Benchmarking Quality Open
Distance eLearning Systems
Technology Help Enhanced
Learning
Policy
Planning
Development
Delegation
Communications
Teaching
Learning New Improvement
Threshold IT
Standards
for Online
Integration
Infrastructure
Learning Environments
Support Training Pedagogy
Draft 1.2
ICT Standards
Development
Staff Students Benchmarking
Quality
Systems
Distance
eLearning Help Technology
Systems Enhanced Learning
Policy ICT Planning Courses
Development
TEL
Open
Delegation Communications
Teaching
ACODE
Quality
Leading in Technology Enhanced Learning and Teaching

Correspondence
ACODE Secretariat
C/O Teaching and Learning Centre, University of Canberra, ACT 2601
Australia
Email: secretariat@acode.edu.au
Telephone: +61 (02) 6201 5176
Website: www.acode.edu.au
Version 1.2
© 2017 ACODE

Acknowledgements
Michael Sankey, Garry Allan, Zosh Pawlaczek, David Heath and Melissa Robinson from RMIT University and we
gratefully acknowledge their thought leadership in this area.

1
© 2017 ACODE

DRAFT – Threshold Standards for online learning environments
These standards apply to courses (read also unit, or subject) that have an online component associated
with them, as may be prescribed by institutional policy and/or law. They apply to sites in which course
related content is made available to students. This document will assist in developing course sites to ensure
that a level of consistency and quality is maintained in these teaching environments. Considering the wide
variety of online courses, a subset of these measures may be identified for short courses, international
cohorts, and other professional courses.
The checklist provided highlights ten key areas that may be addressed when providing a consistent quality
online experience for Students. Understanding the institutions may have different tolerance levels, these
measures are presented as a combination of ‘minimum’ and ‘desirable’. These measures can be used as
either as a mechanism to help a course leader develop their course environment, or as an aid to auditing a
course environment consistent with an institutional course review process.
It is incumbent upon teaching staff to ensure, at least, the ‘minimum’ standards provided here are present
prior to a course site being released to students. If in the case of auditing, this tool may be used to indicate
to what level a course meets these standards. Suggestions for improvement may also be provided in the
section provided.
This tool may also be used in conjunction with other tools such as institutional guidelines for good learning
and teaching practice, and/or university style guides for online courses.
1. Course design and course shells

8. Technology and online tools

9. Support for learning

2. Welome and course information

7. Learning activities, engagement
and alignment

10. Usability and WC3 complience

3. Orientation and getting started

6. Learning Resources

4. Learning outcomes / course
objectives

5. Assessment and Feedback

Legend
The following tables indicate if a standard is classified as ‘Minimum’ (M) or ‘desirable’ (D). There is then a
description of the standard, then an option to indicate ‘yes’ (Y) the course meets it, or that it ‘partially’ (P)
meets it, or ‘no’ (No) it doesn’t meet the standard. There is then the opportunity to make a comment about
this rating.

M/D

Content

Y/P/N Comment
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1.

Course Design and course shell

It is important for students to experience a level of consistency when they go from Course to Course during
their studies. Consistency does not mean sameness, but it does mean they do not have to relearn how to
use a course site when they transverse their various courses. To help staff with this, some institutions have
developed a Style Guide for online learning. This document should be consulted when developing your
online learning and teaching environments. These principles may also be demonstrated in Good Practice
Guides or exemplar LMS sites.

M/D Content
M
1.1

The course design conforms with the
institutions good practice guidelines,
consistent with institutional policy, or
procedures

M
1.2

The course conforms to the institution’s
design standards (style guide)

M
1.3

A course syllabus (study schedule / overview
/ plan) is populated, providing a logical
(step-wise) study path for students

M
1.4

Terminology used within the course is
consistent with other courses in the same
discipline and for core institutional services

M
1.5

A direct link is available to the approved,
current course guide and is positioned in the
agreed location (consistent across all
courses)

D
1.1

All resources are available from day 1 of the
course, or as directed by institutional policy
/ procedure

2.

