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Introduction 

 
Universities have experienced a significant increase in the number of courses and programs offered in an 
online, hybrid, or distance education format. Recently, Allen and Seaman (2017) reported trends in 
distance learning using the National Center for Education Statistics’ Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System (IPEDS). In this report, as of the Fall of 2015, 29.7% of higher education students took at 
least one distance course. Although online and distance education enrollments are concentrated in a 
relatively small number of institutions, the number of higher education students enrolled in distance and 
online courses continues to increase. Thus, institutions of higher education must develop clear, purposeful 
oversight to ensure that quality standards exist for hybrid, online, and distance education programming. 
When applicable, these standards should also remain consistent with traditional course offerings. Thus, 
the implementation of systematic, university-wide processes for the development, delivery, oversight, and 
evaluation of online and distance education programs, as well as ongoing faculty development and 
training to support distance education instructors are warranted.  
 
 

Quality Considerations in Distance and Online Education 
 
According to seminal work by Chickering and Gamson (1987), there are seven principles for instructor-
based “good practice” in undergraduate education (quoted directly below). 
 

1. Encourages contact between students and faculty. 
2. Develops reciprocity and cooperation among students. 
3. Encourages active learning. 
4. Gives prompt feedback. 
5. Emphasizes time on task. 
6. Communicates high expectations. 
7. Respects diverse talents and ways of learning. 

 
While these descriptors were originally applied to undergraduate education, given the scholarship 
connected to distance and online teaching and learning it stands to reason that these factors may also be 
applied to graduate education. For example, Kuo, Walker, Schroder and Belland’s (2014) found that 
interactions between an online course instructor and the students in the course remain an important 
predictor of learners’ outcomes and students’ overall course satisfaction. Moreover, Shen, Cho, Tsai and 
Marra’s (2013) survey of 406 online undergraduate and graduate students found that effective online 
teaching includes scaffolded opportunities for student participation in learning experiences, social 
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interaction with others that is encouraged and promoted, and support for technological tools required in 
the course, among others.  
 
 
Moreover, Rubin and Fernandes (2013) make clear the relationship between course design and the 
development of an online community in which students actively participate. They explain that instructors 
in online classes are more successful in promoting and supporting deep learning when the course invites 
students to actively participate in a community centered on inquiry and collaboration. According to Adair 
and Shattuck (2015), Quality Matters (QM) is a system designed to ensure quality in the development and 
design of online courses. Specifically, Quality Matters (2016) promotes the alignment of multiple aspects 
of teaching and learning to ensure learner- and learning-centered teaching and learning. In summary, 
when instructors align learning objectives, assessment of student learning, course materials, learning 
activities and peer interaction, and available technologies student learning outcomes are more likely to be 
achieved.  
 
 
In addition to the design, development, and implementation of online and distance courses within higher 
education, it is important for instructors to engage in purposeful peer review which can be employed for 
teacher development and evaluation purposes (Bell, 2001). Many institutions of higher education utilize 
peer observation or peer review to improve teaching and learning with the goal of maintaining standards 
of excellence for student learning outcomes (Bennett & Barp 2008; Byrne, Brown & Challen 2010). 
However, peer review and evaluation of teaching and learning often varies from one institution to another 
and also differs based on course format (i.e., face-to-face, hybrid, and online). Thus, adopting standards 
and establishing an effective peer review instrument provides a key role in the delivery of high quality 
distance education. 
 
 

Building a Quality Framework through Shared Faculty Governance  
 
Grand Valley State University (GVSU) is located in the Midwestern United States and serves more than 
25,000 students. It was chartered by the Michigan legislature in 1960 and its mission is “educating 
students to shape their lives, their professions, and their societies. The university contributes to the 
enrichment of society through excellent teaching, active scholarship, and public service” (Grand Valley 
State University, 2018). In addition to offering face-to-face courses at the undergraduate and graduate 
levels, GVSU also offers hybrid and online courses at both levels.  
 
