produce a series of works in different formats—graphic images, text, oral 
arguments, video production, etc.—and then gather artifacts in one place. The activity of 
selecting the representative pieces of their own learning and presenting them to others 
promotes reflection and documents their academic growth.  

If learners have access to an online framework such as the Blackboard Portfolio, they may 
work offline to create and assemble their materials for later upload into the portfolio. 
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Multimedia 

Bull (2014) suggests that learners can capture pictures and videos of their communities and 
share them in the online course, thus generating a repository of multimedia content for the 
class. In general terms, multimedia can be used in any of the offline activities proposed 
here. Most learners will have access to a mobile phone with the ability to capture pictures 
and videos, and these materials can provide a different way for them to present their ideas.  

One consideration to take into account is that even though learners are familiar with the 
multimedia capabilities of their devices, they may need help understanding how to use 
them for learning purposes. The teacher should not assume that learners need no 
instructions on how to present videos and pictures: learners might be quite accustomed to 
using these formats in their everyday lives and on social media, but using them for academic 
purposes may be new to them.  

Learning Offline Through Experimentation and Practice 

Learning through practice can be defined as learning in an environment that “provides goal-
oriented action with meaningful feedback and revision”(Laurillard, 2012, p. 164).  

This is, in fact, how most informal learning usually takes place: learners are intrinsically 
motivated, act with a purpose, and receive feedback from the environment which helps 
them to adjust their actions and make another attempt. This process usually goes through 
several iterations until the learners successfully achieve their goal.  

Service learning and experiments are good examples of ways in which learning through 
practice and experimentation can be adapted for formal educational use.  

Service Learning 

Service learning integrates community service into the curriculum, fostering civic 
responsibility and encouraging reflection to enrich the learning experience. Integrating 
service learning in an online course may present several challenges, particularly when 
learners are geographically separated. Minoresco (2014) emphasizes the importance of 
having a flexible course format to accommodate different learner and community partner 
schedules while maintaining high academic standards. Bull (2014) asserts that learners do 
not need to spend a long time on service. They can perform brief “micro-acts” of service to 
add engagement, draw on the human connection, and understand how the content they are 
learning can help the community where they live. 

Experiments 

Learning through experimentation is a particular type of practice learning. While 
experiments are usually associated with science classes, they can be done in any content 
area. Bull (2014) maintains that what he calls “life experiments” can increase learners’ 
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engagement. In this model, learners are asked to test out a concept or idea by creating a 
relevant social experiment, reporting their findings, and reflecting on what they can learn 
from their results.  

Working Offline as a Teacher 

In your teaching role, you may find that there are times when you prefer—or need—to work 
offline. The most common task that teachers perform offline is marking/grading. While 
online marking clearly offers many benefits, many teachers don’t have the consistent high-
quality Internet connection necessary to complete all their marking online, or they may 
simply prefer to do it offline.  

Many LMSs, such as Blackboard Learn, have features that facilitate offline grading.
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Module 4: Developing Digital Course Content 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ List the most suitable file formats for optimum use in an online learning environment. 

▪ Be able to select appropriate curated content for use in online courses. 

▪ Follow best practices when developing an online course 
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Curating Content 

As previously discussed, content is the core element of any online course. It becomes the 
responsibility of the teacher to use only original material in his/her class, or to properly cite 
the owner or creator. In this topic, we will investigate common sources for locating content 
for your online courses, as well as methods to ensure that licensing and proper usage 
standards are met. 

Copyright and Intellectual Property 

Content providers, authors, inventors, designers, engineers, scientists, businesses, and not-
for-profit organizations often invest considerable amounts of time, energy, and money into 
developing the products or processes that gained them success. These are known as 
Intellectual Property. According to the World Intellectual Property Organization, 
“Intellectual property (IP) refers to creations of the mind, such as inventions; literary and 
artistic works; designs; and symbols, names and images used in commerce” (What is 
Intellectual Property, n.d.).  

It is natural that these developers would want to retain control and ownership of their 
creations so that they might further reap the benefits of their development. Though 
national laws protect intellectual property, most countries also allow certain exceptions or 
fair use applications for copyrighted material. According to Ruth Soetendorp and 
Bartolomeo Meletti (2016), these exceptions may apply if: 

• The purpose of the use is non-commercial 

• Where practical, there should be sufficient acknowledgement of authorship of the 
work 

• The use of the material is fair. 

The question then becomes the “official” definition of fair use. “It is an issue ultimately 
decided by courts depending on a number of factors, such as the amount of the work taken 
and whether the use would commercially compete with the copyright owner’s exploitation 
of the material” (Soetendorp et al., para. 8). Therefore, it is prudent for teachers to be 
familiar with the definitions, limitations, and restrictions of copyright law when dealing with 
educational materials and content.  

Copyrights, patents, and/or trademarks, each with its own application, award, and 
protection processes, can help safeguard intellectual property. The three basic types of 
protection are:  

• Copyrights: Copyrights cover the legal rights that creators have over their written 
and artistic works. Works covered by copyright range from books, music, paintings, 
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sculpture and films, to computer programs, databases, advertisements, maps and 
technical drawings (What is Intellectual Property, n.d.).  

• Patents: Generally, patents are applied to specific inventions or processes that are 
different from what has been done or utilized in the past. Designed to recognize a 
new and different approach, patents can cover everything from slight modifications 
of existing technology, to entirely new ones. A patent is granted by a governmental 
agency and gives exclusive rights to that invention for a specific period of time. A 
patent owner, either an individual or organization, then has to ability to allow others 
to use the invention (What is Intellectual Property, n.d.).  

• Trademarks: A trademark is a symbol or sign that distinguishes the goods or services 
of one organization from any others. These include logos and brand names that 
appear in characteristic fonts, styles, and colors. Trademarks have their origins in 
ancient times when artisans used to put their signature or "mark" on their products 
to show by whom they were created (What is Intellectual Property, n.d.). National 
governments or international treaties and conventions grant trademarks, and may 
specify how they are treated outside of domestic boundaries.  

Introduction to Copyright Licenses 

Let us now look specifically at copyright licenses and how they may apply to digital or online 
resources and other material used for educational purposes. Creative Commons is a non-
profit organization that develops licenses and licensing structures for online content, 
specifically open and freely distributable content. CC is legal code that is enforceable in 
courts. As with other forms of copyright, changes in law and common use require 
adjustments to the Creative Commons copyrights. Version 4.0 of the copyrights is the latest 
iteration of these licenses and was made publically available on November 25, 2013.  

Each Creative Commons license has a component called the “Commons Deed” that clearly 
explains what rights are given and/or retained for the content. This is called the “human 
readable” version of the license. Because the license is also machine readable, enforcement 
occurs automatically by application of the appropriate permissions to the resource.  

Content creators can select from the following Creative Commons copyright licenses:  

• Attribution (CC BY)  

• Attribution-ShareAlike (CC BY-SA)  

• Attribution-NoDerivs (CC BY-ND)  

• Attribution-NonCommercial (CC BY-NC)  

• Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike (CC BY-NC-SA)  
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• Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs (CC BY-NC-ND)  

• Public Domain Dedication (CC0)  

Attribution (CC BY) is the default copyright status of resources. Content creators need to 
modify this setting if they do not want others copying and editing their work to create 
derivatives.  

Open Education Resources (OER) 

As defined by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, “OER are teaching, learning, and 
research resources that reside in the public domain or have been released under an 
intellectual property license that permits their free use and re-purposing by others. Open 
educational resources include full courses, course materials, modules, textbooks, streaming 
videos, tests, software, and any other tools, materials, or techniques used to support access 
to knowledge” (Open Educational Resources, n.d.).  This content can be anything from 
recorded lectures to activities, videos, and assessments. 

There are many great videos on the internet, providing a wealth of supplemental course 
content. For example, YouTube, while not always educational in nature, has plenty of 
instructional resources. Khan Academy (https://www.khanacademy.org/) is another 
popular, free resource that is loaded with ready-to-access materials. 

Common Cartridge 

Common Cartridge is great for adding publisher content or reusing content from other 
systems that follow the LMS packaging standards. Common Cartridge is a standard format 
for transferring courses from a publisher to multiple LMS systems. It allows content to be 
effortlessly integrated into the online environment. In addition, you can create customized 
content and then transfer it easily without extra conversion costs.  

SCORM 

SCORM (Sharable Content Object Reference Model) allows for the tracking of learner data 
and the reuse of content from one system to another. A SCORM package contains one or 
more Shareable Content Objects (SCOs) used to teach specific learning objectives. If you 
have or find content in this format, you should be able to import it easily into your online 
course.  

SCORM can sometimes be complicated to understand because of the amount of technical 
jargon associated with it. However, most learning platforms provide a method to upload 
SCORM packages without requiring a great deal of knowledge. 

https://www.khanacademy.org/
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Keep in mind that although SCORM is commonly used by government and commercial 
sectors for training programs, it is not as common in educational institutions. 

Here are a few examples of authoring tools that can be used to create SCORM conformant 
e-learning: 

• Edutu 

• eXeLearning 

• Articulate 360 

• Gomo Learning 

• Adapt Learning 

• Adobe Captivate 

• TechSmith Camtasia 

• Lectora Online 

File Types for E-learning 

It is very important that learners be able to access the resources and documents provided in 
the class. Try to use standardized file types, or if that is not possible, be sure to supply 
learners with a link or download for the required software, player, or plug-in. In this topic, 
we will look at how to provide the files and other material needed for your learners to 
achieve the course objectives. 
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Source Versus Published Files  

When planning what types of files to create and use in the course, it is important to consider 
the environments in which the teacher and learners might be working. It is possible that 
learners could access the LMS using a PC or laptop with the Windows operating system, an 
Apple/Mac device using an iOS operating system, or a mobile device running the Android or 
iOS operating system. Even when operating from the same platform, learners and teachers 
may be using different versions of software and browser. For this reason, it is essential to 
consider the types of files used in the course for both source and published content.  

Most commonly, files for use in the LMS will be created with one of the following programs:  

Table 2: Commonly used files for use in the LMS 

Program File Types 

Microsoft Word for text documents .doc, docx 

Microsoft PowerPoint for presentations .ppt, pptx 

Microsoft Excel for spreadsheets .xls, .xlsx 

Videos AVI -.avi  

Flash Video (FLV)-.flv 

MPEG -.mpg, .mp2, .mpeg, .mpe, .mpv, .mp4  

Windows Media Video -.wmv 

Images .jpg, .tif, .png, .gif  

If you intend for learners to edit a file, then it is best to provide the file in one of the formats 
above. Although these are standard software programs, using any of the above formats 
does require the learner to have access to the associated application in order to edit it. For 
example, if a template is provided in Microsoft Word, the learner must have that program 
or one that can read that file type in order to edit the document. 

If editing by the learner is not required, you may decide to publish the document in a non-
updateable format. For text files, the preferred format is Portable Document Format (PDF). 
Whether it is an Excel spreadsheet, a Word document, or other file type, the source file may 



Module 4: Developing Digital Course Content 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

80 

be saved as a PDF document. Adobe Acrobat is a free PDF reader that can be downloaded 
and used to view many document types. 

The advantage of using PDF format is that the document will look exactly as it did when 
created, regardless of the device on which it is displayed or the software/fonts available on 
that device. Images can also be saved in a PDF document, which increases the chance that 
all learners will be able to view the image. The disadvantage of PDFs is that they cannot be 
edited without investing in specialized editing software. 

When providing videos in your course, learners must have a video player application 
installed on their device in order to view the file. Due to the variety of possible operating 
systems and equipment being used, it is recommended that video files be supplied in the 
standard MP4 file format. MP4s can be watched on PCs, Apples/Macs, or mobile devices, 
loaded with the proper player software. Common player programs include RealPlayer® or 
QuickTime®.  

Finally, be aware that even when content is presented in a browser, learners will need to 
have the software available to view/play the file. Word and PDF files should display without 
issue, but other file types may not work properly in a browser.  

Providing Files to Learners  

When designing courses, you can add objects such as documents, images, or video/audio 
files by either linking to or embedding them. When a link is used, the LMS simply provides a 
URL to the source file; all data is retained in the source file and updated there. Conversely, if 
the file is embedded within a course, a copy of the source file is made. The data related to 
that file is stored in the LMS, with no connection to the original source file. Therefore, if the 
file is modified through the LMS, the original source file remains unaffected. 

There are two major considerations when providing files to learners:  

• Can the file be accessed in a timely basis? 

• Where is the file stored and what are the storage limitations?  

When providing a link to the content, be aware that the file location may change, rendering 
the URL useless if it is not updated in the LMS. Therefore, you should periodically check the 
links provided in your courses to ensure they are still functioning, and direct learners to the 
proper location. 

If space allows, it may be more advantageous to embed a file within the course, especially if 
the file is a Word document, PDF, or short video. Longer videos and larger files will use more 
of the LMS storage space and may need to be stored on a dedicated media server. Also with 
larger files, whether embedded or linked, think about available bandwidth and the time it 
may take the learner to view/access the file.  
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Regardless of whether a file is embedded or linked, you can choose to display it in either the 
current window or a new tab of the browser. The preferred method depends on the course 
flow and the type of content being accessed. If the content is intended to be used in 
conjunction with other course material, it may be better to open the object in the existing 
tab. If the content is meant as a standalone course element, it may be appropriate to open 
it in another tab.  

Developing in the LMS 

Creating an online course is often a district-wide (or at least school-wide) initiative that 
involves either a team of designers or a group of faculty. Although fewer people work on the 
actual planning and high-level design, more individuals are typically involved in the building 
phase of the course(s).   

For this reason, it is valuable to have development standards in place before any building 
begins, so that all specifications are clear to those working on the project. Consider creating 
a class template and a style guide that documents all design standards for the teachers. This 
will allow course creators to follow set specifications and develop a consistent product. In 
addition, consider implementing the following best practices when preparing the LMS for e-
learning courses. 

Consistency in Functionality  

Just as you created consistency within the overall design of the course flow, it benefits 
learners if you are also consistent with the functionality. Most systems allow you to 
customize the settings for activities and resources within the course. Think about which 
settings you will enable and how they will be configured across that specific activity type. 
For example, if you are using assignments, think about how you can standardize these 
options. While there may be reasons to change them occasionally, having uniform 
functionality throughout the course does provide learners a certain level of comfort.  

Consider standardizing the following functionality within your course:  

• Completion tracking: If you are able to track the completion of items, it helps to be 
consistent by either choosing to track all or none of the items in your course. Also, 
consider standardizing how items are marked as complete, if this is an option in your 
LMS.  

• Due date usage: You can opt to use due dates within in your course. Using due dates 
for items (such as assignments) can help control when submissions are accepted. 
Some teachers prefer to hide activities, while others like to restrict them based on 
due dates. Choose a method that works for you and be consistent in the setup of 
course activities.  
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• Forum post requirements: If the platform allows you to require learners to submit a 
post prior to reading others’ response, consider using this functionality. This is a good 
way to encourage participation, especially when forums are not graded.  

• Gradebook setup: Organize your gradebook in a logical manner based on how it 
aggregates grades. Choose a strategy and be consistent.  

• Opening links: Determine the way that links open when learners click on them. You 
can choose to open URLs in a new window/browser/tab, in a pop-up, or in the same 
window. As a best practice, have all links open in a consistent manner. Avoid opening 
links in the same window, as learners may have difficulty navigating back to the 
course.  

• Opening documents: Think about how the LMS handles document access by 
learners. For example, you may have the browser display the document within the 
site (i.e., embedded) or force learners to download it. Although it is best to keep this 
functionality consistent, there may be exceptions depending on what you expect 
learners to do with the file.  

Language and Fonts  

There are several best practices to keep in mind regarding the textual elements of your 
course design.  

• Use simple presentation and language. Write in clear, simple language at all times. 
Use brief headers and titles on the home page of your course. When content is 
written in plain language, learners with learning difficulties are better able to grasp 
the meaning.  

• Less is more. Learners prefer less information over more information (as we all 
know).  

• Avoid redundancy. This actually decreases learning rather than increases it.  

• Familiarity and continuity are preferred. What is familiar is easier to process for 
most learners.  

• Use easy to read fonts and colors. Use the styles that are defaulted in your system; 
they are designed to be appealing to the eye and support reading online text. High 
figure-to-ground contrast makes text more legible. Red is often particularly harsh to 
learners, but can draw attention to something NOT to do.  

• Consider size. When text and images are large and/or enlargeable, it is easier for 
learners with poor eyesight to read the content. Ensure that links and link areas are 
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large enough to click on for learners who cannot control a mouse with precision. 
Remind learners that they can also use CMD/CTL+ to enlarge their screen view.  

Media and Visual Design  

Building an online course requires teachers to wear many hats. One of these hats may be 
that of the graphic designer. As the teacher, you will most likely control the overall look and 
feel of the course. From the course homepage to the colors and images on a page, you will 
be building the entire learner experience. Think about the impact graphics can play in 
instructional content. 

You have at your disposal many different tools for supplementing e-learning content. These 
tools allow you to create graphics, animations, interactive media, and tutorials to 
demonstrate skill acquisition visually for learners. Using technologies such as screenshots is 
also valuable when troubleshooting technical issues, and to provide a visual reference of 
expectations.  

Select media that add educational value. Media added into the course should follow a 
similar style guide as the content and work together well. Consider standardizing the 
following:  

• Size and font of text overlaid on images  

• Thickness and color of border around images  

• Size of various types of images  

• Color scheme  

Graphics  

Studies have shown that an image along with text is more effective than text alone 
(Gutierrez, 2014). The Picture Superiority Effect supports the idea of using images with text 
to increase memory recall.  

When choosing images for your courses, make sure they are relevant and supplement the 
content. An image should add to the learning experience, not detract from it. A picture that 
is irrelevant to the topic will cause confusion for learners and create a distraction.  

Therefore, start by focusing on the goal of the content where you wish to add a graphic. 
Determine the type of image that would best support the text. Find an image that depicts 
what you are trying to convey, or create one yourself. There are many places on the internet 
to find images. Some are paid sites with stock photos, while others are free with limited-use 
restrictions.  
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As previously discussed, be aware of the licensing issues before using any non-original photo 
or image in your course.  

Here are some other aspects to consider when selecting images:  

• Who is included? Who is not included?  

• Are those depicted represented positively or negatively?  

• Does the image promote or reinforce stereotypes in any way?  

• What assumptions might learners make based on the image? Be sure to consider all 
learners, not just those that look, sound, feel, think, or learn as you do.  

White Space 

The goal of using white space is to help focus the learner on the content. White space is 
essentially the empty space between textual elements (words) and design elements (e.g., 
images, media, navigation buttons); thus, it does not literally have to be “white.” By 
breaking up the content visually, you are able to highlight the important points to learners.  

When planning how much white space is appropriate, account for variation in monitor 
display sizes. In addition, too much white space is unnecessary and can create scrolling 
issues.  

As discussed previously, when creating your course, preview it on various devices to get a 
feel for the end-user experience.  

Optimization  

The optimization of media can greatly affect the performance of a course when learners 
view it. It is best to optimize media in your course to decrease upload/download times as 
well as minimize the overall size of your course backup file.  

For images, make sure to resize them before uploading into the system. Although some 
systems allow you to resize images once uploaded, many do not. If you are changing the 
dimensions of images using a WYSIWYG interface, be aware that this does not optimize the 
file; it only changes the visual display of the image.  

In addition, changing just the HTML dimensions rather than properly resizing images can 
dramatically decrease the performance of your course as pages load. It can also significantly 
degrade the image quality. For example, you have an image that is 2048 x 1152 pixels and 
you want to display it as 400 X 225 pixels. If you resize the image within the platform, 
learners still download the image in its original size – which is over five times larger than 
necessary (even though it will display as 400 x 225). As a result, you may see the image 
slowly or only partially load. Therefore, properly changing the size of images requires an 
image-editing program.  
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You should also optimize any documents before uploading them into your course. 
Optimization software will allow you to save files at a specific quality level. Experiment with 
different settings to find the balance between performance and quality. Sometimes, the 
easiest solution is to use a different file type. For example, Microsoft Word documents have 
smaller file sizes than Adobe PDF files. If there is no reason to use a PDF, choose the DOC 
version to improve performance for learners.  

Another option for providing materials to learners is to host them on a separate site. This 
can greatly decrease the overall size of your course. Instead of uploading the files to your 
LMS, you upload them elsewhere and reference them in the course using an HTML link.  

If you are uploading numerous video files, this is a good option. Another option is to rely on 
sites like YouTube or Vimeo to provide visual media and simply embed the URLs into your 
course.  

Accessibility Considerations  

Creating courses that are compliant with accessibility standards is an important aspect of e-
learning development. Courses built with accessibility in mind are flexible in meeting 
different learner needs, preferences, and situations. In addition, these methods may be 
legally required to prevent discrimination against those with disabilities. Therefore, when 
accessibility approaches are properly implemented, not only are disabled learners being 
accommodated, but functionality for non-disabled learners may be enhanced as well.  

Watch this video describing the importance of being aware of blinking elements and refresh 
rates in your online courses. (http://www.ehealth.va.gov/508/sw/video/subpart_k.html) 

Multimedia is a powerful tool that can greatly enhance the accessibility of course content. 
However, consider these factors when integrating media into an e-learning environment:  

• Use closed captioning and/or provide transcripts for media. If closed captioning 
within the video itself is not an option, consider providing an HTML transcript or other 
text-based option.  

• Avoid flashing or blinking text, objects, or other elements using a frequency greater 
than 2 Hz and lower than 55 Hz.  

• Provide an alternative for non-text elements to help visually impaired learners who 
rely on a screen reader. When writing supplemental text, be concise and descriptive 
of the image's function.  

Best Practices 

Designing content for use within the LMS can be overwhelming at first. Here are some tips 
and insights to consider when developing material and online courseware:  

http://www.ehealth.va.gov/508/sw/video/subpart_k.html
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• Avoid flashy distractions. While flashing and swirling animation and effects seem fun 
at first, these extras can also make it difficult for learners, especially those with 
learning difficulties, to identify and focus on important content.  

• Multimedia should be relevant. Review the media you select for inclusiveness. 
Consider how the content is being presented and ask your learners to do the same. By 
getting their input and feedback, you are modeling a powerful lesson for them.  

• If you are creating educational materials, there is more licensing freedom to use 
images. However, if you are developing commercial products, pay strict attention to 
copyright restrictions.  

• Follow accessibility guidelines to ensure that all learners can view your course 
content.  

• Optimize media for online delivery.  

• Create a script before recording audio for instructional use to ensure it is thought out 
and flows.  

• Keep videos short and to the point. Be engaging!  

• Show your learners “how to” in videos; do not just talk at the camera.  

• Use formats that are easily accessible by all learners.  

• Resize and optimize files before uploading them.  

• Maintain the correct proportions to avoid pixelating images and causing them to scale 
incorrectly, thus decreasing quality.  

• Provide a text-based solution for images, and alternative activities for those that may 
not accessible to all learners.  

Reviewing for Quality  

The quality of your online course encompasses not only the design, but also its functionality. 
Identify standards (e.g., organizational style documents, quality assurance rubrics, best 
practices, accessibility requirements) that are essential to follow or that you are planning to 
use as guidelines when creating your course.  

