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Quality Improvement in Online Course Development

Igniting the Online Teaching Team

Tara Spalla King, PhD, Jami M. Nininger, MSN

Online courses and programs in higher education, including
nursing education, continue to multiply exponentially in the
United States. In order to meet accreditation standards and
build internal standards of quality in online course delivery,
nursing administrators and faculty must keep abreast of evi-
dence and best practice in online course design. Awareness
and adoption of online standards of excellence may be a
departure from standard operating procedure with faculty
adept at creating face-to-face courses and mavericks self-
taught in online course development. The Plan-Do-Study-Act
process for improvement is a viable and scalable method
to achieve national certification of online course quality, im-
proving ability to compete in a dynamic online education en-
vironment. Considerations of infrastructure and multiple
stakeholder groups are critical to successful implementa-
tion. The case of one nursing program that used faculty devel-
opment, team building, and continuous quality improvement
to successfully reach national online quality benchmarks is
presented.

KEY WORDS: Online course alignment, Online faculty
development, Online peer review, Online quality
improvement, Quality matters

n 2015, the number of students enrolled in distance ed-
ucation courses surpassed 6 million." Further, in nurs-
ing education, the majority of nursing programs in
the country from baccalaureate through doctoral level
offer a percentage of their programs via distance edu-
cation.” Regional accreditors, such as the Higher Learning
Commission and the Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools Commission on Colleges, publish expectations of
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quality in online course offerings.”* Therefore, the onus is
on the nursing program to develop continuous quality im-
provement activity around distance education offerings to
meet accreditation standards. The Plan-Do-Study-Act
(PDSA) quality improvement cycle undertaken at one pri-
vate, religious, single-purpose nursing college in the Mid-
west which sought to offer quality online programming in
an RN-BSN completion program is presented.

ASSESSMENT: INFRASTRUCTURE, LEARNING
MANAGEMENT SYSTEM, SKILLS, AND READINESS
OF FACULTY

Assessing readiness of the institution is paramount when pre-
paring for delivery of online programs. Briefly, support from
the highest levels of administration is required with infra-
structure as the foundational step. This includes adequate
wiring, sufficient and dedicated Internet access with firewalls
appropriate for higher education, and hardware robust enough
to run multiple Web browsers, and current and engaging soft-
ware. Available hardware and technologies must also be
diverse and ensure the ability to test access, coursework
and troubleshoot student and faculty issues. Thus, desktop
and various mobile devices should be available for online
course development.

Infrastructure also includes support for faculty and stu-
dents. Institutional investment in positions and resources that
offer technical assistance, technology expertise, and customer
service 1s essential to the provision of high-quality online pro-
grams. Instructional designer expertise and onsite information
technology (I'T) support personnel serve as valuable resources
for faculty for course design and technology integration. Fur-
ther, customer support considerations for learners must ex-
tend beyond typical business hours, thus ensuring access to
resources 24 hours a day, 7 days a week throughout the
academic year.

Administrator Support and Faculty Readiness

The impact of human capital in building a high-quality online
program cannot be underestimated. This begins with an ad-
ministrator who will lead online endeavors and has direct
responsibility for the development of the program and the
faculty who will implement it. The administrator must have
enough experience to understand the landscape of online
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education, including regulatory standards, current issues,
trends, and innovations. News headlines are replete with ex-
amples of poor completion rates,” nonadherence to national
standards,” and academic misconduct” ¥ in online education.

When online education was first developed, faculty learned
by doing, by trial and error. Over time, faculty and other com-
munities of interest developed organizations dedicated to qual-
ity in online education. Some examples in the United States
include the Online Learning Consortium,'” formerly Sloan
Consortium, established in 1998, and Quality Matters
(QM),"! established in 2003. The International Council for
Open and Distance Education, founded in 1938,'* pub-
lished a report on quality in online and open education.'?
Research has been amassed, both nationally and interna-
tionally, to develop a body of knowledge related to quality
in online education. There is still work to be done, as tech-
nology and the way students consume higher education
constantly change.

