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Good morning, and welcome to November!
 
Just a few updates to share:
 
Canvas Standardization Pilot
The Academic Excellence Taskforce, committed to advancing our Dream. Plan. Build.
strategic plan, has released recommendations for a standardized Canvas course layout.
The aim is to enhance students' learning experience through a more consistent and
user-friendly course structure. Over the past year, the taskforce gathered valuable input
from both students and faculty to shape these recommendations, and their full report is
attached. So what happens next and how can you help? This spring, the taskforce is
inviting faculty volunteers to pilot the new Canvas layout and provide feedback. Your
insights will be instrumental in evaluating the impact on both student and faculty
experiences. If you’re interested in participating, please contact Dr. Andrew Aberle
(aberlea@otc.edu) or Dr. Trish White (whitet@otc.edu) by Monday, December 2.  Your
input will support the progression of these recommendations through our college
governance councils. I have volunteered to participate, and I hope you’ll consider doing
so as well.
Campus/Center Visits
Last week, I enjoyed connecting with faculty and staff at the Table Rock and Richwood
Valley campuses. Although we are one big system, each location has its unique vibe and
contributes something special. Thank you to the faculty and staff who took time out of
their day to visit. Later this week, I’m looking forward to visiting the Waynesville and
Lebanon Education Centers.
 
Academic Council
Our last Academic Council meeting of 2024 will be on Thursday. We have a slew of
policy changes on the agenda, as well as the 2026-2027 academic calendar up for
approval.
Finally, with Election Day tomorrow, I recognize the weight this moment may carry for
our students and colleagues. In times of uncertainty, empathy and calm can help ease
fears and lower the heat of strong emotions. No matter what’s happening in the world
around us, Ozarks Tech can remain a place where diverse people and thoughts are
welcome, and where civility rules the day. Please, let’s continue to support each other
and our students through the days and weeks ahead.
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Introduction 



Ozarks Technical Community College’s 2023-2028 strategic plan emphasizes a commitment to 



institutional excellence for our students and community. Academic excellence is one of three key 



strategies supporting this commitment and includes identifying best practices in instruction to 



meet emerging academic needs and improve the student experience. As part of this commitment, 



we aim to establish a standardized Learning Management Software (LMS) course layout 



informed by student and faculty feedback to ensure consistent course navigation. 



Over the past year, a group of OTC faculty and staff have worked to develop a way to 



standardize Canvas sites to increase their user-friendly nature and improve student outcomes. 



This effort focuses on adapting to a common setup to help students better find and understand 



course requirements. 



Plan by Semester 



Fall 23: 



• Research national and institutional best practice recommendations for learning 



management systems. 



• Survey OTC faculty to determine needs, requirements, and thoughts around their 



use of Canvas. 



Spring 24: 



• Survey students to understand their perspectives on Canvas use. 



Fall 24: 



• Communicate research findings and establish expectations for Canvas. 



• Solicit faculty participation for a Spring 25 pilot. 



Spring 25: 



• Present finalized expectations and supports to help faculty with their courses. 



• Pilot in select courses. 



• Conduct student focus groups. 



• Make necessary changes based on student feedback. 



Fall 25: 



• Full rollout of the standardized Canvas layout. 
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Research Summary 



Faculty Survey 



In fall 2023, the task force conducted a survey of faculty. This survey aimed to gather insights 



into their needs, requirements, and perspectives on using Canvas. The results of this survey are 



recorded below.  



Demographics: 173 Faculty  



o Arts, Science, and Business - 99 (57.2%) 



o Health Science - 50 (28.9%) 



o Technical Education - 24 (13.8%) 



Canvas Use: 



o Use of course shells: 114 (66.3%) 



o Department requires course shells: 45 (26.8%) 



o Homepage setup preferences varied widely among faculty. 



Major Concerns and Themes from Comments 



1. Flexibility and Customization: Many faculty members (approximately 60 



responses) expressed a strong preference for the ability to customize their course 



shells. They valued the freedom to design their courses in a way that best suits their 



teaching style and the needs of their students. One faculty member noted, "I like 



having the ability to have my own shell."  



2. Consistency and Standardization: About 50 responses highlighted the benefits of a 



standardized approach to ensure a uniform student experience. Faculty members 



recognized the benefits of a standardized approach in providing a uniform student 



experience. Approximately 40 responses reflected on balancing instructor preference 



and the advantages of shared content. One faculty member stated, "I value academic 



freedom but see the benefits of sharing basic content with new faculty." 



3. Usability and Navigation: Ease of access and navigation emerged as critical factors, 



with approximately 45 responses emphasizing the need for user-friendly course 



shells. Faculty members stressed that the primary feature of any course shell should 



be the ease with which students can access content. One respondent articulated this 



well: "The most important feature of any course shell is easy access of content for 



students." 



