
                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

CODUR Guidelines for Institutions 

Excerpt from the CODUR project DELIVERABLE: IO2.A2- “Guidelines to improve the performance 

of online institutions”, by Brasher et al. (2018). 

 

In this executive report we present guidelines intended to help online institutions to improve 

the quality of their online teaching and learning processes. The goal of these guidelines is to 

foster European leadership in online education rankings by enabling European institutions to 

deliver high quality online educational experiences for their students. The guidelines are based 

on the quality criteria developed by the CODUR project (Pozzi et al., 2018). The guidelines also 

draw on findings from relevant research studies and projects such as EMPOWER and E-xcellence.  

The E-xcellence suite of projects (2005 – 2012) developed a methodology and supporting 

resources for the quality assurance of e-learning in higher education. One outcome from the E-

xcellence projects is the publication of a manual for assuring and enhancing quality in e-learning:  

“Quality Assessment for E-learning: a Benchmarking Approach” (Kear et al., 2016). The guidance 

and support provided in this document is eminently suitable for application within the CODUR 

project for several reasons. Firstly, it provides guidance on all of the CODUR criteria of interest. 

Secondly, it can be used to focus discussion during self-evaluation and review, and to act as an 

introduction to the key issues an institution faces when introducing e-learning (Rosewell, Kear, 

Williams, Rodrigo, & Sánchez-Elvira, 2017), thus making it applicable to a range of institutions.  

Thirdly, the guidelines are mostly phrased in high-level terms, which should mean that they 

remain valid even as technology and pedagogy evolves. 

For these reasons, we have incorporated the guidelines developed by Kear et al. (2016) into the 

CODUR guidelines. In the following guidelines, any guideline section which includes “Kear et al. 

(2016)” in the title is Kear et al.’s work.  In contrast, guidelines which do not include “Kear et al. 

(2016)” in the title emanate from the CODUR project. 

 

To read the full project deliverable please refer to: 

http://in3.uoc.edu/opencms_in3/opencms/webs/projectes/codur/en/Intellectual_Output_2/i

ndex.html 

 

1. QUALITY OF TEACHING & LEARNING 

Guideline 1. Curriculum design  (Kear et al., 2016) 

An important aspect of the quality of e-learning is concerned with the design of the curriculum. 

It is assumed that curriculum design is broadly constrained by expectations or requirements 

about the knowledge, skills and professional outcomes-based curriculum elements; these may 

be set at national, European and/or international levels.  

The major challenge that institutions face is that of designing curricula that combines the 

flexibility with respect to time and place of study offered by e-learning without compromising 

skills development or the sense of academic community that has traditionally been associated 

https://empower.eadtu.eu/


                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

with campus based provision. Key challenges and opportunities include: programme modularity, 

online assessment methods, building online academic communities, integration of knowledge 

and skills development, and offering personalised learning to meet different learning needs and 

aspirations.  

Curriculum design should address the needs of the target audience for e-learning programmes 

that, in the context of growing emphasis on lifelong learning, may differ significantly in prior 

experience, interest and motivation from the traditional young adult entrant to conventional 

universities. 

 

Guideline 2. Course design (Kear et al., 2016) 

The course design process should demonstrate a rational progression: the need for the course 

within the overall curriculum should first be established; then a conceptual framework for the 

course should be designed, followed by the detailed development of course materials.  

Each course should include a clear statement of the learning outcomes to be achieved on 

successful completion. These outcomes will be specified in terms of knowledge, skills, 

vocational/professional competencies and personal development  

The development of each course should include a clearly documented course specification 

which sets out the relationship between learning goals/outcomes, teaching and learning 

activities and assessment methods. A course may include a blend of elearning and face-to-face 

elements; attention should be paid to the appropriateness of assessment methods, the levels of 

interactivity and the provision of adequate feedback.   

Aspects of course design and implementation may be delegated to an outside agency (a 

consortium partner, commercial developer or through use of OER). However, the parent 

institution should retain oversight and responsibility. 

 

Guideline 2.1 Educational strategy  

Decisions about the use of e-learning should be made on the basis of providing the most 

effective means of achieving the learning outcomes in particular contexts. There should be a 

clear rationale for the use of e-learning and the level of support provided.  

E-learning provides tools to support a range of educational modes:   

• highly efficient text and interactive media distribution to serve didactic 

approaches;   

• resource rich environments for investigative and problem based learning;  

• collaborative working environments for dialogue-centred learning 

processes and group projects.  

It is expected that learning design choices will vary with the subject and level of courses. An e-

learning institution should provide for a diversity of educational approaches in its offering.   

Learning design must resolve the tension between the ease of access offered by the anywhere, 

anytime availability of online learning materials and the individualised interaction offered by 

direct face-to-face contact with teachers. 



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

Guideline 2.2  The course design process 

The course design process should demonstrate a rational progression from establishing the need 

for the course within the overall curriculum, through the design of a conceptual framework to 

the detailed development and production of course materials.  

The learning design for the course should take into account the student context and study mode 

and identify the methodologies to be deployed.  

