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Abstract—Providing quality online education involve a 

systematic approach, and course design, instruction and 

interaction are vital parts. This paper reviewed students’ 

learning process and ADDIE design framework and practices 

on course design, for us new comers, we need to realize its 

function and pay special attention to evaluation, that is 

neglected and important for us to improve.Instruction should 

base on sound pedagogical principle, WICHE’s good practice 

can help instructors to refine their teaching strategies. Teachers 

should encourage student-teacher and student-student 

interactions, some culture aspects may impact or hinder 

instruction and interaction. 

 

Index Terms—Course design, culture, instruction, 

interactions, online education. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

From 1960s, lifelong learning began to gain momentum. 

Many believe it is originated from [1]. Reference [2] traced 

its origin back to [3]. However [1] definitely attracted the 

world attention, lifelong learning has been intensively 

researched and has been put into practice. The audiences of 

lifelong learning are those already past their formal school 

years who wish to improve themselves, most of whom taken 

education part time or by distance. Modern technologies, 

especially the development of internet and web technology, 

make knowledge delivery ever easier, and universities, 

backed by its traditional educational resources, have been on 

the frontline of this paradigm shift trend.  

The situation is similar in China. However, Online 

education is limited in both quality and scope, and the scope 

is limited by educational polices. In 2013, the government 

lifted its restrictions on online education, before those 

universities need permission to provide online educationfrom 

Ministry of Education and only 68 institutions obtained that 

permission. The main reason for doing that is quality concern, 

whether the reason is legitimate is not the discussion of this 

paper. However, we do believe the Ministry of Education 

should focus on quality control instead of limiting the 
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scope.Since all the universities are qualified for providing 

full time degree programs, why eliminate them from 

providing online education. 

There are various kinds of adult higher education available 

in China, although they are carried out in variousforms in 

practice, it can be categorized into two categories, i.e. 

diploma programs and non-diploma training. Diploma 

programs includes self-studying programs and part time 

programs which offered by various institutions, including 

continuing education schools of universities, farmer’s 

colleges, open universities, correspondence teaching colleges, 

and institutions for employees of certain industry or 

companies[4]. Self-studying programs differ from the rest in 

the finally exams, which is carried out on national level and 

therefore widely recognized, but the graduation rates is low. 

The borderline of above mentioned institutions has blurred, 

the open universities of China and the permitted continuing 

education schools offer similar programs and adopt similar 

online teaching methods. All the institutions have facilitated 

lifelong learning in different times. Now the online education, 

known for its conveniences and flexibility, has replaced 

correspondence and TV programs and become the main 

delivery method of distance education.  

The deregulation provides an opportunity for those who 

are prohibited from offering online courses. Continuing 

education schools, most of whose perspective students have 

careers and domestic responsibilities and many of them either 

take education part-time or by distance, have an urgent need 

to adopt this new delivery method. However, online 

classroom differs from traditional classroom in many aspects. 

New opportunity comes with new challenges, they face 

formidable competitors. These permitted 68 universities 

include the most prestigious universities in the country. They 

have more resources, better reputation and a head start. All 

these factors require us to equip ourselves before we rush to 

the field.  

The purposes of this paper are twofold. The first is to 

shorten our learning curve, and the other is that it may benefit 

those who are in similar situation like us. This is done by 

combining the reviews of theories and successful practices in 

the field with some unique Chinese aspects. In addition, we 

hope to raise the awareness of the importance of online 

education. We believe that quality education should be open 

to everyone who wishes to undertake it.As the British Open 

University’s 2013 annual report put it: 

―The OU’s great achievement was to make higher 

education open to people without qualifications, and to make 

it accessible to people with different abilities. That was a 

huge achievement.‖1 

 
1 See the Open University annual report 2012/13, at: 

http://www.open.ac.uk/about/main/mission/annual-reports. 
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Online education is a feasible way to realize that goal.  

 

II. WAYS TO IMPROVE COURSE QUALITY 

Online learning is more than just put course materials 

online, it is a process to design a system, which requires 

experts of different fields. On this point, Reference [5] put it 

perfectly: 

A distance education system should include the 

components of content, design, communications, interaction, 

learner environment, and management. 

