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Best Practices 

Introduction 

Deciding to move instruction from a classroom environment to a blended 
or hybrid course takes a great amount of planning and design. It is not 
simply moving some of the content to a server, giving users access and 
calling it a day. There is a systematic process that includes consideration 
of differing components, including “the learners, the content, the method, 
and materials, and the environment, including the technology (Simonson, 
Smaldino, Albright & Zvacek, 2012, p. 152). It is important to plan and 
prepare for this type of instruction well in advance of the implementation 
(Simonson et al., 2012). This guide will highlight and outline the items to 
be considered in the planning and design process, and provide tips to 
make the program successful. 

Pre-Planning Strategies 

The pre-planning stage is where decisions and research needs to start. 
Each of the components in the process need to be broken down and 
examine from a standpoint of what, who, why, where, or combination of 
these. 

 

Learners 

Who are my learners? Do I 
have sub-groups that may 
need specialized 
resources? 

To be effective, “it is necessary to 
understand the learners in the target 
audience” (Simonson et al., 2012, p. 156). 
Identifying how to accommodate different 
sub-groups may require additional 
resources (Simonson et al., 2012). 

What skills will they need?  Time and resources may need to be 
allotted prior to the submersion into online 
materials to develop the individual skills of 
the learners. This will need to be 
anticipated, planned and supported 
(Morrison, Ross, Kalman, & Kemp, 2013).  

Do they already have 
these skills? 

How will they obtain the 
needed skills if they do not 
have them initially? 

 

Tip: Getting to know learners is important and challenging for the facilitator. One 
way to get to know the learners is by inviting them to share this information. 
This can easily be done by informal ice-breaker activity. 
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Content 

Where will I house the 
content I want to make 
available online? 

Determining space is available on the 
organizations network to house information 
is going to require some research. Finding 
out how much space you will be able to 
have may limit the amount of content you 
can store for online use (Simonson et al., 
2012). 

How will learners access 
the content? 

Many organizations have Intranet sites 
where information maybe houses, however 
this is not available outside of the physical 
property. Housing information in a location 
not easily accessible by the learner could 
pose obstacles (Simonson et al, 2012). 

What advantage would a 
Course Management 
Systems (CMS) or 
Learning Management 
System (LMS) provide? 

The organization may already have a 
LMS/CMS. If so, find out who manages this 
site for the organization and ask questions 
regarding functionality, space available, 
accessibility, and reporting. 

What cost is involved in 
setting up a (CMS/LMS)? 
Who needs to approve this 
cost, if this is determined 
to be the best option? 

If the organization does not have an 
LMS/CMS, and you would like to take 
advantage of the benefits they have to 
offer. You may have to prepare a proposal 
for approval. Be prepared to provide a 
cost/benefit analysis to justify this to those 
whose approval you will need. (Morrison et 
al., 2013). 

 

Tip: CMSs are used both as open-source and proprietary. Before using any of these 
types of sites, you will want to make sure you read the Terms of Service 
carefully. You would not want to make organizational proprietary information 
publically available.  
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Method 

How will time be divided? 

In the workplace, individuals still have to 
“create and collaborate within the 
constraints of time and space” (Beldarrain, 
2006, p. 150). With this mind, time needs to 
be allotted to allow for the creativity and 
collaboration to take place. Consideration 
in a workplace setting will need to allow 
enough time for team projects, individual 
learning, and group interaction. Create and 
share the schedule with the learners, so 
they know how much time they are allotted 
for each activity (Simonson et al., 2012). 

How should discussions 
be conducted? 
Synchronous, 
Asynchronous, Face-to-
face? 

There are benefits for each type of 
discussion. Consider many shy students 
benefit from participation in online 
discussion versus face-to-face (Simonson 
et al., 2012). Students have often 
commented that having this type of a 
discussion forum is more comfortable and 
generates a deeper discussion because of 
the time allowed for preparation and 
reflection (Roach, 2012). A combination of 
different types may reap the greatest 
reward. Make certain that the expectations 
for participation are clearly defined and 
each learner is aware of the requirements 
(Simonson et al., 2012). 

