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Presentation Notes
Hello Everyone, thank you for attending our session today where you will learn that yes, while Quality most certainly Matters, humanity and wellbeing must come first. In this session, we want to talk about our design, implementation, and evidence of putting together a model for holistic online learning. 

As mentioned, my name is Megan VanBuskirk, and I am currently serving as the Dean of Online Programs and Learning Support at Germanna Community College, one of the 23 colleges within the State of Virginia's system. 

My research partner, Roxanna Medeiros, is serving as the Vice President of Online Education at Maharishi International University, and we are excited to discuss how our backgrounds have contributed to this project. 



SESSION OVERVIEW

Session Introduction
Qu a lit y Ma t t e rs  (QM)  g ive s  u s  a n  e vide n c e -ba s e d  fou n da t ion  fo r on lin e  c ou rs e  qu a lit y, bu t  ma n y le a rn e rs  a re  a ls o  n a viga t in g  s t re s s , 
bu rn ou t , in e qu it y, a n d  u n s t a b le  le a rn in g  e n viron me n t s . Th is  s e s s ion  s h a re s  a  p ra c t ic a l, re s e a rc h -t e s t e d  a pproa c h  fo r de s ign in g  on lin e  
le a rn in g  t h a t  me e t s  QM e xpe c t a t ion s  a n d  in t e n t ion a lly s u pport s  s t u de n t  h u ma n it y a n d  we llbe in g .

Lea rn in g O u tcom es

Expla in  t h e  ra t ion a le  fo r in t e gra t in g  
le a rn e r we llbe in g  wit h in  QM-a lign e d  
c ou rs e  de s ign  t o  s u pport  e qu it y a n d  
s t u de n t  s u c c e s s .

Ide n t ify p ra c t ic a l s t ra t e g ie s  fo r 
e mbe dd in g  we lln e s s  p rin c ip le s  wit h in  
a lign e d  ou t c ome s , a c t ivit ie s , a n d  
a s s e s s me n t s .

Eva lu a t e  in s t ru c t ion a l de s ign  in it ia t ive s  
u s in g  qu a n t it a t ive  a n d  qu a lit a t ive  
e vide n c e  re la t e d  t o  le a rn e r we llbe in g  
a n d  a c a de mic  pe rfo rma n c e .
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Presentation Notes
Many of you in attendance are aware that Quality Matters offers research-tested foundational best practices for online course quality. However, we believe that this foundation has the potential to expand or work in conjunction with humanizing principles. 

Learners are navigating a record-breaking amount of stress and burnout and have been facing shifting or unstable learning environments. So, for this session, we want to ground in research and share practical design ideas that will support student humanity and wellbeing. 

We will start by explaining the rationale for integrating learner wellbeing with QM aligned course design in order to support equity and student success. Next, we will identify practical strategies for embedding wellness principles within aligned outcomes, activities, and assessments among other course elements. 

At the end of the session, we will evaluate this instructional design model with quantitative and qualitative evidence related to learner wellbeing and performance. 



PHASE 1 — PROBLEM FRAMING

The Crisis in Online Education
On lin e  le a rn ing  ha s  e xpa nde d  a t  a n  e xt ra ord ina ry pa c e  ove r t he  pa s t  de c a de  — ye t  t he  s t ude n t  s upport  s ys t e ms  de s igne d  t o  s u s t a in  le a rn e rs  ha ve  no t  ke p t  up . The  re s u lt  is  a  g rowing  ga p  be t we e n  
in s t it u t iona l a mbit ion  a nd  live d  s t ude n t  e xpe rie nc e .

En rollm en t W ith ou t Su p p or t
Millions  o f le a rne rs  ha ve  move d  on line , bu t  
c ou rs e  de s igns  re ma in  roo t e d  in  c on t e n t -
de live ry mode ls  t ha t  do  no t  a ddre s s  huma n  
ne e ds  (CHLOE 10, 2025; Farnell et al., 2021; 
Khan, 2021; Lister & McFarlane, 2021; Lister 
et al., 2022).

Men ta l H ea lth  Ch a llen ges
Is o la t ion , c ogn it ive  ove rloa d , a nd  la c k o f 
c ommun it y c on t ribu t e  t o  me a s u ra b le  
inc re a s e s  in  le a rne r a nxie t y a nd  bu rnou t  
(Louis et al., 2022; Moustafa, 2021; 
Studente et al., 2021).

D isen gagem en t & Reten tion  
On line  c ou rs e s  c on t inue  t o  s e e  h ighe r 
d ropou t  ra t e s  t ha n  t he ir in -pe rs on  
c oun t e rpa rt s , s igna ling  a  de s ign  
opport un it y (Lee & Choi, 2011; Tinto, 2012).

Missin g Com m u n ity
Wit hou t  in t e n t iona l de s ign , le a rne rs  
e xpe rie nc e  c ou rs e s  a s  t ra n s a c t iona l — 
la c king  t he  be longing  t ha t  s u s t a in s  long-
t e rm e nga ge me n t  (Anderson et al. 2020; 
Garrison et all, 2000).