Each course should include a clear statement of the learning outcomes to be achieved on 

successful completion. These outcomes will be specified in terms of knowledge and skills, 

integrated into vocational/professional competencies and personal development. The 

development of each course should include a clearly documented course specification which 

sets out the relationship between learning outcomes and their assessment.  

The design of an e-learning course may be subcontracted to an outside agency (e.g. a consortium 

partner, a commercial eLearning developer) or Open Educational Resources (OER) from an 

external repository may be used. However, responsibility remains with the awarding institution 

and arrangements must be made for evaluation, modification and enhancement.   

 

Guideline 2.3 Materials and production design 

The processes employed in the design and development of course materials can have a major 

impact on their teaching effectiveness.   

Development of a course may be a significant media and software development project and 

demands the application of project management techniques. These may be applied during initial 

course design, but are particularly important during the materials production phase.  

Inputs from several professions are desirable for the development of high quality e-learning 

materials. Effective interaction between key professionals is an important performance 

indicator. Specialists in design of learning materials may be located in an educational 

development unit, library or information services unit dependent on the institutional policy and 

history.  

The increasing availability of Open Educational Resources or other third-party resources 

provides an alternative to creating materials from scratch. Review of available Open Educational 

Resources may identify resources that may fully or partially meet the requirements of the course 

or, dependent on licensing conditions, may be revised to meet them. Improved or newly created 

resources may be offered back to the OER community, contributing to the wide availability of 

high quality resources. 

 

Guideline 3. Level of detail 

Information from a survey of students may show a need for improvement for a particular degree 

course or institution as a whole. However, surveys are unlikely to be detailed enough to identify 

where improvements to individual modules should be made. Therefore it will be necessary for 

institutions wishing to improve the quality of their provision to run their own assessments of 

quality, so as to provide the detail necessary.  



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

Guideline 4. Survey response level  

Ensure that the number of respondents is as high enough to be representative of the student 

and/or teacher body so that findings from surveys can be enacted with confidence.  

 

Guideline 5. Respond to feedback 

Develop a process so that feedback from students is evaluated, appropriate changes are made, 

and the student and teacher body is informed of the changes and the rationale behind the 

changes. 

 

Guideline 6. Changes should be informed by research into online teaching and 

learning to improve provision 

When a need for change is identified, research evidence that relates to the kinds of change being 

considered should be consulted before any changes to services are implemented.  Any changes 

that are implemented should be implemented in a way that facilitates their effects to be studied. 

 

Guideline 7. Support the supporters/develop the developers 

Appropriate professional development should be in place so as to develop, maintain and 

enhance the knowledge and skills of staff designing, teaching and supporting students on online 

courses.  

 

Guideline 8. Be wary of indicators that count what can be measured 

Be sure to focus on improving the quality of the underlying processes, not merely the elements 

that are being measured. For example, the presence of particular tools or formats for learning 

design will not necessarily relate to the production and use of high quality learning designs, if 

the learning design process itself is not fit-for-purpose 

 

2. QUALITY OF STUDENT SUPPORT 

 

Guideline 9. Student support organization    (Kear et al., 2016) 

Organising student support at an institutional level, perhaps as the responsibility of a unit or 

department, is key to the quality of support that a student receives. This requires a holistic 

approach with student support planning based on previous analyses of students’ needs and 

demands, taking into account different learner groups and the specific characteristics of lifelong 

learners. Institutional planning should integrate different types of resources, coordinating staff 

to give support in academic, technical, administrative, and other relevant areas. Promotion of 

student success, satisfaction and retention should be the main objectives.  

Support services encompass all those aspects of the university experience other than the specific 

teaching and learning elements of a course. This covers administrative, technical and pastoral 



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

aspects, and includes induction, course choice and careers advice. Some generic academic 

provision can also be considered under this heading, particularly library facilities and support for 

study skills such as digital literacy. Teaching support is better considered as an aspect of Course 

Design, even when a devolved model of teaching is used that uses tutors or mentors. 

 

Guideline 9.1 Institutional student support planning  

The institution should have a holistic and proactive approach for the delivery of student support 

services, developing specific policies and programmes that integrate specialised support units 

and expertise across the institution. 

 

Guideline 9.2 Support needs for different learner groups 

The institution should monitor the needs of its students in order to inform the planning of 

support services for e-learners. The institution should consider the needs of different learner 

groups, including prospective and new students, and students with special needs (such as 

disabled students or those in prison). The demands of each course, and likely prior experience 

of the students, should be considered. Ways of delivering more personalised support should 

also be addressed where possible.  

Special attention should be paid to offering adequate support to lifelong learners, as many 

higher education e-learning students are adults with professional and personal responsibilities, 

who are studying part-time and working to flexible schedules. 

 

Guideline 10. Support staff   (Kear et al., 2016) 

The nature of higher education and the breadth of responsibility that institutions carry for the 

educational and personal development of their students require significant human intervention, 

and specialised interventions in programmes that are delivered predominantly through e-

learning.  

