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Blazer Online Learning Design Standards
This course design and review standards are provided to help faculty build or revise online courses to be as effective as possible. Academic units at UAB are free to use it however works best for the unit. They may, for example, encourage use of the standards by those designing or revising courses but not implement a review process. They may also add components to the BOLD Standards that are appropriate for the unit, if needed. 
BOLD includes three resources:
1. This document provides guidance on the best practices for course design and instruction along with suggestions for a review process. 
2. A rubric for use in peer reviews of courses, found on our BOLD webpage.
3. The BOLD resource course which provides examples, information, and further reading for each of the criteria. Links to each are provided in this document.
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[bookmark: _Toc233365586]Course Development Process
The design of an effective online course is best achieved through an iterative process where course learning objectives, assessments, and instructional strategies are devised and adjusted as the design of the course progresses as well as after the course is taught. Revision may be avoided to some extent by using the backward design process so that all elements are created intentionally from the start.
[bookmark: _Toc233365587]Begin with the End in Mind
Backward design suggests you start with the end in mind—what you want students to know or be able to do as a result of the course rather than a list of topics—and work backward from there. This is different from how many instructors design courses where they leave assessments until after instruction is devised. 
Start with your learning objectives (or “learning outcomes”), being very specific and thoughtful about the objectives you want students to achieve in the course and each module. Learn more about writing effective objectives. For many courses, it is important that course designers collaborate with other faculty in the unit to ensure that the courses meet expectations for the course in the program and that there is consistency among different sections of the same course (i.e., multiple instructors teaching English 101). 
Once learning objectives are clearly defined, you then plan how you will know students achieved them—your assessments, in other words. Being clear about how students will demonstrate their content knowledge and skills helps to inform the instructional strategies that will be necessary to help them achieve the course learning objectives. This backward design process ensures alignment: each objective has one or more corresponding assessments, and each assessment has one or more well-crafted instructional strategies that prepare students to successfully complete the assessment. 
When this alignment is not present, time can be wasted or students may not be adequately prepared for success. If, for example, an objective is “describe the major theories” in the field, then you would not want assessments that require students to differentiate between them or solve problems based on those theories. On the other hand, if your objective is to “use the major theories of the field to analyze problems and devise solutions,” you would not want assessments that merely ask students to name or define the theories.
The alignment between these three components – learning objectives, assessments, and instructional strategies – helps ensure that students will learn the desired learning objectives. Whether you are revising an existing course or starting from scratch, backward designing your course this way helps you refine the goals of the course along with the appropriate assessments and learning strategies, and makes alignment more likely.
[bookmark: _Toc233365588]Collaboration
For foundational courses that will be taught by many people, including adjuncts, it is recommended that you work on the course as a team. Perhaps someone will take the lead, but collaboration on the development of all components of a course can lead to a better-quality product as well as one that is more transportable to other instructors in the future. 
Even if you are developing a course as an individual, it is a good idea to get input from others along the way. Share your learning objectives with colleagues in your department to get feedback that might include things like, “I think this one is too basic for this course level,” or perhaps the opposite. Colleagues can also give you good ideas for instructional activities to support particular learning objectives. 
Asking for this kind of input does not indicate a lack of course design skill, just the opposite. It shows that you know it is possible to have “expert blindness” where you might not see where things need to be different because you are such an expert in your discipline. It also recognizes the reality that good ideas can come from many different sources.
Finally, consider working with an instructional designer for any part of your course design. Instructional designers can help you through the entire process or just assist with certain elements like creating instructional materials. It is up to you to manage the level of involvement they have with you. Submit an instructional design request with the Office of Learning Technologies or with any designers available in your school. 


[bookmark: _Toc233365589]Course Design Standards
While there is plenty of room for innovation, creativity, and academic freedom for faculty in building online and hybrid courses, there is compelling evidence that certain elements of a college course provide a foundation for keeping students engaged and learning. Some of these items reduce unnecessary cognitive load by simply helping students negotiate course content and the components of the online platform. Other elements are related to pedagogical practices that improve engagement and learning. These things should be considered when building or revising an online course. Each criterion is linked to a page in the BOLD resource course in Canvas for more information, examples, and further reading for each. 
[bookmark: _Toc233365590]Structure 
[bookmark: _Toc217372785]The course has a clear and consistent structure. [bookmark: _Toc226970469][bookmark: _Toc227133408]Why this is important
Lack of a predictable and intuitive structure means students waste time locating the content they need, and the additional cognitive load reduces time on task. Difficulty in navigating a course also contributes to reduced motivation.