Ch ron ology
The  la s t  s e ve ra l ye a rs  ha ve  provide d  c h ronolog ic a l la ye rs  o f t ra n s it ion  t h rough  e ve n t s  s uc h  a s  t he  COVID-19  pa nde mic , t he  J6  Ca pit o l a t t a ck, dome s t ic  po lic y s h ift s , a nd  in t e rn a t iona l c on flic t s , 

a dd ing  broa d  la ye rs  o f bu rde n  upon  s oc ie t y a nd  it s  le a rn e rs  (Das et al., 2023; Celuch et al., 2024; Palgi et al., 2023).
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Presentation Notes
I want to talk start out by framing the problem that Roxanna and I began to see in our practice at vary levels. There is a real crisis in education today, and we have seen some exceptional pacing changes in online education over the last decade, but we have grown so quick, it has not been in a sustainable way that prepares our support systems for learners. This has created a gap between institutional ambition and true student experiences of quality.

When 2019 was upon us, millions of learners were moved online. The CHLOE reports suggest that even learners who prefer campus learning are enrolling online out of necessity. But course design models remain rooted in content delivery that is not satisfactorily addressing real human needs, particularly around connection, care, and wellbeing.

We also see that there is a rise in mental health challenges, including increasing stress, isolation, cognitive overload, and lack of community, all contributing to higher levels of anxiety and burnout among learners.

Our online courses are continuing to see higher dropout rates than in person counterparts, which signals a design challenge that we like to think of as a design opportunity. And as we know from previous frameworks, without intentional design, learners are experiencing courses as transactional rather than connecting to long-term engagement. 

And it is not lost on us that the broader chronology of events has shaped this context. The pandemic, the January 6 Capitol attack, domestic policy shifts, and international conflicts have all added to the burden that learners carry into these spaces. As noted in this study, these layered global conditions have exacerbated mental health challenges and wellbeing concerns for learners.



PHASE 1 — PROBLEM FRAMING

The Humanitarian & Wellbeing 
D efic it
On lin e  c ou rs e  de s ign  t yp ic a lly p rio rit ize s  content delivery and measurable 
outcomes  — bu t  n e g le c t s  t h e  broa de r h u ma n  n e e ds  t h a t  ma ke  le a rn in g  
pos s ib le  in  t h e  firs t  p la c e . Wh e n  a  le a rn e r is  e mot ion a lly ove rwh e lme d  o r 
ph ys ic a lly de p le t e d , pe rfo rma n c e  s u ffe rs  re ga rd le s s  o f c on t e n t  qu a lit y.

W h a t's  Missin g

• Emot ion a l s u pport  s t ru c t u re s
• Commu n it y-bu ild in g  

opport u n it ie s
• St re s s  ma n a ge me n t  in t e gra t ion
• Life -ba la n c e  a wa re n e s s
• Spa c e  fo r re fle c t ive  le a rn in g

Th e  Con seq u en ce

Th is  we llbe in g  de fic it  is  n o t  
in c ide n t a l — it  is  designed in  by t h e  
a bs e n c e  o f h u ma n -c e n t e re d  
fra me works . Le a rn e r 
d is s a t is fa c t ion , d is e n ga ge me n t , 
a n d  a t t rit ion  a re  p re d ic t a b le  
ou t c ome s  wh e n  c ou rs e s  t re a t  
s t u de n t s  a s  c on t e n t  c on s u me rs  
ra t h e r t h a n  wh o le  h u ma n  be in gs .
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While the research is clear that today's learners are facing unprecedented stressors and modern challenges, some things cannot be witnessed in literature. 

Roxanna and I witnessed this humanitarian and wellbeing deficit firsthand. We saw some of our colleagues withdraw went sent home to work remotely. We saw how inconsistent and de-humanizing content left learners frustrated, overwhelmed, and depleted. 

We also understood that regardless of how good curriculum was, if it did not have intentional support structures built into the transactional distance, learner needs would still be neglected and retention and achievement would still suffer.  

Together, we began a conversation. She brought her medical and instructional expertise to the conversation, and I brought my instructional design and curricular expertise to the conversation. We understood that the wellbeing was further systematized through the absence of humanization. And we knew that to combat learner dissatisfaction, disengagement, and health crises, we needed to ensure learners had a more holistic educational experience. 



PHASE 1 — CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATION

A Holistic Framework for Online Learning
Th e  propos e d  fra me work re s pon ds  t o  t h e  we llbe in g  de fic it  by integrating course quality standards with learner wellness theory . Ra t h e r 
t h a n  t re a t in g  a c a de mic  e xc e lle n c e  a n d  h u ma n  flou ris h in g  a s  c ompe t in g  prio rit ie s , t h is  mode l pos it ion s  t h e m a s  mu t u a lly re in fo rc in g  
fou n da t ion s  o f e ffe c t ive  on lin e  e du c a t ion .

Quality Matters Standards

Evidence -based course design criteria ensuring alignment, clarity, 
and rigor across all course elements.

Holistic Wellness Theory

A multidimensional model of human wellbeing that recognizes 
physical, emotional, social, and spiritual dimensions of health.

Learner -Centered Pedagogy

Instructional approaches that prioritize student agency, voice, and 
meaningful participation in the learning process.

Freirean Critical Consciousness

Paulo Freire's (1968)  le ga c y o f e du c a t ion  a s  a  h u ma n izin g  pra c t ic e  
roo t e d  in  e qu it y, d ia logu e , a n d  s oc ia l t ra n s fo rma t ion .
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In our conversations, Roxanna and I discussed the Quality Matters general and specific review standards and how they were inconsistently applied at our institution. Roxanna shared health and wellness challenges that we face when we are disconnected and not caring for the different dimensions of ourselves. 

I took things a bit further and talked about learner motivation and agency. Through our unique teaching and learning backgrounds, we both landed on the concept of Paulo Freire's (1968) theory of critical consciousness and how it was our responsibility as educators to help educate learners so they could experience equity and take leading stances in their community. 

