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As traditionally face-to-face nursing programs integrate more and more online components into the curriculum, it is important
to consider established standards of quality in online and blended course design. This case study applied a quality rubric and
peer-review process to the design and evaluation of a newly blended Accelerated Bachelor of Science in Nursing (ABSN)
program. Early adoption of the standards to guide the redesign process resulted in a highly successful review process, with
twelve of thirteen courses achieving quality certifications. Qualitative analysis of peer review feedback revealed common themes
including: the importance of greeting students with a warm and professional welcome; ensuring alignment among objectives,
activities & assessments; establishing a context for instructional units; guiding student use of learning materials; promoting active
learning; and developing specific, detailed criteria and grading rubrics for assessments. Despite several challenges associated with
applying an online-focused process to blended courses, the selected framework was a useful for assuring quality in the design and
evaluation of both fully online and blended nursing courses.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Blended educational programs combine online and face-to-
face learning experiences, ideally in a way that optimizes
the educational benefits of both teaching environments.!
Blended learning enables nurse educators to flexibility inte-
grate innovative online teaching approaches into the curricu-
lum, while continuing to meet students’ needs for instructor-
guided clinical experiences. Moving foundational learning
content online can increase opportunities for active learn-
ing in the classroom to support higher-order learning objec-
tives.[>> The addition of self-directed online learning expe-
riences can also increase student accountability and foster
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independent learning skills.[®7! As traditionally face-to-face
programs integrate more and more online components into
the nursing curriculum in an effort to realize these benefits,
it is important to consider established standards of quality in
online and blended course design.

This case study describes the use of an established qual-
ity framework to guide the design and evaluation of a newly
blended Accelerated Bachelor of Science in Nursing (ABSN)
program. The transition to blended learning was funded by a
grant from the United States Health Resources and Services
Administration (HRSA). The grant work included faculty
peer reviews of the redesigned courses as one demonstration
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of program outcomes. Adopting a quality framework and
peer review process at the start of the project facilitated a con-
sistent design approach that culminated in positive outcomes
and a high quality blended program.

Background

Efforts to measure the quality of online and blended courses
have evolved over the years from theoretically-based frame-
works and papers that discuss best practices, to published
rubrics that assess and evaluate specific criteria related to
successful student outcomes.®! Quality assessments have
examined content quality; adequacy of delivery support func-
tions for instructors, administrators and students (includ-
ing those with physical, visual and/or auditory limitations);
effectiveness of pedagogically-driven instructional design;
web site usability and access needs; and technological sup-
port.”191 Other recognized factors that impact quality of
online and blended instruction include student motivation
and involvement, student-directed learning, student-faculty
contact, cooperation among students, active learning, prompt
feedback, and communication of high expectations and re-
spect for diverse talents and learning styles.!!!12!

Several national organizations have defined standards to
guide quality in the implementation of online programs at
the institutional level. Recognizing that successful imple-
mentation of distance education extends beyond the efforts
of an individual instructor, the Institute for Higher Educa-
tion Policy identified 24 quality benchmarks categorized
in seven areas: institutional support, course development,
teaching/learning process, course structure, student support,
faculty support, and evaluation and assessment.!'3! Simi-
larly, the Online Learning Consortium’s Quality Scorecard
includes eight categories of quality metrics: institutional sup-
port, technology support, course development/instructional
design, course structure, teaching and learning, social and
student engagement, and student support.['4!

Many higher-education institutions with well-established on-
line learning programs have devised their own quality frame-
works. Some of the more well-known institutional models
include the University of Illinois’s Quality Online Course
Initiative Rubric and Checklist (QOCI),!'>! Central Michigan
University’s Quality Assurance Checklist,'%! Monterey In-
stitute’s Online Course Evaluation Project (OCEP),!'”) the
University of Southern Mississippi’s Online Course Devel-
opment Guide and Rubric,!'® Chico’s Rubric for Online
Instruction (ROI) from California State University,!'*! Michi-
gan Community College Association’s Online Course Devel-
opment Guidelines and Rubric,[?! Western Carolina’s Online
Course Assessment Tool (OCAT),”?!! and MacEwan Univer-
sity’s Checklist for Online Interactive Learning (COIL).[?%!
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While several of these evaluation rubrics have been em-
pirically researched and validated, they have not always
been widely available or accessible. One of the more well-
established quality frameworks is Quality Matters (QM),
which consists of a faculty-driven peer review process based
on a rubric of research-based standards of best practice in on-
line and blended course design. The QM rubric is organized
into eight general standards: Course Overview and Introduc-
tion, Learning Objectives (Competencies), Assessment and
Measurement, Instructional Materials, Learner Interaction
and Engagement, Course Technology, Learner Support, and
Accessibility.!?3! As evidenced by its large and diverse base
of subscribers — over 900 as of May, 2015 — QM has been
widely adopted by academic institutions both nationally and
internationally (www.qualitymatters.org).