Review Criteria
1. Course is easy and intuitive to navigate with a predictable structure from section to section.
2. Course is chunked into meaningful units.
3. Course is paced to address workload and cognitive load
4. All links and technologies work
5. Course navigation includes only items being used (i.e., the Zoom link should not be in the menu if it is not used in the course)
6. No spelling and grammatical errors are present
7. The gradebook and grading scheme are set up and match the syllabus and assignments
[bookmark: _Toc217370309][bookmark: _Toc217295083][bookmark: _Toc217372786][bookmark: _Toc233365591]Clarity
[bookmark: _Toc217372787]There is clarity in instructions and expectations for the course. [bookmark: _Toc226970471][bookmark: _Toc227133410]Why this is important
Because online courses happen asynchronously for the most part, students cannot get immediate answers when directions are not clear to them. Lack of clarity can thwart students’ planned time to work on course material, and of course, lead to incorrectly completed assignments. Everything from the course overview to specific assignments should be as clear as possible to minimize these errors.

Review Criteria
1. How to get started, the course purpose, and the course structure are explained at the beginning of the course. 
2. Learner-focused learning objectives for the course and modules are clear and measurable
3. Module introductions and instructions are clear and consistent from module to module
4. Naming conventions are consistent (i.e., “Week 1” or “Module 1”)
5. Assessment and assignment instructions are clear and understandable
6. Instructions (or expectations) for peer interaction and other course activities are clear
[bookmark: _Toc217372788][bookmark: _Toc217295084][bookmark: _Toc217370310][bookmark: _Toc233365592]Social Presence
[bookmark: _Toc217372789]The course includes purposeful opportunities for person-to-person interaction to aid in the construction of knowledge and engagement. [bookmark: _Toc226970473][bookmark: _Toc227133412]Why this is important
A plethora of research suggests that interacting with others is an important component of the learning process. Social learning theory suggests that students learn from each other in ways they sometimes do not from instructors. Social connections also keep students engaged with a course. This is particularly important to cultivate in an online course because of the nature of the asynchronous, virtual relationships. It is also important for students to have a sense that the instructor knows them and is concerned about their learning and success.

Review Criteria
1. The course includes an instructor introduction
2. The course plans for instructor presence when possible (e.g., video announcements or module overviews by instructor, planned video or audio feedback on some assessments, live office hours, exam review sessions)
3. [bookmark: _Toc217370311][bookmark: _Toc217372790][bookmark: _Toc233365593]There are planned opportunities for student-to-student interaction (e.g., optional live study sessions, discussions, group projects)
[bookmark: _Toc217295085]Assessment 
[bookmark: _Toc217372791]Assessments are thoughtfully created to align with learning objectives and instructional strategies.[bookmark: _Toc226970475][bookmark: _Toc227133414]Why this is important
Assessments should clearly assess what students are told is important in a course. Without this alignment, instructors do not know for sure if a student has mastered course content. Lack of alignment can also frustrate students when they see that they are assessed on objectives that were not described or are not assessed in a way that matches the stated learning objective.

Review Criteria
1. Assessments are aligned to learning objectives (i.e., all learning objectives are assessed and nothing is assessed that is not part of an objective)
2. Authentic assessments are used when possible
3. Multiple types of assessments are used
4. Grading for assessments is clear and transparent
5. Students are allowed choice in assessment when appropriate
[bookmark: _Toc233365594][bookmark: _Toc217295086][bookmark: _Toc217370312][bookmark: _Toc217372792]Instructional Strategies 
[bookmark: _Toc217372793]Instructional strategies are designed in ways that engage students and meet the course learning objectives.[bookmark: _Toc226970477][bookmark: _Toc227133416]Why this is important
Courses are designed in ways to not merely deliver content but to keep students interested and engaged and to provide robust ways of mastering course content. Lack of intentional efforts to ensure learning can result in student failure. This is especially important in online courses because instructors do not get real-time feedback the way those in face-to-face courses do.