4. Course Shells as a Starting Point: Approximately 25 responses echoed the 



sentiment that course shells serve as a helpful initial framework that instructors can 



personalize. Faculty members viewed these shells as a starting point that could be 



tailored to fit their specific course needs. One faculty member mentioned, "Course 



shells are helpful as a starting point, but instructors should personalize them." Course 



shells were seen as particularly beneficial for new or adjunct instructors, with around 
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30 responses highlighting this point. As one respondent noted, "Course shells can be 



beneficial for adjuncts, providing a starting place." 



5. Concerns about Mandating Course Shells: A notable concern was the 



apprehension about a one-size-fits-all approach to course shells. About 20 faculty 



respondents were wary of mandated uniformity, fearing it could stifle creativity and 



adaptability in teaching. One respondent succinctly put it, "There should not be a one-



size-fits-all approach to teaching." 



Summary of Faculty Survey 



Faculty members expressed a strong preference for flexibility and customization in their 



course shells, valuing the ability to design courses to fit their teaching styles and students' 



needs. However, there was also recognition of the benefits of a consistent student 



experience. Ease of access and navigation were critical concerns, emphasizing the need 



for user-friendly course shells. Course shells were viewed as valuable starting points that 



instructors could personalize, particularly benefiting new or adjunct instructors. There 



was notable concern about mandating a one-size-fits-all approach, as faculty feared it 



could stifle creativity and adaptability in teaching. 



Canvas sites survey 



Several canvas sites across the college were inspected in an effort to consider how current sites 



are organized in an effort to honor what is already developed. 



Student Survey  



In spring 2024, a survey conducted with 304 students revealed key insights into their preferences 



for the Canvas learning management system. Based on the survey findings, the most important 



factor to students was the consistency in accessing course-related content. A significant majority 



(112 or 44%) emphasized the importance of a consistently ordered left-hand course navigation 



menu, with 32% deeming it extremely important. The inclusion of a "Start Here" module was 



also valued, with 58% of respondents considering it significantly or extremely important. 



Opinions on an instructor-created "Welcome" video were more mixed, as 46% found it 



moderately to extremely important, while 46% viewed it as slightly or not important. Live virtual 



meetings for questions were moderately valued, with 37% of students rating them as 



significantly or extremely important. Consistency in accessing course-related content was highly 



prioritized with 77% of students considering it significantly or extremely important. The 



overarching theme from the survey indicates that students place a high importance on consistent 



access to academic content, while consistency in non-academic content is deemed less critical. 



Questions with results 



o Importance of consistent ordering of left-hand course navigation menu (254) 



▪ Not At All Important: 6 (2%) 



▪ Slight Important: 11 (4%) 



▪ Moderately Important: 43 (17%) 



▪ Significantly Important: 112 (44%) 



▪ Extremely Important: 82 (32%) 
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o All Canvas course sites include a similar "Start Here" Module (254) 



▪ Not At All Important: 21 (8%) 



▪ Slight Important: 38 (15%) 



▪ Moderately Important: 46 (18%) 



▪ Significantly Important: 80 (31%) 



▪ Extremely Important: 69 (27%) 



o All Canvas course sites include an instructor-created "Welcome" video posted at 



the start of the semester (240) 



▪ Not At All Important: 54 (23%) 



▪ Slight Important: 54 (23%) 



▪ Moderately Important: 56 (23%) 



▪ Significantly Important: 38 (16%) 



▪ Extremely Important: 38 (16%) 



o All Canvas courses provide live virtual meetings (e.g., Microsoft Teams 



videoconferencing calls) for students to ask questions (240) 



▪ Not At All Important: 32 (13%) 



▪ Slight Important: 61 (25%) 



▪ Moderately Important: 57 (24%) 



▪ Significantly Important: 46 (19%) 



▪ Extremely Important: 44 (18%) 



o All Canvas course sites use the same process for accessing course-related content 



(240) 



▪ Not At All Important: 2 (1%) 



▪ Slight Important: 8 (3%) 



▪ Moderately Important: 45 (19%) 



▪ Significantly Important: 86 (36%) 



▪ Extremely Important: 99 (41%) 
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Expectations for Canvas Standardization 



Taking into account the intention of this initiative to standardize Canvas layouts while also 



wanting to honor faculty and student feedback, the following expectations were developed.   



Online Course Expectations for Canvas  



1. Course menu items visible to students should be in a consistent order. Unless indicated, 



listed items are expected. 