Despite this broad reach, published research describing the
QM rubric’s use and effectiveness for evaluating online and
blended courses is somewhat limited, particularly as it re-
lates to program-wide implementation. Parscal and Riemer
describe large-scale quality initiatives at two institutions that
have benefitted from the integration of the QM standards
within instructional design, professional development and
internal and external course review processes.[>*! Another
institution integrated the QM criteria with an active-mastery
learning model to guide the instructional design of online
courses.[” Finley reflected on using the QM rubric to im-
prove student navigation and ease of use, clarify the pur-
pose of learning activities for students, and ensure alignment
among assessments and activities, and improve accessibility
within her own courses.?®! Other studies in the literature
describe QM’s utility as a foundation for faculty develop-
ment and mentoring to assure quality in the design of new
online courses./?”-28! Shattuck’s summary of QM-sponsored
research reinforced the value of the framework in guiding the
design of high-quality online courses, as well as its potential
to positively influence student learning and satisfaction.*!

Among the varied quality frameworks, QM is unique in its
inclusion of specific annotations linking the quality criteria
to blended course design and was therefore adopted to guide
both the early design and subsequent faculty peer reviews of
the newly-blended courses. Our experience using this frame-
work as a tool for overall quality assurance underscores the
benefit of adopting an established set of quality standards
up front. Applying key best practices consistently across all
courses helped to streamline the design and development pro-
cess and resulted in a high quality blended learning program.

2. METHODS
This case study applied the 2011-2013 version of the QM
rubric and peer-review process to inform the redesign and
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evaluate the quality of a second-degree, ABSN academic
program.*”! The rubric standards were carefully considered
in planning the online components for eight newly blended
courses. These, along with five fully online courses that were
already part of the program, were peer-reviewed by faculty
teams using the QM rubric. Participants included twelve
faculty developers, seven peer reviewers, and two review
team chairpersons.

Guided by a team of instructional and multimedia designers,
the nursing faculty members assumed primary responsibility
for redesigning their course(s). The instructional design team
also provided the faculty with the QM rubric as well as a
standard syllabus and course template based on the standards.
These templates enabled faculty developers to convert their
courses efficiently while ensuring consistent, high-quality
course designs.

In collaboration with instructional designers, faculty devel-
opers designed their blended courses using a systematic ap-
proach that integrated the quality standards with the Analysis,
Design, Development, Implementation and Evaluation (AD-
DIE) instructional design model.*!! During the Analysis
phase, an instructional designer (ID) met with each faculty
member to discuss how online components could be most
effectively integrated with classroom experiences to achieve
course goals and objectives. During this meeting, the ID
reviewed the rubric standards and annotations and reinforced
the importance of alignment among course and session-level
objectives, learning activities, course materials and assess-
ments. During the Design phase, faculty wrote learning
objectives and planned online and classroom activities for
each course session. During the Development phase, nurs-
ing faculty and IDs worked together to produce multimedia
components and populate the Blackboard online classroom.

Once taught, archived versions of the blended courses were
evaluated using the formal QM peer-review process. QM
requires that each faculty peer review team include a chair-
person who has experience as a QM Peer Reviewer and has
been certified as a QM Master Reviewer, and two other re-
viewers who have been certified as QM Peer Reviewers. On
each review team, one peer reviewer must be a subject-matter
expert and one peer reviewer must be external the institution.
To streamline this process, the project team identified two
QM-certified Master Reviewers from outside of the institu-
tion to serve as chairs for the reviews. Five faculty members
certified as QM Peer Reviewers were assigned to different
reviews in the roles of subject-matter experts or general re-
viewers. The faculty course developers were also engaged
in pre-review discussions and consulted during the reviews
as needed. Review team members were given access to the

Published by Sciedu Press

archived courses and completed their reviews using QM’s
online course review management system.

