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Abstract

There is little formal research on the effectiveness and relevancy of quality standards in higher

education. This dissertation study attempted to respond to the call for appropriate standards in

higher education through formal research to examine the effect of quality in higher education

online courses on student satisfaction. The research questions for the study were: a) What

instructional design standards are appropriate for measuring online course quality? and b) To

what extent are instructional design quality standards in online courses predictive of student

satisfaction with the online learning experience?

The first step of the research process was a synthesis of existing models for course quality. An

evaluation of the models in the literature revealed a gap between existing quality indicators and

instructional design principles related to instructional strategies and assessment practices. To

respond to this gap, the researcher developed a 109 criteria Taxonomy for Online Course Quality

through an iterative Delphi process using national experts in online education. The taxonomy

served as the assessment instrument for measuring the independent variable, course quality,

using a dichotomous scale for 12 online courses, resulting in a score for each course in 18 quality

constructs. End-of-course survey items were used to measure the dependent variable, student

satisfaction, through a score for overall course quality and a composite score representing seven

items addressing the course experience. The Mann-Whitney non-parametric test was used to test

for differences in satisfaction for the two groups: courses that adhered to or failed to adhere to a

quality standard. The Instructional Strategies standard for online course quality was the only one

of 18 independent variables that was found to be statistically significant with a probability score

of .033 in overall quality satisfaction using a baseline of .05 for probability (P).
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The quality taxonomy introduced in this research extends existing models in the industry to

include instructional design principles not addressed in the literature. In addition, the research

also provides evidence that instructional strategies are predictive of student satisfaction in online

courses. The results of the dissertation research may help convince institutions to prioritize the

introduction and advancement of instructional strategies as an approach to creating better

learning experiences. Further, the study offers a comprehensive taxonomy of validated standards

for evaluating online course quality.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Introduction to the Problem

The definition of quality in higher education has traditionally been dependent upon

individual faculty choices—how they teach and what they teach. Higher education institutions

have not taken responsibility for ensuring that each student’s educational experience, from

course to course and throughout a degree program, meets standards that represent a quality

education. In fact, there appears to be a critical absence of established quality standards for

college courses in all areas of higher education.

Formal measurement of course quality tends to be conducted through course evaluations

completed by students at the end of a term; and these course evaluations have typically been used

for the purposes of faculty management—not for quality improvements for student achievement

or for the courses themselves. This faculty-dependent, hands-off approach to quality is beginning

to shift to a more centralized and concentrated effort to evaluate courses using published

standards for instructional design.

Potential benefits of standards for course quality include a better learning experience,

and along with it, higher student satisfaction and achievement. However, the problem inherent

in the assumption that courses meeting quality standards result in more satisfied and successful

students is the lack of research to support this argument. Even though it may be possible to

design and evaluate college courses according to standards defined in current industry models,

whether courses meeting industry standards for quality result in higher student satisfaction is

still in question.
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Background of the Study

Many factors have contributed to the heightened interest in quality within the higher

education community. Large numbers of students, the expanding needs and expectations of adult

learners, the increasing costs of higher education, and industry-driven demands for competency-

based programs call for a change in how the higher education community defines and measures

quality education. The need for more consistent, reliable, and valid measures of quality has

gained special attention for online courses.

The growing awareness and credibility of online education has resulted in high market

demand that “is driven by increasing numbers of online degree-seekers and graduates, ever

greater numbers of online degree programs, and intense levels of advertising and promotion”

(Eduventures, 2005, p. 3). Eduventures (2005) reported the number of online students was

forecasted for the end of 2006 as 1,488,482—an increase of 24% from 2005, and representative

of more than $7 billion dollars. Many accounts claim much higher dollar amounts. Compare that

with the online music market, which is estimated at $1 billion, and it is easy to understand the

importance of the current and future online education market (Eduventures, 2005). However one

interprets the market potential, it is clear the online delivery mode is no longer a niche growth

opportunity; institutions must prioritize their online education strategies to meet the expectations

of these large numbers of online students.

However, distance learning has not matured enough to have commonly accepted and

industry endorsed standards for online course quality. Those standards that have been developed

often lack sufficient detail to be used as specific indicators of quality. Of the many studies

examining the quality of online learning, only a select number have actually presented research

on specific evaluation tools and criteria to define how the standards are met. Further, only a
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small number of studies offer comprehensive research on the relationship between quality

standards and student satisfaction or student achievement (Don, 2003; Schlegel, 2003).

Roger Shank (2001), one of the world's leading researchers in learning theory, cognitive

science, and virtual learning environments, outlined the importance of evaluating the quality of

online courses:

We must determine a set of rules to measure a course. This is of increasing importance,

since every day more courses are appearing on the Web. With large numbers of virtual

offerings by universities and corporations, it is imperative that we find a way to evaluate

these courses in a consistent way. (p. 227)

Shank’s warning was predictive of the increasing attention to quality in online education. Still,

five years later, the higher education community has not yet offered a soluble framework for

judging quality.

Statement of the Problem

The factors discussed have resulted in the creation of quality standards for online courses

by institutions such as California State University and the University of Maryland. However, the

standards presented in these first efforts are lacking in areas specific to instructional design

principles such as the presence of instructional strategies and the flexibility of the learning

environment for learning-centered design. It is understandable that as online education—and

traditional approaches to education—evolve, so should the standards for course design and

evaluation. The standards that exist as a result of the first-generation models for evaluating

online courses need to be examined and revised to reflect the depth and breadth in instructional

design principles.
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Further, there is a lack of research to support the argument: courses that meet quality

standards result in more satisfied and successful students. Although substantial progress has been

made in linking existing standards to theory and practice, the immaturity of online education has

not allowed the substantive research required to establish formative connections between

existing standards and what really matters: student satisfaction and achievement. Even though it

is possible to design and evaluate college courses according to standards defined in current

models, it is not known whether courses that meet industry standards for quality result in higher

student satisfaction or learning.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between standards for online

course quality and student satisfaction through a comparison and analysis of online courses and

student evaluations of those courses. The goal of this study was to extend research efforts in the

changing arena of higher education beyond simple comparisons of delivery mode. To

accomplish this goal, it was necessary to question long-standing definitions of quality and

current assumptions about online education. Through the results of the study, the researcher

provides concrete data that assists in the advancement of instructional design theory and practice

and reframes how the higher education community defines a quality educational experience—by

determining what matters to students.

The study examined the following research questions:

1. What instructional design standards are appropriate for measuring online course quality?

2. To what extent are instructional design quality standards in online courses predictive of

student satisfaction with the online learning experience?
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Significance of the Study

The quality of online courses has become an important topic for criticism and research

within the field of higher education, which can encourage advancement of design and evaluation

strategies embedded in instructional design theory. This research has implications for many areas

of higher education, including instructional design, use of instructional technology, student

achievement, accreditation, retention, and marketing and recruiting, among others.

The most significant potential for research in the area of instructional design is the

development of design models and strategies to ensure that appropriate quality standards guide

how online courses are created and delivered. “Current indicators continue to suggest that, at the

instructor and student levels, quality-based experiences for distance learn[ing] spring from

systematic instructional design” (Sherry, 2003, p. 449). The design models and strategies used

for systematic instructional design should be based on industry-defined definitions of quality.

Yet, without research that provides data about which instructional design standards are predictive

of student satisfaction and learning, the industry will continue to make assumptions based on

past practices that result in uninformed decisions for course design.

Examining the correlation between specific standards for instructional design and student

satisfaction allows the field of online education to test theory in practice. This study offers a new

interpretation of instructional design theories and models within the context of online course

design and delivery. Further, an applied taxonomy for creating quality courses creates a

consistent and predictable framework on which institutions can base their course development

processes and course revision priorities.
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Using researched standards for online course quality shown to be predictive of student

satisfaction can assist higher education institutions create projections and plan for continuous

quality improvement initiatives. Internally, institutions can use data to focus on the application of

design standards that make a difference in student engagement in learning. For example,

instructional designers and faculty can use data as inputs for decision making about the content,

organization, and presentation for online courses. This targeted decision making serves the goal

of increased student satisfaction, which may affect measures of student retention and student

achievement.

Externally, the data may be used as inputs to continuous quality improvement for

program development and evaluation. Schools can document evidence to help assure accrediting

bodies that achievement of defined quality standards means degree programs provide the

appropriate educational experience. For example, “Institutions have reported that demonstrating

the linkage between distance learning program quality standards and commonly accepted

[design] standards sets has been looked upon favorably during accreditation or substantive

change notification visits” (Sener, 2004, ¶ 11).

By examining how quality standards relate to student satisfaction, the higher education

community is able to make informed budget decisions and determine priorities for initiatives on

quality improvement—based on valid and relevant data. This information is also valuable for

product development and marketing. Courses may be designed to reflect the specific quality

indicators important to students, and in turn, marketing messages can be tailored to these

interests.

As introduced in the background for the study, it is important to recognize that applied

research in online course quality must evolve along with the field of online education. This
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research offers results that contribute to the advancement of the field by strengthening current

practices in online education and in the theoretical foundations of instructional design.

Definition of Terms

For the purpose of this study, the following definitions were used:

Alignment. In the field of instructional design, alignment “refers to the degree of

correspondence among the objectives, instruction, and assessment” (Anderson, et al., 2001, p.

10); alignment can be judged on various aspects (e.g., content, level of learning, depth) and can

relate to specific course components (e.g., course materials, interactivity, learning theory).

Assessment activities. Assessment activities are instruments used within the course to

identify what students have learned. An instrument used to measure the match between the

objectives or goals and student’s attainment of them (Quality Matters, 2006).

Assessment strategies. Assessment strategies refer to the methods and instruments of

competency assessment applied through course design, which enable students to demonstrate

competencies and which facilitate the summative evaluation of student demonstration.

Authentic. As a standard for educational quality, authentic refers to situations or learning

“activities which present the same type of cognitive challenges as those in the real-world”

(Jonassen, 1999, p. 221).

Criteria. “Criteria are the qualitative or quantitative guidelines, rules, principles, or

statements by which student work products are evaluated” (Quality Matters, 2006, glossary of

terms). The criteria are typically associated with assessment activities, but can also be aligned

with learning activities to provide guidance for student work.
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Expert validators. In the research design, the expert validators are individuals selected

based on a set of criteria to serve the purpose of validating the instrument that will be used to

measure course quality: the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality presented in Appendix B. See

evaluator selection criteria in Appendix C.

Expert evaluators. In the research design, the expert evaluators are individuals selected

based on a set of criteria to evaluate the online courses in the sample. See evaluator selection

criteria in Appendix D.

Feedback. Quality Matters (2006) describes feedback such as:

Specific comments, guidance, and information provided in response to an activity or

assessment. Feedback should be tied to the established criteria and should provide

justification for the accompanying evaluation and resulting grade. Effective feedback

provides opportunities for students to learn about how they can improve, is meaningful

and understandable to the student, and is timely. (glossary of terms)

Interactivity. “Interaction refers to reciprocal events involving at least two actors and/or

objects and at least two actions in which the actors, objects, and events mutually influence each

other (Swan, 2003, p. 4). Interactivity is a critical component in the definition of standards for

online course quality.

Instructional strategies. Sometimes called instructional theories, instructional strategies

are prescriptive in that they “describe the most effective way of designing the instruction to

achieve an objective…rather than on describing the learning [process]” (Morrison, Ross, &

Kemp, 2004, p. 150). For the purpose of this study, instructional strategies refer to the methods

and instruments for instruction applied through course design, which enable students to practice

competencies and which facilitate the generation of formative feedback.
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Learning activities. Learning activities take the form of student participation that serves

to reinforce the content, and that provides an opportunity for students to further their attainment

of the learning objectives and expectations for the course. Typically, a learning activity allows

for practice, discovery, and trial-and-error in a low-stakes setting (Quality Matters, 2006).

Online education (Online course). Online education is defined by course work that has at

least 80% of the content and interactivity online (Allen & Seaman, 2005, p. 4). This excludes

primarily face-to-face courses that have an online component.

Quality. According to the International Organization for Standardization, “quality is an

ability of a set of integral features of product, system, or process to meet requirements of a

customer and other interested parties” (ISO, 2006). In this research, the use of quality means the

extent to which the design of an online course meets the expectations of students, faculty,

institutions, and governing organizations.

Student/Faculty independent. Student/Faculty independent is used to describe an online

course that includes all of the pre-packaged content and facilitation tools separate from the

participants. A course can be judged on student independent criteria, which relate to the

packaging of the course content, without concern for who is in the course (Shank, 2001, p. 229).

For the purpose of the study, student/faculty independent courses were used to measure quality;

faculty and student interaction were not included in the evaluation of course quality.

Assumptions and Limitations

Aspects of the research design exist that may have limited the ability to generalize the

results of the study. These limitations included the instrumentation and data on the student

satisfaction variables, inter-rater reliability for the course quality variables, and expert participant
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bias. Although end-of-course surveys have been a valid measure of student satisfaction in

thousands of studies, questions still exist in the literature about response rates for the type of end-

of-course surveys used in this study (Kansas State University, 2006). Results of the study were

dependent on the validity and written quality of the survey items. Strategies were applied to

increase the validity and reliability of the survey data, such as selecting courses that have at least

ten raters (Kansas State University, 2006).

Response rates also proved a limitation for the end-of-course surveys. Some research

contends that end-of-course evaluation data may be influenced by student biases toward the

instructor (Huemer, n.d.). For instance, a student may rate an instructor higher based on the

extent to which the student desires a higher grade. This grading leniency bias was potentially a

factor present in the data collected in the study. It is assumed that instructor performance has an

effect on student satisfaction with courses, and that a poor instructor may affect student

perception regarding the overall course experience. Thus, steps were taken to eliminate questions

from the end-of-course survey that addressed instructor performance in an attempt to reduce the

potential for grading leniency and other biases that may have existed about instructors. Further,

inclusion of courses was limited to those instructors who had taught before; this strategy

produced a more homogeneous instructor population with the intention to reduce affect of

instructor bias.

Another limitation for the study surfaced through the Delphi process of working with the

expert panel on the creation of the instrument for measuring online course quality. This

instrument was created with the intention of limiting the research to design standards, omitting

instructional delivery components from the focus of the study. Through this process, two of the



Course Quality and Student Satisfaction

11

expert participants voiced concerns that it may be impossible to eliminate the influence of the

faculty on student satisfaction data. One study participant warned:

While I feel that there are certainly aspects of design that link to student satisfaction, they

may be overwhelmed by the impact that is provided by the instructor’s delivery. Student

satisfaction is highly correlated to interactivity and interactivity while it is present in the

design of the course, can be more heavily impacted by the way in which the instructor

delivers the course. (participant review)

Further considering the difficulty in separating the influence of the instructor delivery—although

steps were taken to reduce this effect on the data—it is important to note this as a limitation of

the research study.

A limitation also exists in the data collection for the online course quality variable. Since

six expert evaluators were used to score the online courses as a measure of quality, there is

potential for some discrepancy in inter-rater reliability. Steps were taken to reduce this

possibility, such as ensuring more than one evaluator rated each course and providing specific

definitions and examples of the quality standards.

Finally, the selection of experts may have also been a limitation of the study. Experts

were solicited from multiple sources. However, a number of the volunteer participants for the

research were from the same organization, Quality Matters. This is not surprising since the

Quality Matters organization is a nationally recognized group focused on online course quality.

Even so, it is important to recognize that the participants affiliated with the Quality Matters

group may have a collective ideation about quality standards for online education, which may

have result in expert participant bias.
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Nature of the Study

The study serves as a vehicle for furthering a discussion of the importance of quality as it

relates to instructional design standards in online courses. Specifically, the correlational research

was designed to produce data that assist higher education institutions to provide a legitimate

definition for online course quality that is based on evidence of individual quality standards.

Some higher education institutions have proposed constructs and taxonomies for defining

and measuring the quality of an online course experience. These standards for quality are a

reflection of instructional design theories and models well-established in the industry and

traditions of instructional design (Dahl, n.d.; Hezel Associates, 2005; Moore, 2005; Quality

Matters, 2006; Sener, 2003). For example, the MarylandOnline program titled Quality Matters

“views support from the research literature as highly important for informing the continuous

improvement process and for justifying changes made to affect improvements.” Each of the eight

standard areas has clearly aligned literature supporting the inclusion of the standard in the

evaluation of online learning (Quality Matters, 2006, Research Literature and Standards, ¶ 2).

In the case of MarylandOnline and other model institutions focusing on standards for

online course quality, literature grounded in instructional design theory provided a foundation

from which the quality standards were established. However, a review of the literature revealed a

lack of formal research reinforcing the connection of quality standards with student satisfaction

or achievement in online education. Although significant steps have been made, it is important

for instructors, administrators, instructional designers, and students to conduct more formal

research. Without applied research, it is not possible to demonstrate whether quality makes a

difference, and to what extent specific indicators of quality are predictive of student satisfaction

and achievement.



Course Quality and Student Satisfaction

13

Organization of the Remainder of the Dissertation Study

The dissertation study continues with an examination of the literature in Chapter 2,

presenting a brief review of online education in post-secondary institutions, examining the

growth of online courses, students, and faculty and the resulting competition for market share.

Specific attention is paid to the definition of quality in higher education and a critique of the

current systems used to evaluate quality of online courses. Chapter 2 also includes an analysis of

the research published on issues surrounding online course quality and student satisfaction. The

literature review concludes with the introduction of a taxonomy for quality standards in online

education, which expands on existing industry models. The study description is then organized

according to the research methodology and the data analysis. Chapter 3 defines the specifics of

the research design and plans for data collection. Chapter 4 presents the results of the study for

each research variable, and Chapter 5 discusses the implications of the results for the specific

research question and the generalizations that can be made for higher education.
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

Rising numbers of online courses and students force the higher education community to

recognize online education as a reputable contender in the higher education market. Even so, the

growing presence of this form of non-traditional education has resulted in a close scrutiny of the

quality of courses delivered online. Lack of understanding and fear of new paradigms have

heightened the scrutiny of online education to a level the traditional format has not experienced;

these criticisms have caused vested institutions to defend the position of online as a legitimate

method for delivering education (Chambers, 2002; Dahl, n.d.; Sener, 2003). “Significant energy

has been put into establishing the ‘equivalent’ quality of online courses and programs relative to

traditional ones, as evidenced by the compilation of hundreds, [or even thousands], of distance

education studies” (Sener, 2004, ¶ 1) that compare online to traditional, face-to-face learning.

Richard Clark, prominent author of the “No Significant Difference” article that opened

the door to questioning the criticisms of online education, argued that the quality of education

depends on the pedagogy and design of the instruction, rather than how it is delivered. He

proposed that if the instruction were held constant, “there would be no significant learning

differences between technology-based and traditional education” (Swan, 2003, p. 3). “While

comparative research has served a useful purpose in helping to confirm the legitimacy of online

learning, it is time to move beyond” (Sener, 2004, ¶ 4) the need to react to criticisms of the value

of online learning.

Instead, research activities can now be applied to evaluate and improve the practice of

online learning within its own frame of reference, without the need for comparisons with other
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delivery modes. This is just what online learning needs—the grounding of research in real-world

online classes. As John Chambers (2002) wrote:

This time, we get to do it right!…Think what can happen in education if we continue to

apply scientific methods of research and evaluation to learning and motivation studies in

[online] education, and then base the methods of our profession on these results. Truly,

the second try at establishing higher-education standards can be better than the first.

(conclusion)

Nearly every higher education institution within the United States—as well as

internationally—is expanding its online course offerings (Allen & Seaman, 2005; Gallagher &

Poroy, 2005; Pulichino, 2006). Many universities offer degrees online as their only mode of

instruction. The competition for billions of dollars in market share is represented by growing

enrollment. The higher education community is recognizing the need to create quality online

courses that meet the needs of the student customer.

One telling point about quality in online programs is the shift in opinions held by

academic leaders regarding the quality of learning outcomes. In a 2006 survey, Sloan-C

organization found that 62% of Chief Academic Officers rated learning outcomes for online

programs as equal to, or better than, those of face-to-face. Most surprising is that 17% think that

online outcomes are better than those in face-to-face instruction, a 40% increase from the

previous 2003 survey (Allen & Seaman, 2006).

However, even though perceptions of quality in online education are improving, the

specific design standards for online courses have not been so quick to mature. The benefits of

online education will not reach potential until there is a common way to communicate about

quality through established standards for design and metrics for evaluation. Only then will the
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student customer have the comparability required to make decisions about institutions based on

the quality of their programs and course experiences.

Higher education institutions such as California State University and the University of

Maryland have recently championed efforts to examine online course quality and to develop

specific taxonomies and rubrics to use in the evaluation and cataloging of online courses. This

evaluation process is a way to document and prioritize specific areas for improvement for both

internal and external purposes. These successful cases can serve as models for the definition and

implementation of quality standards for online education. Even so, the development of quality

standards, vetting through stakeholders and governing bodies, and formal research to test the

effects of online course quality have not reached a point of confidence.