A high-quality course is built from the ground up. Therefore, you should create meaningful 
content from the start rather than trying to retrofit it into the course later. Review all 
standards before finalizing any design decisions, and evaluate the course frequently as you 
build in components. It is much more time-consuming and costlier to perform a quality 
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assessment at the end of development. Instead, integrate it into your course-building 
process and test each section as you build it. To simplify this, some systems allow you to 
view the course in “learner mode” while you are developing. Another option is to log in as a 
teacher to build the course in one browser window (or tab) and use a second browser to log 
into the same course as a learner.  

Controlling the learner experience in an online setting can be challenging because of the 
technology. A technical failure or incorrect setting can prevent learners from being able to 
complete activities or access required content. For example, you might accidently set the 
due date for a quiz to the incorrect day, resulting in learners’ not being able to submit the 
assignment on time. For that reason, once you are finished developing, walk through the 
entire course as a test learner: view all materials, verify all links, and submit all activities. 
This is the only way to confirm that your course functions as you had intended. It is easy to 
make a mistake when setting up activities (e.g., selecting the wrong grade value, missing 
rubrics). As a final check, ask one of your peers to review your course as well. Enroll him/her 
as a learner and give clear instructions for the type of feedback you would like to receive.  

As a teacher, you should constantly look for ways to improve the quality of your curriculum. 
Throughout the course, jot down ideas for elements, activities, or new content that might 
enhance the level of instruction. In addition, ask learners for feedback throughout the class. 
Many platforms have a survey activity that allows you to create customized questions for 
gaining insight from learners. Be sure to inquire about navigation, accessibility, 
communication, etc. 
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Module 5: Information Literacy 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ Define Information Literacy, and apply it to your own practice. 

▪ Curate content for an e-learning course. 

▪ Evaluate the usefulness of Open Educational Resource Repositories and Creative 

Commons material. 

▪ Discuss how to position principles of academic integrity and plagiarism with learners 

and their work.  
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Digital Literacy 

Elements of Digital Literacy 

We live in an information age, a period in human history characterized by the shift from 
industrial production to one based on information and computerization (Birkinshaw, 2014). 
To be information literate, a person must be able to recognize when data is needed and 
have the ability to locate, evaluate, and use the information effectively (American Library 
Association, 1989). 

There are many organizations interested in improving the quality and impact of post-
secondary education. Learning Technology and Innovation (LTI) supports staff at the London 
School of Economics (LSE) in the use of technologies to enhance teaching and learning. 
According to the LSE, information literacy is “knowing how to find, evaluate, use and 
manage information. Digital literacy is how to find, organize, evaluate and create 
information using digital technology” (Learning Technology and Innovation, 2016, para. 1). 

The LSE recognizes that both digital and information literacy are of paramount importance 
in learning, teaching and research. Having a combination of the two competencies is what 
fully prepares someone for living, learning and working in a digital society. To further define 
these skills, the LSE has outlined seven elements for consideration, with performance 
expectations specified for each area. 

1. Media Literacy: Critically read and creatively produce academic and professional 
communications in a range of media. 

2. Information Literacy: Find, interpret, evaluate, manage and share information. 

3. Digital Scholarship: Participate in emerging academic, professional and research 
practices that depend on digital systems. 

4. Learning Skills: Study and learn effectively in technology-rich environments, both 
formal and informal. 

5. ICT Literacy: Adopt, adapt, and use digital devices, applications, and services. 

6. Career and Identity Management: Manage digital reputation and online identity. 

7. Communications and Collaboration: Participate in digital networks for learning 
and research (Developing Digital Literacies, n.d.). 

In taking part in online learning experiences, teachers and learners should concentrate on 
developing and improving these digital competencies. 
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The Importance of Literacy 

 

Figure 8: A Digital Literacy Model (Image retrieved from: 
https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/028.nsf/vwapj/DigitalLiteracyPaper.pdf/$file/DigitalLiteracyP
aper.pdf  page 7) 

Just as with any other skill, digital literacy takes time to develop. However, it is an ever-
important ability to be able to function with and effectively utilize the information we are 
bombarded with every day. And being information literate helps build other proficiencies as 
well. As stated by the Media Awareness Network (2010), “Under the digital literacy umbrella 
are numerous interrelated skills that range from basic awareness and training to foster 
informed citizens and to build consumer and user confidence, to highly sophisticated and 
more complex creative and critical literacies and outcomes. Given the constantly evolving 
nature of technology, acquisition of digital literacy skills represents a process of life long 
learning.”  

So, ultimately what impact does digital literacy have on teachers? The answer is 
“responsibility.” Teachers must not only cultivate these skills for their own use, but also 
become promoters of digital competencies in their learners. The more teachers model these 
proficiencies in the online classroom, the more adept their learners will be at implementing 
these skills in their own lives. 
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In her blog for the USC Rossier School of Education, Levy (2016) lists seven reasons why (and 
how) digital awareness influences education. 

1. Moving Beyond Google: It is important to know how to search for an answer, but 
the critical skill is being able to apply that knowledge. Using Bloom’s Taxonomy, 
learners should acquire the deepest understanding when faced with a problem. The 
effectiveness of learning is not seen by being able to find the answer, but by moving 
it to the next level.  

• Here are several ways teachers can embed digital literacy skills into Internet searches: 

• Teach learners to evaluate and question their sources. Learners need to know the 
difference between a trustworthy and an untrustworthy source. 

o Is their source an academic website or a marketing company? 

o When was the source last updated? 

o How many other sites link to this source as a reference? 

o Is the information presented in objective or biased language? 

• Teach learners how to draw a strong conclusion. Sure, learners might find the right 
answer to a problem, but what use is that search if they’ve only memorized the logic 
to get them there? It’s up to teachers to teach that logic and to contextualize the 
answer. 

• Push learners to new levels of creativity. Once learners have a deeper understanding 
of the answers they’ve found, push for creative application of that knowledge. This 
could be anything from challenging learners to pose related questions to having 
learners use other digital platforms to create something new. Examples include: 

o Film a science experiment based on the answer they’ve found. 

o Record a history podcast that tells the story of how their answer came to be. 

o Write an investigative journalism piece on that same topic (para 5-7). 

2. Teaching Digital Citizenship: There are two key issues involved with responsible 
internet use: Plagiarism and Cyberbullying. There needs to be awareness of these 
matters in the classroom and clear policies when dealing with offenses. 

3. Closing the Digital Divide: Although teachers can generally assume that learners 
have reliable and consistent access to the internet if they are taking online classes, 
there may still be areas of the world where this is not the case. Teachers should be 
aware of inequalities in learning opportunities and help find innovative solutions to 
technology gaps. 
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4. Expanding Conceptions of the Digital World: While learners may be adept at 
using individual tools, teachers should help promote additional opportunities to 
implement skills and technology for learning. For example, learners often use 
Instagram to post photos of their personal lives, but may not consider using the app 
for a history or art project. 

5. Enabling Differentiation: This concept allows learners to take in and process 
information based on their individual learning styles and needs. For example, a 
teacher may be describing a process while visual learners are viewing illustrations 
and job aids on their tablet, and auditory learners are recording the lesson for later 
review. Teachers should also apply this concept by offering multiple ways to 
complete an assignment, such as submitting a video, podcast, or written story. 
“Digitally literate teachers also understand that it is less about the technology itself 
than it is about the tailored experience the technology can provide to each student” 
(para. 15).  

6. Making Thoughtful Cultural and Platform Decisions : Teachers know how to best 
engage their learners and should become advocates for the technology that will 
support and promote that educational potential. 

7. Improving the Technology: Unfortunately, in many situations, teachers are 
consulted late in the process (if at all) when technological decisions are being made 
regarding the classroom environment. When a technology change is needed or the 
wrong solution has been applied, teachers should feel free to speak up and voice 
their opinions, and should also have an avenue to do so. 
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Methods for Curating Content 

Content Curation Considerations 

Whether creating your own website or 
designing an online course, you must have 
reliable and relevant content. “In simple terms, 
the process of content curation is the act of 
sorting through large amounts of content on 
the web and presenting the best posts in a 
meaningful and organized way. The process can 
include sifting, sorting, arranging, and placing 
found content into specific themes, and then 
publishing that information” (Cisnero, 2014, 
para. 2). What this means for teachers is a 
recognition and appreciation of the process of 
curating content for their courses, as well as 
being able to relay the method and procedure 
to their learners for their own use and 
purposes. A content curator’s responsibility is to assemble, select, categorize, comment on, 
and present the most significant, highest-quality information to meet the viewer’s needs on 
a specific topic. 

It is important that teachers understand the importance of educating their learners in the 
process of content curation. Many learners are aware of internet search engines, like 
Google and Bing, but many lack the skills to process, organize, and gain knowledge from the 
information they have gathered. “The sheer magnitude of available information leaves 
many unable to organize their own thoughts and ideas against the whole of the Internet. As 
a result, the work they create in the cacophony of unfiltered content represents … 
information without knowledge. Content curation can help students turn that information 
into knowledge” (Fuglei, 2015a, para. 7). In addition, by developing skills in filtering, 
prioritization, and organization (also called “mindfulness”), learners help avoid information 
overload. 

The best way for teachers to instruct learners on content curation techniques is to model 
them in the classroom. Perform an Internet search and then describe the process for 
“weeding out” information and evaluating resources. In fact, learners may already use 
rudimentary forms of content curation for social media, such as Facebook, Instagram, or 
Twitter. By instructing learners on how to transition these skills to the educational 
environment, “They can apply the same process of judgment, filtering, and connection 
techniques to more academic endeavors like database usage, academic research, and essay 
writing” (Fuglei, para. 10). 
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Using tools such as Pinterest, or assigning projects such as weekly wikis, blogs, or 
newsletters, can help learners hone and develop content curation skills. “In addition to 
actively engaging students in learning, this method also ensures that specific student needs 
are being addressed. One final benefit: It can be far more interesting for the teacher. While 
every class must cover certain material to meet curriculum standards, the personalities and 
needs of individual students can and will drive the information they filter in radically 
different directions” (Fuglei, 2015b, para. 4). 

However, true content curation is not simply aggregating and sharing other people’s 
materials. “Content curation adds editorial value through a personal perspective and 
commentary” (Cohen, 2014, para. 3) and will most likely involve adding new or original 
content to that being re-shared.  

Content Curation Best Practices 

Cohen (2012) goes on to elaborate about some key points to remember when curating 
content: 

• Understand that your audience is a community: present your material in a manner 
that will attract and appeal to a wide range of readers. 

• Select the most important information to share: remember that “less is more.” 

• Show a variety of perspectives: give your audience more than one point of view. 

• Ensure that information is timely: present readers with the most up-to-date 
information available on your topic. 

• Provide context for the curated content; this includes commentary on the 
information being presented. 

• Organize, categorize, and prioritize content: go beyond simply re-publishing, and 
bring understanding to the information. 

• Spotlight relevant original content: use curated content to highlight your own work. 

• Check sources and acknowledge them: curation requires respect for authorship. Do 
not support or propagate theft or plagiarism (para. 4). 
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Open Educational Resources 

OERs Defined 

As defined by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, “OER are teaching, learning, and 
research resources that reside in the public domain or have been released under an 
intellectual property license that permits their free use and re-purposing by others. Open 
educational resources include full courses, course materials, modules, textbooks, streaming 
videos, tests, software, and any other tools, materials, or techniques used to support access 
to knowledge” (Open Educational Resources, n.d.). 

 

To put it more plainly, David Wiley (n.d.), defines OER as any copyrightable material that 
provides users with free and perpetual permission to engage in the 5R activities: 

1. Retain: The right to make, own, and control copies of the content (e.g., download, 
duplicate, store, and manage). 

2. Reuse: The right to use the content in a wide range of ways (e.g., in a class, in a 
study group, on a website, in a video). 

3. Revise: The right to adapt, adjust, modify, or alter the content itself (e.g., translate 
the content into another language). 

4. Remix: The right to combine the original or revised content with other material to 
create something new (e.g., incorporate the content into a mashup). 

5. Redistribute: The right to share copies of the original content, your revisions, or 
your remixes with others (e.g., give a copy of the content to a friend) (para. 1). 
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Furthermore, as stated by UNESCO (the conference sponsor where the term OER was first 
recognized and defined), "there is only one key differentiator between an OER and any 
other educational resource: its license. Thus, an OER is simply an educational resource that 
incorporates a license that facilitates reuse, and potentially adaptation, without first 
requesting permission from the copyright holder" (Butcher, 2015, p. 5).  

However, although OERs are by definition “open”, the term “open” is very loosely defined. 
In an article prepared for the National Research Institute in Canada, Stephen Downes (2006) 
argues, “There is no consensus the term ‘open’ should mean ‘without restrictions’ as is 
apparent from the Creative Commons license, where authors may stipulate that use 
requires attribution, that it be non-commercial, or that the product be shared under the 
same license. So while ‘open’ may, on the one hand, mean ‘without cost,’ it does not follow 
that it also means ‘without conditions’” (Hylen, n.d., p.2).  

UNESCO debunks the common misconception that by making OER content publicly 
available, the author has inherently given up their rights to this material. “In fact, the 
emergence of open licenses has been driven strongly by a desire to protect a copyright 
holder’s rights in environments where content (particularly when digitized) can so easily be 
copied and shared via the Internet without asking permission” (Butcher, p 8). 

As a result, many legal frameworks have been established to protect authors’ rights. The 
most commonly known is the Creative Commons licensing framework. “An author who 
applies a Creative Commons (CC) license to their work, specifically seeks to retain copyright 
over that work, but agrees – through the license – to give away some of those rights” 
(Butcher, p. 8). Although CC licenses have been explained elsewhere in this workshop, here 
are some points to remember: 

• The CC approach provides user-friendly open licenses for digital materials and so 
avoids automatically applied copyright restrictions. 

• The CC licenses take account of different copyright laws in different countries or 
jurisdictions and also allow for adaptation for different languages and jurisdictions, a 
process known as “porting.” 

• To make the licensing process as simple as possible for users, the Creative Commons 
site makes use of a “chooser” that suggests the most appropriate license based on a 
user’s response to specific questions regarding how their work can be used. 

• All of the CC licenses include basic rights that are retained by the authors, asserting 
the author’s right over copyright and the granting of copyright freedoms. 

• Within this framework, the CC licenses allow authors, in a user-friendly way, to grant 
other people the right to make copies of their work and, if they wish, to allow other 
people to make changes to their work without seeking permission. 
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• The CC licenses also allow users to apply some restrictions on these permissions: for 
example, requiring attribution of the authorship of the original work, or restricting 
reuse of the resource for commercial purposes (Butcher, p. 8). 

OER content can be anything from recorded lectures to activities, videos, and assessments. 
Also related to OER are OpenCourseWare (OCW) and Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC) 
(The Openness Movement in Education: OER, OCW and MOOCs, 2016). OCW are “learning 
objects” that have been created by faculty and are made available for use to peers and 
colleagues at other institutions. However, “OCW does not mean online courses. The typical 
offering will consist of lecture notes, course outlines, reading lists, assignments, and similar 
course elements, including experiments” (Johnstone & Poulin, 2010, p. 48). On the other 
hand, a MOOC is a free and open learning platform with unlimited access or restrictions. 

According to the OER Commons Organization, “Open Education Resources (OER) offer 
opportunities for systemic change in teaching and learning content through engaging 
educators in new participatory processes and effective technologies for engaging with 
learning” (Open Educational Resources (OER) Support Equity and Flexibility , 2016, para. 1). 
This means that teachers are free to do what they wish with the content, including making 
on-the-fly changes, in order to support their educational objectives.  

Openly licensed material also helps “grow” resource availability real-time and as-needed. 
“Making use of OER is a way that institutions can help control student costs, but even more 
powerful are the new pedagogical and reflective practices that result from adopting open 
education as an educational philosophy” (Jensen & West, 2015, p. 216).  

Lastly, OER offerings may be of especial value for the non-traditional learner. “In particular, 
adult learners, students who work full time, and other nontraditional students stand to 
benefit from open resources because they are available for independent, self-directed 
study” (Educause, 2010, para. 7). 

Evaluating OERs 

Even with all the advantages of OERs, there are some concerns and challenges that teachers 
need to be aware of. First off is the sheer volume of resources available. In fact, Geoff Cain, 
director of distance education for Eureka, CA-based College of the Redwoods, said the 
number of resources is so vast that it can literally paralyze instructors (McCrea, 2012). With 
that said, keep in mind that depending on your location and language, the vastness of OER 
resources can vary greatly.  

Secondly, due to the “openness” of resources, quality, timeliness, and relevancy can be key 
factors in evaluating quality material in the classroom. Many OERs provide no mechanism 
for feedback that would let other users know what to expect when accessing or re-applying 
OER content. “The value of educational resources tends to decrease without periodic 
updating, and many open resources are not kept current. Even within an OER repository 
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that is operated and sanctioned by a respected institution, individual resources might not be 
held to the same standard of quality as the institution’s other offerings” (Educause, para. 5). 
Furthermore, some resources may not comply with the accessibility standards required by 
users with disabilities.  

In order to address these issues, a method of evaluating OERs is needed. A consistent 
system of appraisal is beneficial for teachers to understand the value of using a particular 
resource and help quickly identify those resources that apply to their learning situation in 
particular. Although many institutions have developed their own customized system of 
evaluation, the standard seems to be a rubric developed by an education reform 
organization called Achieve (2011). However, they stipulate that their rubric is designed “to 
rate the potential, not actual, effectiveness of a particular object in a learning environment” 
(para. 3). 

The rubric is divided into eight different areas of evaluation: 

• Rubric I. Degree of Alignment to Standards  
This rubric evaluates whether the content and performance expectations align with a 
pre-defined standard set for each learning object. 

• Rubric II. Quality of Explanation of the Subject Matter  
This rubric is used to rate how thoroughly the subject matter is explained or 
otherwise revealed in the object. 

• Rubric III. Utility of Materials Designed to Support Teaching 
This rubric evaluates the potential utility of an object at the intended grade level for 
the majority of instructors. 

• Rubric IV. Quality of Assessment  
This rubric is applied to those objects designed to determine what a student knows 
before, during, or after a topic is taught. 

• Rubric V. Quality of Technological Interactivity  
This rubric is used to rate the degree and quality of the interactivity of a technology-
based component. “Interactivity” is used broadly to mean that the object responds to 
the user: in other words, it behaves differently based on what the user does. 

• Rubric VI. Quality of Instructional and Practice Exercises  
This rubric is applied to objects that contain exercises designed to provide an 
opportunity to practice and strengthen specific skills and knowledge.  

• Rubric VII. Opportunities for Deeper Learning  
This rubric is applied to objects designed to engage learners in at least one of the 
following deeper learning skills, which can be applied across all content areas: 

• Think critically and solve complex problems. 
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o Work collaboratively. 

o Communicate effectively. 

o Learn how to learn. 

o Reason abstractly. 

o Construct viable arguments and critique the reasoning of others. 

o Apply discrete knowledge and skills to real-world situations. 

o Construct, use, or analyze models.  

• Rubric VIII. Assurance of Accessibility  
This rubric is used to assure that materials are accessible to all students, including 
students identified as blind, visually impaired or print disabled, and those students 
who may qualify as disabled. This rubric does not ask reviewers to make a judgment 
on the degree of object quality. Instead, it requests that a determination of the 
degree to which the materials are accessible. 

Avoiding Plagiarism 

Plagiarism Defined 

The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary defines plagiarism as taking and using as one’s own 
the thoughts, writings, or inventions of another. In an educational setting, plagiarism 
suggests a deliberate act on the part of the student to use the work, ideas or expressions of 
others as if they were his or her own (Student Learning Development, 2009, para. 1). The 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill specifically includes the word “reckless” in their 
definition of plagiarism (Vannest, 2016). Their intent is to indicate that carelessness on the 
writer’s part does not excuse the action.  

Vannest goes on to define four kinds of plagiarism: 

• Direct plagiarism: Taking another person’s ideas word for word without giving 
proper citation. 

• Self-plagiarism: Submitting your own previous work as part of a current assignment 
without permission. 

• Mosaic plagiarism: Quoting another’s work without quotation marks. This can also 
refer to replacing words in another’s work with synonyms while maintaining the same 
overall structure and meaning. 
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• Accidental plagiarism: Forgetting to cite sources, misquoting sources, or 
paraphrasing sources without giving credit where credit is due (para. 2). 

With the ready access of the internet and its vast resources, the distinction between the 
proper use of resources and plagiarism can be subtle. Certainly, students are expected to 
use resources that are reliable and support their topic, but a failure to provide proper 
documentation and attribution can be problematic. 

Unfortunately, teachers and institutions provide confusing statements to learners regarding 
finding proven statements and other resources for their writings. The Purdue Online Writing 
Lab (called OWL) sums up the challenges this way: 

• Develop a topic based on what has already been said and written 
BUT write something new and original 

• Rely on experts' and authorities' opinions BUT improve upon and/or 
disagree with those same opinions 

• Give credit to previous researchers BUT Make your own significant 
contribution 

• Improve your English to fit into a discourse community by building 
upon what you hear and read BUT use your own words and your own 
voice (The OWL at Purdue, 2014, para. 4) 

 

This seeming contradiction only stresses the fact that teachers need to be involved with the 
learners to instruct them about plagiarism and the ways to avoid it. The University of 
Leicester, for example, is very specific about describing plagiarism. They indicate that 
deliberate plagiarism includes both a clear intention to use information that is not original, 
as well as that which results from misunderstanding or even carelessness. Examples include:  

• Failing to acknowledge fully the sources of knowledge and ideas that may be used 

• Incorporating the words of others into writing as if they were your own 

• ‘Stringing together’ ideas or facts taken from others without presenting your own 
viewpoint. (Student Learning Development, para. 3). 

Tips for Avoiding Plagiarism 

Here are some additional tips that teachers can provide to learners to help them avoid 
potential plagiarism issues. Start by creating a detailed outline of your topic: what you want 
to cover, and in what order. Fill in the outline with quotes, resources, and links you find that 
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describe or support each point. Then begin writing, in your own words, what you have 
researched, what you agree with (or do not), and what conclusions you have come to as a 
result. Next, go back to the resources you identified and “fill in the blanks” of your 
document with supporting content. This might include direct quotes or paraphrasing 
thoughts and ideas, but always be sure to cite your sources. Simply put, “the best way to 
avoid plagiarism is to keep control of your argument. Include ideas from other sources only 
when those ideas add information or authority to your argument” (Hamilton College, 2016, 
para. 4).  

Vannest (2016) also suggests scrutinizing your sources carefully for relevance and 
authenticity. When quoting, try to find an expert in the field, and especially one associated 
with a reputable organization. In addition, she cautions against “writing blind”: reading a lot 
of material and then randomly putting your thoughts down on paper. This can result in 
unintentional plagiarism, by writing statements and using phrases that you think are your 
own, but are really someone else’s words that you just read. “Writing blind can also lead 
you to pen ambiguous statements. If you are melding your ideas with another person’s 
ideas, make sure that it is clear where each idea comes from” (para. 9). 

Avoiding plagiarism involves the appropriate referencing of any materials that have been 
used in the development of your own ideas. The American Psychological Association (APA) 
style of notation is quite popular in educational settings, as is the MLA style, provided by the 
Modern Language Association of America. 