E-learning students should be provided with access to human support delivered online, via 

telephone and/or face-to-face. The support may be course-specific or generic in nature. The 

roles may include tutors, mentors, counsellors, librarians and advisors. Institutional policies 

should define the service standards for this support. The expected level and frequency of 

academic student-tutor interaction during a course or programme should be made clear to 

students and staff.  

Staff providing student support should have clear job descriptions and access to necessary 

information sources and training in order to carry out their functions effectively.  

Staff need to be aware of the range of support services available and be able to guide students 

accordingly. 



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

 

Guideline 10.1 Human resource planning 

The requirements for particular types of human interaction and intervention for delivering 

student support should be part of the institution’s planning process, and incorporated within 

curriculum and course design. 

 

Guideline 10.2 Support role definitions  

The institution should have clear definitions of the student support activities conducted by its 

various categories of staff: academic, technical and administrative.  

Where there is a transition to e-learning from either face-to-face teaching or an earlier form of 

distance learning, the staff roles should be redefined to ensure that they adequately address the 

requirements for support of e-learners.  

Clear information should be provided to students at the start of their course or programme 

regarding: the support staff resources available; the roles undertaken by different staff; and the 

levels of support available. Students should be made aware of how often staff will be available 

online, and how quickly staff will respond to queries. Students’ expectations may need to be 

managed carefully so that they do not demand immediate 24-hour attention online.  

Arrangements for the organisation and management of online student groups (e.g. for small 

group tutorials or for larger discussion groups) need to be clear to both staff and students. Tools 

should be available for the organisation and management of student groups. It should be clear 

to staff in what situations their intervention will be required, and this should also be conveyed 

to students. 

 

Guideline 10.3 Administrative support 

The majority of administrative functions can be delivered online. Online systems should cater 

for: registration on programmes and courses; payments; study timetables; access to student 

records etc. All systems should operate at appropriate levels of security to ensure 

confidentiality. Online guides to administrative systems should provide students with a clear 

indication of the services available and how to access them.   

Students may require access to human intervention in some aspects of administration when 

difficulties arise that are not catered for adequately by online systems. There should be 

mechanisms for appropriate levels of intervention, from routine error correction in records to 

personal support for major difficulties. In order to improve administrative processes, institutions 

should monitor the use made by students of access to their records and the occasions when 

human intervention is required.   

 

Guideline 11. Technical support  (Kear et al., 2016) 

Students will expect to use the institution’s online learning environment at any time. They may 

need technical support to do this. Students should be aware of the nature of services available 

and the means of accessing them. 



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

Guideline 11.1 Online services availability 

As e-learning students are likely to adopt flexible study patterns, the technical infrastructure 

should operate to a 24x7 schedule. This has impact on the technical aspects of operation 

(maintenance, upgrading, etc.) and on the provision of helpdesk and other advisory services. 

 

Guideline 11.2 Professional management of technical support 

The management of the institution’s online systems should be the responsibility of 

professionals, who operate the system to standards equivalent to those in the commercial 

customer service sector. Comprehensive documentation of operational procedures should be 

evident; logs and other routine record keeping should demonstrate whether the standards set 

are being achieved.   

 

Guideline 11.3 Online technical support system availability 

Students should be provided with access to a technical helpdesk service. This service should 

cover both the technical aspects of the online learning system and, wherever possible, any 

problems that students might encounter with the use of course-specific software.  

The provision of technical and helpdesk support should be managed by IT professionals or staff 

specially trained to deliver technical support to students.  

 

Guideline 12.  Pedagogical support (Kear et al., 2016) 

Support for learning is at the core of student support. While studying at university, students are 

expected to acquire a range of generic transferable or key skills such as numeracy, information 

literacy, presentation and communication skills. While many learning opportunities may be 

provided within course teaching, an institution-wide approach to support learning and study 

skills development brings clear benefits.  

E-learning may require students to acquire new skills or adopt new learning techniques. 

Students should be supported in the development and application of new skills and techniques 

through a range of mechanisms and services. They should also be supported in developing new 

approaches to their learning. For example, students should be introduced to the development 

of self-regulated, active and collaborative learning in blended and online environments.   

Students should be informed about the services and resources available to help them to adopt 

or acquire new learning skills, and how to access these services. 

 

Guideline 12.1 Advice and guidance on study skills development 

The provision of relevant pedagogical advice and guidance is an integral part of the course or 

curriculum planning process, primarily organised to support students.  

Students should be informed prior to registration about the skills they will need to develop and 

the study skills support available to them. Support may be provided through online resources, 



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

contact with tutors or mentors who have a specific responsibility to support a particular group 

of students, or contact with advisory services that may be generic or course-specific.  

Support should be provided to help students develop good academic practice in quoting and 

referencing the work of others. Helping students understand the issues surrounding plagiarism 

can result in better learning and reduce the burden to the institution of handling plagiarism 

issues. 

