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Abstract 

Online learning has been identified as a growing area in the education sector and many 

educational institutions are expanding their offering of online courses. When designing online 

courses, there are several design considerations and decisions that need to be made. Despite 

the development of various instructional design literature and the potential of online courses to 

support learning, there exists a gap between theoretical knowledge (theory) and practice 

(reality). 

The objective of the current research study is to determine the effectiveness of the design of 

online courses for teaching and learning, and what designers and instructors of online learning 

environments should collectively consider in terms of the quality of the design for online 

courses. The current study found the dimensions (1) course information, course structure and 

course organisation, (2) interaction and communication, (3) multimedia design, (4) assessment 

and feedback, and (5) effective use of technology of online courses to be important contributors 

towards the quality design of online courses. Using these dimensions, a valid and reliable 

evaluation instrument was developed – a rubric. In the current study, the rubric is used as an 

evaluation tool to evaluate three online short courses at a university level. 

The current study uses a quantitative instrument design methodology as it involves measuring 

by scoring various criterion on the developed rubric. These scores were measured and analysed 

using simple descriptive statistics. Qualitative descriptive evaluations of the online short 

courses were also done. Both the quantitative and qualitative aspects of the online course 

analysis were integrated to ascertain a summative conclusion of the three online courses and 

whether the rubric, as a design framework, needed further improvement or not. 

The current study provides a contribution towards literature by advancing the development of 

best practices in terms of quality design and evaluation of online courses. The rubric offers a 

framework to determine what components contribute towards quality design in online courses. 

This framework contains a set of benchmarks that will assist instructors and course designers 

in one of two ways; (1) as a self-evaluation tool for an online course thus advising the 

appropriate stakeholder on how to revise their current online course, and (2) as a best practice 

guideline to design a new course within the online environment. 

Key Words: Online learning, online course design, quality design criteria, valid and reliable 

rubric  
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1. Introduction 

This section of the research paper introduces the details of the entire study titled: Developing 

a Valid and Reliable Quality Design Criterion Rubric to Evaluate Online Courses: A Case of 

three Entrepreneurial Online Short Courses at The University of the Witwatersrand. The 

objective of the current study is to determine the effectiveness of the design of online courses 

for teaching and learning. This section sets out the current study’s research problem, purpose 

and significance, the context of the study, the assumptions and limitations, the research 

questions, and outlines the remaining sections of the research paper. 

1.1. Problem Statement 

Online learning has been identified as a growing area in the higher education sector (Bergeron 

and Fornero, 2018) and many educational institutions are expanding their offering of online 

courses. When designing online courses, there are several design considerations and decisions 

that need to be made. There is much scrutiny with regards to the quality of the design of online 

courses (Bergeron and Fornero, 2018). Poorly designed online courses can limit learning and 

exasperate both students and instructors. This may result in high failure rates and low rates of 

retention. At times design decisions are made instinctively – based on the instructor’s 

interpretation and understanding of learning. However, the development of an effective online 

learning environment should be based on a combination of proven learning theories and 

previously developed empirical research. 

Despite the development of various instructional design literature and the potential of online 

courses to support learning, there exists a gap between theoretical knowledge (theory) and 

practice (reality). In addition to this problem, there exists an issue on a literature level as well. 

There is numerous design literature, however, there is limited comprehensive literature on the 

evaluation of good quality design models and frameworks – the existing models and 

frameworks do not adequately address and evaluate the design quality of online courses.  

1.2. Objective of the Study 

The objective of the current study is to determine the effectiveness of the design of online 

courses for teaching and learning, and what designers of online learning environments and 

online courses should collectively consider in terms of the quality design of online courses. 

This will result in the development of a valid and reliable evaluation instrument that will enable 
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the assessment of the design quality for online courses and act as a best practice guideline 

during the design process of a new online course. The focus of the current study is on the actual 

design of online courses and not on the delivery of the online courses. 

1.3. Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the current research study is to determine a best practice evaluation criterion 

and develop a framework to evaluate and measure the effectiveness of the design of online 

courses for teaching and learning. A criterion for (1) course information, course structure and 

course organisation, (2) interaction and communication, (3) multimedia design, (4) assessment 

and feedback, and (5) effective use of technology of online courses will be developed into a 

framework to compare and evaluate the design quality of online courses. This will result in a 

tool with a set of best practice criterion that can be useful for online course development, 

benchmarking and evaluation. In doing so, a new level of quality can be established in the 

online learning environment. This will contribute towards an effective educational experience.  

1.4. Context of the Study 

Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) have developed over the decades and 

the effective integration of these technologies into education has positive effects on how and 

what students learn (Harvey, 2003). Distant learning is an economical and feasible 

development that extends access to various courses to people across different locations 

(Asunka, 2008). Online learning is one of the forms of distant learning (Carliner, 2004). 

With the growth of technology, online learning has become a popular tool used to teach and 

learn. Globally, educational institutions are implementing online learning as an alternative to 

the traditional based offered courses, or to act in conjunction with the traditionally offered 

courses (Asunka, 2008). Online courses are becoming more popular because it provides 

flexible access to a variety of quality course content in higher education at any given time from 

any location (Davis, Sauber, Edwards, 2011). In addition to this, online learning provides 

opportunities for the average working professional to continue studying and for students to gain 

knowledge and skill without the clashing of their time (Dahalan, Hasan, Hassan, Zakaria, Noor, 

2013). 

Online courses can be described as courses delivered online in a synchronous or asynchronous 

manner (Gedik, Kiraz, Ozden, 2013) that give access to educational opportunities and resources 

that are available via some sort of technology (Carliner, 2004). Clark and Mayer (2016) define 
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e-learning as “instruction delivered on a digital device (such as a desktop computer, laptop 

computer, tablet, or smartphone) that is intended to support learning.” In online environments, 

students access the course content via electronic devices. The content of online courses can be 

presented as text, audio, pictures, pre-recorded videos, online assessments, or even a 

combination of these (Carliner, 2004; Clark and Mayer, 2016). 

Traditional teaching methods and the online environment differs significantly, especially in 

terms of interaction. Therefore, it is important that online courses are of high quality and are 

as effective as courses that are delivered through traditional teaching methods. A technique to 

ensure this is the design of the online course that allows students to engage in the content of 

the course (Swan, Day, Bogle, Matthews, 2014). Consequently, instructors should provide an 

investment of time and attention to instructional design as this contributes towards student 

learning (Dahalan et al., 2013). 

Dole and Bloom (2008) found that the design of a course positively influences student learning 

when it comes to problem solving. This gives students the opportunity to develop their own 

understanding and improve their knowledge construction (Dahalan et al., 2013). When 

designing online courses, it’s imperative to choose the correct components that help enhance 

student learning and allow the students to engage with the course and its content (Lister, 2014).  

The current study will look at the various components that ensure the effective design of online 

courses. Although there exists a substantial amount of research for various design components 

of online courses, there is a limited amount of literature on the evaluation and quality assurance 

of online courses. While the researcher was completing the literature review, an incomplete 

and unbalanced body of knowledge around comprehensive evaluation frameworks of online 

courses arose. This may be addressed with an adequate best practice evaluation criterion and 

developed framework that will help to evaluate and measure the effectiveness of the design 

quality of online courses for teaching and learning. 

1.5. Significance of the Study 

The aim of the current study is to develop an effective, valid and reliable instrument, using best 

practices of effective quality design that assists in evaluating and measuring the design quality 

of online courses. This model will be used in the future to evaluate (1) course information, 

course structure, and course organisation, (2) interaction and communication, (3) multimedia 

design, (4) assessment and feedback, and (5) effective use of technology of online courses. The 
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framework will contain a set of benchmarks that will assist instructors and course designers in 

one of two ways: (1) as a self-evaluation tool for an online course thus advising the appropriate 

stakeholder on how to revise the design of their current online course, and (2) as a best practice 

guideline to design a new course within the online environment. 

1.6. Assumptions and Limitations 

Evaluations will only be conducted on three entrepreneurial online short courses offered at the 

University of the Witwatersrand. The choice of three entrepreneurial online short courses stems 

from the researcher having a commerce background. Therefore, the researcher should be 

familiar with the content of the online short courses allowing the researcher to focus more on 

the design of the online short courses. The limitations with this are that it may not represent an 

entire population of online short courses and the design of online short courses may differ from 

the design of standard online courses. 

Once the evaluation criteria are developed, the criterion will be applied to the three online short 

courses. A limitation of this method is that the current study might be influenced by the 

idiosyncrasies of the researcher. 

The current study includes an assumption that the instructors and designers of the University 

of the Witwatersrand can deliver quality online courses that are supported through a framework 

of evidence-based pedagogical techniques that are integrated well with the use of online 

learning technologies.  

Throughout this research paper, the readers will find predominately a cognitivist view of 

teaching and learning but will also see elements of constructivist thinking adapted as 

appropriate. 

1.7. Definitions of Terms 

Assessment and Feedback: Assessment focuses on instructional activities designed to 

measure and evaluate students achieving the learning outcomes and the quality, type, and 

structure of the assessments used. Feedback is used to provide students with verification of 

their progress in terms of their readiness for future concepts, knowledge and skill gain. 

Components: Constructs that identify the trait or features which need to be measured and exist 

within each dimension. 
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Course Information: Course information entails a clear description and overview of the online 

course. Online courses should encompass clear instruction, clear course objectives and 

outcomes, a list of requirements and policies, a course schedule, important dates, lists of 

assignments with deadlines and the required hours. 

Course Structure and Organisation: Course structure and organisation refers to elements of 

instructional design in an online course which includes the structure, instructional strategies, 

and the overall course set-up. 

Criteria: Explicit descriptions of the performance of the online course and depict how the score 

is derived and what quality is expected of online course. 

Criterion/Descriptors: Describes each level of performance for each component at a point on 

the Likert scale. 

Dimensions: A concept that was identified in the literature as an important contributor to the 

quality of online course design. Also, used as an umbrella term for the various components. 

Effective Use of Technology: Effective use of technology refers to the successful integration 

of technology into the online course. 

Interaction and Communication: Interaction and Communication refer to the extent at which 

there is student-to-instructor, student-to-student, and student-to-content interaction. 

Collaboration is a subset of interaction and refers specifically to those activities in which 

groups work interdependently toward a shared result. 

Likert Scale: A tool to measure something. 

Multimedia Design: Well-designed and well-structured multimedia consist of a variety and 

combination of pictures, audio, video, and text to allow for deeper student learning. 

Module: Modules are sections within an online course. 

Rubric: A template that is used as an evaluation instrument that assists in improving teaching, 

contributing towards a sound assessment, and is seen as a source to improvement. Within the 

current study, the use of the developed rubric promotes a developmental process for online 

course design, as well as, enables instructors/designers/developers to assess their own course. 

Topic: Topics are sections within a module in the online course. 
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1.8. Research Questions 

What constitutes quality design of online courses? 

How can the data collected from the rubric during the evaluation process provide feedback on 

the actual design of the course? 

Is the developed rubric a valid and reliable instrument? 

1.9. Outline of Research Paper 

The research paper takes the following format: 

Chapter one focused on the introduction of the topic, providing the reader with a general 

overview of the research. It outlined the research problem, the purpose, and significance of the 

study, the context of the study, the assumptions and limitations of the study, the definitions of 

the main terms used within the current study and the research questions. 

Chapter two of the current study contains the literature review which begins with an outline of 

the strategic approach taken to the literature review and the development of the rubric, it 

provides a discussion on the context of the study, the definition, and the background of the 

topic on the design of online courses is explained. A framework is developed based on 

previously developed theories, models, tools and studies on the design of online courses. 

Lastly, the selection of specific dimensions that contribute towards the quality design of online 

courses is summarised. 

Chapter three presents the research design and methodology used in the current research. This 

chapter provides the audience with information pertaining to the research design, research 

instrument, the procedures for data collection and analysis, checks to ensure the validity and 

reliability of the research instrument (the rubric), the pre and pilot testing, any limitations that 

may exist and ethical considerations. 

Chapter four comprises of the analysis, presentation, and interpretation of data collected during 

the evaluation process using the rubric. Descriptions and implications of the research findings 

are also discussed. 

Chapter 5 concludes the current research paper by providing an overview of the study, 

answering the research questions, discussing contributions for research and practice, providing 

recommendations for the University of the Witwatersrand and providing suggestions for future 

research. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Introduction 

The literature review will begin with an outline of the strategic approach taken towards 

completing the literature review and the development of the rubric, followed by a discussion 

on the context of the study. The definition and background of the topic on the design of online 

courses will be explained and a theoretical framework will be developed based on the use of 

previously developed theories, models and studies on the design of online courses. The 

selection of specific dimensions that contribute towards the quality design of online courses 

will also be discussed. 

2.2. Strategic Approach 

The current study initially began with the researcher attempting to gain insight, discover ideas 

and increase her knowledge of quality online course design through conducting a thorough 

literature review. The extensive research consisted of searching various academic journals and 

books using sources containing the words quality, design, evaluation, online learning, online 

courses, best practice, eLearning or a combination of these words as part of the readings to 

identify the most relevant papers to review and to determine existing research on quality design 

practices in online courses. Studies were identified primarily using various research search 

engines, campus dissertation databases, campus library, and further readings were recognised 

through the references used in the identified readings. The objective of this exercise was to 

identify the most common favourable dimensions and components of online learning that 

contribute towards the effective quality of online course design. Additional readings such as 

empirical research and books were also provided by experts in the field. 

The researcher used this newly acquainted knowledge to write up the literature review; that 

follows; on what constitutes quality design of online courses while simultaneously developing 

the first draft of the research instrument (rubric) of the current study. Information on various 

design considerations was used to construct new or improved statements of criterion on the 

quality criteria of online courses, rather than just taking a set of existing questions and 

hypothesis and testing it (Kothari, 2004) when completing the first draft of the rubric. 

In addition to the literature review, a search was conducted using search terms such as quality 

online course design rubric, best practices for instructional design, online course design 

checklist and instructional design quality to investigate existing course evaluation instruments. 
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Several results were found but had to meet the following criteria to be included as part of the 

design of the rubric in the current study: (1) evaluate the actual design of online courses, (2) 

not be part of a blog, and (3) be of an empirical research base. The researcher made notes of 

the various components within each study and existing evaluation tools. She analysed these to 

identify the components that reoccur in previous studies and the ones that contributed most 

significantly and successfully to quality online course design. The researcher used this analysis 

to design her own dimensions, components, and criterion for the rubric. This is elaborated on 

further in chapter 3. 

2.3. Definition of Topic and Background Discussion 

Many educational institutions are embracing the use of online learning as it is essential to their 

long-term viability (Allen and Seaman, 2008). Educational institutions that do not invest time 

in their design and quality assurance for their online courses may put themselves in a 

compromising position that may lead people to undermine the institutions' course offerings as 

well as the brand of the institution itself (Davis et al., 2011). Online courses need to include 

both information and instructional methods that can assist students in learning the content. 

These methods, according to the knowledge construction metaphor, should not only deliver 

information but instructions also need to be provided to guide the students cognitive 

processing, thus enabling students to actively engage and process information (Clark and 

Mayer, 2016). Chickering and Gamson (1987) established seven principles for undergraduate 

teaching: (1) encourage faculty-to-learner interaction, (2) encourage learner-to-learner 

interaction, (3) promote active learning, (4) communicate high expectations, (5) facilitate time 

on task, (6) provide rich rapid feedback, and (7) respect diverse learning. These principles can 

apply both to face-to-face and online teaching. The quality of online instruction affects the way 

students learn in an online environment. Course design includes looking at the instructional 

design (Daukilas, Kaciniene, Vainoriene, Vascila, 2008). 

Clark and Mayer (2016) describe three types of demands on cognitive processing viz. 

extraneous processing, essential processing, and generative processing. Extraneous processing 

(extrinsic load) involves processing that does not support the instructional objectives, a solution 

to this is to minimise cognitive processing that is not related to instructional goals by using 

instructional methods that decrease required processing. Some techniques include the 

exclusion of unnecessary objects, such as pictures or sounds or words, displaying incremental 

instruction for learners, using two components to promote redundancy and not too many e.g. a 
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combination of pictures and audio, and not pictures, audio and words as this may cause 

overload (Clark and Mayer, 2016). Essential processing (intrinsic) focuses on the relevant and 

core material, and the most crucial aspect of this process is to only represent the key content of 

the online course (Clark and Mayer, 2016). Some techniques used here are segmenting lessons 

into manageable chunks, using audio instead of only online text and making use of pretraining 

to help learners develop the various concepts separately. Generative processing (germane 

cognitive load) is processing that is required to build deeper meanings and understandings of 

the content (Clark and Mayer, 2016). Generic processing is important as it assists students in 

organising, integrating and engaging with the content of the course. Techniques to promote 

generic processing is to make use of words and pictures rather than words alone, request and 

allow learners to engage and elaborate on the learning materials and incorporate practical 

examples and exercises. In summary, a point raised by Clark and Mayer (2016) is that the three 

goals that exist for instructional designers are: (1) to minimise cognitive processing that is not 

related to the instructional goal, (2) cognitive processing to only represent the key content, and 

(3) foster generic processing.  

Therefore, the lesson contents should guide students’ cognitive processing while learning. 

Course design further involves organising the course in a manner that the course follows a 

logical, efficient, structured, clear and systematic presentation that is easy to navigate with 

planned learning outcomes (Ascough, 2011). The online course needs to encompass 

sequencing and provide scaffolding i.e. lower order thinking skills to higher order thinking 

skills (Ascough, 2011). 

Notable design quality of online courses needs to be guaranteed so that courses offered in 

higher education are valuable. The more well designed and well implemented online courses 

allow students to learn more effectively (Clark and Mayer, 2016). Many institutions are 

developing or updating previously developed practices to provide high-quality online learning 

(Davis et al., 2011). Some factors that influence the quality of courses are learning material of 

the course, course content, course structure, and the virtual environment, communication and 

interactivity, student assessment, support for student and instructors, course staff qualifications 

and experience (Daukilas et al., 2008). 

Quality is one of the key determinants of effective and successful learning (Conole, 2013). 

Regardless of the growth of demand for online courses, there is still a concern for online course 

quality. There exist a few individual models which set guidelines for educational institutions 
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in developing or evaluating online course quality. Two popular and widely used models are 

Quality Matters and the Sloan-C Five Pillars of Quality in Distance Learning (Wang, 2008).  

Quality Matters (QM) originated in 2003 as a faculty centred peer review process designed to 

improve the quality of online courses (Roehrs, Wang, Kendrick, 2013). QM is a tool that allows 

for quality assurance using a rubric. The QM rubric contains eight dimensions: (1) course 

overview and introduction, (2) learning objectives, (3) assessment and measurement, (4) 

instructional materials, (5) course activities and learner interaction, (6) Course Technology, (7) 

learner support, and (8) accessibility and usability. A brief description of each dimension is 

illustrated in table 1. Spread across the eight dimensions are forty standards of course design 

(Roehrs et al., 2013) that provides excellent standards for instructional designers to follow 

when developing online courses (Bento and White, 2010). The rubric was originally designed 

for peer review, however, the rubric is being used as a guide for online design, a checklist for 

design elements, and a faculty development tool (Ralston-Berg and Nath, 2008). 

Dimension Description 

Course Overview and Introduction The course overview proposes ideas for the 

initial course overview and introduction to 

welcome students to the online course 

environment. Online design should include 

clear and detailed instructions on course 

structure and accessing course content. 

Learning Objectives (Competencies) Learning objectives or competencies should 

describe measurable outcomes. Objectives 

should be written from the perception of 

students, so the students know what they can 

measurably achieve. 

Assessment and Measurement The assessment and measurement are aligned 

with the learning objectives. Thus, providing 

multiple opportunities for students to 

complete self-assessment and gather 

feedback. 