Tools for Evaluating Plagiarism  

In online education, two plagiarism-checking tools have become popular, and are often 
integrated into the learning management system. Turnitin (www.turnitin.com), with major 
offices in both Newcastle, United Kingdom, and in Oakland, California, offers several 
products to assist in evaluating and improving writing, with the most popular of their 
products being their plagiarism checker. SafeAssign 
(https://www.blackboard.com/safeassign/index.html) is now a Blackboard product, having 
been acquired from Sciworth Inc. in the early 2010s. Both Turnitin and SafeAssign maintain 
databases of both publicly available documents and submissions by students. The databases 
include internet documents, as well as copies of other journals and publications.  

http://www.turnitin.com/
https://www.blackboard.com/safeassign/index.html
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When teachers implement Turnitin or SafeAssign, either through the LMS or through a 
direct submission process, the document 
in question is compared to the global 
database and a report is generated. 
Turnitin labels this a “Similarity Report”; 
SafeAssign calls it an “Originality Report.” 
In both cases, the reports provide 
information on what was used in the 
submitted document that is replicated in 
one of the database sources, including 
papers submitted by other students. It is then 
up to the teacher to interpret these reports 
and decide on authenticity and appropriate 
use of sources. For example, if a learner copies a popular speech, poem, or 
writing as a basis of evaluating that work, that content may show on the report as non-
original material. However, it may be an appropriate use of the source. Therefore, teachers 
should evaluate each report and make their own determination if they feel plagiarism has 
been committed. Their institution’s policy on plagiarism will describe an appropriate process 
for dealing with this, should it occur.
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Section 4: 
Addressing the Needs of 
Diverse Learners 
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Module 6: Accessibility and Universal Design 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ Differentiate between different disability types in the context of learning and relate 

these to Global Accessibility Standards. 

▪ Curate resources that can be provisioned as accessible content. 

▪ Develop accessible e-learning courses (asynchronous and synchronous). 
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Accessible E-Learning 

What is Accessibility? 

Accessibility refers to both the Internet in general and e-learning specifically. Web 
accessibility means that people with disabilities “can perceive, understand, navigate, and 
interact with the Web, and that they can contribute to the Web. Web accessibility also 
benefits others, including older people with changing abilities due to aging.” (Henry, 2005) 

When considering the types of disability that can be addressed in web and eLearning design, 
four major categories emerge: visual impairments, motor impairments, and cognitive 
impairments. 

Visual Impairments 

Visual impairment includes but is not limited to blindness. People with vision conditions can 
be characterized from ‘low-vision’ or ‘partially sighted’ through to ‘total blindness’. Color 
blindness is also included in this category. Vision in people characterized as ‘low vision’ may 
have significant near- or far-sighted vision limitations, or they may deal with blurred or 
unclear vision. 

Blindness itself is a matter of degrees. “Legally blind” people may still have some vision 
and/or the ability to distinguish light from dark. 

Color blindness is another type of visual impairment that has significant ramifications for 
website and eLearning design. Some color-blind individuals see only black, white and gray, 
while others have certain colors that become indistinguishable from one another. Color 
blindness is much more common in men than women. 

Motor Impairments 

A second type of disability is motor impairment, which is what people typically consider 
when they think of physical handicaps. A motor impairment involves the full or partial loss 
of the function of a body part, usually of a limb or extremity. It may include paralysis, 
weakness, or lack of complete control of the body part(s) in question and may be temporary 
or permanent. 

Hearing Impairments 

Deafness is a type of sensory impairment which, like blindness, can manifest itself in varying 
degrees from a mild loss to a complete loss of hearing, or in a loss of particular frequency 
ranges. 



Module 6: Accessibility and Universal Design 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

106 

Cognitive Impairments 

Cognitive impairment is a very broad term used to describe many different conditions such 
as dyslexia, intellectual disabilities, and other conditions such as autism spectrum disorder 
or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). 

Designing for Disabilities 

Screen displays and screen readers can help people with low vision or restricted vision. 
Usually, these users seek to adjust the size of the text on their browser, use magnification 
on the pages, or seek high contrast color schemes.  

E-learning and website designers should avoid fixed-height text that cannot be resized, 
insufficient color contrast, confusing or overly complex backgrounds, or using color alone to 
show meaning. 

People with severe visual impairment may need to use a screen reader. To facilitate their 
use of eLearning materials, the designer should include: images with appropriate alternate 
text, accurately worded links, pages with unique titles, and headings avoiding Flash and 
Java. A popular screen reader is JAWS (Job Access with Speech). 

In test design, presenting questions one at a time works better with screen readers than 
having the test present all questions at once. 

When creating learning materials or websites for people with colorblindness, use color 
contrast between text and background to increase readability. Do not use colors alone to 
indicate meaning. 

Web pages or eLearning materials for people with motor impairments should include 
functionality that can be operated by keyboard interaction, with pages where keyboard 
focus is clearly indicated. Use links or form objects that have a larger target area and avoid 
automated redirection of keyboard focus away from a page element. 

Web pages or e-learning can present unique barriers to deaf or hearing-impaired learners. 
Video content should be captioned, and transcripts should be provided for audio recordings. 
Obtrusive background noise can interfere with speech recognition, both by hearing-
impaired individuals and by automatic speech-to-text technologies.  

Web pages or learning materials can be made more usable for people with cognitive 
impairments by including shorter sentences and simple language, providing clear and 
complete instructions on how to use functionality, presenting materials that do not require 
a quick response, and using consistent page layout/navigation. 
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Since some epileptic seizures can be triggered by flashing or strobe lights at certain 
frequencies, it is important that websites not present flickering or blinking content in web 
pages. (Armfield, 2010) 

Benefits of Accessible Content  

According to a blog article from The Whole Brain Group, there are five major benefits of 
creating accessible content. 

The first is to avoid discrimination and legal complications: It is likely that organizations 
don’t intentionally limit the accessibility of their content, but do so by not addressing it 
directly. Nonetheless, they open themselves to possible legal action if they do not comply 
with laws and regulations around discrimination against those with disabilities.  

Second, addressing issues of accessibility helps to build positive public relations; an 
organization’s image and reputation are at stake. By being accessible to everyone and 
demonstrating social responsibility, organizations can achieve a competitive advantage. 

Third, accessible content will result in better Search Engine Optimization (i.e., the ability to 
show up in internet searches). By including such features as alt text for images, your Search 
Engine Optimization results improve. 

Fourth, there is improved usability for all types of content users. Mobile device and mobile 
phone users and people with age-related accessibility needs gain when you make content 
more accessible. 

Fifth, by making your content more accessible, you can increase the number of people that 
use your information. This can relate to an increased usage of your product, service or 
course offering. It is estimated that 15 – 20% of U.S. website users have a disability, 
including blindness, color blindness, deafness, autism spectrum disorder, dyslexia, learning 
disability, or age-related or other physical disabilities. This is an important market segment 
to attract and retain. (The Whole Brain Group, 2012) 

IMS Global/IMS 

The IMS Global Learning Consortium (IMS Global/IMS) is a highly effective nonprofit 
organization that strives to enable the adoption and impact of innovative learning 
technology. The IMS open architecture and extensive ecosystem of EdTech products enable 
educational institutions to be more innovative, provide a more seamless user experience, 
and dramatically reduce the cost of integrating products into the educational enterprise 
systems. The IMS Accessibility workgroup activities focus on adaptation or personalization 
of resources, interfaces, and content to meet the needs of individuals. The group believes 
the best way to make a system or resource accessible to an individual is by meeting that 
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individual’s particular needs immediately within the learning context. Doing so decreases 
exclusion and increases usability. It is an effective way to meet legal accessibility 
requirements in many jurisdictions and has many business advantages for expanding the 
market of potential customers and users. 

In 2012 the IMS released Version 3 of its AccessForAll specifications. The IMS Guidelines 
cover: 

• Legal requirements and International standards 

• Accessibility legislation that seeks to remove barriers to the online learning 
experience. Legislation is based on the W3C WCAG 2.0 guidelines and informed by 
independent international standards experts. 

• Accessibility Settings and Assistive Technologies 

o Accessibility settings ensure access through native internal browser settings 
and external access through a user’s assistive technology device (e.g., screen 
readers). 

• Platforms, Third Party Software, and Digital Products 

• Design of websites to be more accessible by their conformance to standards and best-
practice design principles. This may include accessibility features such as tab-based 
navigation and alternative text for images. 

• Interoperability and Personal Needs and Preference 

o Interoperability is the ability of a system or a product to interconnect with 
other systems and products. IMS Global’s Access for All™ Personal Needs & 
Preferences specification gives each user the ability to select personal 
accessibility needs and preferences and to control the release and 
presentation of that information within those systems. 

• Inclusive Design and Assessment 

o Products and services that have inclusive design are accessible and usable by 
all without special modification or design. The assessment process also 
includes determining specific learning needs and defining the end goal of 
instruction in order to create assessments that assist in the student’s success. 

• Content creation 
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WCAG 

Another set of standards for accessibility is the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 
(WCAG), a cooperatively developed international set of standards. It is designed for use by 
content creators and managers. The current 
version (WCAG 2.0) includes twelve 
guidelines collected in four categories with 
one to three guidelines per area. These 
include: 

Perceivable 

• Provide text alternatives for non-text 
content. 

• Provide captions and other alternatives 
for multimedia. 

• Create content that can be presented in different ways, including by assistive 
technologies, without losing meaning. 

• Make it easier for users to see and hear content. 

Operable 

• Make all functionality available from a keyboard. 

• Give users enough time to read and use content. 

• Do not use content that causes seizures. 

• Help users navigate and find content. 

Understandable 

• Make text readable and understandable. 

• Make content appear and operate in predictable ways. 

• Help users avoid and correct mistakes. 

Robust 

• Maximize compatibility with current and future user tools. (Dick, 2011) 
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Developing Accessible Content 

Authoring Guidelines 

The W3C has developed a set of authoring guidelines ( https://www.w3.org/TR/2015/REC-
ATAG20-20150924/) that address two parts of this topic. Part A relates to the guidelines 
that affect authors with disabilities, thus focusing on authoring-tool user interfaces. While it 
is common to think of web designers and instructional technologists as the primary type of 
content developers, participants in online learning also become authors when they post to a 
blog, create a discussion board comment, or collaborate with other learners. Part B relates 
to authoring tools with a focus on accessibility for end users with disabilities.  

Each part of the Authoring Tool Accessibility Guidelines (ATAG) 2.0 includes Principles, 
Guidelines, and Success Criteria, as well as an Implementation Guide. According to the W3C 
organization, here are some ways to make audio and video more accessible on the web 
and/or in Learning Management Systems. 

2.1 Described video  

Described video contains descriptive narration of key visual elements designed to make 
visual media accessible to people who are blind or visually impaired. The descriptions 
include actions, costumes, gestures, scene changes or any other important visual 
information that someone who cannot see the screen might ordinarily miss. Descriptions 
are traditionally audio recordings timed and recorded to fit into natural pauses in the 
program, although they may also briefly obscure the main audio track (see the section on 
extended descriptions for an alternative approach). 

2.2 Text video description  

Described video that uses text for the description source rather than a recorded voice 
creates specific requirements.  

2.3 Extended video descriptions  

Video descriptions are usually provided as recorded speech, timed to play in the natural 
pauses in dialog or narration. In some types of material, however, there is not enough time 
to present sufficient descriptions. To meet such cases, the concept of extended description 
was developed. Extended descriptions work by pausing the video and program audio at key 
moments, playing a longer description than would normally be permitted, and then 
resuming playback when the description is finished playing. This will naturally extend the 
timeline of the entire presentation. This procedure has not been feasible in broadcast 
television; however, hard-disk recording and on-demand Internet systems can make this a 
practical possibility.  

https://www.w3.org/TR/2015/REC-ATAG20-20150924/
https://www.w3.org/TR/2015/REC-ATAG20-20150924/
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2.4 Clean audio  

A relatively recent development in television accessibility is the concept of clean audio, 
which takes advantage of the increased adoption of multichannel audio. This is primarily 
aimed at audiences who are hard of hearing, and consists of isolating the audio channel 
containing the spoken dialog and important non-speech information that can then be 
amplified or otherwise modified, while other channels containing music or ambient sounds 
are attenuated.  

2.5 Content navigation by content structure  

Most people are familiar with fast forward and rewind in media content. However, because 
they progress through content based only on time, fast forward and rewind are less than 
completely effective, particularly when the content is being used for purposes other than 
entertainment. People with disabilities are also particularly disadvantaged if forced to rely 
solely on time-based fast forward and rewind to study content.  

2.6 Captioning  

For people who are deaf or hard of hearing, captioning is a prime alternative representation 
of audio. Captions are in the same language as the main audio track and, in contrast to 
foreign-language subtitles, render a transcription of dialog or narration as well as important 
non-speech information, such as sound effects, music, and laughter. Historically, captions 
have been either closed or open. Closed captions have been transmitted as data along with 
the video but were not visible until the user elected to turn them on, usually by invoking an 
on-screen control or menu selection. Open captions have always been visible; they had 
been merged with the video track and could not be turned off.  

2.7 Enhanced captions/subtitles  

Enhanced captions are timed text cues that have been enriched with further information - 
examples are glossary definitions for acronyms and other initialisms, foreign terms (for 
example, Latin), jargon or descriptions for other difficult language. They may be age-graded, 
so that multiple caption tracks are supplied, or the glossary function may be added 
dynamically through machine lookup.  

2.8 Sign translation  

Sign language shares the same concept as captioning: it presents both speech and non-
speech information in an alternative format. Note that due to the wide regional variation in 
signing systems (e.g., American Sign Language vs British Sign Language), sign translation may 
not be appropriate for content with a global audience unless localized variants can be made 
available.  

2.9 Transcripts  
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While synchronized captions are generally preferable for people with hearing impairments, 
for some users they are not viable – those who are deaf-blind, for example, or those with 
cognitive or reading impairments that make it impossible to follow synchronized captions. 
And even with ordinary captions, it is possible to miss some information as the captions and 
the video require two separate loci of attention. The full transcript supports different user 
needs and is not a replacement for captioning. A transcript can either be presented 
simultaneously with the media material, which can assist slower readers or those who need 
more time to reference context, but it should also be made available independently of the 
media. (W3C Working Group, 2015) 

Creating Accessible Synchronous Sessions 

The California Department of Rehabilitation (DOR) suggests these considerations when 
planning an accessible presentation. 

• Do I need to provide a sign-language interpreter? 

• Does the Webinar platform I am using enable me to provide Real-Time Captioning 
(CART)? 

• Are my slides accessible and available to persons using Screen Readers? 

• Is my audio system adequate for my audience? (How do I plan accessible 
presentations and webinars?, 2016) 

The DOR goes on to suggest that PowerPoint can be an effective tool to use during face-to-
face presentations or webinars, but is not the best file format to use when taking into 
consideration both accessibility and usability issues. They suggest that the presenter 
consider developing a lengthier and more complete Word file to most effectively convey the 
information. Then from that document develop a PowerPoint slideshow highlighting ‘bullet’ 
points and an outline of the ideas in the face-to-face or webinar presentation. They go on to 
identify Seven Steps to Creating an Accessible PowerPoint Document. 

1. Establish the slide layout  

2. Review other slide design considerations  

3. Use slide and outline  

4. Add alternative text 

5. Use meaningful hyperlink text  

6. Convert PowerPoint to other formats 
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7. Check accessibility using accessibility checking tools. (California Department of 

Rehabilitation)  

Designing Accessible Assessments 

Jisc (formerly known as the Joint Information Systems Committee) is the United Kingdom’s 
higher, further education and skills sectors’ not-for-profit organization for digital services 
and solutions. In their guide, Making Assessments Accessible, they underscore the need for 
assessments to evaluate learning outcomes and not the speed, manual dexterity, vision, 
hearing, or physical endurance of the learner. The guide suggests that in planning accessible 
assessments, a team approach should be utilized. The team should include disability support 
personnel, network and systems managers, quality assurance, and staff development and e-
learning specialists. The guide emphasizes the need for both good question design and 
readily available feedback to the student. Rich media should be used in a way that enhances 
the assessment process rather than establishes barriers. Whether built into the assessment 
or provided separately, assistive technologies can help improve the accessibility of 
assessments. Considerations should include reviewing the need to:  

• Change font and background colors 

• Increase the font size 

• Ensure automatic text reflow when font size is increased 

• Navigate pages by sight and select text to read out loud  

• Navigate pages by audio and have text read out in an appropriate order 

• Navigate the test and answer questions without using a mouse 

• Describe all non-text elements (e.g., images or formulae) (Making Assessments 
Accessible, 2015) 

Tools for Testing Accessibility 

The W3C organization lists more than 85 tools for testing the accessibility of web-based 
content. Each tool applies to a specific type of content and the complexity of the material 
being evaluated, and is presented without endorsement. Here are a few examples: 

Blackboard Ally 

Blackboard Ally is a WCAG 2.1 AA compliant tool that is designed to help institutions gain 
greater insight into the accessibility of their digital course content, to provide guidance to 
teachers about how to improve the quality of their content for everyone, and to provide 
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students of all abilities with immediate access to content in formats that may be more 
suited to their specific needs. Blackboard Ally is available to any educational institution 
looking to better understand and improve the accessibility of their content, regardless of 
which Learning Management System they use. 
http://www.blackboard.com/accessibility.aspx  

Accessibility Bookmarklets by University of Illinois and Pixo 

This tool provides visualizations of web page accessibility features such as headings, 
landmarks, images, links, and form controls. It provides computed information on the role, 
accessible name and accessible descriptions for accessible elements that are visualized. 
http://accessibility-bookmarklets.org/, Version: 1.0, Released: 2015-Oct-01 

Accessibility Color Wheel by Giacomo Mazzocato 

This tool helps in the choice of a color pair (text/background) to use in a web page. It 
simulates three kinds of color blindness and it shows the result of W3C algorithms that 
reveal whether the colors are accessible. 
http://gmazzocato.altervista.org/colorwheel/wheel.php, Version: 2.5, Released: 2013-Apr-
27 

Acrobat Pro by Adobe 

Adobe Acrobat Pro includes accessibility-checking tools which can identify many accessibility 
issues in PDF documents, and also provides capabilities to address the identified issues. 
https://helpx.adobe.com/acrobat/using/create-verify-pdf-accessibility.html 

Contrast Checker by Jorge Rumoroso 

This application checks for compliance with the contrast levels, brightness and shine in the 
color combination of foreground and background of textual content, based on the 
requirements of WCAG 1 and WCAG 2. 

It also offers a simulation of different dyschromatopsia conditions. 
https://addons.mozilla.org/EN-US/firefox/addon/wcag-contrast-checker/, Released: 2014-
Dec-03 

Functional Accessibility Evaluator 2.0 by University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 

This tool evaluates website for WCAG 2.0 Level A and AA requirements. It provides summary 
and detailed reporting on the results of the evaluations. The report URLs can be easily 
shared for viewing by others. 
https://fae.disability.illinois.edu, Version: 2.0, Released: 2016-Sep-07 (Web Accessibility 
Evaluation Tools List, 2016) 

https://helpx.adobe.com/acrobat/using/create-verify-pdf-accessibility.html
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Accessibility OER Resources 

UDL On Campus is a collection of resources developed by CAST, and geared towards 
multiple stakeholders within postsecondary institutions, including instructional designers, 
faculty, policy makers, and administrators. Located near Boston, CAST is a nonprofit 
education research and development organization that works to expand learning 
opportunities for all individuals through Universal Design for Learning, which addresses the 
issue of accessibility.  

When seeking Open Educational Resources (OERs), several references can be consulted. 
Three of these include: 

• Open Professionals Education Network (OPEN): This resource helps openly 
licensed media elements for use within courses, and is especially useful for higher 
education recipients of the Trade Adjustment Assistance Community College Career 
Training (TAACCCT) educational grants. 

• California State University, MERLOT, Open Education Consortium, and the 
National Federation of the Blind: These organizations work together to support 
building an open community of educators who can contribute their expertise on 
accessible technology. 

• OpenStax: Founded as Connexions in 1999 at Rice University by Dr. Richard Baraniuk, 
OpenStax was created to provide an open space where designers and instructors can 
share and freely adapt educational materials such as courses, books, and reports. 
(Accessibility and Open Educational Resources, 2016) 
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Usability and Accessibility 

Usability vs. Accessibility 

A learning management system allows teachers to create, maintain, and smoothly facilitate 
courses so that the focus can remain on learners. Usability and accessibility are two factors 
that can enhance or hinder your (and your learners’) experience in an online course.  

Often, the terms usability and accessibility are interchanged. However, usability concerns 
the process of accessing a software system with ease and efficiency, whereas accessibility 
focuses on ensuring that all users can access the system. As a teacher, you want to create a 
welcoming environment, where all learners can access the same course and content. You 
should therefore be aware of both potential accessibility and usability issues in your course. 

A “usable” system, whether it be an LMS or a telephone, is one that allows you to achieve 
your task proficiently and in a straightforward manner. If the system is not usable, it not 
only generates frustration but also becomes an obstacle to learning. For issues outside the 
scope of the course, such as registration procedures or system access, institutional support 
mechanisms may need to be employed. However, there are several things a teacher can do 
at the course level in order to help learners feel comfortable working online.  

• Create a help guide. In most LMSs, there are help icons available for many of the 
selections in the system. However, sometimes learners need more guidance. Create a 
tutorial or provide a link to existing user manuals for the system you are using. 

• Orient your learners. Develop a navigational how-to video or a document with 
screenshots, showing learners how to move around the course and where to find 
things. Ease of navigation lowers the chance for frustration. 

In addition, teachers can improve the usability of their courses by applying User Experience 
(UX) techniques to reduce cognitive load for learners. Cognitive load is defined as the 
amount of mental resources (i.e., brain power) it takes to process information. When 
overloaded, the brain tends to slow or even shut down. This results in missing important 
details and causes performance to suffer. It is important for teachers to look for ways to 
reduce mental overload, while enhancing the usability of their course content. Kathryn  

Whitenton (2013) has defined four key ways that educators and designers can employ UX 
methods to help improve learner success. 

First off, a common design technique of “chunking” information helps improve usability, 
since the brain can focus on a single definable topic. This allows learners to explore details 
and tangents about the topic without getting overwhelmed and losing interest. 

A second method is to avoid visual clutter. This includes redundant links, verbose 
instructions, and irrelevant images. These elements serve no purpose in the course and 
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cause the brain to waste valuable time and energy trying to interpret their meaning, 
function, or significance. 

Next, teachers should build on existing mind models. Learners interpret and make meaning 
of content based on previous learning and experience. Therefore, learning should be 
“scaffolded” by building on earlier content and tying back to terminology and concepts 
already taught.  

Lastly, replace “mentally restricting” tasks, such as reading long passages of text. Try to find 
alternatives to this type of content, such as images, websites, multimedia, or activities that 
meet the educational objectives, but are less taxing on the brain. 

Universal Design Principles and Accessibility 

In order to support the needs of all learners, online course design must also consider 
accessibility support for those with physical or mental disabilities, including blindness, low 
vision, hearing impairments, mobility impairments, learning disabilities, and other health 
impairments. By implementing Universal Design Principles, teachers are able to 
accommodate all learners, including those with special needs, by incorporating flexibility, 
equality, and inclusion methods into their courses.  

Universal Design, by definition, is "a process that enables and empowers a diverse 
population by improving human performance, health and wellness, and social participation. 
It creates products, systems, and environments to be as usable as possible by as many 
people as possible regardless of age, ability, or situation” (Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012, p. 28-
29).  

However, much more than just increasing accessibility to products and places, Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) narrows the focus to three key areas essential for mastering the 
educational process itself (CAST, 2012). They are:  

• Principle I: Provide Multiple Means of Representation – the way learners perceive 
the information presented to them 

• Principle II: Provide Multiple Means of Action and Expression – the way learners 
navigate the content and demonstrate their knowledge 

• Principle III: Provide Multiple Means of Engagement – the way learners become 
involved and motivated to learn. 