In the first part of the review process, peer reviewers indi-
vidually evaluated the archived online courses and online
portions of the blended courses to assess the degree to which
they met each of the quality standards in the QM rubric. The
rubric included 41 standards organized in eight categories:
Course Overview and Introduction, Learning Objectives, As-
sessment and Measurement, Instructional Materials, Learner
Interaction & Engagement, Course Technology, Learner Sup-
port and Accessibility. Of the 41 specific standards, 21 were
considered essential and required in order for the course to
achieve QM certification. For each standard, reviewers deter-
mined whether or not each course met the standard at an 85%
level, and indicated “Yes” if it did, and “No” if it did not.
In addition, for each standard, reviewers added comments
related to why they felt the course did or did not meet the
standard, along with recommendations for improvement.

Once members of a course review team completed their indi-
vidual assessments, the online management system generated
a summary report that consolidated the ratings and comments
for each review standard. The team chair then reviewed this
report to ensure that reviewer comments were constructive
and identified any discrepancies among the individual re-
views. The chair then convened a post-review meeting to
discuss the overall evaluation of the course’s strengths and
areas for potential growth. Although a standard is considered
met or not met if two or more members of the review team
agree, this post-review meeting allowed each team mem-
ber to discuss and justify his or her opinion and/or rating.
In some cases, this verbal clarification informed reviewers’
decisions to change how they scored a standard. After the
meeting, each reviewer revised scoring as needed to reflect
decisions made in the meeting.

To achieve QM certification, courses were required to meet
21 essential standards and achieve 81 out of a possible 95
points in the overall evaluation. If a course had unmet stan-
dards that could be easily addressed, the faculty developer
was notified and provided the opportunity to make revisions
to the course before the formal course evaluation was sub-
mitted. Once notified by the faculty developer that neces-
sary changes were made, the reviewers then re-checked the
archived course for verification and revised their reviews
accordingly. The peer reviewers then submitted their final re-
ports to the online management system, which subsequently
notified the team chair to conduct one final review before sub-
mitting the final report. If the course did not meet standards
on the first review, the faculty developer was required to sub-
mit an amendment form summarizing revisions to be made
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to the course. Once the revisions were made, the team chair
reviewed the course to ensure that it now met the standards,
and approved the amendment form.

3. RESULTS

After minor revisions based on early reviewer feedback,
eleven of the thirteen courses met the standards required

Table 1. QM course review outcomes

to achieve QM certification. One course required an amend-
ment cycle in order to achieve recognition. The one course
that did not meet standards was subsequently removed from
the curriculum for reasons unrelated to the QM review, and
therefore, no additional efforts were made to achieve certifi-
cation for this course.

Course Name Format Review Outcome Score*  Date
Transition to the Nursing Profession Blended Met Standards 1st Review 93 7/31/13
Health Assessment Blended Met Standards 1st Review 92 8/6/13
Adult/Aging Acute & Chronic IlIness Blended Met Standards 1st Review 92 8/15/13
Adv Adult Medical-Surgical Nursing Blended Met Standards 1st Review 93 4/30/14
Maternity and Women’s Healthcare Blended Met Standards w/Amendment 85 1/11/13
Psychiatric Mental-Health Nursing Blended Met Standards 1st Review 95 10/22/13
Epidemiology & Community Health Blended Met Standards 1st Review 95 6/6/14
Children and Families Blended Met Standards 1st Review 92 4/17/14
Patient Safety & Health Care Quality Online Met Standards 1st Review 93 2/15/13
Theoretical Foundations in Nursing Online Did Not Meet Standards 68 N/A
Nursing Leadership Online Met Standards 1st Review 95 2/6/13
Health Information and Technology Online Met Standards 1st Review 93 6/29/14
Research Methods for Health Prof. | Online Met Standards 1st Review 93 6/11/13

*Total Points Possible = 95

As shown in Table 1, most of the courses achieved at least
92 of the 95 possible points. The reviews were completed
over a 1.5-year period, with each review taking 3-4 weeks to
complete.

Reviewer feedback related to each of the general QM stan-
dards was analyzed qualitatively using a descriptive qualita-
tive method.!*?) Reviewer comments from the final review
reports were organized by category related to each standard,
and then synthesized to identify common themes. These
themes include common best practices and suggestions for
improvement, as well as anomalies that emerged related to
the application of the QM standards to blended (as opposed
to fully online) courses.

