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Online Course Design Best Practices: A Reflection on a Literature Review
Davis School District in Davis county, Utah, is requiring all teachers in the 2020-2021 school year to use one of two homepage templates in their LMS courses. With COVID-19, classes were all taught remotely from March 16, 2020, until the end of the school year. Each teacher had his or her way of setting up classes. Students who had more than one teacher (i.e., junior highs and high schools) had difficulty navigating each class because they were so different from each other. In 2018 at Brigham Young University-Idaho (BYU-I), the university changed LMSs. Instructors were given some background information and were strongly encouraged to use the homepage template to make courses easier to navigate for students. Instructors at BYU-I were posed this question, “As students begin your courses, would you rather your students learn the content of your course, or how you organize your course?”  Instructors were informed that research showed that if courses were organized similarly, the cognitive load for students would be reduced and those students could focus on learning the content. But I had never seen this research. What are the best practices for online learning?
I began my research by using the following keywords in Google Scholar: course design best practices, lms design best practices, course visual design best practices, course usability best practices, course consistency best practices. To my consternation, I quickly discovered that there are no official state or national guidelines for best practices when it comes to online course design. There are a few evaluation instruments available that do address course navigation, but only briefly. One of the themes that ran through many of the studies I read was that a successful course is student focused. Some of the studies looked at students’ perceptions of the course in order to improve the course. An instructor must know his audience. Interactions between students and the instructor are highly valued by the students. They want timely feedback. They want instructors to participate in the discussions. They want to know how they can improve. 
From this project, I have found that there is a need for consistent online best practices in course design. A place to start is one of the evaluation instruments available, such as Quality Matters, or The Open SUNY Course Quality Review. These evaluation rubrics have similar standards when online courses are examined. Once identified, validating these standards across multiple institutions across the nation is important. A key element in determining the standardized best practices plan is that people are searching for a best practices list. Such a list needs to get into their hands. 


Current Practices When Creating Online Courses 
There are nearly as many ways to design an online class as there are instructors of those classes. The reasoning behind this is that there are no standardized best practices for online course design, with the exception of ensuring courses are ADA compliant. Instructors typically begin with the objectives of the course. They will use those objectives to develop learning activities. They will take the learning activities and the methods of teaching with which they are most familiar to create a course. However, an overwhelming number of instructors have not been trained in online teaching. In fact, when Baldwin (2019) spoke with instructors who were creating online courses, many of these instructors had never even taken an online course. The methods with which they have the most experience are usually the methods which they learned as students in face-to-face classrooms. Those are the strongest examples that instructors have to emulate. These instructors will create courses based on that familiarity, then attempt to move those same activities into an online environment (Baldwin, 2019). Unfortunately, there are some activities that do not translate to online well. 
Some Best Practices in Online Courses
A study conducted by Chao, et al. (2010) gave teams comprising of an instructor wanting to improve his or her course and an instructional designer a checklist of course quality standards. These standards were created by the Royal Road University in an attempt to standardize courses at the university level. They found that such a checklist is a good guideline for consistency, but every course does not fit exactly into the mold. It was determined that the guidelines should be specific enough to leave no questions about what is meant, but they should be flexible enough to fit the course. Through my investigation I have found that the following elements are the most desired elements in an online course design:
Student Centric
In creating the content, the focus of the course should be student-centered, not content-centered. The instructor should also keep in mind that there are many different learning modalities and preferences and should create materials that will be affectual for each one. The instructor also needs to appropriately choose media and technology. Just because there is a movie about that doesn't necessarily mean it will be the most effective element. Finally, the instructor should be sure to include alternative assessments, such as demonstrations, projects, and hands-on experiences. Traditional assessment methods of exams and essays do not always provide sufficient evidence of understanding (D’Agustino, 2012).
Instructor Interaction
Many studies have shown that student/instructor interaction is an important element to student success in an online course (Jaggars & Xu, 2016; Martin, et al., 2018; Webster & Hackley, 1997). Webster and Hackley (1997) compared students in a traditional face to face class with a remote learning class. They believed that the traditional class would have a richer experience because the instructor would be present and accessible. The students in the traditional classes did not like using the technology because the instructor was typically so focused on the technology, there was a barrier between them. The students in the traditional class did not feel connected with the instructor any more than the remote students did. Jaggars and Xu (2016) gathered data from 23 online college freshmen. They were looking at four elements that they felt had a positive effect on the learning experience. They found that only one of those elements, instructor interaction, had any effect at all. 
