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A Different Creature All Together:  

Effective Course Design for the On-Line Classes 

Presented March 12, 2015 by Dr. Linda Merillat 
 

Using Quality Matters as a Guide 
At Washburn, it is recommended to use Quality Matters as a guide for your online course development.  

The heart of Quality Matters is a 43 point rubric.  It includes benchmarks in the areas of Course 

Overview and Introduction, Learning Objectives/Competencies, Assessment and Measurement, 

Instructional Materials, Learner Activities and Learner Interaction, Course Technology, Learner Support, 

and Accessibility & Usability. 
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When you first look at the rubric, it is absolutely overwhelming!!  It’s almost like reading a foreign 

language.  You may not be familiar with many of the terms, or you may not completely understand how 

to interpret and implement many of the benchmarks.  This rubric is really targeted to someone who is 

educated in instructional design principles.   

One way to approach adopting the Quality Matters standards is to analyze each benchmark to see what 

is required.  Our analysis showed that many of the features could be “canned” or developed so that they 

could be reused over and over again in many courses.  In the School of Nursing, we adopted this 

approach.  The reusable tools we developed are a Course Template for D2L, a Syllabus Template, and a 

Student Resource Center.  About 37% of the QM benchmarks can be achieved by using these standard 

objects. 

 Course Template 

The course template in D2L provides students with a standardized experience about 

where to easily find information from course to course.  It doesn’t mean that every 

course is identical, but that key features are consistently used.  Consistency is a crucial 

characteristic of effective online course design.  

 

 
 

The main page displays an image of the faculty member to encourage connection and to 

build a sense of presence, uses an image in the welcome message to “brand” the course, 

and clearly displays how to get started.  **Note, home page has been customized to 

remove the Content Browser.  When students use the Content Browser, they only get the 

links – not all the other information you have put in the course. 
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The Course Overview (START HERE) section includes the 

syllabus, Introduction to the course, Meet the Instructor, and an 

optional Class Ice-Breaker.  

 

 

 

The Introduction is an ideal place to set the tone for the course.  You can kick things off with a 

video; or you might do a narrated PowerPoint where you review the syllabus.  An online course 

should be a media-rich experience.  Use videos, podcasts, and images. 
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The Meet the Instructor section ensures that all the students know how and when to contact 

the instructor.  Again, it’s another way to connect and to build presence in the course. 

 

The Class Ice-Breaker can be optional.  It’s not always required if you’re using a cohort model.  

It’s could also be an opportunity to pre-assess your students to determine what they already 

know about the subject matter. 
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The next major tab in the template is Course Structure.  It covers 

Course Outcomes, Course Expectations, Course Grading Policy, 

Course Rubrics, and Tracking Your Progress.  Much of this information 

is also included in the syllabus.  It is provided in the course as well for 

the student’s convenience. 

One of the biggest challenges with Quality Matters is doing a good 

job of mapping your program outcomes to course outcomes to module outcomes to learning 

activities to assessment. 

One way to handle this need to clearly map outcomes throughout the course. 
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Another key aspect of Quality Matters is clearly explaining to students what is required.  It is 

useful to provide an explicit area for course expectations around the different components of 

the course. 

 

Quality Matters expects that the Grading Policy be clearly outlined. 
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Provide the students up front with the rubrics that will be used or other grading criteria.  It really 

helps students plan their work when they know all the requirements in advance.  D2L supports 

rubrics, and it makes it much easier to grade than calculating the grade manually. 

 

One of the Quality Matters benchmarks is giving students an opportunity to track their own 

progress.  This is difficult to do if there are only 2-3 major projects or tests in a course.  In an 

online course, it especially important to give students smaller assignments that are due each 

week.   This outline matches exactly what students can find in the gradebook. 
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Under the Table of Contents, there are 8 default modules.  In the RN-to-BSN program, the 

courses run 8 weeks, so each module covers one week.  In a full semester term, you might 

choose to have modules that run more than one week.  It’s important to note that the modules 

are given names that relate to the topic being covered.  This is another tool to help build up a 

frame of reference in the student’s mind. 
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Each module has a similar structure: Module Outcomes, Required 

Readings & Materials, Learning Activities, Student Interaction, 

Additional Recommended Resources, and Module Assignments. 

