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Designing Online Courses as a Team:
A Team-Based Approach Model
M’hammed Abdous, Old Dominion University, Norfolk, USA

ABSTRACT

Unlike the traditional “lone ranger” method for online course design—a method that hinges on
individualfacultyefforts,expertise,andknowledge—ateam-basedapproach(TBA)harnessesthe
collectiveintelligenceofseveralexpertstodesigneffectiveonlinelearningexperiences.Usinglearning
design(LD)asaconceptualframework,thisarticledescribestheexperienceofapublicinstitution
inusingateam-basedapproachtoproducealargenumberofonlinecoursesfordegreeprograms.
Afterestablishingtherelevanceofateam-basedapproach,theauthordiscussesthepremisesthat
underpinthemodel,intermsofprocess,facultyrelationship,andqualityassurance.Buildingonthese
premises,acyclicalbackwarddesignprocessisdescribedwhichisintendedto(1)clarifycourse-
learningoutcomesandaligncoursecontent,(2)determineacceptableevidenceofstudents’learning,
and(3)planthelearningexperience.Thearticleisconcludedwithafewinsightsandlessonslearned
fromtheinstitutionalexperience.
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INTRODUCTION

Coursedesignandstructureinfluenceonlinestudents’academicperformance(Fayer,2014;Hart,
2012;Jaggars&Xu,2016;Lee&Choi,2013)andthereforerequirecloseattention(Saunders&
Gale,2012).Servingasanalternativetothetraditionalclassroomexperience,carefullydesigned
andstructuredcoursesprovidestudentswithaninterfacetohelpthemnavigatetheonlinecourse
content,understandthecourseexpectations,andcompletethecourserequirements.Whilecareful
coursedesignandaclearstructureprovideaconsistentvisualmapforeasycoursenavigation(Ardito
etal.,2006),contiguousandlogicalplacementofthecoursecontentelementswithinthelearning
managementsystem(LMS)reducesonlinestudents’frustrationandincreasestheircognitivepresence
(Rubin,Fernandes,Avgerinou,&Moore,2010).

Incontrast,adisorganizedcoursecannegativelyinfluenceastudent’smotivation,satisfaction,
andlearning(Blaich,Wise,Pascarella,&Roksa,2016).Unstructuredandpoorlyorganizedself-
paced learningenvironmentsare likely to thwarteven themostenthusiasticself-directed learner
(Aragon&Johnson,2008;Fabry,2009).Withoutaclearstructure,anintuitiveinterface,andclear
guidelinesregardingbothcourseexpectationsandtaskcompletion,aninexperiencedstudentisprone
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toencounterfrustrationandconfusionandtolosethemotivationtocompletethelearningactivities
(Al-Samarraie,Selim,Teo,&Zaqout,2016;Park&Choi,2009).

Yet,despitetheimportanceofcoursedesigninsupportingstudentmotivation,satisfaction,
and learning,most facultymembershavenotbeen trained todesigneffectivecourses (Fink,
2003;Gast,2013;Taylor&Znajda,2015),letalonetodevelopeffectiveonlinecoursematerials.
LaurillardandLjubojevic(2011)remindusthatinstructorshaveoftenbeenneglected,regarding
thedevelopmentoftheirlearningdesignskills.Whileafewinstructorsareabletodeveloponline
coursesontheirown,othersstruggletoincorporatethepedagogical,logistical,andtechnological
skills required in designing effective online courses (Caplan, 2004; Hixon, Buckenmeyer,
Barczyk,Feldman,&Zamojski,2012).Asaresult,thedesignofstrongonlinecoursesrequires
teamworkandcollaborationbetweenthefacultymemberwhoactsasthesubjectmatterexpert,
andateamofinstructionaldesignersandtechnologicalexperts(Chao,Saj,&Hamilton,2010;
Moore&Kearsley,2011;Puzziferro&Shelton,2008).Inotherwords,effectiveonlinecourse
developmentinvolvesateam-basedapproachanchoredinwell-establishedlearningdesign(LD)
andprojectmanagementpracticesandtools(Abdous&He,2008).

Unlike the traditional“lone ranger”designmethod thathingeson individual facultyefforts,
expertise,andknowledge,a team-basedapproachharnesses thecollective intelligenceofseveral
experts todesignaneffectiveonline learningexperience.Thedevelopment team,grounded ina
shared understanding of the course goals, with clearly delineated roles, tasks, and expectations,
workscollectivelytoproduceonlinecourses(Hixon,2008).AsarguedbySharpe&Oliver(2007),
thisprocessmovescoursedesignfromaprivate,tacitfacultyactivitytoaninformed,team-based,
andreflectiveprocess.

Withthesepremisesinmind,thispapersharesourexperienceinimplementingateam-based
approach to online course development, one that is grounded in learning design principles.
Inaneffortboth todocumentour institutionalexperienceand to inspireother institutions to
reframetheironlineprogramdevelopmentfromateam-basedperspective,wedividethispaper
intothreesections.First,wediscussthepremisesofthelearningdesignframeworkinorderto
highlighttheimportanceoflearningactivitiesincoursedesign.Wefollowthiswithalookat
themeritsoftheteam-basedapproachoverthesinglefaculty-drivenapproach.Next,wediscuss
thepremises thatunderpinourdesignmodel.Finally,wediscuss thebackwarddesigncycle
thatourproductionteamsfollow,andweclosewithafewpracticalinsightsgainedfromour
experienceindevelopingalargenumberofonlinecourses.Bysharingourlessonslearned,we
hopetocontributetothegrowingneedtodocumentteam-basedcoursedesignefforts,aneed
thatremainslargelyunfilled(Gast,2013).

Learning Design
Asaconceptualframework,learningdesigndrawsfromvarioustheoreticalperspectives,including
activitytheory,constructivism,andsituatedlearning(Beetham&Sharpe,2007;Muñoz-Cristóbalet
al.,2018).Followingasystematicapproach,learningdesignblendstheoryandpracticebyorganizing
the learning process around learning activities, resources, and assessment. By placing learning
activitiesattheheartofthelearningprocess(Beetham&Sharpe,2007),learningdesignaimsto
designdiscipline-independent learning templates,withagreaterpotential foradaptive reuseand
flexibility(Dobozy&Dalziel,2016).Asaresult,onlinecoursesaredesignedbysequencingcontent
into innovative,authentic,andengaging learningactivitiesandresources that learnersundertake
inordertoattainspecificlearningoutcomes.Tothisend,studentsareprovidedwithpersonalized
supportandguidancetokeepthemengagedandfocusedontheirlearningactivities.Thisintentional
andsystematicfocusofLDonlearningactivitiesandonstudents’learningiswhatdrivesourteam-
basedapproach.Inthenextsection,weclarifytwoconceptsthatunderpinourteam-basedapproach:
coursedesignandstructure.
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