Faculty Development

It 1s difficult to overestimate the importance of faculty devel-
opment in online pedagogy; many teach as they have been
taught.'* Both administrators and faculty must ensure com-
petence in this teaching modality to benefit faculty and stu-
dents.”” Faculty development and competence in online
pedagogical practices are related to retention and satisfac-
tion for both faculty and students. Faculty competence 1s of
particular importance, since faculty performance is related
to student satisfaction'® and the achievement of “indicators

of quality such as student success, student improvement
over time, and student application of knowledge to the
professional role.”!”®

In this institution, very few faculty had ever taught a fully on-
line course, and even fewer had any formal training in online
pedagogy, as is typically the case.' Thus, a series of four re-
quired online learning modules was developed to prepare fac-
ulty to teach online: (1) introduction to online teaching and
learning, (2) best practices in online teaching, (3) the ins and
outs of the learning management system (LMS), and (4) man-
agement of online teaching (Table 1). Faculty were placed in
the role of online student and were to engage in course content
and assignment activities. Course content included current
literature, research, Web sites, and videos. The modules were
built in an online course shell following the QM Higher
Education Rubric Standards,'" paying particular attention
to alignment among module level objectives, course content,
assignments, and assessments. Implementation of the modules

followed best practice™'®

and was an opportunity to
mentor faculty and model faculty engagement and behavior
in an online classroom, both important for faculty development.'”
Faculty feedback and requests for additional information
were instrumental in subsequent revisions to the online learning
modules; they were customized to the prior experiences and
skill level of the faculty.

Succession planning for online faculty was carried out
through the formalized mentoring program. New faculty com-
pleted the structured orientation training program and were

Table 1. Modules and Associated Module-Level Learning Objectives

1. Introduction to Online

. Identify quality in online education

. Recognize the history, organizational structure, and distinctiveness of the institution

a

Teaching and Learning b. Choose teaching and learning resources for use in the online classroom
c
d

. Recognize personal learning style and preferences and how interplay with students' personal learning styles and
preferences may impact teaching and learning

2. Best Practices in Online
Teaching

3. The Ins and Outs of the
Learning Management
System

O T 20T

be continued in Module 4)

List necessary institutional support for faculty in the provision of providing quality in online education

. Describe best practice in online education

. Combine the concepts of community, motivation, and inclusion as an instructor in the online learning environment
. Describe personal philosophy of nursing education

Discriminate among different quality indicators in providing online education

lllustrate how to communicate with students in an online environment, using appropriate Netiquette

. Demonstrate how to manage instructor functions in the LMS, including management of the discussion board (to

. Show how to provide feedback and grade MS Word documents using track changes

4. Management of Online
Teaching
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. Describe how to obtain technical help
. Identify supports available to students

. Explain how online faculty performance is evaluated

Demonstrate various methods of communication with students and staff, including: email, Google Chat, Google
Talk, and Google Docs

Demonstrate how to manage instructor functions in the LMS (continued from Module 3)

. Demonstrate how to use Adobe Acrobat Pro to record audio comments for student feedback

. Discuss the application of a single QM rubric standard in a course
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then paired with seasoned online faculty for the first year of on-
line teaching. The process of mentoring builds competencies in
online pedagogy for junior faculty.

Learning Management System

It was necessary to replace the previous LMS as it lagged
behind competitors in interactive software for online teach-
ing. Further, it was managed locally, requiring extensive skill
from I'T staff, and involved disruptive downtime. Faculty and
students completed a survey to assess satisfaction with the cur-
rent LMS, including which features and functions were needed
and desired for effective online teaching and learning. A small
task force or selection committee representing different con-
stituent groups was established to select a new LMS with the
survey results in mind. The goal was a modern and robust
LMS that was cloud-based with high operability and reliabil-
ity to minimize local I'T management and drain, in addition
to offering scalability for growing programs. An open-source
option was considered due to its ability to integrate easily with
other educational software. Three top vendors were vetted
and their software tested as is often recommended®' based
on usability, scalability, features, interaction with learning
software, learning curve, mobile and user-friendliness, and
support for faculty and students. Ultimately, Canvas by
Instructure (Salt Lake City, UT), was selected as it was the
best match. Onsite faculty training was conducted with mul-
tiple sessions recorded for future reference.