The Module Outcomes reinforce the outcome mapping that was 

begun earlier. 

 

 

 

In Quality Matters, it’s important for student’s to understand what materials are required versus 

those that are supplemental or optional. 
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Learning Activities can be anything.  It might be videos to watch, or an activity to complete.  It 

important to provide a context for the activities and how they address the module outcomes.  

The activities may or may not be graded. 

 

Student interaction can also vary.  In an online course, it’s important to provide a variety of 

different types of interaction. 

 

Additional Recommended Resources is a way to distinguish them from the required materials 

provided earlier. 

 

Module Assignment are designed to the culminating activities for the module.  They are usually 

associated with a graded assessment. 
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The final section in the template for students is the Student Resource Center.   It includes a link 

to another course in D2L designed specifically for this purpose. 
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 Syllabus Template 
Having a standard course template is a big help, but it’s also important to use a syllabus 

template as well.  One of the first things you’ll notice about this syllabus template is that is uses 

color.  These are online students and color is free! 
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One of the item especially important for Quality Matters is the mapping of Course outcomes to 

Program Outcomes. 

 

A Course Bibliography is standard, but the image of the textbook cover is a nice touch. 
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Course Methodology can be approached in different ways.  In the syllabus template, a table is 

provided, and the instructor merely needs to delete those strategies not being employed in the 

course. 

 

The Methods of Evaluation is repeated in the syllabus from the course. 
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The Content Overview/Outline gives an overview to students about what to expect throughout 

the course.  It is a one-on-one mapping from the Module Outcomes provided in the course. 
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Providing Technology Requirements is a real strength of the syllabus template.  It is standard 

information that can be used over and over again. 

 

Similarly, Virtual Classroom Requirements can be used repeatedly. 
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Providing the requirements for Minimum Technical Skills is another benchmark of Quality 

Matters. 

 

Providing clear guidance on access to Technical Support is important in Quality Matters, and can 

be easily repeated. 
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Student expectations of Instructor are clearly delineated. 

 

The Instructor Expectations of Students includes:  

o Attendance & Participation 

o Course Materials 

o Late Assignments 

o General Criteria 

o Plagiarism 

o Online Discussion Forums 

o Expectations for each type of assignment (also repeated in the course shell 
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In the section on Online Discussion Forums, it’s important to include guidelines and a reference 

to proper ‘netiquette.’ 

 

Because email is so important, a specific section on Email Expectations is recommended. 
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Finally there is a reference to the University Course Policies and Additions to Syllabus. 
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 Student Resource Center 
One of the requirements of Quality Matters is providing general support for students beyond 

just what’s in the course.  This section can be especially difficult for individual instructors on 

their own for their respective courses.  To meet this requirement, the School of Nursing 

developed a separate course shell to provide students with these resources. 

Technology Support repeats the same information as found in the syllabus. 

 

Information on Accessibility is provided.  Accessibility and usability are significant benchmarks in 

the Quality Matters rubric. 
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Academic Support Services includes information about Mabee Library, Meet Your Librarian 

(Gwen Wilson), Center for Student Success, Tutoring & Writing Center, and APA Resources. 

 

Student Services includes information on SON Advising, Financial Aid, Student Organizations, 

Counseling, and Career Services. 

 

In the above materials we reviewed the different standardized components that appear in the 

Course Template, Syllabus Template, and Student Resource Center.  As mentioned before, these 

elements cover about 37% of the Quality Matters benchmarks.  How do you achieve the rest? 
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Learning Experience Designer 
The Learning Experience Designer is the tool we use to actually design and build the content of a course.  