Teachers can implement these principles by using a few straightforward techniques in their 
online courses (University of Arkansas at Little Rock, n.d.). The first approach is to include an 
Accommodation Statement in your syllabus. This statement should describe the ability to 
contact the instructor privately with any concerns or issues, and the assurance that 
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arrangements will be made to remove the learning barrier. A link to the school’s disability 
services office or website should also be part of this statement. 

A second recommended technique is to ensure that assistive technologies (such as screen 
readers) are tested with your LMS. Provide a “mock exam” or sample content before the 
class begins so compatibility can be verified and appropriate configuration adjustments can 
be made. 

Lastly, use color with care. Be aware of contrast and color-blindness issues. Do not use color 
alone to convey meaning. Provide a text-based description of images where color may be a 
factor and allow learners the option to print images on a monochrome printer without 
losing the substance or meaning of the content.  

For example, do not state, “All items listed in the Syllabus in RED must be 
completed during module 1.”  

UDL has been found to have other advantages beyond just addressing accessibility factors. 
Online courses designed with UDL in mind tend to offer multiple paths to retrieve content. 
For instance, in a particular module, learners may view a multimedia presentation with 
audio as an introduction to the topic, print the text-only version of the script to complete 
the assignment, and then review the video using closed-captioning to study for the exam 
(Tobin, 2013). In addition, by providing UDL content, course materials can be viewed more 
easily on mobile devices, since they are typically less bandwidth-intensive, which “frees 
learners from being dependent on one specific application in order to work with the 
materials” (Tobin, p. 2). Lastly, properly incorporating UDL principles provides learners with 
multiple outlets to demonstrate learning. For example, a teacher might allow an assignment 
to be submitted in a traditional essay format, by creating a website, or by producing an 
audio podcast.    
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Module 7: Personalized Learning in a Virtual 
Classroom 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ Describe the key features of designing personalized learning pathways. 

▪ Select strategies for incorporating personalized learning within an online course 
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Introduction to Personalized Learning 

“Personalized learning aims to provide a more tailored education for every learner. It begins 
with an in-depth understanding of each learner’s needs, and then seeks to provide relevant 
and challenging opportunities that support them as they progress in their learning and 
development.” (National College for Teaching and Leadership, n.d.) 

In this topic, we will describe an approach to e-learning that epitomizes the learner-
centered philosophy. This method stresses that learners not only define how you teach, but 
also what you teach, based on their demonstrated skills and expressed interests. As you 
design and deliver your online courses, consider the personalized learning approach to 
teaching. 

Personalized Learning Defined 

Personalized learning is synonymous with student-centered learning. It is moving away from 
the "one-size-fits-all approach" of teaching, which meant providing all learners with the 
same type of instruction method, the same assignments, and the same learning resources. 
Personalized learning, therefore, requires the teacher to tailor learning to the individual—to 
provide support and to provide challenges. In simple terms, personalized learning has three 
broad stages: 

1. Define the learning needs of the student. 

2. Devise a personal learning strategy for the student. 

3. Devise learning resources and instructional methods to suit the student. 

Definition and Principles of Practice 

Personalized learning is the process of teaching at the individual’s level of ability, rather 
than taking a standardized approach to instruction. It is a method of creating multiple paths 
so that learners with varying abilities experience equally appropriate ways to absorb, use, 
develop, and present concepts as a part of the learning process.  

The personalized approach also allows learners to take greater responsibility and ownership 
for their learning, and provides opportunities for individuals to develop skills in other areas 
that are not necessarily comfortable for them.  

Customizing education through personalized learning has been recognized as an important 
method of teaching. Its benefits are learner engagement and meeting individual learner 
needs, while acknowledging:  
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• Learning styles  

• Interests  

• Prior knowledge  

• Cognitive levels  

• Socialization needs  

• Comfort zones  

As we have previously discussed, many of us teach the way in which we were taught when 
we were learners, which may limit our ability to focus on meeting the needs of all our 
learners.  

When considering the connection between our teaching style and the way our learners 
absorb information, we need to ask ourselves,  

“How can I best teach all learners in my class, creating a learning 
environment that is welcoming, challenging, and conducive to learning?”  

Benefits of Personalized Learning 

Michael Feldstein and Phil Hill in “Personalized Learning: What It Really Is and Why It Really 
Matters” (Feldstein & Hill, 2016) see personalized learning as a process that has tangible 
benefits for learners. 

1. Moving content broadcast out of the classroom: Even in relatively small classes, 
a lot of class time can be taken up with content broadcast such as lectures and 
announcements. Personalized learning strategies often try to move as much 
broadcast out of class time as possible in order to make room for more conversation. 
This strategy is sometimes called “flipping” because it is commonly accomplished by 
having the teacher record the lectures they would normally give in class and assign 
the lecture videos as homework. However, it can be accomplished in other ways as 
well: for example, with reading-based or problem-based course designs. 

2. Turning homework time into contact time: In a traditional class, much of the 
work that the students do is invisible to the teacher. For some aspects, such as 
homework problems, teachers can observe the results but are often severely limited 
by time constraints. In other cases, such as comprehension of assigned readings, the 
learners’ work is invisible to the teacher and can be observed only indirectly and 
with significant effort. Personalized learning approaches often allow the teacher to 
observe the learners’ work in digital products, so that there is more opportunity to 
coach them. Furthermore, personalized learning often identifies meaningful trends 
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in a student’s work and calls the attention of both teacher and learner to those 
trends through analytics. 

3. Providing tutoring: Sometimes learners get stuck in problem areas that don’t 
require help from a skilled human instructor. Although software isn’t good at 
teaching everything, it can be good at teaching some things. Personalized learning 
approaches can offload the tutoring for those topics to adaptive learning software 
that gives students interactive feedback while also turning the students’ work into 
contact time by making it observable to the teacher at a glance through analytics. 

Evaluating Learner Needs 

The evaluation of learner needs in a personalized framework is met by the implementation 
of two tools: Learner Profiles and Personalized Learning Plans. The aim of both is the same: 
to help a learner to identify academic and social-emotional needs, goals, and pace; keep 
track of them; and enable teachers to use them to truly personalize learning. (Educause, 
2016) 

Learner Profiles 

A learner profile is just that — a profile of each learner. Learner strengths and gap areas, 
motivation and goals, learning styles, and other personal data related to their learning 
experience and needs all may be captured in a learner profile. 

Personalized Learning Plans 

Personalized learning plans (PLPs) create the path for the individual learner. They consist of 
learner “daily actionable” goals, action steps, competencies, and sometimes pacing 
recommendations. These plans guide learners in their learning journey and ensure that they 
accomplish what they need academically, socially, and emotionally in a way that works best 
for them. 

Types of Personalized Learning 

Four Types of Personalized Learning 

Personalized learning can be categorized into four broad types of personalized learning 
(Foundation, 2014): 

• Personal Learning Paths: All learners are held to clear, high expectations, but each 
learner follows a customized path that responds and adapts based on his/her 
individual learning progress, motivations, and goals. 



Module 7: Personalized Learning in a Virtual Classroom 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

124 

• Learner Profiles: Each learner has an up-to-date record of his/her individual 
strengths, needs, motivations, and goals. 

• Flexible Learning Environments: The learner needs to drive the design of the 
learning environment. All operational elements—staffing plans, space utilization, and 
time allocation—respond and adapt to support learners in achieving their goals. 

• Competency-based progression: Each learner’s progress toward clearly-defined 
goals is continually assessed. A learner advances and earns credit as soon as he/she 
demonstrates mastery. 

In this topic, we’ll review each of these types in detail. 

Personal Learning Paths 

In a face-to-face learning environment, a teacher would be able to assess needs, engage 
with learners to develop a learning pathway to satisfy their needs and, crucially, develop 
learning resources and instructional methods that are in line with a learner’s preferred 
learning style and academic ability. Once we move from face-to-face to a blended or fully 
online learning environment, the way we view personalized learning changes. Learning 
Management Systems can enable the teacher to develop learning pathways. These 
pathways recognize an individual learner’s performance and, depending on certain 
outcomes, their pathway will adapt to their needs. 

Let’s look at a scenario in the figure below. A teacher has defined three learning pathways. 
These pathways could be related to academic ability, for example, or they could be related 
to preferred learning styles. Next a learner completes a needs assessment. This could be 
face-to-face or online. If it is online, the LMS will, depending on the outcome of the needs 
assessment, place the learner in a pathway that most fits their needs. At key points along 
the learning pathway a formative assessment item acts as a checkpoint. Depending on the 
outcome of this formative checkpoint assessment the learner could be placed on a new 
pathway as shown below. This type of personalized learning is known as rules-based 
personalization (Klašnja-Milićević, 2016). 
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Figure 9: Example of personal learning pathway 

 

In Blackboard Learn this type of rules-based personalization can be achieved through 
adaptive release. In Open LMS, teachers can make use of conditional release and the 
Personalized Learning Designer. More details on designing personalized learning can be 
found in the next topic of this module. 

Learner Profiles 

Learner profiles require an up-to-date record of an individual learner’s strengths, needs, 
motivations and goals. Capturing these is a real challenge and is considerably easier for a 
teacher who has significant face-to-face contact. However, even with such face-to face-
contact it is not always easy to identify a learner profile. This is where data analytics derived 
from an institution’s LMS and Student Information System (SIS) can prove a powerful 
predictive analytical tool to promote personalized learning: “…from the data one may also 
be able to gain insights into how different individuals like to learn. For example, one learner 
may prefer to go to the library to study in the evening, another to access video resources on 
the VLE [Virtual Learning Environment] rather than text-based. Based on such intelligence, 
presented simply via an online dashboard, one can tailor one’s teaching, resources and 
support to these particular circumstances – creating more enjoyable, engaging and 
impactful learning experiences.” (Richards, 2016) 
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Flexible Learning Environments 

“Student needs drive the design of the learning environment including the use of space, 
schedules, technology and talent. All brains learn at different rates and creating flexibility in 
how, when and where students learn is necessary to be responsive to learner needs. This 
flexibility may require evolving roles and opportunities for students, teachers, 
administrators, families and community partners as we grow a robust system for ensuring 
that all learners are achieving at high levels.” (Edina Public Schools, n.d.) 

This perspective of flexible learning environments is focused on the face-to-face 
environment. For the teacher the blended and fully online space presents tremendous 
opportunities for flexible learning.  

The Higher Education Academy’s 
2014 report, Flexible Pedagogies: 
technology-enhanced learning 
(Gordon, 2014), identifies 
opportunities to utilize the tools 
available in the online environment 
and to use blended learning with the 
VLE as the foundation of content 
delivery. The report identifies three 
blended learning models: 

1. Enhancements to traditional lecture courses through stand-alone online material: 
Flexibility provided in some modules within a program. 

2. Opportunities for part-time provision: Electronic delivery of materials with a 
restricted requirement for real-time (and possibly onsite) interaction, usually driven 
by scheduling and staffing issues around evening or weekend provision. 

3. Distance learning: Similar to the part-time provision model but with minimal amount 
of real-time requirements. 

In the blended-learning approach considered above, all learners would typically have access 
to the same set of resources. One of the more exciting opportunities with technology is for 
content to be personalized to the learner, allowing for flexibility in content according to a 
learner’s desire or need. These approaches are gaining in ground, with the concept of 
flexible learning pathways, personalized learning, and flexi-level or adaptive testing (Lord, 
1971). The key requirement here is that material can be organized into a hierarchy of 
complexity, allowing learners to choose what they access at any given level, but with 
periodic progress assessments that prevent their accessing further material before 
demonstrating completion of that level. This type of approach can be considered to be 
providing a flexible learning pathway. 

Providing a selection of materials 
that a student can choose from, 
particularly if those materials 
reflect different learning styles, 
offers true flexibility but comes 
at an increasing staff cost in 
terms of preparation. (Gordon, 
2014) 
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Managing such diverse pathways is not usually feasible within a traditional teaching context 
– at least for large cohorts – but computer-mediated learning offers mechanisms to manage 
it, with the software controlling the release of material based on the learner’s progress (e.g., 
Wen et al 2012). Flexible delivery deals with providing the learner with options regarding 
how and where they access learning materials by offering a suitable range. Replacing a 
lecture with a media clip that must be watched at a certain time does not provide much 
choice, although it is flexible in terms of location.  

Competency-Based Progression 

The U.S. Department of Education states that competency-based strategies provide 
flexibility in the way that credit can be earned or awarded, and provide learners with 
personalized learning opportunities. These strategies include online and blended learning, 
dual enrollment and early college high schools, project-based and community-based 
learning, and credit recovery. This type of learning leads to better learner engagement 
because the content is relevant to each learner and tailored to their unique needs. It also 
leads to better learner outcomes because the pace of learning is customized to each 
learner. 

By enabling learners to master skills at their own pace, competency-based learning systems 
help to save both time and money. Depending on the strategy pursued, competency-based 
systems also create multiple pathways to graduation, make better use of technology, 
support new staffing patterns that utilize teacher skills and interests differently, take 
advantage of learning opportunities outside of school hours and walls, and help identify 
opportunities to target interventions to meet the specific learning needs of learners. (United 
States Department of Education, n.d.) 

Applying Personalized Learning in a Virtual Classroom 

Now that you're familiar with personalized learning and the broad types, let's take a look at 
its components and ways it can be accomplished. 

Five Components for Personalized Learning 

The National College for Teaching and Leadership Identifies five components for 
personalized learning that make planning for personalized learning easier (National College 
for Teaching and Leadership, n.d.). For the teacher it is useful to highlight the elements of 
the five components that can be applied to the online learning environment. 

Component 1: How to Learn 

Empowering the learner, using such approaches as: 
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• Self-management, organizing time, workload and projects 

• Developing a sense of personal effectiveness as a learner, using learning styles, 
developing effective learning behaviors, developing resilience and concentration 

• Building confidence in literacy, oracy, and numeracy 

• Learning how to research, organize and present data 

• Developing skills in analyzing, explaining, justifying, demonstrating causality, and 
developing a logical argument 

• Developing confidence in working with others, notably on a one-to-one basis and in 
small groups 

• Becoming meta-cognitive, learning to review and reflect and becoming reflexive as a 
learner 

Component 2: Assessment for Learning 

Developing a wide portfolio of assessment strategies, such as: 

• Self-assessment 

• Peer assessment 

• Computer-based assessment 

• Internal teacher assessment 

• External accredited assessment 

Component 3: A Portfolio of Effective Teaching and Learning Strategies 

Having the following characteristics: 

• Based in challenge, problem-solving and research 

• Creative and innovative 

• Intrinsically motivating, that is, perceived to be personally relevant and significant 

• Capable of differentiation 

• Open to multiple forms of assessment 
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Component 4: Curriculum Choice 

Providing guided opportunities to design personalized learning activities such as: 

• A focus on themes and ideas rather than progression through information 

• Cross-curricular themes and integrated approaches to significant events 

• The development of personal pathways following specific gifts and talents and special 
needs 

• Accessing the curriculum in a variety of ways: in school, online, studying a specialist 
option, and other schools and colleges, employers and universities 

• Learning through community engagement and through employment projects 

Component 5: Mentoring and Support 

Activities involving:  

• Mentoring academic progress and development 

• Supporting ‘learning to learn’ strategies and review and reflection to enhance 
learning effectiveness 

• Advising and guiding on curriculum choices and learning strategies 

• Reviewing well-being, attendance, and engagement in learning 

Ways to Accomplish Personalized Learning 

Feedback (Peer and Instructor) 

For the teacher there are significant opportunities to enhance the type, volume and quality 
of feedback in the online learning environment. Discussion forums are one of the most 
useful tools that enable feedback from both instructor and peer alike. Rapid and 
constructive feedback is an explicit component of the learning process. Discussion forums 
provide one example of a tool that can be used to generate peer or instructor feedback. 
There are many others, for example: 

• Blogs 

• Wikis 

• Journals 
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Anywhere, Anytime Learning 

Learning Management Systems and online content, by design, allow for anywhere, anytime 
learning. Learners can engage with learning content and activities outside of the constraints 
of face-to-face scheduled sessions. The value to the learner is to enhance and extend face-
to-face learning in a blended learning context. 

Competency-Based Learning and Goals Alignment 

Effective design of competency-based education programs starts with well-defined learning 
outcomes, continues with analysis of how to scaffold learning activities toward achievement 
of these outcomes, and then aligns competencies to content, assessments, rubrics, and 
other resources, with analytics to track performance.  

• Develop robust sets of learning outcomes and competencies. 

• Build high-quality sharable resources, assessments, and rubrics designed to support 
learning outcomes. 

• Foster authentic assessment that includes demonstrated mastery of competencies. 

• Effectively identify risk in learners’ progress toward learning achievements and 
provide appropriate interventions (Yoshino, 2016). 

Blackboard Learn has a sophisticated goals alignment facility that allows the teacher to align 
content and assessment with learning outcomes. In turn, this alignment and the progress 
that a learner takes towards achieving an outcome, or competency, can be made 
transparent in a dashboard visible to both learner and teacher. Where necessary, instructors 
can intervene in relation to the learner’s Personalized Learning Plan. 

Flexible Learning Pathways 

Many learning management systems include some sort of facility to adapt the release of 
content and assessment based on learner behaviors. Adaptive release rules can be used to 
reduce excessive manual effort and reach out to at-risk learners. For example, a rule can 
watch for at-risk grades and send messages to key figures in the learner’s life (for example a 
parent who is supporting a learner’s personalized learning plan). A rule could also encourage 
learners by watching for the completion of activities. 

Each rule has an event, optional conditions, and at least one action. 

• Events: An event is what triggers the rule, or causes it to run. 

• Conditions: Conditions are criteria that must be met in order for actions to take place. 
If no conditions are set, actions happen automatically. 

• Actions: An action is what happens when the right conditions are met.
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Differentiating Content  

By definition, course content should be designed based on the knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes you want learners to develop. Using a personalized approach, the content of your 
courses may also be adapted based on what learners already know. To design personalized 
content properly, tools of assessment and placement are required.  

Here are some methods for differentiating content in the online classroom:  

• Assign learners to groups of similar ability level for a particular activity or resource. 
Many platforms support small group features, or you can duplicate the same activity 
multiple times and assign learners through email or another communication method.  

• Accelerate educational opportunities for learners who demonstrate a thorough 
understanding of the concept with a directed activity. For example, after they score 
well on a quiz, provide those learners a chance for further exploration on a related 
topic.  

• Allow learners to decide their own rate of progress by offering choices with activities.  

Differentiating Process  

Differentiating the teaching process means varying learning activities or strategies to 
provide appropriate methods for learners to explore course concepts. The approach of how 
the material in a lesson is learned may be personalized for learners based on their learning 
styles. As a teacher, you can choose to present information in multiple ways. Many teachers 
address multiple intelligences to provide a variety of learning opportunities.  

Briefly, differentiating the process recognizes that learners are at various ability levels and 
absorb content in diverse ways, and should therefore not all be taught in the same manner. 
Compared to the face-to-face classroom, the online environment can actually make 
differentiating the teaching process easier. Since each platform has different tools, think 
about ways that you might be able to accomplish personalized instruction opportunities 
using your LMS.  

In addition, adaptive technologies such as scenario-based simulation or immersive games 
may be implemented to more readily personalize learning. These types of activities can be 
configured to address a variety of learning styles and/or knowledge levels, making this a 
truly customized educational experience. 

Differentiating Product  

Essentially, the product is what the learner produces at the end of a lesson to demonstrate 
mastery of the content. The product is an integral component of the personalized model, as 
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preparation for the assessments dictates both ‘what’ and ‘how’ instruction is delivered (and 
received).  

Allowing learners to choose from a variety of activities or methods to substantiate their 
knowledge provides several benefits:  

• Encouraging learners to become independent thinkers and problem-solvers  

• Promoting learners’ self-awareness 

Differentiating Environments  

Learning patterns are subject to change depending on how one interacts with the exterior 
world. As such, the classroom environment has a powerful effect on learner success. This is 
true not only in physical classrooms but in online ones as well. The importance of creating a 
comfortable learning environment increases in an online setting because teachers are even 
more involved in managing learner progress, structuring the design format, and defining the 
interactions a learner has with the course. Differentiating the course environment also 
affords more flexible forms of instruction based on changing needs or perceived knowledge 
gaps. 

In addition, personalizing the learning environment provides the flexibility for institutions to 
offer individualized programs based on a learner’s interests or educational goals, such as  
research-based curriculum. 
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Section 5: 
Using Video to Teach 
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Module 8: Web and Video Conferencing 
Fundamentals 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ Explore strategies for incorporating web and video conferencing into e-learning 

classrooms. 

▪ Identify best practices for implementing web conferencing and moderating a web 

conferencing session. 
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Overview of the Virtual Classroom 

You may have heard the expressions webcast, webinar, video chat, or web lectures. These 
technologies may also be referred to as web conferencing. Regardless of the terminology, 
they all describe a live or recorded method of sharing and communicating information using 
the Internet, a microphone or headset, and (optionally) a webcam (a camera that allows 
others to see you). Web conferencing allows people worldwide to connect. Learners can 
listen, participate, and interact with the teacher and peers in other parts of the world. Web 
conferencing allows communications to occur remotely, in real time, while offering the 
capability of recording sessions. This makes it possible to capture sessions for further review 
and distribution of information. In summary, web conferencing enables learners to access 
content anywhere, and teachers to deliver content anytime.  

Design Strategies 

High-quality audio and video capabilities make web conferencing an ideal option for 
teachers in a variety of situations. Here are some examples:  
 

Office Hours  

Delivering content remotely means you can conduct office hours from anywhere.  

• One-on-ones  

• Student support  

• Drop-ins  

• Sharing content asynchronous or synchronously  

Content-driven Sessions  

Exploit the benefits of web conferencing by conducting instructor-led or lecture-style 
sessions asynchronously, synchronously, or recorded for learner playback.  

• Smaller lecture-style instruction  

• Content-heavy  

• Lightweight interactions  

• Synchronous and recorded  
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Groups  

Groups with a need to collaborate and access shared content can benefit by using a web 
conferencing environment. High quality audio and video, along with features such as virtual 
whiteboards, allow groups to engage.  

• Smaller classroom/group collaboration  

• Need for content sharing/annotation  

• Lightweight interactions  

• Project-based learning  

Key Benefits  

• Browser-based web conferencing: Many web conferencing providers have moved 
away from requiring add-ins such as Java, making it much easier for users to connect 
directly from their browsers.  

• Real-time annotations: The whiteboard editing feature allows content to be added 
and modified on the fly.  

• Persistent content: Materials for your session can be preloaded or left intact for the 
next session.  

• High-quality audio and video: This includes HD audio, video, and webcam support. 
Some web conferencing platforms can display up to five webcams at once, providing 
dynamic adjustment for bandwidth/network constraints.  

• Session chat: This feature allows users to communicate with each other during the 
session in a text-based format.  

• Personalized profiles: Pictures and other profile settings help personalize the 
learning experience and they can be displayed in place of a webcam.  

• Raise your hand: This feature allows participants to request the attention of the 
moderator, and tracks the order in which hands were raised.  

• Simple, fast file sharing: Content can be distributed to participants using drag-and-
drop. Standard file types such as PowerPoint and PDF can be shared without 
additional software, and support real-time annotation and text entry.  