Review Criteria
1. Instructional strategies align with learning objectives and assessments. That is, they provide learning opportunities for all stated learning objectives and little to no instructional time for things that are not learning objectives, and they do so to the stated level of learning (i.e., if application of a concept is an objective, then learning strategies provide opportunities for learning how to apply a concept and not just understand it)
2. Active learning is incorporated throughout the course
3. Formative feedback is incorporated throughout the course
4. Multiple means of presenting instructional materials are available (videos, text, etc.)
5. Technology is appropriate for the course (e.g., activities using complex technologies that could be accomplished with simpler tools are avoided) 
6. Multiple perspectives on topics are offered when appropriate 
[bookmark: _Toc217295087][bookmark: _Toc217370313][bookmark: _Toc217372794][bookmark: _Toc233365595]Interest and Value 
[bookmark: _Toc217372795]The course is designed to enhance student interest in and value of course content. [bookmark: _Toc226970479][bookmark: _Toc227133418]Why this is important
Students can easily see a course as just a step to complete toward program completion. A lack of interest in course content not only affects motivation but learning as well. A well-built course finds ways to convey to students the value of what they are learning and generate interest in the course and individual topics.

Review Criteria
1. Course includes an introduction that conveys the value or relevance of the course and/or creates interest in course content (i.e., the “big ideas” addressed in the course, problem(s) to solve, challenges to meet, questions to answer)
2. The interest/value of each module or unit is communicated
3. Assignments create interest and value (e.g., authentic assessments where students apply what they have learned to a real-world problem)
[bookmark: _Toc233365596]Compliance
[bookmark: _Toc217372797]The course conforms to regulatory and university requirements.[bookmark: _Toc226970481][bookmark: _Toc227133420]Why this is important
Online courses, even more than campus courses, have legal regulations and university requirements that must be followed to avoid regulatory consequences, as well as to benefit students.

Review Criteria
1. A syllabus (standard or Simple Syllabus depending on school/department requirements) is included with the required components
2. Content meets accessibility standards
3. Content follows copyright best practices
4. Students are notified up front of required technologies for the course, and are provided with clear instructions and support options for using the technologies
5. Only UAB-approved technology is used
[bookmark: _Toc233365597]

