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New Course Proposal: Online Learning Environments (OLE) 
Dr Louise Connelly, Head of Digital Education, Institute for Academic Development 
and Fiona Littleton, Senior E-Learning Advisor, Information Services 
 
November 2014 
 
Credit rating: 10 credits, SCQF Level 11     
Course leader: Dr Louise Connelly 
 
Rationale and overview  
 
The proposed ‘Online Learning Environments’ (OLE) option on the Postgraduate 
Certificate in Academic Practice (PGCAP) will provide an opportunity for staff from 
across the University to gain a critical understanding about teaching and learning 
within an online context.   
 
The rationale for proposing this course is two-fold. First, this course will support the 
strategic planning and vision at the University of Edinburgh towards increased 
provision of online learning. Specifically, it has been stated that by 20201 there is an 
expectation that all students will experience a fully online course. In addition, this 
aligns with recent findings from a LERU advice paper which outlines key findings and 
policy for research-intensive universities and their strategic approach to online 
learning. The paper “emphasises the importance of taking strategic direction” in order 
to deliver timely and quality online learning provision (Mapstone et al., 2014, 32).  
 
Second, this course will meet the accelerated rate of growth in this area and 
subsequently the increasing demand for support of online learning. This course will 
be especially significant for staff who are developing online courses or Massive Open 
Online Course (MOOC). 
 
The proposal of this course emerged as a result of delivering a pilot non-accredited 
short course with 25 staff registered in autumn 2013 and 29 staff in spring 2014. 
Based on feedback from participants on the short course the OLE option on the 
PGCAP will meet the needs of many staff. 
 

“I will clearly make changes to my overall course-teaching, not only 
on-line tutoring. In my future planning for a course I will have much 
use of the materials and insights shared during the course!” 
Pilot course participant, 2013 

 
The rationale for delivering the OLE course fully online is to ensure there is an 
authentic experience of engaging with an online environment. Consequently, this will 
provide a flexible delivery model, to meet the needs of the wider academic 
community, including those with disabilities; other commitments; or where they are 
travelling extensively and cannot be constrained by a 9-5 delivery model or face-to-
face offering.  
 
This course will provide participants with an opportunity to engage with and critically 
examine different technologies and online pedagogies in order to deliver effective, 

                                                 
1
 http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/academic-services/committees/learning-teaching/agendas-

papers  
2
 Mapstone, S., Buitendijk, S., Wiberg, E. (2014). Online Learning at Research-Intensive Universities. 

Belgium: League of European Research Universities (LERU), 
http://www.leru.org/files/publications/LERU_AP16__Online_Learning_at_RIUs_final.pdf  
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high quality and flexible courses to a wide ranging student demographic. 
Furthermore, participants are encouraged to experiment and discuss with peers in 
order to widen their understanding and share practice between different disciplines. 
 
This course will align and complement the newly proposed course, Learning and 
Teaching with Technology in the classroom (LTTC). As such, LTTC will focus on 
exploring technology-supported teaching and learning in ‘traditional’ physical spaces, 
whereas, OLE will focus on learning and teaching in a variety of online and virtual 
environments. 
 
Learning outcomes 
 
On completion of the course students will be able to demonstrate:  

• Critical awareness and understanding of the key themes, issues and research 
of online learning 

• Critical reflection and evaluation of the components of online learning 
environments, including technologies and pedagogical approaches 

• Critical awareness of the similarities and differences between face-to-face 
and online roles and interactions 

Teaching and Learning 
 
This 10 credit course will be offered over six weeks and within three blocks. The 
three blocks will enable participants to engage with important themes of online 
environments and delivery, including (i) community & participation, (ii) co-creation 
and collaboration, and (iii) assessment and delivery. In addition, participants will be 
exposed to and encouraged to engage with different technologies and online 
pedagogies, in order to attain a greater understanding of online learning 
environments. 
 
As with many of the online postgraduate programmes at the University of Edinburgh, 
the first week (week 1) will focus on community building, including meeting each 
other and the team, as well as participants familiarising themselves with the online 
environments (Blackboard Learn and Blackboard Collaborate, the virtual classroom 
tool) . Thereafter, the 5 teaching weeks (weeks two – six) will include a core reading, 
discussion board and other specific weekly activities such as a synchronous virtual 
classroom. The underpinning readings and resources will be used within the 
discussion boards and virtual classrooms, to enable critical examination of online 
learning within different environments.  
 
A formative assessment within this course will be a reflective journal. Participants will 
be encouraged to maintain a reflective journal each week in order to capture their 
own learning journey in relation to the themes and topics which arise within the 
course.  The reflective journal provides a safe and private space for participants to 
record thoughts and where indicated, they can ask for feedback from the course 
leader. Accordingly, the reflective journal can assist with collating thoughts in relation 
to the assignment. 
 
BLOCK 1 – Community & Participation 
  
Week 1, Induction 
A virtual classroom (synchronous session) will provide an opportunity to meet the 
course team and other participants as well as experience this technology and gain a 
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better understanding of how virtual classrooms can be a significant feature of online 
learning delivery. 
 
The participants will be introduced to the reflective journal in week 1 and asked to 
write about their initial feelings, in order to later reflect on this, as part of their learning 
journey. 
 