Welcome and course information

Y/S/N Comment

A welcome message is usually separate from the orientation, getting started information, or course
syllabus, which all contain far more detailed information about the course expectations, learning
objectives, due dates, course policies, assignments and assessments, etc. (University of Wisconsin-Madison,
2017). A friendly and detailed welcome message will:
• help students become familiar with the instructor and the course;
• help ease any anxiousness about taking an online course;
• give students the feeling that you are accessible, approachable, and a real person;
• set the stage for continued, positive interactions between you and your online students, and
• save you time by not having to field multiple emails with questions from students.
3
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M/D Content
M
2.1

Getting started ‘announcement’, or
‘instructions’ are presented. Providing clear
guidance on how to engage in the course

D
2.1

A personal ‘Welcome’ message from the
course leader is present including a photo
and/or video welcome

3.

orientation and getting started

Y/S/N Comment

Although students have been expected to engage with online learning at tertiary level for quite some time,
crucial to that engagement is an appropriate orientation and induction to the environment. This includes
the skills they will need, the support that is available and to their fellow students; not only for the creation
of an online community but to hopefully improve student retention and success (Kelly, 2013).

M/D Content
M
3.1

The purpose (aim) of the course is made
clear to students, along with an explanation
as to how the course is structured to help
them achieve those aims

M
3.2

Staff contact details are provided for all
teaching staff in the course, explaining their
role in the course and their communication
expectations

M
3.3

It is made clear to students which staff
members are the best contact points for
them (e.g. for tutorial groups it is clear who
their contact is)

M
3.4

A reiteration of any pre-requisite skills,
knowledge or resources required to fully
participate are clearly identified. For
students not possessing these skills,
resources are provided with information on
what they should do next (e.g. contact
Course Leader; withdraw from the course
etc.)

M
3.5

Expectations and guidelines for online
behaviour, engagement and
communications are clearly stated, and
provide a clear process by which students
can raise issues

Y/S/N Comment
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D
3.1

Staff consultation and online response times
are made explicit to students

D
3.2

A forum, or alternate social space, for
students and staff to engage informally with
each other is provided (appropriate for
smaller cohorts)

4.

Learning outcomes / course objectives

When we are developing a course and develop learning activities it is important that we can align these
with the intended learning outcomes. This is called constructive alignment. That is, they are:
• likely to lead to students achieving the specified learning outcomes for a particular course, or
program
• practical and appropriate to use within your current context and with available resources.
In practice that means we would select activities that will elicit actions related to the verbs in the learning
outcomes. Learning activities should give students opportunities to develop and ultimately demonstrate
their learning. Choose or design activities that allow students to progress through a range of levels of
complexity as they work towards achieving deeper understanding in a particular area (UNSW, 2017).

M/D Content

M
4.1

The Course Objectives / Learning Outcomes /
Capability Development are provided and
are clearly stated, measurable and
achievable and are appropriate for the level
of study

M
4.2

The learning outcomes for each module and
activity, when combined, ensure the course
learning outcomes are achievable and
measurable

M
4.3

Learning outcomes are written in a clear,
concise, student-centred voice

M
4.4

The course activities explicitly contribute to
meeting of the Course Objectives/Learning
Outcomes/Capability Development
outcomes

D
4.1

Course learning outcomes are aligned with
Program learning outcomes

Y/S/N Comment
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5.