We then had a framework in mind for instructional design going forward. We would follow the recommendations of Quality Matters, but we would also use medical research and curricular research that considered the health and wellbeing of learners so that they were given ideal opportunities to learn asynchronously that would result in higher success, satisfaction, health, and social transformation. 



PHASE 1 — WELLNESS MODEL

Seven Domains of Wellness
Th e  mode l d ra ws  on  a  seven -domain wellness framework  — e a c h  re pre s e n t in g  a  c rit ic a l d ime n s ion  o f h u ma n  we llbe in g  t h a t  d ire c t ly 
in flu e n c e s  a  le a rn e r's  c a pa c it y t o  e n ga ge , pe rs is t , a n d  t h rive  in  on lin e  e du c a t ion . Th e s e  doma in s  a re  n o t  s u pple me n t a l — t h e y a re  
foundational .

Ph ysica l

Body, re s t , move me n t , a n d  e n e rgy

Em otion a l

Se lf-a wa re n e s s , c op in g , a n d  re gu la t ion

In te llectu a l

Crit ic a l t h in kin g  a n d  life lon g  le a rn in g

Socia l

Con n e c t ion , be lon gin g , a n d  c ommu n it y

Sp ir itu a l

Pu rpos e , va lu e s , a n d  me a n in g-ma kin g

En viron m en ta l

Sa fe , s u pport ive  le a rn in g  s pa c e s

O ccu p a tion a l

Pu rpos e , ba la n c e , a n d  me a n in gfu l work
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The domains of wellness we focused on outside of the Quality Matters review standards consisted of physical, emotional, environmental, intellectual, spiritual, social, and occupational wellness. Since our initial framework, Roxanna has also felt that an additional area of wellness--financial wellness--could be a beneficial consideration.

These principles looked beyond the physical and academic health of the learner purposefully, because many of the learners in our lives frequently came to us with mental health challenges, discussions of social isolation, concerns with the political environmental state, and fears of aging parents or child development. Not simply impediments to their learning academically, but how their life was otherwise taking up space. For this reason, we knew we had to expand our focus.



PHASE 1 — HOLISTIC MODEL

The Holistic Instructional Design Model
The  mode l's  c e n t ra l innova t ion  is  t he  intentional pairing of Quality Matters course design standards with specific wellness domains . Eve ry s t ruc t u ra l 
e le me n t  o f a  c ou rs e  be c ome s  a n  opport un it y t o  s upport  bo t h  a c a de mic  rigor a nd  huma n  flou ris h ing  s imu lt a ne ous ly.

Course Design Element QM Standard Focus Wellness Dimension

Cours e  Ove rvie w & In t roduc t ion Cla rit y, na viga t ion , e xpe c t a t ions Emot iona l Sa fe t y

Le a rn ing  Obje c t ive s Me a s u ra b le , a ligne d  ou t c ome s In t e lle c t ua l Growt h

As s e s s me n t s  & As s ignme n t s Au t he n t ic , a ligne d  e va lua t ion Re fle c t ive  De ve lopme n t

Le a rn ing  Ac t ivit ie s Ac t ive , e nga g ing  pa rt ic ipa t ion Soc ia l Conne c t ion

Le a rne r Support  Ma t e ria ls Equ it a b le  a c c e s s  a nd  re s ou rc e s Oc c upa t iona l & Environme n t a l
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While some dovetailed theories can be noted in this framework, the central pairing was that of the Quality Matters standards and the specific wellness domains. After discussing the framework, we had to begin thinking about how it would apply to practice. 

How does one apply spirituality to course design? How does one apply environmental wellness to course design? These are the questions we asked ourselves. The answer is not clear cut, but we knew we had to focus on the course design elements and hone in on not just the QM recommendations, but ways to incorporate wellness principles. 

For example, as illustrated in the cahrt, we decided to create a clear and accessible course overview with concrete expectations, but we also wanted to personalize the language and connect it to emotional health to create a sense of emotional safety for the learners. This was just one way we accomplished this intersection. 

We also wanted to ensure that learning objectives were measurable and aligned, but truly fostered intellectual growth and not just educational mastery, as we felt there was a difference. This meant really explaining the scaffolding to learners on the overview pages so that there was a strong metacognitive awareness of what was being learned. 

In another example, we wanted to ensure that learning activities were not just engaging and encouraging active participation, but were truly askign learners to step outside of their computers to have true social connections that were fostered by learning. 

Again, this is just one of many ways we used design elements to humanize our courses, and the design element and companion QM focus did not always have to match with the same wellness principle. In fact, we found that different disciplines offered unique opportunities to examine different dimensions and course element pairings. 



PHASE 2 — IMPLEMENTATION

Implementing the Model in Online 
Cou rse  D esign

An alyze
Ide n t ify le a rn e r n e e ds , we lln e s s  ga ps , a n d  QM a lign me n t  opport u n it ie s

D esign
Ma p  we lln e s s  doma in s  t o  e a c h  c ou rs e  de s ign  e le me n t  in t e n t ion a lly

D eve lop
Bu ild  ma t e ria ls , a c t ivit ie s , a n d  s u pport s  wit h  we lln e s s  in t e g ra t ion

Im p lem en t
Fa c ilit a t e  t h e  c ou rs e  wit h  t h e  in t e n t ion a lly p re pa re d  de s ign

Eva lu a te
As s e s s  bo t h  a c a de mic  pe rfo rma n c e  a n d  le a rn e r we llbe in g  ou t c ome s
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When implementing the model, we used the ADDIE model. As I already discussed, on a board scale the problem posing portion was our analysis phase. Our design began when we created the curricular framework, and the development finally began when we asked ourselves how we wanted to pair course elements with wellness domains. 

