MIDDLE GEORGIA STATE UNIVERSITY
STANDARDS FOR ONLINE COURSES 
In addition to addressing the requirements of institutional accreditation and federal regulations*, this document provides the basic standards for all courses offered online, as a whole or in part, at MGA.  Schools and Academic Departments might choose to adopt more specific guidelines that align with the unique needs of their distance education students.
Note: As part of its services, MGA’s Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (cetl@mga.edu) provides support for faculty development and in-depth training for applying any of these standards. Consult with one of the CETL team for assistance or to discuss options for course-specific challenges and opportunities.
	ü
	1. Accessibility: Lecture materials, instructional resources, and multimedia, if provided in the course, must be accessible.
	Tips & Examples

	☐
	1.1 In D2L, upload recorded lecture videos and the associated PowerPoint or presentation files as part of those lectures.
	Consider converting PowerPoint or presentation files to PDF for easier reading. 

	☐
	1.2 Include captions or transcripts for videos in D2L.
	YuJa is the best choice for automatic captioning and transcriptions. The instructor, as the subject-matter expert, should confirm the accuracy of captions and transcripts. For discipline-specific terminology, there is a built-in “Find and Replace” tool that allows users to correct misspelled terms quickly.

	☐
	1.3 Include transcripts for audio recordings in D2L.
	YuJa provides transcriptions of audio files uploaded to the platform.

	☐
	1.4 Format all documents and pages in the course using styles.
	For example, Heading 1 for main titles, Heading 2 for subheadings, and Paragraph for regular content.

	☐
	1.5 Check that all documents are text-based and searchable (i.e., not scanned as images).
	To check for searchability, open the document and press CTRL + F or, for Macs, CMND + F. For externally located materials, consider selecting vendors/publishers that follow accessibility guidelines (i.e., WCAG).

	☐
	1.6 Add alternative text tags or short descriptions to all images and tables.
	When uploading an image, D2L will ask for alt text (a description). If the image is purely decorative, such as a banner, select the option to mark it as "decorative." If the image is already uploaded, click on the image, and then click the image icon [image: An image of an icon that represents an image in Brightspace by D2L]; then add the description in the box that appears. For externally located materials, consider selecting vendors/publishers that follow accessibility guidelines (i.e., WCAG).

	☐
	1.7 Confirm that all hyperlinks in lessons or other materials are active and functional.
	Check at least once per semester to ensure availability. If a permalink is available, use that in D2L instead of the page’s URL.



	ü
	2. The “Start Here” Module: In the pre-loaded MGA Online module, add course-specific information with which students need to be familiar as the course begins.
	Tips & Examples

	☐
	2.1 Personalized Introduction: 
Record a brief introductory video or audio message to create an atmosphere of welcome and interaction in online learning.
	YuJa is the best choice for this purpose because it is integrated into D2L and has many capabilities. D2L’s Video Note or Audio Note will work for simple recordings.

	☐
	2.1.1 Post the recorded introduction at least one day prior to the official start date of the course, along with a welcome announcement.
	To affirm your online presence for students, consider adding a recent picture of yourself and including your contact info in your D2L profile. 

	☐
	2.2 Course Schedule: 
List at least the major assignments and assessments students must complete throughout the semester.
	Consider creating an HTML page for easier updating during the semester. If not, post the schedule as a Word document or PDF.

	☐
	2.2.1 Include the due dates of major assignments and assessments. 
	To assist student planning better, consider also including low-stakes activities and other formative assessments on the schedule.

	☐
	2.2.2 Provide attendance verification/no-show deadline information—with the specific single assignment and its due date noted clearly.
	The attendance verification activity must be one activity for students to complete. 

	☐
	2.3 Syllabus: 
Update the syllabus every semester to ensure accuracy. 
	Apply 2.3.1–6 in addition to the required information listed on the University Syllabus page. For most impact, emphasize student-centered language throughout the syllabus.

	☐
	2.3.1 As an HTML page, Word doc, or PDF, post the syllabus prior to the official start date of the course. (Note the USG new requirements for posting deadlines for course syllabi on faculty directory pages.)
	Consider also creating an abbreviated (e.g., two-page version) of the syllabus to share with students prior to the official start of the semester via email. 