 
As of August 2016, 7% of all courses at GVSU were offered in a hybrid, online, or distance education 
format. This reflects an increase of approximately 200% since 2011. Currently, there are 170 instructors 
teaching in 174 different hybrid or online courses at GVSU with an overall student course enrollment of 
4,881. Roughly, 17% of the university’s students are taking at least one hybrid or online course, which is 
a 25.8% enrollment growth since last year. Additionally, as measured by a grade of C or better in hybrid 
and online courses, student success matches the success rate of those in traditional courses (93.4% student 
success rate in combined undergraduate and graduate traditional courses and 93.6% student success rate 
in combined undergraduate and graduate hybrid/online courses). 
 
 
With the aim of supporting its growing distance education courses and programs as well as ensuring 
quality education delivery and a continued focus on student learning outcomes, GVSU’s Online 
Education Council (OEC) was formed in 2012 (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. OEC description. (https://www.gvsu.edu/facultygov/online-education-council-70.htm) 
 
 
Since its implementation, GVSU’s OEC has supported hybrid and online education in the following 
ways. One, the OEC was instrumental in the development of a process for curricular review of hybrid and 
online courses. It also sets recommendations for hybrid and online class sizes and was charged with the 
development of a peer review instrument. Members of the OEC engage in regular data review of student 
evaluations and implementation of procedures to further improve hybrid and online education, and this 
body actively collaborates with the university’s e-Learning and Emerging Technologies department to 
support faculty. Moreover, the OEC works with the university assessment committee to ensure each 
college’s program assessments include their hybrid and online courses and/or sections. Finally, the OEC 
assists the Provost Office with preparation of the university reports on distance education. 
 
 
In terms of who serves on this council, the OEC is comprised of a graduate student, four faculty, and three 
administrative staff members who represent the Provost’s office, the Faculty Teaching and Learning 
Center, and the university’s e-Learning and Emerging Technologies department. As a result of the 
implementation of a systematic and robust governance process - which includes work by the OEC - the 
university has ensured that 100% of the instructors teaching hybrid, online, or distance education courses 
at the university complete a rigorous course designed to train faculty in distance education pedagogy. As 
of August 2016, 416 GVSU faculty completed this training. Additionally, as evidenced through this 
process and through ongoing review, the university has seen an increase in the development and approval 
of pedagogically sound hybrid, online, and distance education courses.  
 
 

Developing a Distance Education Peer Evaluation Rubric  
 

In Fall 2015, GVSU’s Online Education Council (OEC) was charged by the university’s faculty senate to 
develop a peer online teaching evaluation instrument. Prior to the development of this instrument, there 
existed no central, vetted resource for the evaluation of hybrid and online courses at GVSU despite a 
university requirement that faculty engage in and provide evidence of peer review each semester for pre-
tenured faculty and one time per year for tenured faculty (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. OEC charge. (https://www.gvsu.edu/facultygov/online-education-council-70.htm) 
 
 
The OEC engaged in a rigorous two year process to develop a university-wide peer evaluation instrument 
for use with hybrid and online courses. First, OEC members completed a thorough literature review to 
identify and evaluate evidence-based practices and instruments currently in use in the field. Second, the 
OEC chose four instruments to pilot by faculty with significant hybrid or online teaching experience. The 
four evaluation instruments piloted were the abbreviated and full versions of the Quality Matters Higher 
Education Rubric (Maryland Online, 2011), the Penn State Peer Review Guide (The Pennsylvania 
University, 2017), and the Grand Rapids Community College Online Class Observation Report (2015).  
 
 
The targeted faculty were provided one of the instruments and directed to use the rubric to evaluate a 
colleague’s hybrid or online course. At the conclusion of the review experience, faculty then completed a 
questionnaire providing feedback about the instrument and review process. Briefly, feedback questions 
solicited information about the ease of using the instrument, its advantages and/or its disadvantages. OEC 
members reviewed the feedback and elected to develop an instrument based on a variety of sources (see 
Figure 2). 
 