Instructional Materials Course and instructional material need to 

support the course learning objectives. 
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Resources should help students make 

meaningful connections with the objectives 

that they can achieve.  

Course Activities and Learner Interaction Investigating the course activities and the 

way in which learners can interact provides 

recommendations on the strategies for 

student engagement in an online 

environment. The design and development of 

the course’s activities need to support the 

course and module objectives. These 

activities assist in the development of an 

online learning community and assist 

students in becoming active students. 

Course Technology Course technology determines the selection 

and integration of technology in the online 

course. The technology used should be up to 

date and support the course objectives. 

Instructions on the use and access of the 

technology need to be provided. 

Learner Support Learner support involves providing students 

with examples, resources, and support such 

as library information, technical support, 

writing centre, career centre etc. 

Accessibility and Usability Accessibility and usability demonstrate 

practices in course design that sees to the 

various needs of students e.g. design for 

impaired hearing or vision. 

Table 1: Brief Description of QM Dimensions 

Swan et al. (2014) found that QM provides some standards for the design of online courses. 

QM stimulates the development of alignment between the course design and learning 

objectives. It enables instructional designers to select better resources, schedule course 

activities and ascertain different types of assessment (Bento and White, 2010). QM encourages 

the organisation of courses resulting in easier navigation and accessibility to important 
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information for students (Bento and White, 2010). There are some limitations that exist with 

QM. While evaluating massive open online courses (MOOCs), Lowenthal and Hodges (2015) 

identified that a simple designed course can pass as a quality course, thus implying that the QM 

model might focus too much on the basics and not sufficiently on the instructional design and 

methods. Another limitation that exists in the QM model is that it does not consider the new 

dynamics of online learning technologies and learner interactions. The QM model addresses 

the concept of design effectively, however, lacks in addressing the issues of course delivery 

(Little, 2009). Therefore, QM allows distance educational institutions to easily review the setup 

and design of online courses but does not address the effectiveness of the delivery of the course 

to students using various pedagogical methods (Little, 2009). 

Online courses and their learning objectives within each module of the course should align 

with four key elements viz. assessments, instructional materials, course activities and learner 

interaction (Quality Matters, 2014). These elements collectively work to assist students in 

meeting their intended learning outcomes. Therefore, it is imperative that all learning 

objectives be clearly stated. Although not in an online context, Biggs and Tang (2007) 

introduced a concept known as ‘constructive alignment’ based on the theory of constructivism 

and alignment to the design of teaching and assessment. Students’ actions lead to learning 

taking place rather than the doings of a teacher. Therefore, when learning objectives are clearly 

stated, it is important that students actively engage in the content to meet the desired intended 

outcome. The teacher’s role is to create a learning environment that promotes students to 

complete the various learning tasks and assess/compare the students work with the intended 

outcomes (Biggs and Tang, 2007). Accordingly, in an online environment, constructive 

alignment relates to the instructor specifying the learning outcomes for the students and then 

aligning them with teaching and assessment. This will aid the instructor in aligning and 

selecting relevant content of the course and plan accordingly all appropriate activities.  

To promote awareness and improvement in distant learning, The Sloan Foundation developed 

a program to guide online courses development for higher education (Wang, 2008). The Sloan-

C Five Pillars of Quality Distance Learning (Sloan-C) model consists of five dimensions: (1) 

learning effectiveness, (2) access, (3) student satisfaction, (4) faculty satisfaction, and (5) cost-

effectiveness (Moore, 2005). A brief description of each dimension is illustrated in table 2. 
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Dimension Description 

Learning Effectiveness The educational institute demonstrates that 

the online course quality can be compared to 

its traditional teaching. 

Access Students who would like to be involved in 

online courses may do so by accessing a wide 

range of courses. 

Student Satisfaction Students are happy with their experiences in 

online learning. This includes but is not 

limited to, interaction and collaboration with 

peers and instructors, learning outcomes 

matching their initial goals/expectations, and 

general course services. 

Faculty Satisfaction The faculty achieves success and are pleased 

with teaching online, citing appreciation. 

Cost Effectiveness Reduction in costs and continuous 

improvement in services. 

Table 2: Brief Description of Sloan-C Dimensions 

Sloan-C model provides guidance for the design of online programs (Wang, 2008). Educational 

institutions can interpret and use the five dimensions of the Sloan-C model at their own 

discretion to determine the level of educational quality. The Sloan-C model is focused on the 

construction and the educational institutions' support of the online course (Wang, 2008). The 

limitations with the Sloan-C model are it is unsuccessful in addressing the use of distance 

education technology, instruction in online courses, teaching practice, and learning activity 

(Bourne, Harris, Mayadas, 2005). 

Previous studies have examined different elements of quality design in online courses such as 

structure, content, the role of the various stakeholders, learning outcomes (Davis et al., 2011), 

structure and security, course feedback, presentation of content, collaboration and interaction 

(Lister, 2014). Conole (2014) states that characteristics of good learning include the 

encouragement of reflection, enabling of dialogue, fostering of collaboration, applying theory 

learnt to practice, creating a community of peers, enabling creativity and motivating students. 
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Creasman (2012) states that courses should be designed around collaboration, social presence, 

connection, and balancing the quantity of course information with student determination. 

Lister (2014) found four main components that need to be considered when designing online 

courses. These four main components are (1) course structure, (2) content presentation, (3) 

collaboration and interaction, and (4) timely feedback. The interaction between students and 

other students or the faculty assists with effective online teaching. Therefore, online discussion 

forums can be used as a pedagogical method to encourage student interaction and collaboration 

(Muilenburg and Berge, 2006). Margaryan, Bianco and Littlejohn (2015) suggests ten 

principals: (1) problem-centred, (2) activation, (3) demonstration, (4) application, (5) 

integration, (6) collective knowledge, (7) collaboration, (8) differentiation, (9) authentic 

resources, and (10) feedback as important criteria of instructional design. 

Some of the evaluation instruments that were reviewed and some of its concepts used towards 

the development of the current framework were the: 

➢ Quality Matters (QM) Rubric; 

➢ Illinois Online Network: Quality Online Course Initiative; 

➢ Palomar Online Course Best Practices Checklist; 

➢ Utah State Online Course Quality Rubric; 

➢ Blackboard Exemplary Course Program Rubric; 

➢ Kansas State E-Learning Quality Checklist; 

➢ University of New Mexico Online Course Standards Rubric; and 

➢ California State University Quality Online Learning and Teaching. 

After the review of the literature and evaluation tools, the current study focused on the 

following five dimensions: (1) course information, course structure, and course organisation, 

(2) interaction and communication, (3) multimedia design, (4) assessment and feedback, and 

(5) effective use of technology. These dimensions were deemed most appropriate as they 

reoccurred as successful indicators of quality design for online courses within previously 

developed research and evaluation tools. They are briefly expanded in the next section. 

2.3.1. Course Information, Structure and Organisation 

Course information entails a clear description and overview of the online course. Online 

courses should encompass clear instruction, clear course objectives and outcomes, a list of 

requirements and policies, a course schedule, important dates, list of assignments and 
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deadlines, required hours – this allows students to have a feel of what to expect and what they 

need to do (Hew, 2016). 

Often when students start a new course they are filled with anxiety. Therefore, it is important 

for course instructors to provide students with thorough information to ease this anxiety 

(Simpson, 2012). Anxiety also increases cognitive load (Ishida, Saitoh, Wada and Nagai, 

2010). Some of the introductory and overview information provided to students include clear 

and detailed instruction on how to access key components of the course, a course schedule and 

syllabus, detailed information of the institution and instructor, the objectives of the overall 

course and the modules existent within the course, modules and activities. Orientation videos 

are favourable as they are seen by students as informative and helpful (Taylor, Dunn, Winn, 

2015). Despite the popularity of technology and an increase in the use on computers for online 

learning, there is still a lack of knowledge regarding technical skill, hardware, and software 

(Johnson, Palma-Rivas, Suriya and Downey, 1999). 

Course structure refers to the development and design of all course resources, strategies and 

the general planning of the course throughout the running of the course (Gray and DiLoreto, 

2016). One key notion that is different between the face-to-face environment and the online 

environment is the environment itself (Smith, 2014). Within an online environment, students 

need to take on more responsibility for their own learning as there is no face-to-face interaction 

with someone guiding them the entire time. For this reason, it is imperative that there are 

structure, organisation and a learning pathway for the progress of the course that is all made 

clear to the students (Smith, 2014). 

Course designers need to carefully consider the structure in designing online courses (Swan et 

al., 2014) as the goal of learning is to develop schemas or some sort of framework – a structure 

(Rumelhart and Norman, 1988). Smith (2014) describes four ways that course content should 

be organised: (1) chunk-able – it can be separated into relatable and short learning segments. 

Chunking assists students in increasing their understanding and retention rate, allowing 

students to explore and learn more content, and comprehend the course material better. 

Chickering and Gamson (1987) mention that time on a task and interaction with the content 

are important in the facilitation of learning. Therefore, to accommodate memory processing 

the use of chunking should be considered, (2) repeatable – students must have the ability to 

repeat and review content, (3) pause-able – the content must have the ability to allow students 

to stop and resume without having to start over, and (4) understandable – students should easily 
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comprehend the course content (Smith, 2014). Course content is developed by the course 

developer and includes course materials, assignments, and exams (Davis et al., 2011). 

Course announcements, course information (the syllabus, outlines, timetables, schedules, 

marking system), reminders from the instructor and assignment information are other 

components of the structure of online courses that students see as important (Ausburn, 2004; 

Gray and DiLoreto, 2016). These are some of the features that contribute to the structure of an 

online course and reduce the anxiety that students may experience (Smith, 2014). A course 

calendar is one of the more important components of an online course system (Farin, Rahman, 

Manoor and Hossain, 2016).  

A content map can assist students in focusing on their learning goals and to accommodate and 

promote their learning. A content map can be described as a visual representation of the various 

topics which exist within a course. It can be used to show the organisation of the content and 

its placement of a current topic within the context of the entire course. This provides structure 

for students which helps students make sense of concepts and aids them in their understanding 

of the structure of a body of knowledge. Additionally, it ensures that content created across the 

various topics will reflect scaffolding of the entire courses content (Smith, 2014).  

When students go through the various topics or sections of a course, they might not do so in a 

systematic linear order. The creation of a learning pathway is important as it enables students 

to engage with the content in manageable chunks. The learning pathway also acts as a roadmap 

that helps guide students’ progress and ensures that students reach their end goal. Students need 

to be able to navigate to content that they have already viewed as it will allow them to revise 

their work and process the information from short term to long term memory. They should also 

be able to continue with their lesson where they left it rather than having to start all over again. 

The challenge is to structure lessons in a way that is compatible with the students learning 

processes (Clark and Mayer, 2016). Therefore, it is imperative that explicit instruction is 

provided to ensure students can use the materials of the course effectively (Callahan, Saye, 

Brush, 2013). Clear course structure with supporting and guiding instructions must be designed 

to assist students in participating with the course, resulting in overall success in achieving their 

learning goals (Kim, Kim, Khera, Getman, 2014; Gray and DiLoreto, 2016). 

Another element that contributes towards the concept of structure is to have a file and folder 

structure with a naming scheme and to develop a learning guide (Smith, 2014). Smith (2014) 

suggests designing and developing each lesson to contain (1) dates – this will help to reinforce 
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information provided in the course schedule, assist students in working offline and keeping to 

themselves on track, provide an indication of when to start and end a topic, (2) identification – 

this includes information that will assist students in identifying the different lessons and include 

content maps, course titles and lesson topics, (3) outcomes – objectives is a fundamental 

element of instruction and when an objective is stated it should also include and be aligned 

with content, learning activities and a form of assessment for the objective, (4) resources – this 

includes resources required to be accessed by students for a lesson such as links to journals, 

websites, videos, audio etc. It is useful to separate these between required and recommended 

as it allows students who would like to explore the topic further to investigate both the required 

and recommended but for those students who want to move swiftly through the course to only 

view the required, (5) activities – assignments should be listed here containing information 

about what students should do, how they should do it, the mark allocation and weightings, the 

submission methods, due date and what type of references should be used. Activities should 

also be informative and allow students to spend more time on tasks, give students an 

opportunity to interact with the content and reinforce information in the short-term memory, 

(6) self-assessment – this allows for students to verify their learning and improve on their 

developmental areas, (7) lesson assessments – this entails an assignment or quiz of the lesson 

provided, and (8) points earned – mark allocations for assessments should be disclosed to 

students.  

Young and Norgard (2006) found that students found it helpful to have a consistent structure 

across the various online courses. A comment made by a student was “Organization of the 

classes should be consistent and not made up by the individual instructors” (Young and 

Norgard, 2006). 

It can be concluded through the review of previously developed literature and various 

evaluation instruments the following influences the quality design of online courses for the 

dimension course information, structure and organisation: (1) the provision of course 

administrative information, (2) the provision of course events information, (3) the presentation 

of information on course materials, (4) the provision of hardware specifications, (5) the 

provision of software specifications, (6) information on prerequisite technology skills, (7) 

contact information of the school, (8) adequate instructor information, (9) instructor contact 

methods, (10) learning objectives of the course, (11) information on accessing the key 

components of the course, (12) chunking of course content into manageable segments, (13) 

logical sequencing of course content that allows for the best learning pathways, (14) existence 
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of unit overviews containing relevant information, (15) easy navigation through the use of 

navigation indicators, (16) existence of a clear content map that visually represents the different 

sections of the course, (17) visual and functional consistency of web pages, (18) information 

detailing the requirements for successful completion of the course, (19) information for 

academic support and resources, (20) comprehensive policies, and (21) netiquette guidelines. 

2.3.2. Interaction and Communication 

Palloff and Pratt (2010) describe a clear distinction between interaction and interactivity. 

Interaction is described as significant student-to-student and student-to-instructor contact that 

is important for online learning whilst interactivity is described as the interaction with the tool 

that entails the inclusion of different objects that enable an active learning environment for 

students. Moore (1989) describes three types of interactions: learner-instructor interaction, 

learner-content interaction and learner-learner interaction. 

There are seven types of learner-instructor interactions identified by Shackelford and Maxwell 

(2012); (1) providing information on expectations, (2) participating in discussions, (3) 

providing support and encouragement, (4) providing timely feedback, (5) using multiple modes 

of communication, (6) instructor modelling, and (7) required participation. When instructors 

design content for online environments, they need to find the balance between the amount of 

content provided to learners and the avoidance of overloading the learners with too much 

content (Garrison and Anderson, 2003). It is imperative that the design of online courses 

contain quality interactions as quality learner-learner interactions are more important than the 

quantity of learner-learner interactions (Journell, 2008). 

Interaction with the tool and its content involves looking at whether the tool is user-friendly, 

the design of the tool and its content, whether the tool is easy to navigate, is there structure in 

the content, how does the interface of the tool look etc. Aesthetic aspects are important in 

Human Computer Interaction (HCI) and interface design. HCI is a field of study which 

examines the design of computers in ways that are best suited for the user (human). In other 

words, HCI looks at how people interact with computers and the extent to which computers are 

developed for successful interactions with humans. HCI was initially geared towards 

functionality and usability of computers, however, it has arisen aspects of aesthetics as well. 

Designers and developers of online courses need to shift the HCI focus from user-centred to 

learner-centred (Soloway, Guzdial, Hay, 1994). Soloway et al. (1994) suggest three questions 

to be considered when designing the interface of online courses: (1) “Why support learners and 
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learning?” (2) “How might the interface support learners and learning?” and (3) “What are the 

issues involved in providing such support?” 

Shneiderman (2010) offers five guidelines for displaying information; (1) consistency – the 

formats, colours, terminology, language, etc. need to be standardised during the design phase, 

(2) efficient information assimilation by the user – formats should be consistent to the students 

such as text is left aligned, numbers are right aligned, proper spacing exists, there is correct use 

of measurements and the number of decimals, (3) minimal memory load on the user – users 

should not need to remember information across screens (Clark and Mayer have also mentioned 

this) and tasks should be organised so that students can complete them in a few actions, (4) 

compatibility – information needs to be linked to the format of the data entered, and (5) 

flexibility – students should be able to get information in a form most convenient to them. 

Famous theorists such as Bruner and Vygotsky found that learning does not happen in isolation 

but rather through interaction. Bruner (1996) said that the development of a student is 

essentially associated with interaction and Vygotsky (1978) believed that social interaction 

helps students to learn. The interaction between student-to-student or the faculty assists with 

effective online teaching and learning. This interaction should be timely (Young and Norgard, 

2006). Students found two-way communication with their colleagues and instructor to be 

important and essential (Ausburn, 2004; Young and Norgard, 2006). They also benefited from 

the announcements and reminders from their instructor. Ausburn (2004) suggests instructors 

should thus be readily available for their students, instructors should encourage communication 

and interaction, instructors should use email reminders for students to check the course site for 

new information and instructions. 

Furthermore, wikis, breakrooms, chat, discussion boards, media pages, email (Clark and 

Mayer, 2016) and online discussion forums can be used as a pedagogical method to encourage 

student interaction and collaboration (Muilenburg and Berge, 2006). Collaboration can be 

described as the development of a learning community in an online environment whereby 

students and instructors, through communication, liaise to construct knowledge. Engaging with 

students in an online course stimulates students to actively participate and consequently gain 

more knowledge from being a part of the learning community (Conrad and Donaldson, 2010). 

Collaboration allows instructors and students to move away from the traditional way of 

teaching and learning with paper to developing more creative ways of learning. Collaboration 

gives more responsibility to the students allowing them to empower themselves and deepen 
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their learning experience while working with their peers in a community (Palloff and Pratt, 

2010). Some elements of a community that were found by Palloff and Pratt (2010) include 

people, a shared purpose, guidelines, technology, collaborative learning, and reflection.  

From a constructivist view, collaborative interaction is key in an online learning environment 

as it helps students to create a learning community that connects students and allows them to 

collaborate (Kim et al., 2014). It allows for the instructor and/or students to play the role of a 

more knowledgeable other and assist other students in learning and promoting the construction 

of knowledge. Most of the student engagement in an online course entails collaboration – from 

participation in discussions with peers to working on group projects with peers (Palloff and 

Pratt, 2010). Other types of collaboration that exists are group assignments, research 

assignments whereby peers act as a resource, case studies required to be completed in groups, 

shared facilitations, activity forums, real-time discussions of course content and discussion 

questions, work posted by students that require feedback from peers and any other activity that 

requires a social presence and a sense of shared responsibility to allow learning to take place 

resulting in the overall success of a student.  

Collaboration promotes the development of a community and in turn, this community supports 

collaboration between student-to-student and student-to-instructor (Palloff and Pratt, 2010). 

When students learn together in their learning community, they can deepen their learning by 

developing ideas and sharing these within their learning group and receiving both constructive 

and critical feedback which helps them further develop their own knowledge. Conrad and 

Donaldson (2004) as cited in Palloff and Pratt (2010) state, “[The] collaborative acquisition of 

knowledge is one key to the success of creating an online learning environment. Activities that 

require student interaction and encourage a sharing of ideas to promote a deeper level of 

thought.” Teras and Herrington (2014) found that the use of discussion forums for informal 

communication and interaction improves collaboration. Palloff and Pratt (2010) state that 

collaborative activity is important in an online environment as it promotes learners to reflect, 

develop their critical thinking skills, co-create knowledge and encourage transformative 

learning. 

Interaction and communication in an online environment can be done both synchronously and 

asynchronously. Synchronous online learning is done through real-time chat and video 

conferencing (Hrastinski, 2008). This allows students to ask instructors questions immediately 

and interact with their peers instantly. Asynchronous online learning, on the other hand, 
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involves the course being delivered through the web, via a learning management system, email, 

and messages posted on online forums allowing for flexibility and self-paced learning for 

students (Hrastinski, 2008). 

