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Abstract- This paper reports a study on the development of a curricular model for online courses at a peripheral university. 
The study is specifically focused on the moment when the model was, for the first time, adopted by more than one instructor. 
A methodology based on curriculum design research was used for testing the implementation of Prototype 3 of the model at 
that same moment. Accordingly, a try-out approach to the evaluation of the prototype was carried out. In the context of such 
try-out, a questionnaire on student satisfaction was applied, in order to provide data that allows for the evaluation of some 
aspects of the model’s practicality and effectiveness. Findings have shown that student satisfaction is high, which suggests 
that the model is adequate to the context. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The University of the Azores (UA), in Portugal, has 
been frequently mentioned as a higher education 
institution wherein interest for distance education, 
and subsequent investment in the development of 
online courses, is expected to emerge easily, 
considering that fact that it is located in a remote 
archipelago, quite distant from the mainland, and also 
the fact that it has campuses on three islands. 
However, distance education is still at a very early 
stage of development in this institution, as the 
national agency for evaluation and accreditation of 
higher education has remarked [1], [2]. In fact, few 
courses have been delivered online. Furthermore, due 
to financial limitations, technical support for 
designing online courses and creating learning objects 
is hardly available. This situation is dramatically 
different from the situation of higher education 
institutions that not only provide continuous technical 
support for online course design but also ensure the 
creation of interdisciplinary teams that bring together 
instructors, instructional designers, software 
developers, and other experts to design adequate 
curricular models and to produce resources that 
contribute to their development. In the absence of 
such support, the development of online courses tends 
to rely on faculty members’ competences only, which 
can hardly allow for any significant progress. 

This paper addresses some of the few 
experiences that have consistently been carried out at 
UA. More specifically, it reports a study on the 
development of online courses that have been 
delivered through Moodle platform and have 
followed an emerging model: MAPE. This model is 
Modular, because it organizes instruction in 
sequences of modules; Asynchronous, because the 
length of each module is relatively long (two or three 
weeks in most cases) and allows students to become 
engaged in learning experiences anytime, with 

continuous guidance from the instructors; 
Participative, because it implies learning experiences 
that depend on students’ engagement and because its 
development is based on contributions from all the 
participants (instructors and students), in a context of 
formative evaluation; and Emerging, because it is not 
a reproduction or an adaptation of other models, and 
also because it still needs a good deal of improvement 
before it can be considered a consolidated mode. 

The structure of the modules is based on 
four components: learning activities, educational 
objectives and assessment criteria, forum, and 
assessment of the previous module. When a new 
module is introduced, a window with four links is 
displayed on the interface, in order to direct the 
students to web pages that provide information and 
interactive tools related to the above-mentioned 
components. 

The first component – learning activities – is 
aimed at ensuring that the students are aware of what 
they are expected to do in order to learn what the 
instructors expect them to learn. Written text, videos 
and podcasts provide guidance for different tasks. By 
performing some of those tasks, students access 
resources of another kind, that is, resources that are 
directly focused on the content (rather than on 
instructions for performing the tasks) – for example, 
video files with small lectures, and scientific papers. 
 
The second component – educational objectives and 
assessment criteria – discloses the specific 
educational objectives for the module and provides 
rubrics that allow students to have a sense of the 
effort needed to reach different grades. 

The third component – forum – provides a 
tool whereby the participants become engaged in 
relevant asynchronous discussions. Forums can be 
freely used for asking questions, but in some modules 
the quality of individual contributions to certain 
discussions is assessed and graded. 
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Finally, the fourth component – assessment of the 
previous module – discloses both qualitative and 
quantitative information related to students’ recent 
achievements. By following principles of formative 
assessment, such information is expected to help 
students improve their performance in the new 
modules. The first prototype of MAPE was tested in 
the academic year 2011/12, in the context of one 
course offered in the third semester of a bachelor 
program in Education that functioned almost 
exclusively on the basis of face-to-face instruction. 
The results of that first test were very satisfactory. 
The evaluation of the model in the following years 
was also very rewarding in most cases. However, 
since the academic year 2014/15 the model has also 
been applied to half of a course offered in the first 
semester of the same program (the other half has been 
taught via face-to-face instruction by another faculty 
member). In this specific case, the results of the 
evaluation have not been so good in terms of student 
satisfaction, although they have been positive. As 
explained in another publication [3], the fact that the 
course is delivered to a class of freshmen makes the 
implementation of the model more difficult, 
inasmuch as the level of maturity of most students 
does not seem to be compatible with the participative 
dimension of the model as it was originally designed. 
Therefore, some changes have been made in the 
course, in order to make its online modules more 
satisfactory for students. Participation is still an 
important aspect of the model, but, in the specific 
case of courses delivered in the first semester of a 
bachelor program it has to be pursued more gradually 
than it is when students are more mature. Therefore, 
some student-centered activities that used to be 
carried out at the beginning of the semester have been 
replaced by instructor-centered activities (especially 
short lectures delivered through video files), and the 
involvement of students in participatory activities has 
become more gradual. The evaluation of these 
changes will probably be addressed in another paper. 
The present paper is focused on another context in 
which MAPE was followed. In the academic years 
2014/15 and 2015/16 it was, for the first time, 
adopted by more than one instructor. Such adoption 
occurred in the context of a specialization program in 
e-learning. In those two years Prototype 3 of the 
model was followed in most courses of the program: 
eight out of ten. The program, which lasts two 
semesters, was delivered fully online. In such context, 
the following research question guided the study: 
what are the characteristics of a curricular model for 
online learning that takes the specific characteristics 
of the institution into consideration? 