Using a special course map, we ensured all wellness principles were accounted for and we began the development as Instructional Designers. Roxanna and I built a control course first and ensured adherence to all Quality Matters specific review standards. We then copied the control course over and used the course map to intersect the regular QM curriculum with wellness additions. 

We felt ethically sound about this because we knew the control course was incredibly sound as-is, and the intervention would provide insight into holistic wellness. 

The registrar helped randomly assign participants, and implementation occurred at two separate institutions, one that had a blind facilitator, and one that had a facilitator engaged in the process to carry through guided instruction. 

This process set us up well to do a full mixed-methods evaluation. 



Ph a s e  2 — Cours e  En t ry Expe rie nc e

Course Overview and Introduction
Th e  firs t  e xpe rie n c e  a  le a rn e r h a s  in s ide  a  c ou rs e  s e t s  t h e  e mot ion a l t on e  fo r e ve ryt h in g  t h a t  fo llows . Th e  h o lis t ic  mode l t ra n s fo rms  t h e  
c ou rs e  ove rvie w from a  log is t ic a l fo rma lit y in t o  a  genuine act of welcome and psychological safety .

D esign  Elem en ts

• Wa rm, pe rs on a lize d  in s t ru c t o r we lc ome  vide o
• Tra n s pa re n t  c ommu n ic a t ion  e xpe c t a t ion s
• St e p-by-s t e p  t e c h n o logy o rie n t a t ion
• We lln e s s  c ommit me n t  s t a t e me n t  from in s t ru c t o r
• Cle a r c ou rs e  roa dma p t o  re du c e  a n xie t y

Th e  Goa l: P sych ologica l Sa fe ty

Re s e a rc h  c on s is t e n t ly s h ows  t h a t  belonging and emotional 
safety  a re  p re re qu is it e  c on d it ion s  fo r de e p  le a rn in g . Wh e n  
s t u de n t s  fe e l we lc ome d , s e e n , a n d  s u pport e d  from da y on e , 
t h e y a re  more  like ly t o  e n ga ge , t a ke  in t e lle c t u a l ris ks , a n d  
pe rs is t  t h rou gh  c h a lle n ge s  (Anderson et al., 2020; Lister & 
McFarlane, 2021; Lister et al., 2022; VanBuskirk & Medeiros, 
2025).
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One of the simplest but most effective pairings we found in our customized design was the pairing of a course overview with elements that were intended to offer psychological safety. 

We added warm, personalized introductory videos, made communication expectations explicit, used step-by-step guides, and included a wellness commitment statement from the instructor. The statement often said something about the importance of the academic experience and how one could not pour from an empty cup, so we expected personalized balance from learners engaged in the course. 

The choice to include these elements was intended to help alleviate stress and break down barriers for learners, making them feel safer to engage, because we know from previous research that belonging and emotional safety are connected to deeper learning, intellectual risks, and perseverance. 



PHASE 2 — LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Learning Objectives and Alignment
In  t h e  h o lis t ic  mode l, learning objectives are reframed  t o  c on n e c t  a c a de mic  ou t c ome s  wit h  pe rs on a l g rowt h  a n d  re a l-world  a pplic a t ion . 
Obje c t ive s  a re  n o t  me re ly pe rfo rma n c e  be n c h ma rks  — t h e y a re  in vit a t ion s  t o  in t e lle c t u a l we lln e s s  a n d  me t a c ogn it ive  de ve lopme n t  
(Kolb, 1984; Bloom, 1956; Flavell, 1979; Zimmerman, 2002; VanBuskirk & Medeiros, 2025).

1. Con n ect to  Rea l-W orld  Life  
Ap p lica tion s

Obje c t ive s  e xplic it ly lin k c ou rs e  
c on t e n t  t o  le a rn e rs '  live d  e xpe rie n c e s , 
p ro fe s s ion a l a s p ira t ion s , a n d  pe rs on a l 
va lu e s  — ma kin g  le a rn in g  fe e l 
pu rpos e fu l ra t h e r t h a n  a bs t ra c t  (Kolb, 
1984).

2 . En cou rage  Reflective  an d  
Cr itica l Th in kin g

Obje c t ive s  in c o rpora t e  re fle c t ion , 
s yn t h e s is , a n d  s e lf-a s s e s s me n t  — 
bu ild in g  me t a c ogn it ive  a wa re n e s s  
a lon gs ide  d is c ip lin a ry kn owle dge  
(Bloom, 1956; Flavell, 1979).

3 . P rom ote  In te llectu a l W elln ess

By fra min g  le a rn in g  a s  a n  a c t  o f 
pe rs on a l de ve lopme n t , ob je c t ive s  
c u lt iva t e  c u rios it y, c re a t ive  ris k-t a kin g , 
a n d  a  g rowt h  min ds e t  t h rou gh ou t  t h e  
c ou rs e  (Zimmerman, 2002; Kolb, 1984; 
VanBuskirk & Medeiros, 2025).
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Alignment was critical in the implementation phase, which is why we used a course map that allowed us to account for learner health and wellness in each module. 

Outcomes were reframed with personal grown and real-world applications in mind to allow learners to ensure their learning was immediately useful and engendered a sense of purpose. The objectives also connected to the intellectual domain by ensuring the sequence was intricately described to enhance reflection and metacognitive awareness. 