Accordingto [6], a successful course development team 

includes Subject Matter Expert (SME), graphic designer, 

web developer, programmer, and instructional designer.  

These two systems mentioned above are functions of 

distance education system and their corresponding 

implementers.  

Our discussions will be based on the two frameworks 

mentions above. Graphic designers, web developers and 

programmers are essential to ensure smooth delivery of the 

courses. However, our main focus is on how to design quality 

courses, we focus on mainly on the SME and instructional 

designer role.  

We will base our structure on these aspects and divide our 

discussions into three categories, course design, instructions, 

and interactions.  

A. Course Design 

To design quality courses, two vital parties must work 

together closely, they are the SME and instruction designer.  

1) Subject matter expert (SME) 

According to [5], the main responsibility of the SME is to 

ensure that the course material are relevant, SME is 

responsible of designing exercises, activities and 

examination questions, to identify or create textbooks, to 

coordinate with instruction designer with copyright issues.  

High quality SMEs are the guarantee of quality courses. 

However, some institutions don’t possess necessary SME in 

house. One way to solve this is to seek outside help. A good 

example is the Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK), she 

has many courses designed by experts from all the other 

universities in Hong Kong, and many other top universities 

worldwide. 

2) Instruction designer  

Instruction designer are vital part of the team, which is 

largely neglected in my university and many others we are 

familiar with, there is no clear boundaries between SMEs and 

Instruction Designers. Therefore we elaborate more on this 

subject. Reference [7] describes the ADDIE functions of 

Instruction designer as follows: 

 Analysis—the process of defining what is to be learned. 

 Design—the process of specifying how learning will 

occur. 

 Development—the process of authoring and producing 

thematerials. 

 Implementation—the process of installing the instruction 

in the real world. 

 Evaluation—the process of determining the impact of 

instruction [6]. 

Instruction designers need to help SMEs with 

pedagogicalstrategies and options [6]. To fulfill this role, the 

instruction designers need knowledge about student’s 

learning process. Basically there are three schools of learning, 

i.e. behaviorist, cognitivist and most recently constructivist. 

According to Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 

abehaviorist approach demands behavior evidence to 

evaluate the learning outcome, the learner’s state of mind is 

irrelevant. Cognitive approach sees learning asan internal 

process, it involves memory, motivation and thinking [8]. 

The constructivist argues that individual experience 

influences the outcome, which is the result of interaction 

between personal experiencesand information.  

These three schools are all used to design online course 

contents, the behaviorist approach fits well to teach what, 

cognitivist approach can be used to teach how, and 

constructivist fits well to teach why, it involves high level 

thinking [8].  

The course design should be based mostly on the 

behaviorist and cognitive schools of learning. In the same 

article, Reference [8] also suggests some of the practical 

suggestions for course design, some are particularly suitable 

for our students, and they are: 

 Learning material should be designed sequentially. 

 Learners should receive feedback regularly which they can 

realize how they are doing with the courses.  

 Place important information in the center of the screen. 

 Highlight the important criterion to attract learner’s 

attention. 

 Appropriate material match students cognitive level. 

 Provide frame-work models to build a big picture of the 

course and they can use to retrieve the detail of the course. 

 Use pre-instructional questions to set expectations, to help 

learners recall previous knowledge, and to motivatelearner 

to find additional materials.  

 Online learning should be presented between five to nine 

items to help learner transfer information from short-term 

memory to long-term memory. 

Meanwhile, Reference [9] provided some useful advices in 

the same book after reviewing [10] and [11]. Abstract ideas 

are better understood if they are organized in a meaningful 

way; comparison and contrast, similarity and grouping can 

aid perception and recall; presentations focus on differences 

are perceived better by learners. 

