Designing Online Course Components
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Following are some tips and guidelines for instructors who are planning to incorporate online course management tools such as Nicenet, Blackboard, or WebCT in their courses.

Navigation and Usability

You will want to make a master plan and consider the “look” of the content for your course ahead of time, just as you would in publishing a traditional print-based class packet or academic text. Some people find that creating a storyboard, mind map or outline for this helpful.

It is important to make your course materials as “transparent” as possible to the user. The more difficult (at a conscious or unconscious level) that it is for the user to “figure out” where things are and what s/he is supposed to do with the materials, the more frustrated and disinclined to participate s/he will be. Less time on task and more barriers to resources or the learning process mean lower learning outcomes (and lower class evaluations). Some tips and “food for thought’ follow.


· Use folders to organize your class content by topic and/or by week.

· Arrange folders in chronological or hierarchical order.

· Label your folders and documents with consistent titles and case for better navigation and readability.

· Use the same folder constructs and titling system across all sections of your course (discussion tools, course documents, assignments, readings, quizzes, external links, etc.).

· Turn off tools and sections that you will not use as part of the course. It’s better to have a few tools and tasks that are meaningful and aligned well with course content, than a lot of tools that have no value or real function. 

Confusing set of folders and titles:

Clear set of folders and titles:



Say Hello
Week One Discussion
Put assignment here
Week 2 Discussion

Week 1: Introductions
Week 1: Group Assignment, Culture and Conventions 
Week 2: Group Assignment, Learning Styles

Week 2: Reaction to Readings and Class Lecture

Leading by Example

It is important to set clear expectations and model the kind of contributions through your coursesite that you want to see from your students.

· Spellcheck and grammar-check your work. (You would not submit sloppy writing to a journal or textbook publisher.)


· Set clear guidelines for grading. Are discussion contributions optional or required? How do they fit into your overall grading scheme? What constitutes an acceptable vs. unacceptable contribution?


· Be clear from the beginning on start and stop dates for online discussions and tasks. Are some or all of them open-ended, or do they


· Solicit student feedback at several points throughout the course in order to determine what’s working well and what’s not, and why. Make adjustments and incorporate reasonable suggestions as you are able.


· Stick to deadlines that you set for students. Stick to deadlines for giving feedback that you set for instructors, too. This shows you take the course, the time they have spent and their work seriously.


· Respond in a timely fashion to email and questions on the discussion board. Online communication tools do not run themselves. They require careful moderation and guidance.
 

· Cite resources and references with author name(s), web site or print reference information, and date/location accessed.

Common Sense Tips
· Keep copies of your course materials on a separate computer at home or work so you can easily replace them if they somehow disappear or become corrupted.


· Send students regular reminder notes with clear subject lines and information, and/or post announcements on class business (quizzes, assignments due, etc.).
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