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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate content practices of online writing 

instructors and administrators. Using Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy 

Quad, the dissertation investigates ways in which online writing instructors and 

administrators manage the content of their online courses. The study uses a convergent 

mixed methods approach of qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis. 

Specifically, using a survey and interviews, the study asks: 

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)?

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing full content strategy as outlined

by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)?

Results indicate that most online writing instructors and administrators are practicing 

some level of content strategy but their practice is not systematic. However, participants 

in this study seemed to lack deliberate intention in how they manage the content of their 

online courses. The results of this dissertation study confirm that the use of content 

strategy would be beneficial and that the application of the Content Strategy Quad offers 

potential for the creation of a content strategy heuristic for online courses; a heuristic that 

provides systematization of content for online writing instructors and administrators. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Content strategy is defined by Halvorson and Rach (2018) as “guiding the 

creation, delivery, and governance of useful, usable content” and I propose that it offers 

opportunities for instructors of online courses to manage course content and create 

stronger online courses (para. 4). The dissertation investigates content strategy for online 

writing instruction through the framework of Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad (see Appendix A). The impetus of the study is a book chapter, “Creating a 

User-Centered Experience in Online Courses Through Content Strategy,” in Guiseppe 

Getto, Jack Labriola, and Sheryl Ruszkiewicz’s (2019) Content Strategy in Technical 

Communication. Specifically, I argue in the book chapter that the use of content strategy 

is appropriate for online courses due to the volume of content (documents, media 

elements, etc.) that online instructors must contend with for their courses (see Appendix 

B). The premise of the chapter is that principles of content strategy could be useful to 

online writing instructors and administrators. I build on several ideas about online 

teaching: 

• There is a lot of content to contend with in an online writing course

• Online writing instructors and administrators are rarely trained in course design or

learning in digital spaces

• Online writing instructors and administrators are often self-taught and trail and

error their way through until they find strategies that work for both their

instruction and course design
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• Online writing instructors and administrators already have strategies and practices

in place to handle online course content but their awareness and consistency in

use of these habits tends to be sporadic

• Online writing instructors could benefit from the use of the principles of content

strategy

Still, as little research has been done in regards to the application of content strategy to 

online writing course design there is potential to make an impact on how online writing 

instructors manage and maintain the content for their online courses. With these realities 

in mind, I designed my dissertation study to examine: 

• Content practices (i.e. creation, distribution, storage, maintenance) used by online

writing instructors and administrators in creating/upkeeping the content for their

courses

• Online writing instructor content strategies and how they align with Halvorson

and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad (Appendix A)

Chapter 1 introduces the context surrounding the research, with particular focus on access 

to higher education and the development of distance education courses. By examining a 

brief history of higher education through the lens of access, and by detailing an account 

of the complex history of distance education, this study helps readers understand the 

value that online courses provide to higher education and how distance education 

improves access to higher education for all. There are logistical and fiscal as well as 

pedagogical reasons why distance education works. Online degrees and courses open up 

higher education to a demographic that may have never pursued a college degree. They 

also allow for individuals to continue working while seeking a degree. These 
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contextualizations frame my research study because they allow readers to understand 

complexities of distance education teaching and learning environments, specifically 

online writing courses, and how much work needs to be put into these courses in order to 

make them successful. Examining higher education and access through distance 

education provides the background information necessary to examine the actual online 

writing courses and the instructors who design them.  

Blythe (2001) argued that online instructors must be both instructors and 

designers, yet rarely are they trained to be designers (p. 329). Because instructors (and 

administrators) must function as designers, they often fake it until they make it through 

experimenting with course design until something works. Time on trial and error could be 

better spent if instructors employed a strategy directing them how to use, design, and 

maintain updates to the content for their online courses (Borgman & Dockter, 2016; 

Borgman & Dockter, 2018; Greer & Harris, 2018). Template-based courses and 

companies like Quality Matters (https://www.qualitymatters.org), for example, have 

attempted to provide such guidance for course design, but researchers have not examined 

the implications of strategizing the content used in online courses and using strategy as a 

tool to support online course design. Design programs such as Quality Matters have 

provided online course design guidance focused on where content goes, among other 

services, but the lack of research of specific instructors learning design in online writing 

instruction is significant.  
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Higher Education in the United States 

Higher education in the United States (U.S.) is often viewed as “a must” for 

anyone completing high school, and the significance of online writing instruction and 

content strategy become readily apparent when briefly tracing the history. Today, college 

enrollment is relatively high with 16.8 million (an increase of 27% since 2000) students 

matriculating to some form of postsecondary education directly following high school 

graduation (National Center for Education Statistics, para. 1). One could argue that this 

significant increase from 2000 is a direct result of the impact of distance education and 

more and more students having access to higher education. As attendance and access to 

higher education in the U. S. has increased from the nineteenth century to the present, 

college graduates are more likely to obtain higher paying jobs and receive better overall 

employability (Fain, 2017). Additionally, as Berger and Calkins (n.d.) argue, college 

enrollment continues to help the U.S. economy:  