It can be concluded through the review of previously developed literature and various 

evaluation instruments the following influences the quality design of online courses for the 

dimension interaction and communication: (1) student-to-student opportunities, (2) instructor-

to-student communication, (3) instructor-to-student participation, (4) existence of various 

collaboration tools that allows for a social presence and a sense of shared responsibility, (5) the 

development of a learning community, (6) strategies that encourage active learning, allow 

students to actively engage, and participate in the learning process, (7) well incorporated use 

of aesthetic design that presents the content clearly, (8) overall cohesive content, (9) alignment 

of the content with the learning objectives, (10) provision of examples of appropriate answers, 

(11) a variety of synchronous interactions, and (12) a variety of asynchronous interactions. 

2.3.3. Multimedia Design 

When students build mental representations from words and pictures presented to them then 

multimedia learning has occurred (Mayer, 2003). Online courses with well-designed 

multimedia messages that consist of both pictures and words in comparison to words alone 

allow for deeper student learning (Mayer, 2003). The use of words and pictures that foster 

learning is known as multimedia instruction (Mayer and Moreno, 2003). 

Words can be printed (in-text) or spoken (narrated) and pictures can be static (photos, graphs, 

charts, maps, illustrations) or dynamic (video, animation, interactive illustrations) (Mayer and 

Moreno, 2003). Information can be presented in many ways to students viz. visual words, audio 

words, graphs, pictures, video, animation etc. Students learn better from the combination of 

words and useful pictures instead of pictures or printed text or audio text alone also known as 

the multimedia principal (Clark and Mayer, 2016). 

It is important for instructional designers to investigate how words and pictures complement 

each other rather than find a picture as an afterthought to the words. Using a combination of 

pictures and text allows for students to partake in active learning by mentally making the 

connections between the pictures and text that helps them to support their understanding and 

reduce their cognitive load (Clark and Mayer, 2016). Cognitive overload occurs when a 

student’s intended cognitive processes exceed their available cognitive capacity (Mayer and 
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Moreno, 2003). Mayer and Moreno (2003) suggests ways to reduce cognitive load include the 

redistribution of essential processing (cognitive processing required for making sense of the 

presented information), reduction of incidental processing (cognitive processing that isn’t 

required for making sense of information but exist for the design of the learning task) or 

reducing representational holding (cognitive processing intended for holding a mental 

representation in working memory). 

Clark and Mayer (2016) discuss 12 practical principles relating to the reduction of cognitive 

load; (1) coherence principle – students learn better when extraneous material is excluded as 

adding interesting information can impair learning. The use of extraneous material causes a 

distraction as it guides student’s attention away from the relevant information, disruption as it 

prevents students from building links between relevant information and seduction as it can 

introduce inappropriate prior knowledge. To avoid these designers should introduce visual 

coherence (the removal of unnecessary words and pictures), sound coherence (removal of 

unnecessary sounds from a presentation) and word coherence (removal of unnecessary words), 

(2) signaling principle – the use of devices such as colour or arrows to draw the attention of 

students in complex graphics/animations as students learn better when attention is drawn to 

critical parts of the instruction, (3) redundancy principle – students engage in deeper learning 

when graphics are explained by audio narration on its own rather than audio narration and on-

screen text, (4) spatial contiguity principle – placing corresponding words and graphics near 

each other. This helps the student as the student does not have to search for the relevant words 

and can, therefore, focus on understanding, (5) temporal contiguity principle – words and 

pictures should be presented simultaneously, and the sequencing of words and pictures are also 

important. This helps the student as the simultaneous presentation of the two stimuli helps to 

form an association in the mind of the student, (6) segmenting principle – students learn better 

when the content of a lesson is presented in smaller chunks and in user-paced segments rather 

than as a continuous unit, (7) pre‐training principle – students learn better when they receive 

pretraining in the concepts and facts of key components prior to procedures or processes, (8) 

modality principle – words should be presented as audio narration rather than onscreen text as 

pictures or video with audio narration is better for learning than pictures or video with text. 

This helps students to split the information across two cognitive channels (auditory and visual) 

rather than all through a single channel (visual), (9) multimedia principle – students learn better 

with the use of words and graphics rather than words alone, (10) personalisation principle – the 

use of conversational style and virtual coaches as it helps students to engage with the learning 
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as a social conversation, (11) voice principle – students learn better from a multimedia message 

when using a friendly human voice rather than a machine voice, and (12) image principle – 

students do not learn better when the speakers image is added to the screen. These 12 principles 

are grouped together in a framework based on the three types of cognitive load; (1) reducing 

extraneous processing – coherence principle, signaling principle, redundancy principle, spatial 

contiguity principle, temporal contiguity principle, (2) managing essential processing – 

segmenting principle, pretraining principle, modality principle, and (3) fostering generative 

processing – multimedia principle, personalisation principle, voice principle and image 

principle (Clark and Mayer, 2016). 

Graphics differ in their instructional use and can be used to support learning. Clark and Mayer 

(2016) describes six types of graphics (1) decorative graphics – acts as a decorative and does 

not enhance the message of the lesson, (2) representational graphics – depicts a particular 

element, (3) relational graphics – represents a quantitative relationship amongst two or more 

elements, (4) organisational graphics – describes the relationship amongst elements, (5) 

transformational graphics – depicts changes in objects over time, and (6) interpretive graphics 

– illustrates invisible relationships. When graphics are used there should be coordinated words 

with the graphics – known as the contiguity principle. The contiguity principle requires that 

the printed words be near the graphics and not on a separate page and that the feedback from a 

question be on the same page as the question and not on another page. If the contiguity principle 

is in violation, then it forces students to use their cognitive resources to match the words and 

pictures up causing extraneous processing i.e. cognitive processing that is not related to the 

instructional goal. Clark and Mayer (2016) further state that instructors should avoid the use of 

decorative and representational graphics and make use of the rest as they enable the student to 

better understand the material. 

It can be concluded through the review of previously developed literature and various 

evaluation instruments the following influences the quality design of online courses for the 

dimension multimedia design: (1) the correct use of the different types of graphics, (2) the 

correct use of animations, (3) appropriate use of clear audio aids, (4) comprehensive use of 

clear and quality video aids, (5) the correct application of the coherence principle so as to not 

provide students with unnecessary extraneous material, (6) correct application of the signalling 

principle making accurate use of devices that draw attention to critical parts of instruction, (7) 

correct application of the contiguity principles relating to the correct structured placement of 

graphics and text, (8) correct application of the contiguity principles regarding the correct 
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display of feedback, (9) correct application of the contiguity principles regarding the correct 

display of instruction, (10) correct application of the contiguity principles relating to the 

provision of clear and comprehensive instruction, (11) correct application of the contiguity 

principles allowing for timing to be accurate and efficient in the narration of the various related 

elements such as slides, videos etc., and (12) correct application of the modality principle 

relating to synchronisation that exists between audio and graphics. 

2.3.4. Assessment and Feedback 

“Assessment is universally recognised as one of the most important – and powerful – of an 

educational experience” (Oldfield, Broadfoot, Sutherland, and Timmis, 2012, p.1). Assessment 

forms an integral part of the online course as it provides some observable indication that 

learning has taken place. It also shows learner progress and their understanding of the various 

concepts and content of the course. 

Chickering and Gameson’s (1987) mentions one of their principles is to “give rich and rapid 

feedback.” This indicates that both formative assessment (designed to assist in determining 

learning needs) and summative assessment (used to evaluate the students learning) needs to be 

provided to students. Formative assessment as it allows for ongoing evaluation of student 

learning throughout the course. It allows for learner development during a learner process and 

therefore promotes learning. It also facilitates the evaluation of the various areas of the course 

in terms of content, skill, and progress of learning (Perera-Diltz and Moe, 2014). Summative 

assessments assist in measuring the end product (Perera-Diltz and Moe, 2014). It depicts a one-

time, holistic view of students learning and whether the learning objectives of the course has 

been met. 

Assessment is activities that both instructors and students complete to determine that teaching 

and learning have taken place and adjust these accordingly depending on what was determined 

(Black and Wiliam, 1998). It also facilitates the evaluation of the various areas of the course in 

terms of content, skill, and progress of learning (Perera-Diltz and Moe, 2014). Thus, allowing 

the instructor to revisit concepts, change the manner of instruction, or offer additional activities 

for students to practice. Assessment policies that include assessment criteria and the breakdown 

of marks need to be provided to students so that all assessment and evaluation goals are clearly 

communicated. 
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Assessment is an important component in learning and quality online courses need to offer 

numerous opportunities and multiple methods of assessments to allow students to demonstrate 

their knowledge e.g. quizzes, tests, discussions, essays, projects etc. Self-assessments are also 

important as students can verify their own learning, correct themselves and improve themselves 

prior to the main assessment (Chickering and Gamson, 1987). Assessments need to be 

continuous and an integral part of each module and the course activities, thereby allowing 

students to track their progress. Students need clear and understandable instruction that guides 

them to prepare and participate in the learning experience of the online course. Students require 

unambiguous descriptions and instruction of the assessment and assessment criteria (Ascough, 

2011). Assessments should also have clear instructions and grading policies aligned with them 

(Palloff and Pratt, 2009). 

The application of cognitive learning theories to assessment design helps to create assessments 

that are aligned with subject content and the assessment of cognitive processes (Anderson, 

2008). Student assessment should be aligned with the course content and its learning outcomes 

(Palloff and Pratt, 2009; Ascough, 2011). This is known as constructive alignment. The 

constructive aspect focuses on the student and emphasises the notion of students constructing 

their own knowledge through relevant learning activities. The alignment aspect focuses on the 

instructor and set up of the learning environment in support of learning activities that are 

appropriate for achieving the learning outcomes of a course (Biggs, 2003). Four major steps 

exist in setting up the alignments system (1) defining the intended learning outcomes, (2) 

choosing teaching/learning activities that is likely to lead to the intended learning outcomes, 

(3) Assessing students' actual learning outcomes to see how well they match what was intended, 

and (4) arriving at a final grade. The implementation of using learning outcomes assists 

instructors to design the course in a structured manner that integrates student’s needs, instructor 

expertise and disciplinary requirements (Ascough, 2011). 

An important component of online learning is timeous, accurate and clear feedback (Jacobs, 

2014). Students are more successful when provided with meaningful feedback while 

participating in online courses (Eom and Ashill, 2016). This feedback needs to be timely as 

students perceive timeous feedback more useful than delayed feedback. Moreno (2004) as cited 

in Smith (2014) found that explanatory feedback reduces cognitive load and promotes higher 

grades in comparison to corrective feedback.  
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An effective way to support the presence is for the instructor to provide prompt feedback to 

students (Zydney, 2014). Ice, Curtis, Phillips, and Wells (2007) found that feedback given via 

audio is better than text-based feedback and it also allows for more feedback to be provided. 

Feedback helps to improve the instructor’s presence and aids in students’ learning by assisting 

learners in gaining an understanding of the course concepts. Instructors that provide students 

with feedback after each assessment allows for the students who are not doing well to improve 

on their performance (Jacobs, 2014). 

It can be concluded through the review of previously developed literature and various 

evaluation instruments the following influences the quality design of online courses for the 

dimension assessment and feedback: (1) assessments are aligned with the learning objectives 

of the course, (2) clear and detailed instruction exists for assessments, (3) examples of 

descriptive criteria such as rubrics are provided for longer type assessment questions, (4) a 

variety of formative assessments exist, (5) consistent formative assessments exist at regular 

intervals, (6) summative assessments exist that measure students learning, (7) quality feedback 

on all assessments is provided to students, (8) feedback is frequently and timeously provided 

to students, (9) assessments contains parts that mimic the real world, (10) the design of 

assessments include a variety of both higher order and lower order type questions, (11) learner 

progress information is available to students, and (12) students should be provided with 

multiple opportunities to provide feedback on the course and faculty.  

2.3.5. Effective Use of Technology 

Designers of online courses make use of technologies to ensure that their courses are engaging 

resulting in an increase in student learning. New technologies bring different and sometimes 

more opportunities that contribute towards efficiency in the way in which teaching is done, the 

engagement of students and student learning. 

Technologies in this context refer to the technologies used for the actual platform on which the 

course is run and technology tools used within the course itself. The effective use of technology 

looks at the selection and level of integration of technology in online courses. It ensures that 

the technologies used in an online course assist in achieving the learning objectives and 

pedagogical aims, support student engagement, guide students to active learning, allows 

students to access the technologies that are required in the course, and the technologies used in 

the course are up to date for present time (Matters, 2011). The real advantage with educational 

technologies is that they enable students to engage with the course content outside of class and 
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therefore they can expand the time and quality of the discussion within the class or the 

synchronous session (Bowen, 2014). Students should be able to do this on the go, therefore, 

making course access available from various devices as a student could begin a course module 

within the workplace on his/her desktop and complete the module at home on his/her mobile. 

Ishikawa, Akahane-Yamada, Smith, Kondo, Tsubota, and Dantsuji (2015) state that students 

access the course using their mobile devices before class in order to prepare. Initially it was 

expected that students would make use of desktops and laptops to access online course content, 

however, the use of mobile devices such as tablets and mobile phones has become a preferred 

means for student-to-student communication (Helm, Bradley, Guarda and Thouësny, 2015). 

Cross and Adam (2007) describe four rationales for introducing ICTs into education: (1) social 

– the role that technology plays in society and the need for students to familiarise themselves 

with it, (2) vocational – student preparation of jobs that require technological skills, (3) 

catalytic – the use of technology to improve teaching, management and other social tasks, and 

(4) pedagogical – the use of technology to enhance learning, flexibility and provide efficiency 

in the delivery of the curriculum. Online learning promotes learner centred learning by 

promoting learner communication and interaction, thus, allowing students to experience 

education better (Du, Fu, Zhao, Liu and Liu, 2013).  

Depending on the task demands of activities the appropriate Web 1.0 (basic applications, World 

Wide Web, tutorials, simulations, chat, email), Web 2.0 (blogs, wikis, online journals, podcasts 

and videocasts, mobile learning such as the use of instant messaging and social networking 

sites such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube etc.) and Web 3.0 (creation of virtual participation, 

use of cloud-based applications such as Google Drive, OneDrive) should be used. Text for use 

in online learning can be prepared using word processors such as Microsoft Word. This tool 

can be used to generate and construct new knowledge (Mishra, 2018).  

Security within the e-learning environment exists to provide a secure session between students 

and the educational institute’s online learning environment. This helps to protect both the 

students and the institute's privacy and intellectual property. There exists a social aspect that 

students need to feel secure in an online environment. As assignments are submitted 

electronically, basic security such as integrity (information has not been modified or deleted 

but rather correct and in its complete original form), confidentiality (information kept private 

and not disclosed to unauthorised persons) and availability (information is timeous, readily 



28 

 

accessible and reliable by authorized persons) needs to be assured (Raitman, Ngo, Augar, Zhou, 

2005). 

It can be concluded through the review of previously developed literature and various 

evaluation instruments the following influences the quality design of online courses for the 

dimension effective use of technology: (1) the technologies used in the online courses are 

current with emerging technologies, (2) correct and adequate use of third-party applications are 

made, (3) the comprehensive use of Web 1.0, Web 2.0 and Web 3.0 applications, (4) the 

orientation of technology, (5) technology support that is provided to students, (6) technical 

support that is provided to students, (7) technical support turnaround time, (8) mobility of the 

course, (9) whether course tools are used appropriately and effectively that enable students to 

actively learn, and (10) systems that are in place to ensure students data privacy and security. 

2.4. Concluding the Selection of Dimensions 

The current study provides a contribution towards literature by advancing the development of 

best practices in terms of quality design and evaluation of online courses. Among the various 

quality design elements for online courses discussed in the literature, as depicted in figure 1, 

the literature review leans towards (1) course information, course structure and course 

organisation, (2) interaction and communication, (3) multimedia design, (4) assessment and 

feedback, and (5) effective use of technology of online courses. The researcher selected well-

established criterion after a review of the literature and existing evaluation tools. These 

dimensions were selected as they possess the most critical success factors and pedagogical 

approaches to the quality design of online courses within the literature and the evaluation tools. 

 

Figure 1: Selected Dimensions 

2.5. Conclusion 

The literature on the design of online courses was focused on in this section. The literature 

review began with an outline of the strategic approach taken to the development of the literature 
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review and the development of the rubric. It provided a discussion on the context of the study 

and explained the definition and background of the design of online. A framework was 

developed based on the use of previously developed theories, models, tools and studies on the 

design of online courses. These theories, models, tools, and studies were selected as they 

possess aspects that provide a basis of a framework for the researcher to use as direction for a 

quality design rubric. Chickering and Gamson (1987) seven principles for undergraduate 

teaching, Quality Matters (QM) model and the Sloan-C Five Pillars of Quality in Distance 

Learning model were used as a basis and was expanded with other existing models, frameworks 

and prevailing literature. Particular attention to the dimensions (1) course information, course 

structure and course organisation, (2) interaction and communication, (3) multimedia design, 

(4) assessment and feedback, and (5) effective use of technology of online courses were 

focused on to contribute towards the development of a valid and reliable rubric. 
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3. Research Design and Methodology 

3.1. Introduction 

The current section discusses the methodological aspects of the research. It describes the design 

selected for data collection and how the selection was influenced by the researcher. In addition 

to the research design, the research instrument will further be explained on, validity and 

reliability will be discussed, pre-testing and pilot testing will be elaborated on, and a few 

limitations will be discussed. Lastly, a discussion on ethical considerations will conclude this 

section. 

3.2. Research Design 

The objective of the current study is to develop a conceptual framework and establish best 

practice criteria for the evaluation of the design of online courses. This led to the development 

of a valid and reliable evaluation instrument that enables the actual evaluation of the design 

quality for online courses. Therefore, the current study uses a quantitative instrument design 

methodology. 

The researcher began extensively reviewing the current literature on the quality of design of 

online courses and developed a list of best practices in online education. The steps included 

determining the different definitions of the various concepts and constructs of the different 

dimensions and implementing these into the development of an evaluation rubric. A rubric is a 

template that is used as an evaluation instrument that assists in improving teaching, 

contributing towards a sound assessment and is seen as a source to improvement (Wolf and 

Stevens, 2007). Subsequently, a rubric was created to assess and evaluate the effectiveness of 

the design quality of online courses. It was then used to evaluate three entrepreneurial online 

short courses at the University of the Witwatersrand.  

A quantitative approach was used in the current study as it involved measuring by scoring 

various criterion on the rubric developed by the researcher. These scores were measured and 

then analysed using simple descriptive statistics. Qualitative descriptive evaluations of the 

online short courses were also done. Both the quantitative and qualitative aspects of the online 

course analysis were integrated to ascertain a summative conclusion of the three online courses 

and whether the rubric, as a design framework, needed further improvement or not. 
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3.3. The Research Instrument – The Rubric 

The initial emphasis of the current study was to gain insights on the various factors that 

influence the design quality of online courses. A thorough literature review was conducted to 

aid this. Components were identified across a variety of studies and then grouped within a 

dimension. Each component has a list of criteria across each of the five levels on the Likert 

scale. Therefore, in the current study, a dimension can be described as a concept that was 

identified in the literature as an important contributor to the quality of online course design. 

Components are constructs that identify the trait or features which need to be measured and 

exist within each dimension. Criteria are explicit descriptions of the performance of the online 

course and depict how the score is derived and what quality is expected of online course. 

Descriptors are the criterion that describes each level of performance for each component and 

describe the performance at a point on the Likert scale. It allows for the measurement of 

components. For example, a dimension is Course Information, Structure and Organisation and 

examples of components that exist within this dimension are Course Administration, Events, 

Contact and Instructor Information, Course Overview Information, Key Components etc. 