	☐
	2.3.2 If a core course, include the USG’s templated Core IMPACTS insert near the top of the syllabus or on the first page.
	Refer to emailed Core IMPACTS template (provided by Department Chair). 

	☐
	2.3.3 Include the link to the Institutional Policies webpage: https://www.mga.edu/center-excellence-teaching-learning/syllabi-policies.php
	Remove any redundant information from the syllabus that also appears on the Institutional Policies page to avoid clutter and outdated information. 

	☐
	2.3.4 Provide additional information on office hours information: virtual for fully online courses; virtual and/or in-person for hybrid courses.
	Consider promoting “office hours” as “student hours” to convey to students that this time is reserved for assisting their learning. 

	☐
	2.3.5 Provide course material information: details of textbook(s) (both required and optional/supplemental) and, if applicable, required access to external systems (e.g., third-party vendors).
	Consider also including the link to the webpage for the MGA bookstore (https://mga.bncollege.com).
Be sure that the Course Textbook LTI page is visible to students. 

	☐
	2.3.6 State the grading standards and scale for the course—and, if applicable, the late policy.
	Consider specifying if numerical scores will be rounded up/down and to what decimal place. 



	ü
	3. Course delivery: Strategies that enhance engagement are vital to student success in distance education courses. 
	Tips & Examples

	☐
	3.1 Post all mandatory course content in D2L or a D2L-integrated system/platform.
	Supplemental/optional resources can be uploaded to D2L or linked clearly. 

	☐
	3.2 Prior to the start of the semester, send a short email inside D2L or from the instructor’s MGA email address, welcoming students to the course and providing them with a syllabus excerpt that includes, at a minimum, the official start date of the course, instructor contact information, and required course materials.
	This email could also contain the D2L link to the course and a reminder about the official start date for the semester. 

	☐
	3.2 Respond to emails from students within 48 hours of receipt on weekdays and 72 hours of receipt on weekends.
	If a response to a student’s email is going to take longer, consider sending a quick message to the student, letting them know when to expect a detailed reply. 

	☐
	3.3 Access the course regularly (e.g., three times per week) to check for emails sent through D2L’s email system and also to confirm error-free course content.
	Note: D2L’s Brightspace Pulse app is intended primarily for student use and is not recommended for faculty use to modify course content.

	☐
	3.4 Post course announcements at least weekly that include vital information, such as to-do lists, upcoming deadlines, study tips, and encouragement.
	Consider including a link to a checklist page for the module to help students move through content more effectively.

	☐
	3.5 Record lectures instead of posting only presentation slides or assigning readings. Avoid posting recordings of entire lectures; instead, break longer recordings into shorter chunks.
	YuJa has editing capabilities for breaking longer recordings into shorter sections.
Consider adding an in-video quiz and indexes through YuJa to help student engagement with videos.
Use YuJa’s analytics to identify students’ trends of viewing. 

	☐
	3.6 Contribute to all introductory discussion board postings, if applicable. 
	Create other opportunities to engage with students in real-time interactions throughout the semester, such as scheduling online hours, study/review sessions, etc. Selectively posting to other discussions can promote continued engagement. 

	☐
	3.7 Incorporate high-engagement practices such as interactive/video quizzes, projects, blogs, wikis, and group assignments in addition to or in lieu of traditional assessments.
	For help with exploring options for asynchronous practices, reach out to the CETL team for a one-on-one consultation. 

	☐
	3.8 Include grading rubrics when first providing assignment instructions.
	Consider applying the Transparency in Learning & Teaching assignment framework for instructions and design.

	☐
	3.9 Provide constructive, encouraging, developmental feedback on all major assignments.
	Consider audio or video feedback (e.g., through D2L’s Audio Note or Video Note or through Turnitin’s grading feature), and for more engagement, create structures for how students process and apply the feedback provided (e.g., a small incentive for students to respond to assignment feedback). 

