Categories for the review of distance education materials submitted for the NADEOSA courseware awards 2002 

adapted from:

SAIDE, 1998, Strategies for the design and delivery of quality teacher education at a distance: a case study of the Further Diploma in Education, University of the Witwatersrand, researched for the President’s Education Initiative and SAIDE, 1999, Workshop materials on writing self-instructional study materials.

Orientation to programme, introductions, aims & learning outcomes

This category for review is about the way that clear and relevant information can motivate and direct learners effectively in their study. Learners need to understand from the outset the requirements of the various components of the course. As learners, they need to be motivated by relevant introductions and overviews within each individual module/unit. They also need to be clear about what they have to achieve in each unit and these aims and learning outcomes should be consistent with the goals of the course. 

Selection and coherence of content 

What is at issue here is rigour, interest and relevance. The content should be well-researched, up-to-date and relevant to the South African context. The learners should also be able to see how the content is related to the learning outcomes and goals of the course. Coherence is also important. If the components of a course are contradictory or unrelated to each other, the impact of the course will be considerably lessened. 

Presentation of content 

This is to do with how the content is taught. There is no one ‘right’ way to teach content - it will vary according to the subject and the audience. However, there are certain pointers for a reviewer. These include, clear explanation of concepts and a range of examples, as well as sufficient and appropriate ways for learners to process new concepts, rather than merely learn them off by heart. 

View of knowledge and use of learners’ experience

In the South African context, where rote learning and authoritarian views of knowledge have been the norm, particular attention needs to be paid to the way knowledge is presented. The perspective we would wish to promote is that knowledge should be presented as open and constructed in contexts, rather than merely received in a fixed form from authorities. Learners should be given opportunities to interrogate what they learn, and their prior knowledge and experience should be valued and used in the development of new ideas and practices. Frequent opportunities and motivation for application of knowledge and skills in the workplace, where relevant, should be provided, but this should be done in a reflective rather than mechanical way. 

Activities, feedback and assessment

A major strategy for effective teaching in course materials is the provision of a range of activities and strategies to encourage learners to engage with the content. If the course designer provides feedback or commentary on these activities, then learners will experience a form of the discussion that takes place in lively classrooms. 

Furthermore, because learners work through the materials largely on their own, they need some means of assessing their own progress. Comments on the activities in the materials can help to do this. The assessment criteria for the programme as a whole should be made clear to learners and should be appropriate to the intended learning outcomes.

Language

Aside from the obvious importance of clear, coherent language at an appropriate level for the learners, the kind of style that is used is crucial. The style can alienate or patronise the reader, or it can help to create a constructive learning relationship with the reader. Style needs to be judged in terms of specific audience and purpose, and so a standard set of criteria is not useful. However, it is always helpful if new concepts and terms are explained and jargon is kept to a minimum.

Layout and accessibility

Effective layout of printed materials maintains a creative tension between consistency and variety. It is important that learners are able to find their way through the various units and sections by the provision of contents pages, concept maps, headings, subheadings, statements of aims and learning outcomes, and other access devices. The text also needs to be broken up into reasonable chunks, and the layout should assist the logical flow of ideas. At the same time, a very predictable format can lead to boredom. A good way of introducing variety is through the use of visual material such as concept maps, pictures and diagrams. This has the added advantage of catering for learners who learn best through visual representations of ideas. Where appropriate, concept maps, pictures and diagrams should be included. 

Where the course is presented through another medium, or where other media are used to support printed course materials, similar issues of accessibility need to be applied to the other media employed. The medium chosen, and the way it is used, should be appropriate for the intended learning outcomes and target audience.

Detailed criteria

Orientation to programme, introductions, aims & learning outcomes

1.0 Introductions to programmes/modules/units/sections

1.1 Explain the importance of the topic for the learner and create interest in the material

1.2 Provide an overview of what is to come

1.3 Forge links with what the learners already know and what they are expected to learn

1.4 Point out links with other lessons/sections

1.5 Provide some indication of intended learning outcomes in ways that are directly relevant and useful to the learners

1.6 Give indications of how long the learner should spend on the material in the lesson so that the learners can pace themselves.