Overviews
Students appreciate having a list to follow. Much like a grocery list, a weekly overview or checklist can keep students on target without overextending themselves. Instructors should set the stage at the beginning of the course as to how the course will run (Margolis, 2017). This will include a schedule of activities and when they are due. However, students need frequent reminders of those due dates (Grant & Thornton, 2007; Margolis, et al., 2017). Emailed reminders or course announcements can help. But to put the responsibility back on the student, a checklist of activities that need to be completed should be put at the beginning of each module (Baldwin, 2019).
Short, Low-stakes Quizzes
Students want to know their progress in a course. To a student, a summative assessment feels too late to change anything. Students also want to be held accountable for online activities that they complete (Margolis, et al., 2017). According to a survey administered by Margolis, et al. (2017), students felt that if there was no accountability, they would fall behind and stay behind in the course. A course can begin with a syllabus quiz so that students are forced to navigate through the course to learn the basic set up (Baldwin, 2019).
Course Templates
Instructors should use templates for consistency. Expending cognitive energy to learn how to navigate a course can be a higher price to pay than is desired (Baldwin, 2019). Students are in need of straightforward navigation in an online course. They do not have an instructor in class each day explaining what needs to be done. Pretorius and van Biljon (2010) use eye tracking software to determine the ease of use of the learning management software. They found that the students learned how to overcome difficulties by performing multiple similar tasks. If a course template is used at an institution, students would be repeating those similar tasks in every course, and would have very few difficulties, thereby using the cognitive energy to learn content, not navigation. In discussing this with instructors at BYU-Idaho, they were concerned that their individuality would be compromised with a template. These instructors were more willing to use a course template when they were asked to just use a similar landing page, and a similar module structure. 
Material Chunking
Chunking content into manageable parts. Again, expending cognitive energy to find the different assignments, quizzes, readings, etc., can be a high price to pay. Organize content into modules with everything needed for that module in one place. An instructor should first determine the course objectives and learning outcomes for the class. These need to be clear and measurable. Content can then be determined and chunked since students can become easily overwhelmed. When a student looks at a long list of everything that must be done during a semester, that student can feel impending failure because they do not chunk it themselves. The student will just look at the list and feel as if it all must be done right away. Giving students the firehose from which to drink will not encourage learning. Organizing the course into more manageable modules and making the course user-friendly are things to remember when chunking (D’Agustino, 2012).
Communication is Key
In a face to face course, instructors can gauge student understanding by looking at the students’ faces. Instructors can see confusion, disengagement, interest, even the “aha moment”. In online courses, instructors do not get the benefit of facial cues, hence instructors must ensure that communication tools are built into a course.
To begin, instructors must build an online presence in the course from the beginning. Some instructors may create introduction videos in order to allow students to put a face and voice to the instructor’s name. As the instructor also participates in online discussions in which students participate, students will feel validated and more eager to learn. Students value feedback from instructors. This can be done in online discussions, but it must also be done on assessments (Martin, et al., 2018). A summative assessment does not indicate the completion of learning. Feedback on a summative assessment can have as much value as feedback on a formative assessment. In an end of course survey, student reported that instructors who scheduled time to give feedback made a greater impact on students. Students commented that they had more interaction and support specific to them from the instructor, which set a precedence for student interaction (Grant and Thornton, 2007).
In an online course an instructor should be deliberate in building a community to encourage communication between the instructor and students, and among the students themselves. Some students have a feeling of alienation. Building a sense of community can help students thrive in an online environment. Instructors can request students to provide introductory videos or posts in which the students talk about themselves as people. Instructors can encourage students to jump into discussions and answer questions when possible. One instructor at Utah State University offered extra credit if a student could answer other students’ questions before the instructor had an opportunity. Instructors have a different view of a learning management system (LMS) than students do. Often a student may have a question about the LMS that the instructor may not be able to answer. Allowing students to support each other through providing help and assistance will build the sense of belonging. Not only can opportunities such as these build the sense of community among class members, it can also reduce the teaching load of an instructor, using the adage “Many hands make light work.”
An instructor must know his audience. Business students are going to perceive that things should work in an LMS differently than students in an arts major. Interactions between students and the instructor are highly valued by the students (Jaggars & Xu, 2016). They want timely feedback. They want instructors to participate in the discussions. They want to know how they can improve. Grant and Thornton (2007) reported that in an online class, there seemed to be more student-faculty interaction and immediate feedback from professors who were actively present in the courses.