• Polling: This engagement feature provides learners the opportunity to participate 
and/or share their opinions with the class. Teachers might use this tool as a way to 
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start a discussion, perform a knowledge check, or pose a reflective question to help 
learners apply and retain what was presented.  

WebRTC  

WebRTC (Web Real-Time Communication) is an open-source 
initiative that supports browser-to-browser applications such as 
voice calling, video chatting, and file sharing, without the need for 
additional plugins. However, not all browsers support WebRTC 
technology.  

Specialized web conferencing utilities such as Collaborate Ultra 
utilize WebRTC to modify the user experience based on 
connection speed. This means that when a user joins a session, 
the browser runs a bandwidth test in the background (checking both upload and download 
speeds) and dynamically adjusts session settings to provide the highest quality experience. 

Using Common Web Conferencing Tools 

This topic provides useful tips and techniques for using the various web conferencing 
features.  

Audio  

• As the moderator, ensure that all participants can hear you and that you can hear the 
participants when they speak. Remind participants to use the audio gauges in the 
technical settings area to adjust their microphone and speaker volumes.  

• Most web conferencing software provides a utility that allows you and each 
participant to test and configure the audio at any time during the session. These 
settings should be verified prior to the start of every session.  

• If a participant accidentally leaves his/her microphone on, you can regain control of 
the microphone by temporarily taking away and re-granting the audio permission for 
that user.  

Chat/Messaging  

• To save time when typing common chat messages, prepare a separate text file that 
contains standard greetings and messages for participants. Open the text file during 
the session and use the standard keyboard shortcuts to paste your message in the 
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text box. On Windows: copy (CTRL+C) and paste (CTRL+V). On a Mac: copy (CMD+C) 
and paste (CMD+V).  

• To express emotion such as laughter or confusion, type a text string in the chat 
window, for example, :-o for surprised or ;-) for a wink, or click on the emoticon 
button in the chat box (if available) and select from the available icons. 

Video  

• Video allows you to add a human touch to your sessions. Users can share their 
webcam with all the attendees in the session. This feature can be used to show the 
presenter, as well as to conduct demonstrations and simulations. 

• When you share your webcam, pay attention to the activity indicators associated with 
the video as an indication of delays in receiving the video image.  

Application Sharing  

Share an application or your entire desktop using the application sharing options. As you 
navigate through the application(s), participants will see mouse movements and any 
changes that occur on the screen. Teachers can use this tool to collaborate with learners on 
documents and spreadsheets. Alternatively, you can demonstrate a new application, 
product, or process. In addition, learners can share their work/assignments and you can 
make comments and changes directly on the document. 

Sharing Browsers 

• The browser-sharing feature allows you to review a website and have learners 
interact individually with the page contents– for example, with online surveys.  

• If there are co-facilitators in the session, have only one teacher lead the web tour.  

• Learners can navigate individually in the browser throughout the tour. However, each 
time the “tour leader” visits a new link, everyone’s browser will be redirected to that 
site.  

• For websites that require users to log in, ensure that everyone has a username and 
password. Alternatively, you can use application sharing to allow participants to see 
your view of the website.  

• Have the URLs you plan to use during your session ready to copy and paste from a 
text document.  



Module 8: Web and Video Conferencing Fundamentals 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

139 

• Play music during a session or while people wait for the session to begin using the 
browser-sharing feature. Use an existing website or set up your own web page with 
the music you would like to share.  

• If you wish to distribute the URL to all learners, copy and paste it into the chat 
window. Learners will be able to click the link to open the page in their own browser 
and bookmark it for future reference.  

Recording Sessions 

• Depending on the configuration of your session, the recorder may start automatically, 
or you may start or stop the recorder manually during a session.  

• The recorder captures activity in the main room including audio, text messages, 
whiteboard screens, quizzes, video, multimedia, web tours, and application sharing.  

• Be aware that not all conference room activity is included in the recording. Verify 
what additional transcripts may need to be provided to learners.  

• Record a session so that you can:  

o Provide the recording to learners who may have missed the session.  

o Create a series of recorded sessions and make them available to learners as 
resource materials.  

o Review your own sessions to evaluate and improve your teaching and 
facilitation style.  

Raised Hands 

In order to ask a question or make a comment in a web conferencing session, teachers may 
request that learners “raise their hands.” Often, the web conferencing software will provide 
both an audible and visual indication that a hand has been raised. Some software 
automatically removes the indicator, while others require that either the participant or 
moderator dismiss the request. 

Polls 

• Polling learners is an excellent way to ensure they are paying attention, engaged, and 
that they understand the material. It also makes the session more interactive. Using 
the polling tools helps the teacher set the pace of the session by determining who 
understands the material and who may need additional information.  
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• Depending on the platform, there may be different polling options available, such as 
Yes/No or multiple-choice responses.  

• Ask a question and have the learners answer using the polling response buttons.  

• The polling responses can be hidden from participants in the session. Consider hiding 
results to ensure more honest feedback, depending upon the nature of the question. 
Reveal the results only after everyone has responded.  

• You can lock the poll to prevent participants from changing their responses.  

• You can view the individual polling responses on the moderator interface. A polling 
summary can also be displayed to the participants by publishing the responses to the 
whiteboard.  

• If the polling results were shown to the participants during the live session, they will 
also be shown in the recording. Hidden results are not recorded.  

Breakout Groups 

• Breakout rooms have the same features as the main room and can be used to 
facilitate small group activities or private meetings. The members in a breakout room 
can only hear the audio and see the content in that room.  

• You can create breakout rooms at any time during the session and move participants 
between rooms. Two types of rooms can be created:  

o Manual Creation: You create, choose the distribution, and place learners 
into the designated breakout room.  

o Auto Distribution: Have the web conferencing tool automatically create and 
assign learners to breakout rooms. You can randomize the number of rooms 
or number of participants per room using this option.  

• Before enabling breakout rooms, give a detailed explanation of their use. Indicate the 
timing for the exercise and designate a leader or spokesperson for each group.  

• Remind participants to raise their hands or send you a private chat message if they 
have questions during the breakout exercise. You will be notified and see all private 
text messages even if you are not in the same room.  

• Visit each breakout room to let participants know that you are available.  

• Use a timer utility to keep track of time for an exercise.  
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• Use the announcement tool to send chat messages to a particular room or all rooms.  

• Create a breakout room summary sheet that will help you track the participants and 
content in each room. For example:  

 

Table 3: An example of a breakout room summary sheet 

Breakout Room 
Name 

Participants Topic Comments 

Scenario 1 Steve 
Tamara 
Ward 

Using web 
conferencing for 
software training 

Steve is the leader 

Scenario 2 Linda 
Roger 
Zoe 

Using web 
conferencing for 
meetings 

Linda is the leader 

Scenario 3 Mike 
Deanna 
Susan 

Using web 
conferencing for 
online education 

Mike is the leader 

Conducting Web Conferencing Sessions 

There are many things you can do to create high-quality, highly effective web conferencing 
sessions. Here are some tips and suggestions to try as you gain experience in the virtual 
environment. Over time, you will begin to develop your own style and method of session 
planning and presentation.  

Preparing the Content  

Before you deliver a web conferencing session, think 
about the content and planned presentation method.  

• Design interactivity and variety into the content to 
engage all learning styles (visual, auditory, 
kinesthetic, etc.). Provide opportunities for learners 
to engage and collaborate with each other as well as 
with the material.  

Figure 10: Practice with two 
computers or login to two 
different browsers when 
possible to learn how to 
operate your web conferencing 
tool 
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• Confirm that the content you display is what learners see. Keep background 
templates simple so they do not distract from the information being shared. It is 
recommended that you avoid gradient colors in the background.  

• Use a font type and size that is easy to read. Typically, fonts should be no smaller than 
a 12-point standard font such as Arial, Verdana, or Times New Roman.  

• Employ visuals whenever possible, especially for complex processes or procedures.  

• Avoid numerous slides showing bulleted lists or long passages of text. Transform text 
and lists into graphical representations, questions, or even games.  

• Identify which files to include in your session.  

Preparing for Your Session  

Take the time to familiarize yourself with the features and functionality of the web 
conferencing product and allow yourself to get comfortable with a new method for 
presentation delivery.  

• Practice extensively before leading your first session. You should be comfortable with 
the content you are delivering as well as with the web conferencing session tools. 
Invite friends and co-workers to your run-through sessions and solicit their feedback. 
Be sure to rehearse with all the tools you intend to use during the actual session.  

• Practice with two computers – one with you as the moderator and another logged in 
as a participant. As you work through your presentation, observe the “participant” 
computer to verify what they are seeing is what you intended.  

• Do not try to implement all the tools in your first session. Get comfortable with the 
basic web conferencing tools and add features that are more advanced over time.  

• Set your profile image to be shared with others in the session.  

• Ensure that your microphone and speakers are working properly.  

• Plan to deliver your session with a co-moderator. This person can assist you in the 
presentation, respond to chat messages, and conduct sound checks with participants. 
Make sure you work with the co-moderator ahead of time to identify who will 
perform various activities.  

• Identify a delivery space that is comfortable and quiet with no distractions.  
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Preparing Your Participants  

• Have a tech-check session/room available for new participants to test their 
equipment prior to the live session. Set up a time when participants can access the 
web conferencing platform to verify audio/video setting, and learn the basics of the 
interface. This way, new participants will attend their first session prepared to 
engage, rather than being apprehensive over the new technology.  

• Send out an email describing exactly what you expect from your participants. This 
might include browser requirements, pre-configuration information, access to the 
tech-check session, installation of any plug-ins required by your content, etc. The 
email should also include the exact time the session is scheduled to begin (possibly 
listed in multiple time zones), how to access the session, and any pre-work that must 
be completed prior to attending the session.  

Before the Session Begins  

• Join the session 10 - 15 minutes early. Perform a tech-check on your equipment to be 
sure it is in working order.  

• Open any web pages and programs needed for application sharing. Close all non-
essential applications (i.e., email, instant messaging).  

• Load your content (i.e., PowerPoint, files).  

• If working with a co-facilitator, grant them moderator/presenter privileges when they 
join the room.  

As the Session Begins  

• Greet participants as they join the session. Have them confirm that their audio is 
functioning properly.  

• Remind participants to test their microphone, webcam, and speakers.  

• Remove or assign privileges for participants as appropriate.  

• Remind participants to click the Step Away button (or some other indicator) if they 
are temporarily away from their computer.  

• If there are participants new to web conferencing, give them a brief overview of the 
interface, including how to raise their hand and how to send a chat message.  
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During the Session  

• Speak clearly; do not rush.  

• Animate your delivery. In web conferencing sessions, you must use your voice to 
project energy and enthusiasm.  

• Visualize your participants. Consider using webcams for introductions or encourage 
learners to setup a profile picture.  

• Look at the whole screen, not just the content area. Watch for chat messages and 
raised hands.  

• Encourage participants to raise their hands when they have a question or comment.  

• Ask questions and provide opportunities for interaction. Give specific instructions on 
how participants should respond (e.g., by using the chat or raising their hand).  

• Use annotation tools to assist in your delivery. For example, call attention to specific 
regions on the screen with the highlighter. Try to provide some markup for each 
screen.  

• Include advanced features such as application and file sharing to make the sessions 
more engaging and interactive.  

At the End of the Session  

• Thank learners for their attendance, attention, and participation.  

• Stay connected for further questions and until all participants have left the session.  

• Write down any notes and changes you might want to make in future deliveries. 
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Moderating Best Practices 

When conducting web conferencing virtual 
sessions, your facilitation and moderation 
techniques must be adjusted to accommodate the 
lack of physical presence. The two key areas you 
need to focus on are interacting with your learners 
and presentation of content. 

When interacting with your learners in a live, virtual 
environment, it is important to keep them engaged 
and involved in the learning, or they will most likely 
“tune out.” 

• Make sure you provide an activity for them to do at least every four minutes, 
eliminating the lecture-style delivery format.  

• Use a webcam during introductions to add a personal touch.  

• Have fun with your learners. Use storytelling to make a point or reiterate a concept.  

• Also, use learners’ names often. This will promote active listening.  

• Lastly, be a good time manager and keep the agenda flowing. Never go past the 
announced ending time. 

Since you cannot use your body language and gestures to present content in a virtual 
environment, you must develop other skills and techniques for keeping your delivery lively 
and your learners’ attention from wandering.  

• In web conferencing sessions, your voice becomes your key delivery mechanism. 
Animate your voice using inflections; speak up and enunciate your words.  

• Always have something happening on the screen (i.e., move the pointer, highlight key 
phrases, use multimedia) to maintain interest.  

• Keep the flow between tools smooth and explain what you are doing (i.e., “I am 
switching from application sharing back to the presentation. Give me a few seconds 
to bring it up.”), in order to avoid any “dead air” or long pauses.  

• However, when asking a question, use silence to allow learners to process the 
question and respond. Repeat and/or rephrase the question during this time, in case 
someone misunderstood or did not hear the question the first time.  
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• Finally, always instruct learners which tool to use to respond (e.g., microphone, chat, 
whiteboard, etc.). Otherwise, they may tend not to respond for fear of 
embarrassment by using the wrong method. 
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Module 9: The Flipped Classroom in a 
Blended Environment 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ Recognise the key principles of the flipped classroom. 

▪ Implement the flipped Classroom into a curriculum following best practices.  

▪ Identify the types of tools used for creating a flipped classroom. 

  



Module 9: The Flipped Classroom in a Blended Environment 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

148 

Introduction to the Flipped Classroom 

“…education is a two-step process. The first step, you need to transfer information. In the 
second step, the learner needs to do something with that information — build mental 
models, make sense of it, be able to see how that information and the knowledge 
embedded in it applies to the world around us.” (Mazur P. E., 2013) 

Professor Eric Mazur, from Harvard University, is seen by many as one of the founders of the 
concept of the Flipped Classroom. The actual term flipped classroom was popularized in 
2007 by teachers Aaron Sams and Jon Bergman from Woodland Park High School, Colorado, 
in response to a realization that class time would be best spent guiding knowledge and 
providing feedback rather than delivering direct instruction. (University of Queensland, n.d.) 

The nature of flipping a classroom is similar to that of classroom-oriented instructional 
design models proposed by Gustafson and Branch (2002) and Morrison, Ross, Kalman, and 
Kemp (2011) where the teacher of a course serves in many roles that may include subject 
matter expert, instructional designer, and media developer. For example, he or she collects 
practical data before, during, and after live instruction that inform the instructional design; 
moves didactic instruction to an asynchronous environment, often using technologies and 
incorporating media; and plans for active learning during live instruction to help scaffold 
deep learning during class time. The role of learners in the flipped classroom is to use self-
directed learning methods to review and critically consider materials outside of class, and 
then actively apply what was learned in a collaborative class environment. (Estes, Ingram, & 
Liu, 2014) 

The Role of the Teacher 

In a traditional face-to-face classroom environment, most learning takes the form of 
teaching that is teacher-led “lecturing.” The teacher has the role of “delivering” knowledge 
to the learner. The idea of the Flipped classroom is, quite literally, to flip this traditional 
dynamic. That is, the acquisition of knowledge becomes an activity that is the responsibility 
of the learner outside the classroom. The result, asserts Eric Mazur, is that the opportunity 
for the practice of higher-level thinking skills (analysis, evaluation and creativity), happens 
inside the classroom. The diagram below illustrates the process for developing a flipped 
classroom experience (University of Queensland, n.d.). There are four distinctive stages. 
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Figure 11: Stages to develop a flipped classroom experience 

Stage 1 - Foundation 

In this first stage, the teacher sets up a learning environment, defines learning outcomes, 
gather teaching resources, and plans activities. These can be shared with learners through a 
combination of face-to-face instruction and by taking advantage of an e-learning 
environment such as Blackboard Learn. 

Stage 2 – Content and Concept Exploration 

The teacher posts the learning content online (e.g., videos, readings) and asks his/her 
learners to engage (e.g., watch, read) with this content according to a deadline. This is the 
content that in a traditional model the teacher would deliver by means of, for example, a 
lecture. This content can come in a variety of formats: 

• Videos produced by the teacher or curated from other sources (e.g. YouTube) 

• Papers and readings 

• Podcasts 

• Links to websites and other online resources 

Stage 3 – Reflection 

During this stage, the learner takes part in activities such online discussions, blogging, and 
formative quizzes. Learners can reflect on the concepts and knowledge content from Stage 
2. The online environment in, for example, Blackboard Learn has a variety of tools that 
teachers can utilize to provide this sort of opportunity.  



Module 9: The Flipped Classroom in a Blended Environment 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

150 

Stage 4 – Application 

Learners enter face-to-face teaching sessions equipped with the knowledge they need to 
apply their understanding to activities that challenge their higher-order thinking skills (e.g., 
analysis, evaluation). The teacher can apply a range of methodologies to promote active 
learning in this context such as Problem Based Learning, Peer Learning, Enquiry Based 
Learning, Project Based Learning, and Collaborative Learning. These approaches include: 

• Collaborative learning 

• Case studies 

• Peer learning 

• Enquiry based learning 

• Problem based learning 

• Project based learning 

The Flipped Classroom in 

Practice 

Bloom’s Taxonomy of the 
Cognitive Domain (Anderson 
& Krathwohl, 2001) is a 
useful framework for 
determining which thinking 
skills to teach online and 
which to teach in-person in a 
flipped environment. One 
might reasonably expect 
learners to be able to learn, recall, and comprehend the subject matter at a basic level 
online; then, use higher order thinking skills to apply, analyze, evaluate, and create new 
material in the synchronous 
classroom. Fagen, Crouch, 
and Mazur (2002) 
recommend that more able learners become peer tutors or ‘learning buddies’ for their 
classmates, helping with basic operations that may still require attention during class time. 

Learners seem to prefer the flipped format except when online preparation and the level of 
in-class performance are perceived to be demanding (Fisher & Assa-Eley, 2013 as cited in 
Meeting Abstracts, 2013; Doyle, Krupicka, & Vo, 2013 as cited in Meeting Abstracts, 2013). 
Teachers balance needs and perceptions to help learners reach their full potential. This 

Figure 12: Applying Bloom's Taxonomy to the Flipped Classroom 
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learner-centered approach where the teacher is subject matter expert, instructional 
designer, and facilitator, places the “burden” of active learning squarely on the shoulders of 
the learner. Learners in the flipped classroom are expected to show initiative, be proactive, 
inquire, collaborate, and contribute new knowledge in observable ways. (Estes, Ingram, & 
Liu, 2014) 

Estes, Ingram and Liu give an insight into the Flipped Classroom model. It is a topic of 
considerable debate. However, it continues to be a model that is becoming popular practice. 
The work of the Harvard Professor, Eric Mazur and his “Mazur Group” continue to lead the 
way with educational research on the effectiveness of this type of approach to learning and 
teaching. Here are further references (including the Mazur Group) that provide more 
information relevant to the Flipped Classroom model: 

The Mazur Group 

Eric Mazur is Gordon McKay Professor of Applied Physics and Professor of Physics at 
Harvard University. He has taught introductory physics at Harvard since 1984. In addition to 
leading a research program in optical physics, Mazur maintains an active interest in 
educational innovation. 

In 1991, Eric Mazur developed Peer Instruction, a simple yet effective method for teaching 
science. His approach involves learners in the teaching process, making physics significantly 
more accessible to them. His technique has been highly successful and numerous teachers 
are already using Mazur's approach in their classes. (Mazur E. , 1999)  

To read more about the Mazur Group, go to http://mazur.harvard.edu 

University of Queensland 

The Institute for Teaching and Learning Innovation at The University of Queensland has 
published case studies of how they have implemented the Flipped Classroom model.  

To read more about the University of Queensland Flipped Classrooms, go to 
http://www.uq.edu.au/teach/flipped-classroom/what-is-fc.html 

Educause 

EDUCAUSE is a non-profit association whose mission is to advance higher education using 
information technology. In published a guide to assist educators put the Flipped Classroom 
into practice; “7 Things You Should Know About…Flipped Classrooms”. 

Challenges in Usage 

Preparing for a flipped classroom requires significant preparation by the teacher. Learning 
content needs to be created and curated. It then needs to be published to the LMS. 
Instructions need to be published. Activities to support learning online need to be created as 

http://www.uq.edu.au/teach/flipped-classroom/what-is-fc.html
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well as those activities in class. Because the flipped classroom depends on learners engaging 
with learning content outside the classroom and before their face-to-face sessions it means 
the teacher must make sure they are “one lesson ahead.” However, there is a plus side to all 
this advance preparation. Once the LMS has been populated with content and activities 
these can be re-used easily for new cohorts of learners. So, all this preparation is an 
investment, rather than a burden. 

Teacher Skills Gap 

Implementing a Flipped Classroom is demanding for the teacher. First, there are the 
technological skills required to utilize the LMS. Linked to this, if the teacher wishes to create 
material such as video content, there will be significant training and development time 
required. The other skills gap is related to pedagogy and practice. Many aspiring teachers 
will need to develop the teaching skills required to successfully implement this approach. 
This will require practice and reflection. 

Change in Learner Culture 

Flipping the classroom requires learners to do work away from the face-to-face learning 
environment. Many critics of the Flipped Classroom identify this as a significant problem. If 
this is a concern of yours, try to engage learners in other activities online such as a 
discussion forum. Also, consider using gamification ideas such as badges to reward online 
progress. In Blackboard Learn, features such as the Retention Centre and Analytics can give 
you powerful insight into your learners’ level of online engagement away from face-to-face 
sessions. 

The Digital Divide 

To engage in a Flipped Classroom—indeed, in any form of online learning—learners will 
need access to technology and the Internet. This is particularly burdensome for learners 
from low-income districts who already have limited access to resources (Acedo, 2013). 

Over-reliance on Video 

Video is often seen as the default method of presenting content in the flipped classroom, 
but overloading learners with videos may lead to boredom, so consideration of how the 
video is presented is critical to the level of engagement it will promote in learners. It’s also 
advisable to make use of the many other ways of presenting content: podcasts, web pages, 
interactive quizzes, simulations, readings, eBooks, etc. 

Tools for the Flipped Classroom 

In stage two of the Flipped Classroom, model teachers are developing a learning 
environment that contains content relating to knowledge and concepts. This content can be 
original content created by the teacher and/or content curated from other sources. 
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Video 

Video is cited as the most frequently used content type in the Flipped Classroom model, but 
it is necessary to be more specific in our expectations of what video content should be like. 
In creating quality video content, many questions need to be considered:  

• What should my videos be like?  

• Should they be “talking heads”?  

• What about screen captures, or narrated presentation slides? 

• Is it a good practice to chop up my recorded lectures into smaller segments? 

• How long should my videos be? 

In the research paper, “How Video Production Affects Student Engagement: An Empirical 
Study of MOOC Videos,” there is some compelling evidence (specifically relating to MOOCs, 
but the general principles can still apply to distance learning and blended learning 
environments) that can enable teachers to develop some best practice techniques when 
using video. A summary of the main findings is shown below (Guo, Kim, & Rubin, 2014): 

Finding Recommendation 

Shorter videos are much more engaging. Invest heavily in pre-production lesson 
planning to segment videos into chunks 
shorter than 6 minutes. 

Videos that intersperse an instructor’s 
talking head with slides are more engaging 
than slides alone. 

Invest in post-production editing to display 
the instructor’s head at opportune times in 
the video. 

Videos produced with a more personal 
feels could be more engaging than high-
fidelity studio recordings. 

Try filming in an informal setting; it might 
not be necessary to invest in big-budget 
studio productions. 

