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Abstract: The need to deliver good online courses has intensified due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, with the surge in online education. Teaching online is a 
different experience from that of teaching in a face-to-face setting. In an online 
course, careful prior planning and course design is crucial to student success and 
a well-designed online course is essential to support students’ learning 
experiences. One way to design an effective, fully online course is to think about 
the student learning cycle (Lawson, 2001; Kolb, 1984; Carver et al., 2007; 
Murphrey, 2010; Bassanjav, 2013) well before the course begins, which gives 
instructors time during the course to interact with their students. To better 
understand how course design and an instructor’s activity affects the students’ 
learning cycle, we explored students’ learning cycles across three instances of a 
graduate-level online course offered at a leading education institution in Canada. 
In this paper, one instructor’s use of a learning cycle across the three courses is 
studied, by mapping the instructor’s activity to student activity. Using data from 
the LMS PeppeR1, we focused on mapping the planned learning cycle across the 
three offerings. The results revealed that students found their rhythm online and 
it was was relatively consistent throughout the course, until week 7 when they 
became more focused on the final project. Also, we found that having a well-

 

1 PeppeR is a discussion-based multi-media environment developed in-house at OISE that is a research 
and teaching tool available for use by the whole University of Toronto 
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designed learning cycle in place gives the instructor a clear framework in which 
to further individuate the instruction during the course. This case study will be 
used as the foundation for conducting a larger analysis of online courses that 
employ learning cycles as a model for facilitating cognitive, social and teaching 
presences. 

Keywords: teaching online, online course, online learning, course design, 
instructional design, learning cycle, community of inquiry, COVID-19 

 

Résumé: La nécessité d'offrir de bons cours en ligne s'est intensifiée en raison de 
la pandémie de COVID-19, avec la montée en flèche de l'éducation en ligne. 
L'enseignement en ligne est une expérience différente de celle de l'enseignement 
en face à face. Dans un cours en ligne, une planification préalable et une 
conception de cours minutieuses sont essentielles à la réussite des étudiants et un 
cours en ligne bien conçu est essentiel pour soutenir les expériences 
d'apprentissage des étudiants. Une façon de concevoir un cours efficace et 
entièrement en ligne est de penser au cycle d'apprentissage des élèves (Lawson, 
2001; Kolb, 1984; Carver et al., 2007; Murphrey, 2010; Bassanjav, 2013) bien avant 
le début du cours, ce qui donne le temps aux instructeurs d’interagir avec leurs 
étudiants pendant le cours . Pour mieux comprendre comment la conception des 
cours et l'activité d'un instructeur affectent le cycle d'apprentissage des étudiants, 
nous avons exploré les cycles d'apprentissage des étudiants dans trois instances 
d'un cours en ligne de niveau supérieur offert dans un établissement 
d'enseignement de premier plan au Canada. Dans cet article, l’utilisation par un 
instructeur d’un cycle d’apprentissage à travers les trois cours est étudiée, en 
mappant l’activité de l’instructeur sur l’activité des élèves. En utilisant les 
données du LMS PeppeR, nous nous sommes concentrés sur la cartographie du 
cycle d'apprentissage prévu à travers les trois offres. Les résultats ont révélé que 
les étudiants trouvaient leur rythme en ligne qui était relativement constant tout 
au long du cours, jusqu'à la semaine 7 où ils se sont concentrés davantage sur le 
projet final. De plus, nous avons constaté que la mise en place d'un cycle 
d'apprentissage bien conçu donne à l'instructeur un cadre clair dans lequel il lui 
permet d'individualiser davantage l'instruction pendant le cours. Cette étude de 
cas sera utilisée comme base pour mener une analyse plus large des cours en 
ligne qui utilisent les cycles d'apprentissage comme modèle pour faciliter les 
présences cognitives, sociales et pédagogiques. 
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Introduction 

This research is especially significant because as online course offerings and 

requirements increase, even more so in the wake of COVID-19, instructors are looking 

to make good decisions—considering what ways of interacting with their students are 

most effective. Instructor-student interaction is one of the most important and most 

time-consuming aspects of online teaching (Mandernach, Forrest, Babuzke and 

Manaker, 2009; Tomei, 2004). Instructors who previously taught face-to-face may now 

find online teaching challenging: for example, managing the constant email 

communication and other aspects of online teaching and learning require both more 

immediate and more ongoing attention (Sword, 2012; Mandernach, Hudson and Wise, 

2013). Part of the challenge for online instructors, yet also a factor in making online 

learning potentially very valuable, is the student-centered approach of online learning 

and potentially often more individualized attention of instructors to students' 

development of ideas (Cavenaugh, 2005). 