 
The initial draft of the newly created GVSU peer review instrument was piloted by nine faculty including 
a number of the same faculty as well as additional faculty teaching online and hybrid courses. Faculty 
were asked to provide feedback about the GVSU instrument. Based on feedback received, the instrument 
was refined. Finally, the OEC sent the draft GVSU instrument to the same nine faculty, as well as college 
deans, college unit heads, and members of the university’s Online and Hybrid Faculty Learning 
Communities.  This solicited 13 additional faculty from across the university to pilot the second draft of 
the GVSU peer review rubric. Based on feedback from this pilot cycle, no substantial changes to the 
document were made. Feedback questions for the two pilots of the GVSU peer review instrument, in 
addition to ease of use and usefulness, solicited information about when and in what capacity the tool was 
used as well as the clarity of the instrument directions. Those participating in the pilot were also asked to 
identify any changes still needed.  
 
 
GVSU’s Faculty Peer Review Rubric for Online and Hybrid Courses was published on the OEC website 
and introduced to faculty enrolled in GVSU’s Foundations of Online and Hybrid Course Design and 
Development course, which all faculty who teach hybrid and online courses must first take before 
teaching courses in these formats. Further, this peer evaluation instrument was also introduced to all 
faculty participating in GVSU’s Online and Hybrid Faculty Learning Communities. GVSU’s Faculty Peer 
Review Rubric for Online and Hybrid Courses was also presented to all faculty at the annual fall opening 
teaching and learning conference and has been recommended as a standard peer review instrument for all 
hybrid and online courses.  
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Lessons Learned and Recommendations 
 
Faculty involvement and oversight, including governance, provides a unique way for an institution to 
focus on teaching quality and student learning outcomes in hybrid, online and distance education 
courses3. A holistic approach that begins with a course approval process, includes the requirement that all 
instructors first be approved to teach hybrid and online courses before doing so, and ends with a standard 
quality peer review rubric enables faculty to be highly engaged in the oversight of distance education, 
including a continued focus on student learning and effective teaching. Through ongoing technical, 
instructional design and course development support, faculty can work collaboratively with the institution 
to improve teaching and the delivery of high quality courses in all formats. 
 
 
Adopting a set of quality standards can be a challenge in a diverse academic environment. However, 
GVSU’s process for the evaluation, piloting, and implementation of the Faculty Peer Review Rubric for 
Online and Hybrid Courses through the OEC was successful in communicating institutional priority 
through a collaborative effort. Using OEC as the facilitator, the rubric was established through shared 
governance and faculty input, raising awareness of the importance of quality benchmarks and 
expectations in the design and delivery of hybrid and online courses.  
 
 
In addition, through the use of quality benchmarks and the review of a variety of external assessments, 
GVSU was able to create a peer review instrument that best meets the needs of the institution within the 
context and culture at the university, all the while drawing on currently agreed upon best practices. 
Through faculty participation across the university, a uniform institutional framework for evaluating our 
distance education courses was created and adopted. The uniform framework provides a unique shared 
experience for faculty at the university as well as common language regarding teaching quality and 
student learning outcomes. The peer review process also allows both the reviewer and the receiver of the 
evaluation the opportunity to engage in collaborative assessment and reflection, including learning about 
new pedagogical approaches and emerging technologies. 
 
 
Notably, GVSU’s Faculty Peer Review Rubric for Online and Hybrid Courses has increased the 
awareness of the importance of accessibility and Universal Design for Learning. Further, the peer review 
rubric has been helpful in generating conversations with faculty about how they may improve and 
enhance their courses with University Libraries resources and through support of the eLearning and 
Emerging Technologies department. Finally, often the quality indicators on the rubric are used as a guide 
for semester long conversations in the Faculty Teaching and Learning Center’s Faculty Learning 
Communities. In summary, GVSU’s Faculty Peer Review Rubric for Online and Hybrid Courses is 
strategically important for accreditation and encourages quality design, development, and delivery 
standards for distance education. The peer review instrument has prompted faculty at the university to 
think intentionally about the quality of their hybrid and online courses, which is key in supporting student 
learning and success.  
 
  

                                                
3 More information about GVSU’s support for hybrid and online teaching can be found at 
http://www.gvsu.edu/online. 
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