 

Guideline 12.2 Support for e-learning skills development   

Though there may be variation in learner needs from subject to subject, there is likely to be a 

core of common skills development that is required to support learners’ development in online 

environments, for example digital and Information literacy, and skills for online collaborative 

work.  

Different student groups may display differing experience of relevant technologies and learning 

methods. Although younger students may be more experienced with technology, they will 

nevertheless need support in using technology to best effect for learning. New students may 

need targeted support.  

Support can be offered through a variety of means: materials and activities such as OER, MOOCs, 

seminars, online courses, video tutorials, blended-learning courses, etc. 

 

Guideline 13. Support resources (Kear et al., 2016) 

Many aspects of student support can be provided via online access to information and advice 

resources, materials and services. Since a wide range of support services will be available to 

students, they will need additional guidance to navigate these; clear information should be 

provided about what services are available and how to access them.    

Resource provision in general is usually managed at an institutional level in order to deliver 

economies of scale and ensure consistency of provision and dissemination of best practice. 

Examples include:   

• Course choice advice and guidance  

• Online library resources  

• Resources and systems to facilitate the development of online learner communities.   

• Study centres for face-to-face teaching as part of blended provision   

Careers advice. 

 

Guideline 13.1 Course choice advice and guidance   

The institution should provide students with clear advice and guidance on course choice prior 

to registration, taking into account their personal characteristics and time available for study. 

Students should be provided with clear and up-to-date information, including a full description 

of the study programme, the variety of learning methods used, and information on how they 

will be assessed. E-learning students are likely to use online access to investigate programme 



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

availability. Curriculum guides and advisory notes should be available to potential students from 

programme launch.  

Curriculum designers should provide guides to their programmes that indicate routes 

appropriate to students with commonly encountered profiles of prior education and experience.  

Modular programmes may be difficult for students to understand at the outset of their studies. 

The institution should therefore make every effort to help students to construct a programme 

that addresses their needs. 

 

Guideline 13.2 Library resources 

The library service is an aspect of resource provision that is widely available to campus students; 

extension of the service to online students (via an e-library service) is essential for effective 

delivery of e-learning. The provision of library resources and any required training in their use is 

an institutional responsibility. Digital (online) library facilities provide a good solution for e-

learners, as well as being useful for campus students and staff. 

 

Guideline 13.3 Learner communities 

Creation of online communities of students is important as it reduces the isolation often 

associated with traditional modes of distance education and encourages social and informal 

learning. Institutions should identify the online communication activities that are essential to 

the achievement of course objectives and those that are more social in nature.  

Learner communities can stimulate the creation of a sense of community amongst online 

students, fulfilling a number of academic and social functions particularly giving students the 

opportunity for mutual support.   

Online community spaces, such as discussion forums, allow staff to respond and interact with 

students. Dialogue between students and staff is an important part of building community in a 

course context. However, this can require considerable input of staff time. They also provide 

one way to gather informal feedback on students’ experience of a course.  

Devolving responsibility for the set up and monitoring of online communities (e.g. to student 

moderators) is possible, but carries with it risks that require sensitive management.   

Online communities may be also formed by students (or staff) on external social media, such as 

Facebook, Twitter or LinkedIn. Consideration needs to be given to handling any problems that 

may arise (such as collusion, disagreements among students, privacy issues, blurring of 

boundaries between social and academic life).   

 

Guideline 13.4 Role of study centres in student support delivery 

The primary target for e-learning should be to allow students to interact with course materials, 

library materials, tutors/mentors and fellow students online, irrespective of location. However, 

requirements for use of specialist equipment or learning materials, the nature of certain types 

of tutorial or seminar-type interactions, and the requirement for security of assessment practice 

may demand the attendance of students face-to-face at study centres.  



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

Institutions may operate a network of study centres which they regard as outposts of the 

institution and which serve multiple purposes, e.g. regional recruitment and administration 

centre, local library, teaching centre, assessment centre, etc. Using these study centres for the 

specific functions noted above should therefore be straightforward. However, pre-existing study 

centres may require adaptation to meet the needs of e-learning students, depending on the 

mode of delivery and whether students have online access via their own equipment.  

The staff of study centres may be regarded by students as the public face of the university. 

Induction and training programmes should equip them for this key relationship role, in addition 

to their primary functions. The study centre may also provide a focus for student community 

development.   

 

Guideline 14. Evaluate and develop student support 

Institutions should continuously monitor students’ feedback about the support they receive so 

as to maintain standards, and develop appropriate resources and practices, e.g. as new 

technologies are adopted.  

 

3. QUALITY OF TEACHER SUPPORT 

 

Guideline 15. Technical aspects (Kear et al., 2016) 

Academic and administrative staff working in an e-learning environment may require significant 

technical support in the acquisition, operation and maintenance of ICT systems. Specialist 

technical staff should be available to provide support in all technical aspects. 

 

Guideline 15.1 Technical support   

All staff should have access to technical support in the use of the e-learning environment and 

the hardware and software used in teaching. This support should extend to software used for 

authoring and production, including audio/visual media, and for teaching support, including 

learning analytics. Support may be provided by a helpdesk service.  