Effective fully online courses can be designed in advance to allow in-course reflection 

and feedback if instructors think about the student learning cycle well before the course 

begins. In this context, a learning cycle is a type of suggested schedule, created in 

advance by the instructor, with built in affordances for students to navigate the course 

mapped onto the weekly calendar. A learning cycle is a way that instructors help 

students organize and manage their time. In this case, the learning cycle in a fully 

online course is a way to integrate continuity of experience and interaction (Baassanjav, 

2013 from Dewey). E-learning, and more specifically experiential e-learning, is a way to 
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align a technology-based environment with experiential learning and to allow space to 

emphasize practical experiences of learners (Carver et al., 2007; Murphrey, 2010).  

Even when the instructor is not strictly following a prescribed experiential learning 

process, the instructor can overtly each support the learner by actively scaffolding how 

observation translates into action. Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning process 

emphasizes the process of concepts being continually modified by experience. As an 

instructor overtly designs a learning cycle that allows time for application and 

reflection, they are also allowing time for leaners to understand a novel or developing 

reference point. Learners in an online environment can be given space to reflect on new 

knowledge, through interaction with others and in their own environment. This 

process, when thoughtfully embedded in the learning cycle, enables learners to begin to 

form initial theories or conceptualizations and also to use these theories in practice to 

solve problems. Time is needed in the learning cycle to develop new ideas, which can 

reveal new perspectives or even contradict previous thought processes. In a learning 

environment which has a cycle of learning, reflecting and even resting, the instructor 

can allow time and thinking space for learners to begin to negotiate types of actions and 

perspectives stemming from the knowledge they are acquiring (Baasanjav, 2013).  

Thinking through the learning cycle is also a way that instructors can allow for more 

focused teacher presence and facilitation during the course. As a suggested schedule, 

the learning cycle sets the expectations for engagement for the student and the 

instructor with each other, with the course content, and with other students in the 

course community. In short, a good learning cycle in a fully online course can be the key 

element that pulls together elements of a Community of Inquiry (COI), cognitive, social 

and teaching presence, in a practical way. Given the current situation, with students 

and instructors having less choice about their course delivery mode and environment, 
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having a way to approach both teaching and learning effectively helps balance 

competing demands for attention.  

This case study follows one instructor’s use of a learning cycle in her graduate course 

on instructional design of online courses at a leading education institution in Canada. It 

is helpful, as an instructor, to consider what is planned in a learning cycle, and then to 

look at what actually happens in the course.  

This case study explores the research question: What can instructors learn from the 

ways that student activity coincides with an instructor-planned learning cycle?  

The logged data from an online learning management system is explored with the 

intention of exploring what is going on, and suggesting ways this data can shape 

instructor modelling and decision making in the course design process. A thoughtful 

and responsive instructor is at the heart of a good online course, just as in a good 

traditional course. Online researchers are increasingly aware of the importance of the 

framework for decision-making that each instructor brings into the online discussion 

and course creation (Lack, 2013; Hiltz, 1994, 1994; Garrison, Anderson, Archer, 2010; 

Avery, 2018). This case study will be used as the foundation for conducting a further, 

larger analysis of online courses that employ learning cycles as a model for facilitating 

cognitive, social and teaching presences in a COI.  

Background of the Instructor/Researcher 

[The instructor] is a researcher and instructor at a [public Canadian University in the 

department of Curriculum Studies and Education]. She has been working as an 

instructional designer for over 8 years in the higher education sector. Her experience in 

online and flex learning course design is a product of her research and professional 

experience, teaching dozens of courses at the graduate level at OISE.  
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Recently, her research focus has been exploring the role of how the COI model is 

represented and enacted in online, discussion-centric learning experiences. The focus of 

this research trajectory is to better understand how social affordances in learning 

environments are purposefully mobilized in instructional (and course) design. Her 

working hypothesis is that one way to address the misconception of needing to 

replicate face-to-face in online learning contexts is to increase our understanding of how 

to most effectively embed cognitive, social and teaching presences into online learning 

systems using the tools in an LMS with a focus on design. 

Literature Review and Theory 

This idea of an instructor-created learning cycle is situated in a social constructivist 

framework which gives value to learners individually and collectively constructing 

meaning within a learning community. Although online learning research is not bound 

by a single, unified theory of learning (Tallent-Runnels, et al., 2006), literature about 

online learning and design does present some workable best practices for courses 

inspired by models such as the COI. A COI framework emphasizes pedagogical 

processes that support deep, meaningful discourse at the intersection of these three 

elements: social presence, cognitive presence and teaching presence (Garrison, 

Anderson and Archer, 2000). No single approach seems superior at all times, for all 

learners, but the use of instructional design processes to guide the design and 

development of online courses is an effective practice (Martin, et al., 2019; Oztok, et al., 

2014). Specifically, a COI model is comprehensive, providing a way to see online 

learning as it evolves from the interaction of student, instructor and the learning 

environment: providing “a dynamic way to explain learning within a computer 

mediated environment” (Avery, 2018, p. 36). A learning cycle can be carefully designed 

before, facilitated with intention during, systematically evaluated after, and revised 
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accordingly to support learning objectives (Martin, et al., 2019; Martin et al., 2018; 

Rovai, 2002). 

