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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to select specific best practice indicators for
improving online course design based on the recent research findings shared
during and post COVID-19 pandemic. PRISMA guidelines were used during
the search process to identify qualifying studies. EbscoHost, Academic Search
Ultimate, Educational Research Information Center (ERIC), Google Scholar
and JSTOR were the six databases searched for selecting articles that met the
following criteria: a) written in Spanish or English, b) peer-reviewed studies
and indexed journals c) higher education level and d) online courses design
best practices. The database searches identified a total of fifteen relevant
studies. The findings of this study demonstrate four core indicators of online
course design: planning course alignment, using templates for framework
design, developing articulated connections and continuous cyclical review.
These essential indicators are critical for online course planning as they have
shown to be vital to student achievement, retention, and satisfaction.
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1. Introduction

Trends in higher education suggest that distance learning is the most rapidly growing sector,
in great part due to the COVID-19 pandemic. For this reason, online course design is a topic
of growing importance since inefficient online course design has been shown to result in poor
student achievement, low retention rates, and dissatisfied students (McMahon, 2021, Joosten
& Cusatis, 2019). While online course models are not a new phenomenon (Abdous, 2020),
the growth of online teaching experience over the past three years has broadened the amount
of research regarding effective online courses and positive student outcomes around the
world; therefore, creating a need for an updated review of the literature.

Distance education refers to learning where the participants are not required to be in the same
location but are dependent on either technology to engage in educational activities
synchronously or asynchronously (Traboulsi, 2008). Online course design is fundamental to
student success as it is the framework that connects the student at a distance to course
materials, recorded lectures, assignments, assessments, and collaboration with the instructor
and classmates (Fischer, et al., 2022). For this reason, educators creating online courses are
tasked to approach online course design from a different paradigm than traditional pedagogy.
The purpose of this study was to select specific best practice indicators for improving online
course design based on the recent research findings shared during and post-pandemic.

2. Methodology

PRISMA guidelines include a 27-item checklist to facilitate the clarity of systematic reviews
(UNC University Libraries, 2020). Following the PRISMA guidelines, six databases were
selected in this study. These databases were chosen because of their international scope and
alignment with topics in education and technology to answer the research question of what
current best practices in online course design are as identified during and after the pandemic.
Different keywords with combinations including higher education and online courses, best
practices, and distance learning were used during the search process.

Articles were selected using the following criteria: a) written in Spanish or English, b) peer-
reviewed studies and indexed journals c) higher education level and d) online courses design
best practices. The initial search yielded 928 matches. Through the identification process 274
studies were duplicated and therefore eliminated, 539 studies were ineligible due to not
meeting eligibility criteria, 67 studies were removed for other reasons such as not being a
research article. This resulted in 28 studies that were screened for eligibility, resulting in a
total of 15 international studies that met the selection criteria. Articles were initially
categorized according to the following dimensions: country of origin, purpose of the study,
data collection methodology and key findings. Studies referenced in the journal articles used
qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods research methodology. This international sample
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helps to minimize bias, as the results are not likely to be attributed to a specific geographic
location. The applied searches and results from each database are shown in Figure 1.

3. Results

Participating studies included asynchronous, synchronous learning and/or hybrid model
courses. Journal articles were chosen internationally and included Spain, Malaysia, Taiwan,
India, USA, Turkey, Jordan, and Sri Lanka. Eligible studies focused on the challenges with
transitioning from face to face learning to distance education, online course design
characteristics, online course instructional practices, student and faculty experiences and
perceptions of the online experience. The results revealed that effective online course design
frameworks are the principle requisite for positive student learning outcomes, which also
encouraged improved concentration and independence.

An emergent theme from this study has been the articulation that the shift to online learning
in higher education has been uncertain due to the lack of adequate design, planning &
development (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Oliviera, et al. 2021). These deficiencies were
attributed to a lack of clear institutional policies that clearly address their vision of the online
classroom (Haider & Al-Salman, 2020). Without a structure to follow, courses within the
same institution could be presented in a variety of organization patterns leading to confusion
among students. Student frustration with course design was correlated with poor learning
outcomes, and perceived lack of course quality, both of which lead to the reduction in course
effectiveness (Nambia, 2020; Bradley & Vigma, 2016).

Online course design is the organization of course content so that it aligns with student
learning outcomes resulting in effective learning. (Ceballos, 2018; McMahon, 2021; Sanga,
2019, Sandanayake, et al., 2021; Tamilarasan, et al., 2021). The contribution of this study is
to inform institutional policies, positively affecting future online course creation and
providing clearer guidelines for course creators to follow.

The first essential indicator in best practices for online course design was planning. Planning
begins with a needs analysis to choose a delivery model (synchronous, asynchronous, or
blended) suited to the content of the course & to the audience. Once established, the
determination of learning objectives can take place, which are then aligned with assessments
(McMahon, 2021). Objectives are defined to mark specific learning goals to be met as the
course progresses; course articulation refers to the transparency regarding the relationship
these individual objectives have among them and how they contribute to achievement of the
learning outcomes expressed at the onset of the course. LaForge (2022) found that improving
course organization, transparency, objective-assignment alignment and developing instructor
feedback opportunities, resulted in improved student retention, better learning outcomes and
higher student satisfaction. Providing clearly stated learning objectives and their
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interrelationship, facilitates students' understanding of what they should be learning is often
overlooked.