These suggestions are built upon sound theories, and also 

they are based on many years’ research and practice.Before 

designing a course, the designers needs to have a systematic 

approach in mind. During the implementation phase, the 

designers need to make sure that each procedure has been 

implemented efficiently. This is very obvious, but in practice, 

some of the functions are easily overlooked. We find 

evaluation is particularly weak in my school, although 

student survey is carried out after each course; the result has 

not been treated seriously. It is rather a formality than a way 

to improve teaching. We need to reflect not only on survey 

result, but also the problem we encounter during the process, 

which is especially important at the beginning. The other 

aspect is that we need to provide more comprehensive course 

framework than we do in the traditional classroom, in which 

instructors can answer student’s questions on site, while that 
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is not the case for online instruction. Reference [12] shows 

that Chinese students display a strong need clearly structured 

courses, where the logic should be made transparent to 

students.A comprehensive framework does not always equal 

the structure of the textbook, the connections of different part 

and additional knowledge should be included. Therefore a 

comprehensive framework is more important for Chinese 

learners. 

B. Instruction and Feedback 

1) Instruction 

The good practice of instructions should base on sound 

principles, Reference [6] reviewed the American Association 

of Higher Education’s ―Sevenprinciples for good practice in 

undergraduate education‖ and Western Interstate 

Commission for Higher Education (WICHE)’s ―Principles of 

Good Practicefor Electronically Offered Academic Degree 

and CertificatePrograms‖. They both are sound principle and 

some of them are similar. We will use later as an example 

because they are specially designed for the online learning 

environment, they are as followings: 

 Programs provide for timely and appropriate interaction 

between students and faculty and among students. 

 The institution’s faculty assumes responsibility for and 

exercisesoversight over distance education, ensuring both 

the rigor ofprograms and the quality of instruction. 

 The institution provides appropriate faculty support 

servicesspecifically related to distance education. 

 The institution provides appropriate training for faculty 

whoteach in distance education programs. 

 The institution ensures that students have access to and 

caneffectively use appropriate library resources. 

 The institution provides adequate access to the range of 

studentservices appropriate to support the programs, 

includingadmissions, financial aid, academic advising, and 

delivery of coursematerials, and placement and counseling 

[13]. 

These principle set guides for institutions to set up their 

mission, it is also useful for faculty to refine their teaching 

strategies. However, implementing all principles mentioned 

above requires considerable financial resources. Most 

continuing education colleges in Chinese universities are 

underfunded and understaffed. They are regarded as 

non-core part of the institutions, andmost teachers are hired 

from other departments or from other universities. Tsinghua 

University, the first universities permitted to provide online 

education, has stopped offering online degree programs since 

2004, their main focus has shifted to high level trainings, the 

continuing education colleges has become the money making 

unit. Theopen universities of China, institutions solely focus 

on adult education, has to form an alliance with other 

universities to provide teaching staff. The continuing 

education school which we worked for has recently 

transferred all the teaching staff to other departments, all the 

future teaching will rely on part-time teachers.  

This approach can keep costs down. However, institutions 

need to manage its shortcomings. For instance, instabilities, 

frequently changing faculty will affect the consistence and 

quality of course. Most of the hired faculty is from traditional 

classroom, if they apply the techniques of the traditional 

classroom directly to online teaching, the result will be 

compromised. Therefore, the faculty needs to be trained to 

teach effectively, relying heavily on part-time faculty makes 

adequate training difficult. 

Institutions can’t wait for the change of policy and more 

budget allocation, if they aspire to provide quality courses; 

they have to operate under the current financial resources. 

Fortunately there are various successful cases managing 

part-time faculty with satisfactory results.The most extreme 

and most successful case would be University of Phoenix 

online (UOP), which is accredited by North Central 

Association of Colleges and Schools since 1978. Some of the 

strategies UOP employed are: 

 They use exclusively part-time teachers and teachers’ sole 

responsibility is to teach (there is no research, course 

creation, student service, management, et al.). 

 UOP offers few student supports; the library is only 

accessible online. 

 University doesn’t provide officesfor teachers.[14] 

UOP estimates they need to spend 100 hours on the first 

course, less as they gain experiences; UOP not only doesn’t 

receive government funds, it has consistently returned profits 

to its shareholder; UOP adopt a business approach instead of 

an academic approach, it is one of few profitable for-profit 

universities in the U.S. [14]. 

