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Learning Contract

Learning Contract: Using an Online Rubric to Review a Distance Learning Course

I have been teaching online since the Fall of 2003, and I currently teach three courses: Introduction to Forensic Science, Forensic Aspects of Death Investigation, and Forensic Aspects of Drug Abuse and Identification. In my initial training at another institution, I learned WebCT, although we use the Blackboard course management system at Prince George’s Community College. I have actually found Blackboard to be more intuitive and user friendly, yet being familiar with both programs has been an asset, and has helped immensely with a grant in which I am currently involved.

The grant, “Quality Matters: Inter-Institutional Quality Assurance in Online Learning”, is funded by the Fund for the Improvement of Post-Secondary Education (FIPSE). A wide variety of online courses have been offered at the collegiate level, and many faculty members have developed and taught a number of courses. Many courses have never been assessed in a replicable and reliable manner.  The main questions are how can we measure the quality of these courses, and the impact they have on student learning, and how can we raise Quality Assurance as a priority activity in distance education, and, at the same time, improve course development, training, delivery, and practices? In order to answer these questions and to advance the school’s vision of remaining a “vibrant institution which is accessible, community-centered, technologically advanced, and responsive to the educational needs of a richly diverse population and workforce”, Prince George’s Community College became a partner in the Quality Matters grant. 

The Quality Matters grant is an initiative of MarylandOnline, a statewide inter-segmental consortium composed of 14 community colleges and five senior institutions dedicated to providing the best possible delivery of distance learning in Maryland. Membership in the consortium and participation in the grant are voluntary. Faculty members have access to tools and ideas for improving online courses, can become peer reviewers and earn a $150 stipend per course reviewed, and can use this professional development activity as a vehicle for annual evaluations, promotion and tenure applications, and to further expand their professional network.  Courses are reviewed using a rubric based upon research literature and nationally recognized standards for best teaching and learning practices. Each review team will assess forty elements of course quality in eight key areas (standards), will provide feedback to the faculty member who developed the course, and will provide guidance and recommendations to an instructional design support team supplied by the grant.

I attended a training session for peer reviewers at University of Maryland University College (UMUC) on December 10. During the all-day session, participants were given access to two demo online courses, and learned how to navigate through the electronic version of the rubric. In teams, we scored each of the courses, by going through the rubric, point by point, while reviewing all of the electronic annotations for each standard. Upon completion, we learned how the scoring system works, and that all courses must score at least 85% to “meet expectations”.

This entire process has been a great learning opportunity for me.  By reviewing the courses of other instructors, I am gaining much insight into my own online courses. I have found both things that I would score high, and things that my courses are lacking. Being a peer reviewer will no doubt enable me to enhance my own courses, and I will eventually find out how my courses will be rated, as I have volunteered them for review during the Spring semester. 
