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ABSTRACT

The second article in a three-part series discusses how to deliver a distance education online course by i) assuring understanding
of the learning platform, ii) developing a course model, iii) creating individual assignment rubrics for courses, iv) requiring active
participation from both instructor and students, and v) setting-up quality communication. This paper is a continuation of the first
paper whereby the history of distance learning, the positives and negatives of online learning, advantages and disadvantages of
online learning, and the initial considerations for establishing online courses.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Teaching and learning in a distance education modality is dif-
ferent than in a traditional on campus environment. Careful
planning, access to experts in technology, defining the type
of course to be delivered, and level of student experience will
determine how courses are developed. Part-one of the three-
part series discussed briefly the history of distance learning,
the positives and negatives of online learning, advantages
and disadvantages of online learning, and the initial consid-
erations for establishing online courses. This second article
continues a deeper discussion into how to deliver a distance
education online course by i) assuring understanding of the
learning platform, ii) developing a course model, iii) creat-
ing individual assignment rubrics for courses, iv) requiring
active participation from both instructor and students, and
v) setting-up quality communication (see Figure 1).

In order to deliver online education, one must know –and,
have a working understanding – of the learning platform in
their institutions. There are many types of online learning

platforms including –but not limited to– learning destination
sites, custom built platforms, and the traditional learning
management system. Learning destination sites allows a fac-
ulty to author, create, and develop a course then upload that
course to a larger user site for students to access. Learning
destination sites are typically contracted by the educational
institution. Diametric to learning destination sites are custom
built platforms where the university faculty –not an outside
entity–build all the technology needed for their course. When
building the technology, the end product is considered in-
cluding the overall pedagogy and the end user, for example
the student or learner. Somewhere in the middle of the afore-
mentioned platforms is the traditional learning management
system where an outside-the-university vendor provides a
basic template that allows faculty to develop online courses
by authoring, adding content, provide learner feedback, and
report grades.

After an extensive literature search using key words of e-
learning platforms, online learning platforms, learning man-
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agement systems, or any/all combination of aforementioned
searches, there was a dearth of information related to how the
different platforms performed. Or, which platform allowed a
better performance by students and faculty. Fundamentally,

regardless of the platform used, to deliver distance education
successfully, the faculty must have a working knowledge of
the learning platform.

Figure 1. Strategies for innovative teaching and learning outline

2. DEVELOPING A COURSE MODEL

College students are overwhelmed by a plethora of stressors
including social events, peer pressure, friendship develop-
ment.[1] Students report that a shift to online learning, due
to the pandemic, has resulted in increased anxiety and de-
pression.[2] To counter undo stressors, faculty should miti-
gate as many anxiety-provoking variables as possible when
developing online courses. Therefore, it is vital that de-
veloping a standard course model or template is essential
during course development. Within most platforms, there are
standard menu buttons – also-known-as buttons – in which
students can choose from including grades, announcements,
and lessons. Although some learning platforms come with
standard buttons such as home, grades, assignments, and dis-
cussions these buttons can also be changed and customized
according to faculty preference. Hara and King[3, 4] reported
student stress may be linked to the inability to find informa-
tion easily, missed due dates due to poor navigation paths
through course material.

A standard course arrangement may improve course naviga-
tion for students, faculty, department, and the overall insti-
tution. For example, rather than allowing individual faculty
options for button placement (grades, lessons), require all fac-
ulty to place the student buttons on the left-side of the screen.
Furthermore, organize the buttons in a manner that makes
sense to the student. Meaning, develop the course from the

perspective of the student. Anecdotally, the first action that
a student will do, when entering the course, is look for how
the course is set-up. In this case, the buttons “communi-
cate” where course information is located. It makes sense, to
have the buttons easily recognizable and identifiable. Table 1
provides suggestions on organization of important buttons,
what is located under each button, and how this can improve
students’ success.

3. INDIVIDUAL ASSIGNMENT RUBRICS
A rubric is a set of criteria or requirements used by faculty
when grading assignments. Students use the rubric to identify
expected outcomes of the assignment. Providing the assign-
ment rubric at the beginning of the class allows the student to
review and ask clarifying questions prior to the assignment
due date. The benefit students receive from using the same
instrument that faculty will eventually use when grading in-
dividual work is formative in nature.[5] Rubrics provide the
criteria established by the faculty for learning and grading
of the assignment. Rubrics may also present the goals for a
specific assignment and provides a place for faculty to give
feedback to students. Rubrics can also be used to evaluate a
students’ clinical performance when including specific types
of patients, clinical hours, practicing within legal boundaries,
and adhering to professional standards and guidelines.[6, 7]

At a minimum, a grading rubric should include the following:
1) performance criteria; 2) grading scale; and 3) indicators
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(UTA, 2017)[8] but using evidence-based research to develop
rubrics is a goal in delivering quality online learning.[9] Table

2 provides an example of a grading rubric for with criterion.

Table 1. Course organization
 

 

Organizing Menu Buttons Type of Content or Information Located Here How this Improves Students’ Success  

Welcome/Greeting 
Include a welcome or greeting – either in written or video 
format -- to the student, brief description of the course, 
and biographical information about yourself.   

This simulates that in-class warm 
welcoming atmosphere and introduces 
the faculty as an approachable person.   

Announcements  
Used to communicate important information. For 
example, a change in a due date or an assignment.  

Locating this button at the top of the 
page will enforce to students to look at 
announcements every time they log into 
the course.  