INTRODUCTION TO QUALITY

Support from administration was instrumental in becoming
an institutional member in QM (Annapolis, MD), “an inter-
national nonprofit organization that provides the quality
standards, professional development, course and program
review, and certification for quality assurance in online
learning.”?*P**>) This provided access to a variety of
evidence-based resources for use in building online courses.
The QM staff were brought to campus to conduct an all-
day Applying the QM Rubric training session. It was an
opportunity for faculty to discover the depth and breadth of
considerations and actions necessary to offer high-quality
online programs. The interactive sessions were engaging
and built enthusiasm among the faculty. Further, the assis-
tant dean of distance education, instructional designer, and
an online faculty member completed the QM Higher Ed Peer
Reviewer course to conduct internal course reviews. Once this
was accomplished, the team of QM certified peer reviewers
developed an online course template with as many of the
QM standards as possible embedded. Highlighted instruc-
tions in the pages of the template offered guidance as courses
in the 14-course RN-BSN completion program were built by
faculty. For examples of items in the course template that re-
flect QM standards, see Table 2.
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Utilization of Online Faculty Committee Meetings for
Quality Improvement

Quality improvement was added as a standing item at
monthly faculty committee meetings as part of the strategic
plan for successful adoption. The team considered the criti-
cal questions of what they were trying to accomplish, how
they wanted to define when the change constituted an im-
provement in current processes, and deciding which changes
they wanted to make in a strategic and coordinated plan, the
plan phase of PDSA.”* One such example is the develop-
ment of an antiplagiarism checklist, required for every stu-
dent paper submission. This checklist was developed to
educate students at this level and as a regular and system-
atic approach to ensuring that their work was original and
provide cues when to cite others' work.

Another goal desired by online faculty was teaching stu-
dents to use references in professional writing, determining
that the current process had changed when students cited ref-
erences accurately. They collected data to determine these
continuous quality improvement activities, revised the
checklist as needed, and ultimately reduced omission of cita-
tions and improved accuracy in paraphrasing and use of di-
rect quotes. The checklist, when coupled with use of
commercial antiplagiarism software promotes professional
writing standards throughout the program, particularly
when students are given opportunity to learn from the
originality reports.

Another example of PDSA was the implementation of a
standardized grading rubric for papers. This resulted from
faculty discussion of inconsistencies in standards related to writ-
ten assignments. Faculty wished to teach students how to write
cogently to address whatever criteria were assigned. They de-
cided that the current process was changed when students
earned points on the grading rubric for competent writing.
Therefore, faculty brought articles, examples, and ideas to de-
velop a standardized, progressive, grading rubric that guided
students through required elements that developed skills in all
courses in the program. Again, they collected data and grades
for papers and compared them to previous data to demon-
strate continuous improvement in quality.

Faculty Meetings to Integrate Quality Matters Into
Online Courses

Administration and faculty found research articles related to
quality in online education** to provide background for the discus-
sion. Faculty led the discussion as each of the eight standards of
OM was presented with examples from actual courses in which
faculty had implemented it well. Question and answer ses-
sions followed with discussion that challenged assumptions
and previous practices. Faculty had opportunity to showcase
their efforts and to learn from one another's best practices, as
well as to sustain enthusiasm and momentum for the
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initiative. This type of professional development and assis-
tance, underscored and supported by administration, is an im-
portant factor in advancing teaching and learning, and can
improve quality both online and onsite.”” Recognizing fac-
ulty as a valuable stakeholder group was pivotal to support
for the additional time and effort to develop a quality online
program. Moreover, as faculty competence increased in
high-quality online course development and implementation,
they mentored one another and became a cohesive group
that felt safe enough to risk, experiment, and grow.

