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Blazer Online Learning Design Standards
These course design and review standards are provided to help instructors build or revise online courses to be as effective as possible. Academic units at UAB should use the standards however works best for the unit. They may, for example, encourage use of the standards by those designing or revising courses but not implement a review process. They may also add components to the BOLD Standards that are appropriate for the unit. 
The BOLD Standards include three resources.
1. This document provides descriptions of each course design standard and its associated criteria, along with a suggested process for reviewing an online course using the BOLD Standards. 
2. A rubric for use in review of courses can be found on our BOLD webpage.
3. The BOLD resource course in Canvas provides examples, information, and further reading for each standard’s criteria. Links to the criteria are provided in this document.
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[bookmark: _Toc244588966][bookmark: _Toc244589003]Course Design Standards
While there is plenty of room for innovation, creativity, and academic freedom when building online and hybrid college courses, there is compelling evidence that certain elements of a course provide a foundation for keeping students engaged and learning. Some of these elements reduce unnecessary cognitive load by helping students negotiate course content and the online platform. Others are related to pedagogical practices that improve engagement and learning. The following standards should be considered when building or revising an online course. Each standard’s criteria are linked to pages in the BOLD resource course in Canvas with more information, examples, and further reading. 
[bookmark: _Toc244588967][bookmark: _Toc244589004]Structure 
The course has a clear and consistent structure. [bookmark: _Toc226970469][bookmark: _Toc227133408][bookmark: _Toc244588968]Why this is important
Lack of a predictable and intuitive structure means students waste time locating the content they need, and the additional cognitive load reduces time on task. Difficulty in navigating a course also contributes to reduced motivation.

[bookmark: _Toc244588969][bookmark: _Toc244589005]Review Criteria
1. Course is easy and intuitive to navigate with a predictable structure from section to section
2. Course is chunked into meaningful units
3. Course is paced to address workload and cognitive load
4. All links and embedded videos work
5. Course navigation includes only items being used
6. No spelling and grammatical errors are present
7. The gradebook and grading scheme are set up and match the syllabus and assignments
[bookmark: _Toc217370309][bookmark: _Toc217295083][bookmark: _Toc217372786][bookmark: _Toc244588970][bookmark: _Toc244589006]Clarity
There is clarity in instructions and expectations for the course. [bookmark: _Toc226970471][bookmark: _Toc227133410][bookmark: _Toc244588971]Why this is important
Because online courses happen asynchronously for the most part, students cannot get immediate answers when directions are not clear to them. Lack of clarity can thwart students’ planned time to work on course material, and of course, lead to incorrectly completed assignments. Everything from the course overview to specific assignments should be as clear as possible to minimize these errors.

[bookmark: _Toc244588972][bookmark: _Toc244589007]Review Criteria
1. How to get started, the course purpose, and the course structure are explained at the beginning of the course 
2. Learning objectives for the course and modules are clear and measurable
3. Module introductions and instructions are clear and consistent from module to module
4. Naming conventions are consistent
5. Assessment and assignment instructions are clear and understandable
6. Instructions (or expectations) for peer interaction and other course activities are clear
[bookmark: _Toc217372788][bookmark: _Toc217295084][bookmark: _Toc217370310][bookmark: _Toc244588973][bookmark: _Toc244589008]Social Presence
The course includes purposeful opportunities for person-to-person interaction to aid in the construction of knowledge and engagement. [bookmark: _Toc226970473][bookmark: _Toc227133412][bookmark: _Toc244588974]Why this is important
A plethora of research suggests that interacting with others is an important component of the learning process. Social learning theory suggests that students learn from each other in ways they sometimes do not from instructors. Social connections also keep students engaged with a course. This is particularly important to cultivate in an online course because of the nature of the asynchronous, virtual relationships. It is also important for students to have a sense that the instructor knows them and is concerned about their learning and success.