Syllabus and Course 
Calendar 

Syllabus should include necessary information including 
course rationale, descriptions, essentials, outcomes, and 
policies. Course calendar should include 
modules/lessons, assignments, and due dates/times. 
Note: Make all assignments due the same date/time 
during the week to reduce confusion for the students.  

The syllabus is the contract between the 
faculty and student. Providing the 
syllabus up front established the 
educator/student relationship. 
Assignments and due dates, located on 
the course calendar, sets expectations 
from beginning of course. Having 
assignments posted the first day of the 
course allows students to plan their 
semester accordingly.  

Modules/Lessons 
Course content including lectures, written material, 
accompanying documents, and assignments are located 
here.  

Providing one central location for all 
course material will lessen likelihood of 
missed information. Students will know 
exactly where to find course material.  

Grades 
Course grades are reported in this area. Feedback to 
learner –written or video comments – are also located in 
this area. 

Students will know where to find their 
individual assignment grades and 
overall course grades. Feedback on 
assignments may also be located here.  

Assignment Rubrics 

Include all assignment rubrics. Make rubrics narrow 
enough to guide a student to assignment requirements 
but broad enough to allow for creativity and knowledge 
understanding.  

Students will know expectations of 
assignments, point values, and 
assignment requirements.  

Student Success Tips 

Provide information that will lead to student success 
such as contact information to writing center, adding due 
date to their personal calendars, printing off syllabus, and 
checking course announcements daily.  

Faculty that communicate tips for 
student will have less questions 
throughout the semester.  

 

Another positive to adding rubrics to online learning plat-
forms is the convenience for faculty during the academic year.
Meaning, once rubrics are developed, they can be added to
the platform’s grade center area. Then, when grading, faculty
can simply click on the rating of the student, and the grade
will populate. This saves faculty time in writing narrative
feedback to the student. Also, it saves faculty time in having
to manually write a grade in the grade center area because
once the grading rubric is completed the grade automatically
populates.

4. ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
The more student-to-student or student-to-faculty engage-
ment implies a better experience for the student in an online

environment.[10] The focus of developing strong interpro-
fessional relationships is within the environment where the
relationships develop.[11] Imogene King, a nursing theo-
rist, understood that creating a safe environment allows for
growth and learning. Historically, Peplau (1988)[12] found
developing a strong relationship was essential to providing
quality patient care and the same strategy applies to inter-
professional relationships with students. Given that nursing
faculty have a similar educational relationship with their stu-
dents, it makes sense to develop active participation for both
student and faculty. This can be created in a variety of ways
including group projects (shared beliefs, values), discussion
boards, case studies, special projects (videos, presentations).
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Table 2. Rubric sample
 

 

Discussion Board Criteria Indicators/Ratings Points 

Initial post created with thoughtful answers related to the 
prompt and assignment.  

Excellent (20) 
Quality (18-19) 
Good (16-17) 
Fair (14-15) 
Needs Improvement (13 or < 13) 

20 

Response #1 is made to classmate with the required length. 
Response addresses the assignment requirement.  

Excellent (10) 
Quality (9) 
Good (8) 
Fair (7) 
Needs Improvement (6 or < 6) 

10 

Response #2 is made to classmate with the required length. 
Response addresses the assignment requirement. 

Excellent (10) 
Quality (9) 
Good (8) 
Fair (7) 
Needs Improvement (6 or < 6) 

10 

Response #3 is made to classmate with the required length. 
Response addresses the assignment requirement. 

Excellent (10) 
Quality (9) 
Good (8) 
Fair (7) 
Needs Improvement (6 or < 6) 

10 

 

Martin and Bolliger’s (2018)[13] study found students could
achieve greater satisfaction and motivation by simply im-
proving student engagement. Online distance programs may
leave students feeling isolated at times so it is important
for faculty to recognize this may occur but faculty have the
ability to reduce student isolation by creating assignments
which promote greater student interaction, use of videos for
introductions and assignment and online meeting/learning
platforms in real time. Martin and Bolliger’s[13] study found
greater student engagement and less feelings of isolation
when faculty used meet and greet introductions, collabora-
tive assignments, and a variety of communication strategies
to help students connect to each other. The most advanta-
geous strategies to assist faculty to engage with students were
grading rubrics, regular announcements and email reminders
for assignments.[13] Students also seek real world issues to
work on, meaningful assignments (apply to their work) and
assignments which are exciting and thought provoking.[13]

5. QUALITY COMMUNICATION

Lack of prompt feedback[3, 4] and poor communication[14] are
listed as frustrations from students when learning in an online
environment. Communication is an important aspect of the
student faculty relationship and poor communication may

result in student dissatisfaction with a course and program
of study.[13] It may be important to determine how students
want to communicate with each other and with faculty. Many
students today communicate through texting but might still
appreciate a personal phone call or a video real time or web
chat platforms. Faculty will need to be specific about where
important course communication is going to be located so
students know where to check for course updates and this is
a way for faculty to hold students accountable for specific
information.

6. CONCLUSION
The three-article series discusses strategies for innovative
teaching and learning. This second article focused on how
to deliver a distance online course. A working knowledge of
the learning platform, developing a standard course model,
creating rubrics, requiring active participation, and establish-
ing quality communication is all key to the success of the
online course. The third, and final article, in the series will
give practical tips on connecting students from a distance
including regular announcements, video conferencing, video
updates, scheduled phone calls, and office hours.
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