QM General Standard 1: Course Overview and Introduction
requires that the overall design of the course is made clear
to the student at the beginning of the course. Commonly
noted best practices related to this standard included greet-
ing students with a warm welcome and brief introduction
to the course. Recommendations for improvement included
clearer explanation of how the instruction in the blended
courses would be structured across face-to-face and online
time, and increasing the use of video vs. text introductions
to enhance instructors’ online presence and connection with
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the students.

QM General Standard 2: Learning Objectives requires that
all learning objectives are clearly stated and measurable and
that course and session-level objectives are aligned. All of
the courses were designed with these principles in mind, and
the learning objectives generally met this standard. With
respect to alignment, reviewer comments highlighted a need
for objectives at the session level to appropriately reflect the
level of critical thinking involved in many of the short and
long-term activities and projects. For example, a lower-order
objective (e.g., describe a treatment approach) was often
supported by a learning activity demanding higher-order rea-
soning skills (e.g., applying the treatment approach to a case
study). Another recommendation was for instructors to add
an introduction to each session to help students understand
the relationship between the course and session-level objec-
tives and guide them in achieving learning goals.

QM General Standard 3: Assessment and Measurement re-
quires that assessment strategies be designed to evaluate
student progress related to learning objectives; to measure
the effectiveness of student learning; and to be integral to
the learning process. Among the courses reviewed, review-
ers consistently acknowledged that the instructors developed
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and employed a wide variety of assessment strategies to mea-
sure achievement of course and session outcomes. Reviews
reinforced the importance of clearly specifying criteria for
assessment. While many courses included grading rubrics,
this was not consistent across all courses assignments, and
the addition of detailed rubrics for all assignments emerged
as an important best practice.

QM General Standard 4: Instructional Materials, requires
that instructional materials be aligned with and sufficiently
comprehensive to contribute to the achievement of learning
objectives. While all of the courses provided learning ma-
terials that supported objectives, activities and assignments,
one consistent recommendation was to begin each session
with an overview of what each session is about, how it re-
lates to or builds on previous sessions, and how the learning
materials contribute to students’ achievement of the learning
objectives.

QM General Standard 5: Learner Interaction and Engage-
ment, emphasizes active engagement among faculty, students
and the course content. In general, all of the courses included
high degrees of student engagement in the form of cooper-
ative learning activities, critical thinking discussions, case
studies and problem-based learning. For the blended courses,
most of this interaction took place in the classroom, which
was a challenge given that the reviews were limited to online
course components. The reviewers relied upon descriptions
of activities within the course syllabus as well as some com-
munication with the course instructors as evidence that this
standard was met.

QM General Standard 6: Technology, ensures that course
navigation is logical, consistent and intuitive, that course
technologies are current and available, and that the technolo-
gies within learning management systems (LMS) are used to
facilitate and support the student learning experience. All of
the courses were delivered in the latest version of the Black-
board LMS and included a consistent, easy to navigate menu-
driven structure. One challenge that emerged for this stan-
dard related to the criteria that course media shoul promote
active learner engagement. Many of the blended courses
used technologies such as narrated lectures and videos, tradi-
tionally viewed as passive teaching tools, to promote active
learning using a “flipped classroom” approach. Reviewers
relied upon communication from the instructor as evidence
that these technologies were being used to support active
learning. A resulting recommendation was for the blended
courses to provide additional explanation within the online
classroom about the purpose of these materials as they relate
to the active learning experience.

QM General Standard 7: Learner Support, requires that
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courses facilitate student access to technical, academic and
student support services. Because the standard syllabus in-
cluded a description along with links to various institutional
resources, all of the courses met this standard. One theme
that emerged was a need for additional detail related to how
each service could help students succeed in the course.

QM General Standard 8: Accessibility, focuses on ensuring
that course materials are designed and delivered to accom-
modate students with special needs and learning challenges.
All of the courses provided information about how to receive
accommodation through the Office of Disability Support Ser-
vices, and most of the content presented within the courses
was provided in an accessible format. One common area
of weakness was a lack of transcripts for multimedia con-
tent. To address this requirement, instructors often provided
a downloadable version of presentations with supplemental
notes related to the audio script; however, the review process
underscored the need for a more consistent and precise way
of providing alternative text for media presentations.