For those working remotely, technical support can be provided online or by telephone. Whilst 

the institution may not have responsibility for the physical equipment used by those employed 

in support roles, it should provide access to a comprehensive advisory service to staff that covers 

technical aspects that might affect the institution’s teaching. The use of cloud computing may 

reduce the need for locally provided technical support.  

Within the institution, technical support should be available to all staff and should operate to 

clear performance levels, bearing in mind the impact that technical problems might have on the 

capacity of staff to support student learning. 

 

Guideline 15.2 Technical training  

Academic, administrative and support staff should have access to appropriate training.   



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

Design of training programmes should be informed by a training needs analysis that identifies 

training requirements by job function and addresses the needs of existing and newly recruited 

staff.  

Training may be provided by induction programmes on appointment, training programmes 

associated with the introduction of new systems, updating programmes, online training 

materials and helpdesk services. Elements of embedded training may be available via the help 

functions within the VLE or other online systems.  

The training of staff who work remotely from the institution’s headquarters or campus may be 

provided via online and telephone support services. 

 

Guideline 16. Educational aspects (Kear et al., 2016) 

The provision of support for staff in the educational aspects of eLearning is essential if e-learning 

is to be implemented as an integral component of institutional activity. Many academic staff will 

not have experienced e-learning during their own education and may not have received training 

in the educational possibilities of e-learning.   

The development of early generations of e-learning programmes was driven by enthusiasts, but 

future institutional development should be based on involvement by the majority of academic 

staff. Institutions must foster an environment that encourages and supports the development 

of teaching skills and expertise amongst its staff. Recognition of these in its structures of reward 

and esteem is an important factor.  

An institution may choose to implement a formal, mandatory programme of training, to equip 

staff with a basic introduction to e-learning techniques before they assume significant 

responsibilities for e-learning.  However, in a higher education environment a more collegial 

approach is likely to be adopted, particularly with respect to academic staff.  

Lighter touch approaches might involve a rolling programme of seminars, websites providing 

examples of pedagogic techniques, developmental workshops for course development teams 

etc. 

 

Guideline 16.1 Educational support 

Staff need to be supported in the development of the teaching skills and methods that are 

necessary for e-learning.   

Enthusiasts and professionals may have key expertise but be dispersed across an institution. This 

can be focused by the formation of a real or virtual department within the institution charged 

with the responsibility for e-learning development. Members of this department can make their 

expertise available to others involved in e-learning delivery via, for example: internal 

consultancy; secondment to course development teams; training courses; seminars (real and 

virtual); and good practice guides. 



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

 

Guideline 16.2 Educational innovation 

Educational innovation and development should be seen as a key activity for academic and 

student support staff within the institution. The efforts of staff in this area should be respected, 

acknowledged and rewarded.  

Workload planning processes should acknowledge the time required to develop and practice 

new teaching skills. 

 

Guideline 17. Resources (Kear et al., 2016) 

Those involved in the development and delivery of e-learning courses and programmes should 

have access to the resources to enable them to undertake their activities effectively. The aspects 

identified in this section include information resources, administration and support in their 

career development. 

 

Guideline 17.1 Information and media support 

Staff should have support in the acquisition of information and media materials necessary for 

them to fulfil their role in the development and delivery of e-learning programmes. This should 

include information needed to understand and track intellectual property rights, particularly 

when use is made of OER.  

Information on the performance of current and previous eLearning programmes is an important 

aspect of achieving improvement in programme design and delivery; hence staff should have 

access to institutional data and other information relevant to their sphere of activity.   

Data on student activity and performance may be captured and stored to allow the analysis of 

individual e-learning activities. This is an aspect of learning analytics that focuses on the 

improvement of the learning experience rather than the individual learner.  

The indexing and archiving of e-learning materials is essential to institutional learning, in order 

to avoid reinvention of materials, teaching activities or software tools. The indexing and 

archiving of e-learning materials demands different approaches to those required for traditional 

materials, and institutions risk losing hard won experience if they are unable to easily identify 

and access exemplars of materials or software components. Library staff can provide this 

expertise.  

The semantic web may be one way to increase the reusability of learning resources. This 

envisages web material marked-up in a way that is machine-understandable. Semantic web 

technologies could help learners to find learning resources, courses, or complete learning paths 

that best suit their needs.   

 

Guideline 17.2 Administrative support 

Effective administrative support should be provided to all staff involved in the development and 

delivery of e-learning courses and programmes.   



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

Institutions are increasingly providing online interfaces for administrative services which can be 

used efficiently by students and staff. There is a parallel requirement that interactions requiring 

staff input are processed with the speed and efficiency appropriate to a customer service 

organisation operating primarily via online interaction, e.g. full student information is available 

to all staff handling phone or postal enquiries.  

The introduction of e-learning may create new administrative tasks or shift the burden to 

different staff compared to previous modes of delivery (e.g. the administration and 

management of teaching activities devolved to tutors/mentors). The impact on staff should be 

assessed and appropriate arrangements made for additional staff to be employed or for 

adjustment of workloads. 