Khan-style tablet drawing tutorials are 
more engaging than PowerPoint slides or 
code screencasts. 

Introduce motion and continuous visual 
flow into tutorials, along with 
extemporaneous speaking. 
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Even high quality pre-recorded classroom 
lectures are not as engaging when 
chopped up for a MOOC. 

If instructors insist on recording classroom 
lectures, they should still plan with the 
MOOC format in mind. 

Videos where instructors speak fairly fast 
and with high enthusiasm are more 
engaging. 

Coach instructors to bring out their 
enthusiasm and reassure that they do not 
need to purposely slow down.  

Students engage differently with lecture 
and tutorial videos. 

For lectures, focus more on the first watch 
experience; for tutorials, add support for 
rewatching and skimming. 

One recommendation of this research strongly points towards learners’ preference for 
videos recorded by their teachers. The question for a teacher is, “How do I develop my own 
videos?” Thankfully, the answer isn’t as complicated as you might think. There are three 
distinct steps: 

Step 1: Capture > Step 2: Edit > Step 3: Publish and host 

Step 1: Capture the Video 

Video capture can be most easily achieved by using a laptop’s integrated webcam to capture 
quick, relatively informal video content. This format of video can be one of the most 
effective ways that a teacher can create content and communicate ideas and concepts 
quickly and effectively. 

So, what tools are needed? You will need some hardware and some software. 

The simplest hardware to use is your laptops built in webcam and microphone. Most 
modern laptops have these built in. If yours does not, a USB webcam can be connected. 
There are also many HD video cameras that are cheap and easy to use. Many of us use 
smartphones and tablets which have the capacity to record video. Tablets can be used to 
capture desktop activity, while smart phones are more limited to capturing your face and 
voice but not desktop activity. 

Depending on the operating system of your laptop there may be some built-in capture 
software that you can use. There are also some free tools that can be used for Mac and 
Windows. At the time of writing, three that are recommended are: 

• CamStudio: http://camstudio.org/ 

• Ice Cream Screen Recorder: http://icecreamapps.com/Screen-Recorder/ 

• Movavi: www.movavi.com  
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If you have a budget to spend, there are some excellent capture tools from leading software 
publishers: 

• Adobe Captivate 

• Camtasia Studio 

• Articulate Storyline 2 

You may belong to an institution that licenses a video integration system that has a 
recording facility. Examples include Blackboard Collaborate, Kaltura, Panopto, and Echo 360. 

Step 2: Edit 

Most of the above types of software also provide editing capability. Once you have recorded 
your video (which could be a combination of your “talking head” and desktop activity such 
as PowerPoint slides) you will probably need to do some editing. Most of the software tools 
listed above will allow you to do that. 

Step 3: Publish and Host 

Once you have edited your video, you will want to make it available to your learners. You 
have three main choices. 

1. Publish to the LMS. LMSs are typically capable of hosting video content in a variety of 
file types. These files may be loaded directly into a course or into a Content 
Management System (CMS). The most likely limitation you will face when loading 
your video directly into the LMS will be file size: often, System Administrators will 
limit the disk space you have available. As a result, many teachers will look for 
different video hosting services. 

2. Publish to a streaming server. In terms of performance and reliability (and disk 
space!) a streaming server is the most fit-for-purpose option. Your institution may 
have its own dedicated server or a paid for service such as Kaltura. 

3. Publish to a free hosting service. Many institutions, particularly if they are less 
concerned about threats to Intellectual Property, choose to host using free services. 
The most obvious of these are YouTube and Vimeo. With YouTube it is possible to 
complete all three steps: record video directly from your mobile device, edit the 
video and publish─all for free. 

Readings 

Reading material can include a variety of types. From a blended learning perspective, this is 
likely to include journal articles, eBooks, websites, and documents.  
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Original Readings 

When publishing your own reading material there are two main choices: 

1. Use the HTML content editor 

2. Use a document such as a PDF. 

The advantage of creating your reading using the HTML editor is that it is more likely to 
optimize for different devices. PDF files are almost as flexible, but certain mobile device 
operating systems may force downloads and cause some minor usability issues. 

Curated Readings 

Blackboard Learn and Moodle are examples of LMSs that allow teachers to curate paid-for 
reading content and deploy it into the online course environment. Depending on your 
institution’s licensing agreement, it is possible to incorporate reading and eBook content 
from a variety of publishers. 

 

Open Education Resources 

Open Education resources operate under a license agreement known as Creative Commons. 
This offshoot of OER was developed by UNESCO, stemming from the belief that knowledge 
foundations for Higher Education should be free. There are a variety of OER repositories 
that teachers can curate from. Here are some of the most notable: 
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• The Khan Academy: One of the most enthusiastic proponents of the Flipped 
Classroom is also one of the most influential contributors to the resources available to 
educators for putting it into practice. He is Salman Khan, founder of the Khan 
Academy, https://www.khanacademy.org/. The Khan Academy has published several 
curricula of online content that can be utilized in a variety of pedagogical models, 
including the Flipped Classroom. 

OER Commons: ISKME (Institute for Knowledge Management in Education) is an 
independent education non-profit whose mission is to improve the practice of continuous 
learning, collaboration, and change in the education sector. The OER Commons repository 
(www.oercommons.org) enables teachers to create and curate OER content..

https://www.khanacademy.org/
http://www.oercommons.org/
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Section 6: 
Supporting Students and 
Communicating with 
Them 



Module 10: Support and Success of the Online Learner 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

160 

Module 10: Support and Success of the Online 
Learner 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ Recognize the characteristics of an effective online teacher. 

▪ Aid learners in being a successful online student. 

▪ Explore effective strategies to support online learners. 
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Instructional Support 

Due to the lack of physical presence in an online classroom, support and monitoring become 
critical factors in learner success. The teacher must remain vigilant in his/her methods to ensure 
that learning needs are being met. Through instructional support mechanisms, teachers can use 
tools and design aspects to continue to be visible and “present,” while providing the necessary 
resources to meet educational goals. 

Teacher Presence and Profile 

Although teacher presence is said to be an important determinant of online learner success, it is 
difficult to define exactly what “presence” is or how to create it. According to Morrison (2012), an 
online teacher and learner herself, the easiest way to describe presence is “being there” without 
physically being present. She goes on to explain presence as involving multiple facets including 
design and administration, instructional direction, and discourse facilitation. As such, a teacher 
should be prepared to develop such qualities as involvement, visibility, approachability, and 
responsiveness.  

As a first step to establishing an online presence, teachers should seek to make themselves 
personable and “real life” to learners. Learning Management Systems (LMSs) often include profile 
functionality in which teachers can not only include contact information but also include an 
introductory bio that allows learners to understand the teacher’s background and qualifications in 
the given subject area. It may also include some personal interest information in order to make 
the teacher more approachable. The contact information should be complete and accurate, 
allowing multiple ways for learners to contact the teacher. Whenever practical, the complete 
profile should be maintained within the LMS so that it is both centrally located and easily accessed 
at any point during the course. 

Next, teachers should create consistency, regularity, and frequency in online communication with 
learners. Establish an expected response time when a question or comment is posted (either in 
email or a discussion forum), and most importantly, adhere to it. Twenty-four hours is often used 
as the standard within which communication will be acknowledged and, if possible, addressed. If a 
situation arises where the posted response time cannot be met, inform learners immediately.  

Learners should also be instructed as to the preferred method of communication (in-course 
messages, email, text, etc.). In addition, teachers should model the expected quantity and quality 
of communication, especially in the discussion forums. For example, posts should be on point, 
address or build on the previous comments, and provide additional resources. 

Of special note is the issue of documenting communications between the teacher and an 
individual learner. Teachers can never foresee the need to recall the specifics of a communication, 
but in today’s world of litigation and grievances, it is helpful to have complete documentation of 
these types of conversations.  
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Using messaging options within the LMS preserves a thread of communications, while other 
approaches such as email, text, or phone may not. For this reason, course messaging is often the 
preferred methodology if documentation is a concern, and can often be configured to create 
alerts in email, text, or mobile applications. 

In communication related to the evaluation of submitted work, teachers should not only provide a 
standard by which grading will be completed, but also consider the use of rubrics for consistent 
and effective feedback. Standards for the timing of grading are usually set at a week to 10 days 
after the assignment due date. However, some teachers prefer to grade an assignment when 
most or all submissions have been received. Whichever method is utilized, it must be clearly 
communicated to learners, in order to avoid the perception that assignments are going un-
reviewed for an excessive period. In addition, the feedback generated from an assignment will 
probably influence the completion and submission of future assignments, and should thus be 
timely. 

Keep in mind that feedback also has qualitative aspects. For example, a teacher should provide 
detailed and actionable feedback, rather than simply supplying a score. Learners should also be 
aware of how much of the feedback is programmed into tests, rubrics, and assignments, and how 
much will be personalized for the specific task.  

Communication Methods 

Whatever communication method is employed, it should be both easy to use and readily 
accessible. Messaging within a course provides a record of communication for both learner and 
teacher, and is often the preferred medium. Depending on the LMS, there may also be a way to 
alert the user that a message has been sent or received.  

Email is ubiquitous and can also be an effective communication method. However, there may still 
be places where emails cannot be received. Another limitation of email is that when it is sent 
through the LMS, usually no record of the message is retained. 

Text messages and mobile applications may 
also provide a way to communicate 
between or to learners. This capability 
depends on both the mobile equipment and 
skills of the communicating parties. 

Phone calls are a useful method of 
communicating for an immediate need or 
where text may be insufficient. The 
limitation of this approach is that 
preferred hours of communication for either 
the learner or teacher may be a barrier; 
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differing time zones may need to be taken into consideration. 

Teachers can also consider including the following types of resources into the design of their e-
learning courses to aid in communicating with learners: 

• Classroom “lounges/cafés”: These are a type of discussion board that can be used for 
peer support; learners are invited to post and respond to questions about class content or 
format. Other learners with the requisite knowledge may answer questions like “Where do 
we find the article we are supposed to review?” Teachers should monitor this board 
regularly and respond to any questions that remain unanswered. 

• Chat/Virtual office hours: Usually offered on a synchronous basis, learners can “speak” 
with other learners and/or the teacher in real time on course-related matters. Meetings 
may be scheduled on a regular basis or ad hoc, depending on the situation. In addition, a 
teacher can pre-record a message or announcement and make it available to learners 
through an email or link provided within the course. 

In summary, whatever communication method(s) are available, they should be specifically noted, 
with response times clearly stated, and adherence to these standards must be a top priority for 
teachers. 

Support Materials 

Teachers should ensure that learners have access to a multitude of help and support materials to 
aid with any problems they encounter throughout the course. Whether these difficulties result 
from lack of familiarity with the technology, inaccurate or poor course design, or broken links or 
confusing instructions, learners should have a way to get help. In addition to technical issues, 
learners also need to know where to get support if they are challenged by the content of the 
course. Help resources should be offered in a variety of formats, and readily available, including 
both online resources and print-based documents. 

Syllabus 

The syllabus is the guiding document for the course. It is the key instrument for aligning learner 
and teacher expectations, course goals, instructional goals, ground rules, grading policies, etc. Just 
as with a face-to-face course, you should always include a syllabus in your online course to 
provide direction for learners. Make sure the syllabus is downloadable or in a separate file 
available to reference at any time during the course.  

The syllabus for an online course is similar in structure to that of a face-to-face course. However, 
the online course syllabus will likely have additional information, such as:  

• Location: Provide the URL for the course. You might also want to include information 
about how to enroll in the course, particularly if it is a blended course. The registration 
process at your institution will determine whether this information is applicable. For 
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instance, will the teacher need to enroll learners, or will a site administrator or some other 
user at your organization or intuition enroll them? Alternatively, will learners be self-
enrolling? In any case, make sure you let learners know how to access the course and the 
methods for enrollment.  

• Communication: In addition to your office phone number and email address, you can 
provide students with other useable forms of communication such as Skype or Instant 
Messaging applications. Make sure you clearly instruct learners how to reach you. In 
addition, be sure to reply to all questions and concerns in a timely manner, and manage 
expectations for communication (i.e., I normally respond to emails and voicemails within 24 
hours.).  
Online communication can be challenging at times. Therefore, be sure to provide multiple 
ways for learners to contact you. In the syllabus, include each method, its appropriate 
access information, and the acceptable times for each. For example, when are you available 
for phone calls? Do you prefer one method to another (e.g., email rather than phone calls 
after 5 p.m., chat between 5-7 p.m., etc.)? To improve your accessibility, consider 
scheduling virtual office hours.  

• Course Structure: Before learners begin reviewing the course content, it is helpful to 
orient them to the layout of the course.  

o Inform learners of the course duration. 

o Explain how the course is structured (e.g., by week, topic) and the best way to 
navigate through it. Describe the flow of each topic/week. 

o Include the delivery approach. Is the course delivered entirely online, or are there 
alternative meeting locations (e.g., face-to-face, synchronous events)?  

o Indicate where various types of information can be found. For example, where can 
they find required reading materials or objectives?  

• Activities: If you are transitioning from a F2F course, you are most likely revising the design 
as well. Activities, among other things, will need to be adjusted. Make sure the syllabus is 
updated to reflect the current design.  

• Grades: Make sure you update the grading criteria for all assessment activities based on 
the current design. Inform students of where grades are posted and/or how they will be 
distributed. In addition, explain how grades are calculated. While grading may seem 
straightforward to you, it can be confusing for learners, especially because they usually see 
only the final score for an assignment. Therefore, make sure you clearly outline how each 
grade is calculated.  

• Expectations: Set expectations for the course and standards for interaction. Consider 
outlining your requirements for:   
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o Participation: Inform learners as to how many times per week they must login or 
interact within the course. 

o Netiquette: Offer guidelines for acceptable behavior in the course.  

o Facilitation: Define your anticipated turnaround times. What is the expected time 
for responses to emails, forums, grading, etc.?  

o Enrollment: Include how long learners will have access to the course after it is 
completed.  

• Technical assistance: Supply the appropriate email or phone number for support 
regarding system problems or issues with enrollments. You can also offer help documents 
and resources to promote self-directed learning. In addition, be sure to inform learners of 
any required software that is needed to complete the course.  

Job Aids 

These are brief and concise documents focused on a particular task, assignment, or process. They 
might be provided in a central repository for access when they are needed, or they can be 
“pushed” to a learner with an immediate question or concern. Job aids may show examples of the 
completed assignment/task or provide a “how to” explanation of a new process, skill, or function. 

LMS Resources 

Whether created by the teacher, organization, LMS provider, or other users, these resources 
(documents, videos, websites, etc.) can be useful in helping learners understand how to use the 
LMS or navigate the course and course materials. A formal training or orientation program may be 
offered or even required for all new LMS users. 

Support Resources 

With the need for 24/7 access to online classes, teachers and their institution need to work 
together to provide learner support when technical issues arise. Issues can occur for a variety of 
reasons, ranging from lack of knowledge on the learner’s part, incorrect or invalid course links, or 
software/LMS glitches. Teachers should be prepared to be the “front line” support for all technical 
issues and have additional resources available if the problem needs to be referred elsewhere.  

Institutional and Organizational Support 

The processes and guidelines in place at an institution should be focused on student success, and 
supportive of faculty and staff. In order to meet these goals, various types of assistance options 
should be available. 
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Learners should be provided resources to assist during their admission, registration, and course 
selection process. Most frequently, these processes are enabled through a Student Information 
System (SIS). The SIS is a central database that allows institutional information to be compiled and 
processed, while providing access to resources and data pertinent to faculty/staff/students. 

Most Learning Management Systems (LMSs) provide for an integration between the LMS and the 
SIS. Using either an automated or a manual process, available courses are listed and 
students/faculty may be enrolled in the courses. Accounts for accessing the SIS and LMS can be 
established with a common username and password, or separate logins for each application may 
be required. 

Whenever logins are created, there will be support issues surrounding usernames and password 
resets. Minimally, the institution should provide a method for students/faculty to recover their 
usernames and passwords without manual intervention. For more complicated issues, help 
resources can be made available online or via phone. Other support concerns may involve 
assistance and troubleshooting within the SIS or LMS itself.  

Support approaches include: 

• Help Desk: These are often staffed with dedicated personnel, and reachable by phone, 
chat, or submission of a ticket. Technical specialists are available to help students/faculty 
with their individual issues. In smaller institutions, the help desk may not only provide 
support for the LMS/SIS, but also address general information technology (IT) issues. In 
larger institutions, however, these functions may be separated. Because of the potentially 
large volume of issues received by a help desk, a robust and efficient ticketing and ticket 
tracking system is often employed. Help desks may be staffed using a schedule of regular 
business hours, but more likely an expanded or even a 24/7 schedule is common, especially 
during peak times such as final exam week. 

• Knowledge base or self-service help document repository: Institutions also often 
provide a repository of help documentation and easy access to web-based resources that 
may allow users to find answers or resolve issues without having to contact the help desk. 
However, systems must be in place to periodically review these repositories for accuracy, 
relevance, and timeliness. 

Platform Support 

Teachers should be well-versed in the workings of the LMS and should be responsible for solving 
technical issues at that level, and should immediately address any concerns related to course 
content, design, assessments, links, etc. It would also be helpful for the teacher to have a working 
knowledge of some basic computer software, such as Microsoft Word and Excel, that learners 
would use to access course documents and resources. However, more complicated issues might 
need to be escalated to the institution’s IT support department, and teachers should have contact 
information for those resources available for learners.  
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Technical Support  

One concern teachers may have with providing technical support is the amount of time it will take 
and the distraction it creates from their true instructional responsibilities. Each situation will need 
to be addressed individually and a determination made—either by the teacher or through 
institutional standards—as to when to pass the support responsibility. However, there are 
benefits to some initial troubleshooting being done by the teacher. These are: (1) building 
continued rapport with your learners, (2) supporting independence and providing direction to find 
the answer themselves, (3) learner preference in working with a single individual, and (4) 
acquisition of knowledge and skills for the teacher (Shamsy, J. 2014).  

Two other ways that teachers and provide technical support is by considering both usability and 
accessibility factors in the design of their online courses. 

Monitoring and Promoting Learner Performance 

Teachers and schools alike should be concerned with the performance of learners and ways to 
promote retention. In this section, we will discuss methods that may be implemented in the class, 
as well as tools that can be provided institution-wide to aid in learner success. 

Learner Participation and Retention 

Active participation throughout an online learning event has a strong impact on a learner’s 
propensity to complete the course itself, and more broadly, to remain in the program. In a study 
conducted by Wright State University in Ohio, three main factors were identified as positively 
influencing learner retention: (1) the comfort level of the learner with technology, (2) a teacher 
that generates trust in the virtual classroom, and (3) a situation where safety and security 
considerations support highly interactive experiences (Office of Educational Assessment & 
Renner, 2002). 

To validate this study further, Papia Bawa performed a literature review and found four recurrent 
themes regarding strategies for learner retention and engagement (Dow, 2008). They are: 

• Making orientation programs mandatory: Because online classes can attract a diverse 
learner population, and because learners themselves may not know what to expect in 
terms of the commitment involved in online learning, a well-constructed orientation 
program is essential. Through this program, learners should be able to assess the 
technological, time, and disciplinary resources needed for them to be successful in an 
online learning environment. They should match these requirements against their own 
capabilities to assess their preparedness for the online learning environment. 

• Using “live” interaction and transparency in Computer Mediated Communication 
(CMC): Dow (2008) explains that well-designed online courses can improve dialogue and 
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create a more collaborative learning environment. She suggests that including some 
synchronous elements, even in a predominantly asynchronous setting, helps to foster 
positive social activities and aids in learner attendance and retention. Conversely, without 
these human “touch-points,” learners may become frustrated and disengaged due to the 
absence of live conversation, the lack of visual identifiers such as photos of the teacher and 
peers, and the delay between communications. Learners might feel uncomfortable when 
they are unable to see the people they are conversing with, which in turn hinders how they 
may gauge the feelings of their peers online.  

• Creating classes structured for collaborative learning : Often learners in online classes 
feel isolated, and lack the social interaction that has been positively linked to retention. 
Teachers should seek out opportunities for peer interaction using collaborative problem-
solving tasks. These types of activities promote individual accountability while encouraging 
learners to work towards a concerted effort, thereby deepening their connection to the 
course, the teacher, and other learners. 

• Enhancing faculty training and support: Just as teachers must stay abreast of changes in 
their academic fields in order to maintain high quality in education, they must also remain 
informed of technological changes that may affect the delivery of online course materials. 

Performance Analytics 

In addition to these methods, teachers can also monitor course reports for insight on learner 
progress and engagement. While largely quantitative in nature, these reports can show detail 
such as LMS access information by learner, including total number of hours/minutes spent in a 
course, time of access, locations in the course accessed, and time spent on each course page or 
activity. Course reports can also be configured to show the number of assignments completed 
within a prescribed timeframe, as well as detailed information on the quality of the work 
submitted. Frequency and timing of participation in collaborative sessions and discussion boards 
may also be available. 

Further metrics can be used to determine whether 
a course is effective in the achievement of learning 
outcomes. A teacher can implement 
measurements such as pre- and post-course 
assessments. Although it is safe to assume that if a 
learner fails the final exam, he/she has not gained 
enough knowledge or proficiency to qualify as a 
success, further evaluation is needed to determine 
the reason, and LMS reports may provide 
individual performance statistics that can help.  
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However, even if learners complete the final assessment with high scores, the course may still 
need to be reviewed to ensure that the content is challenging enough that learners do not 
succumb to boredom. 

The teacher (or the institution) can also monitor enrollment rates for that course, either by 
section or by the course's ranking within the curriculum. Declining enrollment rates may indicate 
the need for additional faculty development, re-working of the course design elements, or a 
reevaluation of the relevancy of the content (i.e., teaching an older version of a software product). 

Further analysis can be done that looks at the entire learning system as a whole. This is called 
learning analytics and is defined as data “which tells us about their [students’] learning and 
experiences at university. Universities can use this data to understand how students learn and 
optimize the student experience at university” (Shacklock, 2016, para. 2). According to this study, 
analytics, when collected, compiled, and properly applied, can actually reveal information about 
the university, learners, and faculty, not previously available from other sources. These data gaps 
include at-risk students, market and competition comparisons, and learner-focused applications.  

Analytics such as this can also expose course-level trends. Another study of analytic outcomes 
found discussion forums that were too facilitator-centric or particularly effective teaching 
strategies using a new Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) tool. However, most telling about this 
study is that, “it was found that innovations which led to improvements in student performance 
on one course appeared to lead them to perform better in subsequent courses as well” (Sclater, 
Peasgood, & Mullan, 2016, p. 22). 

Motivating and Engaging Learners 

In the classroom, learning is a process of collaboration, which includes the sharing of knowledge, 
skills, and even emotional reactions to material. Teachers are responsible for deciding on the 
methodologies that will best address a learner’s interests. You will therefore need to adapt your 
preferred teaching style to interact effectively with your participants and to keep them engaged. 

Creating a positive educational environment helps learners become interested and open to 
learning new things. Fulfilling, satisfying learning experiences bolster a future commitment to the 
course. In short, building motivation will energize your learners. Having a positive emotional 
connection leads to greater attention placed on successfully completing the task.  

Here are some ways to build interest, motivation, and engagement:  

• Provide introductions of the teacher and other course members to help build community 
and encourage social collaboration.  

• Design courses for the emotions, to recognize the individual, and to humanize the online 
learning experience. Engage memories and positive past experiences.  
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• Use appropriate media to provide audio/visual support. Find emotionally charged 
images/visuals to supplement your content.  