Hezel Associates reported that more than half of higher education institutions surveyed

indicated that they used benchmarks to rate the quality of their online education programs in

relation to their competition, and most of these were examining the quality of course

development specifically (Hezel Associates, 2005). This focus on quality is good news.

However, the benchmarks being used to measure the quality of online courses may not include

appropriate indicators for quality instructional design, are not common across institutions, and

have not been adequately researched (Galloway, 2005; Hezel Associates, 2005; Santovec, n.d.;

Sener, 2003).

Increased Attention to Quality in Online Education

Who is responsible for the quality of online education? Unlike other countries, the United

States has never had a ministry of higher education overseeing the content and delivery of

courses offered by post-secondary institutions. Instead, each college or university is responsible
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to its regional accrediting agency and state through a license to operate. However, “for the most

part, such rules [of licensure] describe the minima [sic] necessary for initiating an institution of

higher education rather than set effectiveness criteria for the instruction” (Lezberg, 2003, p. 425).

This lack of specificity in standards for quality can be rationalized in a system where content and

instructional design are owned and delivered by faculty. However, recent trends toward more

centralized and aligned curriculum (Howell, Williams & Linsay, 2003) and consistent course

development and delivery raises questions about who is responsible for establishing, publishing,

maintaining, and evaluating online course quality.

States and accrediting bodies are now placing increased attention on the evaluation of

educational programs offered at a distance (Dahl, n.d.). They recognize the need to formulate

rules for quality control and provide methodologies for evaluating online programs. By 2000,

each of the six regional accreditors had “added at least one member to its commissions of higher

education with expertise in the implementation of [online] distance education programs.” Some

have taken the initiative to establish a separate organization, such as the Western Cooperative for

Educational Telecommunication (WCET), devoted to the development of guiding principles and

consultation services for online education (Lezberg, 2003, pp. 427 – 29).

As a result of the presence of online education and the recognized need for regulations

across higher education in the United States, efforts were made to collaborate and adapt the

current standards for quality education to incorporate online offerings. The “Statement of

Regional Accrediting Commissions of the Evaluation of Electronically Offered Degree and

Certification Programs,” published in 2000, was the first attempt to establish standards specific

to online education. Although an important step forward, these standards did not reach the

specificity needed to provide detailed guidance and criteria for evaluating quality of online
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courses. Thus, the movement for consistency and quality standards continued through projects

led by individual researchers, individual institutions, and industry organizations.

The dramatic increase in the numbers of online courses and students has heightened

interests for both traditional and for-profit higher education institutions in establishing quality

programs and courses that will succeed in gaining enrollments in this competitive field

(McGorry, 2003; Smith, 2005). For example, the 2006 research report published by the e-

Learning Guild shows that 52% of institutions surveyed indicated their highest priority is to

improve quality of e-learning content when asked, “Which of the following objectives will be

your organization’s highest e-learning priority in 2006?” (Pulichino, 2006, p. 7). This report also

revealed that every one of the questions regarding e-learning—from budget to evaluation

efforts—revealed an increase in importance. With this focus on quality placed high in online

education priorities, “marketing strategies and competitive positions can be expected to become

more differentiated, more fragmented, and more complex” (Eduventures, 2005, p. 10). Many

institutions are using quality as a way to distinguish themselves from their competition.

With the growth of online education and the associated attention on quality, online course

development is shifting toward centralized production and consistent design and presentation,

and away from faculty-driven course design and an individualized look and feel. In response,

many institutions are choosing instructional design models in the form of pre-designed, pre-built

courses, which are intended to be taught by both adjunct and full-time faculty. Moreover,

efficiencies gained through a common model for instructional design and delivery of online

courses can produce consistency in presentation, experience, and quality that will benefit both

students and faculty (Kelly, n.d.; Shank, 2001). These benefits are encouraging. Yet, at the same
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time, higher education institutions have a responsibility to work toward instructionally sound

standards, which provide a learning experience that meets the demands of the student customer.

Need for Quality Standards in Online Education

As discussed, the growth of online education and its competitive market has forced

higher education to reconsider past assumptions about what constitutes a quality educational

experience as well as who is responsible for establishing and maintaining standards of quality for

the industry. Even though answers to these questions are still being pursued and debated, the

need for standards that guide online higher education and the design and delivery of online

courses is apparent (Allen & Seaman, 2005; Educause, 2006; McGorry, 2003; Sener, 2005;

Shank, 2001; Sloan, 2006; WCET, 2006).

Probably the most pressing need for quality standards comes from the higher education

community itself. Even though the criticisms of online education as a delivery mode are

becoming less legitimate as the industry matures, the demands for demonstration of quality in

online courses from internal and external stakeholders continue to be important (Rovinskyi &

Synytsya, 2004). Expectations are high: Are students getting the quality education they are

paying for? According to the International Organization for Standardization, “quality is an ability

of a set of integral features of product, system, or process to meet requirements of a customer

and other interested parties” (ISO, 2006). In higher education, providing high quality education

means that e-learning products and services—courses and degrees—will guarantee that their

customer—the student—experiences a relevant, current, and recognized set of competencies that

meet the customer expectations (Rovinskyi & Synytsya, 2004). These goals are tough for any

higher educational institution to achieve.
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Internal stakeholders are looking for ways to determine the quality of online programs

and courses. As the cost of higher education rises faster than the rate of inflation, students are

looking for validation that they are getting their money’s worth. For example, students express

that they prefer interactive, practical, pre-determined activities to the lecture method (Virginia

Community College System, 2005). As well, they want to be assured that the institutions from

which they obtain their degrees are respected by employers. These legitimate student concerns

need to be addressed. Publishing quality standards for online education is one step toward

comparability—assisting students, faculty, and employers in making informed decisions about

which colleges and universities and which courses are going to provide value (Shank, 2001).

Changes in student demographics and increases in the number of students support the

need for quality standards. Adult students over the age of 25, who usually have families and are

employed full time, represent a different set of characteristics (and demands) than the typical

students of the past (Howell, Williams & Linsay, 2003; Weston-Ebom & Smith, 2005). These

students have inherently high expectations for rigorous and relevant content, authenticity of

activities and assessments, immediate impact in their professions, opportunities for

individualized learning, substantive feedback from faculty, and efficiency in the learning

process. With these challenges facing institutions as they design and deliver online courses, it is

essential that students are presented with consistent learning experiences based on standards for

instructional quality. This is especially true in online courses, where the percentage of adult

students is higher and where learning at a distance calls for detailed expectations and

communication.

Increased populations of military students, students with disabilities, and other non-

traditional student groups will also benefit from standards for online education. Expanding
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globalization of online learning contributes to this picture with the increase of students in a range

of time zones or who have English as a second language. These non-traditional students have

diverse needs that can be managed through online courses designed to meet the needs of this

audience. For example, asynchronous, online learning environments provide the flexibility

needed for students who work varied hours or are in locations outside the United States. Further,

well-designed courses are built to accommodate students with disabilities. Courses provide

support for computer screen-readers, auditory learners, and visual impairments. These examples

illustrate how online learning is a terrific option for students with varying demographics and

needs. Standards for online course quality can help provide these students with confidence that

online courses will meet their needs and expectations.

Like students, the changing faculty demographic is also generating need for standards in

online education. Quality standards should support the realities that go along with an increase in

adjunct practitioners who may teach multiple courses at various institutions (Allen & Seaman,

2005; Howell, Williams & Linsay, 2003). The demands of shifting student and faculty

demographics call for more structure and preparedness through efficiencies and consistencies for

faculty (Palloff & Pratt, 2001; Pulichino, 2006; Smith, 2005). The changing role of faculty is

also an important consideration in how online instruction is designed to be delivered. No longer

is the typical faculty member teaching via lectures in a few sections to the typical 18-to 20-year

old in a classroom on a physical campus. Different instructional strategies are required for

faculty to provide the expanding roles of facilitator, expert consultant, and assessor. These

include more active instructional strategies that integrate technology, such as expert

presentations, online collaboration, peer review, media demonstrations, simulations, and

synchronous communications. The need for new instructional strategies is especially true in
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online education because of the importance of applying a variety of options for the diverse

demographics of adult students in an online, dispersed, asynchronous learning environment.

In addition to internal stakeholders, more scrutiny is now placed on the quality of online

courses from external stakeholders. In order to keep up with the demands for high quality in the

competitive higher education market, more flexible and economic production models are

necessary. Along with this scrutiny also come higher expectations within the competitive market

for enrollment and student success (Gallapher & Poroy, 2005). For example, companies and

professional organizations are demanding that colleges offer real-world, competency-based

programs through corporate partnerships (Dahl, n.d.). The faster pace of knowledge and

technology create important considerations for quality education (Howell, Williams & Linsay,

2003), including online programs designed for working adults. These factors call for high

quality, high-caliber learning experiences that are aligned with corporate and professional needs

and the missions of individual institutions.

Review of Initiatives that Evaluate Online Quality

An examination of formal standards for measuring online education and online course

quality published by institutions and industry organizations reveals very similar frames for

evaluation. The most important observation is that the constructs currently used to establish and

evaluate quality are intended to be used mainly for program-level evaluation and thus, often lack

the specificity to be applied to the quality of course-level instructional design. For example,

California State University, Chico’s (2007) exemplary standard for Assessment and Evaluation

of Student Learning reads: “Learning objectives, instructional and assessment activities are

closely aligned.” Most models for online quality in higher education include a similar standard,
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written at a similar level of generality, which underscores the alignment of course goals and

assessments. However, additional standards for relevancy and authenticity of assessment are also

important for creating an effective online experience for adult learners. In this case, even though

the standard for alignment exists in California State University, Chico’s model, including another

standard for relevancy and authenticity addresses more specific design principles appropriate for

adult students and online courses.

Examine two exemplary cases from which best practices are being created for the higher

education community. California State University, Chico and the University of Maryland have

recently championed efforts to examine online course quality and to develop systems with

proven success evaluating and cataloging online courses according to quality indicators. These

case examples are chosen for further analysis because they represent well-established

organizations with experience managing comprehensive quality review processes for audiences

outside their own organizations. Also, each has a set of quality standards that has been in practice

since 2003 and has been revised based on feedback from users. Models from these two

universities were reviewed as part of this research to confirm the potential for including their

quality standards as part of the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality developed for this study.

University of MarylandOnline, Quality Matters

The University of Maryland has undertaken a project to face the challenges of measuring course

quality—a challenge confronted by all institutions. MarylandOnline, a consortium of community

colleges and institutions from around the state, worked with external partners to create a review

program for online courses with the goal of providing opportunities for sharing and collaboration

throughout the higher education community. Ideas for the program, Quality Matters (QM),
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originated in 2002; the program was launched in September 2003 through a three-year grant

from the Fund for the Improvement of Post-Secondary Education (FIPSE) (Lorenzetti, 2004).

What is especially interesting about the Quality Matters program is its linkage of theory

and practice. “To characterize quality, QM first turned to the research literature and national

standards. The project identified 40 elements, distributed across eight broad standards, shown to

positively impact student learning” (Kane, 2004, p. 1). The eight standards were identified by the

QM Tools Set Committee as follows: (1) course overview and introduction, (2) learning

objectives, (3) assessment and measurement, (4) resources and materials, (5) learner interaction,

(6) course technology, (7) learner support, and (8) Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)

compliance. The committee used literature as groundwork for developing a matrix of standards

to use as a scoring rubric for course review. Mary Wells, Project Co-Director, describes the

standards:

Each of the standards is given a rating from one to three, with a three being a standard

“deal breaker”—something without which the course cannot succeed. If this seems tough,

it is meant to be. We are not going for minimum standards. (as cited in Lorenzetti, 2004,

p. 2)

MarylandOnline’s Quality Matters project has developed a replicable path for inter-

institutional quality assurance and course improvements for online education. It created a process

to certify the quality of online courses and online components predicated on industry literature.

A first-year review of the project revealed a positive effect on the project participants and their

courses. Faculty expressed that the program has provided substantive feedback, which they are

using to improve their courses, and administrators are receiving information that is useful for

making programmatic decisions (Quality Matters, 2004).
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California State University, Chico, Rubric for Online Instruction

In the summer of 2002, California State University, Chico faculty and staff attempted to

answer the question: What does a high-quality online course look like? The result is the Rubric

for Online Instruction that was presented to the Chico community in 2003 through an invitation

for nominations for quality online course experiences. The rubric is part of an extensive Web site

that offers tools and support for the development of online courses and is influenced by

Chickering and Ehrmann’s (1996) “Seven Principles of Good Practice.” The rubric is intended to

be used in three ways: (a) criteria for evaluation and recognition of exemplary courses, (b) self-

evaluation for faculty to use as a way to improve their courses, and (c) guidelines for new course

development (Rubric for Online Instruction, 2004).

A team of thirteen faculty, four staff, two administrators, and one student worked to

create the sophisticated rubric, which consists of six construct areas: (a) learner support and

resources, (b) online organization and design, (c) instructional design and delivery, (d)

assessment and evaluation of student learning, (e) innovative teaching with technology, and (f)

faculty use of student feedback. Each construct is evaluated against performance criteria that are

scored as baseline, effective, or exemplary. The benefit of applying the Rubric for Online

Instruction in course evaluation is the specific feedback and score for each construct area; this

feedback can assist faculty and instructional designers in creating a design plan for improving an

existing course. California State University, Chico found that the evaluation system has provided

an opportunity to share best practices and recognize faculty for their efforts in creating high-

quality courses (Rubric for Online Instruction, 2004).
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Common Program Successes

The successful cases evidenced in the University of Maryland’s Quality Matters program

and the California State University, Chico’s Rubric for Online Instruction have served as models

for other institutions examining online course quality. Some project successes common to both

programs are representative of other quality assurance efforts going on throughout the United

States and internationally. For example, committees from the case institutions were charged to

develop a set of standards grounded in researched theories, such as those of cognitive learning

theories. Many quality programs at other institutions have also employed committees of

stakeholders, including students and faculty, to develop their own quality indicators for online

education.

Clear institutional and external support is another factor that contributed to the success of

the quality assurance programs at MarylandOnline and the California State University, Chico.

Projects such as these can have a hard time gaining momentum without a clear vision from top

administrators. In both programs there was strong project support. Each of the programs secured

a grant to fund its goals, formed critical external partnerships with reputable organizations such

as the Sloan Consortium, and provided internal resources to support the projects; training,

instructional design, and technology support were critical components program implementation.

This institutional support was a significant factor in each of the program’s success. The resulting

publicity for both programs has helped fuel positive external support for continued efforts in

quality improvement for online courses and has contributed to the credibility of online delivery

as a legitimate method of higher education.

Supporting research
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Along with the industry models for online quality, a small number of research studies

have focused on measuring the affect of quality on higher education students. Only three studies

were directly related to quality standards. Song (2004) examined student perceptions of

instructional standards and found that clear instruction and quality of content were the most

important quality indicators for students. Schlegel’s (2004) work focused on asynchronous

aspects of online instruction and surfaced 26 significant areas of quality related to student

satisfaction. Finally, Don (2003) studied student perceptions of their learning compared with

quality standards. These research efforts provided examples of studies that served as ideas for

this research. However, they were not sufficient in the content and structure of the quality

standards to fill the gap identified by this researcher.

Toward a Common Set of Standards

The exemplary cases highlighted here are evidence of a growing movement toward

providing quality online alternatives in higher education. Although the attention to quality in

online education is certainly evident in the many efforts to create standards for online education,

there is yet no common set of criteria by which to judge the quality of online courses. The field

of online education is not yet mature enough to have developed evaluation criteria and to have

incorporated them as research put into practice. Even as the field develops, online education may

never feel the need to use the same set of criteria for all types of online course evaluations. For

now, revisiting the standards presented by the case institutions as well as other examples

represented in the literature provides a strong foundation for this study.

A review of the quality standards used by the California State University, Chico, the

University of Maryland, and other institutions and research studies offering standards for online

education provided a good starting point for the synthesis and gap analysis required to create a
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Taxonomy for Online Course Quality. The taxonomy was expanded to include even more

specific criteria that provide enough depth and breadth to use as a comprehensive instrument for

the evaluation of online course quality.

In review, the Quality Matters organization publishes that, “not only does the literature

generally support the standards, it also provides a firm foundation from which online instructors,

administrators, and students can begin their own study of what works” (Lorenzetti, 2004, p. 1).

This connection with the literature illustrates how educational research in practice can support

continuous quality improvement, demonstrate quality assurance to accrediting bodies, and

present an answer to the continued scrutiny of online learning.

However, the criteria included in the lists of standards for Quality Matters and other

similar programs do not go far enough. The depth and breath of the criteria do not include the

detail necessary to provide a sound instructional design that meets the needs of the vast

demographic of students and faculty and other stakeholders.

The goal is to allow all engaged in distance learning—institutions, faculty, and

students—to preserve the cultural values of their institutions as they translate the

concepts into formats that assist them in determining their unique expressions of

academically grounded, quality-based distance learning. (Sherry, 2003, p. 436)

Gap Analysis of Existing Quality Indicators and Instructional Design Principles

A review of the literature and an analysis of the specific quality standards for online

education evident in the higher education community revealed credible and valuable models.

Comparing the quality models with instructional design principles provided further clarity.

Commonalities across organizations that have introduced quality standards afford some

confirmation that these standards are respected characteristics for quality online courses.
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However, by examining these common standards from an instructional design perspective, a gap

in the set of standards became evident.

Although there are categories of standards that speak to important aspects of the online

experience, such as technology support, academic support, presence of media, and alignment of

instructional objectives, there is an auspicious lack of instructional design principles evident in

existing quality standards. Scholars in the field of educational technology now agree that it is not

the medium or structural elements that most affect the online experience (Johnson & Aragon,

2003; Rovai, 2002; Swan, 2003; Twigg, 2000). Instead, factors such as pedagogy and

instructional design are what matter.

Instead of focusing only on the medium (e.g., video, graphics) and structure (e.g.,

navigation, general alignment) as the constructs for defining quality of instructional design,

experts hypothesize that quality learning experiences should be based on instructional design

principles that are derived from multiple learning theories (Johnson & Aragon, 2003). Standards

for online course quality must include specific design attributes that take into account the

characteristics of online learning (Howell, Williams & Linsay, 2003). For example,

communications and interactivity in online courses have proven to be more sensitive to design

and pedagogy than the traditional, face-to-face venue (Rovai, 2002; Swan, 2003). Therefore, it is

crucial that quality standards for online courses include specific criteria for designing activities

that require communication or interactivity.

The application of instructional design principles to instructional strategies and

assessment strategies in online courses is something the author discovered is not represented in

the many quality standards defined in the literature. This gap is not surprising. Instructional

strategies and assessment strategies represent the more complex and ethereal aspects of course
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design. Further, building in strategies for instruction and assessment in online courses is a skill

that is not necessarily inherent to faculty or less experienced course designers. Instructional

strategies and assessment strategies each include a variety of decisions within a complex analysis

of the learning situation. Each generally covers sequencing and grouping content or assessment,

determining appropriate fit of the strategy for the competency, writing feedback systems,

selection of delivery technology, and application of motivation, guidance, and transfer

techniques (Dick, Carey & Carey, 2005; Smith & Ragan, 2005). These things considered, it is

explicable that instructional strategies and assessment strategies may not exist in many online

courses and would also fail to appear in published standards for quality online education.

It is understandable, but not acceptable, that current standards for online course quality

do not include specific instructional and assessment strategies that reflect the nature of the online

environment or the needs of online students and faculty. Online course quality should be judged

by standards for online course design. There is clear agreement by educational psychologists and

instructional technologists that online education has specific characteristics and instructional

design potential, which should be represented in a quality online course. Carol Twigg, an

internationally recognized expert in educational technology in higher education, contends that

the largest barrier to quality advances in online learning is the acceptance that teaching and

learning should continue in their traditional sense even in an online format (as cited in Swan,

2003). “The mistake is often made of recreating a classroom-teaching model within an online

learning environment.” When online technology is designed to mimic the classroom, it becomes

restrictive and a barrier to the teaching and learning process. (Sonwalkar, 2001, ¶ 5). What

matters, instead, is that the unique qualities of online education are realized through instructional
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design techniques that contribute to the quality of the educational experience. The qualities of

online education should also be present in standards for online course quality.

Application of Instructional Design Theory in Online Course Design

A component of the work for this dissertation study included the development and

validation of a Taxonomy for Online Course Quality, which was used as the instrument for

measuring the quality of the sample courses. The following sections of the paper represent the

researcher’s perspective on the relationship between instructional design theories and the

development of quality standards for online course design. As the taxonomy was researched and

created, the relationship of instructional design theory to course quality was further established.

Smith and Ragan (2005), prominent authors in the field of education and instructional

design, describe instructional design as the “systematic and reflective process of translating

principles of learning and instruction into plans for instructional materials, activities, information

resources, and evaluation” (p. 4). With this definition, how does an instructional designer draw

on theoretical principles and apply these principles in the design of online higher education

courses? Moreover, considering the recent advancements in and growth of online teaching and

learning, what standards and practices emerge from instructional design theories that are

applicable to online education?