UOP provide quality courses with limited budget, it sets a 

perfect example for Chinese universities. If the teachers are 

relieved of course creations, the responsibilities automatic 

falls back on the universities, this willminimize the impact of 

unstable teaching staff, the course provided will be consistent 

and can be tailor-designed for online teaching.  

As for training, Reference [6] provides a very good 

method, for on-line teachers to be adequate, they first need to 

be on-line learner, and they should enroll in an on-line course 

that teaches how to develop online instructions. This will be 

an effective way to train teacher.  

Part-time teachers can achieve satisfactory result, but 

appropriate management is the key to achieve the goal. 

Faculty need to set its standards for teaching and provide 

appropriate support for faculty and students. Meanwhile, 

faculty should realize the differences between the traditional 

classroom and online classroom. Institutions need to find a 

balance between training faculty and retaining the skilled.  

2) Feedback 

Feedbacks help students better organize their learning 

schedules and keep them motivated. Appropriate feedbacks 

enable students to monitor their learning 

progresses.Reference [9] summarizes the principles of giving 

feedback as follows: 

 The more mature the learners are, the more informal the 

feedback should be.  

 For more mature learner, the correct answers should be just 

marked correct.  

 Feedbacks needs not be immediate, but the learners should 

be informed when to expect them.  

 Feedbacks should be in appropriate order, especially for 

complex tasks.  

 Feedback can be reduced when the learners become more 

mature.  
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Feedback is always associated with assessments, it mainly 

comes from instructor. Broadly speaking, feedback also 

includes peer feedback, for instance, students post their 

comments on online discussion forum. Both 

teachers’feedbackand peers’ are valuable, but students might 

perceive them differently. Studies show that students from 

China often view teacher as an authoritative figure, they 

value teachers’ feedback more than peers’ [14]. 

C. Interaction 

Nowadays, with the rising popularity of constructivist 

theory, interaction attracts both educators’ and instructors’ 

attention. The first rule of both ―Seven principles for good 

practice in undergraduate education‖ and WICHE’s 

principles emphasize on interactions. Reference [15] 

discussed student-student, student-teacher and 

student-content interactions. Teacher-teacher, 

teacher-content and content-content interactions were added 

by [16]. All the interactions mentioned above are important 

to ensure quality of online learning. Teacher-teacher 

interaction can improve teachers’ skills by communicating 

with colleagues; teacher-content interaction can keep the 

contents up-to-date and improve the perceptibility of 

contents to students; content-contentinteraction is a newly 

developed concept that the contents are programmed that 

theyare automatically connected with some real-time sources 

[17]. In this paper, we focus our discussion on the three 

principles first presented by Moore. Student-content 

interaction includes two components, how the contentsare 

designed and presented.This is already included in our course 

design. We will focus our discussion on the student-student 

and student-teacher interactions. The interaction in 

traditional classroom is mostly taken in synchronous form, 

whereas interaction in online learningis in asynchronous 

form except online conferencing. If too much asynchronous 

interactionsscheduled in online environment, the flexibility 

will be reduced, and the advantage of online education will 

be diminishing. Therefore most of the interactions should be 

in asynchronous nature.  

Interaction, affected by various factors, is a weak point in 

Chinese online education.We identify the class size and the 

culture as important ones. If a class is too large, effective 

interactions will be difficult, especially student-teacher 

interaction.It is very difficult for teachers to handle the large 

amount of communications. Interactions also affected by 

culture, in this article, we do not need to deal with the 

multi-culture issue, but some aspects regarding Chinese 

culture will shed light on how to make interaction effective.  

Student-teacher interaction is integral part of education 

regardless the forms, either in classroom or on the web. The 

benefits of more student-teacher interactions include 

helpingstudents better understand the contents, guide and 

motivate students to find relevant information, stimulate 

deeper-level thinking.  

Student-Student interaction is the result of the rising 

popularity of constructivist theory. Reference [17] point out: 

Modern constructivist theorists stress the value of 

peer-to-peerinteraction in investigating and 

developingmultipleperspectives.  