Design Has Always Been Important in Online Courses 

Early online courses were very teacher centric. They were not taught with a social-

constructivist framework in mind, or with attention to what students discussed and 

learned together. The structure, transparency and communication potential of course 

designs have always heavily impacted student satisfaction, learning and retention in 

online courses (Romiszowski and Cheng, 1992; Eastmond, 1995; Irani, 1998). Yet, earlier 

online courses were just a way for instructors to disseminate course content to students 

at a distance. Courses used radio broadcasts, mail services, and even delivery of a set of 

cassettes that were loaned for the duration of the course. As the world wide web 

improved communication channels, educators were also becoming aware that 

disseminating information was not, in fact teaching (Shank, 1998). As learning, and 

learning at a distance, developed, some of the concepts identified and extrapolated from 

computer-based learning and multimedia design were also applied to the development 

of effective online or web-based instruction including: using a variety of presentation 

styles, having a consistent layout, applying clear navigation and an adding a help menu 

(Swan, 2001; Tennyson, 1989; Jonassen et al., 1995; Ward and Lee, 1995). 

Learning Online can be Framed w ithin a Community of Inquiry 

About 20 years ago, Anderson, Rourke, Garrison and Archer framed what was 

happening in some courses as a COI (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, Archer, 2001; 

Garrison, et al., 2000). The interactions that seemed effective online were grouped into 

what they called ‘presences’: cognitive, social and teaching. Recently, Garrison revisited 

his COI framework and validated an increased confidence [for] using this framework to 

study collaborative approaches to deep and meaningful inquiry (Garrison, 2018; 

Dempsey and Jang, 2019). In COI, while these three key presences are highlighted, the 
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“best” learning is understood to occur at the intersection of these three elements: social 

presence, cognitive presence and teaching presence (Oztok, et al., 2014). This model is 

still considered one of the most comprehensive in the field of online learning. It takes 

social constructivism and the unique nature of online learning into account: “COI sees 

learning as inherently collaborative and constructive and provides a dynamic way to 

explain learning that takes place within a computer mediated environment” (Avery, 

2018, p.8). The case study analysis reported in this paper will be used as the foundation 

for conducting a larger analysis of online courses that employ learning cycles as a 

model for facilitating cognitive, social and teaching presences. 

Teacher Presence Before the Course Begins is Imperative 

Within the three presences of a COI, teaching presence can be emphasized in the 

planning and facilitation of an online course. All the presences are deeply connected, 

but, in this study, teaching presence, is integral to an effective learning cycle and very 

much represented before the course even starts. Teaching presence is often 

conceptualized as occurring at the intersection of teaching and social presence 

(Richardson, et al., 2015); teaching presence is part of the scaffolding by the instructor to 

develop and support valuable learning experiences and activities (Bangert, 2008; 

Garrison and Arbaugh, 2007; Richardson, et al., 2016). Teaching presence is evident in 

the instructor engaging in design, facilitation and setting the direction of the course; 

teaching presence describes how the instructor communicates information to the 

learners in a way that is meaningful and productive (Swan, Garrison and Richardson, 

2009; Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2009; Shea and Bidjerno, 2010).  

Planning a learning cycle before a course starts allows an instructor to concentrate on 

having an effective presence during the course. An instructor with an effective presence 

in the course, beyond live sessions and even written communication, has taken time to 

organize and frame a learning cycle early and to select relevant course content that 
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integrates learning activities, assignments and assessments in a meaningful way 

(Budhai and Williams, 2016; Garrison and Anderson, 2003; Garrison and Cleveland-

Innes, 2005). The most effective way to build teaching presence in an online 

environment is to be proactive and the development of community, including 

purposeful, well-supported assignments, is key (Budhai and Williams, 2016, p. 78). 

Teacher presence is infused throughout all aspects of the course, entailing the process of 

facilitating, designing, and guiding the cognitive learning processes in a meaningful 

way (Rourke, Anderson and Garrison, 2001; Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2000; 

Swan, 2001). Developing a learning cycle and promoting student-centered learning 

online is an extremely intentional process; it does not just happen ad-hoc (Budhai and 

Williams, 2016, p. 77). Teacher presence is most easily seen during the course, in direct 

instruction, during feedback, and from ongoing comments and announcements. 

However, teaching presence substantially takes place in the intentional design of the 

course before the course even begins. Front-loading a course, putting in considerable 

time mapping a learning cycle that allows time to consider, apply and even revisit new 

learning material, is paramount in allowing the instructor time, during the course, to be 

meaningfully involved with the students' unique interactions and learning. 

A Systematic, Organized Design is a Way to Front Load Teacher Presence 

Successful online faculty approach the design of courses in a very systematic manner: 

beginning with the course description and objectives and drafting a syllabus before 

working on the online course (Martin, et al., 2019; Rothwell and Kazanas, 2011). Student 

learning experience is positively impacted when discourse, assignments and 

introduction of content is facilitated in an intentional way (Budhai and Williams, 2016; 

Hosley and Arend, 2012).  