 
II. METHOD 
 
Thedevelopment of MAPE has been studied through 
a methodology based on curriculum design research, 
which has at its core the iterative construction of 

solutions for educational problems, with the ambition 
of generating knowledge that might be useful in other 
contexts. Such solutions are usually rough and 
tentative at the earliest stages of the process and 
become increasingly sophisticated as the research 
progresses. In other words, they take the form of 
successive prototypes of the product being developed. 
The improvement of new prototypes is based on the 
results of an evaluation process, which considers 
three dimensions: validity, practicality, and 
effectiveness [4], [5]. Two kinds of validity are 
usually considered: content validity – which is related 
to the alignment of the product with state-of-the-art 
knowledge –, and construct validity – which can be 
achieved if the product is logically designed and has 
internal consistency. Practicality, or usability, is a 
quality of the products that are easy to interact with, 
from their users’ point of view. Effectiveness consists 
of achieving the desired outcomes. 

A wide range of evaluation approaches and 
techniques is frequently used to collect and interpret 
data related to the quality of each prototype, in order 
to support the improvement of the next prototypes. 
The most common approaches are expert appraisal, 
whereby highly qualified external specialists 
comment on both the content and the construction of 
the product; screening, which, simply put, consists of 
analyzing the product in light of a checklist that 
specifies the desired characteristics of products of the 
same kind; micro-evaluation, which implies testing 
parts of the product with few users; and try-out, 
which entails testing larger portions of the product 
with groups of users in real settings. Some of these 
approaches may employ specific techniques of data 
collection. For example, a try-out may include a 
questionnaire aimed at evaluating student satisfaction 
with the product in terms of practicality and 
effectiveness. 

Data presented and discussed in the present 
paper are related to the perception of eight students 
about the practicality and the effectiveness of the 
model. They were collected through an online 
questionnaire. Those eight participants include the 
five students who successfully completed the first 
session of the above-mentioned specialization 
program (2014/15) and three students, out four, who 
successfully completed the second session (2015/16). 
The questionnaire was applied four times – one per 
semester – but data considered in the present paper 
are restricted to the two moments when more students 
responded: the second semester of 2014/15 and the 
first semester of 2015/16. 

 
III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
The questionnaire item that was more directly related 
to the practicality of the online environments – that is, 
to the extent to which the students considered that 
“navigation” in those environments was easy – was 
phrased as follows:  
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How do you rate the online environments 
considered in this questionnaire in terms of the extent 
to which “navigating” them was easy or difficult for 
you? 

On a 1 to 5 scale, it was considered that 
level 1 represented “a strong feeling of 
disorientation” and level 2 represented a “very easy 
‘navigation’, based on extremely clear guidelines and 
also on an excellent organization of the 
environments”. As table I illustrates, data show a high 
level of student satisfaction with regard to this aspect 
of the model. 

 
Table I: Analysis of responses to item 7 (students’ perception of 

the practicality of MAPE) 

 
 

At the moments when the evaluation of MAPE 
addressed online courses that were delivered in the 
context of academic programs that functioned 
predominantly through face-to-face instruction one of 
the questionnaire items focused on effectiveness of 
the online environments quite directly. The students 
were asked to imagine those same courses being 
taught via face-to-face instruction and to indicate 
which mode – face-to-face or online – allowed them 
to learn more. This item was not included in the 
version of the questionnaire that was specifically 
applied to the specialization program in e-learning. In 
the latter version, the item that generated more data 
on the effectiveness of MAPE, from the students’ 
perspective, was phrased as follows:  

In the context of the online environments 
considered in this questionnaire, how do you rate the 
amount and the quality of information provided by 
the instructors when they carried out a formative 
assessment of your assignments? 

As table II shows, students’ level of 
satisfaction with regard to this aspect of the model is 
also high. In herresponse to items through which the 
participants were asked to point out the most negative 
aspects of the model and to provide suggestions for 
its improvement, one student stated that there had 
been some situations in which instructors should have 
provided feedback more quickly. Another student 
mentioned that there had been moments when some 
resources and/or guidelines for activities were hidden. 
In addition, she suggested that the instructors should 
always remember to check how the interface looks 
like from the students’ point of view when new 
resources and guidelines for activities are introduced. 
Such practice is likely to make the occurrence of 
flaws in this aspect of the model’s practicality less 

likely. These comments have been taken into 
consideration in the design of a new prototype. 
Table II: Analysis of responses to item 9 (students’ perception 

of the effectiveness of MAPE, in terms of formative assessment) 

 
 
In short, the outcomes of the study have revealed high 
levels of student satisfaction with regard to the 
model’s practicality and effectiveness. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
The specialization program in e-learning is the 
context wherein MAPE was, for the first time, 
adopted by more than one instructor. Most courses 
included in that same program followed that model. 
Accordingly, the above-mentioned program provided 
a good opportunity for testing the sustainability of the 
model at the institutional level (not just as an isolated 
experience carried out by one faculty member). The 
findings that have been presented and discussed in 
this paper suggest that the characteristics of MAPE 
are, in fact, adequate to a higher education institution 
that is located in a remote region, lacks experience in 
the field of distance education, and is affected by 
strong budget constraints – which make the provision 
of specific technical support and the creation of 
design teams with high technical and pedagogical 
expertise an unlikely possibility. However, as long as 
this situation of the institution persists, the 
development of distance education at the institutional 
level can hardly advance, unless initiatives like the 
development of MAPE are supported, so that they 
can be extended to other academic programs, 
including programs aligned with other academic 
fields. 
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