The tool is available from my website the Faculty Support Center (http://www.facultysupport.com).  It’s 

in the My Faculty Center (http://facultysupport.com/my-faculty-center.php).  Simply enter your e-mail 

address.  The password is: guest.   

1. Click on the Learning Experience Designer button. 

2. If desired, enter a Title & Description. 

3. Select component: 

 

 
 

4. When you select a component, a range of options is presented to you.  Select which options you 

want, or type in your own entry. 

 

 

http://www.facultysupport.com/
http://facultysupport.com/my-faculty-center.php
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The different components are designed to help think about the entire student learning experience.  In a 

F2F situation, we often rely on our past experience to guide our actions.  For example, we may 

intuitively provide a 3-5 minute overview at the beginning of class to give the big picture and to relate 

ideas together.  At the end of class, we might provide a recap.  In an online environment, our students 

can’t see us – they are in essences deaf and blind.  We have to more explicit in how we communicate 

with them in an online setting.  In addition to introductory and concluding components, the list includes 

the various levels of Bloom’s taxonomy.  On those levels, a Wordle diagram it provided to further 

prompt you to think about additional ways you can engage your students. 

The activities that are provided are designed to have you think outside of the “box.”  There are lots of 

different ways to engage your students.  The activities are presented from left to right from those that 

require less interaction to those that require more. 

In designing online courses, many people tend to get in a rut.  A tool like this can help add interest and 

engagement to your courses. 

 Variety of Content 
The default mode for providing content is to have students read the textbook.  They can also: 

* Read an e-book 
* Read an online journal 
article 
* Read instructor prepared 
material 

* Review a study guide 
* Access online supplemental 
publisher content 
* Review website 
 

* Review an advanced 
organizer 
* Unfolding Case Scenarios 
* Access Learning Object 
 

 

 Variety of Presentation 

There is a variety of ways to present your materials: 

 
* PowerPoint 
* Narrated PowerPoint 
* Powtoons 
 

* Podcast 
* Video 
 

* Lecture Capture 
* Articulate (video integrated 
with PowerPoint) 

 Variety of Interaction 

Students can be encouraged to interact using different methods:  

 
* Discussion Board 
* Student moderated 
Discussion Board 
* Small Group Discussions 
 

* Wiki 
* Pair & Share 
* Team Projects 
* Peer Evaluation 
 

* Virtual Class Session 
* Facebook or Social Media 
* RealtimeBoard 
* Polling 

 Variety of Assessment 

Tests are only way to assess student learning: 

 
* Online Quizzes 
* Self-Assessments 
* Use of Rubrics for projects 
& Assignments 

* Checklists 
* Reflective Blog 
* Group Exam 
* One-minute paper 
 

* Written assignments 
* Portfolio 
* Online presentations 
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 Planning the Entire Course 

The online Learning Experience Designer tool is geared for lesson or unit design.  Another way to use the Learning Experience 

Designer is to plan an entire course.  In this case, we use a spreadsheet that lists the components down the left, and each unit/module 

is listed across the top.  This example is for 1 credit hour Academic Writing course.  In working with instructors as they develop their 

courses, more than half of our time is spent completing and reworking this spreadsheet. 
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Credit Hour Analysis 
One of the challenges instructors face as they develop online courses is equity.  They understand in 

general the amount of work associated with a 3-credit hour course when it is taught face-to-face, but 

they may not be able to really understand how the same amount of workload is translated into an 

online medium.  As we near the end of the development cycle on an online course, we do one more 

analysis--a Credit Hour Analysis—to be sure we are on target.  Very simply, we count the number of 

items associated with the course.  Each item has an estimate of how much time a student is expected to 

spend completing that item.  With the calculated total, we compare it to the School of Nursing averages 

for that type of course and number of credits. 