At the start of the twenty-first century, higher education in the United States 

stands as a formidable enterprise. As an established ‘knowledge industry’ it 

represents about 3 percent of the gross national product. Virtually every governor 

and legislature across the nation evokes colleges and universities as critical to a 

state’s economic and cultural development. (para. 1) 

However, more recently, the requirement of a college education is increasingly 

questioned because of surmounting debts many college graduates experience, as well as 

sharp cuts to state spending on public institutions. Today, college graduates in the U.S. 

complete degrees with an average $28,000 debt, which has some wondering if the price 
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of attending college really worth the credential (Frazier, 2019, para. 1). The number 

represents a 150% increase in the last ten years (Dickler, 2017). The rise in cost has 

impacted how people go to college; more people must work and go to school at the same 

time. Due to this fact, distance education has seen such an influx because it allows more 

flexibility to do both.  

The value of college debate is nothing new; in fact, the debate in the U.S. can be 

traced to the earliest of colleges in the 1600-1800s as many families viewed the high cost 

of college and the payoff for having a college degree not worth the deficit of losing an 

able farm hand (Thelin, 2004). Traditionally, college has been viewed as a luxury and 

something only accessible for an elite few: “Many craftsmen who relied upon 

apprenticeships were skeptical of college training and distrusted scholars and scientists. A 

college degree was still seen by many as a social marker rather than a marker of 

educational attainment” (ProCon, 2016). Early colleges were mostly founded and 

attended by wealthy white people, often centered on a specific religion, and were 

generally attended by men (Thelin, 2004). Women and minorities were not allowed to 

attend college until much later in the 1900s, when some institutions began to cater to 

specific demographics, namely women, immigrants, and African Americans (Wechsler et 

al., 2007), which illustrates the issue of access to higher education that has long been 

present.  
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The late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries experienced a college-building 

boom, as the number of schools increased from 25 colleges in 1800 to 241 colleges in 

1860 (ProCon, 2016). The time period also saw an expansion in the type of schools 

offered, such as seminaries, scientific schools, military service academies, and teaching 

schools. There was an increase in programs of study, including medicine, law, military 

science, and agriculture (Thelin, 2004). Land grant colleges began to emerge at this time 

as well due to the Morrill Act of 1862, which provided federal funds for establishing 

universities that met the following criteria: 

• Shared knowledge with their local citizens

• Allowed all types of students (women, low-income, minorities); and

• Offered practical/useful degrees in engineering/agriculture that would help

students obtain a lifelong career (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2002).

Land grant colleges focused on the idea of “useful” education and often included such 

useful fields in their name, such as A&M (Agricultural and Mechanical) or MIT 

(Massachusetts Institute of Technology); these colleges aimed to train their graduates in 

specific areas in order to advance in recognized fields of the future.  

Despite the new college boom of the late-1800s to early-1900s, many families 

were still unable to afford higher education. Further, World War I caused enrollments to 

decline as many eligible students went to fight (Donson, 2014). The post-World War I 

years saw an increase in college enrollments due to an increase in high school graduates: 

Between 1920 and 1945 secondary schools expanded, increasing the number of 

high school graduates, the number of college students from 250,000 to 1.3 
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million, and the percentage of college students from 5% to 15%. However, an 18-

24-year-old white person was four times more likely to attend college than a black

person of the same age and women constituted about 40% of college enrollments 

but were still being trained in segregation as teachers, good wives, and mothers. 

(ProCon, 2016, para. 15) 

Though enrollment had grown since the inception of college in its early years, many 

families still worried about its feasibility. The cost/value issue came to the forefront as 

the Great Depression of 1929 hit communities across the country. During this time, 

relatively few people attended college, and only the richest schools could sustain the 

financial blow (Freeland, 1992).  

Between The Great Depression and World War II college numbers increased. 

However, World War II caused another strong dip in college enrollment because peoples’ 

effort was directed to the war rather than toward their education. During this time, 

dropouts became more common and enrollment plummeted. Additionally, many teachers 

enlisted or sought to provide help to the war effort outside of the teaching profession 

(Lynch, 2016). However, the post-World War II years could be considered some of the 

strongest years in higher education. 

The biggest impact on college enrollment came after World War II, due to the 

1944 G.I. Bill (Altschuler & Blumin, 2009). The G.I. Bill, or Serviceman’s Readjustment 

Act of 1944, was an effort to support post-war veterans in returning to their civilian lives. 