Planning of the course includes clearly articulating the course objectives, breaking these 

down into modular or weekly topics (also called chunking), and then including relevant 
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resources in different formats which align with these subtopics. For example, 

instructors can first think about what they expect students to know, what they expect 

students to do in order to learn, and how student will demonstrate what they've 

learned (Martin, et al., 2019). Lesson planning should not be done in isolation from long 

term goals. Backwards design enables students to use content, to make new connections 

and transfer information or to demonstrate intelligent use of the content acquired. 

Think of this sports analogy: you haven't 'gotten' it unless you can 'see it' and 'use' it 'in 

the game' (Wiggins, 2009). 

Being systematic and planful is also key. One consistent key tenet in designing and 

delivering online learning is the importance of pre-planning how to communicate 

clearly the student learning outcomes, types of assessment (Moore and Kearsley, 2011; 

Martin, et al., 2019), and the expectations of members of the learning community. 

Contemporary dialog around assessment not only highlights the need for diversity of 

methods of assessment (Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen and Yeh, 2008) but also for assessment 

that is linked to real world problems and application of knowledge (Conrad and Openo, 

2018; Martin, et al., 2019). 

Also, having a structure for the content and outcomes creates a guide for the students 

and helps them to understand why they are doing certain things within the course: "a 

continuous educational pathway...[that]...increases their self-efficacy" (Martin, et al., 

2019). The course syllabi ideally are visually appealing. They can even include videos or 

screenshots of how to access components of the course or the LMS. A good syllabus is a 

road map and often embeds interactive components such as working links to other 

important documents. When the syllabus is not readily accessible, or is not laid out in 

an organized, accessible manner, then students do not spend much time on this 

important guide for their course (Richards, 2003; Martin et al., 2019). 
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Successful faculty have different ways to organize the sections of their course: by week, 

by module, or by topic. The idea of "chunking" content meaningfully as a way of 

consistent organization is important and helps students to know where they are, and 

where they are going in the course (Martins, et al., 2019; Ko and Rossen, 2017). Students 

also place value on having a good course organization (Fayer, 2014; Young and 

Norgard, 2006). Part of planning the course is to also plan ways within the course to 

consistently communicate what needs to be done and how a student can structure their 

time in order to get that work done (Martins, et al., 2019). Backwards design or aligning 

the syllabus, learning outcomes, assignments, learning activities and learning 

technologies with expectations and objectives is key (Martin, et al., 2019; Wiggins, 

Wiggins and McTighe, 2005). 

In Course Communication via Announcements 

One way that instructors “talk” to students during the course, and enhance their 

teaching presence, is through timely announcements. Announcements are like saying 

“hello” and providing an orientation to the lecture in a face-to-face classroom: a way to 

let students they are not alone and that an instructor is there to support them through 

their tasks (Ko and Rossen, 2010; Martin et al., 2019). Scheduled announcements, often 

at the start of a week or chunk of learning, serve a few purposes: they get the student’s 

attention, they update the group about where they are in the learning cycle, and they 

often point to what is coming up for assignments and other course requirements, 

helping students manage their time (Martin et al., 2019; Kelly, 2014). Instructors can be 

informed from other offerings of the same course about certain types of questions 

students usually have at certain points and can prepare in advance for responding to 

these inquiries (Martin, et al., 2019). 
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Research Design and Methods  

This research aligns with [Author’s] current SSHRC Insight Grant which is focused on 

identifying the most promising opportunities for maximizing learning environments, as 

opposed to letting course design be guided by financial and technological imperatives 

(Brett, 2016). 

Online Environment 

Data was collected from the University-created online tool. [The researchers] created 

this online environment over 10 years ago for the purpose of researching online 

collaboration. The platform provides educators and researchers a behind the scenes 

look at collaboration and student activities such as reading, time spent online and other 

online activities often associated with online learning communities (Brett, 2016, p.3). 

Also, PeppeR is dynamic: “continually being constructed and further developed by the 

learners and the faculty in a knowledge community which extends beyond the borders 

of a traditional classroom” (Avery, 2018, p.11). PeppeR is one online platform that lets 

an instructor visualize data about the course, a behind the scenes view, that can help 

them make decisions about how the course is flowing or about more fine-grained 

interaction data (e.g. being able to see which students are posting new ideas but failing 

to engage with peers by replying to their content). Using reflections about the data from 

course interactions “it’s relatively easy to create a comprehensive record of interactions, 

opening the process to academic study with the aim of improving the design of learning 

environments and developing best practices to support participants” (Fried, 2016, p. 1). 