The lack of articulated course was another emergent theme uncovered within the literature.
The benefits of course articulation is that it results in manageable targets for students to
achieve (Hsu, et al., 2017). Nave (2020) found that student effort to persevere is aided by
dividing longer-term goals into short-term objectives. When class content is presented in
logical chunks of information, it promotes greater student concentration (Bao, 2020). Using
themes, lessons or modules presents learning outcomes by segmenting or chunking course
content, which aids in the next foundational indicator: course framework design.

Course framework design has been defined as the organization and presentation of course
materials. This type of organization requires the course structure to be clear and consistent
(Fischer, et al. 2022). At the institutional level, having a model further supports students'
abilities to navigate in different courses due to the use of a uniform model (Garcia-Penalvo,
2021, p.12; Oliveira, et al., 2021). Consistency can be implemented using a standard
framework in the form of module templates (Ralston-Berg & Braatz, 2021). Module
templates would support lesson structure transparency by having a clear and logical sequence
that is student friendly, consistent and intuitive for each module that is repeated throughout
the course. For example, each module would begin with the presentation of the objective and
how it fits within the course objectives, followed by required content materials, videos, texts,
practice activities, assignments, and end with a module evaluation. Intuitive design supports
the learner by predicting potential problems or needs a learner may encounter and designing
solutions to minimize these problems. In a study conducted by Fischer, et al. (2022), they
found course transparency in organization had significant positive effects on students’
independence, which is a required skill for student success in online courses.

Once planning and a design framework are in place, instructors should articulate content
connections to facilitate students' recognition of the importance of that unit or module in
meeting course objectives (Martin, et al, 2019). The connections between objectives and
learning outcomes should be explicitly expressed to students as a means of facilitating the
big picture image that students are creating as they progress (Sandanayake, et al, 2021;
Kharagpur, 2016). Nave (2020) found that students were more engaged when they
understood why they were learning the content, understanding its relevance in real-life
contexts. This was a motivator of efficient learning which reduced course abandonment rates.
Development of methods & materials will direct the student from the course objectives to
learning necessary content to achieve learning outcomes. Learner-content interaction,
learner-learner interaction and learner-teacher interactions are three areas of interaction to be
considered when developing course materials (Moore, 1989). Course materials can be in the
form of videos [screencasts & lecture recordings], audios, texts, animations, drawings &
graphics and more as new platforms and interactive technologies are being developed to
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support interaction with the content, instructor, and classmates. In distance education,
environments ideally there would be a balance among tasks that are done independently and
those that encourage collaborative learning for greater student interaction and persistence in
the course (Bilgic, et al., 2020; Garcia-Pefialvo, 2021).

Formative assessments can support students' self-reflection by acting as checkpoints for the
students' understanding of their progress. In the study conducted by Holzmann-Littig, et al.
(2023), students expressed that assessments motivated them to monitor their understanding
and maintain focus on the material. In terms of summative evaluations, rubrics provided
ahead of time add clarity of the instructors’ expectations. Additionally, Lorente-Ruiz, et al.
(2021) recommend identifying standard feedback strategies to increase student-teacher
communication that may increase participation. Students that receive frequent and specific
feedback tend to stay connected to the course (Nave, 2020). Communication, despite
distance, is facilitated when communication channels are explicitly expressed for students to
initiate contact with the instructor (LaForge, 2022; Hsu, Baldwin, & Ching, 2017).

Course review in its entirety is the final indicator found in the research for best practices in
online course design. During this stage, best practice includes identifying opportunities for
student feedback, guides for self-reflection and evaluation of the course after completion
(Nave, 2020). McMahon (2021) recommends creating a framework for self-assessment as
well as peer review processes to continue refining course quality. Once student and instructor
feedback have been reviewed, the instructor would return to the planning stage to enhance
identified areas of improvement. Ralston-Berg & Bratz (2021) recommend refining design
and course structure after each completion of the course. Prior experience has been the
greatest predictor of positive online teaching experience, thus supporting the importance of
a cycle of continuous improvement and growth (Marek, Chu & Wu, 2021). This final
indicator is crucial to the instructor’s professional development in online course design.
Ongoing evaluation and reflection could also inform institutional policies regarding the
production of quality online courses.