Order of Course Menu Items 



o Home 



o Modules 



o Grades 



o Announcements (if used) 



o Discussions (if used) 



o Various buttons as needed per course (e.g. Textbook, Microsoft Teams, etc.) 



o Course Syllabus 



o Ask the Library 



o Tutoring 



o Smart Search 



Notes:  



a. Unused items should be hidden to streamline navigation. 



b. If Canvas Discussions are used, it is encouraged to provide the Discussions 



link in the course menu to allow students easy access to returning to 



discussions for ongoing conversations. 



c. “Course Syllabus” should be used for presenting the syllabus. “Syllabus” 



should be hidden. 



d. New Analytics should be hidden. 



 



2. The home page (front page) should include the following or links to the following 



without scrolling: 



o Getting Started (preferably top left) 



o Welcome Message (can change after the start of the semester) 



o Instructor Information 



o Module Quick Links 



o Proctoring Information 
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Face-to-Face Course Expectations for Canvas 



1. Course menu items visible to students should be in a consistent order. Unless indicated, 



listed items are expected. 



 



Order of Course Menu Items 



o Home 



o Modules or Assignments (but not both) 



o Grades 



o Announcements (if used) 



o Discussions (if used) 



o Various buttons as needed per course (e.g. Textbook, Microsoft Teams, etc.) 



o Attendance 



o Course Syllabus 



o Ask the Library 



o Tutoring 



o Smart Search 



Notes:  



a. Unused items should be hidden to streamline navigation. 



b. If Canvas Discussions are used, it is encouraged to provide the Discussions 



link in the course menu to allow students easy access to returning to 



discussions for ongoing conversations. 



c. “Course Syllabus” should be used for presenting the syllabus. “Syllabus” 



should be hidden. 



d. New Analytics should be hidden. 



 



2. The home page (front page) should include the following or links to the following 



without scrolling: 



o Welcome Message (can change after the start of the semester) 



o Instructor Information 



Live Online Course Expectations for Canvas 



May follow either online or face-to-face expectations for Canvas with the addition of a 



prominent “Come to Class” link on the homepage. 



Hybrid Courses Expectations for Canvas 



Follow online course expectations. 
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Additional Expectations for Canvas for All Courses 



1. Use the Assignments area in Canvas to post assignments and assessments. Ensure all 



academic content is posted in a timely manner, according to the time required for 



students to complete the assignment or assessment. (If you feel it is a project that would 



take two weeks to complete, it should be posted at least two weeks in advance. If it is an 



assignment to be completed overnight, it should be posted at least a day in advance.) 



The Assignments area can still be used when hidden. In this case, students would need to 



access this content through Modules or other links. 



2. Modules should be organized to reflect the desired chronological progression of the 



course. 



 



3. Getting Started should include guidance on accessing the course textbook and guidance 



on navigating the course setup. 



 



4. Instructor Information should include office hours, office location, and virtual meeting 



access (if applicable). 



 



5. Module quick links may be broken up by weeks or units. Module quick links are intended 



to give students quick access to the different segments of the course without having to 



scroll through the full list under Modules. This can be done by linking directly to an item 



in the Modules list or by creating quick access pages for each segment of the course. 



Additional Recommendations 



1. Departments should create Canvas course shells, either one for all department courses or 



different shells for each course. While usage can be optional or mandatory, department-



level course shells are more effective than college-level shells in addressing the diverse 



needs of various programs. This approach is particularly beneficial for onboarding new 



faculty. 



 



2. Departments should designate at least one instructor as the LMS liaison to assist other 



faculty and CAI. This role is not assumed to be filled by the department chair. The 



specific responsibilities can be tailored by the department, but having a dedicated point of 



contact will facilitate Canvas standardization and support department-specific needs 



effectively. 



 



3. Adjustments to this standardization will be necessary due to the evolving LMS 



environment. These changes should involve faculty and be thoughtfully made to uphold 



the primary goal of standardization.  



See Appendix for course home page examples. 
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Conclusion 



It is noteworthy to state that given the strategic plan action item, we focused these expectations 



on the physical layout of Canvas. By implementing these expectations, students will be more 



equipped to navigate Canvas allowing for a more organized and engaging learning environment.  



Any best practices beyond the layout of Canvas we considered beyond the scope of this task 



force. However, we would emphasize that the lack of inclusion of these items should not be 



taken as an indicator of their unimportance.  



Effective use of Canvas through the above expectations as well as other best practices promoted 



by CAI will enhance communication, streamline course management, and better support student 



success. 
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Appendix 



Examples of Canvas Sites Meeting Expectations 



Note how the various examples meet the required expectations outlined above while allowing 



room for individual creativity and course needs. 



Online Course Examples:  
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Seated Course Examples: 
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Live Online Course Example 
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