Instructor feedback about their intentional modelling and perceptions around student 

behaviours in discussions will add another layer to the investigation. The graduate 

course selected for this case study, Instructional Design: Beyond the Lecture, was designed 

as an opportunity for students to focus on knowledge mobilization by bridging the gap 
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between research and theory in instructional design and its practice. It models many of 

the best practices in instructional design for online courses by providing a clearly 

planned and cohesive learning experience (Standards from the Quality Matters Higher 

Education Rubric, Sixth Edition, 2018). Planning of the course is front- loaded, with 

much of the work begin completed before the course start date. This permits for the 

researcher/instructor to engage with students in a more meaningful way, rather than 

having to focus on a concurrent course development or a reactionary course 

development model that we have seen in recent months in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

Data Source 

This case study focuses on three instances of one graduate course at the Ontario 

Institute for Studies in Education titled: Instructional Design: Beyond the Lecture. The 

course is offered multiple times a year, but this study uses data from three instances: the 

Winter 2019 (30 students), Fall 2019 (29 students) and Winter 2020 (29 students) course 

offerings as all three of these instances were delivered using the same learning cycle, 

follow the same weekly topic sequence and reading list, include the same evaluation 

scheme for assessed learner experiences (emphasis on discussion-based learning 

throughout the 12-week term), and use the same media content produced by the 

instructor (Caskrulu, Richardson and Maeda, 2019; Cresswell, 2012; Cresswell and Poth, 

2018; Yin, 2014). Anonymized data associated with the discussions that ran from Weeks 

2–11 of the course were extracted from the log files of the LMS, Pepper. The three 

syllabi were used as reference in this study as well as the official academic calendar 

from the institution. Additionally, the instructor exported all announcements made in 

each of these courses as sources for demonstrating teaching presence. 
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Research Design and Methods 

This exploratory case study looks to answer the research question: What can instructors 

learn from the ways that student activity coincides with an instructor-planned learning cycle? 

The research also includes reflection from the instructor which can help guide other 

instructors who are looking to find ways to design effective courses and to manage their 

own course instruction time while allowing space for teacher and student in-course 

interaction. 

Data for the three course offerings were extracted from Pepper log files using multiple 

extraction scripts. Below is a breakdown of the two scripts used and a description of 

how the data was cleaned. Cleaning data is a way of taking out information that is not 

relevant to the analysis, in this case data from weeks that did not require collaborative 

discussions. Taking out the irrelevant data helps the researchers look more closely at 

the weeks of the course that are relevant. 

The “Summary” extraction script was used to output the following metrics for each 

student across each offering of the course which provided us with data for descriptive 

statistical analyses. The variables used for the purpose of this research were the 

following:  

• Total active students in the course 

• Total notes produced by students 

• Total number of notes read by students  

• Total number of likes given to students’ notes  

• Total number of links made to students’ notes  

• Total number of replies to students’ notes 
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The “Dump Note” extraction script was used to output the following metrics for each 

note posted in each of the courses provides us with fine grain data for descriptive 

statistical analyses. The variables used for the purpose of this research were the 

following:  

• Date of note creation 

• Date note was last saved  

• Note title  

• Number of times the note was revised 

• Person ID of the note author 

• Author Type (student, or instructor) 

• ID and name of the folder that the note was posted in  

• Indication if the note is a reply or not 

• Total number of replies to the note 

• Total number of times the note has been liked 

 

The log data from the Summary script were cleaned for each course where data were 

sorted by course instance and reviewed for any data points that would have indicated 

dropping a course or student duplication. None of the Summary logs required cleaning; 

a total of 78 students were included in this study as all students enrolled in the course 

were able to complete the course. The log data from the Dump Note script was cleaned 

for alignment with the course schedule. Student moderated discussions ran from weeks 

2 through 11 in the 12-week course, so the log files were refined to online include 

instances where notes were posted in folders for those specific weeks – the titles of the 

folders in which a note is posted was used as the filter here. The date that notes were 

posted may not align to the weekly folder name because all discussion folders 
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intentionally remain open for posting access throughout the course permitting students 

to go back into a folder before or after the weekly topic has begun or concluded.  

Data sources in addition to the extraction scripts, included the course syllabi, the data 

logs containing announcements from each of the three courses, and the institutional 

academic calendar for the 2019 and 2020 terms. The course syllabi were used as a tool to 

compare the design of each of the offerings (including the course assessment maps and 

learning outcomes for students) along with the announcement logs and cross referenced 

to include important date markers in the institutional academic calendar to improve 

course alignment and flow. The course syllabi explicitly call attention to the learning 

cycle as a way for students to map the course interactions onto their own planning for 

the week.  

Please see the excerpt from the syllabus below regarding the learning cycle: it is 

important to note that the learning cycle describes how it is to be used by students in 

the course:  

Learning Cycle 

Our course runs throughout the week Monday–Friday. I have created a learning 

cycle for you to follow throughout the week to help you manage the workload in the 

course. If you are a part-time student/work during the days, I highly recommend you 

complete the readings by/on Monday and try to post your responses to the 

discussion earlier in the week so that you are actively participating. 

Monday: Read the resources for Week X. If you are a moderator for the week, post 

moderator questions in Week X folder by Monday at midnight. 

