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Gaps exist in the 
evaluation of 
instructional design

• Formative evaluation is 
often not prioritized

• Course evaluations may 
not focus on the design of 
the online course

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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CONTEXT

https://www.peoplematters.in/article/talent-acquisition/talent-gaps-should-you-buy-or-build-talent-strategy-13043
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


We conducted a formative evaluation to improve 
course design and demonstrate its value
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CONTEXT



Evaluated a cohort-based graduate 
course offered online at a distance

• Advanced course: Trends and Issues in 
Instructional Design (27 students, fall 2020)

• Universal Design for Learning (UDL) to redesign 
the course

• External evaluator

• Modeling instructional design strategies and a 
systematic formal formative evaluation process
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Three core perspectives represented our sources of data

Student perspective
Student questionnaires, student journals and 
assignments, online discussions, final course evaluation

Professional perspective
Expert reviews from instructional designers in 
academic and corporate contexts

Teaching perspective
Instructor notes and reflection

This was supplemented with:

• Evaluator perspectives

• Systems data: Course analytics 
(LMS and DRR)

6

FORMAL FORMATIVE EVALUATION



• Appreciation for:

• UDL components (i.e., multiple means of access and 
expression)

• Social learning instances through online discussions 
and live sessions

• Opportunities to:

• Reorganize the structure of the course

• Rework the reading list

Parallel ideas in expert and learner feedback emerged 
from the reviews
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Responses supported the UDL and social learning 
components in the course
Overlap in Expert Reviews and Student 
Feedback Strategies to add or enhance

UDL components help learners manage the 
learning experience.

• Audio podcasts and audio downloads for videos

• Instructor video or audio podcast to introduce each unit

• Instructor video to explain assignment expectations

• Live sessions to communicate expectations and answer 
questions

• Provide multiple assignment formats (potentially risky)

Social learning through online discussions and 
live sessions help build community, expand 
student perspectives and overcome a sense of 
learning isolation.

• Online discussions (smaller groups AND cohort)

• Live sessions to enhance community and knowledge sharing 
(e.g. student-led discussions)

• Collaborative learning activities
8

FORMAL FORMATIVE EVALUATION



Responses suggest improving navigation and cognitive 
load through the structure and layout of the course
Overlap in Expert Reviews and Student 
Feedback Strategies to address and improve

Issues with the flow and sequencing of 
content:

1. Identifying when to do what 
activity

2. Matching activities together 

• Reorganize the structure of the course into weekly units

• Sequence activities (i.e., discussions, reflections, practice, 
readings) in the desired order with headers

• Chunk activities: e.g., integrate reflection activities and 
learning activities under one topic/page

Issues with the reading list:

1. Too many readings to choose 
from

2. Difficult/problematic access to 
readings

• Prioritize readings: essential/supplemental

• Reduce the number of readings

• Provide an annotated bibliography

• Share a Zotero reference list (e.g., RefWorks, RIS, etc.)

• Add a tutorial on appropriate searching and access of 
literature
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Instructional design literature 
validates our findings

• Universal Design for Learning (CAST, 2018)

• Sociocultural Theory (Vygotsky, 1962)

• Cognitive Load Theory (Sweller, 1998) 

• Quality Rubric Dimensions (Baldwin et al., 2018) 
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A systematic approach facilitates the process and 
ensures multiple perspectives

Build the 
evaluation team

Clarify evaluation 
goals

Set evaluation 
goals

Design
the study

Get ethics 
approval

Develop 
evaluation 

instruments

Collect
the data

Analyze
the data

Interpret, 
integrate and 
report results

Disseminate and 
use the results

Ives et al. (2009) 11
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Conducting a formal formative evaluation comes 
with challenges

• Managing and planning for multiple perspectives:

• Finding experts with the appropriate skills and 
knowledge

• Promoting student buy-in 

• Clarifying the intended goals of the evaluation

• Coding data:

• Mitigating for evaluator/researcher bias

• Analyzing data

• Sustainability (FE): over time and across courses

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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https://sherreymeyer.com/lesson-learned-again/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Doing a formative evaluation 
was worth the effort

• Improves course design

• Engages people in conversations about 
tracking impact, interpreting data, and 
using evidence to support decisions on 
teaching and learning priorities 

• Offers opportunities for reflection
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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Next steps include integration, dissemination and 
refinement of the process

Use and disseminate the results: 

• Course redesign for Fall 2021

Apply lessons learned:

• Condense questionnaires to three questions

• Start the FFE process in summer (expert reviews)

Pilot the process in other courses:

• Identify common issues

• Refine the formative evaluation process
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Question and Answers
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