Managing Content
[bookmark: _GoBack]Instructors need to thoughtfully consider content and tasks being asked of students. Online students will react to content differently than students sitting in a face to face classroom. In a face to face classroom, students are typically expected to read in preparation for class, attend class, listen to a lecture, and take notes. There are aspects to this that a face to face instructor cannot control, i.e., students reading before coming to class. However, once in class the instructor can monitor and enforce what is expected. In an online environment, the instructor has no control over how students interact with content. An instructor can provide readings, video recorded lectures, and supplemental materials. Students can skip over all this material and go straight to the assessment. Instructors need to make their content engaging to ensure students will take advantage of it. One instructor surveyed her students to gain insight as to how students preferred classes to be structured and designed (Cudney, 2017). She learned about student learning preferences. She then redesigned her content to include TED-Ed videos, activities from Quizlet, and Scoop.it. These activities were designed to appeal to specific learning preferences. At the end of the course, students were again surveyed. Cudney found that most students benefitted from all learning activities, not just the activities of the individual’s learning preferences. The activities were engaging enough to appeal to most students.
Authentic assessments are an effective way to engage students. A multiple choice test, or a final essay, is not always the most effective way to assess students’ knowledge (D’Agustino, 2012). Providing students with those opportunities to apply what they have learned in an authentic manner, such as portfolios, and presentations to end users, will give the students confidence in their abilities and a feeling of usefulness of the course. 
Course Evaluation Tools
Although there are no consistent online course design best practices, there are some tools that are available to instructors to evaluate their courses. There are six tools that were reviewed by Baldwin, et al. (2018). Baldwin et al. set five criteria that the evaluation tool must meet in order to be considered for this study: (a) evaluate the design of higher education online courses, (b) ability to support student success, (c) have national or statewide influence, (d) were published after 2006, and (e) are currently in use. The six tools which met these criteria are: Blackboard’s Exemplary Course Program Rubric, California Community Colleges’ Online Education Initiative Course Design Rubric, The Open SUNY Course Quality Review Rubric, Quality Matters Higher Education Rubric, Illinois Online Network’s Quality Online Course Initiative, and California State University Quality Online Learning and Teaching. The elements that were being evaluated by each tool were slightly different; however, each tool did have the following twelve elements as priorities in an online course design.
· Course objectives are easily found within the course.
· Course navigation is logical and consistent.
· A variety of technologies are used to promote learning.
· Opportunities for peer interaction and collaboration.
· Opportunities to build community and share open communication are available.
· Instructor’s contact information is available and easily found.
· Guidelines for student communication and online behavior are provided.
· Rubrics for graded assignments are provided.
· Assessments are aligned with the objectives.
· Links within to course to institutional services.
· Course is ADA compliant.
· Policies for online “netiquette” are explicitly stated.
As was noted previously in this paper, many of these elements are similar to those listed by students and instructors when discussing what a good course would have, such as in the study by Cudney (2017), Jaggars and Xu (2016), and Martin, et al. (2018). 
Some of these options, such as the Quality Matters Higher Education Rubric can be pricey. Some institutions will have a few faculty members trained in Quality Matters, then pass the trainings on to other members of the faculty (Kleen & Soule, 2010). At North Carolina Central University, ten instructors went through the Quality Matters training in this way (Hollowell, et al., 2017). Hollowell, et al., followed one course through four semesters after using the Quality Matters rubric to improve the course. At first scores were improved, but after three semesters the scores were falling back to the level before the changes. According to Goldstone and Bland (2002) this is because changing teaching practices is hard.   
Conclusion
The literature presented demonstrates some key issues to be addressed in online course design best practices as well as ideas for high standards in online education. As noted, the vast majority of instructors that are being asked to teach online have little to no experience with online education and attempt to replicate best standard practices for brick-and-mortar schools in the online ones. This does not work. Literature shows best practices for online course include: creating student-centric courses, having instructor interaction with students, creating overviews within the courses, providing low-stakes assessments, having consistent courses by using a course template, and chunking material within a course. As instructors continue to work toward improving courses and education online, it is important to maintain communication with the students. Instructors can use evaluation tools, such at Quality Matters, to assure that courses are meeting as many of the current student needs as possible, until online best practice standards can be provided.
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