Weeks 2, Participate 
This week will build on the general induction week and will focus on the importance 
of creating a community and supporting participation. This will be delivered via an 
online icebreaker activity, in order to highlight the importance of developing social 
presence and a sense of ‘realness’ through a highly visual environment. 
 
The underpinning readings and synchronous session will reinforce the importance of 
building a sense of community online and the implications if this is not done, such as 
higher attrition rates and poor student satisfaction. 
 
BLOCK 2, Co-creation & Collaboration 
 
Week 3 & 4, Co-Create & Collaboration 

Week 3 & 4 will focus on co-creation and collaboration, specifically in relation to the 
newer opportunities for mobile, flexible and social construction of online 
learning. The following themes will be covered: managing a digital footprint; 
copyright; the challenges of using public spaces in relation to digital literacies; and 
assessment implications. 
 
BLOCK 3, Assessment and Delivery 
 
Week 5, Generate 
This week, participants are encouraged to reflect on different feedback and 
assessment approaches and how they can be effectively delivered within an online 
environment.  
 
Indicative activities for week 5 include a practical peer assessment activity which 
directly relates to the assessment. 
 
Week 6, Implement 
This week will focus on the role of the online teacher and supporting students online. 
The following themes will be covered: what it means to study within a virtual 
environment; how can student expectations be managed; and the benefits and 
challenges of online delivery. 
 
Indicative study activities and notional time commitment  
 

Study activity Time commitment 
Preparation & participation for synchronous 
sessions 

15 

Reading & reflection: asynchronous activity 25 
Independent Study & Assignment 
preparation  

60 

 
Assessment 
 
Summative 
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Participants are required to draw on their own experience and disciplinary context, as 
well as the knowledge and understanding gained from engaging with the course and 
literature.  
 
Participants are asked to submit a 2,500 word +/- 10% essay or a multi-media 
equivalent. Participants are encouraged to consider an alternative to the conventional 
essay, such as a blog, wiki, web essay, video etc., but this is in no way compulsory. If 
the multi-media option is selected, it must be in a format that can be preserved for 
assessment purposes and this option should be discussed in advance with the 
course leader. Detailed guidance and support will be provided in relation to the 
conventional and alternative approach. 
 
 
Formative 
 

Participants are strongly encouraged to maintain a reflective journal throughout the 
course in order to map their learning journey. Tutors will read and comment on the 
reflective journal, when requested by the participant. 
 
In week 5, participants are asked to use PeerMark and upload their summative 
assignment abstract (or where they are not submitting an assignment, they are asked 
to upload a short piece of text related to themes and topics covered in the course). 
Participants will then be required to provide feedback to their peers.  
 
 
Indicative reading 

Baran, E., Correia, A. and Thompson, A. (2011) Transforming online teaching 
practice: critical analysis of the literature on the roles and competences of online 
teachers. Distance Education, 32(3), pp.421-439. 
http://www.tandfonline.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/doi/pdf/10.1080/01587919.2011.6102
93  

Bayne, S., Gallagher, M. S. and Lamb, J. (2013) Being 'at' university: the social 
topologies of distance students. Higher Education. 
http://link.springer.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/article/10.1007/s10734-013-9662-
4/fulltext.html  

Carless, D. (2007) Learning-oriented assessment: conceptual bases and practical 
implications. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 44(1), pp.57-66. 
http://www.tandfonline.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/doi/pdf/10.1080/14703290601081332  

Delahunty, J., Verenikina, I. and Jones, P. (2013) Socio-emotional connections: 
identity, belonging and learning in online interactions. A literature review. 
Technology, Pedagogy and Education. 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1475939X.2013.813405#.UkcyKD_g8gI  

 

Appendix – Comments from External Examiner & Programme Team with 
Response 
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External Examiner 

He 'welcomes the notion that this course practices what it preaches; it is about on-
line learning and will be delivered on-line'.   
  
Re the learning outcomes: 
- He 'especially liked the one about similarities and differences between on-line and 
face-to-face teaching'.  
- do we want a 'practical proficiency learning outcome?' 
 
He especially liked the pedagogy: 'the emphasis on the collaborative and social 
aspects of learning is very good'.   

• In relation to the learning outcomes comment about ‘practical proficiency’, this 
will be addressed by the assessment 

Programme Team 

'the overall shape and direction of the course works really well' 

• This is pleasing to hear and especially how this may complement other 
courses, such as LTTO. 

 
'I like the headings under which the course is organised (participate, co-create, 
collaborate, generate) but I couldn't see how the generate category relates to the 
feedback and assessment' 

• The term ‘generate’ has been used for this week, as students are asked to 
generate content in the form of an assessment (abstract) and upload this to 
Peermark. Students will then participate in and generate comments on the 
work of others. 

 
'I really like this and think that it's great that we've got these two new courses coming 
along' 

• This is pleasing to hear and especially how this may complement other 
courses, such as LTTO and provide a range of courses for staff working with 
technologies both on campus and online. 

 
'is the course too heavy on social media and communities of learning at the expense 
of course design and wider learning and teaching issues/' 

• This is not the intention of the course. The course will use social media as 
one of many approaches to illustrate the importance of creating a community 
of learning online. The themes of trust, motivation, engagement and attrition 
will be highlighted within the discussion of community building. In terms of 
course design, this will permeate the five week course and will be 
acknowledged through the readings, discussion board activities and 
synchronous virtual classrooms. 
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