The institution may operate a network of study centres; if so, these should provide tutors and 

teachers with support for effective teaching (e.g. supply electronic teaching facilities 

independently of the central office). This includes administrative support, both at the study 

centre as well as (online) via the central office.  

 

Guideline 18. Career development, incentives and recognition (Kear et al., 2016) 

Staff motivation is important to the effective development of eLearning programmes. The 

institutional leadership should provide motivation for staff to engage with e-learning by 

emphasising eLearning as a high-status activity and providing reward by financial incentive or 

peer esteem. Institutional initiatives to change teaching methods will not be well supported if 

the staff are not appropriately rewarded for adopting new practices.  

The involvement of staff in e-learning should therefore be properly recognised and rewarded by 

the institution. This recognition and reward needs to be integrated into mechanisms for 

promotion and career development.  

The introduction of e-learning may require different working patterns, and produce different 

outputs, to those that have been used as markers for existing career progression patterns. The 

institutions should therefore pay considerable attention to the impact of new teaching methods 

on career review and progression procedures. 

 

Guideline 19. Survey response level  

Ensure that the number of respondents is as high enough to be representative of the staff 

population, so that findings from surveys can be enacted with confidence.  

 

4. QUALITY OF RESEARCH INTO ONLINE TEACHING AND LEARNING 

 

Guideline 20. Targeted research  

Research into online teaching and learning may cover many types of education (e.g. informal, 

formal, school, higher education etc.).  Findings from research in some types may be more 

difficult to translate into enhancements in a university setting, so institutions should take when 

investing in, or pursuing, research opportunities. 



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

5. QUALITY OF ORGANISATION OF THE INSTITUTION 

 

Guideline 21. Survey response level  

Ensure that the number of respondents is as high enough to be representative of the student 

body so that findings from surveys can be enacted with confidence.  

 

6. SUSTAINABILITY OF THE INSTITUTION 

 

Guideline 22. Policies and plans   (Kear et al., 2016) 

The institution should have defined policies and management processes that are used to 

establish strategic institutional objectives, including those for the development of e-learning. An 

institutional strategic plan will be the uppermost tier in a planning hierarchy and will shape the 

plans of academic, administrative and operational units of the institution. The strategic plan will 

be regularly monitored, evaluated and revised in line with experience and developing 

requirements. In revising strategy, account should be taken of recent developments in the field 

of e-learning (for instance learning analytics and MOOCs) and the external environment (for 

instance the increasing use of tablets).  

The strategic plan should encompass a vision for the use and development of e-learning within 

the institution and provide a timescale for the achievement of strategic goals. The strategic plan 

should address the provision of the human, technical and financial resources necessary for 

implementation. Due account should be taken of key strategic issues such as relationships with 

other institutions, funding and regulatory bodies.  

Institutional policies must pay due regard to ethical and legal considerations. Of particular 

relevance to e-learning is national legislation covering: accessibility to those with particular 

needs, copyright and other intellectual property rights, data protection, privacy and freedom of 

information. The institution should have a strategy for communicating the responsibilities that 

emerge from these policies to staff and students.   

 

Guideline 23. The role of e-learning in academic strategy   (Kear et al., 2016) 

The institutional strategic plan should identify the roles that eLearning will play in the overall 

development of the institution and set the context for production of the plans of academic 

departments, administrative and operational divisions.  

The institutional plan should outline options for the use of eLearning in teaching that may define 

a spectrum of blends of eLearning and more established teaching and learning mechanisms. The 

institution should have a policy on the use of external environments and resources such as public 

social media and open educational resources.  

Faculty and departmental plans should aim to best match the student requirements of their 

particular market sector (national/international focus) in presenting e-learning/blended 

learning options.  



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

The institutional strategic plan should ensure that plans of academic departments are 

compatible with each other. Student mobility between departments should not be restricted by 

major differences in policy or implementation with respect to e-learning. 

 

Guideline 24. Policy on resources  (Kear et al., 2016) 

Institutions developing and delivering e-learning programmes should have a comprehensive set 

of policies that relate to the effective provision for delivery of teaching materials and student 

support services, whether through its own or through public infrastructure. The policies should 

address issues of:  

• financial, physical and technical resources;  

• staffing and staff development;  

• management, responsibility and accountability.  

Implementation of e-learning may require an institution to review and revise its policies on the 

deployment of resources to ensure that it has in place an adequate managerial, technical and 

physical infrastructure.  

The administrative aspects of e-learning programmes may require significant changes in 

administrative systems to enable students to access information regarding their status, 

progress, etc. online. Equally the system must have the capability to distribute appropriate 

teaching resources to students. To meet these needs the institution must ensure that its 

management information system is capable of operation to appropriate standards of reliability, 

security and effectiveness. 

 

Guideline 25. Policy on virtual mobility (Kear et al., 2016) 

The capability of ICT systems to enable routine communication and sharing of information 

between dispersed individuals and communities is changing the nature of personal and 

professional networks. Major business concerns operate on a global basis with projects shared 

between teams in multiple locations. These technologies enable study to be conducted beyond 

the confines of the traditional campus.  