Best Practices for Facilitating Online Courses
Once a course is designed effectively, it is well on its way to being beneficial for students. But of course, how instructors facilitate a course also has an impact on student engagement and success.
[bookmark: _Toc233365598]Ensure Instructor Presence
As described in the Social Presence section of this guide, person-to-person interaction is an important element of an engaging course, including student-to-student and instructor-to-student interaction. Effective online instructors ensure they are visible and “present” in a course. Because online instructors are in some ways just a name on a screen, they can seem remote and uncaring to students unless instructors make an effort to be a “real person” in the course. This presence can help with engagement and motivation in completing a course. Ways of doing this include:
· Literally be visible by making weekly video announcements about the course in addition to perhaps providing short video lectures. 
· Record occasional video or audio feedback on assignments (easily done in Canvas) either for individual students’ work or as a summary to the class as a whole about things students did well and things that need improvement.
· Acknowledge student performance. Make attempts to respond to each student, to the degree possible, in a way that demonstrates that you know how they are performing in the course. Personalized messages in assignment or exam feedback can do this as can an occasional email. Both Canvas and BlazerNet can help automate some of this to reduce the time burden.
· Provide online office hours for optional real-time interaction with students.
[bookmark: _Toc233365599]Communicate With Clarity, Consistency, and Empathy
Because students do not see instructors in a classroom each week where they can ask questions and get clarification on course assignments, it is important that online instructors respond to students’ questions—through email, discussions, announcements, or whatever means is provided—in a clear and timely way. These electronic communications are generally more impactful than similar ones that may occur with students in a face-to-face course because they are the primary way of communicating in an online course. 
Timely responses can be challenging, especially in large courses. One way to reduce this burden is to design your course so that questions will be minimized. A well-built course with good organization and clarity of language can go a long way toward minimizing repeated questions from students. Some instructors create an FAQ discussion board to provide answers that can also minimize repetition of questions. Others provide live, virtual office hours in Zoom or Teams to allow students to ask questions. 
Faculty communications shape students’ perception of support, influence motivation, and often determine their success. An empathic smile or look of concern that can be communicated in person must be attempted in text, when that is the only mode of communication, through tone and word choice. So faculty should look for opportunities to communicate in an empathic, human manner while still being clear.
Just as faculty are real people on the other side of the screen, students are as well. In online courses in particular, students may be working adults with many other demands on their time. Showing empathy and flexibility when responding to student requests can significantly support their success.
[bookmark: _Toc233365600]Provide Effective Feedback
A key role of instructors in any course is to provide feedback that is both timely and formative. Formative feedback on low or no-stakes assessments lets students know how well they are learning a particular skill or concept so that they know what they need to do differently to improve before a summative, or graded, assessment. Providing this feedback in a reasonably timely way is important so that the feedback can be used to improve learning before summative assessments take place. 
In summative assessments, instructors should also strive to provide useful feedback for improvement where appropriate. Instead of merely pointing out mistakes, feedback in a summative assessment can include suggestions for how the student can improve on the skill or concept the next time they are assessed, especially for course material that is scaffolding skills or content over time.
In an online course, some formative feedback can be automated. Low or no-stakes quizzes set to grade immediately, for example, are a good way for students to test their understanding of material and are easy to build. Simple, ungraded multiple-choice questions embedded on a Canvas page which provide immediate feedback on the chosen answer is another. Similarly, self-check questions can be embedded in videos where a video stops to display a question on the content just viewed and provides immediate feedback. Other tools available in our LMS can also be used to create activities that provide immediate feedback.
Student-to-student feedback through discussion forums and assignments can provide another useful form of formative feedback. This feedback can prove highly useful in improving students’ understanding because it comes from another novel learner’s perspective. It also has the benefit of decreasing instructor workload. 
General formative feedback for the entire class, rather than individuals, can also be useful. For instance, after a specific assignment, an instructor might post a video of themselves describing the common errors made by students with suggestions for improving next time. 
See the Faculty Online Teaching Manual for other tips, policies, and more. 