“A theory is an organized set of statements that allow us to explain, predict, or control

events” (Smith & Regan, 2005, p. 23). Regarding instructional design, Morrison, Ross, and

Kemp (2004) provide a helpful way to interpret instructional design theory. Instructional design

theories are prescriptive and situation-specific, applying the principles and assumptions of

learning to the instructional design goal. Bruner (1966) states that a theory of instruction should
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address four major points: (a) predisposition towards learning, (b) the ways in which a body of

knowledge can be structured so that it can be most readily grasped by the learner, (c) the most

effective sequences in which to present material, and (d) the nature and pacing of rewards and

punishments. Extending this conceptual thinking, instructional design theory defines the core

design strategies for use in creating a learning event.

Cranton (1994) asks, “Why discuss the development of a theory? Simply because, by

understanding a theory, we can be better informed when questioning and challenging the

applicability of the theory to our own practice; this is crucial to developing a perspective on

practice” (p. 23). Designers of instruction must be cognizant of the impact theories have on the

teaching and learning experiences they create. Designers of online instruction must be especially

knowledgeable and communicative about the strategies they choose to employ. As educational

practices continue to challenge traditional paradigms of teaching and learning, the instructional

designer must be a leader in managing this transformation. The changing educational frontier,

which includes advancing technologies, competency-based curricula, and adult learner

populations, requires instructional designers to revisit the canons of instructional design theory

and translate them into a new frame of practice.

Revisiting Smith and Ragan’s (2005) definition of theory as a way to explain, predict, or

control events, it is understandable that theory is the driving force for many educational

practices; it is advantageous for educators to be able to predict how people learn, what motivates

them, and the psychology of learning. This connection of theory to practice is important for the

design of online learning experiences. Examining instructional design theories in light of online

education can provide a mechanism for identifying characteristics of online courses that

positively affect students, faculty, and other stakeholders. The researcher’s theoretical analysis of
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the field of online instructional design resulted in the selection of five theories; this group of five

was used as a grounding framework for the development of the Taxonomy for Online Course

Quality instrument for evaluating the quality of online courses in this study. The following

sections will briefly discuss these theories and how they are applicable to instructional design

standards for online education.

Theory 1: Criterion Referenced Instruction

Criterion referenced theory of instruction aligns with such terms as objectives, practice,

feedback, and sequencing. Robert Mager’s influential book, Preparing Instructional Objectives,

helped popularize the inclusion of measurable objectives in education in the 1960s. This led him

to develop the theory of criterion referenced instruction. The grounding principles include (a)

study and practice only those skills not yet mastered, (b) provide practice and feedback for

quality improvement, (c) offer repeated practice for difficult skills, (d) sequence of instruction

determined by the student in the learning structure, and (e) objectives derived from job

performance (Kearsley, n.d.).

These principles can be directly applied in the design of online education. The most

applicable of the principles is the sequencing, or the lack of prescribed learning process.

Direction can be provided while at the same time the sequence of online activities is the student’s

prerogative. This affords the practice and feedback that is critical to the criterion reference

theory. Further, the adult learner in an online course has many reasons for focusing on the goals,

or competencies, which are essential to criterion referenced instruction. An online course allows

participants to work at their own paces, gain the practice only on those learning goals in which

they are not proficient, creating a meaningful and efficient learning experience.
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Theory 2: Constructivist Theory

Key ideas that are associated with constructivist learning theory are action, discovery,

socialization, building knowledge, and authenticity. Constructivism has come to serve as an

umbrella term for diverse views. However, there are two themes that appear consistently in

constructivist writing: (a) learning is an active process of constructing rather than acquiring

knowledge, and (b) social interactions are important to knowledge construction (Duffy &

Cunningham, 1999; Tennyson, 1997). Jerome Bruner is often associated with igniting the

movement away from the objectivist bent toward more constructivist views in the 1960s and

1970s.

There are a number of reasons why constructivist theory serves well as a foundation for

instructional design for online learning. Above all, the constructivist focus on real-world problem

solving is a good fit for the online experience. Moving beyond the traditional classroom lecture,

the online course implies an active approach to learning through authentic, problem-solving

activities. “Most educators believe that ‘authentic’ means that learners engage in activities which

present the same type of cognitive challenges as those in the real-world” (Jonassen, 1999, p.

221). This provides a clear picture of what the constructivist, online course might look and act

like. In addition, the collaborative technologies available in online classrooms promote the social

construction of knowledge and sharing alternative viewpoints.

Theory 3: Conditions of Learning

Principles of Robert Gagné’s conditions of learning theory mention such concepts as

instructional events, hierarchy, stimulus, feedback, and performance. Since the 1980s, this

prominent theory has been applied to the design of instruction in all domains. Focused on

intellectual skills, the conditions of learning theory outlines nine events of instruction and
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associated cognitive processes: (a) gaining attention (reception), (b) informing learning of

objective (expectancy), (c) stimulating recall of prior learning (retrieval), (d) presenting the

stimulus (selective perception), (e) providing learning guidance (semantic encoding), (f) eliciting

performance (responding), (g) providing feedback (reinforcement), (h) assessing performance

(retrieval), (i) enhancing retention and transfer (generalization) (Kearsley, n.d.).

Considering the nature of online learning, the online environment provides a good

context for Gagné’s nine events of instruction. A thoughtfully designed online course could

certainly employ all nine events. One example worth mentioning is the seventh event, providing

feedback (reinforcement), which is extremely important in an online course where learners are at

a distance. Feedback can be built into the design of the instruction through technology-driven

activities such as practice tutorials and simulations. Such feedback can be at minimum, specific

to the content and actions taken by the learner; in comparison, in a sophisticated technical

solution, the feedback can be dynamic and built on layers tied to the decisions made in

simulations.

Theory 4: Andragogy

Critical terms that make up the definition of andragogy learning theory are adult,

relevance, immediate value, experiential, and authentic. These terms provide a good

representation of the type of learning environments that are important to adult learners. Malcolm

S. Knowles developed the theory of andragogy in an attempt to create a theory that emphasizes

the specific nature of the adult learner. Andragogy makes the following assumptions about the

design of learning: (a) adults need to know why they need to learn something, (b) adults need to

learn experientially, (c) adults approach learning as problem-solving, and (d) adults learn best

when the topic is of immediate value (Kearsley, n.d.). Steven Brookfield (2000) identifies other
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important aspects of andragogy, or what he prefers to call life-long learning as borrowed from

former President Bill Clinton. He mentions four distinctive capacities of adult learners: (a)

dialectic thinking, (b) practical logic, (c) knowledge of how we learn (how we know what we

know), and (d) critical reflection.

Designing online learning environments that take into consideration the needs and

interests of the adult learner can be challenging. It is not acceptable to simply transfer a course

syllabus into a Web page and add an asynchronous discussion area as a vehicle for

communication. Learning activities should be authentic and allow for self-directed discovery; at

the same time, the activities should provide guidance through task-oriented presentation and

examples. Design of this nature should be built around competencies and assignments that have

immediate personal and professional impact.

Theory 5: Problem-based Learning

Characteristics of problem-based learning theory include active, adult-oriented, authentic,

student-centered, integrated, interdisciplinary, relevant, collaborative, and reflective. As

indicated by this list, problem-based learning is reminiscent of the philosophies of constructivism

and andragogy, among others (Camp, 1996). Don Woods, a chemistry professor of McMaster

University in Canada is credited with first coining the term problem-based learning. Since the

1960s, problem-based learning has grown to more than a passing educational trend. Many

institutions are now using problem-based design principles in the creation of learning

experiences in recognition of the changing needs of adult learners.

Similarities exist between problem-based learning theory and the theories previously

discussed in regard to the design of online courses. Reflective practice is one aspect of problem-

based learning that is essential to the nature of the theory. In a problem-based course, learners are
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encouraged to further integrate knowledge and experience by conducting a self-assessment of

their artifacts, evaluating the content, organization, critical thinking, and presentation. The online

environment provides a good vehicle for this reflective practice through integrated technology

(e.g., electronic journals, portfolios) (Malopinsky, 2000).

In addition, it is also important to highlight collaborative learning. Learners’ “ideas

should be tested against alternative views through social negotiation and collaborative learning

groups” (Malopinsky, 2000, ¶ 10). Yet, small group activities typical of a problem-based

approach cannot be adopted in the online environment without some compromises.

Considerations need to be made for communication vehicles, different time zones, and the

amount of time for asynchronous exchanges. “Understanding how to design and support the

online problem-based learning process is critical to the effectiveness of such online learning

systems … instructional designers are the first who face the challenge of incorporating PBL

[problem-based learning] approaches into the Web structure” (Malopinsky, 2000, ¶ 7).

Introduction of a Taxonomy for Online Course Quality

The online course has recently been recognized as an equivalent form of education when

compared to the traditional, face-to-face course. However, practices for designing online learning

experiences have not matured at the rate of adoption. “Often the primary goal of an online course

is to transfer information from the instructor to the student by providing students with access to

information and expecting them to demonstrate their learning on an exam” or research paper

(Johnson & Aragon, 2003, p. 33). Instructional designers need to ensure the course design fits

the learning goals and mode of instruction. This begins with the development of standards, tools,
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and processes—specific to online courses—grounded in a combination of appropriate

instructional design theories.

As its first step, this research process included a critical analysis of existing industry

models for defining quality in online education. Based on this gap analysis, a new taxonomy was

developed and introduced for the purposes of the study: the Taxonomy for Online Course

Quality. The purpose of the taxonomy was to provide the instrument for evaluating online

courses, which is based on instructional design theory and integrates characteristics that have

proven to positively affect the online learning experience. The taxonomy consisted of 18 quality

standards for online course design as represented in Figure 1. The Taxonomy for Online Course

Quality was introduced as a critical component of the study, serving as the instrument for

measuring the quality of the sample courses.
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Figure 1. Taxonomy for Online Course Quality. The taxonomy, which consisted of 18 standards
for online course design, was used as the instrument for evaluating quality of the sample courses.

Application of Instructional Design Theory to Taxonomy.

As mentioned above, a component of the work for this dissertation included the

development and validation of a Taxonomy for Online Course Quality, which was used as the

instrument for measuring the quality of the sample courses as described in Chapter 3. The five

instructional design theories discussed earlier in this chapter provided a basis for the criteria

included in the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality. The development of the Taxonomy for

Online Course Quality included criteria that represented aspects of online education shown to

positively influence the online learning experience. Through an analysis of literature about
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quality and online learning, criteria were identified, prioritized, and selected for inclusion in the

taxonomy.

Limitations of the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality

Although the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality was intended to be for general use in

higher education, the tool had particular limitations. Application of the taxonomy was

specifically directed toward online courses. Although some of the criteria may have been

relevant to other delivery methods (e.g., face-to-face, hybrid, correspondence, self study), the

taxonomy remains most appropriate for online courses that are facilitated by an instructor. Other

known limitations for the taxonomy are the specificity of some of the quality indicators included

in the taxonomy and the elimination of instructor influence on student satisfaction.

Proposed Research Methodology

A quantitative research approach for the proposed study provided the vehicle for

determining whether the quality indicators presented in the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality

were predictive of student satisfaction. A quantitative correlational methodology was selected for

the purpose of establishing the relationship between course quality and student satisfaction.

Chapter 3 describes the methodology in more detail.

Significance of Student Satisfaction in Online Education

The intention of the study was to begin this examination by focusing on students.

Measuring student satisfaction in relation to the online learning experience provides a vehicle for

continuous quality improvement that will in turn increase student satisfaction. This study

employed Capella University’s end-of-course survey (see Appendix A) as the instrument for

gathering data on student satisfaction. Capella’s end-of-course survey (2006) is comprised of 40
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items broken into five sections: Part I: Quality of Course Content and Sequence, Part II: Quality

of Instructor’s Activities, Part III: Learner Self-Assessment, Part IV: Quality of Learning

Environment, Part V: Overall Evaluation of Course Quality. The description of how specific

survey items were organized for the data collection is detailed in the research design presented in

Chapter 3.

Support is strong for using course evaluation information as data for measuring student

satisfaction.

Satisfaction with course activities often has been included as a dependent variable in

studies of distance education and Internet-based courses. Given the newness of the use of

the educational medium, student satisfaction with Internet-based courses is likely to

determine whether the student takes subsequent courses in this format or with the same

education provider. (McGorry, 2003. p. 165)

Further, there is evidence of practices that are used to increase the reliability and validity of

student evaluation data for research.

Student ratings of instruction have been the subject of over 2,000 published research

studies. The vast majority of these offer assurance that ratings possess acceptable

reliability (if there are at least ten raters). Ratings have also been shown to be reasonably

valid in a number of ways. Perhaps the most convincing of these are the studies of

multiple sections of large courses. (Kansas State University, 2006)

Connection of student satisfaction to learning

Although the study focused on student satisfaction, the implications of the research may

extend beyond a concern for satisfaction of the learning experience. It may be possible to

demonstrate that the results of the research correlate positively with student achievement.
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Investigation of the literature finds existing research that shows a positive correlation between

student satisfaction and learning. For example, Chiu (2002) conducted a regression analysis and

found that students who give higher rating to course design are more satisfied with the course

and are likely to perform better. In the efforts toward continuous quality improvement in higher

education, the relationship between course quality and student achievement is of great

consequence. Even though this study can only begin to discuss the potential of this connection, it

may prove to be an important step.

Limitations of student satisfaction data

“Despite the extensive research supporting the validity of student evaluations of teaching,

many writers still express reservations about their use” (Algozine, et al., 2004, p. 137). Course

survey data have limitations, such as effects of attitude, the halo effect, and the error of central

tendency. However, there is evidence that even though these factors may exist, their presence has

only a low risk of affecting the validity of the instrument for summative measures of student

satisfaction. For example, Marsh found that the result of the halo effect was weak (r=.38) for

end-of-course surveys (Algozine, et al, 2004, p. 136). The study applied strategies to increase the

validity and reliability for the end-of-course survey instrument and the data it represents. For

example, strategies for sampling of the courses were employed to help reduce the possibility of

negative effects on the integrity of the data.

Potential of the Outcomes of the Research Results

Once the need for quality standards in online education is transformed into strategic

initiatives by educational administrations, applied research is the next step. Those institutions

evaluating the quality of online courses must recognize their responsibility to incorporate
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research in their project evaluations. Data resulting from such applied research will contribute to

the continuous improvement of the courses offered by individual institutions, the overall quality

and reputation of online courses, and the advancement of higher education in general. “If the first

generation of online learning efforts was about coaxing as many people and as many courses as

possible onto the Internet, then the next generation is certainly about quality assurance”

(Lorenzetti, 2004, p. 2). The higher education community is recognizing that the movement has

begun; now is the time to begin quality assurance initiatives. And hand in hand, quality

assurance requires the critical connection with applied research supported by higher education

administration and backed by economic means. Adopting a continuous and rigorous quality

improvement process based on findings from evaluation and research could lead institutions that

deliver distance learning to become recognized for their excellence (Sherry, 2003; Spellings,

2006).

This research study established grounding information for continuous quality

improvement in online higher education by developing and testing a taxonomy for measuring the

quality of online courses. Chapter 3 provides a detailed description of the quantitative research

methodology, which served as the vehicle for determining whether online course quality was

predictive of student satisfaction, and may support the linkage between student satisfaction and

achievement.
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY

Introduction

A quantitative correlational research methodology was selected for the study because the

“major purpose of correlational research is to clarify our understanding of important phenomena

by identifying relationships among variables” (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003, p. 339). Identifying

relationships is important for this study because the goal is to understand if a predictive

relationship exists between quality standards for online course design and student satisfaction. A

correlational research methodology provides the appropriate vehicle to be able to establish

whether a predictive relationship exists.

Research Questions

The study examined the following research questions:

1. What instructional design standards are appropriate for measuring online course quality?

2. To what extent are instructional design quality standards in online courses predictive of

student satisfaction with the online learning experience?

Hypotheses

The study tested 36 hypotheses. Eighteen of the hypotheses tested whether there was a

difference in the percent overall satisfied in courses that met quality standard X compared with

those that did not (each of the 18 quality standards was tested individually). Eighteen of the

hypotheses tested whether there was a difference in the percent positive end-of-course survey

items that meet quality standard X compared with those that did not (each of the 18 quality



Course Quality and Student Satisfaction

45

standards was tested individually here as well). There was no way to assure that a random

sample of courses would result in a representative number that met a specific quality standard

compared with those that did not, so if one sub-standard of a quality standard was not

representative, the respective sub-standard was not included in the standard measurement.

In order to answer the research questions, dependent and independent variables and

related hypotheses were identified. The main dependent variable for the study was student

satisfaction. Each of the dependent variables for student satisfaction was taken from Capella

University’s end-of-course survey. At the completion of a Capella course, each student was

asked to complete a survey that represents the student’s evaluation of multiple aspects of the

course. See Appendix A for the Capella University end-of-course survey. For the purposes of the

study, student satisfaction was measured in two ways. Dependent variable number one (D1) was

the end-of-course survey item reflecting overall course satisfaction: How would you rate the

course overall? Dependent variable number two (D2) was the percentage of end-of-course

survey items for course design that received a positive score: seven items found in survey Part I:

Quality of Course Content and Sequence. For each of the dependent variables, the end-of-course

survey items were measured with a five-point Likert scale. The percent of positive scores was

calculated by determining which items received a score of 5 on the Likert scale.

The main independent variable for the study was online course quality. Course quality

was measured via the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality developed for this study (see

Appendix B), which consists of 109 quality indicators, or sub-standards, categorized into 18

quality constructs, or standards. Each quality sub-standard was measured using a dichotomous

scale that specified whether or not the course met the definition for that quality indicator (Yes or

No) or whether the sub-standard was not applicable (NA).
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Research Design

The seven phases presented in Table 1 were followed to complete the research through

the data collection. Phases I and II defined and validated quality for the purposes of the study.

Phases III, IV, and V established the course sample and gathered data to identify the quality of

each course. Finally, Phase VI and VII confirmed the instrument for student satisfaction and

gathered the student satisfaction data for each of the courses within the sample.

Phase I: Define Online Course Quality

Steps for conducting the research began with the definition of online course quality

through synthesis of literature and prioritization of quality standards as represented in the

industry. The analysis of the literature included the identification of gaps between what is

existent in industry definitions of online course quality and what was reflected in instructional

design principles. The researcher proposed standards and definitions to include in developing the

Taxonomy for Online Course Quality used for the purposes of this study. The result was a set of

quality standards that were grounded in the instructional design literature. The intention of the

study was to compare the quality standards with the end-of-course survey results to determine

which factors were predictive of student satisfaction. The correlational study focused on

measuring the score of each quality indicator categorically in relation to the end-of-course survey

results.
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Table 1 Phases in Research Design

Phase Description

Phase I
Define Online
Course Quality

A gap analysis was conducted to determine whether
industry models defining online course quality were
current and reflective of instructional design principles.
A new model for quality standards was developed as the
instrument for measuring quality in the study:
Taxonomy for Online Course Quality. See Appendix B.

Phase II
Validate Taxonomy for

Online
Course Quality

Seven expert validators were selected and a Delphi
process was used to review and make improvements to
the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality to validate the
list of standards and definitions. A pilot of two courses
was conducted to test the usability of the taxonomy
instrument and verify improvements. See Appendix C
for the criteria used to select the expert validators.

Phase III
Select

Sample Courses

Twelve sample courses were selected from Capella
University based on characteristics identified in order to
obtain a representative sample. See Table 2.

Phase IV
Select Evaluators

for Online Courses

Six expert evaluators were selected based on the
identified set of criteria to evaluate the quality of the
sample courses. See Appendix D for the criteria used to
select the expert evaluators.

Phase V
Evaluate

Online Courses

The selected evaluators reviewed and scored the quality
of the sample courses using the Taxonomy for Online
Course Quality, resulting in a measure of the quality of
each online course.

Phase VI
Identify Instrument for

Student Satisfaction

Student satisfaction was measured using designated
items from Capella University’s end-of-course survey.
See Appendix E for the complete list of survey items
used in the study.

Phase VII
Collect Student

Satisfaction Data
Student satisfaction data were collected for each course
in the sample.

Phase II: Validate Online Course Quality

The Delphi technique was adapted for this phase in the research to gather expert feedback

and facilitate consensus on the validity of the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality instrument.

“The Delphi technique is in essence a series of sequential questionnaires or “rounds’,

interspersed by controlled feedback, that seek to gain the most reliable consensus of opinion of

an ‘expert panel’” (Powell, 2003, p. 377).
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The researcher identified seven experts to serve on a panel for the purpose of validating

the quality taxonomy, which was used to measure the quality of the sample online courses. Since

there is little actual empirical evidence on the effect of the number of participants on the Delphi

consensus processes, a seven-person panel was deemed appropriate to ensure proper coverage

for expert advice on the instrument. Further, the “Delphi does not call for expert panels to be

representative samples,” but instead, should be included based on the quality of the expert

(Powell, 2003, p. 378).