IMPLEMENTATION

It was evident that a stepwise approach to connect faculty
with relevant content related to online education quality
was critical. Thus, a planning meeting was held to establish
priorities and divide the content into manageable pieces.
The following list of topics was also cross-referenced with an-
nual goals and the systematic plan of evaluation: (1) support,
assess, and offer feedback to revise Online Faculty Orienta-
tion course; (2) support, assess, and offer feedback to revise
Online Faculty Mentoring program; (3) participate in imple-
mentation of QM Rubric for online courses; (4) uphold stan-
dards of state authorization by maintaining alignment of
online program design, implementation, and resources with
those identified within the Council of Regional Accrediting
Commissions guidelines (National Council for State Authori-
zation Reciprocity Agreement); (5) develop innovative strate-
gies to engage online learners; (6) support faculty in resolution
of online student issues; (7) maintain alighment with national
benchmarks and compliance with accrediting bodies related
on online education and (8) implement the assessment outcome
plan as related to the Online Council.

Enacting Team Vision for External Peer Review of

Online Courses

Moving the team's vision to reality required the cultivation of
team effectiveness with goals and strategies to catalyze
success. A foundation of respect, trust, and development
including evidence-based course design is also necessary
to facilitate problem solving, openness to feedback, and
team engagement.”®?” Early strategies involved team dis-
cussions about a proposed process of course reviews in-
formed by current literature. The emphasis was on dispelling
team fears surrounding colleague and administrative re-
view of their courses, offering assurance that the focus was
on continuous quality improvement.

Facilitating Collaborative Design

Collaborative course design to promote quality in online
learning is advocated in the literature.?® ** Design quality
using collaborative models is achieved through shared skills
and expertise.”® Moreover, collaborative design approaches

Volume 37 | Number 7

informed by evidence-based design standards and continuous
review facilitate sustainable quality.*'*?

Using the QM Higher Education design standards facilitated
the team's approach to course review and revision.*® Collab-
oration was fostered by early conversations that clarified
team member expectations and established the foundation
of a shared vision. These conversations also served to culti-
vate trust among the team as respect, openness to ideas, and
a unity in underlying teaching philosophies were established.”*

Promoting Alignment of Course Components

Initial steps for course design aligned with evidence-based
design standards began by ensuring that all courses dem-
onstrated alignment in their various components. First,
alignment of course objectives with module objectives,
learning resources, learning activities, and course assess-
ments was reviewed by a team peer reviewer in collabora-
tion with each relevant course faculty member. A matrix
was established to demonstrate where alignment was
achieved and identify areas for improvement.

Second, another team faculty member collaborated with
all course faculty to review the alignment of course com-
ponents with professional accreditation standards. This
stepwise collaborative internal review established shared re-
sponsibility to strengthen alignhment across course compo-
nents foundational to quality course design.** Moreover,
the collaborative review ensured that course activities and as-
sessments demonstrated achievement of learner outcomes
that align with required professional accreditor standards.

Tools to Encourage Course Revision

Although alignment informs overall course development
and design, alignment alone does not promote online course
design quality. That requires creativity, innovation, and a re-
thinking of pedagogical strategies that best fit the online
classroom.*? To support this endeavor, faculty share online
teaching strategies at monthly meetings and discuss the asso-
ciated strengths and challenges. Additional discussions about
pedagogical/andragogical practices are informed by a re-
view of literature. Further support of team development
relating to course design and implementation strategies
is achieved through a team resource site/course shell
housed in the LMS that hosts tools, templates, and sup-
porting literature, all aligned with evidence-based design
standards. Course design templates target QM Higher
Education course design elements that faculty have identi-
fied as challenging; they assist faculty in integrating elements
that meet all required aspects of identified design standards.

CREATING OPPORTUNITY FOR EARLY SUCCESS

Support processes, resources, and peer review were designed
to build trust and empowerment among the team.** Early
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adopters of technology and supporters of the initiative to
achieve course QM certification were recruited as cham-
pions in the early phases of course redesign. Peer assistance
and the use of design tools and templates facilitated course rede-
sign; this also promoted team buy-in for the strategic initiative.

A stepwise approach to course review was critical to early
success. Essential peer review encompassed the first 2 months
of course redesign work, as the alignment of course objec-
tives with module objectives, learning resources and activi-
ties, and assessment of learning provide the foundation on
which the course is designed and developed.*® Then, peer
reviewers and course faculty collaborated with the QM coor-
dinator (QMC) to revise identified course components to
achieve alignment. Following this step, champions were iden-
tified and worked with the QMC and peer reviewers for
further course redesign in alignment with the QM Higher
Education standards.