Of course, in this structure we used our training as curriculum and instruction experts to draw on popular frameworks of Cognitivism, Metacognition, and Experiential Learning to ensure cohesive and evidence-based synthesis when applying to practice. 



PHASE 2 — ASSESSMENT DESIGN

Assessments and Instructional Materials
As s e s s me n t  de s ign  in  t h e  h o lis t ic  mode l move s  beyond performance measurement  t o  c re a t e  opport u n it ie s  fo r ge n u in e  re fle c t ion , a pp lie d  
le a rn in g , a n d  pe rs on a l g rowt h . In s t ru c t ion a l ma t e ria ls  a re  s imila rly c u ra t e d  t o  c on n e c t  d is c ip lin a ry c on t e n t  wit h  le a rn e r we llbe in g .

Reflective  Assign m en ts

St ru c t u re d  jou rn a lin g  a n d  s e lf-a s s e s s me n t  t a s ks  t h a t  in vit e  
le a rn e rs  t o  c on n e c t  c ou rs e  c on t e n t  t o  pe rs on a l e xpe rie n c e  a n d  
we llbe in g .

Ap p lied  Lea rn in g P rojects

Au t h e n t ic  t a s ks  roo t e d  in  re a l-world  c on t e xt s , re in fo rc in g  bo t h  
d is c ip lin a ry ma s t e ry a n d  oc c u pa t ion a l we lln e s s .

Se lf-Assessm en t O p p or tu n itie s

Low-s t a ke s  c h e c k-in s  t h a t  bu ild  me t a c ogn it ive  s kill a n d  re du c e  
pe rfo rma n c e  a n xie t y a c ros s  t h e  le a rn in g  a rc .

W elln ess-In tegra ted  Mate r ia ls

Re a d in gs , vide os , a n d  re s ou rc e s  t h a t  e xp lic it ly b ridge  d is c ip lin a ry 
c on t e n t  wit h  t h e me s  o f life  ba la n c e , e qu it y, a n d  h u ma n  flou ris h in g .
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A part of this alignment extended from objectives to carefully curated instructional materials and assessments that also drew on such theories. 

Our assessment design in the holistic model moved beyond performance measurement to create opportunities for genuine reflection and personal growth. 

We chose instructional materials that connected subject matter with learner wellbeing. We ensured different domains of learning were activated through reflective journaling and self-assessment. 

We provided applied learner projects that aligned with experiential learning and promoted occupational wellness. We also ensured that all of these elements intentionally bridged content with life themes of balance, equity, and flourishing. 



PHASE 2 — INTERACTION DESIGN

Learning Activities and Interaction
In  t h e  h o lis t ic  mode l, course activities are designed to cultivate community  — n o t  s imply t ra n s mit  in fo rma t ion . Soc ia l a n d  e mot ion a l we lln e s s  a re  
s t re n g t h e n e d  t h rou gh  s t ru c t u re d  in t e ra c t ion  t h a t  va lu e s  e ve ry le a rn e r's  vo ic e  a n d  e xpe rie n c e .

P eer  D ia logu e

Fa c ilit a t e d  d is c u s s ion s  t h a t  
bu ild  pe rs pe c t ive -t a kin g , 
e mpa t h y, a n d  in t e lle c t u a l 
c ommu n it y a c ros s  d ive rs e  
s t u de n t  ba c kgrou n ds .

Reflective  Jou rn a lin g

Priva t e  a n d  s h a re d  jou rn a lin g  
opport u n it ie s  t h a t  de e pe n  
s e lf-a wa re n e s s  a n d  c on n e c t  
le a rn in g  t o  pe rs on a l 
me a n in g-ma kin g .

Collab ora tive  P rojects

Te a m-ba s e d  t a s ks  t h a t  
fo s t e r in t e rde pe n de n c e , 
s h a re d  a c c ou n t a b ilit y, a n d  
t h e  s oc ia l d ime n s ion  o f 
in t e lle c t u a l work.

Con tem p la tive  
Mom en ts

Brie f min dfu ln e s s  o r 
c e n t e rin g  a c t ivit ie s  
e mbe dde d  in t o  modu le s  t o  
h e lp  le a rn e rs  re gu la t e  s t re s s  
a n d  t ra n s it ion  in t o  foc u s e d  
e n ga ge me n t .

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Learning activities were designed in this study not just to create participation and active learning, but to truly cultivate community rather than transmitting information. 

We wanted to ensure that social and emotional wellness were strengthened and that interactions had opportunities to enhance individual voice and agency. 

Peer dialogues were designed to tap into intellectual discourse, but also alternative perspectives, diverse backgrounds, and empathy. 

Shared journals offered a chance to deepen awareness and connect to others to make meaning, and collaborative projects were leveraged to foster interdependence, promote shared accountability, and nurture social and intellectual dimensions. 

Roxanna took this a step further most beautifully by offer brief mindfulness activities to help learners regulate stress and transition into focused engagement--a concrete idea that I think helped all learners regulate and support their own retention from a distance. 



PHASE 2 — LEARNER SUPPORT

Learner Support and Accessibility
Holis t ic  de s ign  re qu ire s  more  t h a n  gre a t  c on t e n t  — it  de ma n ds  t h a t  e ve ry le a rn e r h a s  equitable access to the resources they need to 
succeed : a c a de mic a lly, t e c h n ic a lly, e mot ion a lly, a n d  ph ys ic a lly. Th e  mode l e mbe ds  a  c ompre h e n s ive  s u pport  e c os ys t e m d ire c t ly in t o  
t h e  c ou rs e  a rc h it e c t u re .