An e-mail was sent out to two national e-mail group lists soliciting volunteers to

participate in the study: Penn State DEOS Listserv and University of Maryland Quality Matters

community. From the respondents, the researcher narrowed down the list by evaluating the

experts’ backgrounds according to the resumes provided by each, and then comparing the

qualifications of each to the list of selection criteria created for the study. See Appendix D for a

list of the selection criteria for expert validators.

Using a vigorous, iterative Delphi process, the expert validators reviewed the quality

standards provided in the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality and provided confirmation and

feedback on the appropriateness of the criteria for evaluating online course quality as well as the

fit of the instrument for the research study. When the experts felt the quality standards did not

hold sufficient validity, they provided feedback and revisions were made to the indicators in

question to improve the validity of the instrument and the data collected. Two rounds of

feedback were facilitated through the Delphi process (Powell, 2003), working toward the goal of

confirming that the instrument appropriately represented the criteria for measuring online course

quality.
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The final step in validating the definition of quality and the instrument for the study was a

pilot test. A pilot consisting of two courses was conducted to test the usability of the taxonomy

instrument and verify improvements made through the Delphi process. The researcher completed

an evaluation of each of the courses using the taxonomy. The process of using the instrument

allowed the researcher to confirm that changes suggested by the expert validators were

appropriate for the format and content of the taxonomy. The results of this pilot test were not

used in the study.

Phase III: Select Course Sample

The 12 Capella University online courses were selected for the study in order to obtain a

representative sample. The course sample was determined through stratification of the

approximately 700 Capella University courses based on specific selection characteristics. First,

the 700 courses were limited to those courses offered in the winter and spring quarters for the

period of January 3, 2006 through June 23, 2006. Next, the set was reduced to those defined as

standard online course offerings, by omitting the specialty courses such as dissertation,

comprehensive exam, internship, and directed study. After limiting the time frame and omitting

the non-standard courses, approximately 500 courses remained.

It was also important that the course sample represented a cross section of disciplines and

degree levels in order to generalize the results of the study to other institutions and online

courses. Therefore, the sample courses were reduced to be representative of the degrees offered

at Capella University: bachelor, master, and doctoral. Certificate students constituted only 1% of

students across all degrees at Capella University in 2006, therefore were not a separate

characteristic in the distribution. The sample courses were also chosen to be representative of the
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various academic programs: Business and Technology, Education, Human Services, Psychology,

and Undergraduate Studies (Capella University, 2006).

Other factors were important to the stratification of the course frame. For example,

courses that had been revised were eliminated to avoid differences in student satisfaction

between the two versions of the course. As well, only courses that were offered in both winter

and spring quarters were selected in order to increase the number of course evaluations included

in the data.

Additional criteria were also applied to the course sample characteristics, such as a 65%

rate of return for end-of-course surveys and at least ten student raters for each course, in an

attempt to provide more validity in the student satisfaction data. Implementing these strategies

for increasing the validity of the data was a reasonable goal; the course drop rate at Capella

University is low due to the motivation of learners to complete the required courses in their

programs. Thus, to meet this goal, courses were eliminated from the sample frame that did not

include a 65% return rate and at least ten raters per course.

Finally, in order to help remove the potential effect of differences in teaching experience,

facilitation styles, and instructional techniques, the sample was limited to those courses that were

taught by the same faculty at least one time prior to the target quarters. This strategy promoted

consistencies in the influence faculty have on the online course experience, and thus, reduces the

potential negative effect individual faculty may have on student satisfaction.

In addition to ensuring the sample is representative of degree levels and academic

programs, as well as applying strategies to increase validity of the data, the sample was stratified

by selecting courses representative of end-of-course survey scores. To do so, the courses were

selected by sorting courses according to the student satisfaction score for overall quality: How
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would you rate the course overall? From this list, the set of sample courses were selected to

provide a distribution of satisfaction scores: three low, five medium, and four high. The final

sample set for the study totaled twelve courses as listed in Table 2.

Table 2 List of Sample Courses Grouped by School

Sample Courses
Degree
Level

Program

1
TS3160 Ethical and Human Side of Information
Technology

Bachelor’s Technology

2 BUS3004 Developing a Business Perspective Bachelor’s Business

3
BUS3010 Fundamentals of Management and
Leadership

Bachelor’s Business

4 TS5130 System Development Theory and Practice Master’s Technology

5 OM5015 Marketing Master’s Organizational Management

6
OM8010 Principles of Organization Theory and
Practice

Doctoral Organizational Management

7 MBA9140 Financial Management Master’s Business

8 PSY7110 History and Systems of Psychology Master’s Psychology

9 PSY8210 Principles of Psychopathology Doctoral Psychology

10 ED7211 Designing Online Instruction Master’s Education

11
ED7580 Theory and Development of Multiple
Intelligences

Master’s Education

12 HS8100 Fundamentals of Social Science Research Doctoral Human Services

Phase IV: Select Evaluators for Online Courses

Six expert evaluators were selected based on their professional qualifications in the field

of instructional design for online education. An e-mail was sent out to 3 e-mail group lists

soliciting volunteers to participate in the study. From this list, the researcher narrowed down the

list of experts by evaluating the experts’ backgrounds according to the resumes provided by each
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and comparing the qualifications of each to the list of selection criteria created for the study. See

Appendix D for a list of the selection criteria for expert evaluators.

Phase V: Evaluate Online Courses

Each of the online courses included in the sample was evaluated using the Taxonomy for

Online Course Quality instrument to determine the extent to which the course met each of the

quality standards. The evaluation resulted in a categorical score for each quality sub-standard for

each course, as well as a percentage of items that rated positively.

The set of courses was assigned to the designated expert evaluators to provide the best

possible fit with the background of the expert. For example, if the expert had a degree in

information technology, a technology course was assigned to that expert. Next, courses were also

assigned with the intent that each expert would not have all courses within the same discipline.

Each of the experts was assigned four courses, which enabled each of the twelve courses to be

evaluated by two different experts.

The evaluators rated the sample courses based on quality sub-standards included in the

Taxonomy for Online Course Quality. The evaluators were provided access to all published

course information and relevant course materials in order to evaluate the quality of the online

courses for which they were assigned. An archived copy of the complete set of course files,

including the syllabus, learning activities, and media for each online course, was created and a

login and password supplied to the expert for the review. The textbook and other physical course

content delivered to students outside the online course was not supplied for the evaluator.

Because the measurement of online course quality for this study did not include evaluation of the

subject matter content, only the alignment of the course materials, it was assumed that the

packaged online course was sufficient for this judgment. Further, the version of the course
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provided to the expert evaluator was student/faculty independent. Thus, the course did not

include faculty and learner documented participation because the study focuses on the course

design and not the course delivery.

In order to calculate the scores for the independent variable, course quality, a score for

each of the 18 course quality standards for each course, the two evaluators’ scores were

combined into a single score. To receive a positive score for a quality standard, both evaluators

had to have marked a yes, indicating that the course had met the quality standard according to

their judgment (i.e., 1+0=0, 1+1=1, and 0+0=0). For example, if both evaluators marked yes for

the Interactivity quality standard for a particular course, then the course was scored as positive

for meeting that standard. However, if one of the two evaluators marked no for Interactivity and

the other evaluator marked yes, this was not a unanimous decision, and thus the course was

scored as negative for meeting that standard.

In order to calculate the scores for the dependent variable, student satisfaction, a percent

satisfied was equated to those students who marked strongly agree (5 of 5 on the Likert scale)

for the particular end-of-course survey item. It was determined that only the highest score on the

five-point Likert scale would be used, eliminating the agree score of four points from the percent

positive calculation. This decision was made because in reviewing the general spread of student

satisfaction scores on the end-of-course survey, the majority of students had scored in either

strongly agree or agree. Thus, separating the strongly agree as representative of percent satisfied

would provide better separation of the participant satisfaction scores and likely provide a better

indication of student satisfaction.

This approach to interpreting positive ratings is commonly known as percent top box in

working with correlational data represented by survey results. This rating procedure states that



Course Quality and Student Satisfaction

54

“when constructs are positive in nature, individuals rating a set of them in terms of importance

tend to end-pile their ratings toward the positive end of the scale, resulting in little differentiation

among the items rated” (McCarty & Shrum, 1997). Selecting the highest score on the scale, or

top box, as representative of percent positive in this study will assist in the differentiation of

those students who are satisfied and those who have tendencies to score toward the positive end

of the scale but may not have strong satisfaction of the course experience.

The last step in determining the student satisfaction percentage was to calculate the

percent satisfied for each course. First, the percent satisfied was determined for each section of

each course using the percentage of strongly agreed as previously discussed. Then, the percent

satisfied for each section was averaged across all sections of each course. The purpose of this

technique was to promote the most generalized student satisfaction rating across sections by

reducing the impact of outlying scores from individual students. These decisions made through

the data analysis served important strategies for obtaining the most valid and generalizable

results possible in the preparations for testing.

Phase VI: Identify Instrument for Student Satisfaction

Student satisfaction was measured based on survey data gathered via Capella

University’s end-of-course survey instrument for winter and spring quarters for the period of

January 3, 2006 through June 23, 2006. Surveys are submitted voluntarily and anonymously by

Capella University students at the end of the quarter for each course they take. The survey items

are rated on a five point Likert scale. The average rate of return for end-of-course surveys at

Capella University for 2005 was 61% (Capella University, 2006). Courses were selected that

have at least a 65% return rate in order to raise validity. See Appendix A for the full end-of-

course survey instrument.
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For purposes of the research study, the survey instrumentation was taken from sections of

Capella University’s 2006 end-of-course survey that applied to course design and general course

feedback. It was assumed that instructor performance had an effect on student satisfaction with

courses, and that a poor instructor may have affected student perception regarding the overall

course experience. Thus, steps were taken to eliminate questions from the end-of-course survey

that addressed the instructor performance to reduce the potential for grading leniency and other

biases that may have existed for and against the instructor. Data from Part II: Quality of

Instructor’s Activities were omitted for the purposes of this research in order to reduce the

influence of teaching experience, facilitation styles, and instructional techniques of different

faculty instructors. Further, those questions that were not indicative of the quality of the online

course design were also eliminated. For example, questions about the technical support were not

appropriate. See Appendix E for a list of the course survey items that were used to measure

student satisfaction for the study.

Phase VII: Collect Student Satisfaction Data

Student satisfaction data were collected for each course designated in the sample as

described in Phase VI. Data gathered via Capella’s end-of-course survey instrument was applied

in the study in two ways: (a) One score was used to represent overall student satisfaction taken

from the first question in Part V: Overall Evaluation of Course Quality, How would you rate the

course overall? (b) The percentage of the seven survey items found in Part I: Quality of Course

Content and Sequence that received a positive score were used to represent the satisfaction in

course design.

The determination was made to examine the data from these perspectives for two reasons.

First, it was important to be able to conduct an analysis of the relationship between quality
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indicators and student satisfaction with the intent to gather specific interpretations for individual

predictors rather than rely on a single score to represent student satisfaction. Second, grouping

survey items by a construct (i.e., Quality of Course Content and Sequence) provided the best

method for gaining meaningful feedback regarding the course experience (Algozine, et al, 2004).

Data Analysis

The Mann-Whitney non-parametric test was used to test for differences in satisfaction for

the two groups of courses that adhered to or failed to adhere to a quality standard; this test was

used for each of the hypotheses. A Mann-Whitney technique is defined as “a non-parametric

inferential statistic used to determine whether two uncorrelated groups differ significantly”

(Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003, p. G-4). Given the small sample size of courses in this study, it was

deemed unlikely that all of the assumptions would be met for the parametric t-test, so the Mann-

Whitney test served a suitable alternative. Table 3 summarizes which data sources and analyses

were used to answer each of the research questions for the study.

Table 3 Match of Research Questions to Corresponding Sources of Information and Data
Analysis

Research Questions Corresponding

Sources of Information

Corresponding Data Analyses

What instructional design
standards are appropriate for
measuring online course quality?

Taxonomy for Online Course Quality
based on literature review as instrument
for measuring quality for this study.

Follow Delphi process using 8-
person expert panel to contribute
and validate quality constructs
and standards for the taxonomy.

To what extent are instructional
design quality standards in online
courses predictive of student
satisfaction with the online
learning experience?

1) End-of-course Survey item: How
would you rate the course overall?

2) Percentage of the seven survey items
found in Part I: Quality of Course
Content and Sequence that received a
positive score

Use Mann-Whitney non-
parametric test of differences
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Conclusion

As described in this chapter, the applied methodology provided the research approach

and defined process for gathering the data needed to answer the established research questions.

Chapter 4 and 5 proceed through the data analysis and discussion of the results of the study.
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CHAPTER 4. DATA ANALYSIS

Introduction

This research focused on establishing a definition of quality for online courses in higher

education. It then used the definition of quality to measure the effects of quality on student

satisfaction. The variables tested included online course quality and student satisfaction. The

independent variables were the 18 quality constructs for online courses as represented in the

Taxonomy for Online Course Quality created for use in this study. The independent variables

were two interpretations of student satisfaction represented by end-of-course survey data:

composite course quality and overall course quality. The results of the study provide information

that can be used to determine priorities for instructional design and product development for

online education. This chapter presents the research findings by summarizing the data for each of

the research variables.

Findings and Results

The research questions addressed in this study were as follows:

1. What instructional design standards are appropriate for measuring online course quality?

2. To what extent are instructional design quality standards in online courses predictive of

student satisfaction with the online learning experience?

In order to answer these questions, Delphi and quantitative methodologies were used. To address

the first question, the researcher conducted an analysis of the literature and facilitated a Delphi

process to determine the appropriate standards for online course quality. To address the second

question, a correlational non-parametric quantitative research methodology was used to measure
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the relationship between online course quality and student satisfaction. This chapter presents

each research question, the corresponding approach, and the data collected to answer the

question.

Defining Online Course Quality

The first research question addressed how to measure quality: What instructional design

standards are appropriate for measuring online course quality? The goal of the first research

question was to establish a set of quality standards that would be used as the instrument for

measuring the independent variable, online course quality. Answering this research question

involved a thorough literature review to examine what quality standards were present in the in

the field of online education and determine whether the standards appropriately reflected

instructional design theory and principles. Through this analysis, the researcher discovered that a

gap existed in the existing quality standards. Standards for instructional design components

related to instructional strategies and adult learning theory were not present in the more than

forty models reviewed. At this point in the research, it was decided that a new taxonomy of

standards for online course quality was necessary to conduct this research study in a meaningful

way. Based on the existing models, the researcher developed the Taxonomy for Online Course

Quality, by adopting and adapting standards from the literature and creating new standards to

address those gaps that were discovered. Upon completion of the taxonomy, a vigorous Delphi

process was used to improve and validate the instrument for the purposes of the research.

The two Delphi iterations of the expert panel review proved successful in gathering

feedback necessary to revise the Taxonomy of Online Course Quality with the goal of validating

the instrument for the purposes of the study. The expert feedback can be organized into three
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categories: (a) design and delivery standards (b) standard descriptions (c) scoring. The feedback

was surprisingly consistent across all experts, providing confirmation that revisions should be

strongly considered for most courses.

Design and Delivery

The feedback for the first category, design and delivery, was an exception to the

consistency found in the other categories. A few of the experts expressed concern that the quality

standards did not include aspects of instructional delivery, which they said would be difficult to

separate from the design of the course. One expert said, “I recognize the reasons for [omitting the

instructional delivery from the standards], including the difficulty and political ramifications of

evaluating teaching. We, as people interested in online course quality, however, must always be

mindful that reviewing content without reviewing teaching is like reviewing the textbook for a

F2F course without ever looking at how it’s being used.” Yet, other experts expressed comfort

with this distinction, suggesting it as appropriate for the study. The second iteration resulted in a

confirmation that the quality standards better differentiated between design and delivery issues.

One expert supported this intent in the second version of the taxonomy: “The way I view the

dichotomy between design and ‘delivery’ is that design sets the stage for the interactive

dimension (i.e., the live dimension) of the course. The revised taxonomy does a better job of

focusing on course design.” Even so, it was evident from the second round of feedback that there

was still potential for standards that went beyond the design. For the final version of the

taxonomy, the researcher thoroughly reviewed the standards and eliminated those that contained

any dependency on instructional delivery.

Standard Descriptions
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The second category of feedback focused on the descriptions of the quality standards.

There were many suggested edits to the individual standards, such as revisions or additions to

existing standard and sub-standard statements. Most of the editing suggestions related to clarity

and wording; these edits were implemented in the final version in most cases. In addition, it was

clear from the feedback that more definition was needed for the standards in order to better

clarify meaning. One expert offered:

Ideally, there should be multiple, diverse examples for each sub-standard. Doing so

would certainly minimize the degree to which different evaluators use the same

instrument to evaluate different constructs. . . I would prioritize any sub-standards which

are most likely to be construed in more than one way. (expert participant review)

Further, the researcher agreed with another expert who said, “Examples will be very helpful to

increase inter-rater reliability. What seems absolutely clear to you will mean three different

things to your evaluators.” Thus, steps were taken to include specific examples for each of the

109 sub-standards for the final version of the taxonomy.

There were also themes about the standard descriptions that emerged from the expert

feedback. Redundancy in the standards was the most prominent issue raised; six out of seven

experts included this feedback in the first iteration. For example, one expert said, “There are a

number of descriptors that overlap/repeat other descriptors from a different theoretical construct.

This is great in theory but lousy in practice.” Another offered, “You could condense numerous

categories and then perhaps some duplication could be found.” The researcher addressed this

feedback by consolidating the standard categories from 23 to 18 and reducing the number of sub-

standards from 125 to 109.
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The second iteration revealed positive support from the expert panel that the revisions

made to the taxonomy addressed the redundancies identified in the first version. One of the

panelists confirmed the revisions to the taxonomy were appropriate: “Too much condensing and

you risk losing important attributes that your literature says are important when measuring

satisfaction. You have condensed the entire instrument and I would leave it at the level you have

provided here.”

Finally, feedback on the standard descriptions also addressed specific content issues. The

most frequent concern about the content questioned the relevance of the instructional strategies

standards. There were 11 separate standards in the original taxonomy. The experts relayed that

this was too much: “You have a laundry list of strategies here. Are all of them relevant for each

course? Should a course have at least one or two?” As a result of this consistent feedback, the 11

instructional strategies standards were combined and a sub-standard was added calling for a

variety of instructional strategies to be present, but allowing more flexibility in which strategies

existed in a course.

Scoring

The third category of expert feedback was scoring. This posed a special challenge

because how the quality standards were scored would have direct implications on the data that

would be gathered for the study. One question posed to the expert panel for their feedback was

whether to score each of the 109 sub-standards individually or whether a combined score was

sufficient for the 18 standards. The seven experts resided in a unanimous answer: the individual

sub-standards should be scored. One comment exemplifies the level of experience behind the

panels’ advice in this area:
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Assigning a value to each response will allow quantitative analysis of the reviews. This

will make it much easier for end users of the evaluations to make comparisons across

courses. Wading through evaluations without a quantitative component with the intent of

comparing 2 or more courses is nearly impossible. This is one of the reasons other quality

standards for online courses have never been widely adopted – too cumbersome and

imprecise for actual users.

A couple of the experts provided further suggestions for how to aggregate the sub-

standard scores into a usable score for each of the high level standards. For example, one expert

suggested, “Each individual descriptor is my preference. Then you could add up the scores for

the descriptors more easily. You would then need to create a percentage for each standard since

the number of sub-standards differs for each standard.” In the final analysis of the scoring

options, this approach was used. Each sub-standard was scored separately for each course and a

combined score was determined by whether 75% of the sub-standards were met.

The choice of scale for judging quality was another aspect of scoring that received much

feedback from the expert panel. Although some of the experts suggested a Likert scale approach

to scoring, others felt that the dichotomous approach built into the original instrument was

sufficient. Even so, the majority of the panel felt that a yes-or-no judgment would not allow

enough flexibility for many of the quality standards. For example, one panel member said, “If

you include a ‘not applicable’ . . . then you can include as many [standards] as you want without

negatively impacting a particular course.” The researcher determined that for the purposes of the

study, the original dichotomous scale would be best, with the addition of a not applicable

response, in order to preserve inter-rater reliability and provide the best usability for the

instrument.
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Student Satisfaction of Online Courses

The second research question addressed student satisfaction of quality: To what extent

are instructional design quality standards in online courses predictive of student satisfaction with

the online learning experience? To answer this question, quality was measured in 12 online

courses and compared to how students rated the courses in the end-of-course surveys. The

remainder of the chapter reports the 36 hypotheses tested for each online course and the data

collected to determine the extent to which the hypotheses were validated.