Within the component Course Administration, criteria on a scoring of five on the Likert scale 

may read “Course information for all aspects of the course are provided.” and criteria on a 

scoring of one on the Likert scale may read “Limited course information is provided.” This 

example is illustrated in figure 2. 

The rubric consists of criterion and components that are not division or subject specific, 

therefore the rubric is generic to all online courses. The rubric is divided into five sections by 

dimension: (1) course information, course structure, and course organisation, (2) interaction 

and communication, (3) multimedia design, (4) assessment and feedback, and (5) effective use 

of technology. Each dimension has a list of non-double-barrelled and unambiguous 

components and a summary comment section. Each component within a dimension is alongside 

a Likert scale to determine the degree to which the online course exhausts those components 

and dimensions. In addition to this, each component has a list of five criteria alongside that 

links with each score on the Likert-scale. The criteria were developed based on three aspects 

(1) what is being evaluated [“what”], (2) the level indicator by using adjectives and adverbs 

[“How”], and (3) the manifestation of the outcome [“we will know this when…”]. The rubric 

can be seen in Appendix A3. 
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Albaum (1997) describes a Likert scale as a tool to measure something. The standard format 

contains a list of statements to which a respondent needs to answer showing a degree of 

disagreement or agreement. Therefore, the scale on the current rubric measures three extents: 

(1) the direction (positive to negative), (2) the intensity (strength of the positive or negative 

answer) and (3) in some cases the existence of the component within the online course. A Likert 

scale measurement is selected by the researcher as it requires a decision to be made based on 

the level of agreement with the criterion that the researcher developed from the literature. The 

analysis of the responses to the rubric will be calculated through the Likert scale. The researcher 

chose a Likert scale approach instead of a yes/no approach because this allows individuals to 

measure the degree of each component rather than its mere existence, and to avoid potential 

bias or passing any online course as a quality online course. Every dimension has a list of 

components, and each of these components uses a level of quality five-point Likert scale with 

1 as Poor, 2 as Fair, 3 as Good, 4 as Very Good and 5 as Excellent. Additionally, each 

component has a point of zero to cater to the non-existence of that component within the online 

course. This was introduced after the pre-test as the researcher realised that there were several 

components that did not exist on the pre-test online course. Hence, the researcher needed to 

introduce a zero-scoring level. Each component and point on the Likert scale has a description 

of what criteria should be met for the component to score in the point of the Likert scale. Each 

component is an attempt to establish the degree of involvement each dimension contributes 

towards the quality of online courses. A snippet of the rubric is illustrated in figure 2 and the 

rubric, as a whole, can be seen in Appendix A3.
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Figure 2: Sample Extract of the Proposed Rubric 

  

Components Dimensions Criterion Levels 



34 

 

3.4. Validity and Reliability 

The concept of validity and reliability are the two most used criteria to determine if an 

instrument is usable (Kember and Leung, 2008). The current study will make use of a rubric to 

evaluate the design quality of online courses. The question that arises is, does the rubric have 

the capability to achieve its intended purpose of providing useful and consistent information in 

relation to its intended purpose? In other words, is it standardised – if an individual uses the 

rubric to evaluate a course, will the result be consistent with another individual’s evaluation of 

the same course? These questions are important and lead to considering the validity and 

reliability of the rubric within the current study. 

3.4.1 Validity  

Validity is used to measure whether the instrument measures what it is intended to measure.  

The rubric makes use of scale development through a five-point Likert scale. One of the main 

objectives of scale development is creating a valid measure of a construct (Clark and Watson, 

1995). Cronbach and Meehl (1955), as cited in (Clark and Watson, 1995) argues that there are 

three steps when looking at construct validity. These are looking at theoretical concepts and 

their relationship with each other, identifying methods to measure proposed constructs, and 

empirically test these proposed constructs and their perceptions. 

With regards to the rubric, the main construct is to measure the design quality of the online 

course. To ensure that the rubric satisfies construct validity (the degree to which a test measures 

what it intends to) and content validity (how well a test measures what it intends to), the scale 

measurements within the rubric has been derived, modified, and adapted from prior research. 

Previously developed instruments that were used in the current research needed to possess 

adequate reliability and construct validity. Well established and credible models such as the 

Quality Matters (QM) model and the Sloan-C Five Pillars of Quality in Distance Learning 

model (Moore, 2005), criteria for quality that was of an empirical research base, and nothing 

as part of a blog has been used as a contributor towards the current study.  

Once the first draft of the rubric was developed it was validated by being reviewed by a subject 

expert at the University of the Witwatersrand. Subsequently, the rubric was subjected to a pre-

test on an open source online course and a pilot test on one of the University of the 

Witwatersrand offered online short courses. This contributed to adequate content validity. The 

results of the pre-test and the pilot tests influenced changes and a final version of the rubric 
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was created. The steps of conducting a pre-test and pilot test for the development of a final 

version of the rubric increases the validity of the instrument. Additionally, this test helped 

improve the face validity (wording of the items refers to what is being measured) of the rubric. 

3.4.2 Reliability 

Reliability is used as a measure of quality and is used as a measure to determine if, on two 

separate occasions, a measure will yield the same results under the assumption that the measure 

is unchanged (Scott and Morrison, 2005). The researcher asked a colleague to complete the 

rubric while evaluating the same course as the researcher. The scores were then compared to 

determine the similarity between the two scores. This assisted in satisfying the reliability and 

construct validity of the criteria within the rubric to determine if it is measuring what it is 

supposed to. 

A concern that arises is that the scoring on the rubric may change from individual to individual 

– interrater reliability (Moskal and Leydens, 2000). Moskal and Leydens (2000) posit that when 

a rubric is used to guide an evaluation then the rubric should contain criteria that address the 

process and the product. The rubric contains a five-point Likert scale and along each 

component of a dimension, there is a description of what constitutes the selection of a score – 

criteria per score and per component. The rubric can be seen in appendix A3. These 

descriptions are used to guide the individual using the rubric to evaluate the online course. This 

method of creating a well-designed rubric with a detailed description of criteria for each score, 

per component of the dimension, may assist in reducing the occurrences of scoring variations 

between different individuals. However, one must note that it will not eliminate the variation 

in scores from individual to individual but may only reduce the scoring variations. The 

existence of both scores and a description of criteria for each score will allow the individual, 

using the rubric to evaluate online courses, to recognise features existing within the course as 

described in the criteria rather than using his/her own interpretation (Delandshere and Petrosky, 

1998). 

In addition to scores changing from individual to individual, it may change for one individual 

over a period. The current study will make use of the test-retest reliability as this method will 

offer information on the degree of confidence that criteria are descriptions are generalisable in 

other instances (Netemeyer, Bearden, Sharma, 2003). 
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3.5. Pre-testing and Pilot Testing 

Prior to the researcher conducting the actual evaluation of the quality of the three online short 

courses at the University of the Witwatersrand using the developed rubric, the researcher first 

conducted a pre-test and pilot test. The aim for the pre-test and pilot test was to assist the 

researcher in determining (1) if the rubric provides valuable information and is a valid and 

reliable instrument, (2) whether the dimensions selected are correct, (3) whether the 

components selected are correct, (4) the wording of the criterion is understandable, and (5) to 

remove redundant components and dimensions.  

Prior to conducting the pre-test, the rubric was distributed to one subject expert to review and 

provide feedback on the design of the rubric. The subject expert was required to criticise, 

evaluate, and provide feedback on the rubric so the necessary adjustments could be made to 

the rubric. The pre-test was then conducted on an open source online course. This was done to 

determine if any adjustments were needed for the rubric prior to its use for the pilot test. The 

main adjustments that were made to the rubric were (1) the introduction of a zero score as the 

researcher found during the pre-test that some of the components were non-existent in the pre-

test course, and (2) the introduction of a standalone example/description column instead of 

having it as part of the criteria in order to assist in reducing the misinterpretation of the 

component’s measurements. 

Subsequently, a pilot test was conducted using one of the University of the Witwatersrand 

online short courses to do a final evaluation of the rubric’s design and content. The pilot test 

was also a practical method to assist in detecting major defects in the rubric and to overall 

improve the quality and efficiency of the current study. Changes to the rubric were then made 

accordingly prior to conducting the evaluation of the three online short courses. The changes 

made to the rubric after the pilot test included removing duplicating components and criteria 

that were apparent to be measuring the same concepts and rewording some criterion to avoid 

ambiguity. 

3.6. Procedure for Data Collection 

The current study made use of collecting data through conceptual research to develop a valid 

and reliable rubric that contains criteria to evaluate the quality of online courses. The rubric 

was then used to complete an in-depth evaluation of the design of three online short courses. 

Data was collected from the results of the rubric that reflected and assisted in determining the 
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degree of quality of the University of the Witwatersrand short courses. Additionally, possible 

gaps that exist in the design of the online short courses can be seen. 

3.7. Limitations of the Study 

Because of the limitation of time and cost, the current study only evaluated a sample of three 

entrepreneurial online short courses at the University of the Witwatersrand whereby the 

evaluation criteria have been applied. A comparative study was not completed due to time 

constraints. Validity may be difficult to demonstrate with regards to the Likert scale used on 

the rubric (Page-Bucci, 2003). 

Another limitation that exists is that the rubric has not been validated statistically. Although 

the rubric itself uses a quantitative method to evaluate courses, the validation of the rubric itself 

was primarily qualitative. 

While conducting the literature review there were some mentioned points regarding limitations 

on the base models i.e. QM and Sloan-C. A limitation that exists with the QM model is that 

simple designed courses can pass as a quality course. The researcher eliminated this shortfall 

in her current study by introducing the Likert-scale and actual descriptions per score. Another 

limitation exists whereby the QM model does not consider the new dynamics of online learning 

technologies and learner interactions. To resolve this shortfall, the current study developed 

components and criteria for these factors. In addition to these limitations, one more that exists 

is that the QM easily reviews the design of courses but not the effectiveness of the delivery of 

the course. This is not an issue for the current study as the focus is on the actual design of 

online courses and not the delivery. 

The online short courses offered at the University of the Witwatersrand have a one on one 

relationship with the instructor, therefore, it is easy for anyone to associate an online short 

course with an instructor. The researcher had considered the use of pseudo names for both the 

institution and courses to attempt to maintain confidentiality and anonymity. Additionally, the 

researcher planned that when screenshots are used in the current study, any association with 

the institution, courses or instructors will be removed/blurred out. However, upon discussion 

with the director of short courses and consulting at WITS Commercial Enterprise, the 

conclusion that was reached is that there is no need to maintain confidentiality and anonymity. 

All course names and full screens can be displayed as part of the current study. 
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3.8. Ethical Considerations 

Any research completed at the University of the Witwatersrand must first meet any ethical 

requirements placed by the universities ethics committee, the Human Research Ethics 

Committee (HREC). This is needed to be done to protect the rights of the participants. To 

obtain ethical clearance, a copy of the research proposal, information sheet and consent forms 

of the current study were submitted to the ethics committee. Once the ethics clearance was 

submitted and reviewed, approval was granted unconditionally by the Wits University HREC, 

protocol number: 2018ECE033M. A copy of the ethical clearance form can be viewed in the 

appendix A2. This was done to ensure that the study was completed in an ethical manner.  

A meeting was set up with the director of short courses and consulting at WITS Commercial 

Enterprise who deemed the current study to be feasible. A course access information sheet and 

consent form were sent to the director for informed consent (Flick, 2014). This granted the 

researcher access and permission to evaluate the online short courses for the purposes of the 

current study. The course access information sheet and consent form contain the purpose of the 

current study, the risks, and benefits of the current study, cost compensation, confidentiality, 

and anonymity sections. This gives an overview and information about the current study and 

responsibilities of all the stakeholders. This can be viewed in Appendix A1. 

Access to the courses for the researcher to evaluate have done so voluntarily and if the director 

did not wish to volunteer, there were no consequences. If access to the courses were granted, 

the director had the opportunity to withdraw from the current study at any point. 

3.9. Conclusion 

This chapter began by describing the methodological aspects of the current research. It 

described the design selected for data collection and the design of the research instrument. 

Validity and reliability were discussed, with specific attention to the validity and reliability of 

the rubric. The results of the pre-test and pilot test and the resulting changes to the rubric were 

discussed accordingly. Several limitations were discussed, and some were addressed. Lastly, a 

discussion on ethical considerations concluded this section. 
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4. Analysis and Research Findings 

4.1. Introduction 

The current chapter describes the methods, analysis, presentation, and interpretation of data 

collected using the rubric in the evaluation of the three online short courses. The three courses 

are (1) Finance for Non-Financial Managers, (2) Principals of Management, and (3) Business 

Communication Skills. The chapter begins by describing the methods of the data analysis and 

the presentation of data followed by the analysis of data. The analysis of data is then followed 

by a discussion of the data by providing screenshots, descriptions, and implications of the 

research findings. The findings relate to the research questions that guide the current study.  

4.2. Methods of Data Analysis and Presentation of Data 

Data was collected from the rubric and analysed in a meaningful manner using simple 

descriptive statistics. Loeb, Dynarski, McFarland, Morris, Reardon, Reber, (2017, p 39) posits 

that “Descriptive analysis characterizes the world or a phenomenon – identifying patterns in 

the data to answer questions about who, what, where, when, and to what extent.” 

To describe and explain the degree of presence of the various dimensions and components of 

quality design in online courses, simple descriptive analysis was used. Quantitative data was 

obtained from the completion of the rubric evaluating the design quality of three online short 

courses. Each dimension and component has been allocated a score using a Likert scale. The 

researcher used these scores to calculate the totals and aggregates per dimension and a 

summative score (the overall average of all the dimensions) for the courses. The statistical data 

was analysed to identify different instances and provide qualitative descriptive evaluations 

drawn from the evaluation process to make summative conclusions and assist in providing 

feedback on the actual design of the three online short courses and to determine whether the 

rubric, as a design framework, needed further improvement or not. Descriptive statistical 

analysis and graphical representations of the data were developed using Microsoft Excel. 

The use of descriptive analysis assisted the researcher in using the data to describe reality (Loeb 

et al., 2017), identifying the dimensions that hold the most value, which components need to 

be further investigated by the University of the Witwatersrand short courses team, which 

dimension scores the most, identifying the rationale behind why certain dimensions were 

invested in more and others were not, why other dimensions were excluded as a whole etc. 

Once these inferences and rationale were drawn, the researcher had a feedback session with the 

major stakeholders; the director of short courses and consulting at WITS Commercial 
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Enterprise and the team at Digital Campus. Interim research findings were presented to the 

stakeholders and points were discussed during the meeting which were considered, and the 

research report updated accordingly. 

Data visualisation is one of the tools used to display the information and communicate the 

findings of the current research in a simple, familiar and functional manner (Loeb et al., 2017) 

to the relevant stakeholders. Some points that were discussed during the feedback session and 

contained as part of the research are patterns, trends, and variations that were identified in the 

data. This led to the discussion of what is done well in the design of online short courses at 

WITS and which areas require work. Possible recommendations for practice were also 

provided, particularly for the lower scoring dimensions and non-existent components. 

4.3. Analysis of Data 

This section encompasses a brief overview of the three online short courses that were evaluated, 

the analysis of the scores of the rubric, the graphical representation of these scores and a brief 

interpretation of the results. 

4.3.1. Overview of Evaluated Courses 

The three short courses evaluated are Finance for Non-Financial Managers, Principles of 

Management and Business Communication Skills. 

The Finance for Non-Financial Managers course aims to assist students in mastering their 

financial management skills, build their ability to manage funds with an appropriate strategy, 

learn about financial statements, complete financial activities such as a budget or break-even 

analysis and overall to allow the participants of the course to become more financially 

confident. 

The Principles of Management course aims to empower its participants to be good leaders, to 

learn about the different leadership styles, to upskill themselves with capabilities to lead others 

effectively, improve their project management and overall to allow participants to learn to 

adapt to their environment in order to guide their team to greater productivity and profitability. 

The Business Communication Skills course aims to equip its participants with the proper tools 

to communicate effectively across the various business channels such as meetings, 

interpersonal communication and using digital channels. Participants of this course are also 

exposed to compiling business plans, proposals, tenders, and executive summaries. 
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4.3.2. Summary per Dimension 

Table 3 contains summarised information of the total score, the score percentage per dimension 

and the average total score for each of the three courses. 

  

Finance for Non-

Financial Managers 

Principles of 

Management 

Business 

Communication Skills 

  

Score 

Total 
Score % 

Score 

Total 
Score % 

Score 

Total 
Score % 

Course Information, Structure and Organisation 93 89% 93 89% 93 89% 

Interaction and Communication 38 63% 38 63% 39 65% 

Multimedia Design 45 75% 45 75% 45 75% 

Assessment and Feedback 47 78% 44 73% 45 75% 

Effective Use of Technology 39 78% 40 80% 43 86% 

Course Average  77%  76%  78% 

Table 3: Summary of Scores per Dimension for Each Course 

Figure 3 displays a graphical representation of these scores. 

 

Figure 3: Graphical Representation of Dimensions Scoring for the Three Courses 

The Finance for Non-Financial Managers course scored an average score of 77%. The 

dimension “Course Information, Structure and Organisation” scored the highest. The 

dimension that scored the lowest was “Interaction and Communication”. 

The Principles of Management course scored an average score of 76%. The dimensions 

“Course Information, Structure and Organisation” and “Effective Use of Technology” scored 

the highest. The dimension with the lowest score is “Interaction and Communication”. 
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The Business Communication Skills course scored an average score of 78%. The dimensions 

“Course Information, Structure and Organisation” and “Effective Use of Technology” scored 

the highest. The dimension with the lowest score is “Interaction and Communication”. 

These overall averages indicate that the strength of the design for the three online courses lies 

in the general course information, structure and organisation. The interaction and 

communication area of the three online courses need to be developed further.  

The components scores influence the dimensions scores. These are discussed briefly in the next 

section. 

4.3.2.1. Course Information, Structure, and Organisation 

  

Finance for Non-

Financial Managers 

Principles of 

Management 

Business 

Communication Skills 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Course Information, Structure and 

Organisation 
93 89% 93 89% 93 89% 

Course Administration 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Events 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Course Materials 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Hardware Specifications 4 80% 4 80% 4 80% 

Software Specifications 4 80% 4 80% 4 80% 

Prerequisite Technology Skills 3 60% 3 60% 3 60% 

School Information 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Instructor Information 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Instructor Contact Methods 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Objectives 4 80% 4 80% 4 80% 

Key Components Access 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Chunking 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Sequencing 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Unit Overviews 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Navigation Through the Course 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Content Map 3 60% 3 60% 3 60% 

Consistency 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Requirements for Successful Completion 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Academic Support and Resources 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Legal and Acceptable Use Policies 3 60% 3 60% 3 60% 

Netiquette 2 40% 2 40% 2 40% 

Table 4: Course Information, Structure and Organisation Components Scores 

The “Course Information, Structure and Organisation” dimension scored the highest in all three 

of the online courses. Across all three courses, most of the components of this dimension scored 

100%. This is depicted in table 4. The components that need to be addressed in this dimension 

are the introduction of explicit netiquette guidelines and legal and acceptable use policies. 
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4.3.2.2. Interaction and Communication 

  

Finance for Non-Financial 

Managers Principles of Management 

Business Communication 

Skills 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Interaction and Communication 38 63% 38 63% 39 65% 

Student-to-Student Opportunities 2 40% 2 40% 2 40% 

Instructor-to-Student Communication 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Instructor-to-Student Participation 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Collaboration Tools 2 40% 2 40% 2 40% 

Development of Learning Community 3 60% 3 60% 3 60% 

Active learning and Participation 3 60% 3 60% 3 60% 

Aesthetic Design 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Overall Content 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Content Alignment 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Appropriate Answers 0 0% 0 0% 1 20% 

Synchronous Interaction 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Asynchronous Interaction 3 60% 3 60% 3 60% 

Table 5: Interaction and Communication Components Scores 

The “Interaction and Communication” dimension scored the lowest across all three online 

courses. Less than 50% of the components of this dimension scored 100%. This can be seen in 

table 5. The components that need to be addressed in this dimension are the introduction of 

more student-to-student interactions, other collaborative activities, synchronous interactions 

and providing examples of what an appropriate answer is for the activities. 