Acad em ic Resou rces

Tu t o rin g , writ in g  c e n t e rs , a n d  lib ra ry a c c e s s  
in t e gra t e d  in t o  c ou rs e  n a viga t ion .

Tech n ica l Su p p or t

Cle a r pa t h wa ys  t o  IT h e lp  a n d  LMS 
orie n t a t ion  fo r a ll le a rn e rs .

Men ta l H ea lth  Resou rces

Vis ib le  lin ks  t o  c ou n s e lin g , c ris is  
s u pport , a n d  we lln e s s  s e rvic e s .

Accessib ility Tools

UDL-a lign e d  ma t e ria ls  e n s u rin g  fu ll 
pa rt ic ipa t ion  fo r a ll le a rn e rs .

W elln ess Resou rces

Food  s e c u rit y, h ou s in g , a n d  c ommu n it y 
s u pport  c on n e c t ion s  e mbe dde d  fo r 

e qu it a b le  a c c e s s .
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Presentation Notes
Another element of this design involved using tools, learner support, and accessibility features to ensure equitable access to resources. 

We used technical guides and pathways to demonstrate to learners the tool options available to them in the course and connected it to their benefits as a learner while following QM standards. 

We also ensured that in addition to academic resources, we included mental health and other wellness resources for learners who may have needed to access support to crisis and community services in each of the health domains. 

In regards to accessibility, not only were materials accessible and alternative formats available, we used UDL aligned materials to ensure participation for all learners and compiled a guide that called out all accessibility features of the course and how they contributed to a healthy learning experience. 

Our design had to be conscious of interwoven content alignment with QM standards and health principles, but also the operational tools and access available to learners that was quality-aligned and wellness-focused. While it was difficult to conceptualize at times, the process became much more organic in design. 



WALKTHROUGH

See It in Practice
A gu ide d  wa lkt h rou gh  o f we lln e s s -c e n t e re d  c ou rs e  de s ign .

Cou rs e  Ove rvie w Obje c t ive s Ma t e ria ls Ac t ivit ie s

As s e s s me n t s Te c h n o logy Le a rn e r Su pport Ac c e s s ib ilit y



PHASE 3 — RESEARCH DESIGN

Research Design and 
Meth od ology
To e va lu a t e  t h e  mode l's  e ffe c t ive n e s s , a  rigorous 
mixed -methods research design  wa s  e mploye d  — 
c ombin in g  t h e  qu a n t it a t ive  pre c is ion  o f 
e xpe rime n t a l c ompa ris on  wit h  t h e  c on t e xt u a l de p t h  
o f qu a lit a t ive  in qu iry. Th is  du a l a pproa c h  c a p t u re d  
bo t h  what  c h a n ge d  a n d  how  le a rn e rs  e xpe rie n c e d  
t h a t  c h a n ge  Mixe d-me t h ods  de s ign  in t e gra t in g  
e xpe rime n t a l c ompa ris on  a n d  qu a lit a t ive  re fle c t ion  
(Ga rris on  e t  a l., 20 0 0 ; Fla ve ll, 1979 ; Ko lb , 1984) .

Th e  in t e gra t ion  o f mu lt ip le  da t a  s ou rc e s  a llowe d  
re s e a rc h e rs  t o  t ria n gu la t e  fin d in gs , s t re n g t h e n in g  
c on fide n c e  in  t h e  mode l's  impa c t  a c ros s  d ive rs e  
le a rn in g  c on t e xt s  a n d  s t u de n t  popu la t ion s  
(Va n Bu s kirk a n d  Me de iros , 20 25) .

Q u a lita tive  
Reflec tion s

Acad em ic  
M etr ics

W elln ess 
Su rveys

Exp er im en ta l 
& Con trol

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instructional design claims–– we make a lot of them. 

What we were looking for = evidence. 

We designed a rigorous mixed methods study. Why mixed? Numbers alone wouldn't tell the whole story. Quantitative vs. qualitative. No one lens gives an accurate picture. 

Together, the complete story gives you confidence & confidence in findings is what academe + QM are built on.



PHASE 3 — STUDY CONTEXT

Participants and Research Context
Th e  s t u dy wa s  c onduc t e d  a c ros s  multiple undergraduate courses spanning several academic 
disciplines , d ra wing  pa rt ic ipa n t s  from bo t h  c ommun it y c o lle ge  a nd  un ive rs it y s e t t ings  t o  
ma ximize  b re a d t h  o f a pp lic a b ilit y a nd  de mogra ph ic  d ive rs it y.

2
In stitu tion  Typ es

Commu n it y c o lle ge  a nd  fou r-
ye a r u n ive rs it y s e t t ings

4+
Acad em ic  D isc ip lin es

Spa nn ing  STEM, huma n it ie s , 
s oc ia l s c ie nc e s , a nd  he a lt h  

fie lds

10 0 %
O n lin e  D elivery

All c ou rs e s  de live re d  fu lly 
on line  a c ros s  a s ync h ronous  

fo rma t s

2
Stu d y Grou p s

Expe rime n t a l (ho lis t ic  de s ign )  
a nd  c on t ro l ( t ra d it iona l 

de s ign )  c ohort s

Pa rt ic ipa n t  d ive rs it y in  a ge , c u lt u ra l ba c kground , s oc ioe c onomic  s t a t u s , a nd  p rio r a c a de mic  
e xpe rie n c e  s t re ng t he ne d  t he  e c o log ic a l va lid it y o f t he  find ings  a nd  t he ir ge n e ra liza b ilit y t o  re a l-
world  on line  le a rn ing  popu la t ions . Dive rs e  on line  le a rne r popu la t ions  a nd  c on t e xt s  (Tin t o , 20 12; 
Le e  & Ch oi, 20 11; Lis t e r e t  a l., 20 22) .
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Presentation Notes
Who we are talking about here: 

Two institution types –– a community college and four-year university.