• Address your audience.  

• Add surprise and use storytelling methods.  

• Ask questions.  

• Use the lingo (tweet, post to a wall, update your status).  

Teaching Learners How to be Successful 

Many articles have been written about what makes an online learner successful and how (or 
whether) these skills can be taught. While online learning will not work for everyone, those that 
are successful usually have the following characteristics: 

• Independent: Online learners need to take responsibility for their own learning process. 
This requires a level of maturity and self-direction not required in some face-to-face 
learning situations. 

• Goal-oriented: Successful online learners must be self-disciplined and goal-oriented as 
they work to complete their weekly assignments, post discussion messages, and interact 
with their classmates. 

• Proficient at reading and communicating: Because of the prevalence of written 
documents in online classes, learners must be able to read with proficiency and 
communicate through written documentation. 

• Adequately skilled with technology: Online learners must demonstrate competence 
with basic computer skills and the LMS utilized. 

• Able to set a schedule and keep to it: Time management is critically important to online 
learners, and their participation in the learning experience should be consistent and 
frequent. In order to achieve this goal, learners should establish their own schedule and 
make every effort to adhere to it. 

• Attentive to deadlines: Self-management and diligence are needed to be aware of and 
meet class deadlines. 

• Not easily frustrated: Working virtually and usually alone, online learners need to be able 
to deal with technological difficulties or situations where they do not fully understand the 
content being presented. They must have resources to reach out and seek assistance to 
deal with what are normal and expected difficulties without giving in to frustration. In 
addition, successful online learners are not afraid to ask questions, but only seek 
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clarification after they have attempted to understand the material on their own by re-
reading the textbook, the instructions, or lecture.  

• Comfortable in cyberspace: Since online learning often means accessing internet 
resources, the learner should be comfortable not only in the LMS, but also in seeking other 
information via internet searches. 

• Conscious of netiquette: Online learners and teachers deserve respect and fair 
treatment. Basic rules of netiquette should be known and employed. 

• Responsible for the learning process: Seeing teachers as facilitators of learning and 
sharing responsibility leads to a collaborative and successful learning scenario (Fairmont 
State University, 2016). 

In addition, teachers have a responsibility to do what they can to promote success. This includes 
trying to understand each learner’s educational and communication style, and tailoring content, 
activities, and interaction to match these styles. Teachers must play the role of course facilitator, 
tutor, supporter, disciplinarian, and others as the situation requires. 

Savery (2005) summarized teaching characteristics needed to promote online learning success 
using the acronym VOCAL: Visible, Organized, Compassionate, Analytical, and Leader-by-Example. 
The Hanover Research Council (2009) best describe these aspects of online teaching.  

First off, Visibility in the online classroom must be modeled by the teacher from the start of the 
course. If learners detect a lack of participation from the teacher, learners “will more likely take a 
passive role as well” (p. 8) and this can lead to decreased satisfaction and learning.  

Organization is an important factor as well for online learners, as it can aid with good time 
management and study habits. A well-structured and user-friendly consistent course design 
becomes an important responsibility of the teacher.  

Although many claim that online courses can feel isolating and remote, the teacher can engage in 
personalized and friendly communication to demonstrate Compassion towards learners. In order 
to create a learning environment that is effective and focused on course objectives, teachers need 
to be diligent in their use and Analysis of assessment tools. These evaluations will help the teacher 
know if revisions need to be made to the course, and whether or not learners are grasping the 
materials.  

Finally, as the teacher is responsible for setting the tone of interaction throughout the course, 
he/she “should attempt to model best practice strategies to assist student learning” (p. 10) and 
Lead by example. 
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Module 11: Communicating and Building 
Community Online 

 

Module Objectives 

▪ Build community within an e-learning course. 
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Designing Activities to Foster Online Collaboration 

Teaching online has moved away from how to use tools to how to create community. Let’s face it, 
most online communication is done through some kind of text medium, whether it be chat, 
forums, Tweets, status updates, wikis, etc. Knowing how to communicate in a medium that 
provides no physical cues (facial expression, voice tone, and body posture) is an important aspect 
of facilitating an online course. The skills needed are not necessarily something everyone has, but 
ones that they may need to develop over time. 

When creating a course online it is important to recognize which activities promote interaction 
between learners. Creating a course which integrates both independent study and group study 
will reach out to many different types of learners, fostering cohesion into a vibrant collaborative 
learning environment.  

In this topic we will look at features that inherently build in collaboration: Forums and Discussions, 
Data Collection Tools, Wikis, Glossaries, Chats, and Web and Video Conferencing Tools. We will 
also discuss strategies and their best practices for online facilitation. 

Forums 

Forum activities, commonly called discussions or discussion boards, are online message boards 
that allow course participants to post messages and reply to each other. Most facilitators use this 
activity as the primary tool for online discussion within courses since it is such a powerful 
communication tool. Forums allow you and your class participants to communicate and 
collaborate any time, from anywhere, through an Internet connection. Forum users do not have 
to be logged in at the same time to use this feature.  

You can structure your forums in several ways. The following list highlights strategies that can help 
you foster interaction within forum activities:  

• Consider presenting case studies, problem-solving scenarios, hot topics, connections to 
real-life experience, participant-led moderation, or guest-led moderation. This will vary the 
forums and keep participants involved.  

• Use forums to encourage individual thinking by requiring learners to respond to a question 
before being able to view other participants’ posts. If this function is in your LMS, then use 
it to promote authentic responses from learners.  

• Limit how many posts learners can add to a forum, in order to help control participants who 
tend to dominate conversations.  

• Provide a single discussion for one continuous threaded conversation to keep learners on 
topic.  
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• Create a forum to use as a help desk in your course.  

• Encourage user participation and ease grading by using automated activity completion if 
your LMS supports it.  

• Create a peer-rating system. Participants will frequently enter the forums to check their 
own ratings and evaluate the posts made by others.  

• Create forums to promote virtual debates. Specify a minimum number of posts/replies per 
participant, use a rating scale, and have a choice afterwards for a final vote. Optionally, you 
can assign some participants as moderators after giving them appropriate permissions.  

• Ask learners to answer the “so what” in a discussion. These questions ask learners to 
provide clarification and reasoning for their thoughts. Another good follow-up question 
asks learners to see a concept from someone else’s point of view: how is the issue viewed 
by someone who disagrees with you? Use follow-up questions when a learner posts an 
incorrect or weak answer. Use them to lead learners to a correct or better answer. Also, use 
these questions to help other learners understand how a learner found and analyzed 
information. How do you know that? Where in the reading did you find that info? Always 
let learners know that follow-up questions can come from anyone, not just from you. 

Data Collection Tools 

Some LMSs have data collection tools for collaborative development of a database within a 
course. These types of activities allow 
facilitators and participants to build, display, 
and search for a bank of recorded entries about 
any conceivable topic. The format and structure 
of these entries can be almost unlimited, 
including, among other things, images, files, 
URLs, numbers, and text. 

Use a data collection tool to create an 
environment for participants to manage 
projects, store data, collaborate, compare 
results, and share comments. Creating an 
interactive database requires some planning, 
and perhaps may even require manipulation of 
user permissions. Use the following strategies 
to foster collaboration in your course’s 
databases: 

• Collect information and references for collaborative research projects in a course. 

Figure 13: Set up a peer evaluation system in 
your discussions to foster learner interaction 



Module 11: Communicating and Building Community Online 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

175 

• If possible in your LMS, you may want to consider requiring approval by a moderator in 
order to ensure the quality of participant contributions. 

• Encourage participants to use the comment functionality to promote the exchange of 
information regarding a particular entry.  

• Ask participants to enter information on a regular basis. Make sure participants visit the 
activity more than once, so they can read the entries made by other people. For example, 
you can create an activity where participants have to share a weekly report about the book 
they are reading. 

• Use databases as a resource of information for your course activities. Tell participants to 
browse through entries to find information they need to use in assignments or quizzes. 

Wikis 

A Wiki activity is a collection of collaboratively authored web documents. Basically, a wiki page is a 
web page everyone in your class can create together, right in the browser, without needing to 
know HTML. A wiki starts with one front page. Each author can then add other pages to the wiki 
by simply creating a new link. 

Wikis can be a powerful tool for collaborative work. The entire class can edit a document 
together, creating a class product, or each participant can have their own wiki and work on it with 
you and their classmates. If wiki is not a feature in your LMS, there are plenty of wiki tools 
available that you could consider using. 

Use the following strategies to make your wiki activities more interactive: 

• The most straightforward use of a wiki is as a collaboration tool for creating group projects. 
Group wikis give each group their own space to record research, to develop outlines, and to 
create the final product. 

• Wikis can act as a summarizing activity for an entire semester’s worth of material. Rather 
than assigning individual assignments that tend to get graded and set aside, give 
participants the opportunity to keep everything in one convenient place. 

• Wikis are particularly helpful for group work because you can monitor who is contributing 
to the overall document by checking the history of the wiki. Contact absent participants to 
make sure the load is being equally shared among the group members. 

• Promote brainstorming sessions by creating a wiki for the entire class, or wikis for smaller 
participant groups to which participants submit ideas around a particular topic. Participants 
can add ideas as they occur and link to others’ pages for elaboration. 
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• Encourage peer editing by asking participants to edit each other’s work for spelling, 
grammar, and facts, based on a style guide or rules you’ve defined. 

Glossaries 

Glossary activities allow participants to create and maintain a list of definitions, like a dictionary. 
Glossaries are traditionally compiled from teacher-generated dictionary entries of unfamiliar or 
new terms in a course, but they can also serve as a focal point for collaboration. Let participants 
do the work by creating glossary entries of new terms and concepts or by researching questions 
and compiling answers. Encourage participants to upload media (audio or video) and create 
interactive glossaries with their own comments and ratings. 

Depending on your LMS, participants may be able to search and browse the glossary in different 
formats, and sort items by categories. An entry might be linkable to more than one key phrase, 
and participants might even be able to attach files, depending on the glossary settings. 

Use the following strategies to promote the use of glossaries in your courses: 

• Create a collaborative glossary by asking each member of the class to contribute to it with a 
term, definition, or comments on submitted definitions. When participants are responsible 
for creating the definitions, they are much more likely to remember the word and its 
correct meaning. 

• If possible, enable ratings so that multiple definitions can be rated by you and by the 
participants, with the highest-rated definitions accepted for the final glossary grade. 

• Break glossaries up by unit, chapter, week, or any other organizational structure. If you 
have a large class, assign groups to come up with definitions and answers. One strategy for 
managing large courses is to enable group mode (if available) and make participants in each 
group responsible for one week’s worth of definitions, while all the other groups must rate 
and comment. Alternatively, each group could be responsible for one definition per chapter 
and then rate and comment on the other groups’ work. 

Chats 

Chat and instant messaging tools offer real-time, synchronous discussion in courses. A chat room 
can become a meeting place for participants taking the course, where they can come to 
collaborate on work and exchange information. This is a useful way to get a different 
understanding of each other and of the topics being discussed inside the course. 

A messaging tool in your LMS may contain a number of features for managing and reviewing 
conversations. Consider using the following strategies to promote the use of chats in your 
courses: 
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• Make a chat room available all the time. Encourage participants to work together, whether 
for organized study groups or informally in a virtual café, increasing their engagement in 
the course by building relationships that encourage cooperation. 

• Schedule office hours and appointments— for instance, for midterm conferences—to make 
use of the chat feature. 

• If you have any concerns about discussions that might take place in your chat room, keep 
transcripts for an extended period of time, for use as documentation if necessary. You may 
also find the documentation provided by the transcript to be useful for accreditation or 
evaluative purposes. 

• Use the activity to encourage more contact with participants who live off campus, are 
working at a distance, or otherwise have limited access. It also may provide comfortable 
and productive access for individuals who might be reluctant to approach a facilitator in 
person. 

• Create an activity for group work. Each group can then use its chat room for communication 
between group members. 

Web and Video Conferencing Tools 

Web and video conferencing tools are the perfect medium to simulate the face-to-face classroom. 
A video conference room is also a great location for virtual learners to gather together for group 
work. Remember that almost anything that you regularly do in a traditional meeting or classroom 
can be done in the web conferencing collaboration environment. 

There are many things you can do to deliver high-quality, highly effective web conferencing 
sessions. As you gain experience using web conferencing and handling participants, you will 
develop your own style of leading a session. 

The following list highlights strategies that can help you foster interaction within conferencing 
activities: 

• Design content and create presentations to include interactivity and variety to engage all 
types of learners (visual, auditory, kinesthetic, etc.). Make sure you provide opportunities 
for participants to interact and collaborate with each other as well as with the material. 

• Use visuals whenever possible, especially for complex processes or procedures. 

• Practice before leading your first session! You should be comfortable with the content you 
are delivering as well as with the web conference session tools. Invite friends and co-
workers to your practice sessions to make the sessions more realistic. Practice using the 
tools you intend to use during the session. 
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• Greet participants as they join the session. Ask learners to speak to you as well so that you 
can check their audio. 

• Speak clearly and don’t rush. Animate your delivery. You must use your voice to project 
energy and enthusiasm into your delivery. 

• Visualize your participants. Consider using video for introductions or encourage them to set 
up their profile with a picture. 

• Encourage participants to “raise their hands” when they have a question or comment. 

• Ask questions and provide opportunity for interaction. Provide specific instructions on how 
participants should respond: using the polling responses or by raising their hands. 

• Poll the participants at various intervals to obtain feedback.  

• Use the web conferencing tools to assist you in your delivery. For example, use the pointer 
or highlighter to call attention to specific regions on the screen. Experiment with using 
polling, quizzes, and multimedia to make the sessions more engaging and interactive.  

Developing Online Communication Skills 

Successful communication, in general, is about being understood, and, when online, knowing 
what to write. Written communication is a powerful skill that online facilitators need. In this topic, 
you will learn about four skills needed for online communication, and how to communicate clearly 
using certain writing and facilitation techniques. You will also learn how your “tone of voice” 
affects and influences participants in your online courses, and how to communicate clearly using 
certain writing and facilitation techniques. 

Finding the Right Tone 

Tone of Voice 

Tone of voice isn’t what we say, but how we say it. When learning and teaching happen online, we 
lose the benefit of non-verbal cues—which are important in spoken conversation—and are left 
with just words. Our words are filtered through our experiences and our personalities. Therefore, 
when our course participants read our posts, they are not only being exposed to our knowledge, 
but also who we present ourselves to be through our writing. 

Formal vs. Informal 

Consider who you are communicating with and why. Are you writing to inform, to discuss, or to 
build community? Are the intended recipients adults, teenagers, or children? Are they learners, 
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professionals, or other teachers/trainers? Each of these audiences requires a different “tone of 
voice” or level of formality in the written communication. 

Compare these two examples: 

The educational technology used in today’s classroom reflects the change in how learners 

think and learn. It is not a matter of relaying information to these learners, but helping them 

become co-creators of knowledge through the use of Web 2.0 tools, mobile technologies, 

and ongoing collaboration. 

Learners in my class use their smartphones to find information quickly. I am okay with it 

since it allows them to move past any barriers or holes in their background knowledge. If a 

learner doesn’t own a mobile device, then I ask them to work with another learner who 

does. It usually works out okay. 

The first example is much more formal in tone, whereas the second is more informal. The way in 
which they are written not only conveys the knowledge of the writer but also who the intended 
audience might be, the purpose of the text, and the venue in which it is communicated. 

Student Tone 

Learners, particularly those new to learning online, may not know how much to write, what to 
write, or how to “say” it. Providing guidelines for written communication helps them know what is 
expected of them by alleviating some of the guesswork. 

You also want participants to be comfortable communicating in the classroom and, just as in a 
face-to-face classroom, they will need to know how to “speak” to you and their peers in a 
respectful manner. Specific modules may call for more or less formality in writing. As an example, 
essay questions on quizzes and graded forums may call for more formal writing than chats or 
feedback. 

Tips for Expressing Tone of Voice 

Here are some ways you can include tone of voice in your written communication with 
participants: 

1. Write out the tone: Use phrases like “I say this in jest” or “I am sorry” to create a clear 
statement that indicates emotional language that replaces voice tone. 

2. Use emoticons/emojis: Whether you love them or hate them, emoticons and emojis can 
help convey what the written word cannot. Consider the formality of the situation before 
using them. For example, a smiley face in a text chat is probably more acceptable than in 
an online essay.  

Example 1 

Example 2 



Module 11: Communicating and Building Community Online 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

180 

3. Introduce yourself: Introduce yourself the first week to help create your online persona. 
Participants will feel more comfortable interacting with you, and with each other, if they 
know more about you as a person helping them on their learning journey rather than as a 
distant figure determining their grade. 

Effective Non-Verbal Communication 

Effective non-verbal communication begins by developing the following four skills: 

Communicating with learners, keep the wording positive, as this tells them what can be 

done, rather than what cannot be done. Two ways to stay positive are to use positive 

phrases to convey the same information as negative phrases would, and then help learners 

focus on what you want them to know.  

Negative phrase example: Don’t be late handing in your homework. 

Positive re-phrase: Remember, your homework is due on Friday. 

There will be times when discussions become heated or a learner will react in anger or 

frustration. When participants communicate emotionally, you will need to empathize with 

them and then turn the focus to something else.  

Example: I know that the navigation can be frustrating to use. Try watching the navigation 

tutorials at this link to review how to get around the course. 

Learners will have logical questions and statements that they will need to discuss with you. 

To address their concerns and questions, acknowledge that their opinion is valid, and 

introduce additional information.  

Example learner statement: Quizzes do not accurately assess learner knowledge.  

Example teacher response: Many teachers, and learners, think that quizzes don’t assess how 

much learners know. Quizzes can help give insight into learner thinking, especially when you 

use good strategies and a bit of creativity. 

Boost learners’ feelings of confidence by finding something in their work to praise during the 

course. Praise should be specific and realistic to be truly effective. 

Example: Samantha, your discussion was well-written and thought out. I can tell that you did 

a lot of research on the topic. 

1. Staying positive.  

2. Identifying with your learners.  

3. Seeing eye to eye.  

4. Supporting learners’ self-esteem.  
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Monitoring and Managing Communication 

Starting Conversations 

There are two types of discussions in an online learning environment: synchronous and 
asynchronous. Synchronous conversations take place in real time, although not necessarily in the 
same place (for example, group chats can be synchronous, but none of the participants are 
actually together in the virtual environment). Asynchronous discussions happen at any time and 
from anywhere. Forums are a good example of this type of conversation. 

Any kind of conversation, whether asynchronous or synchronous, requires a prompt or discussion 
starter, typically generated by the facilitator. The easiest prompt to use is a good question, which 
should: 

• Make them think. Participants should use all their cognitive skills to answer the question 
(synthesize, compare, analyze, evaluate). 

• Create controversy. Not all answers are black and white, good or evil, right or wrong. A 
good question will encourage discussion because everyone sees the answer differently. It 
also helps expand thinking because learners are exposed to new ideas, which they can 
incorporate into their own way of thinking, thus creating new knowledge. 

• Be open-ended. When a question is open-ended it encourages a deep and meaningful 
answer based on our experiences and knowledge. It also helps keep the conversation 
moving, because there are many ways to answer the question. To develop an open-ended 
question, use “how” and “why” and then follow up with “tell me more.” 

• Make sense. The format should be clear and concise so that participants do not 
misunderstand what it is they are supposed to do. 

• Be useful. Learners should, when answering a good question, expand their horizons, create 
connections, and clarify understanding. 

Keeping It Going 

While you can get a conversation started by asking the right question, there may be times when 
the conversation hasn’t reached its full potential. Here are some strategies for continuing the 
discussion: 

• Jump into the conversation only when it seems like it is going off track. You will need to 
monitor discussions to make sure that participants stay on topic and are using good 
netiquette skills. When problems arise, remind them of the topic or steer them towards 
your netiquette policy. 

• Participate, but do not control the conversation. Even as the participants are learning, you 
are too. However, because your background knowledge on the subject is so much greater, 
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it can be easy for learners to slip into a passive role and allow you to give them knowledge 
(rather than discovering it on their own). Use your familiarity with the subject to clarify and 
ask additional questions to help learners be co-creators of their knowledge. 

• Stay silent so participants have time to learn. Sometimes, the conversation doesn’t get 
going right away and it can be easy to become concerned that learners aren’t engaging. 
Give it time, though, to make sure outside distractions aren’t the cause (work, other 
courses, sickness, limited study time, divided attention).  

Jumping In 

Use the following checklist, based on Online Discussion by Rose & Smith (2007), to determine 
when you need to post, intervene, or give feedback. 

• Who is generally the first participant to respond? 

• What tone of voice is the first response written in? Is this typical of the first response? 

• Are all participants engaged in the discussion? 

• Are the comments substantive, and do they further the conversation?  

• Who typically closes the thread? Is it you? 

• Does that closing post wrap up the conversation clearly or is it unintended? 

• How long has the discussion been going on? 

• How many posts are there? How many per participant? 

• If the discussion moves off topic, which post moves it back on track?  

• Do you need to intervene to re-focus participants? 

• Is the same person or persons responsible for causing the topic to go off topic? 

Ending the Conversation 

Most conversations wind down naturally or end when time has run out. On some occasions, you 
may need to create a sense of closure for participants, allowing them to move on to the next 
discussion. There are two ways you can help learners finish a discussion: wraps and weaves. Keep 
reading to learn more about these two techniques. 

A wrap is a summary of the discussion, whether it was in a forum, a blog post, or a synchronous 
chat. It brings together the important points of the main content and all the discussion generated 
around it. The final summary brings the conversation to a close with no openings for further 
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discussion. You can post it as a final post to a discussion forum, as a summary in a course 
announcement, or as a message to your participants. 

The following is a discussion example that the facilitator wrapped up: 

Tom: Technology can be used to enhance learning in the face-to-face classroom, 
and I have discovered that if I stand back and let my learners use it, they are 
actually more involved with their learning, and each other, than if I had them just 
work in groups with pencils and paper. 
 

Cheryl: Our school has limited funds so I have found it difficult to implement 
technology in my classroom. Using one technology that I do have access to, but 
using it well and creatively, can make a difference. It isn’t just about having all the 
fun or cool “toys” but how it’s applied. In the end I can do as much, or even more, 
with very little. 
 

Facilitator: Teaching with technology is not a new idea. In the 1800s, the 
blackboard was considered a game changer in education. Today, computers, 
software, and mobile devices are innovative. Group work and careful application of 
technology are two very good ways to implement technology today. We don’t want 
to force learners to use one particular technology, or pedagogical technique, over 
another, though. Use what is best for your learners and your classroom. 

A weave is similar to a wrap in that it summarizes the discussion. However, it also pulls in ideas 
from participants, indicating who the contributor was, and asks additional questions, which can be 
helpful if it moves them into the next discussion. This is a more open-ended technique than the 
wrap. 

To create a weave, follow these steps developed by Salmon (2003): 

1. Identify unifying themes from participants’ posts and comments. 

2. Identify points of disagreement from posts and comments. 

3. Write a one-sentence summary for each theme or point of agreement/disagreement, and 
then attribute it to the original poster. 

4. From your teaching perspective, add: 

o Positive and reinforcing feedback 

o Criticisms and identification of omissions 

o Congratulations 
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o Overall comments or teaching points 

5. To continue the discussion, ask specific but open-ended questions. 

6. Post your weave into the online course. 

Using the same conversation posted in the Wrap section, let’s re-imagine it as a weave using 
Salmon’s techniques listed previously. 