Table 4 Summary of Mann-Whitney Non-parametric Test Of probability (P) that Quality
Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction of Online Course Experience

Online Course Quality Variables Student Satisfaction Variables

Quality Standard Overall Quality (P) Composite Quality (P)

Instructional Strategies .033* .116
Information Design .053 .086
Practice .111 .111
Workload .111 .111
Metacognitive Strategies .123 .223
Feedback .133 .667
Student/Instructor Support .311 .192
Collaboration .396 .234
Interactivity .396 .308
Assessment .405 .229
Course Progress .518 .309
Alignment .570 .808
Course Materials .570 .935
Expectations .664 .885
Authenticity .865 .610
Learning Outcomes .885 .885
Accessibility .885 .885
Learning Centered .926 .926

*Significant at the .05 level
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Table 4 presents a summary of the results for the Mann-Whitney non-parametric tests

measuring the differences in student satisfaction between those courses that met online course

quality standards and those that did not. For each of the independent variables (online course

quality standards), student satisfaction dependent variables were measured in two ways:

composite course quality and overall course quality. Composite quality is determined by a set of

seven survey items, which evaluate quality of design, organization, and content of the course.

Overall quality is represented by a single score indicating the quality of the course taken as a

whole. The statistical test results are indicated for each of the course quality variables for both

measures of student satisfaction. The differences in student satisfaction were found to be

statistically significant only in 1 of the 36 measures of student satisfaction using a baseline of .05

for probability (P). The Instructional Strategies standard for online course quality was the only

course quality variable that was found to be statistically significant with a probability score of

.033 in overall quality satisfaction. It is worth noting that although 17 of 18 hypotheses tested did

not reveal significant results, Information Design had significance values slightly larger than .05

p baseline with probability scores of .086 in the composite quality satisfaction and .053 in overall

quality satisfaction. With a larger sample size these results may have proven to be significant.

An examination of the test results for each quality variable (course quality standard)

reveals more detailed information about the relationship between specific online course quality

standards and student satisfaction. The 18 independent variables and related data are presented in

the following sections of the chapter and outlined according to the two hypotheses tested for

each.

Quality Standard: Instructional Strategies
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H1. Instructional Strategies standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Instructional Strategies, is the only 1 of 18 course

quality variables that resulted in a statistically significant value, with a probability score of .033

for student satisfaction of overall course quality. Because the p value for overall quality is lower

than .05, the null hypothesis was rejected. Table 5 describes the data and results for Instructional

Strategies as predictive of student satisfaction of overall course quality. Nine of the 12 courses

evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Instructional

Strategies standard, while three courses met the standard. A mean rank of 10.33 for the three

courses that met the Instructional Strategies standard in relation to overall quality indicates that

these courses have overall higher quality scores than those that did not meet this standard.

Table 5 Probability (P) that Instructional Strategies Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard: Instructional

Strategies
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 9 5.22
Met 3 10.33

.033

H2. Instructional Strategies standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Instructional Strategies, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .116 for student satisfaction of composite course

quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not
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rejected. There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a

function of Instructional Strategies.

Table 6 Probability (P) that Instructional Strategies Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard: Instructional

Strategies
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 9 5.56
Met 3 9.33

.116

Table 6 describes the data and results for Instructional Strategies as predictive of student

satisfaction of composite course quality. As mentioned above, 9 of the 12 courses evaluated

using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Instructional Strategies

standard, while three courses met the standard.

Quality Standard: Information Design

H3. Information Design standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Information Design, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .053 for student satisfaction of overall course

quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not

rejected. However, it is worth noting that this test revealed a significance values slightly larger

than the baseline of .05. With larger sample sizes these may have proven to be significant.

Table 7 describes the data and results for Information Design as predictive of student satisfaction

of overall course quality. Two of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online

Course Quality did not meet the Instructional Strategies standard, while ten courses met the

standard.
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Table 7 Probability (P) that Information Design Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard: Information

Design
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 2 2.00
Met 10 7.40

.053

H4. Information Design standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Information Design, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .086 for student satisfaction of composite course

quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not

rejected. There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a

function of Information Design. Table 8 describes the data and results of Information Design as

predictive of student satisfaction of composite course quality. As mentioned above, 2 of the 12

courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Information

Design standard, while ten courses met the standard.

Table 8 Probability (P) that Information Design Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard: Information

Design
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 2 2.50
Met 10 7.30

.086
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Quality Standard: Practice

H5. Practice standards for online course quality are independent of student satisfaction of

overall quality of the online course experience.

H6. Practice standards for online course quality are independent of student satisfaction of

composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Practice, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .111 for both student satisfaction of overall course quality and

composite course quality. Eleven of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online

Course Quality did not meet the Practice standard, while one course met the standard. Since only

1 of the 12 courses met the Practice standard, there was insufficient data with which to conduct a

successful hypothesis test and thus cannot be a factor in predicting student satisfaction. Tables 9

and 10 describe the data and results for Practice as predictive of student satisfaction of course

quality as measured by both overall and composite quality.

Table 9 Probability (P) that Practice Quality Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction of
Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard:

Practice
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 11 7.00
Met 1 1.00

.111

Table 10 Probability (P) that Practice Quality Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction
of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard:

Practice
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 11 7.00
Met 1 1.00

.111
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Quality Standard: Workload

H7. Workload standards for online course quality are independent of student satisfaction

of overall quality of the online course experience.

H8. Workload standards for online course quality are independent of student satisfaction

of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Workload, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .111 for both student satisfaction of overall course quality and

composite course quality. Eleven of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online

Course Quality met the Workload standard, while only one course did not meet the standard.

Since only 1 of the 12 courses failed to meet the Workload standard, there was insufficient data

with which to conduct a successful hypothesis test and thus cannot be a factor in predicting

student satisfaction. Tables 11 and 12 describe the data and results for Workload as predictive of

student satisfaction of course quality as measured by both overall and composite quality.

Table 11 Probability (P) that Workload Quality Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction
of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard:

Workload
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 1 1.00
Met 11 7.00

.111

Table 12 Probability (P) that Workload Quality Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction
of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard:

Workload
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 1 1.00
Met 11 7.00

.111
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Quality Standard: Metacognitive Strategies

H9. Metacognitive Strategies standards for online course quality are independent of

student satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Metacognitive Strategies, did not result in a

statistically significant value, with a probability score of .123 for student satisfaction of overall

course quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was

not rejected. There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a

function of Metacognitive Strategies.

Table 13 Probability (P) that Metacognitive Strategies Quality Standards are Predictive of
Student Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard:

Metacognitive Strategies
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 7 5.43
Met 5 8.00

.123

Table 13 describes the data and results for Metacognitive Strategies as predictive of student

satisfaction of overall course quality. Seven of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for

Online Course Quality did not meet the Metacognitive Strategies standard, while five courses

met the standard. H10. Metacognitive Strategies standards for online course quality are

independent of student satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Metacognitive Strategies, did not result in a

statistically significant value, with a probability score of .223 for student satisfaction of

composite course quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null
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hypothesis was not rejected. There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student

satisfaction as a function of Metacognitive Strategies. Table 14 describes the data and results for

Metacognitive Strategies as predictive of student satisfaction of composite course quality. As

mentioned above, 7 of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality

did not meet the Metacognitive Strategies standard, while five courses met the standard.

Table 14 Probability (P) that Metacognitive Strategies Quality Standards are Predictive of
Student Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard:

Metacognitive Strategies
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 7 5.14
Met 5 8.40

.223

Quality Standard: Feedback

H11. Feedback standards for online course quality are independent of student satisfaction

of overall quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Feedback, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .133 for student satisfaction of overall course quality. Because

the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected. There is

insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a function of Feedback.

Table 15 describes the data and results for Feedback as predictive of student satisfaction of

overall course quality. Ten of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course

Quality did not meet the Feedback standard, while two courses met the standard.
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Table 15 Probability (P) that Feedback Quality Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction
of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality

Quality Standard: Feedback N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 10 7.20

Met 2 3.00
.133

H12. Feedback standards for online course quality are independent of student satisfaction

of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Feedback, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .667 for student satisfaction of composite course quality.

Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected.

There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a function of

Feedback. Table 16 describes the data and results for Feedback as predictive of student

satisfaction of composite course quality. As mentioned above, 10 of the 12 courses evaluated

using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Feedback standard, while two

courses met the standard.

Table 16 Probability (P) that Feedback Quality Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction
of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality

Quality Standard: Feedback N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 10 6.70

Met 2 5.50
.667
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Quality Standard: Student/Instructor Support

H13. Student/Instructor Support standards for online course quality are independent of

student satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

H14. Student/Instructor Support standards for online course quality are independent of

student satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Student/Instructor Support, did not result in a

statistically significant value, with a probability score of .331 for student satisfaction of overall

course quality and .192 for student satisfaction of composite course quality. Eleven of the 12

courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality met the Student/Instructor

Support standard, while only one course did not meet the standard. Since only 1 of the 12

courses failed to meet the Student/Instructor Support standard, there was insufficient data with

which to conduct a successful hypothesis test and thus cannot be a factor in predicting student

satisfaction.

Table 17 Probability (P) that Student/instructor Support Quality Standards are Predictive of
Student Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard:

Student/Instructor Support
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 11 5.22
Met 1 10.00

.331

Table 18 Probability (P) that Student/instructor Support Quality Standards are Predictive of
Student Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard:

Student/Instructor Support
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 11 5.56
Met 1 11.00

.192
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Tables 17 and 18 describe the data and results for Workload as predictive of student satisfaction

of course quality as measured by both overall and composite quality.

Quality Standard: Collaboration

H15. Collaboration standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Collaboration, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .396 for student satisfaction of overall course

quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not

rejected. There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a

function of Collaboration. Table 19 describes the data and results for Collaboration as predictive

of student satisfaction of overall course quality. Eight of the 12 courses evaluated using the

Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Collaboration standard, while four

courses met the standard.

Table 19 Probability (P) that Collaboration Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality

Quality Standard: Collaboration N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 8 7.13

Met 4 5.25
.396

H16. Collaboration standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.
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The online course quality standard, Collaboration, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .234 for student satisfaction of composite course

quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not

rejected. There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a

function of Collaboration. Table 20 describes the data and results for Collaboration as predictive

of student satisfaction of composite course quality. As mentioned above, 8 of the 12 courses

evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Collaboration

standard, while four courses met the standard.

Table 20 Probability (P) that Collaboration Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality

Quality Standard: Collaboration N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 8 7.38

Met 4 4.75
.234

Quality Standard: Interactivity

H17. Interactivity standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Interactivity, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .396 for student satisfaction of overall course quality. Because

the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected. There is

insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a function of

Interactivity. Table 21 describes the data and results for Interactivity as predictive of student

satisfaction of overall course quality. Eight of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for
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Online Course Quality did not meet the Interactivity standard, while four courses met the

standard.

Table 21 Probability (P) that Interactivity Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality

Quality Standard: Interactivity N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 8 5.88

Met 4 7.75
.396

H18. Interactivity standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Interactivity, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .308 for student satisfaction of composite course quality.

Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected.

There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a function of

Interactivity. Table 22 describes the data and results for Interactivity as predictive of student

satisfaction of composite course quality. As mentioned above, 8 of the 12 courses evaluated

using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Interactivity standard, while

four courses met the standard.

Table 22 Probability (P) that Interactivity Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality

Quality Standard: Interactivity N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 8 5.75

Met 4 8.00
.308



Course Quality and Student Satisfaction

78

Quality Standard: Assessment

H19. Assessment standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Assessment, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .405 for student satisfaction of overall course quality. Because

the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected. There is

insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a function of Assessment.

Table 23 describes the data and results for Assessment as predictive of student satisfaction of

overall course quality. Nine of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course

Quality did not meet the Assessment standard, while three courses met the standard.

Table 23 Probability (P) that Assessment Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality

Quality Standard: Assessment N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 9 6.00

Met 3 8.00
.405

H20. Assessment standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Assessment, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .229 for student satisfaction of composite course quality.

Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected.

There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a function of
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Assessment. Table 24 describes the data and results for Assessment as predictive of student

satisfaction of composite course quality. As mentioned above, 9 of the 12 courses evaluated

using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Assessment standard, while

three courses met the standard.

Table 24 Probability (P) that Assessment Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality

Quality Standard: Assessment N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 9 5.78

Met 3 8.67
.229

Quality Standard: Course Progress

H21. Course Progress standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Course Progress, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .518 for student satisfaction of overall course

quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not

rejected. There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a

function of Course Progress.

Table 25 Probability (P) that Course Progress Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard:
Course Progress

N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 9 6.89

Met 3 5.33
.518
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Table 25 describes the data and results for Course Progress as predictive of student satisfaction

of overall course quality. Nine of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online

Course Quality did not meet the Course Progress standard, while three courses met the standard.

H22. Course Progress standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Course Progress, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .309 for student satisfaction of composite course

quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not

rejected. There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a

function of Course Progress. Table 26 describes the data and results for Course Progress as

predictive of student satisfaction of composite course quality. As mentioned above, 9 of the 12

courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Course

Progress standard, while three courses met the standard.

Table 26 Probability (P) that Course Progress Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard:
Course Progress

N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 9 7.11

Met 3 4.67
.309

Quality Standard: Alignment

H23. Alignment standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.
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The online course quality standard, Alignment, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .570 for student satisfaction of overall course quality. Because

the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected. There is

insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a function of Alignment.

Table 27 describes the data and results for Alignment as predictive of student satisfaction of

overall course quality. Five of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course

Quality did not meet the Alignment standard, while seven courses met the standard.

Table 27 Probability (P) that Alignment Quality Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction
of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality

Quality Standard: Alignment N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 5 6.80

Met 7 6.29
.570

H24. Alignment standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Alignment, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .808 for student satisfaction of composite course quality.

Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected.

There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a function of

Alignment. Table 28 describes the data and results for Alignment as predictive of student

satisfaction of composite course quality. As mentioned above, 5 of the 12 courses evaluated

using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Alignment standard, while

seven courses met the standard.
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Table 28 Probability (P) that Alignment Quality Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction
of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality

Quality Standard: Alignment N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 5 7.20

Met 7 6.00
.808

Quality Standard: Course Materials

H25. Course Materials standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Course Materials, did not result in a statistically significant

value, with a probability score of .570 for student satisfaction of overall course quality. Because

the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected. There is

insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a function of Course

Materials. Table 29 describes the data and results for Course Materials as predictive of student

satisfaction of overall course quality. Five of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for

Online Course Quality did not meet the Course Materials standard, while seven courses met the

standard.

Table 29 Probability (P) that Course Materials Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard:
Course Materials

N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 5 5.80

Met 7 7.00
.570
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H26. Course Materials standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Course Materials, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .935 for student satisfaction of composite course

quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not

rejected. There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a

function of Course Materials. Table 30 describes the data and results for Course Materials as

predictive of student satisfaction of composite course quality. As mentioned above, 5 of the 12

courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Course

Materials standard, while seven courses met the standard.

Table 30 Probability (P) that Course Materials Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard:
Course Materials

N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 5 6.40

Met 7 6.57
.935

Quality Standard: Expectations

H27. Expectations standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

H28. Expectations standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.
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The online course quality standard, Expectations, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .664 for student satisfaction of overall course

quality and .885 for student satisfaction of composite course quality. Eleven of the 12 courses

evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality failed to meet the Expectations

standard, while only one course met the standard. Since only 1 of the 12 courses met the

Expectations standard, there was insufficient data with which to conduct a successful hypothesis

test and thus cannot be a factor in predicting student satisfaction. Tables 31 and 32 describe the

data and results for Expectations as predictive of student satisfaction of course quality as

measured by both overall and composite quality.

Table 31 Probability (P) that Expectations Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality

Quality Standard: Expectations N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 11 6.36

Met 1 8.00
.664

Table 32 Probability (P) that Expectations Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality

Quality Standard: Expectations N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 11 6.45

Met 1 7.00
.885

Quality Standard: Authenticity

H29. Authenticity standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.
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The online course quality standard, Authenticity, did not result in a statistically significant value,

with a probability score of .865 for student satisfaction of overall course quality. Because the p

value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected. There is

insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a function of

Authenticity. Table 33 describes the data and results for Authenticity as predictive of student

satisfaction of overall course quality. Four of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for

Online Course Quality did not meet the Authenticity standard, while eight courses met the

standard.

Table 33 Probability (P) that Authenticity Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality

Quality Standard: Authenticity N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 4 6.75

Met 8 6.38
.865

H30. Authenticity standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Authenticity, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .610 for student satisfaction of composite course

quality. Because the p value for overall quality is higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not

rejected. There is insufficient evidence to conclude a difference in student satisfaction as a

function of Authenticity. Table 34 describes the data and results for Authenticity as predictive of

student satisfaction of composite course quality. As mentioned above, 4 of the 12 courses
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evaluated using the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality did not meet the Authenticity standard,

while eight courses met the standard.

Table 34 Probability (P) that Authenticity Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality

Quality Standard: Authenticity N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 4 7.25

Met 8 6.13
.610

Quality Standard: Learning Outcomes

H31. Learning Outcomes for online course quality are independent of student satisfaction

of overall quality of the online course experience.

H32. Learning Outcomes for online course quality are independent of student satisfaction

of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Learning Outcomes, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .885 for both student satisfaction of overall course

quality and composite course quality. Eleven of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy

for Online Course Quality met the Learning Outcomes standard, while only one course did not

meet the standard. Since only 1 of the 12 courses failed to meet the Learning Outcomes standard,

there was insufficient data with which to conduct a successful hypothesis test and thus cannot be

a factor in predicting student satisfaction. Table 35 and 36 describe the data and results for

Learning Outcomes as predictive of student satisfaction of course quality as measured by both

overall and composite quality.
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Table 35 Probability (P) that Learning Outcomes Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard:

Learning Outcomes
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 1 7.00
Met 11 6.45

.885

Table 36 Probability (P) that Learning Outcomes Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard:

Learning Outcomes
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 1 6.00
Met 11 6.55

.885

Quality Standard: Accessibility

H33. Accessibility standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

H34. Accessibility standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Accessibility, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .885 for both student satisfaction of overall course

quality and composite course quality. Eleven of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy

for Online Course Quality met the Accessibility standard, while only one course did not meet the

standard. Since 1 one of the 12 courses failed to meet the Accessibility standard, there was

insufficient data with which to conduct a successful hypothesis test and thus cannot be a factor in

predicting student satisfaction. Tables 37 and 38 describe the data and results for Accessibility as
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predictive of student satisfaction of course quality as measured by both overall and composite

quality.

Table 37 Probability (P) that Accessibility Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction of
Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard:

Accessibility
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 1 7.00
Met 11 6.45

.885

Table 38 Probability (P) that Accessibility Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard:

Accessibility
N = 12 courses Mean Rank

Mann-Whitney test for
significance (P)

Not met 1 6.00
Met 11 6.55

.885

Quality Standard: Learning Centered

H35. Learning Centered standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of overall quality of the online course experience.

H36. Learning Centered standards for online course quality are independent of student

satisfaction of composite quality of the online course experience.

The online course quality standard, Learning Centered, did not result in a statistically

significant value, with a probability score of .926 for both student satisfaction of overall course

quality and composite course quality. Because the p values for both student satisfaction variables

are higher than .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected. Tables 39 and 40 describe the data and

results for Learning Centered as predictive of student satisfaction of course quality as measured
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by both overall and composite quality. Three of the 12 courses evaluated using the Taxonomy for

Online Course Quality did not meet the Learning Centered standard, while nine courses met the

standard. Mean ranks of 6.56 overall course quality and 6.44 composite course quality for the

nine courses that met the Learning Centered standard indicates that these courses have higher

quality scores than those that did not meet this standard.

Table 39 Probability (P) that Learning Centered Standards are Predictive of Student Satisfaction
of Online Course Experience (Overall Quality)

Overall Quality
Quality Standard:
Learning Centered

N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 3 6.33

Met 9 6.56
.926

Table 40 Probability (P) that Learning Centered Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience (Composite Quality)

Composite Quality
Quality Standard:
Learning Centered

N = 12 courses Mean Rank
Mann-Whitney test for

significance (P)
Not met 3 6.67

Met 9 6.44
.926

Summary

The data presented in Chapter 4 provided a comprehensive view of the results of the

research study. Based on the two research questions that drove the methodology and data

collection, the results demonstrated that each approach employed to answer the question

produced results that were necessary to conduct the data analysis tests. To answer the first

question, a Delphi process was used to create the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality through
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an iterative review cycle with an expert panel. Through this rigorous process, the researcher

extracted valuable feedback from national experts in online education, which resulted in the final

validated version of the instrument used to measure quality in the sample courses.

The second research question was answered through a quantitative methodology. The

non-parametric test for differences produced statistically significant results with a probability

score of .033 for Instructional Strategies course quality standard and notable results of .053

probability score for Information Design course quality standard. The results of the data

collection associated with each of the research questions prepared the researcher to conduct

further analysis and discuss implications for the research in current and future perspectives.