YouTube Webinar videos—these are all available in advance and will run about 

15min. You can watch this at your own time, but I recommend it be viewed before 

beginning the discussions.  
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Post executive summary note: if you were a discussion moderator in the previous 

week, post the discussion summary note in your discussion folder by the following 

Monday at midnight. 

Tuesday–Friday: Engage in student-moderated discussion on Pepper. 

Weekends: Free to play and spend time doing something that invigorates you. 

N.B. If you think of this course as part of your academic work and schedule it into 

your calendar, then you have time carved out a few days of the week (~45min a 

couple of days for the online discussion, totalling ~2 hours) where you know you can 

sit down and participate in the discussions. 

 

All data sets for each of the courses were merged to create three master course data files 

in Microsoft Excel and descriptive statistical analyses were run. The research question 

was addressed with an exploratory analysis. Outputs were exported in the results 

below and provide a preamble to the discussion of the findings. The researchers also 

added instructor reflections in order to have another layer of information in this 

exploratory case study.  

Findings and Results 

What can instructors learn from the ways that student activity coincides with an 

instructor-planned learning cycle? 

Learning Cycle-based Observations 

A total of 78 students participated in three offerings of the course examined in this case 

study. The learning cycle developed by the instructor was the same for each offering, 

please see Table 1 for the cycle description.  
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Table 1  

Course Learning Cycle  

Day of week Student Activity Expectation 

Monday  • Interact with course content for the week (read/watch materials 
in course outline)  

• Watch the weekly video that the instructor has posted  

• If student moderating the weekly discussion, prepare for 
moderation  

o Post executive summary of the discussion if moderated 
the previous week’s discussion  

Tuesday—
Friday 

• Engage in student-moderated discussion  

Weekends  • Free time 

 

Student activity was broken down over each week of the course for each of the three 

offerings. There were fairly consistent weekly activity patterns across all three offerings: 

student activity online on Mondays was low compared to the rest of the work week (it 

should be noted that the winter 2019 and 2020 offerings had a lower number of notes 

produced on Mondays compared to the fall 2019 offering); students were most active on 

Wednesdays through Fridays; the number of notes posted are significantly lower on 

weekends (less than 4% of notes were generated on weekends). The reduced online 

activity for Mondays is consistent with the advice for managing the course activity 

summarized in Table 1 above, similarly to the lower levels of activity noted on 

weekends. Table 2 provides the number of notes posted each week for each of the 12-

week courses. Table 3 provides a breakdown of the number of notes posted each day in 

a week.  
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Table 2 

Number of Notes Posted Each Week for Each of the Three Course Offerings 

Week Winter 2019 Fall 2019 Winter 2020 

2 149 115 118 

3 143 96 137 

4 145 97 133 

5 123 104 124 

6 148 97 133 

7 79 87 98 

8 130 90 111 

9 116 75 113 

10 154 88 85 

11 110 84 116 

Total 1297 933 1168 

Note. Data is representative of discussion weeks 2–11. 

 

  



20 

 

Table 3 

Number of Notes Posted on Days of the Week for Each of the Three Course Offerings 

Course  Total 
Notes 

M
on

da
y 

Tu
es

da
y 

W
ed

ne
sd

ay
 

Th
ur

sd
ay

 

Fr
id

ay
 

Sa
tu

rd
ay

 

Su
nd

ay
 

Winter 
2019 

1297 144 160 273 280 318 48 74 

Fall 2019 933 42 151 229 260 211 23 17 

Winter 
2020 

1168 67 235 297 226 248 59 36 

Totals 3398 253 546 799 766 777 130 127 

Percentage 100.00% 7.44% 16.07% 23.51% 22.54% 22.87% 3.83% 3.74% 

Note. Data is representative of discussion weeks 2–11. 

 

Announcement-based Observations  

Review of the instructor announcements demonstrated efforts to clearly set the pace for 

the course each week across all three offerings. Announcements were sent the evening 

before the Monday benchmark for the course, and in instances where assessed elements 

were due, reminders were also sent. Table 4 provides the number of announcements 

posted in each course.  

Table 4 

Number of announcements made in each course 

Course Winter 2019 Fall 2019 Winter 2020 
No. of 
Announcements 

38 30 36 
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Descriptive Statistical Data by Days of the Week  

The course learning cycle describes how the instructor expects students to be engaging 

in discussion from Tuesday through Fridays during weeks 2–11 in the course. 

Descriptive data analysis isolating for that time period shows that students are most 

active in the course from Tuesday through Friday. Evidence of discussion engagement 

was found by breaking down the number of notes generated by day into one of the two 

types of notes—new notes (initial post in a thread), and reply notes (notes that reply to 

either new notes or reply notes to generate the characteristic threaded discussion 

pattern). Additionally, data to describe other ways students are interacting with notes—

through liking and linking—were included as these are also indicators of discussion 

interaction. Table 5 illustrates the total notes generated by type (total, new, reply), and 

note interaction by liking, and linking each day during discussion weeks (2–11) across 

all three course offerings. On average, students in the course engage in replying to 

others notes 80.18% of the time. Students are also engaging in liking each other's notes, 

a practice that is an indication of discussion behaviours as students can interact with 

notes in ways other than creating or replying to them (Makos, 2017).  