Credit Hour Category  Credit Hour Item 
Time Required 

(in hours) 

Readings & Materials Textbook Readings (Number of pages) 0.04 

Readings & Materials Article Readings (Number of articles) 0.75 

Readings & Materials Supplemental Resources (Number of additional resources) 0.75 

Readings & Materials F2F Lecture Hours (Number of hours) 1 

Readings & Materials Online Lecture or PowerPoint (# of items) 0.5 

Student Interaction Class Participation (% of total) 1 

Student Interaction Social Media Participation (% of total) 1 

Student Interaction Discussion Board (# of graded discussions) 0.5 

Student Interaction Small Group Discussion (# of discussions) 0.5 

Student Interaction Pair & Share (# of discussions) 0.3 

Student Interaction Virtual Classroom Session (# of sessions) 1 

Written Assignments Written Assignment < 2 pages (# to complete) 1 

Written Assignments Written Assignment 2 -5 pages (# to complete) 3 

Written Assignments Written Assignment 5-20 pages (# to complete) 12 

Written Assignments Written Assignment > 20 pages (# to complete) 30 

Written Assignments Written Draft (# to complete) 3 

Written Assignments Written Assignment/Submit for Publication (# to completed) 15 

Written Assignments Reflection ( 2 

Written Assignments Journal Article Review (# to complete) 2.5 

Other Activities Individual Presentation (# to complete) 4 

Other Activities Case Study (# to complete) 3 

Other Activities Individual Project (# to complete) 6 

Other Activities Poster Presentation (# to complete) 5 

Other Activities Video of Performance (# to complete) 6 

Other Activities Workshop Participation (# to complete) 4 

Group Work Group Presentation (# to complete) 10 

Group Work Group Project (# to complete) 10 

Group Work Group Case Study or other activity (# to complete) 4 

Clinical Activities Clinical/Practicum Hours (number of hours) 1 

Clinical Activities OSCE (# to complete) 2 

Clinical Activities Worksheet Completion (# to complete) 1 
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Credit Hour Category  Credit Hour Item 
Time Required 

(in hours) 

Clinical Activities Skills Checklist (# to complete) 1 

Clinical Activities Faculty Site Visit (# to complete) 1 

Clinical Activities Preceptor Evaluation (# to complete) 1 

Clinical Activities Activity with Logs (# to complete) 1 

Clinical Activities Vocabulary Assignment (# to complete) 0.5 

Clinical Activities Analysis/Evaluation Assignment (# to complete) 1 

Clinical Activities Detailed Assessment (# to complete) 1 

Testing/Assessment Checklist (# to complete) 1 

Testing/Assessment Peer Evaluation (# to complete) 1 

Testing/Assessment Quiz (# to complete) 0.5 

Testing/Assessment Open Book Quiz (# to complete) 1.5 

Testing/Assessment Exam (# to complete) 1 

Testing/Assessment Comprehensive Final Exam (# to complete) 3 

Testing/Assessment Certification Exam (# to complete) 3 

Other Activities Simulation (hours) 1 

  

Example for the 1-credit hour Academic Writing course 

Credit Hour Analysis Item 

Course ID Credit Hour Item ID Credit Hour Item Amount 

1005 Textbook Readings (Number of pages) 108 

1005 Supplemental Resources (Number of additional resources) 19 

1005 Online Lecture or PowerPoint (# of items) 2 

1005 Discussion Board (# of graded discussions) 4 

1005 Virtual Classroom Session (# of sessions) 3 

1005 One-on-one with Instructor 1 

1005 Worksheet 1 

1005 Written Assignment < 2 pages (# to complete) 4 

1005 Written Assignment 2 -5 pages (# to complete) 2 

1005 Peer Evaluation (# to complete) 1 

1005 Quiz (# to complete) 8 

 

When calculated out, this totals out to 42 hours.  In comparison, student contact hours (the Carnegie 

Unit) are generally calculated as for every hour in class, students should spend 2 hours a week on 

homework over a 16 week period.  For a 1-credit hour course (whether face-to-face or online), students 

should spend about 48 hours of effort.   So, this course is a little light, but still within an acceptable 

range. 

 

 