Teacher: Tom and Cheryl, your concern and dedication to your learners are 
admirable. I see that both of you want to use technology as successfully as possible 
in the classroom. Tom, you take a hands-off approach and let your learners use the 
technology on their own to do the learning, whereas Cheryl, through 
circumstances, is required to be more hands-on because of lack of resources. 
 
Using technology is about using it effectively, just like a construction worker uses a 
hammer rather than a screwdriver to pound in a nail. Use the tool that does the 
job. Thinking back over the content we have covered and our discussions, which 
tools and teaching techniques would work best for a classroom with limited access 
to computers and resources to create a similar learning environment for learners? 
Why? 
 
Reply to this final post with your tool and technique picks, and suggestions on their 
use. 

For additional information on creating wraps and weaves, read the article, “Weaving Online 
Discussions in the Classroom,” which is particularly helpful for blended learning but works well for 
completely online learning too. 

Facilitation Strategies to Build Community 

Instructional strategies are most effective when employed to meet specific goals and objectives. 
Begin by asking what the goals and objectives are for the course. Once they are identified, you can 
decide the strategies and activities to employ in order to achieve them. 

This topic identifies four common online facilitation strategies: learning contracts, forums, self-
directed learning, and team learning. Keep in mind that this list is far from exhaustive. Many of 
the strategies used in online teaching and learning have been adapted from use in the face-to-
face classroom. When preparing to teach online, consider what instructional strategies you 
employ in your face-to-face teaching and how they may, or may not, translate into the online 
environment. Lastly, we will discuss tips for implementation and best practices to consider. 



Module 11: Communicating and Building Community Online 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

185 

Learning Contracts 

Learning contracts are formal agreements, typically written by the learner with some guidance 
from the teacher, that articulate the shared responsibility for learning. These documents identify 
the information to be learned, how it will be accomplished, the time frame when it will occur, and 
specific evaluation criteria to be used. Learning contracts connect the educational outcomes to 
individual learner needs, and are an excellent facilitation strategy to employ with a diverse learner 
population or for particularly self-directed courses. 

Consider the following benefits of using learning contracts: 

• Generating buy-in by involving the learner in determining mechanisms for knowledge 
acquisition, demonstration of mastery, and assessment. Learners are more apt to be 
motivated in tasks that they help to select, plan, design, and evaluate. 

• Increased accountability since learners must understand the learning objectives and 
evaluation criteria in order to effectively create the contract. Consequently, they take more 
responsibility for the learning and become more involved with the material because of their 
personal commitment to the outcomes. 

• Increased learning as learners engage with material through activities of their own 
choosing instead of assigned tasks. When learners feel a sense of ownership over their 
learning, it takes place more deeply and at a more personal level. 

• Application beyond the classroom as knowledge acquired in this fashion translates more 
directly to future workplace expectations. 

• Facilitating relationships as learners set expectations of what they need from the teacher 
and course in order to be successful. 
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• Increased communication as the learning contract facilitates negotiation and clarity of 
learning goals and outcomes. 

• Individualized instruction because teachers are focused on the specific needs, interests, 
and wants of the learner, meaning learners can focus their energy and efforts on addressing 
content and activities of direct relevance to them. 

Forums 

Discussion forums are the place where some of the most important learning happens in a learner-
centered online class. Successful forums can increase interaction from that experienced in the 
face-to-face environment, and the thought of facilitating this increased interaction may feel 
overwhelming. One key to getting learners to participate thoughtfully and frequently without 
overwhelming yourself (and them) is to design a forum focused on learning: one that is interesting 
enough to engage the learners without overwhelming them with content. Equally important is 
managing the forums to ensure that the contributions are meaningful and relevant. 

Balance this workload using the following facilitation strategies: 

• Set aside specific times to read and respond to forums . Treat the time you set aside to 
read and respond to forums as you would any other appointment in your calendar, and 
protect that time block. This will help ensure that you don’t find yourself falling behind. 
Remember that your presence is more important than ever in the online world. 

• Make regular announcements and provide news and information relevant to the 
learners and the course. You can save yourself and your learners valuable work time by 
anticipating predictable learner questions. When learners are automatically subscribed, the 
forum pushes these announcements out to the learners’ e-mail. This has the added benefit 
of pulling learners into the course, saving time and engaging learners at the same time.  

• Create an FAQ for learners to contribute. A separate forum or a glossary works well for 
this. You can update it throughout the term as you receive individual questions you feel are 
relevant to other participants, and use this resource from one class to the next—updating, 
adding, and deleting entries as appropriate. Some keys to making the FAQ work for you 
include disciplining yourself to redirect individual requests for assistance to the FAQ, and 
training learners to turn to the FAQ first. It doesn’t save you time to build a resource no one 
uses. If you receive a question that has already been answered in the FAQ, instead of 
answering the question again, direct the learner to the FAQ, sharing possible search 
strategies. 

• Set limits and publish your availability. Online learning can be an attractive option for 
learners whose schedules are non-traditional. However, 24/7 access to the course site 
doesn’t have to mean 24/7 access to you! With today’s all-in-one tech gadgets, it can be 
difficult to unplug. In addition, the line between work and play seem to blur. Just because it 
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works well for learners to participate at 4:00 in the morning doesn’t mean you have to as 
well. Failure to set these limits and stick to them can create unreasonable learner 
expectations regarding your availability, and these expectations can, in turn, lead to an 
increased workload. 

• Encourage community-building. Discourage learners from e-mailing you when they 
should be posting their questions to the whole group. Encourage participants to use the 
forum to share knowledge when they have it and ask for what they need. Not only does this 
create a stronger learning community, it distributes the workload to all participants in the 
course. 

Self-Directed Learning 

Self-Directed/Project-Based Learning  

A self-directed or project-based learning strategy includes creating opportunities for learners to 
initiate and take responsibility for knowledge acquisition. In self-directed learning opportunities, 
learners are actively engaging in the process, and tend to learn more than when passively 
consuming learning materials. Learners also tend to use and retain knowledge gained in this 
manner better than that acquired through less engaging methods of delivery. 

Online learning is a natural environment for supporting this type of facilitation strategy, as the 
technology places a virtually endless supply of resources at learners’ fingertips. They can visit 
libraries and peruse museum exhibits world-wide. They can reach out to experts in the field, talk 
to professionals and scholars on nearly any conceivable topic, and work collaboratively with peers 
beyond their classmates. This instructional strategy fosters an awareness of the learner’s 
responsibility in the learning process, which is integral to online classroom success. 

Facilitating Self-Directed Learning 

To facilitate successful self-directed learning opportunities: 

• Model strategies such as prediction, questioning techniques, and summarization skills to 
aid learners in developing the skillset needed to employ these strategies on their own. 

• Include learners in the decision-making around the information to be learned, how and 
when the learning will take place, and how it should be evaluated. 

• Allow learners to pursue their own interests so that the learning takes on more 
meaning. 

• Incorporate opportunities for peer  interaction; a sounding board can generate new 
insights and help learners clarify understanding for themselves through explanation to 
others. 
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• Include a journaling assignment as a way for learners to maintain a record of their 
learning process for later reflection. 

• Relax. Self-directed learning is as much about the process as it is about the product. 
Sometimes letting go of control can be a bit nerve-wracking, but it is important to let 
individual learners approach the task their way using their own strategies. Facilitate the 
process by guiding the learning and capitalizing on the learners’ strong points instead of 
correcting weaknesses. 

Collaboration/Team Learning 

Well-designed groups can make a world of difference in the quality of the learning climate. In 
order for learners to participate in groups successfully, both learners and teachers must honor the 
process of team learning. Before sending learners off to wander through the group learning 
process, we suggest you do some planning to make the most of this learning opportunity. 

• Size matters: Research says 
that the best size for effective 
group work is the smallest size 
capable of performing the 
assigned task effectively. We 
know that groups are most 
effective if there is little 
overlap among the knowledge 
and skills of its members, and 
when the assigned tasks make 
use of this diversity. 

• Examine prior experience: To ensure group success, don’t just make the assignment and 
send learners off to fend for themselves. Instead, get learners in the right frame of mind by 
having them reflect on their best and worst group experiences in a journaling activity, for 
example. Encourage them to draw on both academic and nonacademic experiences. Then, 
have learners share these experiences in a whole-group discussion, highlighting 
characteristics of successful and unsuccessful group experiences.  

• Invite learners to voice concerns: Ask learners if they have concerns about the group 
work that they’ll be doing. Create a safe environment for open dialogue and encourage 
them to voice their concerns about roles that others take, and ways that group work can 
fall apart. Doing this increases accountability with members who might otherwise derail or 
not pull their own weight. 

• Focus on communication: A key to successful group work is communication. Focus on the 
process and ask learners to come to a consensus beforehand about the best approaches to 
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dealing with dominant members, silent members, vultures, etc. This guideline development 
can be done within the groups or as a whole-class activity. 

• Set goals: Create a thoughtful approach to the process by asking each person to send you a 
group work goal. These goals can be used to form the groups, to think about future 
reflections, to check in mid-process, and more. 

Deciding What to Assess 

Learners often seem most concerned with how they will be graded on group projects, and often 
this concern is grounded in experience. Australia’s Centre for the Study of Higher Education 
suggests that decisions about how to structure the assessment of group work need to be focused 
around four factors: 

Determine whether to assess the product of the group work, the process of the group work, 

or both. If both, then decide the proportion of each. Many teachers believe there is a need 

to assess the processes within groups as well as the products or outcomes. If this is the case, 

clearly define “process” and make it transparent to learners. For example, if you want to 

assess the level of interaction, you need to ensure that learners understand the expected 

levels of interaction and how they can achieve them.  

What criteria will be used to assess different aspects of the group work, and who will 

determine these criteria? Groups are most successful when learners are involved in 

establishing their own criteria for assessment. It may be easier to establish criteria 

separately for the process and the product of group work than it is to attempt to do both at 

once. Establishing criteria for the product is relatively straightforward, given the similarity 

between the group work product and what you might expect from an individual assignment 

submission. Criteria for process may include:  

− Equity of contribution 

− Evidence of cooperative behavior 

− Appropriate time and task management 

− Application of creative problem solving 

− Use of a range of working methods 

− Who will perform the assessment?  

What is assessed? 

What criteria are used? 

Who will determine grades? 
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Will it be the teacher or the learners, or both? If it is learners, will the assessment be peer- 

or self-assessment, or a combination of both? 

Finally, determine how the grades will be distributed. Will there be a shared group grade, 

individual grades, or some combination of the two? Assessment and grading practices have a 

central role in optimizing the quality of group interaction and more generally in directing 

learning in group work. Some assessment possibilities might include:  

− The teacher assigns two grades: one shared grade for the group product and one 
individual grade for a reflective piece required of each individual member on the 
workings of the group itself. 

− Learners receive two grades for the group work: one from the teacher for the final 
group product and one from the group for their individual contribution to the 
team. 

Making Teams Work  

Now that you’ve done your planning and set the stage for your learners, consider some of these 
best practices. 

• Assign learners to groups rather than allowing them to self-select. A group needs to work 
as a cohesive whole, creating their own culture independently from alliances that its 
members may already have. 

• If you are going to hold learners accountable for learning in groups, take the time to teach 
learners how to work in groups. 

• Don’t try to squeeze group work into a few weeks. According to Tuckman (1965), groups 
need time to develop. If you don’t have time in your course to support groups, then don’t 
use them. 

• To increase accountability, check in on group progress early on. 

• Rather than allowing learners to privately criticize the group to you, hold learners 
accountable for their comments and encourage collaboration by making feedback 
opportunities public within the group. 

• Share the final products of the group work with the entire class and teach learners how 
to provide meaningful critique. Production for consumption is a key component of learner-
centered learning. 

How will grades be distributed? 
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• Don’t just grade the final product. Make effective group interaction and cooperation a 
criterion in grading. Consider grading learners on their constructive critiques of other 
groups’ presentations as well.  

• Work with learners to create a meaningful group evaluation form, or adapt one that you 
find online or in a group process textbook. Including learners in the development of the 
assessment increases buy-in and helps clarify expectations. 

• Start with positive feedback. Learners are hesitant to criticize one another, so in the first 
round of feedback, ask them to tell each other (and you) at least one positive contribution 
that each group member has made to the group. 

One online classroom could employ any or all of the strategies discussed here, as well many 
others. Taking into account the multiple intelligences of their learners and providing opportunities 
for self-directed and collaborative learning, teachers can effectively facilitate powerful learning 
opportunities where all learners can actively engage in the learning process.  

Making It Personal 

As a teacher it is important for you to make the course feel inviting and pertinent to the end user. 
By connecting with other learners in the course, participants will be more likely to interact with 
one another and with the course content. Just as you would meet each other in a traditional 
classroom and learn about one another, it is even more important to make these same 
connections in the online classroom. Some ways in which to connect with users in the online class 
are: 

• Customizing your profile to include not only your academic endeavors but also details 
about hobbies you are interested in and activities you enjoy. Add an image of yourself to 
your profile, which in many LMSs displays within the course activities, such as in forum 
posts and glossary posts. 

• Creating a teacher introduction page that includes text and images, or adding some content 
diversity by creating a short, 2-3 minute introduction video. 

• Requiring learners to introduce themselves as well. Mix things up and use a glossary, so 
that learners can search for others alphabetically. 

• Creating an open chat room that allows users to meet one another in the class with or 
without teacher supervision.  

• Responding to learners by name in forums, emails, feedback, and notifications. 



Module 11: Communicating and Building Community Online 

Blended Teaching and Online Strategies 

192 

Promoting Honesty in the Online Classroom 

In order to maintain a high-quality learning environment, honesty must be central to the 
classroom ideology. Various studies show that between 40 and 70 percent of all learners admit to 
cheating at some point in their academic career. As facilitators, we must ask ourselves “Why do so 
many learners feel the need to cheat?” 

Consistency in classroom expectations for honesty should be extremely high, and clearly 
communicated, so that the learning environment is set up for success. Consider using the 
following techniques to create a learning environment where learners do not feel the need to 
cheat: 

• Model honesty and trustworthiness. This may seem to go without saying, but as a facilitator 
you must show learners what it means to be honest. Learners are more likely to be honest 
if they see this behavior modeled. This can be as simple as making sure to meet the same 
expectations you have for your learners (returning graded work on time, being early to any 
synchronous sessions, etc.).  

• Set reasonable expectations. Provide documentation in the LMS or syllabus for grading and 
evaluation. Make sure that various kinds of formative evaluation are used before 
summative evaluation takes place. This practice allows you to pinpoint learners who may be 
having difficulty. If learners are having problems with the course content, encourage them 
to talk to you about it. 

• Make learners aware of academic standards. Within your course syllabus or online course, 
share with learners any predetermined academic honesty policy that your institution may 
adhere to (including rules and repercussions). This may include both plagiarism and 
collusion for each individual assignment. Clearly communicate the consequences of 
dishonesty in the classroom. 

• Forewarn learners of cheating prevention strategies. If learners know that you’re actively 
trying to prevent them from cheating, they are likely to be discouraged from even trying. 
Inform learners that you are using randomized questions for quizzes and tests. Give writing 
prompts on different topics. 

• Increase learner awareness of outside resources. Some learners may be both pressed for 
time and embarrassed if they are having issues with the course content (or simply keeping 
up with the course work). It’s hard for some learners to actively seek out assistance. Share a 
list of library resources and tutors before learners begin having trouble. In this way, they 
don’t have to alert the teacher to their own shortcomings. 
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Tips for Resolving Conflict Online 

As educators, we don’t just teach our subjects. We also teach learners how to communicate, how 
to think, and how to engage. Along with this collaboration and community effort inevitably comes 
conflict. Handling conflict constructively is hard regardless of the learning environment, and it 
often takes even more strategic planning, effort, and thoughtfulness to manage differences and 
address tensions and conflicts in the online classroom. 

It’s no secret that people say and do things online that they wouldn’t normally say or do in a face-
to-face interaction. Learners often feel less inhibited and freer to express themselves more openly 
due to, among other things, perceived anonymity. How we interpret something often says as 
much about us as it does about the creator of the message. As individuals, we perceive the world 
filtered through our personal expectations, needs, and feelings, and we project these onto others. 
With the absence of auditory and visual clues, we may find ourselves projecting even more in the 
online world. 

Interestingly, some of the same things that contribute to these conflicts can also be applied to 
their resolution. The same anonymity and absence of auditory and visual cues mentioned above 
can also encourage us to try new, and possibly more positive, communication styles. When 
conflicts do arise, consider the following tips for handing them with respect and sensitivity. 
Consider how you’ll share these tips with learners. 

• Delay your response: When the context of an online communication causes feelings of 
anger or hurt, it’s best not to respond right away. Sometimes your initial reaction is 
influenced by how you’re feeling at the time. Ask learners to ‘sleep on it’, giving themselves 
24 hours to carefully reconsider the communication. Encourage them to read the post again 
the following day, possibly experimenting with different tones to see if it brings about a 
new perspective, before responding. 

• Talk it out: Discuss the situation with someone who knows you well and that you trust. Ask 
them what they think about the initial communication and your intended response. Having 
input from an objective third party can help you to step back from the situation and look at 
it differently. 

• Exercise choice: Remind yourself that you do not have to respond. If the communication is 
accusatory or aggressive, the best strategy may be to ignore it. 

• Give others the benefit of the doubt: Everyone is entitled to a bad day, reacting without 
thinking things through completely. It doesn’t mean that their intention wasn’t well placed. 
Try to assume that people mean well, unless their history dictates otherwise. 

• Seek clarification: We’re all apt to misinterpret a communication at some point. 
Encourage learners to verify that they understood the sender correctly, giving them the 
chance to clarify what they meant. 
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• Incorporate affirmation and validation: Start and end your communication with 
affirming and validating comments. Be sure to state what you agree with and what you 
understand, helping set a positive tone. 

Building Community 

A learning community isn't a course's physical surroundings, and it isn't the technology. Instead, it 
is the human connectedness within your course, which brings warmth and familiarity to a place 
where it is very easy to feel disconnected. Next, you will learn how to build community in the 
online classroom. 

Building a Learning Community 

To create an active and participatory learning community, you will need to consider three 
“presences” or elements: 

• Teaching presence 

• Social presence 

• Cognitive presence 

Teaching presence is not only the ability to organize and design course elements, but the ability to 
facilitate learning activities as well. To do this you may do any (or all) of the following: 
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• Create the curriculum. 

• Define the course rules. 

• Set the climate for learning. 

• Draw in participants using attention-
grabbing techniques. 

• Assess the learning process. 

• Present content. 

• Summarize discussions. 

• Remediate learning. 

• Offer additional resources to continue 
learning. 

Social presence is the ability to become “real” 
to others through whatever technology is 
being used. This could be in the form of an 
LMS, a mobile device (e.g., tablets, phones), or even social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter). To do 
this, you may: 

• Address learners by their first name. 

• Compliment learners on a job well done. 

• Offer personal experiences as assistance. 

• Express appreciation. 

• Use humor. 

(Rourke and Anderson, 2000) 

Cognitive presence is the ability to learn and make meaning out of communication, content, and 
inquiry. Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2004) developed four steps to creating cognitive 
presence: 

1. Create a triggering event (introduce the problem). 

2. Explore the problem (initiate inquiry and research). 

3. Integrate new ideas and meanings (discuss ideas and create new knowledge). 

Figure 14: Three “presences" of learning 
community 
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4. Come to a resolution (examine implications of what was learned). 

Each presence ties into, and supports, the others. As an example, to begin a discussion you must 
have cognitive presence. To sustain it you must have the teaching presence to guide the inquiry. 
To engage your learners in the inquiry, you will need social presence. 

Your ability to exhibit each of these presences in your online course will influence your learners’ 
behaviors and engagement as a learning community. In other words, you must model the type of 
learning community that you feel your learners should be involved in experiencing. Later in the 
course, we will look at specific facilitation techniques you can use to build and develop community 
in the courses you facilitate. 

Community Building Strategies 

A sense of a community—where learners are able to work collaboratively, have positive 
interaction with the teacher and other learners, and enjoy a respectful and motivating learning 
environment—is key to a positive and successful learning experience. In a learning environment 
where participants may never have an opportunity to meet others in a physical space, developing 
a sense of community can be particularly challenging. This book introduces essential elements of 
an online community, shares facilitation strategies to support the environment, and identifies 
activities to promote community. 

Although community can be defined in a multitude of ways, at the core we find elements such as 
interdependence and trust among community members, a sense of belonging/connectedness, 
interactivity based on tasks, and common expectations and shared goals. Think of your online 
class as a socially interdependent community, brought together by similar interests and/or 
common goals to share in discussion, decision-making, activities, and practices that define the 
community. 

In successful online communities, members need to develop a sense of belonging, a feeling that 
they, as well as their contributions, matter to other members and to the group as a whole, and a 
belief that their unique needs will be met through everyone’s commitment to the community. 
This sense of community contributes to learner success and satisfaction with the learning 
experience and requires special effort to create in the online environment. 

Facilitation Strategies 

Consider the following strategies: 

• Strike a balance between structure and dialogue . Structure places control in the 
teacher’s hands and can create distance amongst learners in the community, while 
dialogue reduces this distance and increases community engagement. Creating tasks 
within discussions that require learners to work together to examine issues or find 
solutions is a great example of this type of balance. 
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• Shift responsibility to learners. Helping learners become active, self-directed learners 
shifts control from teacher to learners as well by incorporating activities that engage 
learners in the building of knowledge. For example, have learners create content 
collaboratively through a wiki, or incorporate audio/video authoring opportunities. 

• Establish a strong presence. Don’t just design content, deliver it. Teacher presence is a 
vital component of successful online learning communities. Make sure to provide clear 
expectations for activities and your involvement in them as well as in the course. 

• Be the change you want to see. Model interaction so learners know how to build their 
own online presence. 

• Nurture respect and understanding. Take time early in the course to get to know one 
another and build on that trust through everything you do. Responding to learner 
questions and returning graded work in a timely manner lets learners know that you are 
there for support and that you respect their efforts. Create opportunities for learner-
generated topics when appropriate. 

• Embrace diversity. Create a space where all learners can learn, be engaged, and believe 
that they matter by encouraging a community of inclusiveness for people, ideas, and 
beliefs. 

Community Building Activities 

Consider the following activities for building community in your online courses: 

• Require extensive introductions during the first week of the course . Consider asking 
learners for information beyond the basic bio, including such things as life philosophy, 
hobbies, unique skills, and the abilities they bring to the group. These more robust 
introductions lay the groundwork for subsequent interactions. Generate learner buy-in by 
explaining the importance of collaboration in the course and their role as active members 
of the learning community. 

• Encourage communication. To help build the learning community, consider using the 
Messages tool to reach out to individual learners and require them to respond. Encourage 
them to connect with at least one other learner in the course on a personal level. Check in 
with learners throughout the term regarding who they are meeting in the course and how 
those relationships are progressing. 

• Create a feedback loop. Elicit feedback from learners throughout the term as a way to 
engage them in the course by getting them to think about their learning and to make data-
driven decisions regarding your facilitation choices and learner needs. Let learners know 
you’re not looking for simple answers, and encourage them to reflect by asking questions 
such as “How will you define success in this course?” Share this feedback, anonymously 
and—when appropriate—with learners, and use the information you receive to make 
changes to the course and reach out to learners individually or as a group. These strategies 
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build trust, promote learner voice, and encourage active involvement in the learning 
process.
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