4. Conclusion

This systematic literature review has identified four essential indicators to improve online
course design, rooted in recent research of best practices in distance education. The following
indicators are (1) to plan aligned course objectives, (2) use module templates to facilitate
consistency and transparency within the design framework, (3) develop articulated
connections within the course to share with students regarding how the material is connected
within the course and its relevance to their future and (4) conduct continuous cyclical reviews
of the course after each completion to include feedback from the instructor and students. By
including these indicators, students are more likely to navigate efficiently for effective
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learning, participate in activities, and successfully complete the course thereby improving
student retention rates. However, if not included in online course design potential
consequences are lack of achievement of learning outcomes, disengagement, and course
desertion. Institutions and educators can use these findings to inform formal policies
regarding online course design. Based on each institution's particular needs, resulting policies
could in turn provide direction for relevant professional development topics for online course
instructors. While the focus of this study was on higher education online course design,
further research may consider differences in public versus private institutions. An online
course design model is crucial to student success, and by incorporating these fundamental
indicators, instructors are better equipped to support student achievement at a distance. This
study provides evidence to support standard indicators to be included in online course design
models and in decision-making relating to online course policies.

Identification of studies via databases and registers
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Figure 1. Details of selection of studies for review.

150



Jacelyn Smallwood Ramos

References

Adedoyin, O. B., & Soykan, E. (2020). Covid-19 pandemic and online learning: The
challenges and opportunities. Interactive Learning Environments. Advance online
publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2020.1813180

Abdous, M. H. (2020). Designing online courses as a team: a team-based approach model.
International Journal of Online Pedagogy and Course Design (IJJOPCD), 10(1), 61-73.

Bilgic, H. G. & Tuzun, H. (2020). Issues and Challenges with Web-Based Distance
Education Programs in Turkish Higher Education Institutes. Turkish Online Journal of
Distance Education, 21(1), 143-164. DOI: 10.17718/t0jde.690385

Ceballos Van Grieken, Angel (2018). Disefio y Creacién de un Curso en Linea Sobre
Licencias Creative Commons. Revista de Tecnologia de Informacién y Comunicacion en
Educacién, Volumen 12, No. 1, Enero—junio 2018. https://tinyurl.com/mwwn4sh2

Haider, A. S., & Al-Salman, S. (2020). COVID-19’S impact on the higher education system
in Jordan: advantages, challenges, and suggestions. Humanities & Social Sciences
Reviews, 8(4), 1418-1428.

Holzmann-Littig, C.; Jedlicska, N.; Wijnen-Meijer, M.; Liesche-Starnecker, F.; Schmidt-
Bése, K.; Renders, L.; Weimann, K.; Konukiewitz, B.; Schlegel, J. Design and Transition
of an Emergency E-Learning Pathology Course for Medical Students—Evaluation of a
Novel Course Concept. Eur. J. Investig. Health Psychol. Educ. 2023, 13, 112-129.
https://doi.org/10.3390/ ejihpe13010008.

Hsu, YC., Baldwin, S. & Ching, YH. Learning through Making and Maker Education.
TechTrends 61, 589-594 (2017). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-017-0172-6

Joosten, T., & Cusatis, R. (2019). A cross-institutional study of instructional characteristics
and student outcomes: Are quality indicators of online courses able to predict student
success? Online Learning, 23(4), 354-378. https://doi.org/10.24059/0lj.v23i4.1432

Kharagpur, K. (2016). Basic concepts in user interface design. https://tinyurl.com/2y6nzw9k

LaForge, C. (2022). Confessions of a (Former) Killer Course Using the QM Review Process
to Improve an Undergraduate Research Course. The quarterly Review of Distance
Education, Volume 23(1), pps. 23-39.

Nave, L. (2020). Universal Design for Learning: UDL in Online Environments: The WHY
of Learning. Journal of Developmental Education, Vol. 44, No. 1, pp. 30-31. Reich
College of Education, Appalachian State University.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/45381097.

Marek, M., Chiou, S., Wen-Chi, V. (2021). Teacher Experiences in Converting Classes to
Distance Learning in the COVID-19 Pandemic. International Journal of Distance
Education Technologies Volume 19, Issue 1. DOI: 10.4018/1JDET.20210101.0a3

McMahon, E. (2021). Designing Effective Online Courses: Exploring the Relationships
Amongst Online Teaching Self-efficacy, Professional Development, Online Teaching
Experience, and Reported Implementation of Effective Higher Education Online Course
Design Practices. The Interactive Journal of Global Leadership and Learning, 2(1).
https://doi.org/10.55354/2692-3394.1026.

Oliveira, G., Grenha Teixeira, J., Torres, A., & Morais, C. (2021). An exploratory study on
the emergency remote education experience of higher education students and teachers

151



A systematic review: foundations for online course design in higher education

during the COVID-19 pandemic. British Journal of Educational Technology, 52, 1357—
1376. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.13112

Ralston-Berg, P., & Braatz, H. (2021). Online Course Design Structure and Interface. New
Directions for Adult and Continuing Education, 15-33.
https://doi.org/10.1002/ace.20411.

Tamilarasan, P.; Vijayakumar, S.; Anupama, C. (2021). Addie Model of Instructional Design
in an Online Course At Higher Education. Turkish Online Journal of Qualitative Inquiry
(TOJQI) Volume 12, Issue 6, pgs.8394 -8401. UNC University Libraries (2023, April
20). Systematic Reviews: Step 8: Write the Review.
https://guides.lib.unc.edu/systematic-reviews/write#s-1g-box-28834069.

152