E-learning provides opportunities for presenting programmes that offer considerable flexibility 

in terms of place and time of study and equally provides opportunities for students and staff to 

participate in virtual communities.  

Programmes encouraging the physical mobility of students are commonplace and receive 

considerable support from agencies such as the EU. The development of policies that encourage 

and facilitate virtual mobility is desirable for all institutions and is of particular relevance to those 

operating e-learning programmes.  

Policies for virtual mobility should be designed to provide students with opportunities to study 

programmes from institutions geographically remote from the student’s home base and across 

national boundaries.  

Institutions participating in virtual mobility programmes should develop policies that embrace 

academic, professional and social aspects of student and staff mobility.  



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

Institutions participating in virtual mobility programmes should ensure that assessment of 

student outcomes is consistent, well documented and interchangeable between institutions. 

Wherever possible, student performance on a virtual mobility programme should be recognised 

for the purposes of an award of the home institution in the same way as for other programmes. 

 

Guideline 26. Ventures beyond the institutional boundary (Kear et al., 2016) 

The infrastructure and developmental costs of e-learning can be significant and skills may be 

required that are not available within the institution. This may be mitigated by collaboration 

with other institutions or by using external services and resources to develop and/or deliver e-

learning. For example, institutions have used external platforms for providing Massive Open 

Online Courses (MOOCs).  

Contractual arrangements between the collaborating partners should define the scope of the 

collaboration, the responsibilities of partners, financial arrangements and the relationships with 

third parties, particularly students and teachers. All collaborative ventures should be subject to 

risk analysis, and contingency planning should be in place in the event of the collaboration 

breaking down to ensure that student study experience is not jeopardised.  

Institutions have produced MOOCs as a way of developing expertise in e-learning away from 

their core offering. An institution should have a policy that covers engagement with MOOCs, 

setting out the benefits, costs and risks. MOOCs allow an institution to offer e-learning without 

full conformance to an external accreditation / quality process since MOOCs are typically not 

credit bearing. However, since there is a reputational risk attached to poor quality, the 

institution should have a clear policy on an appropriate level of internal oversight.  

Another, less formal, collaborative approach is the use and/or development of Open Educational 

Resources (OER). Sharing and reuse of e-learning material in OER repositories can mitigate the 

cost of development. They also provide a low risk entry route into online resource-based 

teaching for individual academics.  

At the lowest level of engagement, the institution needs to understand the management of 

digital rights in this context; the Creative Commons licences are a widely understood rights 

framework for both provision and use of material.  

Higher levels of institutional engagement may include an institution publishing and maintaining 

an institutionally branded repository of OER or institutional involvement in an OER consortium. 

In such cases, the strategic rationale for involvement should be evident to staff. In particular, 

academic staff should understand whether publication of their teaching materials as OER is 

allowed, recommended or obligatory.   

Institutions can also use public social media, such as blogs, wikis and social media, to support 

learning and build community. If this approach is adopted, issues which need to be considered 

include accessibility, privacy and the boundary between academic and social life. 

 

Guideline 27. Research, scholarship and innovation in e-learning     (Kear et al., 2016) 

Policies on research, scholarship and innovation in e-learning need to cover both technical and 

educational aspects.  



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

While not all institutions with e-learning programmes will be in a position to conduct 

fundamental research into these areas, institutional management needs to ensure that there is 

a clear policy framework through which new research findings, developments and emerging 

techniques may be identified, evaluated, disseminated and (where appropriate) adopted. This 

may involve frameworks to support, resource and evaluate innovative practice by departments, 

programmes and individual teachers. While such technology tracking activities may be 

determined by the needs of the institution’s own e-learning programmes, the results will usually 

be of relevance to e-learning programmes at other institutions and the results may represent 

new scholarship in the field and be published accordingly. 

 

Guideline 28. Learning analytics (Kear et al., 2016) 

An e-learning environment can collect extensive data on student activity and performance, for 

example by tracking the activity of an individual across the pages of a VLE. The systematic 

measurement, collection, analysis and reporting of such data is known as learning analytics. The 

learning analytics approach has the overall aim of improving the learning of students and has 

potential as a tool for quality enhancement.   

Learning analytics relies on a ‘big data’ approach that gathers large volumes of varied data and 

uses statistical analyses to make predictions. Typical data collected would include number of 

visits and time spent on VLE pages (including downloads, videos, and forum posts) to reveal 

whether a student has engaged with particular resources and what routes they took through 

material. In blended delivery, this might be combined with data on campus attendance, visits to 

the library and so on. The student’s assessment record on their current and previous courses 

may also be used, together with prior educational achievement and other demographic and 

socioeconomic data from the student’s personal records.  

Learning analytics can be used for a variety of purposes, focusing on the individual learner, the 

course experience, or the whole institution. Some examples are below.  