Mapping the learning cycle onto student activity patterns in the course indicates strong 

alignment between the expectations for student activity as designed by the instructor 

and actual student participation. 
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Table 5 

Number of notes generated by type (total, new, reply), and note interaction by liking, and 
linking each day across all three course offerings 

 Day Total Notes  New Notes  Reply Notes  Liking 
Winter 
2019 

Monday 144 56 88 166 
Tuesday 160 38 122 209 
Wednesday 273 22 251 321 
Thursday 280 27 253 348 
Friday 318 33 285 306 
Saturday 48 10 38 38 
Sunday 74 52 22 41 
Total  1297 238 1059 1429 
Percentage 100.00% 18.35% 81.65% 110.18% 

Fall 
2019 

Monday 42 32 10 56 
Tuesday 151 42 109 213 
Wednesday 229 47 182 334 
Thursday 260 45 215 294 
Friday  211 26 185 184 
Saturday 23 4 19 12 
Sunday  17 7 10 9 
Total  933 203 730 1102 
Percentage 100.00% 22.37% 77.63% 118.11% 

Winter 
2020 

Monday 67 44 23 133 
Tuesday 235 60 175 422 
Wednesday 297 44 253 467 
Thursday 226 18 208 297 
Friday 248 32 216 308 
Saturday 59 8 51 59 
Sunday 36 13 23 41 
Total 1168 219 949 1727 
Percentage 100.00% 18.75% 81.25% 147.86% 

Note. Data is representative of discussion weeks 2–11. 

 

Personal Instructor Observations on the Course Experience 

The following is a reflection of the course instructor, who is also an author of this paper. 

The researchers left her account in the first person, as it is more effectively presented in 
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her own words. This type of reflection, based on the data from the course as well as her 

own thoughtful planning process, is invaluable for other teachers.  

Each time I prepare to teach this course, I look to past offerings and 
combine that with student feedback on how to improve the student 
experience. I have found that including the learning cycle brings clarity 
to my expectations of the students because it is mapped onto the days 
of the week, and this activates a type of rhythm/flow for the course 
experience. The observations that are relevant for discussion are:  

• Note production throughout the weeks was relatively consistent 
and once the discussion groups found their rhythm, engagement of 
students was relatively consistent over the discussion weeks.  

o Some exceptions to this were in the Fall 2019 offering when a 
significant portion of the students (approximately 70%) were 
new to a graduate program at OISE and were unfamiliar with 
both the LMS and discussion-based online course dynamics; 
additionally, the Winter 2020 offering was impacted due to 
rotating strikes in the province of Ontario followed by changes 
made as a result of growing concerns around COVID-19—both 
of these events resulted in an extended set of deadlines for the 
course assessed experiences.  

• The assessment schedule and learning cycle developed for the 
course help to regulate and allow students to pace themselves in 
the course.  

o Students can find their place in the learning community much 
faster since the experiences and information offered at the 
beginning of the course scaffold the discussion-based 
engagement model.  

• Flow of course is purposeful: the assessed learning experiences and 
engagement opportunities are accounted for and mapped onto the 
12-week course so that the sequencing of topics, discussions and 
assessments scaffold each other to generate maximum impact 
across various aspects of COI framework.  
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o At the core of teacher presence is my ability to provide as much 
individualized feedback and support as possible throughout the 
course—the plan in place allows me to shift focus from content 
development and management to learning about my students.  

o As a focus on cognitive presence, the course content and timing 
of assessed learning experiences provides a deeply 
interconnected course curriculum that allows students to engage 
in knowledge construction and development in various ways.  

o From the onset of the course, modeling and initial knowledge 
sharing and exchange are designed to support the development 
of social presence which then is carried into their discussion-
based learning opportunity that begins in the second week of the 
course.  

• Around Week 7 of the course, students begin shifting gears toward 
thinking about their final design project for the course, and the 
course content becomes focused more around practical application 
of instructional design theory.  

o The number of notes tends to decrease after Week 7, and this 
may be a consequence of students focusing more on their 
projects—around this time I see a greater number of private 
messages or emails sent to me for one-on-one support or group 
support of student projects.  

• After March Break in both Winter course offerings, there is an 
increase in the number of notes produced in the weekly 
discussions—the break provides students with a rest and reset that 
is beneficial for them; in the Fall offering, there is no week-long 
break and I find students feel overloaded and as a result produce 
less notes to manage their cognitive energy for the remainder of the 
course.  
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Discussions, Limitations, and Implications 

Planning consistently within a cycle of learning that works for the 
instructor and the student because as the instructor you acknowledge 
the uniqueness of each set of students taking your course at a particular 
moment in time. [Author], May 15, 2020.  