[bookmark: _Toc244588975][bookmark: _Toc244589009]Review Criteria
1. The course includes an instructor introduction
2. There are planned opportunities for instructor presence
3. There are planned opportunities for student-to-student interaction
[bookmark: _Toc244588976][bookmark: _Toc244589010][bookmark: _Toc217295085]Assessment 
Assessments are thoughtfully created to align with learning objectives and instructional strategies.[bookmark: _Toc226970475][bookmark: _Toc227133414][bookmark: _Toc244588977]Why this is important
Assessments should clearly assess what students are told is important in a course. Without this alignment, instructors do not know for sure if a student has mastered course content. Lack of alignment can also frustrate students when they see that they are assessed on objectives that were not described or are not assessed in a way that matches the stated learning objectives.

[bookmark: _Toc244588978][bookmark: _Toc244589011]Review Criteria
1. Assessments are aligned to learning objectives 
2. Authentic assessments are used when possible
3. Multiple types of assessments are used
4. Grading for assessments is clear and transparent
5. Students are allowed choice in assessment when appropriate
[bookmark: _Toc244588979][bookmark: _Toc244589012][bookmark: _Toc217295086][bookmark: _Toc217370312][bookmark: _Toc217372792]Instructional Strategies 
Instructional strategies are designed in ways that engage students and meet the course learning objectives.[bookmark: _Toc226970477][bookmark: _Toc227133416][bookmark: _Toc244588980]Why this is important
Courses are designed in ways to not merely deliver content but to keep students interested and engaged and to provide robust ways of mastering course content. Lack of intentional efforts to ensure learning can result in student failure. This is especially important in online courses because instructors do not get real-time feedback the way those in face-to-face courses do.

[bookmark: _Toc244588981][bookmark: _Toc244589013]Review Criteria
1. Instructional strategies align with learning objectives and assessments
2. Active learning is incorporated throughout the course
3. Formative feedback is incorporated throughout the course
4. Multiple means of presenting instructional materials are available
5. Technology is appropriate for the course 
6. Multiple perspectives on topics are offered when appropriate 
[bookmark: _Toc217295087][bookmark: _Toc217370313][bookmark: _Toc217372794][bookmark: _Toc244588982][bookmark: _Toc244589014]Interest and Value 
The course is designed to enhance student interest in and value of course content. [bookmark: _Toc226970479][bookmark: _Toc227133418][bookmark: _Toc244588983]Why this is important
Students can easily see a course as just a step to complete toward program completion. A lack of interest in course content not only affects motivation but learning as well. A well-built course finds ways to convey to students the value of what they are learning and generate interest in the course and individual topics.

[bookmark: _Toc244588984][bookmark: _Toc244589015]Review Criteria
1. Course includes an introduction that conveys the value or relevance of the course and/or creates interest in course content
2. The interest/value of each module or unit is communicated
3. Assignments create interest and value 
[bookmark: _Toc244588985][bookmark: _Toc244589016]Compliance
The course conforms to regulatory and university requirements.[bookmark: _Toc226970481][bookmark: _Toc227133420][bookmark: _Toc244588986]Why this is important
Online courses, even more than campus courses, have legal regulations and university requirements that must be followed to avoid regulatory consequences, as well as to benefit students.