Chapter 5 presents the summary, conclusions, and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION

Introduction

As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, how quality is defined in higher education has

traditionally depended on faculty. Yet, recent changes in how curricula and courses are created

and delivered have initiated substantial questions about the role of quality. Who is responsible

for defining, delivering upon, and maintaining quality degree programs and courses in higher

education? What are the quality expectations of higher education constituents, such as students

and accreditors? What does quality mean in an online environment? United States Secretary of

Education Margaret Spelling’s 2006 report, A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of U.S.

Higher Education, challenges higher education institutions and their governing organizations to

undertake urgent reform. Specifically, quality is one of four areas in which Spellings’ 

commission called for significant improvements. The report recommended that, “America’s

colleges and universities embrace a culture of continuous innovation and quality improvement.

We urge these institutions to develop new pedagogies, curricula and technologies to improve

learning” (p. 5).

Many institutions and professional organizations are stepping forward to answer these

questions and address concerns about quality in higher education. Even so, substantive responses

to questions about quality are isolated and inconsistent. Further, even though models exist for

defining and measuring quality in higher education, there is an absence of standards for

instructional design principles in online learning that are grounded in theory. The findings in this

research study provide answers to the gaps identified in the literature. The Taxonomy for Online

Course Quality is an output of the research that offers a practical tool to the higher education
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community for use in designing and evaluating quality online education. This quality taxonomy

extends what the industry has to include instructional design principles not addressed in previous

models. In addition, the research also provides evidence that instructional strategies are

predictive of student satisfaction in online courses. This new understanding of the effect of

course design techniques underscores the importance of theory-driven instructional design for

online education.

Summary of Study

Developing awareness of and interest in the need for establishing quality and

responsibility for quality in higher education do not bring about immediate changes. The

questions surrounding quality have associated problems, such as a lack of consistency and

theoretical substance in recently published educational standards. Further, there is little formal

research on the effectiveness and relevancy of quality standards in higher education. This

dissertation study attempted to respond to the call for appropriate standards in online higher

education through formal research to determine what aspects of quality impact student

satisfaction.

A literature review was conducted to determine the extent to which the higher education

community has voiced concerns about quality—especially in online courses—and what solutions

were being applied to address the concerns. The outcome of this literature review was

confirmation that the topic of quality in higher education is indeed both broad and deep—and in

need of further investigation. The problem lies in the reality that practices in online higher

education have not matured at the rate of adoption. The expanse of online degree programs and

the increased volume of online students have resulted in competition (Allen & Seaman, 2006;
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Spellings, 2006) for the online market and expectations for quality that the industry has not been

able to address. This dissertation research examined the concept of quality in online courses by

defining quality standards from an instructional design perspective and investigating which

standards were predictive of student satisfaction.

Chapters 1 and 2 outlined the problems and implications regarding quality through an

examination of various perspectives including accreditors, professional organizations, business,

administrators, faculty, and of course, students. Research questions were then focused and

finalized as the next step in the research. The study examined the following research questions:

1. What instructional design standards are appropriate for measuring online course quality?

2. To what extent are instructional design quality standards in online courses predictive of

student satisfaction with the online learning experience?

To determine answers to the research questions, two approaches were employed.

The first question required a thorough analysis of the theoretical foundations of

instructional design as well as existing models for quality assurance in online education. An

explanation of this analysis and a summary of the relevant inputs to the research were presented

in Chapter 2. The conclusions of this information gathering and analysis were that conversations

have been initiated about quality in higher education, but that the standards for online course

quality in practice were generally lacking in both substance and theory. Even so, a handful of

models were more mature and could serve as an input to developing improved quality standards

for the industry. From this point, the researcher decided that the literature did not provide a

model that could serve as the instrument for evaluating course quality for the proposed research.

Thus, the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality (see Appendix B) was created for the purposes

of the research study by adopting and adapting criteria from existing models and by creating new
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criteria where gaps existed. The taxonomy created for this purpose answered the first research

question by asserting a collective set of instructional design standards appropriate for online

course quality. The full Delphi process for validating the taxonomy is discussed in Chapters 3

and 4.

Chapter 3 of the dissertation paper then presented the approach for answering the second

research question. A quantitative non-parametric methodology was used to determine which of

the standards for online course quality were predictive of student satisfaction. The process for

data gathering and hypotheses testing is described in Chapter 3. Finally, a summary of the

statistical significance and the specific results of the non-parametric tests were presented in

Chapter 4.

Summary of Findings and Conclusions

Through an analysis of the data gathered and test results for each hypothesis, conclusions

can be made about both specific findings and generalizations of the research to the disciplines of

higher education and instructional design. In addition, comparisons can be made between the

research findings and current and future trends represented in the literature. The following

sections of Chapter 5 discuss interpretations of the data from the perspective of the independent

variables (online course quality standards). Results for the independent variables can be

categorized into three areas: (a) statistically significant findings, (b) variables that resulted in a

non-significant 1-11 course spilt, and (c) non-significant findings. The discussion relates to each

of these categories.
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Statistically Significant Findings

The first area of analysis is the statistically significant findings. Of the 18 quality

standards tested in the study, only one standard resulted in statistical significance: Instructional

Strategies. For the purposes of this study, Instructional Strategies was defined as those strategies

integrated in the course to facilitate supplemental learning materials and practice activities in

support of the course outcomes.

Since Instructional Strategies was found to be statistically significant, it is beneficial to

further examine how this construct was defined for the study. The Instructional Strategies

standard was broken down into 12 sub-standards that were identified as essential characteristics

of a well-designed online higher education course, as represented in Table 41.

Table 41 Twelve Sub-standards for the Independent Variable, Instructional Strategies. For
further definition of the sub-standards, see Appendix B.

Instructional Strategies
Sub-standard

Sub-standard Description

1. Variety of
Instruction

The course employs a variety of instructional strategies to reach different
learning styles and to motivate students.

2. Developmental
Stages

Instructional strategies are used to move student learning through stages in
obtaining the learning outcomes.

3. Attention /
Motivation

Strategies for gaining attention and/or enhancing student motivation are
employed for each instructional module.

4. Cognitive
Dissonance

The course presents students with elements of cognitive dissonance, such as
surprise or failure, integrated in the instructional design.

5. Emotional Response
The course is designed to incite emotional response in the student, which are tied
to learning course content.

6. Multiple Contexts
Design of practice and assessment activities present multiple contexts for
application to broaden conceptual understanding and application.

7. Multiple
Perspectives

Design of practice and assessment activities present multiple perspectives to
broaden conceptual understanding and application (e.g., different opinions or
evidence on topic based on varying points of view).

8. Critical Thinking
Students are presented with complex situations that require critical thinking
through independent reasoning.
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Table 41 continued Twelve Sub-standards for the Independent Variable, Instructional
Strategies. For further definition of the sub-standards, see Appendix B.

Instructional Strategies
Sub-standard

Sub-standard Description

9. Exploration Beyond
Outcomes

Content, knowledge domains, and level of scholarship encourage exploration
beyond obtainment of course learning outcomes to promote broad
contextualization.

10. Prior Learning
Strategies for stimulating recall of prior learning (retrieval of information gained
through previous experiences) exist for each instructional module.

11. Focus of Attention
Strategies for focusing attention (selective perception) on content are used in
each instructional module.

12. Retention and
Transfer

Strategies for enhancing retention and transfer (generalization) exist for each
instructional module.

In the case of this study, 3 of the 12 sample courses evaluated were found to have met at

least 75% of the sub-standards for Instructional Strategies. The low number of courses that met

the Instructional Strategies standard in the study can be generalized to the discipline. For

example, the lack of explicit instructional strategies for course design is reflective of the

complexity and immaturity of instructional design techniques as applied to online course design.

Although the selection of strategies for teaching and learning may be implicit to

instructional design, they are not typically explicit in the decision making for the design of

courses (Rothwell & Kazanas, 2004; see also Dick, Carey, & Carey, 2005; Smith & Ragan,

2005). Further, a lack of understanding about how to apply instructional strategies in the design

of an online course is also common within the field of higher education; and it becomes more

complex when the instruction is designed for the online environment. Instructional designers and

faculty need awareness of and access to more instructional strategies as well as training in

specific techniques for implementation within the course design process. Only then will there be

an increase in the presence of instructional strategies in online courses.
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An analysis of the descriptors for the Instructional Strategies sub-standards created for

this study highlights those aspects of Instructional Strategies that may have an influence on

student satisfaction. For example, some of the Instructional Strategies sub-standards were found

to have a larger presence in the sample courses. Four of the 12 sub-standards were present in at

least 20 of the 24 expert evaluations. Critical Thinking and Exploration beyond Outcomes sub-

standards were present in 22 of the 24 evaluations; Variety of Instruction and Focus of Attention

sub-standards were present in 20 of the 24 evaluations. These standards may be more inherent to

instructional design and support specific strategies for teaching and learning in an online

environment. It is not surprising that the presence of Instructional Strategies applied in online

course design would be predictive of student satisfaction of the learning experience. Dissertation

studies offer evidence that standards for how an online course is designed has proven to be

influential in students’ perceptions about the learning process (Schlegel, 2004; Don, 2003; Song

2004).

In comparison to Instructional Strategies, the remaining 17 independent variables in the

study were not found to be significant predictors of student satisfaction. Information Design had

probability scores slightly larger than the .05 baseline, with scores of .053 in satisfaction of

overall course quality and .083 in satisfaction of composite course quality. With a larger sample

size or a different set of sample courses, Information Design may have proven to be significant.

Because of the proximity of these scores to the .05 baseline for significance, the sub-standards

that comprise Information Design, illustrated in Table 42, may be considered for further

evaluation and study. For example, Information Design has long been a grounding factor in print

and Web design and has its own associated theory and principles. It makes sense that the way

information is organized and presented to students in online instruction could have effects on
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student satisfaction. Song’s 2004 research found that visually appealing information and clear

instruction were rated the highest importance for instructional quality by students in online

courses. Although the Information Design quality standard did not result in statistical

significance in this study, the results warrant further examination of how design of information

for online instruction may be important to student satisfaction.

Table 42 Ten Sub-standards for the Independent Variable, Information Design. For further
definition of the sub-standards, see Appendix B.

Information Design
Sub-standard

Sub-standard Description

1. Menu and Navigation Menu and navigation systems are intuitive, comprehensive, and consistent.

2. Linking Standards
Links to Web sites external to the course open in a new browser window and call
the accurate page.

3. Model for Teaching
Structure

Introduction to the course and to the structure/model of teaching and learning is
provided for participants.

4. Syllabus
Syllabus summarizes the required learning outcomes, all optional and required
course materials, assessment and practice activities, grading system, and course
structure.

5. Course Materials
Organization

Specific optional and required materials are listed in the syllabus and also in the
module or activity in which they are assigned.

6. Printing Options Course materials and course pages are easily printable.

7. Consistent Online
Presentation

Font, headings, bulleted lists, iconography, and visual information are consistent
and appropriate for online participants.

8. Introductions and
Summaries

Introductions and summaries for each instructional module are designed into the
course (either presented within course or through the instructor) to provide
schematic structure for learning and retention.

9. Continuity
Content and instructional activities build on each other to provide a sense of
continuity.

10. Chunking
Course concepts, content, materials, and activities are appropriately “chunked”
and structured effectively to avoid information overload.

Non-significant 1-11 Course Spilt

The second category of research results includes the independent variables that resulted

in a non-significant 1-11 course split of the courses that met the quality standards compared with
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the courses that did not. It is important to analyze the implications of the specific variables that

were present in only one of the 12 sample courses and to separate these variables from those that

had more than one course representative of the standard. When the 12 sample courses were

evaluated to determine the extent to which the courses met the quality standards, six of the 18

quality standards were determined to have a one-sided, 1-11 course spilt. To clarify, these six

standards were found to be present in only one of the 12 courses evaluated. The six standards,

listed in Table 43, are as follows: Practice, Workload, Student/Instructor Support, Expectations,

Learning Outcomes, and Accessibility. These variables did not produce enough data to

successfully run the test since almost all course quality evaluations were in agreement. Thus,

these six standards resulted in statistically insignificant findings.

In the standards that were found to have a 1-11 course spilt, a specific quality standard

was present in only one of the 11 sample courses. For example, the standards for Practice were

determined to be present in only one of the 12 sample courses. On the other extreme, some

quality standards were present in 11 of the 12 sample courses, such as the Workload standard. In

either of these situations, this 1-11 course spilt of the data indicates that there was not sufficient

presence of these specific quality standards to measure the effect of these standards on student

satisfaction. It may be possible that these standards were not tough enough or specific enough for

the course evaluators to recognize the presence of the standard in the online course. Or it may

simply mean that the expert evaluators found 11 of the 12 courses to contain the standard, or to

be lacking the standard.

A possible origin of the 1-11 course spilt is the construction of the scoring of the

taxonomy instrument. The taxonomy provided a dichotomous yes-no scale for the course

evaluators to evaluate whether the standards were present within each course. The heuristics of
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the taxonomy scoring may have encouraged such a split because the evaluators were forced to

select yes or no, and were not permitted to judge a course as partially meeting a standard. For

example, when the expert evaluators reviewed the courses for student workload, they were likely

to indicate that the course met the standards for workload unless the course had grievous and

observable workload issues. In this example, as with the other five courses with the 1-11 course

spilt, there is high probability that the forced dichotomous scale encouraged evaluators to judge

the course in one direction or the other. Future research would benefit from expanding the scale

to a Likert multiple point scale to help avoid this forced response in hopes of reducing the chance

for a split.

The prevailing existence or lack of existence of quality standards with a 1-11 course spilt

is another plausible explanation because of the instructional design guidelines that exist at

Capella University, the institution where the courses were offered. Capella has specific design

guidelines for the three quality standards that were found present in 11 of the 12 courses.

Instructional design guidelines are provided for course development teams, which specify

requirements for workload, learning outcomes, and accessibility for disabled students. Because

of the explicit design guidelines for these three areas, it is probable that the related quality

standards were found to be present when evaluated by the expert panel.

In each of these viable explanations the outcome is the same—there was not enough data

for the test to result in statistical significance. Thus, the probability scores did not show statistical

significance for those variables that resulted in a 1-11 course spilt. Even though the sample

courses were selected through a stratification process to represent low, medium, and high levels

of student satisfaction, the courses in the sample did not appear to be cross-representative of the

independent variables, or course quality standards. Future research would benefit from ensuring
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that the quality standards have a distribution in the presence of the standards in the sample

courses.

Non-significant Findings

A final area of analysis of the independent variables is the group of quality standards that

did not result in a statistically significant probability that they would be predictive of student

satisfaction. As described in Table 43, 10 of the 18 independent variables did not have

significant results, nor were they in the category of a 1-11 course spilt. These variables did not

result in significant probability that they would be predictive of student satisfaction, even though

each had enough data to use to test the hypothesis.

Table 43 Summary of Probability (P) that Quality Standards are Predictive of Student
Satisfaction of Online Course Experience and the Extent to which Sample Courses Met each
Quality Standard.

Online Course Quality
Variables

Student Satisfaction Variables Evaluation of Course Quality

Quality Standard Overall Quality p
Composite
Quality p

Number of
Courses Met

Number of Courses Did
Not Meet

Instructional Strategies .033* .116 3 9
Information Design .053 .086 5 7
Practice .111 .111 1 11
Workload .111 .111 11 1
Metacognitive Strategies .123 .223 2 10
Feedback .133 .667 2 10
Student/Instructor Support .311 .192 1 11
Collaboration .396 .234 4 8
Interactivity .396 .308 4 8
Assessment .405 .229 3 9
Course Progress .518 .309 3 9
Alignment .570 .808 7 5
Course Materials .570 .935 7 5
Expectations .664 .885 1 11
Authenticity .865 .610 8 4
Learning Outcomes .885 .885 11 1
Accessibility .885 .885 11 1
Learning Centered .926 .926 9 3

*Significant at the .05 level
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Examining the variables may help interpret reasons this set of variables did not result in

statistical significance. The ten independent variables in this group are: Metacognitive Strategies,

Feedback, Collaboration, Interactivity, Assessment, Course Progress, Alignment, Course

Materials, and Authenticity. The researcher did not interpret any themes that provided

justification for the lack of statistical significance across all ten independent variables. It is likely

that the sample size of 12 courses may not have been sufficient to produce evidence on which to

base any judgments. A larger sample size may be advantageous in future studies. It is also

possible that the types of standards may have an influence on the results. Those standards

associated with more subtle components of the learning experience, such as Metacognitive

Strategies or Course Materials, may not have been evident enough to make a difference. Or, it

may simply be that the students are not affected by some or all of the standards that did not

obtain significant results.

Research Analysis

Richey and Klein (2007) provide a perspective on research that is specific to design and

development of instructional products. They suggest that research on design and development

models, such as the focus of this study, may have processes and approaches that require an

extension of a sole interpretation to include application to practice. Design and development is a

“pragmatic type of research that offers a way to test theory and to validate practice . . . it is a way

to establish new procedures, techniques, and tools based upon a methodical analysis” (p. 1).

Richey and Klein include three steps for interpreting findings for design and development
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research: (a) Analyze how findings expand the knowledge base (b) Consider how findings lead

to new research (c) Propose how findings establish the foundations of new theory (pp. 127 – 28).

Research Expands the Knowledge Base

Since this research can be categorized as a study on a quality model for instructional

design and evaluation, it is appropriate to frame the interpretation of research findings using

Richey and Klein’s three steps. The first step is analyzing how the research findings expand the

knowledge base for instructional design. Examining the variable that resulted in statistical

significance reveals useful information for practitioners in instructional design. Quality standards

for instructional strategies show potential for affecting student satisfaction. Therefore, ensuring

steps in the instructional design process for online courses that integrate instructional strategies

into course design decisions is important.

In the beginning of the design process, an instructional designer and content expert

should analyze the student audience and learning circumstances for the online course and build

in strategies that recognize the needs of that audience. For example, including instructional

strategies that have proven to be statistically significant in this research—such as Critical

Thinking and Variety of Instruction—can create an effective learning environment that satisfies

students. Further, building in aspects of information design that were found very close to

significant—such as Printing Options and Continuity—may create an environment that students

find more appealing. Of course, these principles of design are not new to the design of

instruction. However, the findings of this research help legitimize decisions to include these

strategies in the design of online courses. In addition, the findings present evidence of what

matters to students in an online course, and provides reason for designers and subject matter

experts to prioritize these strategies in online courses.
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Research Leads to New Research

The second step in Richey and Klein’s interpretation of research findings is to consider

how findings may lead to new research. This research provides tools and information for

practitioners in the field of instructional design as well as highlights areas for new research. The

Taxonomy for Online Course Quality created for this study is a valuable tool that can be

immediately applied in practice. The taxonomy can be used in the design of online courses and

as an evaluation tool to identify areas for course improvements and priorities for revision. In

addition practical application, the taxonomy is an area of focus for future research. There may be

opportunities for examining the specific standards and sub-standards to support the

generalizability of the instrument. Although the taxonomy instrument was created for online

higher education courses, the applicability is certainly far reaching. Evaluation of quality in

campus-based courses and within K-12 education calls for additional research using an

adaptation of the taxonomy’s standards for course quality.

The findings also initiate more questions about instructional design principles and

specific standards for quality for online courses. For instance, even though the study results

showed significance in the application of instructional strategies in predicting student

satisfaction, there is still a question about which instructional strategies make a difference. As

discussed earlier in Chapter 5, there were 12 sub-standards for the Instructional Strategies quality

standard. Which of these affects student satisfaction and which do not? How do the standards

work together to affect students satisfaction? Which standards may have greater impact than

others?

It may be even more important to consider those standards that did not result in statistical

significance. Even though standards such as Assessment and Alignment did not show a direct
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relationship with student satisfaction in this study, it does not mean that these standards are not

important for student satisfaction. Based on these premises, it is recommended that other studies

be conducted to further investigate how specific standards and sub-standards may affect student

satisfaction—and how that may apply to student learning. Considering the data gathered on the

quality of the courses, it would be interesting to examine those standards that were not met in the

Capella courses to determine whether using courses from other universities would make a

difference in which standards are present and how they affect student satisfaction.

Research Foundations for New Theory

The third step in Richey and Klein’s interpretation process is to propose how research

findings establish foundations for new theory. The specific research findings for this study only

begin to explore potential for new theory in the field of instructional design. However, there are

principles of application that can be used to extend established instructional design theory to the

online environment and to increasing populations of non-traditional students. The theories

discussed in Chapter 2 provide a place to start; specifically, constructivist theory and Gagné’s

conditions of learning can be extended to the design of online courses based on the results of this

study. For example, the standards for Instructional Strategies can be re-considered in light of

these well-established theories.