	☐
	3.10 Monitor each student’s progress (e.g., via D2L’s Class Progress feature), and reach out to at-risk students to recommend appropriate student success resources.
	Consider the use of D2L’s Intelligent Agents to help with providing reminders or support to students.

	☐
	3.11 Conduct an anonymous mid-semester student survey.
	Ask students about what is helping their learning in the course, what is getting in the way of their learning, and what the instructor could do differently to support how they learn. Consider incorporating feedback trends into the course.



	ü
	4. D2L Gradebook: The D2L gradebook must be as accurate as possible for all graded work in a course. 
	Tips & Examples

	☐
	4.1 Up-to-date Grading: Post, import, or sync grades in the D2L gradebook as soon as possible, even if they occur within a third-party platform (e.g., MyMathLab, MindTap, ALEKS, publishers, etc.).
	For integrated third-party vendors/platforms, consult with the CETL team for assistance with proper synchronizing of grades.  

	☐
	4.2 Ensure that each gradable assignment in the course has a corresponding gradebook item.
	Using grade categories in the D2L gradebook creates a more organized grade structure.

	☐
	4.3 Match the distribution of gradebook points or percentages with the distribution outlined in the syllabus exactly.
	If the syllabus refers to a points system, mirror the system in the D2L gradebook—same with percentages. 

	☐
	4.4 Follow Departmental expectations for completing the grading of students’ submissions.
	Returning graded work quickly assists learning development. Consider indicating to students when they can expect the return of major assignments.

	☐
	4.5 Provide students with an accurate indication of where they stand overall throughout the course as assignments are graded, including recording zeros only for missed assignments prior to the Withdrawal date.
	One method of doing so is to open final grades to students at the start of the term, although not wholly accurate until the end of the semester. D2L will then keep the overall grade updated as grades are posted throughout the semester. Alternatively, instructors should consider opening overall grades at specific intervals, such as fortnightly or monthly.


*These online course standards articulate the basis for high-quality digital learning experiences for any online, blended, and hybrid course at Middle Georgia State University. When applied cohesively, they provide students with consistency of navigability and course structure in D2L, thus reducing extraneous cognitive load and minimizing frustration or confusion.  
Moreover, these standards ensure the University’s compliance with Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act and the Regular and Substantive Interaction (RSI) Rule from the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE). The RSI Rule separates online or distance education from correspondence education. A summary of what constitutes effective distance education for the USDOE follows: 
· The institution’s online instruction is delivered through an appropriate form of media;
· The instructors with whom students regularly and substantively interact meet the requirements of the institution’s accrediting agency for subject instruction;
· Instructors meet the RSI regulatory requirements for the course by engaging in at least two forms of substantive interaction:
· providing direct instruction,
· assessing or providing feedback on a student’s coursework,
· providing information or responding to questions about course-related contents or competencies,
· facilitating a group discussion regarding course-related contents or competencies, and/or
· other instructional activities approved by the institution’s or program’s accrediting agency. 
· The institution has 1) established scheduled and predictable opportunities for substantive interaction between students and instructors and 2) created expectations for instructors to monitor each student’s engagement and thus engage substantively with students on the basis of that monitoring; and
· Instructors are responsive to students’ requests for instructional support. 
According to the RSI Rule, online courses must meet the criteria outlined above and include frequent and consistent RSI activities; when they do not, they may be regarded as correspondence courses. If a course is considered a correspondence course, then it is not eligible for financial aid, and the institution could be made to pay back funds received from federal financial aid programs for all students who are enrolled in that particular course. As a result, many institutions have adopted online course policies that prepare for mandatory SACSCOC reporting and potential USDOE audits.  
In addition to addressing the impact of ADA’s Title II mandate and the RSI Rule, this document provides the minimum standards for all courses offered online, in whole or in part, at MGA. All materials and content for these courses must be hosted within D2L and, per USG BOR Policy 3.4.4, must contain sufficient content and related coursework to equal 750 instruction minutes per course credit hour. Schools and Academic Departments might choose to adopt more specific guidelines that align with the unique needs of their distance education students.
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