This case study, across 3 iterations of the same courses, and including instructor 

observation and reflection, highlights important principles around planning for 

effective delivery of fully online courses. Using a learning cycle, in other words being 

systematic and planful around content, delivery, and expectations for courses, can help 

an instructor achieve clarity and alignment and a positive educational experience for 

learners.  

The researchers consider the importance of achieving clarity and alignment in online 

course design a cornerstone in achieving positive educational experiences for learners, 

particularly when the COI framework is deeply integrated into the course design.  

Again, teacher presence is more than just what takes place within the course. Being 

systematic and planful is demonstrated in this case, when the instructor front-loaded 

her course planning and design through creating a learning cycle and effectively 

communicating this through the layout of the course expectations. So, when an 

instructor goes beyond simply communicating expectations for engagement, but also 

situates these expectations into a purposeful course design, like a learning cycle, then 

students are better able to establish a rhythm to their own learning experience in a 

course.  

Using the results from the case study this research is a first step in exploring course 

dynamics generated by the purposeful design of course content, assessed learning 

experience, and engagement opportunities which. At one level, these dynamics and 

exchanges may seem rather obvious: however, the researchers have noticed that are 
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often less likely to be examined at this level of detail. The use of a learning cycle to 

achieve clarity and to allow students to understand how a fully online course is 

mapped onto a weekly schedule has positively impacted the learning experience for all 

the members of these three learning communities.  

Exploring the quantitative metrics associated with student engagement through the 

course is one way to confirm that students are using the learning cycle to plan and 

engage with each other in the course. The students are most active on the days that the 

instructor has suggested they interact with each other in their discussions (in this case, 

it is Tuesday through Friday). This instructor openly acknowledges that the weekends 

are an opportunity for students to reset and provides Monday as the re-orientation day 

to the next topic in the course. Although there are assessed learning experiences 

integrated throughout the course, and weaving through the suggested learning cycle for 

the discussion weeks, it is evident that the overarching design of the course aligns well 

with the communicated expectations and capabilities for these graduate students to 

become and maintain their engagement throughout the course.  

Another benefit of front-loading or spending time designing a course with a well-

thought out learning cycle is the time that the instructor then has during the course to 

reflect on student actions and interactions as they evolve. The value of this approach is 

reinforced by the potential increased presence of the instructor in the discussion and 

their ability to provide more feedback to students throughout the course. The instructor 

can facilitate, guide and monitor what is happening more effectively when the learning 

cycle has been set up in advance to allow for this in-course teacher-student interaction.  

When educators need to shift focus to understand the dynamics unique to various times 

in the academic year for courses being delivered (e.g. less familiarity with an LMS due 

to a higher proportion of new students in a program in the fall term compared to a 

winter term), it is important to consider how instructors can anticipate and support 
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these elements. This is especially true in the current global pandemic situation where 

there is so much anxiety and uncertainty surrounding the innate need to socialize with 

each other.  

When designing or revisiting a course syllabus a few weeks before the course begins, 

the instructor needs to ask themselves “What has changed since the last time I taught 

this course?” and consider this from multiple perspectives including:  

• The environment or LMS 

• Themselves as the instructor—e.g. what have they learned—possible insights from 

student/course evaluations 

• The students—e.g. how have my potential students changed? Particularly at this 

moment in time, it becomes even more crucial to consider the potential trauma and 

negative experiences students may be bringing to the course because of the 

pandemic, and offer additional support and opportunities for discussion and 

community-building. 

• The course content—e.g. have there been any developments in the field and/or 

advances that require updating the readings and/or assessed learning experiences?  

 

By engaging in this reflective practice and actively adjusting the course to the upcoming 

class or students, the instructor can identify adjustments and/or changes that need to be 

made for that course offering. Ultimately, having a well-designed learning cycle in 

place also gives the instructor a well-thought out framework in which to further 

individuate the instruction during the course delivery mode. Mindful planning of the 

course as part of an integrated learning cycle highlights the importance of reflection and 

professional development in online teaching and learning practice. Each member of the 
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community will take away different teachings from the course as well, which is another 

unique piece of this story. 

Limitations 

These results do provide an indication of an underlying need for students to 

understand how a course will fit into their daily routines. As with other case studies, 

one of the limitations of this research is the extrapolation of results to different types of 

courses. Despite this limitation, the study has highlighted the importance of designing 

courses with an underlying emphasis on developing clarity and alignment, regardless 

of delivery mode. It would be beneficial to examine the instructional design and activity 

of a broader range of instructors and map their course designs to the students’ learning 

cycle, to better understand how a well-designed course and planned learning cycle may 

positively affect students’ learning experience in different ways. Additionally, further 

studies could include direct feedback from students on their experience of the course 

design on their studying and learning and sense of community in the course. 

Collectively, the results of this case study suggest that developing a learning cycle for 

fully online courses can provide students with a much-needed sense of structure for 

their learning experience. Future work will build on this study and further explore a 

larger sample of online courses that employ learning cycles as a model for facilitating 

meaningful and enhanced online learning. 
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