2.0 Learning outcomes

2.1 Are stated clearly and unambiguously

2.2 Describe what the learners need to demonstrate in order to show their competence

2.3 Are consistent with the aims of the course and programme

2.4 The content and teaching approach support learners in achieving the learning outcomes

Selection and coherence of content

3.0 Selection of content

3.1 Content is contemporary and reflects current thinking and recent references

3.2 Content is appropriate both to the intended outcomes of the programme as well as recognising prior learning

3.3 Content builds on learners’ experience where possible

3.4 There is appropriate variety in the selection of content.

Presentation of content
4.0 Presentation of content

4.1 Concepts are develop logically

4.2 Concepts are explained clearly using sufficient and relevant examples

4.3 New concepts are introduced by linking to learners’ existing knowledge

4.4 Ideas are presented in manageable chunks

4.5 A variety of methods are used to present the content and succeed in keeping the learners’ interest alive

4.6 Theories are not presented as absolute – debate is encouraged

4.7 The course materials model the processes and skills that the learners are required to master – i.e. they practise what they preach.

View of knowledge and use of learners’ experience

5.0 View of knowledge and RPL

5.1 Learners’ own experiences and understanding are seen as valid departure points for discussion

5.2 Knowledge is presented as changing and debatable rather than as fixed and not to be questioned

5.3 Learners are encouraged to weigh ideas against their own knowledge and experience and to question ideas/concepts that do not seem to be adequately substantiated

5.4 Learners are helped to contextualise new knowledge appropriately and a concerted effort is made to empower learners to use theory to inform practice.

Activities, feedback and assessment

6.0 Activities

6.1 The activities are clearly signposted and learners know where each begins and ends

6.2 Clear instructions help the learners to know exactly what they are expected to do.

6.3 The activities are related to the learning outcomes.

6.4 Activities reflect effective learning processes

6.5 Activities are sufficient to give learners enough practice

6.6 Activities are distributed at fairly frequent intervals throughout a section

6.7 Activities show a range of difficulty

6.8 Activities are sufficiently varied in terms of task and purpose

6.9 Activities are life/work related

6.10 Activities are realistic in terms of time indications and resources available to learners.

7.0 Feedback to learners

7.1 Feedback to learners is clearly indicated

7.2 Feedback is offered in the form of suggestions and is only prescriptive where necessary

7.3 The learners are able to identify the errors they have made, and they are able to assess their progress from their responses

7.4 Where calculations are required, the stages in the working are displayed and explained.

8.0 Assessment

8.1 There is an assessment strategy for the course as a whole

8.2 The assessment tasks are directly related to the learning outcomes

8.3 Formative and summative assessment strategies are employed

8.4 Assessment criteria are made known to learners and feedback is provided on interim assessments which helps learners to improve

8.5 Mechanisms exist for learners to respond to feedback on assessment and these are clearly explained in the courseware.

Language

9.0 Language level

9.1 New concepts and terms are explained simply and these explanations are indicated clearly in the text

9.2 The language used is friendly, informal and welcoming

9.3 Learners are not patronised or ‘talked down to’

9.4 The discourse is appropriate to the learning intended

9.5 The language is sensitive as far as gender and culture are concerned

9.6 The language takes cognisance of the multilingual reality of South Africa

9.7 The language is active and sufficiently interactive

Layout and accessibility

10.0 Learning skills

10.1 Summaries and revision exercises are included at frequent intervals to assist the learners to learn

10.2 Skills for learning (such as reading, writing, analysing, planning, managing time, evaluation of own learning needs and progress) are appropriate to the outcomes of the course and integrated into the materials

11.0 Access devices (in texts; corresponding features will be looked for in other materials, e.g. videos)

11.1 The numbering/headings system makes it easy for learners to find their way through the text

11.2 The text is broken up into reasonable units

11.3 Headings and sub-headings are used to draw attention to the key points of the lesson. This makes it easy for the learners to get an overview of the lesson at a glance. It also makes it easy to find parts the learners want to refer to.

11.4 There is a contents page

11.5 Pretests are used wherever feasible to help the learners know what skills or knowledge they need to have before starting the lesson/section

11.6 Links with previous knowledge and experience, with other parts of the same lesson and with other lessons are indicated.

12.0 Visual aids (pictures, photographs, diagrams and cartoons) (in texts)

12.1 The visual aids used complement the written text

12.2 Line pictures, cartoons are well-drawn and appropriate for target learners. They are gender and culture sensitive.

12.3 Where appropriate, concept maps and diagrams are included to help the learners to get an overview of the material and to assist the learning process.

12.4 Captions and explanations accompanying visual aids are adequate and give the learners a clear idea of what their purpose is.

12.5 Instructions/explanations accompanying diagrams are clear and learners know what they are expected to do.

12.6 Visual aids are well placed in the text.

12.7 Visual aids are of suitable size.

12.8 Where printed materials are supported by other media, use of the other media is clearly indicated in the materials and appropriate for the intended learning outcomes.