 

Tip: Be willing to be flexible with your methods. Each training class will be different. 
Being flexible in the method will allow for adaptability to what each group finds 
the most beneficial. 
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Materials 

What information is going 
to be delivered online? 

Determining what information is best 
delivered online versus what information is 
best delivered in person (Simonson et al., 
2012).  

What multi-media if any 
will be used? 

Using learning objects and multi-media can 
enhance and enrich the learning 
experience. (Nash, 2005). Students may 
benefit more from watching a video than 
from listening to a lecture (Morrison et al., 
2013). 

What if any Web 2.0 
technologies will be 
incorporated? 

Using web technologies can certainly 
enhance a learning course. However, you 
need to be mindful of not incorporation 
technologies are too complex or 
overwhelming to the learners (Simonson et 
al., 2012). 

Tip: When selecting different technologies, make sure that they support the learning 
objectives and are not just added because they are fun or because they are 
available (Simonson et al., 2012). 

Environment 

How do I create a positive 
learning environment? 

Setting the tone for a learning environment 
is the responsibility of the instructor 
(Simonson et al., 2012). Setting out clear 
expectations regarding participation, 
respect, proper etiquette, and behavior is 
important for the instructor and the learners 
(Simonson et al., 2012). 

What will help encourage 
interactions? 

To have an active and collaborative 
environment the instructor must be 
involved (Simonson et al., 2012). Both 
individual and group interactions are 
necessary (Simonson et al., 2012). In 
addition small group discussions, group 
projects and presentations or debates can 
all foster and interactive environment 
(Simonson et al., 2012). 

How should feedback be 
delivered? 

Feedback should be both timely, 
personalized, and private (Simonson et al., 
2012). Feedback should demonstrate the 
instructor’s interest in the student and give 
them specific ways to further improve 
(Simonson et al., 2012). 

Tip: There is a great deal of truth in leading by example. Set the tone and practice 
the behaviors of what you expect from the learners.  
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Technology 

How user friendly is the 
technology? 

Using technology to enhance the learning 
experience should not make learning more 
difficult; nor should it be used just because 
it is available (Simonson et al., 2012). 
Complicated applications or processes will 
only serve to confuse and frustrate learners 
(Simonson et al., 2012).  

How well do you know the 
technology you want to 
incorporate? 

It is more important for the 
instructor/facilitator to know how to use the 
technology than the learners. The instructor 
is who the learners are going to look to for 
support and direction (Simonson et al., 
2012). Incorporation of technologies you 
are unfamiliar with could lead to disaster.  

What hurdles could this 
technology create? 

Understanding the possible technology 
problems that may occur and having a 
backup plan or alternate way to cover the 
information is key to keeping learners from 
becoming frustrated (Simonson et al., 
2012) 

Tip: You may want to start out slow, creating specific content to be housed online 
versus the entire course, tackling the entire course at once may be jumping into 
the deep end of the pool without a life jacket. 

Enhancements to Learning 

There are several different methods available to enhance learning when putting content 

online. These strategies “range from giving student opportunities to think about a topic 

and respond to hands-on manipulation of learning objects (Simonson et al., 2012, p. 

201). Video can also enhance the learning experience, taking the place of lectures. 

“Learning experiences can include such things as small group discussions, hands-on 

experience with materials available in advance of the class period, presentations, or 

similar types of classroom strategies” (Simonson et al., 2012, p. 201). On also might 

consider posing case studies for analysis and assign this as a small group activity doing 

research online to find solutions. Incorporation of a virtual field trip is both a way to use 

technology and individually engage students (Simonson et al, 2012). Posing questions 

prior to the learning is a way the instructor can gain insights into individual students. 

After the learning is presented, see how the information changes the student view by 

posing additional thought provoking questions. Picking an issue and assigning different 

groups to debate the different sides of the issue. This can be done as a small group 

project and then brought into a larger discussion.  
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The key is to not limit yourself or your creativity. Ensure the interactions are tied to the 

course objectives and have a definite reason behind why a specific activity is the best 

method to help the student reach the objective. “The key to active learning is to keep 

the learners involved in their own learning, not just keeping them busy" (Simonson et 

al., 2012, p. 201). 