[bookmark: _Toc244588987][bookmark: _Toc244589017]Review Criteria
1. A syllabus is included with the required components
2. Content meets accessibility standards
3. Content follows copyright best practices
4. Students are notified up front of required technologies for the course, and are provided with clear instructions and support options for using the technologies
5. Only UAB-approved technology is used
[bookmark: _Toc244588988][bookmark: _Toc244589018]Conducting Course Reviews
Having “extra eyes” on the design of an online course can help reveal blind spots for an instructor as well as highlight areas where improvements can be made. It also provides a way for an academic unit to ensure their online offerings meet a standard of quality for their students. 
Use the separate BOLD Standards Review Rubric when conducting a review of online courses. The rubric provides a way to evaluate and record feedback for each standard and the associated criteria.
It is up to each academic unit to decide if the review will be used to simply provide formative feedback to the instructor or if the course will be required to meet minimum standards for the course to be offered. 
[bookmark: _Ref232080377][bookmark: _Toc244588989][bookmark: _Toc244589019]Preparing to Have Your Course Reviewed
Whether a review of your course by these design standards is required in your department or a completely voluntary endeavor to help you improve the quality of your course, there are a few things to consider before submitting your course to be reviewed.
First, review the BOLD Review Rubric to consider how you can help reviewers understand how you have addressed some standards and where to find certain elements of your course. For instance, for the authentic assessment criteria, provide details in the relevant Instructor Comments section of the rubric about where such assessments can be found and even link to them in your Canvas course.
In the same place in the rubric, you may also explain how you approached the standard in the course to help reviewers better understand your design. For instance, if you have determined that your course needed a lot of student-to-student interaction to be effective, explain your rationale and the effort you put into developing those activities. Likewise, if you choose not to use much student-to-student interaction in the course, explain that reasoning here so reviewers can consider if your lack of student-to-student interaction makes sense to them.
[bookmark: _Toc244588990][bookmark: _Toc244589020]Review Teams
For reviews that are for feedback only, a single reviewer may provide useful formative feedback. For a more formal review where a course is required to meet standards, it may be beneficial to have a team of three reviewers, two from the discipline of the course and a third from a related discipline or just someone whose expertise is coveted. This approach provides feedback from within the discipline as well as an outside perspective that might better reflect students’ experience with novel material. Reviewers should be well versed in the nature of quality online courses and the rubric, though it is up to each unit to determine who is qualified to participate as a reviewer. 
[bookmark: _Toc244588991][bookmark: _Toc244589021]Optional Pre-Review Meeting
After the rubric has been completed by the instructor, an optional pre-review meeting can be scheduled. In this meeting, reviewers should look over the rubric, reading the instructor’s explanations for each standard and asking for clarification as needed. 
This is also a chance for the instructor to explain what they were hoping to accomplish with the course such as gamifying it, making it more rigorous, or injecting more real-world application. While such goals will not necessarily be formally evaluated with the rubric, reviewers can provide feedback on those aspirations that might help the instructor improve the course. In some cases, it may be necessary for the instructor to think through this initial feedback on their own and resubmit the rubric later.
[bookmark: _Toc244588992][bookmark: _Toc244589022]Evaluating the Standards
An online course that is well designed will meet all the standards in most cases. A reviewer’s task is to determine where a course fails to meet standards so that the course can be improved. The BOLD Review Rubric is designed to be simple and straightforward. Each criterion of each standard is deemed to be: Not Met, Partially Met, or Met.
If the review is being used as a measure of minimum quality, every criterion must be judged as having been met to be considered “passing.” When a criterion is not assessed as having been met, reviewers should provide concrete feedback about their assessment. This is especially important for the “partially met” category as this conveys that there is some evidence of the criterion but not enough to judge it as being met. The reviewer should explain what exactly the weaknesses are, and specific suggestions for improvement, if they have them. If a criterion is not met, but the instructor’s explanation for why they omitted that criterion seems satisfactory, then a reviewer should rate the criterion as “not applicable.” However, try to use this rating sparingly since the listed criteria are best practices. 
When asked to review a course, either for formative feedback or to assess its quality for formal approval, reviewers should strive for integrity in the process. Although it may feel uncomfortable to constructively criticize a colleague’s course when one’s own courses are not perfect, thoughtful, honest reviews are the only ones that will be useful.
Reviewers will be provided access to the course and should complete their review independent of any other reviewers. Reviewers are encouraged to spread out the review over a few weeks in order to conduct a thorough review and to allow time to contact the instructor for clarification if needed. Depending on the goals of the review, reviewers may submit their completed rubrics to the instructor or a unit representative, or may meet with the instructor after submitting the rubric to discuss their feedback.  
[bookmark: _Toc244588993][bookmark: _Toc244589023]Optional Post-Review Meeting
While instructors will have the written course review feedback, it can be useful to have a post-review meeting where reviewers can discuss their feedback with instructors, brainstorm solutions to noted issues, and even provide the instructor the opportunity to share their perspective on their reviewer’s feedback. 
If units require course reviews, the decision to require pre- and/or post-review meetings should be clearly established ahead of time to ensure the process is the same for all course reviews and to eliminate any confusion. 
[bookmark: _Toc244588994][bookmark: _Toc244589024]
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   Structure


The course has a clear and consistent structure.


   Clarity


There is clarity in instructions and expectations for the course.


   Social Presence


   Assessment


   Instructional Strategies


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


   Compliance


   Interest and Value


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


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


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


The course conforms to regulatory and university requirements.
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