Instructional strategies have traditionally been defined in the context of how a course is

designed to be delivered by the instructor or within a self-paced environment. However, in

consideration of the research findings, it can be concluded that it is important to build

instructional strategies into the learning environment regardless of the vehicle by which they are

delivered. Instructional strategies can, and should, include multiple contexts and perspectives,

activities that are designed to reach a variety of students, and ways to engage Gagné’s nine
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events of instruction without a dependency on the instructor. Further, this approach can be tied to

constructivist theory by transferring some responsibility of content delivery and facilitation of

learning to the student by incorporating strategies that employ active and self-regulated learning

processes inherent to constructivist theory, such as the Cognitive Dissonance sub-standard

discussed earlier.

As with the Instructional Strategies standard, the researcher proposes that all of the

course quality standards included in this study be further examined in view of instructional

design and other educational theories. The content of the standards and examples represented in

the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality instrument have many benefits that can be built upon.

The rigorous Delphi process used to validate the integrity and format of the instrument resulted

in a strong framework for further study. Establishing the relationship between each of the

standards and theory would provide even more credibility for the quality taxonomy and further

justification of the literature review that was conducted for this study.

Recommendations

A new quality framework for designing and evaluating online courses was tested through

this research study. The research introduces a tool for evaluation of course quality and provides

evidence for including specific quality standards in the decision-making process for designing

online instruction. Findings also prompt questions that can be answered through further research

about course quality and responsibilities for quality assurance in higher education.

An example of continuous quality improvement is the investment in research that assists

the educational community in understanding what components of quality matter to students.

Research is about creating knowledge. “We conduct research in an effort to expand the field’s



Course Quality and Student Satisfaction

107

knowledge base, which will, in turn, impact practice” (Richey & Klein, 2007, p. 127). The

Taxonomy for Online Course Quality created for this study is an example of using theory to

drive advanced standards and evaluation strategies for instructional design. The Taxonomy for

Online Course Quality can be applied to current and future continuous quality improvement

efforts in higher education and be extended to other educational environments through additional

research.

Recommendations were described in the previous section in light of Richey and Klein’s

framework for design and development research. In addition, future research focusing on quality

and retention and learning would help fill the gap between instructional design and student

achievement. Another suggestion for further research is the area of faculty standards for

instruction. Although this study did not examine the instructor’s role in the delivery of the online

course, there is opportunity to build on existing research to determine what aspects of the

instruction contribute to the quality of the course and affect student satisfaction. More research in

online instructional design principles is needed to expand existing theory and define new

branches of theory. Numerous research studies call for future research efforts in the area of

quality instruction and standards for design (Schlegel, 2004; Don, 2003; Song 2004).

The outcomes of the study present support for building upon existing instructional design

theories to include aspects of design that apply specifically to online practices. The creation and

validation of the comprehensive taxonomy of quality standards, combined with the research

results demonstrating a significant relationship between instructional strategies and student

satisfaction, propose many areas for additional research. This study is only a starting point. New

quality standards and tools for faculty and instructional designers are necessary to react to the
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evolving definition of quality and expanding student and faculty demographic in higher

education.

Conclusion

Higher education institutions must embrace the recent challenge posed by the Spellings

Commission (2006) to improve learning through continuous quality improvement. Adapting to

an evolving reality of higher education requires a different view of a quality degree program—

one which incorporates a new framework for quality assurance. Higher education must adapt to

the demands of this redefined experience of teaching and learning and be open to change.

However, even though the educational environment has changed, the reality exists that the basis

for quality in higher education has not.

Quality higher education is still defined by faculty and dependent on the components of

the physical campus. “The traditional mainstays of quality assurance such as physical attendance,

‘contact hours,’ proctored testing, formal academic credentials for instructors, library holdings,

and other factors are often impractical or simply irrational in today’s educational reality” (Pond,

2002, p. ¶ 4). Instead, in the changing paradigm of education that includes online learning,

quality is more appropriately defined by the relevance of the learning outcomes and learning

environment as experienced by the student. This research study helped determine which aspects

of quality matter to students and offered a comprehensive taxonomy of validated standards for

evaluating online course quality.

The current system of quality assurance is controlled by the accreditation process. The

overemphasis by accrediting agencies on the importance of the physical components of a

traditional institution presents challenges in defining quality for higher education. Considering
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the transformation of higher education and the changing demographics of faculty and students, it

is not surprising that higher education constituents are struggling to define quality when “neither

the purpose, the methods, nor the population for whom education is intended today, bear any

resemblance to those on which formal education is historically based” (Pond, 2002, ¶ 2).

Only recently are conversations about quality in higher education moving beyond the

characteristics of the institution and its faculty. Consider the value of the Taxonomy for Online

Course Quality presented in this study. This taxonomy focused on instructional design standards

for outcomes-based education rather than a process for legitimizing the educational institution.

Quality should be defined by the outcomes, or competencies, through which the student can

realize his/her personal and professional goals—and can meet the needs of the discipline. In

addition, quality must include a learning environment that promotes an effective learning

experience. To achieve this educational influence, the definition for quality should come from

professional organizations as well as from the students themselves.

Standards for quality should provide comparability for prospective students and at the

same time must be flexible and specific to student and industry needs. Although there are

numerous models for quality assurance, in whatever model or models are supported by the

higher education community, “we must agree to evaluate educational programs and institutions

in the context of the student experience, not the institutional experience” (Pond, 2002 ¶ 15). For

example, many postsecondary institutions have not welcomed opportunities to improve teaching

and learning through instructional strategies that integrate innovative teaching methodologies

and technologies (Spellings 2006, pp. 14 – 15). Even so, the results of this dissertation research

may help convince those institutions to prioritize the introduction and advancement of

instructional strategies as an approach to creating a better learning experience.
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Even with these challenges and resistance from some within the academic community,

the ideal solution remains that the academy embrace—and even facilitate—the momentum for

defining and evolving quality in higher education. To create and adopt comparable standards for

quality in higher education, institutions need to apply a quality assurance framework. Tools and

best practices—such as the Taxonomy for Online Course Quality introduced in this study—are

required to promote continuous quality improvement. Through planning, centralized production,

faculty support, technical infrastructure, external alliances, and data-driven decision-making,

institutions can develop their own quality assurance system and be active in the transformation of

higher education.

An essential component to this improvement process is quality standards for higher

education driven by the needs of professional organizations, industry demands, and of course,

students. The taxonomy of course quality standards established for this study provides just such a

vehicle for continuous quality improvement. Even further, the results of this research provide

focus for quality improvement efforts by demonstrating that instructional strategies make a

difference in student satisfaction of the learning experience.
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APPENDIX A

CAPELLA UNIVERSITY END-OF-COURSE EVALUATION

Completion of this course evaluation is done so on a voluntary basis. Your responses will remain
confidential and only the summarized results of the evaluations are released to faculty members after
grades are submitted. The evaluation information is used for initiatives that include faculty development
and course and program improvement.

Please respond to each item in the evaluation. For most of the items, select the response that best
indicates your level of agreement with the statement. For other items, complete the requested
information. Thank you for your participation in this course evaluation.

The estimated time required to complete the evaluation is about 5-10 minutes.
All questions and comments related to this Online Course Evaluation Form should be addressed to
mailto:CourseFeedback@Capella.edu, subject=Online Course Evaluation Form.

Course Information

Please indicate which course you were invited to evaluate. This information was provided to you in the
evaluation invitation.
All items on this page are required.

Start Date

Format: YYYY-MM-DD

Course Number

Course Section

Instructor

Please indicate whether or not you will participate in this online course evaluation.

Yes. I will evaluate the course listed above using the online evaluation form

No. I will not evaluate the course listed above using the online evaluation form. Instead, I can e-mail
my feedback to CourseFeedback@Capella.edu.

Part I – Quality of Course Content and Sequence

Please rate your agreement to the following statements regarding the course content and structure using
the following response scale:

• SA = Strongly Agree
• A = Agree
• N = Neutral
• D = Disagree
• SD = Strongly Disagree

SA A N D SD



Course Quality and Student Satisfaction

120

The course was well-organized and sequenced.

The discussion questions were relevant and engaging.

The learning objectives for each unit were relevant and appropriate.

The unit learning activities (e.g., case studies, group projects, lab
experiments, simulations, keeping journals, role-playing) supported the
learning objectives.

The course content provided relevant and useful knowledge.

The course content promoted relevant and useful skill development.

The contributions and interactions of other learners made this course an
enriching learning experience.

Part II – Quality of Instructor's Activities

Please rate your agreement to the following statements regarding the instructor's activities using the
following response scale:

• SA = Strongly Agree
• A = Agree
• N = Neutral
• D = Disagree
• SD = Strongly Disagree

SA A N D SD

The instructor provided clear expectations of course requirements.

The instructor provided timely feedback regarding postings to the unit
assignments.

The instructor provided constructive feedback regarding course papers
or projects.

The instructor encouraged learners to express their own ideas.

The instructor showed respect for learners.

The instructor showed commitment to learner progress.

Overall, how would you rate the quality of instructor's online teaching activities?

Excellent

Good

Satisfactory
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Not Very Good

Poor

Additional comments:

Part III – Self-Assessment

Please rate your agreement to the following personal assessment statements using the following
response scale:

• SA = Strongly Agree
• A = Agree
• N = Neutral
• D = Disagree
• SD = Strongly Disagree

SA A N D SD

I achieved the intended learning outcomes for this course.

I was frequently engaged in interactions with the instructor and other
learners in this course.

I was able to apply what I learned in this course to my work or
professional activities.

I was challenged to think critically about the subject matter of this
course.

About how many hours per week (Sunday-Saturday) did you typically spend engaged in this course?
(This time includes researching, studying, reading, writing, and posting).
Please enter a single number, not a range (for example, enter 6.5, instead of 5-8).

Hours

Part IV – Quality of Learning Environment

Please rate your agreement to the following statements regarding the learning environment using the
following response scale:

• SA = Strongly Agree
• A = Agree
• N = Neutral
• D = Disagree
• SD = Strongly Disagree

SA A N D SD

The course learning materials (text, readings, instruments, etc.) were
relevant and useful.
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The online environment was easy to navigate.

Technical Support was responsive to my needs and concerns.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Not Applicable

Part V – Overall Evaluation of Course Quality

Please rate your agreement to the following statements regarding the course as a whole using the
following response scale:

• SA = Strongly Agree
• A = Agree
• N = Neutral
• D = Disagree
• SD = Strongly Disagree

SA A N D SD

I would recommend this course to another learner.

As a result of what I learned from this course, I believe my value as a
professional increased.

How would you rate the course overall?

Excellent

Good

Satisfactory

Fair

Poor

How could we improve this course?

What were the best features of this course?
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Thank you very much for your commitment to help us evaluate and improve Capella teaching and
learning.

Submit Evaluation
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APPENDIX B

TAXONOMY FOR ONLINE COURSE QUALITY

The taxonomy included in this appendix is the version used in this study. The standards and taxonomy format are the result of the
Delphi validation process used with a panel of experts. This instrument was used to measure the course quality variable by applying it
to the sample courses.

The Taxonomy for Online Course Quality serves as the instrument for evaluating the sample courses for the purpose of this study. Once the
study is complete, the taxonomy will be revised to make it more applicable to a broader audience, including faculty and course design
practitioners.

Instructions for using the taxonomy

Course Evaluation: The taxonomy includes 18 quality standards and 109 Sub-standards. As the course evaluator, you will be examining each of
the four courses to determine whether each of the 109 Sub-standards is met or not. Unlike in other reviews you may have participated in, you will
not be requested to provide any feedback.

Scoring: The scoring employs a dichotomous scale, requiring the evaluator to judge whether the course meets the standard or does not.
However, the taxonomy also includes a Not Applicable (NA) option in an attempt to recognize that courses may exist that are exceptions. It is
important that NA is only selected only when the standard is not appropriate for the specific course. (If you are unable to determine whether the
course meets the standard, please be sure to select “No,” with the assumption that if you cannot find it, it does not meet.)

Course Design vs. Course Delivery: This taxonomy is intended to be used to measure only the design of the stand-alone course, independent
of student and faculty interaction.

Quality Standards
Yes
/No/
NA

Quality Sub-standards Explanation or Example
Foo
t-

note

S1.1 Assessment activities represent
authentic learning situations where
possible.

S1

Authenticity

Extent to which instruction is
designed to prepare students
with knowledge, skills, and
attitudes relevant to real-world
tasks in the discipline.

S1.2 Practice activities represent
authentic learning where possible.

Authentic activities are actions or tasks
that are likely to be completed by a
practitioner in the related discipline.

Example: Marketing plan

Non-example: Marketing terminology
quiz

S2
Metacognitive Strategies

Higher order thinking which
involves active control over the

S2.1 Reflective strategies are evident in
the course design.

Activities that require students to
consider and show appreciation for
different perspectives and ethical

1
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concepts.

Example: Pre or post activity journal

cognitive processes engaged
in learning (referred to as
thinking about thinking).

S2.2 Metacognitive strategies are
employed in the course design
through self-evaluation, guiding
questions, and/or structured
activities, such as self quizzes, self-
grading, journals.

Activities that require students to think
about how they learn and strategies for
their individual learning styles.

Examples: Self-quizzes; self-grading

S3

Instructional Strategies

Instructional design strategies
integrated in the course to
facilitate supplemental
learning materials and practice
activities in support of the
course outcomes.

S3.1 The course employs a variety of
instructional strategies to reach
different learning styles and to
motivate students.

Examples of instructional strategies:

• Constructivist strategies are
learner-centered, allowing students
to actively create their own
knowledge.

• Problem solving strategies position
learning around a problem for the
students to solve.

• Collaborative strategies require
students to learn and create
together.

• Experiential strategies engage
students in personal change
through participation in and
creation of their own learning
experience.

• Discovery-based instructional
strategies employ inquiry
methodology, which allow students
to test boundaries by exploration.

• Dialectic strategies (practice of

1, 2
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expository, and process oriented.

S3.2 Instructional strategies are used to
move student learning through
stages in obtaining the learning
outcomes.

As defined in sub-standard 3

S3.3 Strategies for gaining attention
and/or enhancing student
motivation are employed for each
instructional module.

Examples: Prompting questions;
Practitioner story; Media demonstration

Non-example: Only a textual
description of the topic and a list of
definitions are included in the
introduction

S3.4 The course presents students with
elements of cognitive dissonance,
such as surprise or failure, integrated
in the instructional design.

Examples: Unexpected twist in case
study; Activity designed to lead
students to learn from errors

4

S3.5 The course is designed to incite
emotional responses in the
student, which are tied to learning
course content.

Examples: Case study that includes a
controversial dilemma; Video
demonstration of topic that may result
in strong emotion

4

S3.6 Design of practice and assessment
activities present multiple contexts
for application to broaden conceptual
understanding and application.

Example: Create an add campaign for
three types of organizations: non-profit,
small, and large

Non-example: Create an add
campaign for one type of organization

5

S3.7 Design of practice and assessment
activities present multiple
perspectives to broaden conceptual
understanding and application (e.g.,
different opinions or evidence on
topic based on varying points of
view).

Example: Participate in a debate by
evaluating different points of view and
evidence on a topic

Non-example: Choose one point of
view for a topic and create a summary

S3.8 Students are presented with
complex situations that require
critical thinking through

Example: Students are required to
make decisions and present a
recommendation based on a complex

6, 4



Course Quality and Student Satisfaction

127

independent reasoning. problem

S3.9 Content, knowledge domains, and
level of scholarship encourage
exploration beyond obtainment of
course learning outcomes to
promote broad contextualization.

Outcome: Identify ethical standards.

Example: Experience an ethical
dilemma from different perspectives to
learn set of ethical standards

Non-example: Matching quiz covering
set of ethical standards

5, 4

S3.10 Strategies for stimulating recall of
prior learning (retrieval of
information gained through previous
experiences) exist for each
instructional module.

Example: “Think-pair-share”
collaborative activity to brainstorm
ideas on prior knowledge to stimulate
recall

S3.11 Strategies for focusing attention
(selective perception) on content are
used in each instructional module.

Examples: Visual models; Templates,
Examples and non-examples; Reading
cues

Non-examples: No introductory
information; Chapters and assignment
are listed without visual contextual or
structural focus

3

S3.12 Strategies for enhancing
retention and transfer
(generalization) exist for each
instructional module.

Examples: Apply concepts to current
event; Observe and report on related
examples in personal life

S4.1 Relevancy of course elements is
clearly communicated for
participants (transparency of
learning outcomes and how they are
supported through learning and
assessment activities).

Examples: An explanation is provided
for how the readings relate to the
course learning outcomes; A
connection is made between how the
concept can be applied in a common
situation

7S4

Learning Centered

Course focusing on learning
through the application of
design strategies to make
learning experience and
outcomes more relevant and
effective for non-traditional
adult students.

S4.2 Practice activities and assessments
have flexibility to allow the individual
student to tailor to his/her interests
and profession.

Example: Audience for HR training
plan can be the student’s own
company

Non-example: All students have to
create a HR training plan for a retail

6, 8
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coffee chain

S4.3 Where appropriate, practice and
assessments activities provide
structure in sequencing, but have
flexibility to allow for individual
differences in cognitive control,
learning style, prior knowledge, and
schematic frame.

Example: Students are provided with
suggested questions for an interview of
an expert in Web design field, which
they are expected to expand upon

Non-example: Students are required to
use list of provided questions for an
interview of an expert in Web design
field

6, 9

S4.4 The course promotes active
learning through engagement of the
student with course content and
materials, practice activities, and
assessment activities.

Examples: Interviews; Gathering data;
Simulations; Presentations;
Photographing

Does not meet this standard if all, or
almost all, course activities are
passive, such as reading, watching
video, and writing essays.

10

7,

4

S4.5 Schedule times and dates of
participation are flexible as
appropriate for adult participants

Example: Students are required to
submit assignments every other week
at the end of the module, but can work
on their own timeline in between

Non-example: Students are required to
submit assignments every other day
and at the end of the module

9

S5.1 Learning outcomes exist for the
course and each instructional
module.

As defined in sub-standard 7S5
Learning Outcomes

Learning outcomes are the
goals (or objectives or
competencies) listed for the
course and modules that
describe the knowledge, skills,
and attitudes the student
attempts to attain. S5.2 Learning outcomes are at the

appropriate level of learning for
the degree.

Examples: Doctoral courses include
outcomes that require high levels of
evaluation and creation of new ideas;
Bachelor’s courses are generally at the
knowledge and comprehension level.

Note: All courses can include a broad
level of outcomes, but should generally
meet a level appropriate for the

2, 7
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degree.

S5.3 Course and module learning
outcomes describe the content and
student performance in achievable
and measurable terms.

Example: Explain the purpose of using
balance sheets.

Non-example: Explore using balance
sheets.

7

S5.4 Course catalog description aligns
with the learning outcomes.

Course description reflects the intent of
the learning outcomes and is accurate.

S6.1 Assessment activities align
directly with the course learning
outcomes in both content and level,
providing vehicle for measuring the
learning outcomes.

7

S6.2 Evaluation criteria align directly
with the course and module learning
outcomes in both content and level.

S6.3 Existing practice activities align
directly with the course and module
learning outcomes in both content
and level.

Outcome: Identify ethical standards.

Example: Create a list of ethical
standards for a small business.

Non-examples: Create an ethics
program. (assessment level is too
high); Create a professional
development program for a small
business. (content is not aligned)

7

S6.4 Application of instructional
strategies within the course and
instructional modules are
appropriate for learning outcomes,
assessments, and learning activities.
(See standard S3 for a list of
instructional strategies.)

Outcome: Apply the theory of multiple
intelligences to varying case types.

Example: Dialectic or problem-based
strategies would allow the learner to
actively applying concepts and
solutions

Non-example: Direct instruction would
not be the best strategy for this
outcome as it is too directive and
passive for application

1

S6

Alignment:

Alignment defines the
relationship between course
components according to level
and content (outcomes,
assessment and practice
activities, evaluation criteria,
course materials, technology,
etc).

S6.5 Application of course content and
materials aligns with the course
and module learning outcomes in
both content and level.

Non-example: Readings introductory
for a specialization course (level is mis-
aligned); Blog content for a Web
design course include resume building
tips (content mis-aligned)

7
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S6.6 Application of media and software
aligns with the nature of course and
module learning outcomes.

Outcome: Apply the theory of multiple
intelligences to varying case types.

Example: Video demonstrating
application of multiple intelligences
provides modeling.

Non-example: Interactive crossword
puzzle would not be the best choice of
vehicle for teaching theory.

7

S6.7 Nature of interactivity aligns with
the purposes of the content
presentation, learning activities, and
assessment activities.

Outcome: Apply the theory of multiple
intelligences to varying case types.

Example: Collaborative discussion with
expert practitioner would provide active
exchange for information gathering.

Non-example: Required synchronous
team presentation would distract from
outcomes.

S7.1 A list of evaluation criteria or
rubric is provided for each
assessment activity and is specific
to the activity (not a list of general
criteria).