Four-plus academic disciplines spanning STEM, humanities, social sciences, and health.

Our intent wasn't to prove a point, but more to look like the learning landscape many of us actually navigate.

A critical piece was that we had 2 distinct study groups.

Why is matters: when we talk about online course design at QM, we're not talking about one institution or one discipline. We're talking about the full breadth of who shows up to learn online (adults of various age/background/work experience/ socioeconomic diversity)





PHASE 3 — QUANTITATIVE RESULTS

Quantitative Results: Academic Performance
Cours e s  de s igne d  u s ing  t he  ho lis t ic  in s t ruc t iona l mode l de mons t ra t e d  measurably stronger academic outcomes  t h a n  t he ir t ra d it iona lly de s igne d  c oun t e rpa rt s  a c ros s  a ll t h re e  ke y pe rforma n c e  
ind ic a t o rs . Improve me n t s  in  a c a de mic  pe rforma nc e  a lign  wit h  e s t a b lis he d  le a rn ing  a nd  e nga ge me n t  fra me works  (Bloom, 1956 ; Zimme rma n , 20 0 2) .

8 9

Cours e  Comple t ion  Ra t e

8 4

Pa s s ing  Gra de  Ra t e

8 7

Ac a de mic  Enga ge me n t  Sc ore

Key F in d in gs

The  ho lis t ic  de s ign  group  s howe d  a  16-point 
gain  in course completion  ove r t he  c on t ro l 
g roup  — a  s t a t is t ic a lly s ign ific a n t  d iffe re nc e  
wit h  p rofound  implic a t ions  fo r le a rne r e qu it y 
a nd  in s t it u t iona l re t e n t ion  goa ls .

Enga ge me n t  s c ore s  re fle c t e d  no t  ju s t  
pa rt ic ipa t ion  fre que nc y, bu t  quality of 
interaction  — a  nua nc e d  ou t c ome  t ha t  
t ra d it iona l me t ric s  o ft e n  mis s .

The s e  find ings  s ugge s t  t ha t  inve s t ing  in  
huma n-c e n t e re d  de s ign  doe s  no t  c ompromis e  
a c a de mic  rigor — it  enhances it .

Holistic Design Traditional Design
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Presentation Notes
Here's where it gets interesting:

(explain data points) << What makes them meaningful is the comparison. 

These are statistically significant with real implications: learner equity, institutional retention, and for the argument that good design pays off.

Call out the engagement score. Not just how often students engage but the QUALITY of that engagement. 

Distinction between a student who submits and disappears and one who is present in their learning.

Key takeaway: Investing in human-centered design doesn't compromise or dilute academic rigor. It enhances it. <<< Data driven statement. 





PHASE 3 — WELLBEING OUTCOMES

Wellbeing Outcomes: Learner Flourishing
We lln e s s  s c o re s  we re  ga t h e re d  u s in g  va lida t e d  p re - a n d  pos t -c ou rs e  s u rve y in s t ru me n t s . Ac ros s  a ll fou r we llbe in g  in d ic a t o rs , h o lis t ic  de s ign  c ou rs e  
pa rt ic ipa n t s  re port e d  s u bs t a n t ia lly h igh e r improve me n t  — wit h  emotional regulation and coping strategies  s h owin g  t h e  mos t  p ron ou n c e d  ga in s . 
Improve me n t s  in  le a rn e r we llbe in g  a lign  wit h  re s e a rc h  on  e mbe dde d  we llbe in g  de s ign  a n d  s t u de n t  me n t a l h e a lt h  (Lis t e r e t  a l., 20 22; Da s  e t  a l., 20 23)

Holistic Design Group Control Group

Th e  da t a  re ve a ls  t h a t  in t e n t ion a l c ou rs e  
de s ign  fu n c t ion s  a s  a  powe rfu l, s t ru c t u ra l 
wellness intervention . By e mbe dd in g  
s u pport ive  fra me works  d ire c t ly in t o  t h e  
c u rric u lu m, we  move  be yon d  me re ly t ra c kin g  
a c a de mic  ou t pu t  t o  a c t ive ly re du c in g  le a rn e r 
s u ffe rin g  a n d  c u lt iva t in g  p ro fou n d  re s ilie n c e .

For in s t ru c t iona l de s ign e rs  a n d  in s t it u t ion s , 
t h is  s ign ifie s  a  pa ra d igm s h ift : c ou rs e  
a rc h it e c t u re  is  n o t  n e u t ra l; it  is  a  p rima ry 
de t e rmin a n t  o f s t u de n t  flou ris h in g . De s ign in g  
fo r we llbe in g  is  n o  lon ge r a n  op t ion a l a dd-on —
it  is  a  c o re  re s pon s ib ilit y t h a t  b ridge s  t h e  ga p  
be t we e n  t ra d it ion a l in s t ru c t ion  a n d  t h e  
h o lis t ic  de ve lopme n t  o f t h e  wh o le  le a rn e r.
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Presentation Notes
This slide (IMO) changes the conversation. 