4. DISCUSSION

Adopting a quality framework up front was beneficial as a
foundation for high-quality course designs that ultimately
led to the certification of all but one of the blended and on-
line courses within the ABSN program. This finding was
consistent with observations from previous research that high-
lighted the benefits of the QM rubric in guiding online course
design.333% The use of rigorous and well-supported review
tools and processes allowed for a thorough and streamlined
program evaluation process. Conducting reviews of many
courses (in contrast to conducting a single course review)
revealed common areas of need that led to program- and
school-wide improvements and best practices.

The review teams encountered several challenges when ap-
plying the QM process and rubric to the blended courses,
primarily due to the fact that the peer reviews focused on
evidence provided within the online portions of the courses.
For example, although the course syllabi and online materi-
als provided a general overview of the relationship between
classroom and online methodologies, the review team knew
little about the detail of learning activities that were planned
for the face-to-face classroom sessions, and more impor-
tantly, what actually took place in the classroom. Similarly,
because all the blended courses reviewed in this study had
activities that involved student engagement in cooperative
learning activities, case studies, and problem-based learning
in the face-to-face meetings, they met the criteria for learner
interaction and engagement. However, because there was no
requirement to observe this in the face-to-face portion of the
courses, the review team needed to rely upon descriptions
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within the course and communication with the instructor as
evidence of active learning. This is consistent with Shat-
tuck’s conclusion that “too often the relationship between
course design and other components of quality assurance is
neglected in the interest of focusing on QM as a stand-alone
measure of quality”.33! For blended courses in particular, it
would be advisable to supplement the online reviews with a
classroom observation review process.

When applying QM to the design and evaluation of blended
courses, it is also important to consider that students in many
blended courses interact regularly face-to-face, both formally
and informally. Some standards called for online course com-
ponents that were redundant with activities that took place
in the classroom. For example, both students and instructors
would likely view strict adherence to some standards, such as
including online student introductions for the benefit of those
who may have missed them in the classroom, as superfluous.
Providing online introductions for each weekly session is an-
other example. Although establishing a context for learning
is essential in a fully online course, in the blended courses
studied, this often took place more organically in the class-
room. One might argue that the face-to-face environment
that allows faculty to observe students’ reactions and gives
students the opportunity to ask questions in real time is more
conducive to this kind of discussion. That being said, the
online portions of a blended course should not be limited to
posting instructional content and passive absorption of mate-
rials. Standards that promote varying learning activities and
interaction among instructors and students can be beneficial
in stimulating more creative use of online interactive and
collaborative activities within blended course designs.

Consideration of the standards in the course designs also
added a useful level of detail and structure to the blended
courses that might otherwise have been overlooked. For ex-
ample, instructors who regularly interact with students in
the classroom might communicate expectations for giving
feedback and grading somewhat casually in a face-to-face
environment. Standards calling for written communication
of these expectations forced instructors to think about and
commit to the mechanisms and timing of providing feedback
and grading assignments, which reduced the possibility of
miscommunication about this important aspect of quality
teaching.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The outcomes of this project underscore the importance of
instructional design with evaluation in mind. Adopting an
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established set of quality standards up front, and providing
faculty with templates and guidance to aid them in integrat-
ing the standards into their course designs, fostered an effi-
cient redesign process and resulted in a high quality blended
ABSN program. Adopting the standards at the start of the
program led to the integration of common syllabi compo-
nents, orientation materials, and links and information about
accessing academic, technical and other student supports
that helped to ensure that expectations were clearly set and
diverse student needs were met in all courses. In addition to
guiding the redesign of blended courses, reviewing courses
with a fresh eye toward alignment among objectives, activi-
ties and assessments fostered positive curricular change.

Given the challenges associated with limiting the reviews to
the design of the online portions of the courses, nursing pro-
grams interested in a holistic approach to quality assurance
should consider supplemental review tools and processes
that focus on how the instructor facilitates learning and in-
teracts with students during course delivery, whether online
or face to face. Despite this limitation, it is clear that early
adoption of research-based best practices and design stan-
dards is useful in guiding the design and evaluation of both
fully online and blended courses. Common themes emerging
from the review of thirteen courses through a common lens
reinforced the importance of greeting students with a warm
and professional welcome; ensuring alignment among ob-
jectives, activities & assessments; establishing a context for
instructional units; guiding student use of learning materials;
promoting active learning; and providing specific, detailed
criteria and grading rubrics for assessments. These instruc-
tional design best practices transcend course format and are
equally applicable to face-to-face, blended and fully online
delivery.
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