Outcome: Create a list of ethical
standards for a small business.

Example: List of ethical standards is
appropriate for a small business.

Non-examples: Defined the pros and
cons for using ethical standards for a
small business (mis-aligned);
Presentation is professional (general
and mis-aligned)

S7.2 The course employs a variety of
assessment types to reach different
learning styles and allow for varying
ways to demonstrate learning
outcomes.

Examples: Outline for proposal may be
submitted in variety of formats
(traditional outline, mind map, fishbone
diagram); Learning outcomes are
measured through a proposal, a
presentation, and a marketing
advertisement.

1, 6

S7

Assessment Activities

Assessment activities are the
required summative events for
students to demonstrate the
learning outcomes.

S7.3 Participation in discussion should
be evaluated on quality and
substance of postings instead of

As defined in sub-standard
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length or frequency; grading criteria
should reflect this.

S8.1 The course employs a variety of
practice types to reach different
learning styles and allow for varying
ways to reinforce the learning
outcomes.

Same as S7.2 above 11

S8.2 Practice activities exist that provide
opportunities for feedback beyond
direct instruction.

Examples: Simulations provide specific
feedback (rather than “correct; Peer
review

Non-examples: Quiz that summarizes
results

6

S8.3 Supplemental materials are
provided (optional and/or required)
for students who need assistance
with pre-requisite knowledge and
skills.

Example: MS Excel tutorial is
suggested for students who have not
used Excel for accounting

Non-example: Students are expected
to demonstrate skills and levels of prior
knowledge are not considered.

10

S8.4 Opportunities exist for repeated
practice for difficult concepts.

Examples: Self-quizzes (practice)
should be allowed to be taken multiple
times; There are multiple means
suggested for learning information
about the topics

Non-example: A textbook chapter and
a one-time quiz are the only activities
presented for practicing the learning
outcomes

6

S8

Practice Activities

Practice activities and course
materials are provided for
students to reinforce learning
in preparation for summative
assessment.

S8.5 The course design includes activities
that encourage students to
actively evaluate their own work.

Examples: Grading criteria are linked
to the expectations for assignments;
Self-critique is included in the steps for
revision; Expert evaluation is provided
for students to compare their work

5, 7

S9
Feedback

Students are provided
feedback for both practice and

S9.1 The design of practice and
assessment activities produces
feedback for students on each

Every learning activity, and thus all
learning outcomes, includes a
mechanism for students to get

6, 7
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learning outcome. feedback on their performance.

S9.2 The inclusion of media and/or
software contributes to the variety
and amount of qualitative and/or
quantitative feedback students
receive to be less dependent on
instructor only.

Example: Simulations; Tutorials

Non-example: Media are not used as a
vehicle to provide feedback for
students

6

S9.3 Activities are included that offer
students automated feedback to
reinforce their learning and generate
input to subsequent learning and
assessment activities.

Note: There may be exceptions where
automated feedback is not
applicable for the discipline. If so,
indicate N/A

Examples: Quizzes; Simulations;
Automated tutorials

Non-example: All, or almost all,
activities rely on the instructor to
provide feedback (or students will not
receive related feedback)

7,

11

S9.4 The course is designed to include a
variety of feedback types.

Variety includes at least four of the
following:

• Student-Student

• Student-Instructor

• Student-Self (metacognitive,
reflective)

• Student-Content (passive, one
directional)

• Student-System (interactive,
automated)

• Student-External expert
(practitioners or subject matter
experts in the discipline)

assessment activities in the
form of substantive guidance
and grades.

S9.5 Discussion questions include
direction for peer response that goes
beyond affirmation.

Example: Reply to your peer’s
discussion post by taking the position
of an HR manager, reacting to the
suggested list of ethical standards with
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an evaluation of the applicability of
each for the case example.

Non-example: Reply to at least one
peer’s discussion, providing
suggestions for improvement.

S10.1 All course content, materials, and
activities are easily accessible by
participants, and presented in a
format appropriate to the online
environment.

Examples: Readings are provided in
alternative formats; Audio/video files
are packaged in file format and size
that can be accessed by a range of
connection speeds

Non-examples: Course materials are
delivered via a CD-ROM (separate
from text); Articles are available only in
a physical library; Assignment requires
students to visit a museum

7

S10.2 Course pages and content load
quickly and runs as expected for
minimum technical requirements.

Load time for pages and media files
does not discourage students from
accessing information.

12,

7

S10.3 Interactive media, graphical
images, and diagrams have content
equivalent alternatives that are
both sufficient in detail and are easily
attainable.

Examples: Transcripts are provided for
all visual information; ALT tags or D
links are included with all visual
information to be read by screen
reading technology

Non-example: Transcript is included
but embedded within media piece (not
easily attainable for some audiences)

7

S10.4 Web pages and applications are
built to support keyboard
accessibility.

as defined in sub-standard

S10

Accessibility

Accessibility relates to the
ability for students to
participate in the course
experience. This applies to
both access to technology and
accommodations for
disabilities.

S10.5 Font size, type, and spacing are
sensitive to varying student and
instructor readability.

Example: Adjustable font size; White
space promotes readability for broad
audiences; San serif 12 pt font
minimum

Non-example: Font size is small and
there is no ability to increase the font

7
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size;

S10.6 Color is not used to differentiate
learning materials in a way that
would introduce disadvantages for
visually impaired participants.

As defined in sub-standard

S10.7 Web pages have links that are
self-describing and meaningful.

Textual descriptors are used in place
of URLs to assist screen reading
technology.

Example: Library of Congress

Non-example:
http://www.loc.gov/index.html with no
descriptor

7

S10.8 There are references to the
institutional policy and contact
information for accessibility
assistance for Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA.

As defined in sub-standard 7

S11.1 Selection of media, software, and
communication tools enhance
student interactivity and guide the
student to become a more active
student.

Example: Software is provided to
assist students in creating mind maps
to share and discuss with peers

Non-example: Mind mapping is
assigned, but does not include a tool
for creating or sharing

7, 4S11

Interactivity

Interactivity applies to the
function and interaction of the
course media, technology, and
participants.

S11.2 Interactive media are designed to
maximize student control.

Examples: Video presents scenario
that asks student to choose a path and
see results; Slide show allows student
to advance pages and read/listen at
own speed

Non-examples: Video presents
scenario and tells the student the result
of different choices; Slide show
presents pages at one speed and does
not allow student to advance
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S11.3 Nature of interactivity and
submission of practice and
assessment activities is appropriate
for online format.

Examples: A “dropbox” is used for
submitting and grading assignments

Non-example: Students are required to
fax assignment submissions

7

S11.4 Practice activities include
vicarious interaction through
observation.

Observation is part of the learning
experience, which includes visual
stimuli relevant to learning outcomes.

Example: The process for interviewing
clients is modeled through a video

4,

11

S11.5 The course is designed to include a
variety of interactive
relationships.

Variety includes at least four of the
following:

• Student-Student

• Student-Instructor

• Student-Self (metacognitive,
reflective)

• Student-Content (passive, one
directional)

• Student-System (interactive,
automated)

• Student-External expert
(practitioners or subject matter
experts in the discipline)

6, 7

S11.6 Asynchronous discussion area
has clear methods for posting,
replying, adding attachments, and
recognizing authors of threaded
discussions. (If the Content
Management System (CMS)
software is not intuitive, instructions
should be provided.)

As defined in sub-standard 3

S11.7 A separate discussion area is
provided for non-content related
discussion and optional study
groups.

Example: Cyber Café discussion area;
Bulletin board for student
announcements

6
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S11.8 Discussion activities are
substantive and designed to add
value to the learning.

Discussion is a supporting
developmental activity or used to
assess the learning outcomes.

Example: Discussion is used to
facilitate peer review; discussion
provides vehicle for sharing practitioner
experience and expertise as an input
into decision making for all

Non-example: Discussion question is
used to be sure students read material

8

S11.9 Clear structure is provided for
synchronous interaction, such as
pre-work and an event agenda.

As defined in sub-standard

S11.10 Transcripts for all synchronous
public events will be archived and
available to all students; a statement
to this effect is included in the
course.

As defined in sub-standard

S12.1 Tools are appropriate for online
group work and collaborative
discussion.

Examples: Collaborative tool such as
Breeze Meeting is provided for teams
to synchronously share software
applications; Collaborative tools allow
the instructor to set up and track
student groups

S12.2 Introductory activities assist
students and instructor in
establishing a personal
connection with each other and the
instructor.

Examples: Discussion asking students
to introduce themselves and/or each
other; “Pair and share” activity

13,

10,

S12.3 Subsequent activities extend
social learning through imitation,
reinforcement, and peer review or
feedback.

Examples: Activity that requires
consensus; Role play activity

S12

Collaboration

Collaboration refers to the
environment and methods that
support participants in working
together.

S12.4 The application of peer review is
used appropriately for related

Example: Peer review is part of
practice activities and assumes limited
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activities. expertise in topic

Non-example: Students in an
introductory course assigned to review
peer work that requires expertise most
students do not hold

S12.5 Practice and/or assessment
activities promote valuable
collaboration through community
building and peer feedback.

Examples: Optional study groups;
Bulletin board suggesting sharing
work; Required team activities are
designed into the course

8

S13.1 Menu and navigation systems
are intuitive, comprehensive, and
consistent.

Example: Long scrolling is aided by
anchor links

Non-example: horizontal scrolling is
necessary to view some information

S13.2 Links to Web sites external to the
course open in a new browser
window and call the accurate
page.

As defined in sub-standard 6

S13.3 Introduction to the course and to
the structure/model of teaching
and learning is provided for
participants.

Examples: Video introduction from
expert explains the methodology for
teaching the content; Diagram
communicates structure of learning
modules

7

S13.4 Syllabus summarizes the
required learning outcomes, all
optional and required course
materials, assessment and practice
activities, grading system, and
course structure.

As defined in sub-standard
10,

5

S13.5 Specific optional and required
materials are listed in the syllabus
and also in the module or activity
in which they are assigned.

As defined in sub-standard

S13

Information Design

Organization and presentation
of course information and
activities.

S13.6 Course materials and course
pages are easily printable.

Examples: A print tool is provided

Non-example: Color or sharing of
course materials result in problems
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with printed text

S13.7 Font, headings, bulleted lists,
iconography, and visual information
are consistent and appropriate for
online participants.

Example: Iconography reflects the
discipline

Non-example: Images are juvenile for
audience; Multiple types of bullets are
used

3, 7

S13.8 Introductions and summaries for
each instructional module are
designed into the course (either
presented within course or through
the instructor) to provide schematic
structure for learning and retention.

Examples: There is a placeholder
within the module for instructor to post
summary; Activity assigning students
to rotate summary responsibilities;
Summaries are provided

14

S13.9 Content and instructional activities
build on each other to provide a
sense of continuity.

Examples: Deductive or inductive
approach to information organization;
Metaphor is used to present concepts
across modules

6

S13.10 Course concepts, content,
materials, and activities are
appropriately “chunked” and
structured effectively to avoid
information overload.

As defined in sub-standard

S14.1 There are references to minimum
technical requirements (i.e.,
hardware, software, and
connectivity) and contact
information for further technical
assistance.

As defined in sub-standard 7

S14.2 Course provides contact with and
availability of instructor through
multiple means.

Examples: Welcome to course; Office
hours; E-mail; “Ask the Instructor”
discussion thread

7,

10

S14

Student and Instructor
Support

Support for the instructor and
students is integrated into the
course through online
resources, access to services,
and information that helps
participants be successful.

S14.3 Instructor and student
biographical information is
available for participants.

As defined in sub-standard 10
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S14.4 Access to tutorials, advising, and
other supplemental resources is
available for students to get
assistance with academic skills
(library, research, writing, math, etc).

Example: A tutorial modeling editing
process is included as a resource for
the draft persuasive essay assignment

7

S15.1 Course content and course
materials present a balanced
diversity.

Course should be sensitive to diversity
issues, which includes avoiding jargon,
sensitivity to holiday references,
referencing diverse examples,
situations, and names.

Example: Include broad diversity in
names, such as Manuel, Kashif, and
Yiannis

Non-examples: Assumptions that
audience is of a religious affiliation;
Idioms such as “Slam-dunk” or “Beat
around the Bush”

S15.2 Language, tone, and writing
mechanics are professional and
appropriate for discipline and
degree level.

As defined in sub-standard 2

S15.3 Sources used in the creation of the
course content are clearly and
accurately cited.

Example: “Do, or do not. There is no
try” Yoda. (1980). Empire Strikes Back.

2, 7

S15.4 A glossary is included as
appropriate and is accessible from
content pages.

As defined in sub-standard 6, 3

S15.5 Controversial topics present
multiple perspectives and contexts to
avoid bias.

As defined in sub-standard

S15

Course Content and
Materials

Course content and materials
includes optional and required
Web page text, course
readings, and media
information, which support the
attainment of the learning
outcomes.

S15.6 There is opportunity for
instructor to provide updates and
additional support content.

Examples: Announcements; Current
events discussion; Module
introductions/summaries authored by
instructor

6
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S15.7 Content and activities offer current
perspective; material is not dated or
inaccurate.

Example: Most recent software version

S15.8 Content and materials offer
sufficient breadth and depth to
prepare students for demonstration
of outcomes.

Example: In an introductory course,
project management methodology
steps are covered in depth and
students are able to practice prior to
being assessed on application

Non-example: Project management
methodology is introduced briefly and
students are expected to apply
immediately

2

S16.1 Instructor workload and timeline
(within the course) allow for
adequate engagement in discussion,
feedback, and assessment.

Example: Instructor workload is spaced
across modules.

Non-example: Instructors are required
to provide substantive feedback on 20
student draft papers and participate in
multiple discussion activities in the
same week.

S16.2 Student workload and timeline
(within the course) allow for
engagement in discussion, peer
feedback, and demonstration
through learning and assessment
activities.

Example: Draft paper and peer review
for same paper are spread across two
modules.

Non-example: Draft paper and peer
review for same paper are due at the
end of the same module.

S16.3 Estimated times for student
workload per course, module and/or
assignments are communicated.

Examples: Module = 8-12 hours; Peer
review activity for draft persuasive
paper = 2-4 hours

14

S16.4 Student workload and rigor are
appropriate for the number of
credits and degree level.

Example: 4 credit course may
approximately include total of 150
hours across 15 weeks (appropriate for
number of credits)

2

S16

Workload

Workload is the amount of
effort and time the instructor
and students commit to
participation in the course.

S16.5 Workload is appropriately
balanced across the course and
within the modules and does not

As defined in sub-standard 9
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overload at any point in the course.

S17.1 Course is set up so participants are
provided with progress indicators
on which modules and activities they
have completed.

Example: A status bar; Checklist or
grade book lists which activities
students have completed

Non-example: Throughout the course,
students must contact the instructor to
determine their progress

3

S17.2 Modules and interactive
presentations include the total
numbers of steps or pages and
indicate current position of user.

As defined in sub-standard 3

S17.3 Students are provided with
progress indicators for their
performance on each assessment
activity they have completed.

A grade and/or substantive feedback
are provided should be communicated
for each assessment activity.

S17.4 Course completion and
participation requirements are
clear.

As defined in sub-standard

S17

Course Progress

Course progress is the extent
to which students have
achieved the goals of the
specific activity or learning
outcome based on time,
quantity, or quality of student
effort.

S17.5 Performance feedback is provided
to students in time to reinforce their
learning.

Example: Supporting draft paper
assignment is early enough to get
feedback for the final paper
assignment

Non-example: Supporting draft paper
assignment is due four days before the
final paper assignment, which does not
allow the instructor to provide
important feedback to 20 students in
time to revise final paper

S18.1 Pre-requisite coursework or
academic skills are described.

As defined in sub-standardS18
Course Expectations

Expectations are
communicated regarding the
manner in which the instructor
and students are expected to

S18.2 Course calendar, deadlines, and
late policy are clearly posted. As defined in sub-standard 6, 8
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S18.3 Course grading system is clearly
described in the syllabus, including
required assessment activities,
weights, and related points and
percentages.

As defined in sub-standard

S18.4 Required and optional practice and
assessment activities include clear
instructions for completion.

Example: Checklist defining the action
items for the student

7

S18.5 Clear expectations for
communication response time for
both instructor and students are
described.

Examples: Instructor and students are
expected to respond to e-mail and
discussion posts within 48 hours; Prof
Johnson will be unavailable Mondays,
but will be checking into the course at
least once every day

8, 7

S18.6 A reference to rules of conduct for
communication exists.

Example: Netiquette rules are posted,
such as “think before you post;”
University policies for online
communication are referenced

8, 7

S18.7 Clear quantitative and qualitative
expectations for asynchronous
(and synchronous if appropriate)
communication for both instructor
and students are described.

Examples: Discussion assignment
should include an essay of at least 500
words and addresses all of the
concepts introduced in the module;
Discussion response should critique
the peer’s accuracy in addressing the
concepts introduced in the module;
Peer review is expected to follow 2+2
format (2 positive comments and 2
substantive areas for improvement)

14,

participate in the course
experience.

S18.8 Clear expectations define which
tools to use for private and public
communications.

Examples: Students are expected to
use the course mail system for private
communication instead of e-mail
address to external mail system;
Students are expected to log all team
communication within the team’s
designated discussion area

3, 7
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S18.9 Expectations for behaviors related
to academic honesty and
intellectual property and penalties
for plagiarism are evident.

Example: University policy regarding
academic honesty is posted; Examples
are provided for how to meet
expectations

6

The Taxonomy for Online Course Quality was created for the purpose of the dissertation research: Does Quality Matter: Measuring Whether Online Course Quality Indicators are
Predictive of Student Satisfaction. More than forty models for evaluating online course quality were examined in the literature review and used as inputs to the work for the
dissertation research. Those models used directly in the authoring of specific quality standards included in the taxonomy are referenced here in the footnotes.

1. University of Minnesota, Nursing Online Course Evaluation Tool

2. Monterey Institute for Technology and Education, Online Course Evaluation Project

3. Michigan Virtual University, Standards for Quality Online Courses

4. Roger Shank, Designing World-class e-learning

5. National Education Association, Guide to Online High School Courses

6. Joan Van Duzer, Instructional Design Tips for Online Instruction

7. University of Maryland, MarylandOnline, Quality Matters: Peer Course Review of Online Courses

8. Charles Graham, Kursat Cagiltay, Byung-Ro Lim, Joni Craner, Thomas M. Duffy, Seven Principles of Effective Teaching

9. Theodore C. Smith, Fifty-one Competencies for Online Instruction

10. VCCS Instructional Technology, Student Perspective: Distance Learning Best Practices

11. Karen Swan, Learning Effectiveness Online: What the Research Tells Us

12. Geo Learning, Courseware Evaluation Checklist

13. M. D. Roblyer, How Interactive are YOUR Distance Courses? A Rubric for Assessment Interaction in Distance Learning

14. Clayton R. Wright, Criteria for Evaluating the Quality of Online Courses
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APPENDIX C

Selection Criteria for Expert Validators Based on Qualifications

Importance Qualification criteria

High Ten years of instructional design experience

Medium Responsible for ensuring quality for online programs

High At least 3 years of designing or managing online higher education within the last 5 years

Medium Experience in online education as an instructor

Low Experience in online education as a participant

High Doctoral degree in instructional design or related field
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APPENDIX D

Selection Criteria for Expert Evaluators Based on Qualifications

Importance Qualification criteria

High 5 years of instructional design experience

High At least 3 years of designing or managing online higher education within the last 5 years

Medium Experience in online education as an instructor or participant

High Master’s degree in instructional design or related field
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APPENDIX E

END-OF-COURSE SURVEY ITEMS AS INDICATORS OF STUDENT SATISFACTION

Capella University’s end-of-course survey instrument will be used to measure student

satisfaction. Those survey items that were not indicative of student satisfaction of the course

design were eliminated from the survey to reduce the risks that erroneous factors would

influence the student’s satisfaction with course quality. The following survey items were used as

the variables in the study as representative of student satisfaction.

Part I – Quality of Course Content and Sequence

Please rate your agreement to the following statements regarding the course content and structure using
the following response scale:

• SA = Strongly Agree
• A = Agree
• N = Neutral
• D = Disagree
• SD = Strongly Disagree

SA A N D SD

The course was well-organized and sequenced.

The discussion questions were relevant and engaging.

The learning objectives for each unit were relevant and appropriate.

The unit learning activities (e.g., case studies, group projects, lab
experiments, simulations, keeping journals, role-playing) supported the
learning objectives.

The course content provided relevant and useful knowledge.

The course content promoted relevant and useful skill development.

The contributions and interactions of other learners made this course an
enriching learning experience.

Part V – Overall Evaluation of Course Quality

Please rate your agreement to the following statements regarding the course as a whole using the
following response scale:
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• SA = Strongly Agree
• A = Agree
• N = Neutral
• D = Disagree
• SD = Strongly Disagree

How would you rate the course overall?

Excellent

Good

Satisfactory

Fair

Poor