[bookmark: _Toc233365601]Conducting Course Reviews
Having “extra eyes” on the design of an online course can help reveal blind spots for a course designer as well as highlight areas where improvements can be made. It also provides a way for an academic unit to ensure all their online offerings meet a standard of quality for their students. 
Use the separate BOLD Review Rubric to conduct a review of online courses. The rubric provides a way to evaluate and record feedback for each standard and the associated criteria.
It is up to each academic unit to decide if the review will be used to simply provide formative feedback to the instructor or course designer or if the course will be required to meet minimum standards for the course to be offered. The BOLD Standards can be used for either purpose. 
[bookmark: _Ref232080377][bookmark: _Toc233365602]Preparing for a Course Review
Whether a review of your course by these design standards is required in your department or a completely voluntary endeavor to help you improve the quality of your course, there are a few things to consider before submitting your course to be reviewed.
First, review the BOLD Rubric to consider how you can help reviewers understand how you have addressed some standards and where to find certain elements of your course. For instance, for the authentic assessment criteria, provide details in the rubric about where such assessments can be found and even link to them in the course.
In the same place in the rubric, you may also explain how you approached the standard in the course to help reviewers better understand your design. For instance, if you have determined that your course needed a lot of student-to-student interaction to be effective, explain your rationale and the effort you put into developing those activities. Likewise, if you choose not to use much student-to-student interaction in the course, explain that reasoning here so reviewers can consider if your lack of student-to-student interaction makes sense to them.
[bookmark: _Toc233365603]Optional Pre-Review Meeting
After the rubric has been completed by the course designer, an optional pre-review meeting can be scheduled. In this meeting, reviewers should look over the form, reading the designer’s explanations for each criteria, and ask for clarification as needed. 
This is also a chance for the designer to explain what they were hoping to accomplish with the course such as gamifying it, making it more rigorous than it had been previously, or injecting as much real-world application as possible. While such goals will not necessarily be formally evaluated with the rubric, reviewers can provide feedback on those aspirations that might help the designer improve the course. In some cases, it may be necessary for the designer to think through this initial feedback on their own and resubmit the rubric later.
[bookmark: _Toc233365604]Review Teams
For reviews that are for feedback only, a two-person team should be sufficient while still providing useful feedback. For reviews where a course is required to meet standards, it is recommended that you have a team of three reviewers, two from the discipline of the course and a third from a related discipline or just someone whose expertise is coveted. This approach provides feedback that is well-informed from a disciplinary point of view while also providing insight from outside of it that might better reflect students’ experience with novel material. For instance, a biology course might have two biology instructors as reviewers and a third from chemistry or physics. 
Reviewers should be well versed in the nature of quality online courses and the rubric though it is up to each unit to determine who is qualified to participate as a reviewer. 
When asked to review a course, either for formative feedback or to assess its quality for formal approval, reviewers should strive for integrity in the process. Thoughtful, honest reviews are the only ones that will be useful for either purpose.
Reviewers will need to plan several hours of review time to conduct a meaningful review. We recommend doing this over a period of weeks to allow for reflection and revisiting course components as needed. Reviewers may also need to contact the designer to get clarification on issues, and this process could take time.
[bookmark: _Toc233365605]Evaluating the Standards
An online course that is well designed will meet all the criteria in this guide in most cases. A reviewer’s task is to determine where a course fails to meet those standards so that it can be improved. There may be cases, however, where a standard or criterion, while generally important for an effective course, either is not appropriate or the course designer makes a case for why they do not wish to include it. For example, the designer might think that student-to-student interaction does not work well for a particular course and therefore provides for little to no such interaction. Reviewers can then decide if the argument for excluding it is valid.
The rubric is designed to be simple and straightforward. Each criterion of each standard is deemed to be: 
· Not met
· Partially met
· Met
Each item must be judged as “meets criteria” to be considered “passing” if the rubric is being used as a measure of minimum quality. The other two levels would be considered areas for improvement. When assessed as not meeting the criteria, reviewers should provide concrete feedback about the assessment. This is especially important for the “partially met” category as this conveys that there is some evidence of the criteria but not enough to judge it as being met. The reviewer should explain what exactly the weaknesses are, and specific suggestions for improvement, if they have them.
For each criterion, there is space in the rubric for the course designer to provide reviewers with important information such as where to find evidence of the criterion when appropriate (e.g., where activities that encourage student-to-student interaction can be found) as well as any background they think reviewers should know. For example, as already mentioned, a designer might want to argue that the criterion is not appropriate for the course or explain the reasons why they have not met the criterion very well. This is the place to do that. If a course does not meet a criterion, but the designer’s explanation for why seems satisfactory, then do not rate it. Just note in the comments that the criterion was not met but that it is acceptable. 
Reviewers will be provided access to the course and should complete their review independent of the other reviewer(s). Depending on the goals of the review, reviewers may submit their completed rubrics to the designer or a unit representative, or may meet with the designer after submitting the rubric to discuss the feedback and ways of improving the course.  
[bookmark: _Toc233365606]Optional Post-Review Meeting
While course designers will have the written course review feedback, it can be useful to have a post-review meeting where reviewers can discuss their feedback with designers, brainstorm solutions to noted issues, and even provide the designer the opportunity to share their perspective on their reviewer’s feedback. 
If units require course reviews, the decision to require pre and/or post review meetings should be clearly established ahead of time to ensure the process is the same for all course reviews and to eliminate any confusion. 

[bookmark: _Toc233365607]
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   Structure


The course has a clear and consistent structure.


   Clarity


There is clarity in instructions and expectations for the course.


   Social Presence


   Assessment


   Instructional Strategies


The course includes opportunities for person-to-person interaction to aid in the construction of knowledge and engagement.


   Compliance


   Interest and Value


Assessments are thoughtfully created to align with learning objectives and instructional strategies.


Instructional strategies are designed in ways that engage students and meet the course learning objectives.


The course is designed to enhance student interest in and value of course content.


The course conforms to regulatory and university requirements.
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