The introduction of more collaborative tools, student-to-student opportunities, and 

synchronous interaction will impact the development of a learning community and the active 

learning and participation of students. 

4.3.2.3. Multimedia Design 

  

Finance for Non-

Financial Managers 

Principles of 

Management 

Business Communication 

Skills 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 
Score Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Multimedia Design 45 75% 45 75% 45 75% 

Graphics 4 80% 4 80% 3 60% 

Animations 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Audio Aids 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Video Aids 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Coherence Principle - Extraneous Material  5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Signalling Principle - Complexity 5 100% 4 80% 5 100% 

Contiguity Principle - Graphics & Text 4 80% 4 80% 4 80% 

Contiguity Principle - Feedback Display 4 80% 4 80% 4 80% 

Contiguity Principle - Instruction Display 3 60% 4 80% 4 80% 

Contiguity Principle - Instruction 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Contiguity Principle - Timing 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Modality Principle - Audio Narration 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Table 6: Multimedia Design Components Scores 
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The “Multimedia Design” dimension scores in the middle of all the other dimensions for the 

three courses. Approximately 50% of the components of this dimension scored 100% across 

the three courses. This is depicted in table 6. The components that need to be addressed in this 

dimension are the introduction of audio aids and audio narration to the course. 

4.3.2.4. Assessment and Feedback 

  

Finance for Non-Financial 

Managers Principles of Management 

Business Communication 

Skills 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Assessment and Feedback 47 78% 44 73% 45 75% 

Alignment of Learning Objectives and 

Assessment  
4 80% 4 80% 4 80% 

Assessment Instruction 5 100% 2 40% 2 40% 

Descriptive Criteria 0 0% 0 0% 1 20% 

Formative Assessments Types 2 40% 2 40% 2 40% 

Formative Assessments Frequency 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Summative Assessment 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Student Feedback Quality 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Student Feedback Frequency 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Assessment Authenticity 4 80% 4 80% 4 80% 

Assessment Design 4 80% 4 80% 4 80% 

Learner Progress 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Faculty and Course Feedback 3 60% 3 60% 3 60% 

Table 7: Assessment and Feedback Components Scores 

The “Assessment and Feedback” dimension is on average the third highest dimension that the 

three courses have scored. Approximately 50% of the components of this dimension scored 

100% across all the three courses. This can be seen in table 7. The components that need to be 

addressed in this dimension are the introduction of descriptive criteria for assignments where 

there are essay type questions, an increase in the variety of types for formative assessments and 

the overall faculty feedback. 

4.3.2.5. Effective Use of Technology 

  

Finance for Non-Financial 

Managers Principles of Management 

Business Communication 

Skills 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Score 

Total 

Score 

Percentage 

Effective Use of Technology 39 78% 40 80% 43 86% 

Current Technology 4 80% 4 80% 4 80% 

Application Use 1 20% 1 20% 4 80% 

Web Tools 2 40% 2 40% 2 40% 

Technology Orientation 4 80% 4 80% 4 80% 

Technology Support 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Technical Support 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Technical Support Turn Around Time 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Mobility 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Course Tools 3 60% 4 80% 4 80% 

Data Privacy and Security 5 100% 5 100% 5 100% 

Table 8: Effective Use of Technology Components Scores 
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The “Effective Use of Technology” dimension scored the second highest across the three 

courses. 50% of the components of this dimension scored 100% across all three courses. This 

is depicted in table 8. The components that need to be addressed in this dimension are the use 

of more third-party applications, introduction to a variety of web 2.0 and web 3.0 tools, and an 

overall variety of course tools to promote active and collaborative learning for the students. 

4.4. Discussion of Research Findings 

This section involves a discussion of the data gathered across the Finance for Non-Financial 

Managers, Principals of Management, and Business Communication Skills short courses by 

providing screenshots, descriptions, justifications of scoring and implications of the research 

findings. 

The dashboard and the general structure of all pages across all the three short courses follow 

the same structure, look and feel. This is good as a student who is enrolled for multiple courses 

in the same period will be comfortable with the structure and navigation of the courses. Young 

and Norgard (2006) found that students found it helpful to have a consistent structure across 

the various online courses. 

 

Figure 4: Course Dashboard 

As depicted in figure 4, the dashboards contain a navigation draw (nav draw) on the left side 

of the screen which allows for quick access between the various modules, participants of the 

course, badges and the gradebook. The right side of the screen contains blocks for quick access 

and views to components such as the calendar, latest announcements, the current users that are 

online and quick access to support. The centre of the screen is where the actual content is 

displayed. On the dashboard, it shows a summary of the key modules and high-level content. 

On the other pages, it contains the content of the topic within the module. 
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4.4.1. Course Information, Structure and Organisation 

Well thought out course information, structure, and organisation in an online course can 

strengthen the quality of the course. Thus, allowing the students online learning experience to 

be useful, efficient and desirable. 

4.4.1.1. Course Administration 

Course information should include the course schedule, syllabus, outline, scope, grading policy 

including grading scale and weights, the procedure for submission of assignments, preferred 

modes of communication, and types of assessments that will need to be completed (Ausburn, 

2004; Gray and DiLoreto, 2016). 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component course 

administration as course information for all aspects of the course are provided. The three online 

courses contain an entire orientation module (module 0), that comprises of course 

administrative information such as the outline, scope, grading policy, assignment submissions 

etc. There are videos which exists that provide a walkthrough of the introduction, help and 

support that students can receive. Orientation videos are favourable as they are seen by students 

as informative and helpful (Taylor et al., 2015). 

A PDF document containing all the course information discussed in module 0 can also be 

accessed through the site as depicted in figure 5. This PDF document concept is applied 

throughout all the modules. It allows students to download a PDF document that contains all 

the content, main concepts, and activities of that module. 

 

Figure 5: PDF Link and PDF Summary of Module 0 Front Page 

This concept allows for a better online learning experience as students can focus more on the 

actual content of the course rather than being concerned with the general information and 

organisation on the course.  
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4.4.1.2. Events 

A course calendar is one of the more important components of an online course system (Farin 

et al., 2016).  

 

Figure 6: Calendar Containing Course Events 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component course events as 

calendar dates for all course events throughout the year are provided. Each of the three courses 

contains a course calendar that contains all the events of the course. The calendar can be viewed 

holistically as depicted in figure 6 or on the right-hand side while viewing other pages as 

depicted in figure 7. Events on the calendar contain dates for module release, deadlines for 

discussion activities, deadlines for assignments and exams. These are all the events of the 

course.  

 

Figure 7: Side Calendar Displaying Important Dates 
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Completion reminders and notifications of release dates are also sent by the course coordinator. 

This allows the students to schedule their study time accordingly so that they can complete all 

learning tasks on time. Gray and DiLoreto (2016) found reminders from the instructors are 

deemed to be important by students. 

4.4.1.3. Course Materials 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component course materials. 

All course materials are provided through the online environment by the weekly module 

release. This occurs across all three online short courses. This is explicitly stated in the 

documentation of the introductory module (module 0). Students are also provided with the 

opportunity to explore additional links and resources for further reading and to deepen their 

understanding of each of the modules content.  

4.4.1.4. Hardware Specifications 

There is no hardware specifications list in any of the three courses within the online learning 

environment. However, there is a statement made within the examination section of the course 

overview stating that a webcam is required for examination purposes. Upon discussion with 

the learning journey manager, this is the only hardware requirement needed by the students. 

Hardware specifications should be part of the online course as well as emailed to the students 

prior to their first-time access to the online course. All three online short courses were allocated 

a score of 4 for the component hardware specifications as the hardware requirements of the 

course is specified. 

Generally, a hardware specifications list might not necessarily be seen in the online 

environment but can be received via email by students prior to logging on the online 

environment.  

4.4.1.5. Software Specifications 

There is no explicit software specifications list within the online learning environment. Upon 

discussion with the learning journey manager, it was confirmed that the software specifications 

are sent via email. Information such as the use of a recommended web browser is provided e.g. 

The use of Google Chrome instead of Internet Explorer. 

Additionally, within the “Terms and Conditions” section of the website, there is a statement 

requesting students to have Adobe Flash Player installed in order to interact with the online 

videos. 
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Software specifications do exist for all three courses, however, the information is accessed 

through different sources. It would be helpful to have this information within one area e.g. all 

software specifications are sent via email and are contained within module 0. All three online 

short courses were allocated a score of 4 for the component software specifications as the 

software requirements of the course is specified. 

4.4.1.6. Prerequisite Technology Skills 

There is no explicit prerequisite technology list. This was confirmed upon discussion with the 

learning journey manager. However, the learning journey manager had mentioned that where 

students might be required to make use of a technology skill that is not taught within any of the 

courses e.g. Microsoft Excel, the students are told in advance allowing them time to become 

acquainted with the skill. All three online short courses were allocated a score of 3 for 

prerequisite technology skills as a list of key prerequisite skills in the use of technology are 

specified when needed. It would be better if they were explicitly stated at the beginning of the 

course. 

4.4.1.7. School Information 

There is a contact us page that allows students to log a query and they receive feedback. It 

contains all the school's contact information such as contact numbers and an email address. 

Additionally, there is an option for a live chat. This can be seen in figure 8. 

 

Figure 8: Contact Us Page 
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Students having access to the contact information and the option to log queries allows them to 

contact the faculty at any point. One of Chickering and Gamson (1987) seven principles for 

undergraduate teaching is to encourage faculty-to-learner interaction. All three online short 

courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component school information as all contact 

information for the school is provided. 

4.4.1.8. Instructor Information 

Within each of the three online courses, each instructor provides an introductory video about 

themselves and the course orientation module (module 0). A snippet is shown in figure 9. 

 

Figure 9: Screen Displaying Instructor Background Information 

Additionally, instructor information can be accessed through the digital campus about us 

website page. This can be seen in figure 10. However, it would be nice if all the information is 

accessible on the site itself. 

 

Figure 10: About Us Page Displaying the Learning Journey Manager Background 
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There are chat options for direct contact to the instructor. Should students wish to contact their 

instructor outside of the course online platform, they can access the instructor’s information 

such as the active email address and active telephone number from the instructor’s profile on 

the site. Other information that can be included on the instructor’s profile is the availability 

information and expected response times of the instructor.  

Providing students with some of their instructor’s personal information pertaining to their 

background, interests, experience, skills etc. allows students to get to know their instructors 

better and build some confidence in their instructor’s brand. This information is all contained 

within the introductory videos. All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for 

the component instructor information as all the necessary instructor information is provided. 

4.4.1.9. Instructor Contact Methods 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component instructor contact 

methods as there is detailed information on contact methods. As depicted in figure 11, students 

can contact the course co-ordinator via chat, email, phone and by posting a discussion board 

query. This is an option within all three of the online courses. Student-to-instructor contact is 

important for online learning (Palloff and Pratt, 2010). 

 

Figure 11: Screen Displaying Course Co-ordinator Contact Methods 

The variety of contact methods allow students to use different platforms to contact their 

instructor depending on the type of query and the expected response time. Should students 

require urgent assistance they can call or use the chat function, and should they not require 

urgent assistance they can send an email and give the instructor an opportunity to provide a 

well thought out response. 
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4.4.1.10. Objectives 

There is no page or section contained in any of the three courses that state the course objectives 

explicitly. It would be better for the online courses to include the overall objectives of the 

course too as clear course objectives allow students to have a feel of what to expect and what 

they need to do (Hew, 2016). 

 

Figure 12: Aim of the Course 

There is a section as depicted in figure 12 that speaks of the aim of the course. Aims are general 

statements concerning the course goals whereas objectives are steps or stages that students need 

to achieve to reach these goals.  

 

Figure 13: What You Will Learn 

Within each module, there is a section stating what students will learn within that module. This 

is depicted in figure 13. Additionally, within each topic, the expectations of that topic and the 

key questions are provided to students as depicted in figure 14. This is termed the outcomes 

and completion criteria and this assists in guiding students in what they need to learn and 

instructors on what they need to assess. It is written from the perspective of the learners, so 

students know exactly what they need to achieve (Quality Matters, 2014). 

 

Figure 14: Expectations and Key Questions 
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All three online short courses were allocated a score of 4 for the component objectives as the 

learning objectives are clearly stated. However, there are only on a module basis and there are 

no overall course objectives. 

Providing students with aims, objectives, expectations and key questions gives students the 

opportunity to understand what is expected of them resulting in them monitoring their progress 

and taking more control of their learning. 

4.4.1.11. Key Components Access 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component key components 

access as there is comprehensive instruction provided on accessing all key components of the 

course. The navigation help screen is contained within all three online courses and shows 

access to key components of the different parts for the course. Further information of the 

various elements of a typical web page such as the nav draw, the blocks like the calendar etc 

on the sides of the pages is shown and explained within the introductory documentation in 

module 0. This is depicted in figure 15. 

 

Figure 15: Main Features of the Dashboard 

Providing learners with navigation documentation allows them to explore the different 

components of the online course and become comfortable with where they can locate the 

different parts of the online course. This can assist in increasing their productivity as they can 

focus on learning the content of the course rather than spending time looking for sections or 

information in the course. Taylor et al. (2015) found that students need to adapt and become 
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familiar with the online environment to reach success as the more familiar the students are with 

the course tools and navigation the easier it is for the students to complete the course. 

4.4.1.12. Chunking 

There are eight modules within each of the three courses. Within each module there are topics. 

Each module divides the content into manageable segments within these various topics. The 

topics are not too long, and they contain the appropriate amount of content. This can be seen 

in figure 16. 

 

Figure 16: Chunking of Topics within Modules 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component chunking as all the 

course content is chunked appropriately into manageable segments. Chunking assists students 

in increasing their understanding and retention rate, allow students may explore and learn more 

content, comprehend the course material better (Smith, 2014). 

4.4.1.13. Sequencing 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component sequencing. Across 

all three online short courses there exists logical sequencing of all the course content that allows 

for the best learning pathways. 

The modules across all three courses follow the same structure format. This includes (1) a 

module overview video, (2) the modules learning objectives, (3) course content outline, (4) 

video lectures containing main learning points, (5) progress checks after each learning topic, 

(6) Q&A forum at the end of each topic, (7) other links and resources for further reading, (8) a 

discussion activity, and (9) a module assignment to test competency.  

Each topic within each module contains a video, a description of the content, a summary; as 

depicted in figure 17; towards the end of each topic, an optional progress check; as depicted in 
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figure 18; and a reminder of the discussion board that exists should students be unclear and 

would like to further discuss the topic with the instructor and/or peers. The sequence of content, 

summary and concept check is good as the summary cannot be done before the students 

understand the content.  

 

Figure 17: Example of a Topic Summary Page 

 

 

Figure 18: Example of a Progress Check 

In the Finance for Non-Financial Managers course, the content itself is also sequenced well as 

it builds from the basic concepts to the more complicated concepts. As the subject of finance 

and accounting is cumulative in nature, the content is developed in a foundational building 

block structural manner that allows for learners to see the various connections that exist 

between the various concepts and topics/modules. 

In the Principles of Management course, the content is also well sequenced with a flow of 

topics and concepts appropriately preceding each other. There is also a case study contained 
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within the videos across the modules developing the scenarios and reiterating concepts as 

students’ progress through the course. 

In the Business Communication Skills course, the topics are sequenced suitably. This allows 

for gradual learning so that participants can store, process and retrieve information when 

needed as some concepts shape others. 

4.4.1.14. Unit Overviews 

Each topic within each module of all three courses contains a topic overview page. All three 

online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component unit overviews as they 

contained clear unit overviews that describe all the relevant information. This page comprises 

of the expectation of the completion of the topic, the key questions students should be able to 

answer and a quick quiz at the end of the topic to allow students to complete quick self-

assessments. An example of this can be seen in figure 19. 

 

Figure 19: Topic Overview Page 

This type of information assists students in putting together the different puzzle pieces (skills, 

competencies, expectations etc.) to create a holistic picture of what is expected. 

4.4.1.15. Navigation Through the Course 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component navigation through 

the course as the entire course is easy to navigate. All three courses include a navigation help 

screen. The navigation help screen has numbers associated with the main components and 

allows students to click on these number and pop-up with a brief explanation is given as seen 

in figure 20 by the number 3 bubble. 
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Figure 20: Navigation Help Screen 

This method provides learners with the learner support and resources required for finding their 

way around the online course. Other ways that can be used to provide learner support include 

course manuals and overviews of the course also on a module level. 

 

Figure 21: Screen to Display the Various Navigation Components 

As depicted in figure 21, within all three courses, there are existence of navigation arrows, 

navigation indicators are present, there is a breadcrumb link with each screen location, the nav 

draw shows the course modules entirely and highlights the current module that the student is 

working within, on the top right-hand corner of the white screen there are two dots which show 

the current page within the topic. The documentation of the course provides a brief view of the 

navigation of the dashboard as discussed in the Key Component Access section earlier. 
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4.4.1.16. Content Map 

The instructors welcome the students through the forum in all three online courses. Upon 

welcoming the students to the course, the instructor provides a brief overview of the content of 

the various modules of the course. This is seen in figure 22. This is an amiable act as it helps 

to build a kind of rapport within an online environment and make students aware of what to 

expect with a personal touch. 

 

Figure 22: Summary of the Various Modules Content 

The course modules are summarised in the nav draw and the topics for that module is shown 

within the workspace area in the centre as depicted in figure 23. This is the same for all three 

courses. 

 

Figure 23: Modules and Topics of the Course 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 3 for the component content map as a 

clear content map exist that contains key relevant content of the modules. The descriptions in 

the topic area can be better developed. For example, instead of only providing the description 

of “Topic 1” a breakdown can be provided of the content within “Topic 1”. There is an 

introduction to the module that describes what each topic is about, however, a description 

within the topics section will be better. It is also possible that the inclusion of the description 

makes the entire description too busy and this is the reason that it has been excluded. However, 
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the inclusion of a content map can be done on the side as a block, like an event calendar on the 

side of the webpage.  

This will allow students to know and quickly access a topic when they need to revise a concept 

and focus on their learning goals to accommodate and promote their learning (Smith, 2014). 

The Content Map is a visual representation of the various modules and topics within the course. 

It shows the organisation of the content and the position of the current module/topic within the 

context of the entire course.  

4.4.1.17. Consistency 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component consistency as all 

web pages are both visually and functionally consistent. The visual presentation of the online 

environment impresses upon first sight. All web pages across all three online courses are 

visually and functionally consistent. Consistency exists with the layout of the pages, the 

grammar, usage of words and language, fonts and formats, headings, alignment, colours of 

backgrounds and text, icons and buttons. 

4.4.1.18. Requirements for Successful Completion 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component requirements for 

successful completion as there is detailed information provided relating to the successful 

completion of the course. Assessments should also have clear grading policies aligned with 

them (Palloff and Pratt, 2009). There is brief yet explicit information relating to the successful 

completion of the three online courses. The information provided states the sub-minimum for 

the exam and the minimum final grade. It also provides a breakdown of the different 

percentages weighting that the various tasks (discussion contribution, assignment, and exam) 

have. This can be seen in figure 24. 

 

Figure 24: Requirements to Complete the Course 



60 

 

4.4.1.19. Academic Support and Resources 

The Quality Matters model encourages learner support. All three online short courses were 

allocated a score of 5 for the component academic support and resources as extensive 

information for academic support exists within the online courses.  