The following seven principles were listed by Beldarrain (2006) for implementing new 

technology: 

1. Encourage contact between students and faculty. 
2. Develop reciprocity and cooperation among students. 
3. Use active learning techniques. 
4. Give prompt feedback. 
5. Emphasize time on task. 
6. Communicate high expectations. 
7. Respect diverse talents and ways of learning. 

(p. 144). 

Learners want to be connected with the instructor and peers. Creating ways to 

collaborate and exchange ideas whether using asynchronous or synchronous 

communications allow individuals to learn. Much of the learning we do is based on 

social activities, therefore, it is necessary to create a community environment (Morrison 

et al, 2013). 

Facilitators Role 

Placing content online changes the facilitator role from one who is providing the 

instruction to one who is providing the experience for the learners. Students are 

interacting with the content and are more independent (Simonson et al., 2012). Thus is 

it important as the facilitator to provide structure to the learning. “Clearly articulate the 

goals, timelines, essential questions, and authentic assessment practices” (Simonson et 

al., 2012. 

In his article Eight Roles of an Effective Online Teacher, Bernard Bull (2013) highlights 

the following roles an online instructor takes on: 

1. Tour Guide – The online teacher plays the role of guiding students, 
directing and redirecting the attention of the learners towards key concepts 
and ideas 

2. Cheerleader – The effective online teacher makes intentional efforts to 
communicate specific encouraging messages to individual learners and the 
group as a whole. 
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3. Learning Coach – The effective coach moves beyond modeling, handing 
the subject over to the student to do something with. Letting the learning 
develop their skill, competency, and confidence. 

4. Individual and Group Mirror – Giving feedback. The effective online 
instructor finds ways to give feedback, how learners are doing, are they 
moving in the right direction, are they closer to meeting the learning 
objective or not.  

5. Social Butterfly- The instructor make intentional efforts to build a positive 
social environment. Facilitation introductions, using discussion starters to 
facilitate conversations between students. Taking the time to get to know 
students and references this on a personal level. 

6. Big Brother- Because everything on line is tracked, the instructor monitors 
this to make adjustments and decisions. If a student is not logging in find out 
why. If several are having difficulty visiting specific pages of content, make it 
easier to find. 

7. Valve-Control – Learners can easily get lost if there is too much content. 
The instructor may want to only release the information for a week in 
advance, or instruct students to only focus on a specific portion of the 
content.  

8. Co-learner – Great teachers are lifelong learners. Model this for the 
learners in the classroom. Be active, but do not hog the stage. Complete 
part of some of an assignment to share your experience with the students. 
Let them know when they teach you something. 

If as an instructor, trainer, or teacher, you are moving from the classroom 

environment to online, you may do many of these things as you walk your 

classroom without thinking about it. In the online environment you will have to 

put forth extra effort to make sure you are filling your role of responsibility. 

Communication 

Communication in an online essential for learning to be successful. “The kiss of 

death for any distance course is the lack of student participation (Simonson et al., 

2012, p. 201). There are different types of communication that have to be 

fostered in an online environment. The forms include teacher-student, student-

teacher, and student-student. If any of these components of communication is 

lacking students will struggle and learning will be hindered. “Instruction must be 

designed in a way that capitalizes on what learners already know and what they 

have already experienced” (Simonson et al., 2012, p. 91). Communications 

channels must connect the student with the instructor, students with each other, 

and be and appropriate vehicle for the instruction.  
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Conclusion 

Moving a course to online is not an easy undertaking and will require a large 

commitment on the part of the instructor or trainer. Carefully planning and 

structuring the course on the objectives, substituting equivalent learning 

technologies and objects into the course to keep the students engaged should be 

a top priority. Enlisting the aid of an instructional designer in the process will save 

time and money in the long run. Research how others have been successful. 

This is a basic guide, there are numerous strategies and examples of how this 

can be successful. Do not fall into the trap in thinking that online learning is just 

moving content (Simonson et al., 2012).  
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