• An institution can evaluate courses and curricula to understand which courses perform 

well as measured by retention, pass rates, or satisfaction. The big data approach offers 

more sophisticated analysis than simple summary statistics, for example identifying a 

course that has a better pass rate than expected given the previous educational 

achievements of the students it attracts.  

• Comparative analyses can highlight features of course design that lead to successful 

learning, and so make it possible to design more successful courses in future.  

• A course designer / presenter can monitor a course in presentation to spot pinch 

points, for example a place in a course where student engagement drops sharply. 

Action taken might be to provide additional teaching or to rewrite of material for the 

next cohort.  

• A tutor can monitor a group of students to target those for whom timely and 

appropriate intervention may increase their chance of passing the course.   

• A student can monitor their own performance or learning behaviour, relative to 

themselves over time or to others in a cohort, and take action as a self-regulated 

learner.  

• An automated system could suggest alternative resources or behaviours to students 

who show patterns of activity associated with poor results.  



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

A learning analytics system should report results to users in a way that is clear and 

understandable and leads to appropriate action.  

Reporting is typically through dashboard systems that are tailored to the intended class of user: 

tutor, student or support staff.   

Learning analytics relies on the collection of data on individual behaviour and therefore raises 

ethical and legal issues: these include privacy, data protection and informed consent. The 

institution should have a code of practice on learning analytics that is consistent with the 

institution’s ethics policies and guidelines. Policies should be in place to ensure that collected 

data is accurate and held securely. It is important to develop an understanding of the purposes 

and scope of learning analytics that is widely shared among students, teachers and the 

institution’s management. This is particularly the case because, in practice, students may not be 

in a position to withhold consent since the institution collects data (for example assessment 

scores) for its normal operations and for regulatory purposes. The inclusion of demographic and 

socioeconomic data about individuals is a particular issue: it might improve the accuracy of a 

statistical model that predicts student success, but may lead to prejudicial judgements about 

individuals. 

 

7. QUALITY OF THE TECHNOLOGICAL INFRASTRUCTURE 

 

Guideline 29. Technical infrastructure (Kear et al., 2016) 

Effective delivery of e-learning courses requires the institution to acquire, operate and maintain 

a computer-based system capable of: registering students to courses and programmes; 

distributing e-learning materials to students; maintaining and updating records of student 

performance; conducting aspects of e-business with respect to student fees etc.; and facilitating 

communication between the institution, its students, staff and affiliate staff (if any).   

The system must be capable of operation to standards commonly encountered in the 

commercial world in terms of availability and capacity to cope with anticipated business flows. 

This section does not purport to offer detailed definitions of the services or the technical 

specifications required.   

The technical infrastructure for e-learning, together with its management and development, 

should be guided by a strategic plan at institutional level. 

 

Guideline 29.1 System design and architecture  

The design and architecture of the institution’s technical infrastructure is a key factor in 

successful delivery of e-learning programmes. This may demand significantly greater capacity 

and capability than is required to support campus based students or research programmes.   

Institutional systems are one aspect of the delivery system, the other major factor being the 

facilities owned or accessed by its target student audience. Increasingly students can be 

expected to own their own devices (laptops, tablets or smartphones). Institutional decisions 

should therefore be influenced by information about the equipment and online services used 



                                                                       

 

 

 

                      

by students. Hence socio-technical foresight activities play a role in informing institutional 

decision making. The institution should adopt a strategy that allows for increases in demand and 

the emergence of new technologies and patterns of use. For example, there has been a shift 

from personal computers to tablets and smartphones; this creates a pressure for platform-

neutral delivery to which content and web applications delivered through a browser offer one 

solution. But perhaps paradoxically, the rise of tablets and phones has also created a demand 

for apps which are high platform-specific.  

The institution may choose to work in consortium arrangements with other institutions or to 

outsource provision of its technical infrastructure. In either case it should ensure that the 

arrangements will provide effective service for students and staff.  

 

Guidelines 29.1 Technical infrastructure management  

The technical infrastructure should be professionally designed, managed and maintained to 

ensure that it meets capacity and availability targets.  

Services and standards of performance should be equivalent to those encountered in customer 

service organisations such as banks and other companies that offer their customers online 

services. Staff responsible for these functions should have performance targets and reward 

systems equivalent to those encountered in the service sector.  

 

Guideline 30. Virtual Learning Environment  (Kear et al., 2016) 

The term Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) is used to describe the collection of software 

systems that provide materials and facilities for online learning. These systems allow for 

management of all processes from course authoring to delivery of the course materials to 

students and recording their performance. (The term Learning Management System (LMS) is 

often used synonymously with VLE but may indicate a greater focus on administration than on 

course authoring and production.)  

The system requires integration with many pre-existing systems within an institution e.g. its 

student registration system. Some institutions may choose to implement a VLE by an internal 

systems integration project. Increasingly institutions are purchasing commercial systems, or 

using open source systems that may be modified to suit institutional requirements.  

This section describes aspects of the functions carried out by the VLE. It is not a checklist for VLE 

functionality.   