Course revision was informed by two types of course re-
view: (1) self-review utilizing the QM Self-assessment Tool
and (2) internal peer review. As a final check before official cer-
tification review, the institution's QMC: reviewed courses for
alignment with the QM Rubric standards.” Feedback
from the QMO review led to final course revisions, establish-
ing likelihood that the course would meet the QM Rubric
standards upon official external review. Official certification
successes were celebrated across the organization to ac-
knowledge the work of faculty, cultivate engagement among
team members, and build enthusiasm in the college commu-
nity and other stakeholder groups.

The goal for the team was to achieve official QM certifi-
cation for at least one course in the program by the end of
the 2016-2017 academic year. The first course was re-
viewed and certified in April 2017. From the internal and ex-
ternal review process, the team developed design templates
and tools that assisted other faculty in subsequent redesign.
Faculty whose courses were certified then assisted their peers
in the redesign process. The team has established an effective
strategy involving collaboration and internal review to ensure
courses are efficiently redesigned and ready for official
OM review.

KEEPING THE ONLINE QUALITY IMPROVEMENT
VISION ALIVE

A shared vision among the team remains alive when it is woven
into the day-to-day functioning of an organization.”* Concepts
and benefit of evidence-based course design on program qual-
ity and student success became part of regular team communi-
cations. For example, inclusion of a librarian to lead journal
club discussions targeting articles with evidence-based design
elements, QM certification, and course readiness progress
became standing agenda items at monthly meetings. Edu-
cational strategies, including articles, videos, technology tools,
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and templates, were distributed and made available in an
online faculty resource site, a course shell in the LMS. Regular
communications about QM professional development op-
portunities were distributed via email. Additionally, the
review of course evaluation data and resulting course revi-
sions were communicated to champion alignment with
relevant QM standards. Establishing a lens of continuous
quality improvement using evidence-based course design
standards inspired a team culture that focuses on quality stan-
dards and the shared vision.

OUTCOMES AND NEXT STEPS

To date, 12 of 14 courses in the Online RN-BSN Comple-
tion Program have been submitted to QM for external peer
review. Of the 12 courses submitted, 100% have achieved
QM certification. The team's goal is to have the entire pro-
gram QM certified by the end of summer 2019, demonstrat-
ing a commitment to national standards of quality and
excellence in online education. The ultimate goal is to con-
tinue to build a learning culture in which continuous quality
improvement remains part of the fabric of the team.

Following the mitiative of aligning courses to evidence-
based standards, and as part of the PDSA process, study of
student course evaluations (93.4% response rate, 357/382)
revealed positive outcomes related to course redesign. Re-
sponses were optional; thus, not all items were addressed on
every course evaluation. The majority of responses agreed
or strongly agreed that course expectations were clearly iden-
tified (95.2%, n = 320), evaluation methods within the course
were consistent with the objectives of the course (97.3%,
n = 327), learning activities facilitated learning that aligned
with course objectives (98%, n = 350), and courses were well
organized and provided instructions that made it easy to nav-
igate (95.1%, n = 292). Overall, 95% (n = 319) of learners
agreed or strongly agreed that they would recommend the on-
line courses to others.

The impact of the team's quality mnitiative extended be-
yond course certifications. The initiative has driven a higher
commitment to standards of quality for online teaching. For
example, all faculty who wish to teach through online or
blended platforms are required to complete the orientation
to online teaching course provided by the institution. Addi-
tionally, there is institutional support for new faculty to at-
tend the Applying the QM Rubric course offered by QM.
Further, faculty scholarship activity around quality initia-
tives in online nursing education is increasing.

The structure and process for quality design and imple-
mentation have proven to be scalable and now extend beyond
the RN-BSN program. Evidence-based course development
and quality improvement processes are now being utilized
with courses in other programs of the organization that offer
online and hybrid courses. Although the process of change
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has been incremental, the stability that the evidence-based
standards provide to the quality of the online implementation
across programs has been critical.

As online course and program proliferation continues,
nursing administrators and faculty must remain vigilant
regarding continuous quality improvement activity to achieve
high-quality online education. The PDSA process presented
here 1s one viable method of achieving this aim.
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