All three online courses contain an explore further links and resources section for further 

reading and deeper understating section within each module. A PDF version of the online 

content of the different topics within each module. One of the academic supports that exist in 

the current course consists of contacting the instructor and/or tutor. There are also external 

links provided as depicted in figure 25. Some topics contain appendices at the end as depicted 

in figure 26 and some topics contain a glossary at the end of the PDF document. 

 

Figure 25: Explore Further - External Resources for Students 

 

Figure 26: Appendix for Accounting Concepts 

Other methods that can be introduced are academic resources, links to the educational 

institution’s library, tutoring centre and glossary within the course. 
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4.4.1.20. Legal and Acceptable Use Policies 

There are some policies stated for the three courses. All three online short courses were 

allocated a score of 3 for the component legal and acceptable use policies. There are sufficient 

policy statements that exist, however key policies such as a plagiarism policy are lacking. 

Statements regarding privacy, personal information, intellectual property, usage etc. are 

discussed in the “Terms and Conditions” section of the website. Within the online course 

environment itself, there is mention around the policy of the qualification of supplementary 

exams. 

These policies assist learners in understanding their responsibilities and the consequences of 

their actions should they not abide by the rules. It also provides the University of the 

Witwatersrand the necessary protection regarding possible legal action. 

An important policy that needs to be included is the one of plagiarism. The plagiarism 

statement gives the institute the opportunity to set standards of academic conduct. It explains 

that the conditions of the use of the work and overall promotes academic integrity. 

4.4.1.21. Netiquette 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 2 for the component netiquette as the 

netiquette expectations are inconclusive. There are hints of netiquette guidelines in the “Terms 

and Conditions” section of the website. The target participant of the course is professional 

adults. However, netiquette guidelines should be explicitly stated in module 0 within the online 

environment, especially with the existence of issues such as cyberbullying. 

Netiquette guidelines should include rules of conduct during discussions, rules of conduct for 

emails, speaking styles, the appropriate use of language and tone, respect and consideration for 

other students, issues of privacy and information sharing outside of the online course. 

4.4.2. Interaction and Communication 

Moore (1989) describes three types of interactions: learner-instructor interaction; learner-

content interaction and learner-learner interaction. Online learning environments need to 

include strategies that afford meaningful interactions amongst students, instructors, and the 

content. This promotes engaged learning in the online environment. 
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4.4.2.1. Student-to-Student Opportunities 

There are opportunities for students to collaborate online with each other in order to develop 

an in-depth understanding of their feel of study. Student collaboration is important (Creasman, 

2012; Quality Matters, 2014; Lister, 2014; Conole, 2014) as it fosters learning. 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 2 for the component student-to-student 

opportunities as there are limited opportunities for student-to-student interaction within the 

course. The interaction for students designed in the three online courses is limited to a 

discussion forum and chat. The discussion forum allows the students to discuss with their 

instructor and fellow peers the various concepts learnt within the module and answer questions 

posted by the instructor. Although through this discussion forum each module’s concepts are 

discussed. It would be better to see more frequent use of other methods for students to interact. 

The other opportunity is the chat function that allows students to chat about anything. 

More interaction opportunities should be introduced to promote active student learning. Other 

interactive opportunities that can be included are wikis, blogs, forums, activities with peer 

review and any other activities that promote active and collaborative learning that reinforce the 

course content and learning outcomes. 

4.4.2.2. Instructor-to-Student Communication 

There are different modes of communication between the students and the instructor. Students 

found two-way communication with their colleagues and instructor to be important and 

essential (Ausburn, 2004; Young and Norgard, 2006). All three online short courses were 

allocated a score of 5 for the component instructor-to-student communication as thorough 

communication exists between instructor and students. 

The instructor communicates to the students when providing reminders for course events, 

providing or updating announcements and providing frequent feedback on course content 

within the discussion boards. These assists learners in being able to schedule and plan their 

time for interacting with the course. The feedback helps learners to track their progress while 

still maintaining the end goal. 

4.4.2.3. Instructor-to-Student Participation 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component instructor-to-

student participation as the instructor always guides the students in their activities. There is a 

discussion board that exists in the three online courses. Here the instructor participates with the 

students by facilitating and asking the students questions by which they respond, and all 
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participants and the instructor can have a discussion. This can be seen in figure 27 and figure 

28. 

 

Figure 27: Discussion Board Home Page 

 

 

Figure 28: Example of Instructor Participating and Guiding Students 

Instructors interacting with students creates motivation for their learners. The interaction 

allows instructors to reach out to struggling students, allows instructors to provide simultaneous 

feedback, gives instructors the opportunity to facilitate in-depth learning through online 

discussion and allows instructors to guide the students in their path to learning the content.  
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4.4.2.4. Collaboration Tools 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 2 for the component collaboration tools. 

These courses are limited in its types of interactions amongst students as it is limited to a 

discussion forum and chat function only. The discussion board is used for course content 

discussion as well as a communication tool for the course coordinators. Teras and Herrington 

(2014) found that the use of discussion forums for informal communication and interaction 

improves collaboration.  

The courses can include, inter alia, group assignments, research assignments whereby peers 

act as a resource, case studies required to be completed in groups, shared facilitations, activity 

forums, real-time discussions of course content and discussion questions and work posted by 

students that require feedback from peers. Collaborative tools do require a social presence and 

participants may find it difficult to manage time however the use of collaborative tools creates 

a sense of shared responsibility in meeting an end goal. 

4.4.2.5. Development of Learning Community 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 3 for the component development of a 

learning community. The collaboration and group interaction in all three courses are limited to 

a discussion forum whereby students discuss the different concepts of each module. They use 

this platform exhaustively and encouragement is given to students to interact and build 

relationships of trust, demonstrate effective facilitation skills, support and encourage 

independence and creativity. Collaborative interaction is key in an online learning environment 

as it helps students to create a learning community that connects students and allows them to 

work together towards something (Kim et al., 2014). 

4.4.2.6. Active learning and Participation 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 3 for the component active learning 

and participation as there are sufficient strategies that allow students to actively engage in the 

learning process. The courses do not only consist of passive lectures but also includes a 

discussion board that students use to participate and discuss the module with each other and 

assignments that students can do at the end of each module. The assignments themselves are 

quite comprehensive and allow students to actively interact with the content and concepts of 

the module. The videos of the modules are quite enticing and interesting which can lead to 

learning and remembering just by watching them.  
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Other strategies that can allow students to actively engage can include in-lesson writing, team 

problem solving, analysis, evaluations, debates, brainstorming activities etc. 

4.4.2.7. Aesthetic Design 

The use of aesthetic design presents and communicates all course content clearly across all 

three online courses. All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the 

component aesthetic design. 

The aesthetic design in all three online courses is spectacular. There is a great use of structure 

for the various components of the course. Each section is separated by a consistent style of 

headings. The colours used for the background, text, links, borders etc all complement each 

other. Underlining is used to identify links.  

There is a balanced amount of colour and text and they do not overpower the user or create 

distractions. The text on the different pages are consistent in font, size, colour and are most 

definitely readable.  

The different components of the three courses are well aligned. Numbers are right aligned, and 

text left aligned. Images are used as support to content and spelling and grammar are accurate. 

The content of the three courses is well organised and the finest navigation systems are in place 

that allows the students to easily navigate through the course and access the different 

components and content. 

Overall the aesthetic design is a pleasure to view as it is meaningful and aids students in their 

learning. 

4.4.2.8. Overall Content 

The content of the three courses is well structured with the use of well thought out learning 

pathways. It is free from spelling and grammar error. The content is cohesive and appropriate 

to the topic at hand. The different modules and topics are detailed yet simple enough to ensure 

learning is taking place while avoiding boredom and/or confusion for the participants of the 

three courses. All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component 

overall content. 
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4.4.2.9. Content Alignment 

The comparison was done with the overall aim of the course and between the topic key 

questions and the module assignments. The reason for this is there are no explicitly stated 

course objectives for any of the three courses. 

By engaging with the three courses, in particular, the topics within the modules, it was noticed 

that the key questions stated and the expectations of the topic that are mentioned at the 

beginning of a topic were covered in the topics within a module. At the end of the module, the 

assignment tested the students understanding of the key questions. Quality Matters encourages 

the development of alignment between the course design and learning objectives. All three 

online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component content alignment as the 

course content is thoroughly aligned with the learning objectives of the module. 

4.4.2.10. Appropriate Answers 

The Finance for Non-Financial Managers and Principles of Management online short courses 

were allocated a score of 0 and the Business Communication Skills course was allocated a score 

of 1 for the component appropriate answer. 

An appropriate answer is an example of an answer that is provided to students prior to the 

students completing the activity. This assists the students in understanding what is expected of 

them. 

There is no information provided relating to what constitutes an “appropriate” answer as there 

are no question types that may require information on an “appropriate” answer for the Finance 

for Non-Financial Managers and Principles of Management courses. 

The Business Communication Skills course includes essay type questions so an example of an 

appropriate answer should be provided. Additionally, a rubric or descriptive criterion can be 

provided for the assignments. 

4.4.2.11. Synchronous Interaction 

The real advantage with educational technologies is that they enable students to engage with 

the course content outside of class and therefore they can expand the time and quality of the 

discussion within the class or the synchronous sessions (Bowen, 2014). 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 0 for the component synchronous 

interaction. There are no synchronous interactive activities evident in any of the three courses. 

Upon discussion with the learning journey manager, the course is not only South African based, 
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so the issue of multiple time zones arises as it is difficult to find a time that suits all participants 

perfectly. 

The learning journey manager also mentioned that in the design of future courses and on a 

request basis there are synchronous activities that are designed into the courses. Some examples 

of synchronous interactions that can be introduced are chat and video conferencing. Students 

can gain practice discussing course content extemporaneously without looking up basic and 

declarative information. 

4.4.2.12. Asynchronous Interaction  

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 3 for the component asynchronous 

interaction as there is one type of asynchronous interaction that exists across the three courses 

– the discussion board that exists for students to ask questions or the instructor to ask. Upon 

discussion with the learning journey manager, it was mentioned that the limited type of activity 

was because these are short courses and the average turnaround time per module is one week. 

Within this discussion space, the students’ and instructor engage with one other and the 

instructor also prompts and provides feedback on answers to students. The level of questions 

posed requires students to reflect and engage with some higher order thinking. 

Other ways to use asynchronous interaction is through email, forums, and blogs. The 

asynchronous interactions require more lower levels of thinking for students such as 

summarising, describing and interpreting, and higher order thinking such as connecting 

concepts, questioning, encouragement of problem-solving strategies, creative thinking etc.  

Higher order questions may lead to the development of critical thinking and problem-solving 

skills too. This promotes students to be able to identify a problem, investigate and gather 

information, analyse and evaluate the information, reflect and make a decision, and 

communicate the results. 
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4.4.3. Multimedia Design 

Well-designed and well-structured multimedia consists of a variety and combination of 

pictures, audio, video, and text to allow for deeper student learning. 

4.4.3.1. Graphics 

The Finance for Non-Financial Managers and Principles of Management online short courses 

were allocated a score of 4 and the Business Communication Skills course was allocated a score 

of 3 for the component graphics. 

Most graphics are used within the videos that are used to teach the course content. The three 

courses do not make use of all six types of graphics; decorative graphics, representational 

graphics, relational graphics, organisational graphics, transformational graphics and 

interpretive graphics (Clark and Mayer, 2016). However, with the type of graphics that the 

courses make use of, do so sufficiently in a manner that aids the students learning.  

Some graphics used outside of the videos are representational graphics, organisational 

graphics, and relational graphics. In the Finance for Non-Financial Managers course, 

representational graphics are used when showing images of the different financial statements. 

Organisational graphics are used by the progress check, icon for instruction and the summary 

page. Relational graphics are used when explaining concepts that relate to each other. Here it 

is not used particularly on pie charts or bar graphs but in other ways as depicted in figure 29.  

 

Figure 29: Some Use of Graphics within the Course 
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The Business Communication Skills course graphics are not always clear. This can be 

distracting and strenuous on the eyes. Images need to be clear as they bring the content to life 

and promote the engagement of students.  

The use of graphics is powerful as human beings are visual creatures and visual representation 

of information is a direct way of assisting students in acquiring knowledge (He, Watanabe, 

Ono, 2018). Graphics create engagement, impacts and leaves impressions, helps in telling a 

story, makes things simple by closing the gap between the text students read and their 

interpretation of it, and the brain processes pictures better than words. More representational 

graphics, relational graphics, organisational graphics, transformational graphics, and 

interpretive graphics can be used within the courses, outside of the videos, to illustrate concepts 

being explained within the text of the content. 

4.4.3.2. Animations 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component animations. The 

videos contain animation across the different modules of the three courses as seen in figure 30. 

These animations act as a video supporting tool and as a narrative to students while the 

instructor is explaining concepts. The animations are not too busy as to cause a distraction but 

rather engage students with an entertaining and useful experience. 

 

Figure 30: Use of Animations within Videos 
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Figure 31: Use of Animations for Videos 

Animations are also used in videos for reinforcements. An example can be depicted in figure 

31 whereby green thumbs-up icons are used for advantages and red thumbs down are used for 

disadvantages. The use of icons in the design of interfaces are great as research done on visual 

representation shows that icons provide more efficient and effective communication (Shen, 

Prior, Chen, You, 2007). Additionally, the icon at the left bottom of figure 34 acts as an 

animation before a text instruction is provided. This helps to draw student’s attention to the 

instruction describing briefly what they need to do.  

4.4.3.3. Audio Aids 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 0 for the component audio aids. The 

course does not make use of audio aids; however, adequate use of video is used within the 

course. Upon discussion with the learning journey manager, it was said that the use of audio is 

being introduced to future developed courses and training will also be provided. 

4.4.3.4. Video Aids 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component video aids as there 

was comprehensive use of video across all three courses. The videos in all three courses are 

appropriate and are generally used for introductions, the explanation of concepts and examples. 

The video quality is clear, and the length is adequate; an average of between three to four 

minutes to meet the goals of the task without additional and unnecessary information that 

increases the mental load of the learners. The video allows students to pause and replay the 

video should they require more time to assimilate the course content. This allows students to 
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modify the delivery of the lecture to their learning pace. There are audio and appropriate video 

visuals that complement each other within the video – great use of audio-visual tools. 

Additionally, there are also transcripts of the videos that students can access. 

 

 

Figure 32: Example of Scenarios Provided by Videos 

The videos contained within the courses make use of the multimedia principal well. The videos 

do not only consist of passive lectures but rather with graphics and animations allowing 

students to learn better with the use of words and graphics rather than words alone. A snippet 

of two videos can be seen in figure 32. 
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4.4.3.5. Coherence Principle - Extraneous Material 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component coherence principle 

- extraneous material. The content is well organised within all three courses. The text and 

various multimedia complement each other. All pages contain detailed and comprehensive 

information that is not overbearing. There are no unnecessary words, pictures or sound. 

This is good as there is no extraneous material that causes distractions for students which may 

result in a negative effect on their learning (Clark and Mayer, 2016). Instead, there is no 

unnecessary information on the different course pages allowing students to engage with the 

course material in an efficient manner. 

4.4.3.6. Signalling Principle – Complexity 

The Finance for Non-Financial Managers and Business Communications Skills online short 

courses were allocated a score of 5 and the Principles of Management course was allocated a 

score of 4 for the component signalling principle – complexity. 

 

Figure 33: Highlighting of Steps 

Within all three online courses, there is comprehensive use of devices such as colour or arrows 

to draw the attention of students in complex concepts allowing the students to engage with the 

content and learn better as attention is drawn to critical parts of the explanation (Clark and 

Mayer, 2016). This is depicted in figure 33, 34 and 35. 
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Figure 34: Use of Arrows and Highlighting Blocks 

In the Finance for Non-Financial Managers course the use of highlighting and arrows draw 

the attention of students to the main concepts allowing them to focus and understand better. 

This is especially helpful when the instructor is explaining the concepts and amounts as it 

allows them to zoom into that section of the financial statement. 

 

Figure 35: Highlighting of Figures 

In the Business Communications Skills course, the use of red ink in highlighting the qualities 

of a courteous email is used. This is depicted in figure 36. 

 

Figure 36: Highlight Using Red Ink 
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4.4.3.7. Contiguity Principle - Graphics & Text 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 4 for the component contiguity principle 

- graphics & text. Most screens are structured; text is placed next to or within graphics rather 

than below or beside the portion of the graphic it describes. The text explanations are placed 

next to or within the graphics rather than below or beside the portion of the graphic it describes. 

This is especially helpful for students as they can read the explanation and see the graphic at 

the same time without having to scroll between screens. Thus, not overloading their cognitive 

load but rather assisting them in learning efficiently (Clark and Mayer, 2016). 

There are some screens that require students to scroll up and down on a page. However, this 

cannot really be avoided when explaining the relationship between all the financial statements.  

4.4.3.8. Contiguity Principle - Feedback Display 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 4 for the component contiguity principle 

- feedback display. All three courses contain an assignment at the end of each topic. Students 

complete assignments that are structured as a quiz at the end of each topic that allows them to 

test their knowledge. Once learners have attempted the quiz, they submit their work and 

provided with instant text feedback. 

 

Figure 37: Feedback Display 

All this insightful text feedback is provided on the same screen as the question and response as 

depicted in figure 37. The question is stated, the student can see the response they provided 

and if they answered incorrectly what the correct answer should be. This allows them to see 

the question and the correct answer for that question together as supported by Clark and Mayer 

(2016). Thus, students can identify their mistake and remember the question and answer better 

in the future. Also, if the feedback answer was on a different page the student would have to 
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move between pages which may be a distraction and when they move between pages forget 

what the question or the answer is. 

An option that may enhance the provision of feedback is audio feedback. 

4.4.3.9. Contiguity Principle - Instruction Display 

The Finance for Non-Financial Managers online short course was allocated a score of 3 and 

the Business Communication Skills and Principles of Management courses were allocated a 

score of 4 for the component contiguity principle - instruction display. 

The text instructions on how to answer the quiz questions appear on the same screen that the 

questions need to be answered as supported by Clark and Mayer (2016). This is depicted in 

figure 38. Short questions are displayed on one page without moving between pages or 

scrolling. There is no need to move between pages but rather scroll up and down. However, 

due to the nature of the concepts in the Finance for Non-Financial Managers course, there is 

a need to ask longer type questions. For example, an income statement may be provided to 

learners and the questions that follow ask for ratios to be completed. Here students will need 

to scroll up and down to view the information before answering the question. A floating screen 

may be introduced that moves along on the side with the questions relating to that information. 

The same applies to the Business Communication Skills and Principles of Management courses 

where case studies are provided to the students. 

 

Figure 38: Instruction Display 

4.4.3.10. Contiguity Principle – Instruction 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component contiguity principle 

– instruction as all instruction provided is extremely clear. 
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Instructions are provided throughout all three courses assisting learners in guiding them on 

what to do next. The quality of online instruction is important as it affects the way students 

learn in an online environment. The instructions that are provided across the three online 

courses, for the various quizzes are clear and comprehensive, thus, allowing students to 

understand exactly what is required of them. Clear guiding instructions must be designed to 

assist students in participating with the online courses resulting in overall success in achieving 

their learning goals (Kim et al., 2014; Gray and DiLoreto, 2016). 

4.4.3.11. Contiguity Principle – Timing 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component contiguity principle 

– timing. Considering that the videos are recorded by the instructor himself it is well aligned. 

The animations used in the videos align with the audio speech of the instructor explaining the 

concept. There is no lag time between animations and audio words or between text words and 

audio words. This pertains to all three online courses. 

4.4.3.12. Modality Principle - Audio Narration  

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 0 for the component modality principle 

- audio narration. There is no use of audio narration with graphics across all three online 

courses. 