Assessment and feedback

In addition to aligning your learning outcomes to the content (above), it is just as important to align your
assessment to that content and the learning outcomes. This alignment allows you to provide your students
with more meaningful feedback, as they can see how this helps them meet the objectives of the course.
Feedback to student assessment is an important part of learning, as it helps justify to them how you arrived
at their mark/grade. It also helps you to identify and reward specific qualities in their work, and to make
recommendation for improvement. It helps students discern what you think is important in the course.
Ideally, feedback should:
• guide a student to adapt and adjust their learning behavior
• guide staff to vary their teaching to accommodate different learning needs and styles
• focus around course and program learning outcomes
• help guide a student to become an independent and self-reflective learner
• provide enough detail to allow them to self-assess their work prior to formal assessment
• acknowledge the developmental nature of learning. (Baume, 2008)

M/D Content
M
5.1

Assessments are explicitly aligned to
learning outcomes, graduate attributes and,
where appropriate, professional standards

M
5.2

Information relating to all assessment items
appears in the nominated place in the LMS,
including when and how they will be
assessed

M
5.3

A link to relevant course assessment policy is
visible to students and explained clearly

M
5.4

Expectations for demonstration of learning
are explained clearly and are aligned with
Course Learning Outcomes

M
5.5

A link to institutions academic integrity
policy is included

M
5.6

Assessment feedback provides students with
an opportunity to build further knowledge,
or review based on missing knowledge

D
5.1

Assessment is appropriately scaffolded,
sequentially building knowledge

D
5.2

If an originality checking tool, such as
Turnitin, is employed, clear instructions are
provided to students on how and when it
will be used

Y/S/N Comment
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D
5.3

Assessment marking criteria and/or rubric
(aligned with the learning outcomes) are
used and available to students prior to
assessment items being submitted for
marking

D
5.4

The assessments allow for multiple ways to
demonstrate learning and achievement of
the learning outcomes

6.

learning resources

It is not unusual to see in Student Charters wording that (among other things) ensure staff are required to:
• Provide high quality and relevant programs, services and resources that meet students' diverse
needs,
• Expect and model academic integrity and honesty
• Maintain effective systems of communication with students and provide timely and accurate
information about students' progress, programs and services
In practice this means we want to make it as easy as possible for our students to access the latest
information that is aligned with their studies.

M/D Content
M
6.1

The purpose of the course/unit content and
expectations for its use is clearly explained

M
6.2

How the course content and resources are
aligned with the assessment for the course
is explained

M
6.3

Course resources are copyright compliant,
referenced accurately, and include both
copyright and attribution details

M
6.4

Course resources are up-to-date (current
and relevant to the topic)

M
6.5

Course resources are easily identifiable and
accessible (students have the appropriate
permissions to access the resources)

D
6.1

From a usability perspective, Course
material is presented in a variety of ways
(formats) throughout the course

Y/S/N Comment
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D
6.2

7.

Course content is clearly classified (marked)
as essential, or optional

learning activities, engagement and alignment

There are a broad range of teaching strategies that can be used to effectively implement summative and
formative assessment practices. When these are aligned and planned and deliberate manner, teachers will
have a significant, positive impact on student learning outcomes (Javis, 2015). At a relatively simple level,
activities that facilitate online student engagement include things like reflective blogs, wikis, or journals.
Other online activities than can be used may include things like, formative assessment via quiz tool or
group collaboration area. Taking this to the next level of collaboration, we can look at the creation of digital
interviews, peer-review, digital mash-ups, problem-based learning, self-directed learning and simulations.

M/D Content
M
7.1

All learning activities are explicitly aligned
with course level learning outcomes

M
7.2

Active learning strategies are included to
provide opportunities for student
engagement

M
7.3

Formative learning activities are provided to
scaffold learning towards assessment, with
clear, specific and actionable feedback made
available

M
7.4

Expectations around quality improvement
and the quality of student engagement
opportunities are clearly stated

M
7.5

The mode and timing of feedback to
students is clearly articulated

D
7.1

Students can track their progress through
their course, and based on the course
guidelines

D
7.2

Expectations for the level and nature of
student engagement in activities are clear
and unambiguous

8.

Y/S/N Comment

technology and online tools

When institutional approved tools and systems are use by staff to house learning and teaching
environments it is much easier for the institution to support the staff and students using these tools. Using
these tools also means there is a greater consistency in the user experience, removing at least one of the
8
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main barriers to student learning (Reisreis, 2014). This also makes tracking student activity easier to track,
an important element as institutions move to use learning analytics to provide timely support to our
students.

