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1

INTRODUCTION

F or a variety of reasons, situations exist in which students who 
desire to learn cannot attend the traditional classroom-based courses 

in higher education. Correspondence courses have existed for hundreds 
of years and were quite popular even 30 years ago. Learners engaged in 
distance learning, in which an educational institution mailed instructional 
materials and exams for them to complete specific work and then mail it 
back. At a point early in his career, Todd Zakrajsek, one of the authors of 
this book, wrote a correspondence course for introductory statistics. 

Correspondence courses gave way to distance education courses, in 
which faculty members would travel to a remote location and teach stu-
dents in the vicinity of their homes. The efficiency of the internet brought 
the opportunity for faculty members to teach courses from their home 
institutions to students in distant and remote locations. All through this 
time and these various incarnations of education whereby the student does 
not set foot on a campus, there existed a feeling that it was best for stu-
dents to come and learn on campus, but if that were not possible, distance 
learning was considered better than nothing. This “less than” but tolerable 
perspective is common throughout higher education and has led to many 
attempts to determine if online education is as good as face-to-face edu-
cation. Unfortunately, the very core of this question is flawed, due to the 
many variables involved. The question of late, thanks to organizations such 
as Quality Matters, has shifted to when, and under what circumstances, 
distance education courses are valuable learning experiences. This shift 
from face-to-face courses as the gold standard to learning theory as the 
standard helped to “legitimize” online learning.  

Over the past several years, online education has expanded at a phe-
nomenal rate. Last year, more than one in three students in higher educa-
tion enrolled in at least one online course per semester. Then in the spring 
of 2020, the unthinkable happened.  Never in the history of U.S. higher 
education, with tenure, academic freedom, and the fierce independence 
of faculty members in every discipline, could any of us have imagined 
that essentially everyone teaching a college or university course would be 
told they must teach online. In many cases very little warning was given. 
We have talked to colleagues who were told on Friday that beginning the 
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2 IntroductIon

following Monday all courses would be taught online. No academic coun-
cil meetings to weigh the merits of such a move. No requests for volunteers 
or easing in across semesters or even years. No discussions of what sup-
port would be provided or what extra compensation would be allotted. The 
directives came swiftly and, by higher educational standards, unimagina-
bly fast. For the safety of students and faculty alike, the country—and the 
world—began teaching all higher education courses in an online format 
and were expected to continue doing so indefinitely.

This pivot to online learning, which some have called emergency 
remote teaching (and learning), became the new norm in higher education. 
Faculty developers and faculty members began using the term emergency 
remote teaching to differentiate between thoughtful online teaching and 
the pressing and immediate need to support course completion without 
anyone stepping foot into a classroom. At first you do what you must, and 
when a person must learn the difference between synchronous and asyn-
chronous, one does not fret over details and perfection. You teach the best 
you can in the environment into which you have been hurled. Very soon, 
however, new concerns emerge. Ironically, they are the same concerns that 
have been present since remote learning began. How can we, as faculty 
members, create learning environments that are fair, equitable, and invit-
ing for students? Further, can we do it in a way that gives each person 
enrolled in our programs a legitimate opportunity to achieve educational 
goals through a quality learning experience, and at the same time main-
tains a strong human connection with each and every student?

This book focuses on those very concepts in an effort to help guide 
faculty members in advancing where online learning exists today. Part 
One focuses on course design in creating a distance learning experience. 
In chapter 1.1 we build a new foundation for online teaching and learn-
ing based on inclusion, learning equity, and universal design for learning 
(UDL), all while keeping a focus on the importance of human connections 
in a type of learning where it is easy to forget there is a person on the other 
end of the internet connection. Chapters 1.2, 1.3, and 1.4 present in detail 
fundamental aspects of writing course outcomes, outlining course struc-
ture, and finding or creating course content. Chapters 1.5 and 1.6 give guid-
ance in aligning course activities and assessment strategies with course 
outcomes and specific strategies to make course content accessible to a 
variety of learners.  

Part Two of the book provides tips and strategies to guide learners 
from a distance. Chapter 2.1 reminds us all that those teaching online must 
be even more proactive than face-to-face faculty members and provides 
common policies that may be adapted for any syllabus. Chapters 2.2 and 
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IntroductIon 3

2.3 focus on creating and maintaining an “instructor presence” that helps 
establish a learning community and also describe how to facilitate active 
learning in the online course. Chapter 2.4 completes this section of the 
book with suggestions for managing the workload for the intricacies of 
teaching online.

In Part Three we turn our attention to evidence-based ways to make 
adjustments to an online course. In order for adjustments to be completed 
in a meaningful way, they must be informed by data and feedback. Chap-
ter 3.1 shares strategies for assessing and collecting feedback about teach-
ing online, whereas chapter 3.2 guides efforts to assess learning online. 
This differentiation of assessing teaching versus learning is designed to 
demonstrate the subtleties of teaching and learning, along with practical 
ways to make changes.  

The overall goal of the book is to provide practical tips, strategies, and 
concepts related to online teaching and learning that you can use right 
away. We do this while maintaining a strong grounding in UDL, design for 
learning equity, and a strong connection with our students. If we are going 
to advance online learning, we must identify ways to teach in an increas-
ingly inclusive, equitable, and compassionate way. 
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