4.4.4. Assessment and Feedback 

Oldfield et al. (2012) posit that “Assessment is universally recognised as one of the most 

important – and powerful – of an educational experience.” Assessment forms an integral part 

of the online course as it provides some observable indication that learning has taken place. It 

also shows learner progress and their understanding of the various concepts and content of the 

course. 

4.4.4.1. Alignment of Learning Objectives and Assessment 

All three courses do not have overall course objectives. However, there are key questions per 

topic and an assessment to be completed at the end of each topic. Therefore, the comparison 

was done with the topic’s key questions and the assessment. All three online short courses were 

allocated a score of 4 for the component alignment of learning objectives and assessment. 

Most of the questions on the assessment aligned with the key questions. It allowed for students 

to be assessed on the concepts described in the topics key question area. This is in line with the 

concept of Biggs and Tang (2007) concept of constructive alignment. 
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4.4.4.2. Assessment Instruction 

The Finance for Non-Financial Managers course was allocated a score of 5 whilst the 

Principles of Management and Business Communications Skills courses were allocated a score 

of 2 for the component assessment instruction.  

Each assignment in the Finance for Non-Financial Managers course has a general assignment 

instruction as depicted in figure 39. However, the Principles of Management and Business 

Communications Skills course does not have a general assignment instruction page.  

Within each assignment of the three courses, there are instructions provided for each question 

type. Some questions do not have instruction, but the activity is quite self-explanatory. 

Although activities are self-explanatory, instructions always need to be provided. Students need 

clear and understandable instruction that guides them to prepare and participate in the learning 

experience of the online course. Students require unambiguous descriptions and instruction of 

the assessment and assessment criteria (Ascough, 2011). Where instructions are provided for 

these quizzes, they are clear and cohesive guiding learners to exactly what needs to be done. 

 

Figure 39: General Assessment Instruction Home Page 

The multiple-choice question type chosen for most quizzes across the three courses is a good 

choice as they are used to do continuous checks on concepts. This maximises the number of 

concepts that students can be tested. As they are time efficient, fair and contain quality 

assurance. 
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4.4.4.3. Descriptive Criteria 

The Finance for Non-Financial Managers and the Principles of Management courses were 

allocated a score of 0 whilst the Business Communication Skills course was allocated a score 

of 1 for the component descriptive criteria. 

In the Finance for Non-Financial Managers and the Principles of Management courses there 

are no long type questions such as an essay that is required, hence, there are no descriptive 

criteria provided. The Business Communication Skills course does contain essay type questions 

with limited descriptive criteria. There is a short paragraph stating what students should 

consider when answering the question. However, this in conjunction with an allocation of 

marks, similar to a rubric, will allow students to conclude a better picture of what exactly is 

expected of them. This is applied in the final exam for the course. 

Students need clear and understandable instruction that guides them to prepare and participate 

in the learning experience of the online course. Students require unambiguous descriptions and 

instruction of the assessment and assessment criteria (Ascough, 2011). Assessments should 

also have clear instructions and grading policies aligned with them (Palloff and Pratt, 2009). 

Should a course include essay type questions a rubric or descriptive criterion should be 

provided to students. This assists the students in understanding what is expected of them as the 

descriptive criteria contain the desired outcome of the assessment.  

4.4.4.4. Formative Assessments Types 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 2 for the component formative 

assessment types as there is only some variety of formative assessments used throughout the 

courses. 

Despite the formative assessments being limited to only three types of assessments in all three 

courses, these three types are quite well accomplished and aid towards the learning goals of the 

students. 

The first is a concept check at the end of each topic. This is helpful as it assists students in 

completing a quick knowledge check to determine if they are good with the main concepts of 

the topic. 

The second is an assignment at the end of each module. The Finance for Non-Financial 

Managers course assignments consists of quizzes containing both short question types like 

multiple choice and short answer questions. The Principles of Management course quizzes are 
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limited to multiple choice type questions only. The Business Communications Skills contains 

multiple choice type questions and essay type questions as students are required to write 

reports. 

The assignment at the end of each module is a great concept of a formative assessment as it 

allows students to continuously evaluate themselves throughout the course. It allows for student 

development during a learning process and therefore promotes learning. It also facilitates the 

evaluation of the various areas of the course in terms of content, skill, and progress of learning 

(Perera-Diltz and Moe, 2014). 

The third formative assessment is the discussion activity completed through the discussion 

board. This is an activity that empowers learners as it allows them to collaborate in the forum 

where their peers can add comments to what they have shared. Therefore, this allows 

participants to collaborate, establish and maintain a learning community. 

Other formative assessment types that can be introduced are research projects, group projects, 

objective tests, discussions, concept tests, quizzes, essays etc. 

4.4.4.5. Formative Assessments Frequency 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component formative 

assessments frequency as there are continuous and constant formative assessments that occur 

at regular intervals throughout the course. At the end of each module, students complete an 

assignment type quiz. An example can be seen in figure 40. This allows students to verify their 

own learning and correct and improve themselves prior to the final exam at the end of the 

course. Self-assessments are important as students can verify their own learning and correct 

and improve themselves prior to the main assessment (Chickering and Gamson, 1987). 

 

Figure 40: Formative Assignment Instruction Screen 
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Having an assessment at the end of each module is a good idea as it allows students to test their 

understanding of the concepts for that topic and will get the students to engage with the content 

and revise the topic after their attempt should they need. These assessments assist the instructor 

to determine the knowledge and skill gained by the students. It also allows the instructor to 

determine which areas and concepts need to be revisited and revised. This can then be 

addressed in the forum space or with additional activities. 

 

Figure 41: Self-assessment 

There is one optional self-assessment check for students to complete as shown in figure 41. 

This is after the introductory module (module 0) which contains information on the course 

overview. The self-assessment consists of questions that cover the main points of the course 

information.  

This is a good place to place a self-assessment as it allows students to check their understanding 

of the course information i.e. do students know how and by when to submits assessments, do 

they know who to contact for certain queries etc. 

4.4.4.6. Summative Assessment 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component summative 

assessment as all the sections of the summative assessment measures student learning. 

Summative assessments will assist in measuring the end product (Perera-Diltz and Moe, 2014). 

A summative assessment exists within all three courses. 

The summative assessments test all the main concepts from the course content as well as 

requires students to apply what they have learnt to answer some questions. The summative 

assessments are accurate, cohesive and aligned with the course learning outcomes to evaluate 

student learning, knowledge, proficiency and skill. 
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4.4.4.7. Student Feedback Quality 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component student feedback 

quality as comprehensive feedback on all assessments for student performance is provided. All 

three courses have overall feedback and feedback provided for each question.  

 

Figure 42: Summary of Assignment Submission 

Once students submit an assignment or quiz, they are provided with a summary for their 

submission which includes the date and time that the student began the assessment, the duration 

that the student took to complete the assessment, the date and time that the student completed 

the assessment, the total marks, and their grade. This is depicted in figure 42. 

 

Figure 43: Feedback on Incorrect Answer 

An important component of online learning is timeous, accurate and clear feedback (Jacobs, 

2014). Students are more successful when provided with meaningful feedback while 

participating in online courses (Eom and Ashill, 2016). Students are provided with immediate 

feedback on their assessments. When a student answers the question incorrectly, the feedback 

provided confirms to the student that the answer is incorrect and then provides the students 

with the correct answer. This is shown in figure 43. 
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Figure 44: Feedback on a Correct Answer 

When students get the answer correct then the feedback provided confirms that the student got 

the answer correct and reiterates the correct answer. This is shown in figure 44. 

 

Figure 45: Summary of Previous Attempts 

The course module assignments are set up whereby they allow for students to have multiple 

attempts to the assignment. As depicted in figure 45, a summary is shown to learners to see a 

history of their previous attempts. It also allows students to review their attempt, thus, allowing 

them to see where they went wrong and what they can improve on.  

 

Figure 46: Snippet of a Discussion Board 

The instructor also provides students with feedback on the discussion board in terms of the 

answer the student provides. Where a student answers well the instructor will respond with 

positive feedback and where the answer is not quite right the instructor will guide the students 

through discussion to the correct answer. This is depicted in figure 46. 
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4.4.4.8. Student Feedback Frequency 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component student feedback 

frequency as feedback timeous and regular. 

Within all three courses, the feedback for the three types of assessments i.e. progress checks at 

the end of each topic, assignments at the end module and the discussion board interactions all 

yield immediate feedback. The Business Communication Skills course does contain essay type 

questions within the module assignments. Feedback for the multiple-choice type questions in 

these module assignments are provided immediately, however, feedback on the essay type 

questions are provided within one week by the instructor. This is a good turnaround time as 

students can use this feedback to complete the next activity while not repeating the same 

mistakes. 

 

Figure 47: Screen Displaying and Optional Progress Check 

An assignment quiz is provided at the end of all topics. It’s a quick quiz that allows students to 

complete a quick knowledge check. Once students answer a question they click submit and 

immediate feedback is provided to them. If the answer is correct the student is provided with 

the comment “This is correct” and if the student gets the answer incorrect then they are 

provided with the comment “This is incorrect. Try again.” This is shown in figure 47. 
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Figure 48: Quiz Submission Page 

Prior to students submitting their quiz or assignment, they receive a summary of their attempt. 

Immediately students can see which questions they have not answered and go and answer them 

immediately as depicted in figure 48. 

4.4.4.9. Assessment Authenticity 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 4 for the component assessment 

authenticity. Due to the nature of the three courses subjects, most assessments contain a 

segment that is designed to mimic the real world and workplace environments. The assessments 

consist of both theoretical and practical type questions. For example, questions relating to the 

financial statements test students on the theoretical concepts such as what depreciation and a 

more practical note the calculation of depreciation and accumulated depreciation. These 

concepts, like others, are required in the real world. 

Perhaps the fact that this is a course aimed to teach business professionals the results would be 

different should be we evaluating a lower grade in schools’ course. 

4.4.4.10. Assessment Design 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 4 for the component assessment design. 

The assignments across the three courses contain a variety of both lower order and higher order 

thinking questions. 

In the Finance for Non-Financial Managers course, the lower order questions determine the 

conceptual understanding of the students. For example, “An income statement only generates 

a profit or a loss and has no impact on cash flow.” Higher order questions require students to 
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apply more than recall from memory. For example, an income statement is provided, and the 

question reads “Variance actual to budget for gross profit.” 

It is important for assessments to contain both lower order and higher order questions as it 

allows students to develop their skills in knowledge, comprehension, simple application type 

questions, higher order thinking questions, analysis and problem-solving. 

4.4.4.11. Learner Progress 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component learner progress 

as there is a well-structured and up to date gradebook allowing the student to track their own 

progress. 

The three courses provide students access to a gradebook. The gradebook contains the grades 

for all the assessments, the weighting it carries thus allowing students to know their current 

status. A snippet of a student’s marks is depicted in figure 49. 

 

Figure 49: Gradebook Snippet 

The gradebook is helpful as it allows students to have an overview of the modules they need to 

revisit and the modules that they excel in. It also allows for the instructor to identify the module 

and/or topics that he/she needs to revisit or perhaps discuss in the discussion board.  

4.4.4.12. Faculty and Course Feedback 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 3 for the component faculty and course 

feedback as students are provided with sufficient opportunities to give feedback. 

All three courses allow for students to provide feedback. As depicted in figure 50, the questions 

asked deals with whether students’ expectations were met, empowerment of the course, 

benefits of the course, overall satisfaction of the course, overall satisfaction with the service 

received. 
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Figure 50: Feedback Home Screen 

Once the faculty is provided with feedback as depicted in figure 51, they can use this to improve 

on their developmental areas. 

 

Figure 51: Some of the Feedback Responses by Students 

Other types of feedback that can be requested include feedback on the course content, 

accessibility of the course, affordance of the online technology, instructor and the faculty.  
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4.4.5. Effective Use of Technology 

Effective use of technology refers to the successful integration of technology into the online 

course and its use in a variety of forms that help students to achieve the course goals and 

objectives. 

4.4.5.1. Current Technology 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 4 for the component current technology 

as the courses are up-to-date with emerging technologies. The documents used in the three 

courses such as the PDF document are recent versions of Adobe. Videos used in the course are 

also of the latest version of its type. The Business Communication Skills course uses images of 

the Microsoft Word ribbon which is also the latest version. The courses themselves are 

designed and developed on the latest version of the learning management system that the 

university uses. 

4.4.5.2. Application Use 

The Finance for Non-Financial Managers and Principles of Management courses were 

allocated a score of 1 whilst the Business Communications Skills course was allocated a score 

of 4 for the component application use. 

There is limited use of external applications for the Finance for Non-Financial Managers and 

Principles of Management courses. However, the use of certain elements that are contained 

within the external applications is well incorporated into these two courses content itself. For 

example, when teaching budgeting there is no use of Microsoft Excel. Perhaps activities can 

be introduced that make use of Microsoft Excel, thus, reinforcing the use of the concepts and 

these external applications. The Finance for Non-Financial Managers final exam makes use 

of Microsoft Excel. It would be better if this is consistent throughout the online course and not 

just for the final exam.  

The Business Communications Skills course makes adequate use of some external applications 

such as Microsoft Word, Microsoft PowerPoint, Microsoft Excel, and email. The use of 

Microsoft Word is encouraged when completing a report. For example, the course shows 

students how to use Microsoft Word to write a report and use Microsoft Word’s built-in 

functionalities such as the generation of a table of contents or formatting. Another example is 

the use of email and the built-in functionality of email signatures.  
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4.4.5.3. Web Tools 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 2 for the component web tools. There 

is limited use of web tools across the three online courses. A variety of web 1.0 tools are used 

such as email for reminders or notifications. However, web 2.0 tools and web 3.0 tools are not 

used as much as they can be. 

Some web 2.0 and web 3.0 tools that can be introduced into the three courses are blogs, wikis, 

online journals, podcasts and videocasts, mobile learning such as the use of instant messaging. 

Some web 3.0 tools that can be used are the creation of virtual participation, use of cloud-based 

applications such as Google Drive or OneDrive or any other applications that are appropriately 

used to ensure effective learning. 

4.4.5.4. Technology Orientation 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 4 for the component technology 

orientation. The technologies that are used in the three courses create student centred 

instruction and are not limited to instructors only using technologies to replicate the traditional 

face-to-face instruction making students recipients of content only. 

The courses consist of more than recorded videos of someone’s writing on a board and 

explaining concepts. It consists of different multimedia with a variety of ways that it is used. 

For example, there are videos with the instructor recorded to teach concepts with a variety of 

graphics and animations to complement the content that the instructor is explaining.  

Students are involved in an interactive method that promotes a more learner centred approach. 

Thus, enabling learners to be involved in active learning allowing them to be more hands-on 

and involved rather than just absorbing information. 

4.4.5.5. Technology Support 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component technology support 

as technology support is quite comprehensively provided. There are orientation videos and 

manuals provided in the introductory module (module 0) of the three courses. A snippet of the 

video can be seen in figure 52. The Quality Matter model encourages the providing of learner 

support (Quality Matters, 2014). 
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Figure 52: Administrative Support Orientation Video Snippet 

Here it is explained to students that administrative support is provided by the course 

coordinator. The course co-ordinator assists students with all their queries. There are also 

learning management personnel, customer support and learning journey managers to assist 

students accordingly.  

4.4.5.6. Technical Support 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component technical support 

as in-depth technical support is provided. 

 

Figure 53: Technical Support Mechanisms 

Students can access several technical support mechanisms within all three online courses. This 

is shown in figure 53. These include the digital campus course room tour, tutorials, help 

documentation, FAQs that are related to the course that the students have registered for and 

FAQs that cover general queries. Figure 54 depicts the FAQ page. Students can also receive 

support via chat, email or phone. 
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Figure 54: FAQs Page Extract 

There are orientation videos and manuals provided in the introductory module (module 0) of 

the course. Here it is explained to students that academic support is provided by their instructors 

and tutors. These content experts also monitor the discussion boards and provide helpful 

feedback for content related questions, opinions, and reflections. Figure 55 depicts a snippet of 

the video for academic support. 

 

Figure 55: Academic Support Orientation Video Snippet 

4.4.5.7. Technical Support Turn Around Time 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component technical support 

turn around time as assistance with technical support is given to students immediately or within 

12 hours of the query. 

As soon as students log onto any of the three course sites, they receive a notification as depicted 

in figure 56. There is an immediate response to handle queries by students. Immediate help can 

be provided should students require assistance.  
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Figure 56: Customer Support Screen 

Students even have the option to call during certain hours as depicted in figure 57. When it is 

off-peak hours i.e. after 17h00 then students can leave a message and are provided with 

assistance within the next working day. 

 

Figure 57: Contact Us Help Bubble Should Students Require Assistance 

If students submit a query via email then response time won’t be immediate, however, it will 

still be within one working day which is also excellent. This is illustrated in figure 58 

 

Figure 58: Queries Response Time Bubble 

 

4.4.5.8. Mobility 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component mobility. All the 

course content for all the courses is accessible through multiple devices. Multiple devices 

include a laptop, desktop, tablet, and smartphone. Ishikawa et al. (2015) states that student’s 

access the course using their mobile devices in order to prepare. 
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The three courses are easily accessible to students. Should wish to read or revise or even if the 

urgently need to complete an assessment and have no access to a laptop or desktop they can 

complete it at the convenience of their mobile devices.  

4.4.5.9. Course Tools 

The Finance for Non-Financial Managers course was allocated a score of 3 whilst the 

Principles of Management and Business Communications Skills courses were allocated a score 

of 4 for the component course tools. 

There is enough use of course tools that promote learner engagement. If course tools are used 

appropriately and effectively then students will be able to actively learn. These tools should 

provide guidance and ongoing help and support to students, monitor participation and progress, 

support independent learning and promote student engagement within the various areas of the 

course. 

The platform that this course is designed and developed on allows for a variety of tools. Some 

of the tools included in this course are the use of a calendar, event lists, feedback functionality, 

forums, gradebook, participants, quiz and SCORM package. 

Other course tools that can be included are the workshop tool, wikis, Turnitin for essay type 

questions, reports, live chat, assignment, glossary, and blogs.  

4.4.5.10. Data Privacy and Security 

All three online short courses were allocated a score of 5 for the component data privacy as 

there are thorough systems in place to ensure students data privacy and security. Raitman et al. 

(2005) state that basic security pertaining to integrity and confidentiality needs to be assured. 

Only students with credentials can access the online course they are registered and enrolled for. 

Student’s data is not available between students but only the instructor. As students have their 

own credentials i.e. user name and password, they can only see their own profile. Anonymity 

and confidentiality for individual assignments and feedback are kept.  
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Figure 59: Final Examination Home Screen 

The security measure in place prior to accessing the final examination before time is the need 

for an exam pin. This is shown in figure 59. This is one method of security to prevent students 

from accessing the examination prior to its scheduled time.  

The online exam is monitored via the webcam. It watched students for the full duration of the 

exam and takes random pictures of the students during the duration of the exam. The online 

examination technology switches off other programs running on the student’s computer, 

locking them into an online examination portal. 

4.4.6. Concluding Remark of Research Findings 

The qualitative analysis with the supporting literature and screenshots of the actual online 

course components explains and motivates the scores allocated to each component of the rubric 

by the researcher. The detailed analysis lead to two outcomes: (1) to provide feedback to the 

University of the Witwatersrand on the quality design of the three online short courses, and (2) 

to determine whether the design framework (the rubric and its features) was adequate or 

whether after the analysis, the design framework required further improvement. 

The results of the first outcome were addressed within the qualitative analysis in chapter 4 and 

are summarised in chapter 5 within the Recommendations for the University section of the 

current research paper. The results for the second outcome are discussed in this section below. 