We measured wellbeing domains at pre and post course checkpoints int he areas of stress reduction, coping strategies, focus and concentration, and emotional regulation.

The most dramatic gains were in coping strategies and emotional regulation.

We aren't talking about a wellness program layered on top of instruction. We are talking about course architecture functioning as a structured wellness intervention. 

For ID: Design with the learner in mind. This isn't just improving grades. It's reducing student suffering. 

For institutional leaders: course design ins't neutral. It's a determinant of student flourishing. This isn't some soft claim. This is what the data is telling us. 



PHASE 3 — STUDENT VOICES

Student Experiences: Qualitative Findings
Qu a lit a t ive  da t a  illu min a t e d  wh a t  t h e  n u mbe rs  c ou ld  n o t  fu lly c a p t u re  — t h e  texture of transformation  in  h ow le a rn e rs  e xpe rie n c e d  
t h e ms e lve s  a n d  t h e ir e du c a t ion . Le a rn e r n a rra t ive s  re fle c t  t h e  import a n c e  o f c a re , re fle c t ion , a n d  me a n in g-ma kin g  in  le a rn in g  (Fre ire , 
1968; An de rs on  e t  a l., 20 20 )

"I a c t u a lly fe lt  like  my in s t ru c t o r 
c a re d  a bou t  me  a s  a  pe rs on , n o t  ju s t  
my gra de s . Th a t  ma de  me  wa n t  t o  
s h ow u p  a n d  do  t h e  work."

— Undergraduate student, holistic 
design cohort

"Th e  re fle c t ive  jou rn a lin g  h e lpe d  me  
re a lize  I wa s  c a rryin g  a  lo t  o f a n xie t y 
in t o  e ve ry a s s ign me n t . Na min g  it  
h e lpe d  me  ma n a ge  it ."

— Community college learner, 
holistic design cohort

"I n e ve r t h ou gh t  a  c la s s  c ou ld  ma ke  
me  fe e l more  foc u s e d  a n d  le s s  
s t re s s e d  a t  t h e  s a me  t ime . Th is  on e  
d id ."— Online learner, university setting

Th e ma t ic  a n a lys is  o f s t u de n t  n a rra t ive s  c on s is t e n t ly s u rfa c e d  fou r c o re  t h e me s : increased calm and focus , improve d  mot iva t ion  a n d  
e n ga ge me n t , g re a t e r s t re s s -ma n a ge me n t  a wa re n e s s , a n d  ge n u in e  a ppre c ia t ion  fo r t h e  opport u n it y t o  le a rn  a s  a  wh o le  pe rs on .
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Presentation Notes
Numbers tell us what changed. Student voices tell us how it felt to change.

Read first box. 

Think about what that student is describing. Belonging. Motivation rooted not in fear of failure, but in feeling seen. That's Freire. That's what meaningful pedagogy looks like in practice.

Continue with box 2 & 3.

Across all narratives these are the 4 themes that surfaced consistently:  increased calm and focus, improved motivation, greater stress-management awareness, and genuine appreciation for learning as a whole person. 

These kinds of conditions that make everything else possible. 



PHASE 3 — IMPLICATIONS

Implications and Future Directions
Th is  re s e a rc h  o ffe rs  a  c le a r me s s a ge  t o  t h e  fie ld : online education must evolve from content delivery into human -centered learning 
environments . Th e  h o lis t ic  in s t ru c t ion a l de s ign  mode l p rovide s  a  s c a la b le , e vide n c e -ba s e d  pa t h  t o  ma ke  t h a t  s h ift  re a l.

01

Exp a n d  Resea rch

Re plic a t e  h o lis t ic  in s t ru c t ion a l de s ign  s t u d ie s  a c ros s  more  
in s t it u t ion s , d is c ip lin e s , a n d  s t u de n t  popu la t ion s .

02

In tegra te  In stitu tion a lly

Embe d  we lln e s s  fra me works  in t o  fa c u lt y de ve lopme n t , c ou rs e  
re vie w, a n d  qu a lit y s t a n da rds .

03

Stren gth en  Eq u ity

Ce n t e r h is t o ric a lly u n de rs e rve d  le a rn e rs  in  e ve ry s u pport  s ys t e m 
a n d  c ou rs e  e xpe rie n c e .

04

Sca le  th e  Mod e l

De ve lop  t ra n s fe ra b le  fra me works , t e mpla t e s , a n d  pro fe s s ion a l 
de ve lopme n t  t oo ls  fo r a ll in s t ru c t o rs .

Call to Action:  Edu c a t o rs , in s t ru c t ion a l de s ign e rs , a n d  le a de rs  — t h e  e vide n c e  a n d  e t h ic a l impe ra t ive  a re  c le a r. Th e  t ime  t o  
re de s ign  on lin e  e du c a t ion  is  n ow.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Where does this leave us? This research delivers a clear message to the field: online education must evolve from content-delivery systems into human-centered learning environments.

Four directions forward — and I'd argue these aren't optional:

Expand the research.

Integrate institutionally.

Strengthen equity.

Scale the model.

The call to action isn't complicated. We have the evidence. We have the ethical imperative. We have the QM community in this room.

The question isn't whether we can redesign online education around the full humanity of every learner.

The question is whether we're willing to act like we have to.
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Thank You!
For you r e n ga ge me n t  a n d  c ommit me n t  t o  fos t e rin g  h o lis t ic , h u ma n -c e n t e re d  on lin e  le a rn in g  e n viron me n t s .
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