M/D Content
M
8.1

Only institutional approved technologies are
used in running the course (where processes
exist for this within the institution)

M
8.2

Only institutional approved external
technologies/tools are implemented (e.g.
social media may be an approved tool for
communication but not for curriculum)

M
8.3

The technologies used in the course are upto-date

M
8.4

Technologies used in the course are readily
available to all students

M
8.5

Technologies and tools employed are
platform agnostic (the content is accessible
both on Mac and PC)

D
8.1

There are explicit links provided to relevant
policies (particularly privacy) when external
technologies are used in the course

D
8.2

Unless students have been notified, prior to
commencement, of the requirement to use
an external technology, an opt-out option is
provided. This does not detrimentally impact
student learning

D
8.3

There is an explanation provided as to why
an external technology has been adopted for
a course, along with links to its support
service

D
8.4

Where non-university approved systems are
used to provide teaching content, this
content has been checked for copyright and
usability compliance.

9.

Y/S/N Comment

Support for learning

As institutions face the challenge of providing learning support for an increasingly diverse cohort of
students, there are specific development opportunities teachers can provide students. These include
helping to facilitate (not reinvent) the necessary skills for the successful completion of tasks and the
9
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development of tertiary literacies. This can be done by creating an atmosphere of partnership between
teachers and learners and by providing a contextual overview of the different models of support available
at the institution. The challenge is to move away from just providing "guides" to a more inclusive model
that promotes the conversational models, thereby encouraging a shared approach to student learning. At
the end of the day, Student support is a shared activity across many departments, including course staff,
academic advisors and the student peer mentors.

M/D Content
M
9.1

There is at least one location in the course
site where course-related questions, by
students, may be actively monitored and
answered

M
9.2

There is at least one support focused
discussion type forum available to students,
with staff participating and actively
moderating

M
9.3

It is made clear to students who they should
contact to request an extension, air a
grievance, withdraw, or seek other support

M
9.4

Discussion forums where staff are active will
be regularly monitored (on at least three
occasions a week), and this is made clear to
students

M
9.5

There is a prominently single location for
important announcements, notices, updates
and reminders to be provided to students

D
9.1

Links to technical support for the tools and
activities used in the course is provided with
explanations of what they offer and how to
access them

D
9.2

Hours of operation for technical support
includes synchronous ‘just-in-time’ service
(e.g. live-chat, helpdesk) and asynchronous
(e.g. knowledge-base, help forums and
tutorials), is provided

D
9.3

Links to an approved set of institutional
policies for student support and services are
provided

D
9.4

Links to an approved set of academic
(student) support services are provided with
explanations of what they offer and how to
access them

Y/S/N Comment
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Links to an approved set of student services
are provided with explanations of what they
offer and how to access them (e.g appeals,
counselling, etc)

D
9.5

10.

Usability and WC3 compliance

Most institutions have some form of Web Accessibility Policy and procedure that clearly outlines that
content must be perceivable and understandable for all users. These two documents should be consulted
and understood by anybody producing content for online course environments. To help unpack this for
learning and teaching, organisations such as CAST provide fundamental design principles and Universal
Design guidelines for learning that cover engagement, representation, action and expression.

M/D Content
M
10.1

The learning environment, learning
resources and any paired technologies used,
comply with accessibility legislation and
guidelines

M
10.2

Mechanisms are in place for students to
request and obtaining course materials in
alternative formats is clearly explained to
students

M
10.3

Y/S/N Comment

Multimedia-based materials are accessible
(viewable) to all students, regardless of their
geographical location or device

D
10.1

The presentation and navigation of course
materials is consistent with other courses
(e.g. external links open in new window;
feedback is accessed from a consistent
location such as a grade centre).

D
10.2

In-context navigation, hover-overs and
guidance are embedded into the site (e.g.
tooltips, help menu).
Transcripts (or equivalent text based
content) of audio/video materials are
provided

D
10.3
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