The technique of double loop learning (Argyris, 2002) is used to confirm the suggested findings 

and to further determine the validity and reliability of the developed rubric. The results are 

convergent as the scores of the evaluation are generally high. Overall, there exists congruency 

between the literature on the quality design of online courses and the research findings for the 
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majority of the components that were developed into the design of the rubric. This reaffirms 

the validity and reliability of the rubric. 

However, while conducting the evaluations and analysis of the three online short courses there 

were a minority of points that were found relating to the online environment that was not 

coordinated well into the design of the rubric. The following adjustments can be made to the 

rubric to improve the validity and reliability further: 

1. Removal of components: Hardware Specifications, Software Specifications, 

Prerequisite Technology Skills, Audio Aids, Modality Principle - Audio Narration; and 

2. Modification of components: Synchronous Interaction, Descriptive Criteria, 

Appropriate Answers, and Content Alignment. 

The components Hardware Specifications, Software Specifications, and Prerequisite 

Technology Skills should be removed from the rubric as there is a high possibility that these 

lists are sent, as part of a document, to participants prior to their access of the online course. 

Therefore, these lists are not necessary within the online course environment itself. 

The components Audio Aids and Modality Principle - Audio Narration should be removed from 

the rubric as there may not always be standalone audio aids within a course as the majority of 

recordings are done through video. 

The inclusion of the component Synchronous Interaction in an evaluation process using the 

rubric is dependent on whether the course is offered across multiple time zones. There might 

be an absence of synchronous interactions in the design of online courses as it is difficult to 

find a common time that is convenient for all participants. If the course is offered in one-time 

zone, then the component should be included. 

The evaluation of the Descriptive Criteria and Appropriate Answers components is dependent 

on whether there are long question types present within the assessments of the course being 

evaluated. If there are long question types present, then these two components should be 

included in the evaluation process. 

The Content Alignment component is dependent on the course objectives, however, during the 

evaluation and analysis of the three online short courses, it was found that there were only 

module objectives and no course objectives. Therefore, depending on whether course 

objectives or module objectives are is present within an online course, will determine what the 

content and assessment of the course are aligned and compared to. 
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The analysing of the three online courses led to testing and improving the quality design 

framework, in other words, it improved the validity and reliability of the rubric. 

4.5. Conclusion 

The chapter began by describing the methods of data analysis and the presentation of data 

followed by the analysis of data for the three online short courses; (1) Finance for Non-

Financial Managers, (2) Principals of Management, and (3) Business Communication Skills. 

The analysis of data is then followed by a discussion of the data justifying the scores that were 

provided. This involved the provision of screenshots, descriptions, and implications of the 

research findings. The findings relate to the research questions that guide the current study. 

The results of the finding were used to reaffirm and further improve the validity and reliability 

of the rubric.  
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5. Conclusion and Recommendations 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter concludes the current research paper by providing an overview of the study, 

answering the research questions, discussing contributions for research and practice, providing 

recommendations for the University of the Witwatersrand and providing suggestions for future 

research. 

5.2. Overview of the Study 

Online learning has been identified as a growing area in the education sector and many 

educational institutions are expanding their offering of online courses. The objective of the 

current research study was to determine what constitutes quality design of online courses and 

the effectiveness of the design of online short courses. 

In order to achieve this objective, research was conducted to determine what design quality 

considerations should be considered when developing online courses. (1) Course information, 

course structure, course organisation, (2) interaction and communication, (3) multimedia 

design, (4) assessment and feedback and, (5) effective use of technology were all found to be 

great contributors towards the design quality of online courses. This resulted in the 

development of a valid and reliable evaluation instrument that enabled the assessment of the 

design quality for online short courses. The evaluation instrument is the development of a 

rubric containing best practice evaluation criterion used to evaluate and measure the 

effectiveness of the design quality of online courses for teaching and learning. 

The rubric was used to complete an in-depth evaluation of the design of three online short 

courses at the University of the Witwatersrand. The three courses evaluated were (1) Finance 

for Non-Financial Managers, (2) Principals of Management, and (3) Business Communication 

Skills. Quantitative data was collected from the scoring of the online short courses using the 

rubric during the evaluation process and simple descriptive analysis was conducted using these 

scores. Qualitative descriptive evaluations of the online short courses were also done. Both the 

quantitative and qualitative aspects of the online course analysis were integrated to ascertain a 

summative conclusion of the three online courses and also whether the rubric, as a design 

framework, needed further improvement or not. 

The analysis and summative conclusion assisted in determining the degree of quality of the 

three online short courses. Additionally, possible gaps that existed in the design of the three 
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online short courses were identified and presented to the designers and developers of online 

short courses at the University of the Witwatersrand. 

While evaluating and analysing the three online short courses, the researcher was 

simultaneously evaluating the dimensions, components, and criteria of her own designed 

rubric. The researcher found that overall there exists congruency between the literature on the 

quality design of online courses and the research findings for most of the components that were 

developed into the design of the rubric. This reaffirms the validity and reliability of the rubric. 

However, while conducting the evaluations and analysis of the three online short courses there 

were also a few points that were found relating to the online environment that was not 

coordinated well in the design of the rubric. These were discussed in chapter 4 and these 

components can be updated to the rubric to improve the validity and reliability of the rubric. 

5.3. Overview of the Results 

To meet the objective of the current study the following research questions were developed 

and addressed: 

What constitutes quality design of online courses? 

How can the data collected from the rubric during the evaluation process provide feedback on 

the actual design of the course? 

Is the developed rubric a valid and reliable instrument? 

Each of these three research questions is addressed in the next section. 

5.3.1. Quality Design Considerations 

What constitutes quality design of online courses? 

In order to answer the research question, the researcher first determined the components that 

provide quality to the design of online courses by conducting a thorough literature review. A 

framework on what constitutes quality design of online courses were developed based on the 

use of previously developed theories, models, tools and studies on the design of online courses. 

Chickering and Gamson (1987) seven principles for undergraduate teaching, Quality Matters 

(QM) model and the Sloan-C Five Pillars of Quality in Distance Learning model were used as 

a basis and was expanded with other existing models, frameworks and prevailing literature. 
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The researcher found that the dimensions (1) course information, course structure and course 

organisation, (2) interaction and communication, (3) multimedia design, (4) assessment and 

feedback, and (5) effective use of technology of online courses to be important contributors 

towards the quality design of online courses. The researcher used these dimensions to 

determine the various components that make up each of these dimensions that embodies quality 

design. These were used to develop a quality design framework. The developed rubric was 

used to evaluate and conduct an analysis on three online short courses to confirm what 

constitutes quality design of online courses. The detailed analysis assisted in testing and 

improving the validity and reliability of the quality design framework. The diagram, depicted 

in figure 60, summarises the dimensions and its revised components that constitute quality 

design of online courses. 
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Figure 60: Summary of dimensions and revised components of what constitutes quality design of online courses 
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5.3.2. Feedback from the Evaluation Process 

How can the data collected from the rubric during the evaluation process provide feedback on 

the actual design of the course? 

Conclusions and feedback that can be drawn by the relevant stakeholders from the data of the 

rubric during the evaluation process on the actual design of the course include, inter alia: 

➢ Identifying any gaps within the design of their online course; 

➢ Enabling the correct use of instructional design theory into the design of the course 

practically; 

➢ Identifying areas that may limit learning; 

➢ Ensuring design decisions are not made instinctively, instead, based on modern learning 

theories and previously developed research; 

➢ Confirming that the correct components exist within the design of the online course; 

and 

➢ Recognising the areas of the online course that require further attention. 

5.3.3. Valid and Reliable Instrument 

Is the developed rubric a valid and reliable instrument? 

Initially, the literature on the design of online courses was focused on. A framework was 

developed based on the use of previously developed theories, models, tools and studies on the 

design of online courses. These theories, models, tools, and studies were selected as they 

possess aspects that provide a basis of a framework for the researcher to use as direction for a 

quality design rubric. Chickering and Gamson (1987) seven principles for undergraduate 

teaching, Quality Matters (QM) model and the Sloan-C Five Pillars of Quality in Distance 

Learning model were used as a basis and was expanded with other existing models, frameworks 

and prevailing literature. 

The initial framework was reviewed by a subject expert who provided feedback on the design 

of the rubric. The rubric was then tested in a pre-test and a pilot test. This informed the 

researcher if the rubric provides valuable information, if the dimensions and components 

selected were correct, if the criterion was understandable and whether to remove unnecessary 

dimensions or components. The main adjustments that were made to the design of the initial 

rubric after the pre-test and pilot test were (1) the introduction of a zero score as the researcher 

found during the pre-test that some of the components were non-existent in the pre-test course, 
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(2) the introduction of a standalone example/description column instead of having it as part of 

the criteria in order to assist in reducing the misinterpretation of the component’s 

measurements, (3) removing duplicating components and criteria that were apparent to be 

measuring the same concepts, and (4) rewording some criterion to avoid ambiguity. 

The adjusted rubric was used to evaluate the three online short courses. The technique of double 

loop learning (Argyris, 2002) was used to confirm the suggested findings and to determine the 

validity and reliability of the developed rubric. Overall, there exists congruency between the 

literature on the quality design of online courses and the research findings for the majority of 

the components that were developed into the design of the rubric. This reaffirms the validity 

and reliability of the rubric. However, while conducting the evaluations and analysis of the 

three online short courses there were a few adjustments that were needed to be made. This 

included the removal and modification of some components. This can improve validity and 

reliability further. 

The use of well-established quality design theories and evaluation tools, the pre-test, the pilot 

test, and the analysis of the three online courses led to developing, testing and improving the 

quality design framework. In other words, it has improved the validity and reliability of the 

rubric. The validation of the rubric itself was primarily qualitative, however, the reliability of 

the rubric can be further validated using Cronbach's alpha (Cronbach, 1951). 

5.4. Contributions for Research and Practice 

The purpose of the current research study was to determine a best practice evaluation criterion 

and develop a framework to evaluate and measure the effectiveness of the design of online 

short courses for teaching and learning at the University of the Witwatersrand. In doing so, a 

new level of quality has been established in the online learning environment. 

The current study has several implications for research and practice. The current study 

contributed to the development of instructional design literature by advancing the development 

of best practices in terms of quality design and evaluation of online courses. It attempted to 

close the gap between theoretical knowledge (theory) and practice (reality). Additionally, the 

current study contributed some comprehensive literature on the evaluation of good quality 

design to assist in adequately addressing and evaluating the design quality of online courses.  

The aim of the current study was to develop an effective, valid and reliable instrument, using 

best practices of effective quality design that assists in evaluating and measuring the design 
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quality of online short courses. The rubric offers a framework to evaluate (1) course 

information, course structure and course organisation, (2) interaction and communication, (3) 

multimedia design, (4) assessment and feedback, and (5) effective use of technology within 

online courses. This framework contains a set of benchmarks that will assist instructors and 

course designers in one of two ways; (1) as a self-evaluation tool for an online course thus 

advising the appropriate stakeholder on how to revise their current online course, and (2) as a 

best practice guideline to design a new course within the online environment. 

5.5. Recommendations for the University  

Overall all three courses scored good averages of above 75%. The dimension that scored the 

lowest throughout the three online short courses was “Interaction and Communication” and the 

dimension “Course Information, Structure and Organisation” scored amongst the higher 

dimensions for the three courses. 

The following gaps were identified and possible recommendations were made: 

➢ Students should be provided with the aims, objectives, expectations and key questions 

of the course in its entirety. This gives students the opportunity to understand what is 

expected of them resulting in them monitoring their progress and taking more control 

of their learning; 

➢ The introduction of a content map as it provides a visual representation of the various 

modules and topics within the course. It shows the organisation of the content and the 

position of the current module/topic within the context of the entire course; 

➢ Introduce a plagiarism policy. This will assist learners in understanding their 

responsibilities and the consequences of their actions should they not abide by the rules; 

➢ Introduce netiquette rules within the online courses. Netiquette guidelines should 

include but are not limited to rules of conduct during discussions, rules of conduct for 

emails, speaking styles, the appropriate use of language and tone, respect and 

consideration for other students, issues of privacy and information sharing outside of 

class; 

➢ Introduce more student-to-student interaction opportunities to promote active student 

learning. Interactive opportunities that can be included are wikis, blogs, forums, 

activities with peer review and any other activities that promote active and collaborative 

learning that reinforce the course content and learning outcomes; 
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➢ Introduce more collaboration tools and activities. The courses can include, inter alia, 

group assignments, research assignments whereby peers act as a resource, case studies 

required to be completed in groups, shared facilitations, activity forums, real-time 

discussions of course content and discussion questions and work posted by students that 

require feedback from peers; 

➢ Introduce more active learning and participation activities. Some strategies that can 

allow students to actively engage can include in-lesson writing, team problem solving, 

analysis, evaluations, debates, brainstorming activities etc.; 

➢ Introduce examples of ‘appropriate’ answers and descriptive criteria where essay type 

questions are used e.g. a rubric or descriptive criterion can be provided; 

➢ Introduce some synchronous activities as collaborative interaction helps students to 

create a learning community that connects students and allows them to work together 

towards something. Some examples of synchronous interactions that can be introduced 

are chat and video conferencing. Students can gain practice discussing course content 

extemporaneously without looking up basic and declarative information; 

➢ Develop asynchronous interactions more. Some ways to use asynchronous interaction 

is through email, forums, and blogs; 

➢ More representational graphics, relational graphics, organisational graphics, 

transformational graphics, and interpretive graphics can be used within the courses, 

outside of the videos, to illustrate concepts being explained within the text of the 

content; 

➢ Introduce some audio feedback when providing feedback as it may enhance the 

provision of feedback; 

➢ A floating screen may be introduced that moves along on the side with the questions 

relating to information pertaining to the question. This will allow students to avoid 

scrolling up and down on a page to view information of a question; 

➢ Introduce more formative assessment types such as research projects, group projects, 

objective tests, discussions, concept tests, quizzes, essays etc; 

➢ Introduce more use of external applications especially because the functionality exists; 

and 

➢ Introduce more web 2.0 and web 3.0 tools. Some web 2.0 tools that can be introduced 

are blogs, wikis, online journals, podcasts and videocasts, mobile learning such as the 

use of instant messaging. Some web 3.0 tools that can be used are the creation of virtual 
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participation, use of cloud-based applications such as Google Drive or OneDrive or any 

other applications that are appropriately used to ensure effective learning. 

5.6. Recommendations for Future Research 

Some recommendations are discussed that could take some of the contents of the current 

research to the next level. One of the existing limitations in the current study is that the rubric 

has not been validated statistically. Although the rubric itself uses a quantitative method to 

evaluate courses, the validation of the rubric itself was primarily qualitative. There is a potential 

to validate the rubric statistically using Cronbach's alpha (Cronbach, 1951). This will further 

improve the reliability of the rubric. 

Another recommendation would be to examine the framework developed in the current 

research within a new context. The new context can be an occupation-specific training online 

course or even a high school online course.  

Another extension of this study would be to consider a comparative study between different 

subject areas or different online courses within the same subject or different contexts, in order 

to establish the effect of each online course design within each setting. This can contribute 

towards building a better picture of the online course quality design. 

It would also be useful to implement the recommendations made to the University and then 

assess how the online course design has improved. 
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Appendices 

A1 – Letters of Course Access Information Sheet and Consent Form 

 

Course Access Information Sheet and Consent Form 
 

Project Title: Using a Developed Valid and Reliable Quality Design Criterion Rubric to 

Evaluate Online Short Courses: A Case of three Entrepreneurial Online Short Courses at The 

University of the Witwatersrand (WITS). 

Information Sheet 

Good day, 

My name is Fatima Makda, MEd student from the University of the Witwatersrand School of 

Education. I am conducting a study to determine a best practices criterion and use this to 

develop a valid and reliable evaluation rubric. This rubric will enable the actual evaluation of 

designed courses. I will use this rubric to evaluate the quality of the design of online short 

courses at the University of the Witwatersrand. Clearance has been granted by the Wits 

University Human Research Ethics Committee (Non-Medical), Protocol Number: 

2018ECE033M to conduct this research. 

I would like to request permission for full access to your online short courses to evaluate them 

for the purposes of this research study. Your involvement in this study is entirely voluntary. 

Before agreeing to grant me access and permission to evaluate the WITS online short courses, 

it is important that you read and understand the explanation of the purpose of the study and 

study procedures. This information sheet is to help you decide if you would like to assist. If 

you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask me. If you agree to grant me access and 

permission to evaluate the WITS online short courses initially, you are still free to remove 

access at any point and this will not be held against you. If you agree to grant me access, you 

will be asked to sign this document to confirm that you understand the study and agree to assist 
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by granting me access and permission to evaluate the WITS online short courses. You will be 

given a copy to keep. 

Purpose of the study 

The purpose of the current research study is to determine a best practice evaluation criterion 

and develop a framework to evaluate and measure the effectiveness of the design of online 

short courses for teaching and learning. A criterion for course information, course structure and 

course organisation, interaction and communication, multimedia design, assessment and 

feedback, and the effective use of technology will be developed into a theoretical framework 

to compare and evaluate online short courses. This will result in a tool with a set of best practice 

guidelines that can be useful for online short courses development, benchmarking and 

evaluation. 

Risks and Benefits 

There are no known risks involved in participating in this study. The aim of the current study 

is to determine and create an effective model that assists in the evaluation of the design of 

online short courses. This model will be used in the future to assess structure, organisation, 

collaboration and communication, content and quality for future developed online short 

courses. The framework will contain a set of benchmarks that will assist instructors and/or 

course designers to formally assess their online short course.  

Cost Compensation 

Involvement in this study will involve no costs or payments to you. 

Confidentiality and Anonymity  

All information obtained during the current study will be kept strictly confidential. The 

researcher will not share Intellectual Property with another person and will be the only one 

accessing the online short course. When screenshots are captured as part of the current study 

the instructors name and the course name will be excluded. 
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Informed Consent 

I, __________________ (facilitator’s name), understand that I am being asked to assist by 

granting access to WITS online short courses and allowing the WITS online short courses to 

be evaluated as part of Fatima Makda’s required coursework in her Master’s in Education.  

I hereby confirm that I have been informed and given some general information about this 

research project, access required and the types of evaluation that will occur. 

By signing this form, I agree that; 

1. I am voluntarily providing access to my course in this project; 

2. I understand that even if I agree to grant access now, I can revoke access to the courses 

at any time and have the right to withdraw from the research at any time; 

3. I have read the Information Sheet; 

4. I understand that I will not benefit from participating in this research; 

5. I understand that, with my permission, screenshots of my online short course may be 

used as part of the current study; 

6. I understand that signed consent forms will be retained in a secured environment that 

only the researcher has access to. This will be kept for approximately three years from 

the date of completion of the researchers Masters in Education; 

7. I can ask any questions I might have, and I understand that I am free to contact the 

researcher with any questions I may have in the future; and 

8. I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek 

further clarification and information. 

I have read the information above. By signing below and returning this form, I am consenting 

to grant access to WITS online short courses and allow permission for the online short courses 

to be evaluated for the purposes of this research project as designed by the below-named 

University of the Witwatersrand student. 

Contact Details: 

Principal Investigator: Fatima Makda 

Telephone Number: 0724373434 

e-mail Address: 364441@students.wits.ac.za  
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Supervisor: Tom Waspe 

Telephone Number: 0117173276 

e-mail Address: Tom.Waspe@wits.ac.za 

 

Name of Instructor:  _______________________________________ 

Date:            _______________________________________ 

Place:              _______________________________________  

Signature or mark:    _______________________________________ 

 

Witnessed by: 

Name of Witness:   ________________________________________ 

Signature:               ________________________________________ 

Date:          ________________________________________ 
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A2 – Ethics Clearance Certificate 
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A3 – The Research Instrument: The Rubric 
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