In Chinese online learning education, student-student 

interaction is even more lacking than student-teacher 

interaction. It is largely neglected because of the institutions’ 

and teachers’ negligence.  

There are many advantages to implement peer-to-peer 

interaction. Interaction can help studenttransform lecture 

contents to personal knowledge. In a large class, a 

successfully executed student-student interaction can also 

reduce teachers’ burden.  

Despite the advantages, peer interaction should be 

implemented with caution. First institutions need to prepare 

teachers and tutors with the transforming role from 

instructors to facilitators. Meanwhile, there are some culture 

issues affecting students’ behavior need to considered, 

Reference [14] review provides some useful suggestions: 

 In highuncertainty avoidance culture; students need highly 

structured course, the rules should setup in advance what 

they are expected to do.  

 Chinese culture tradition discourage the ―nail that sticks 

up‖, some students tend to be passive on online discussion.  

 Asian student value instructors’ advice more than peers’, 

they tend to get frustrated when they teacher is not 

presented during the discussion. 

These culture studies mostly based on Asian students in 

another culture, some of the student might have language 

barriers that prevent them from participating in online 

environment, while the situation might be improved when 

they discuss in their mother tone. However, these aspects 

remains relevant when we conduct our online discussion 

activities, for instance, setting up clear goals and rules what 

students are expect to accomplish. Reference [14] review 

presents [18] suggestions for instructors: 

 Get to know students. Encourage students to send their 

pictures and post their background information and 

interests online.  

 Encourage students to communicate with each other both 

online and offline. For example, exchange phone numbers, 

meet in person, use email, fax, the discussion boardand the 

chat room.  

 Encourage face-to-face interactions or meetings with 

classmates and instructors when possible. 

These suggestions are not confined to a particular culture, 

Reference [19] conducts an online education case study, and 

it shows that even learners from low uncertainty avoidance 

culture needs the encouragement from teacher to weekly 

topic to more deep discussion. It might be more difficult for 

Chinese instructors to conduct a successful online learning 

community; therefore the instructors need to be prepared 

mentally to face the challenges.  

 

III. CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTIONS 

Although there are many theories and successfully cases 

on online education, there is no universal formula that 

guarantees success. Theories and empirical studies provide 

frameworks and guidelines, which help institutions and 

educators to steepen their learning curves. However, 

providing online education is still a trial and an error process 

for both institutions and faculty.  

For these newcomers like our institution to provide 

successful online education there is some essential aspects 
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command attention.  

Before providing, there must be appropriate fund secured, 

the universities should include online education as part of 

their long term strategy. Online education and continuing 

education are a good match.  

To design qualities courses, ADDIE model provides a 

valuable framework, especially the evaluation function, 

which provides important information for improving since 

we are new to the field. The practical advices such as 

providing comprehensive frameworks and using 

pre-instructions to enhance students’ learning process.  

Institutions must provide training for faculty members, 

after all online classroom is not identical with traditional 

classroom. Training can be in various forms, but one 

particular useful is to have faculty to take online learning 

courses about how to teach online.  

Encourage student-teacher and student-student 

interactions. These interactions can help students consolidate 

knowledge and develop reflective thinking abilities, in 

addition improve their team working skills, which is crucial 

and otherwise lacking in online courses.  

Keep class in a reasonable size. Too large a class might 

overwhelm teachers and reduce the quality of interaction.  

Most studies this paper referred are not based on Chinese 

market, there are two reasons. One is that these studies are 

more thorough and systematic compared with Chinese 

studies, they provide fundamental principles that can be 

generalized. Another is that online education is more mature 

in these counties where the studies carried out than in China, 

Basically any universities can carry out online education if 

they choose to as long as they comply with regulations. 

Contrarily there are only 68 universities in China that are 

permitted to provide online education before 2013, and many 

universities treat online education as a side function. 

Education is a practical science, experience comes with 

practice. Therefore these institutions have valuable 

experiences that can help us to improve.  

More researches on education in China should focus on 

online education. Empirical studies can help teachers 

improve their teaching skills and ultimately benefit the 

learners. 
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