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Designing a Course with Open Communication 
Jose L. Fulgencio, Oklahoma State University 
Communication between instructional designer and client is key to a successful experience. Not having a clear defining of who will lead the course or how the course will function after it has been designed can cause friction and confusion. In this article the focus will be on the communication that must take affect during the needs assessment portion in regards to who leads the course should there be a leadership change. 
Jose L. Fulgencio is a native Chicagoan and doctoral student at Oklahoma State University in the Higher Education – Educational Technology program. Jose is an instructor with interdisciplinary courses. Jose’s research interest includes educational technology tools in instructional design, personal finance, and entrepreneurship. 

INTRODUCTION

I had the opportunity to partner with a non-profit organization in a Mid-western state as a project manager to develop an online professional development course for teachers that teach personal finance. The organization wanted me to convert two face-to-face workshops into online courses, Better Money Habits and Financial Fitness. My job was to convert the online files from the two courses into an online professional development course and to assure same like face-to-face interaction as it had in the workshops. There was no set perimeters in terms what learning management system to use, what should be in the online course, or if there would be any media associated with the course. The main reasons for converting the curriculum into online courses was to increase the number of participants in the organizations professional development workshops. 
As the project manager I was in charge of the planning, build-up, implementation, and close out (HBR, 2012). The sponsor was the non-profit organization and team members just consisted of one person, myself. During the development of the project I had direct communication with the Executive Director of the organization in the development of the courses. There was no other team members I had to communicate with on what I was doing or who would take lead if someone were to leave the planning and implementation of the courses. 
How to create an interactive online environment? 
The main task was to assure the course was interactive for the user. There was no budget associated with the project so the entire courses were developed from free resources online and by the hosting institution. Initially the Executive Director had plans to use the learning management system (D2L) that the hosting institution utilized but we could not use the system because the organization was not charging the user. My first thought was to use Moodle but the system was confusing and decided to use Schoology instead. Schoology was free (up to a certain amount users), easy mobile usage for Android and Iphone users, and ability to create a group of personal finance teachers. After careful talks with the Executive Director about what was available on a zero dollar budget it was decided that Schoology would be the learning management system of choice. 
The build up of the material for the course was provided by the organization and I just had to develop the instructiveness. A few days into the project the program director resigned. I was surprised by the sudden resignation because it was planned that I would work along with the projector director on the implementation of the course and to see it through. It was my understanding that the former program director had zero experience in online teaching therefore it potentially created an opportunity for me to continue with the creation and teaching of the online professional development courses.  Communication between the Executive Director and myself grew on a daily basis and would get the director's approval for ideas and implementations to the courses. 
The Design of the Course: 
To design the course I used the ADDIE Model to get the process going (Figure 1). The ADDIE (Analyze, Design, Develop, Implement, Evaluate) Model is the illustration of the essential steps of the instructional design/development process (Brown & Green, 2011). The hosting institution had a e-Learning center that provided free consultation on the development of the online workshops using the Learning Environment Modeling, which is a visual and collaborative process for designing the spaces and places where people learn (Dodd & Gillmore, 2016). After consultation (Figures 8,9,10), redesign of the course using LEM, and from online teaching experience I built discussion boards for each module associated with the course (Figure 2) to give the face-to-face experience. The discussion board was designed to have interaction between the users the same, as it would be from the face-to-face workshop. Because there was no live messaging the real life face-to-face interaction would come in the form of discussion board and emails. The user was responsible to answer the questions in each of the module and respond to another user in the course. Each module had a due date in order to ensure users were completing the material and being active. 
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Figure 1: ADDIE Model 
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Figure 2: Module 1
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Figure 3: Discussion Board for Module 1
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Figure 4: Module 2
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Figure 5: Discussion Board for Module 2
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Figure 6: Module 3
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Figure 7: Discussion Board for Module 3

The Institute for Learning Environment Design from the organizations residing institution assisted in providing free consultation on the design of the course. The institute approved the design with minor additions in improving the course. 
Classroom Model to replicate to an Online Environment 
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Figure 8: Classroom Model for Face-to-Face workshop
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Figure 9: Conversion to online class 
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Figure 10: Edits to Online Course 

Leadership Change: 
Towards the end of the project there as a new program director hired that would also take part in the Better Money Habits course as a student and lead discussions, which may have confused users as to who is leading the course. The Executive Director had decided to shelf Financial Fitness for Life course until the upcoming year. The participation of the director was welcomed in the Better Money Habits course but it was confusing for users when the director took lead in the discussions after I had emailed the users that I was the lead instructor. The question became who is taking lead the program director or lead instructor? From my knowledge the new program director had no experience in online teaching or online course design, which could set precedent in future creation of professional development courses for the organization. There was also no formal introduction of the program director, which could have helped in communicating the lead roles for the course. 
The executive director made no communication to me as to how involved the program director would be in the course or no formal introduction other than telling me about the communication I would receive from the program director. A major miscommunication occurred when deciding on how to distribute gift cards to the users.  The executive director and I had spoken during the creation of the course about giving out gift cards for a specific amount to users in order to get people to register. The decision came down to giving users a gift card for the best posts and teaching experience stories. The new program director was told something different and confused me on the distribution of gift cards. 
After emailing and discussing on phone with the program director I was notified that the executive director did not recall our conversation about the disbursement of the gift cards. I expected to work hand in hand with the executive director since we had worked on the development from the beginning. But with the program director getting in the middle of the communication it made the course implementation difficult to do with the miscommunication about the gift cards and who would lead the course. The program director and myself communicated via email about what the final decision would be on distribution of the gift cards, which should have take place at the very beginning of the course. 

After two modules the program director was not involved in the discussion boards, it was as if the program director disappeared. Although the program director was not involved for the entire duration of the course, which was four weeks, I was able to manage the entire course and communicate with users on classroom related material. 
At the close out stage of the course users enjoyed the course saying comments such as: 

“Learning more about the Better Money Habits curriculum” 

“The group discussions” 

“The ability to share this information, including the video with students who really appreciated the information”

“The online aspect” 

“I like that I have been introduced to more resources with my class. Thank you!” 

Some of the dislikes included: 

“I would enjoy a little more interaction, but it is online so this Is understandable” 

“It was very short” 

“Too fast paced” 

“I like in person professional developments. I was given resources but, being a hand-on learner, I would have liked someone showing me what it would look like. For example, going through a couple lessons and letting me be the students with worksheets and everything...acting it out” 

Suggestions included: 

“Make the course longer with lesson plans for each week” 

“Have videos of the lessons being taught” 

“If you ever offer a life professional development, even if it took away a Saturday, I would definitely attend” 

“Maybe a live chat some?” 

Lessons Learned: 
Lessons I learned from the experience are the following: develop a proper project management timetable that includes planning, build-up, implementation, closeout; have everything written down on paper and confirmed by both parties; and state from the beginning who will be the leader of the course. An email trail of information would have suffice in order to backtrack on what was said and to confirm on the agreements. 

Communication is key to the success of any course. Without having a clear defining of who will lead the course once it's been developed it could lead to miscommunication later down the road. An issue such as how to distribute gift cards is something that should not takeover the discussion of the course. Instead getting users accommodated and prepared for the course are the conversations that should be occurring.
Developing a course is difficult and time consuming but adding miscommunication between the instructor and leadership of the organization makes the job difficult. When there is a clear defining of leadership from the beginning, especially written on paper, it makes the job easier to maneuver regardless of leadership change in the organization. 
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