The bill provided job training, unemployment compensation, housing loans, and tuition 

assistance. The most important piece of this legislation to many veterans was that their 
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dream of going to college would be fulfilled because it would be paid for by the U.S. 

government. The G.I. Bill drastically changed the modern university by improving access 

to higher education, which influenced enrollments. By 1956, 7.8 million veterans had 

used the G.I. Bill education benefits, some 2.2 million to attend colleges or universities 

and an additional 5.6 million for some kind of training program (Bound & Turner, 2002). 

The growing numbers of people going to college or seeking additional training after high 

school has continued to grow as history has progressed and this growth has contributed to 

the demand for online courses. As large numbers of young people entered college, public 

colleges had to meet the demands of their student body by expanding their universities to 

prepare students for increasingly diverse workplace environments: “College enrollment 

rose by 49 percent in the 1950s, partly because of the rise in the enrollment/population 

ratio from 15 percent to 24 percent. During the 1960s, enrollment rose by 120 percent. By 

1969, college enrollment was as large as 35 percent of the 18- to 24-year-old population” 

(U.S. Department of Education, 1993). The continual growth in college attendance 

directly impacted the desire of some schools to investigate offering degrees in more 

flexible formats, specifically distance education degrees.  

Access to higher education and distance education by extension continued to rise 

with the introduction of Pell Grants in 1972 and government funding for college 

contributed to another surge in enrollment and improved access to higher education for 

many (Berger & Calkins, n.d.). With the passage of the Education Amendments of 1972, 

the federal government increasingly promoted college access, affordability, and choice: 

“The showcase of this government interest was a commitment to need-based, portable 

student financial aid. The Pell Grant, officially known as the Basic Educational 
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Opportunity Grant (BEOG), provided entitlements to enrolled college students who 

demonstrated financial need” (Berger & Calkins, n.d.). By 1978, the use of grants shifted 

to low-interest student loans. The shift from grants to loans could be considered one of 

the precursors to the current state of higher education today. Massive increases in tuition 

costs during the recession in the 1980s—and continual increases since—caused the return 

of the cost/value question of a college degree. The rising cost of a college education 

continued into the 1990s and 2000s, as did the unemployment rate for college graduates 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2017). Causes for the rise in college cost 

include the demand (more people are going to college), and state funding struggles to 

keep up with enrollment. As demand increases it costs more to pay teachers, some 

indicate that financial aid has been a cause of the increase in college tuition, and some 

argue that the increase in student services, like counseling and healthcare have increased 

the tuition rates. A rise in cost has impacted college and university infrastructures 

changing as noted by the massive influx of distance education courses in the late 2000s 

(Kentnor, 2015). Given the rise in predatory private offerings (both online and onsite) 

suggests the influx/proliferation wasn’t the reason so much as a rise in cost plus a market 

for poor-quality substitutes (McMillan Cottom, 2017). 

Rising costs and debt fuel the value question today, and while access to higher 

education has improved dramatically over the span of 200+ years, not all high school 

graduates consider obtaining a college degree (Slater Tate, 2019). Financial access 

continues to be an issue for many individuals, specifically minorities (McCluskey, 2015). 

Additionally, due to the high cost of attending college (including tuition, lodging and not 

being able to work full-time), and the fear of massive student loan debt, some are putting 
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off college post-high school graduation in favor of working. Students are taking a “gap 

year,” or many years, to gain workforce experience and decide what they want to do for a 

career. The impact of students taking a gap year means that more people are returning to 

school after having gained some work and real-life experience. For some, the gap year 

lasts many years and has resulted in an increasing number of older (25 years+) students 

taking distance education courses (Allen & Seaman, 2018). However, with the rise in 

distance education since the late 1990s to early 2000s, many students are now working 

and attending school at the same time (Aslanian et al., 2019). Distance education has 

minimized the need for a gap year because it allows students to take many of the basic 

prerequisite courses while seeking employment and working full-time during their 

schooling.  

Recent distance enrollment data from Allen and Seaman (2018) indicates that 

distance education enrollments continue to grow and have increased every year for the 

last fourteen years (p. 3). The correlation of the increasing costs of college education and 

the influx of distance education illustrate that online students are thinking more 

strategically about their education (Aslanian et al., 2019). More students are looking to 

online courses for the flexibility (both financial and locational) they provide, “The total 

number of students studying on campus (those not taking any distance course or taking a 

combination of distance and non-distance courses) dropped by over a million (1,173,805, 

or 6.4%) between 2012 and 2016” (Allen & Seaman, 2018, p. 4). 
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Distance education has impacted peoples’ access to higher education because 

taking classes online provides new opportunities for working adults (Allen & Seaman, 

2018). For instance, it also allows for students to enter both the workforce and college 

post-high school graduation. Distance education has drastically changed the landscape of 

higher education in the U. S. and enrollment continues to increase (Allen & Seaman, 

2018). Distance education has provided the opportunity for some students to not have to 

choose between being a stay-at-home mom and a student, or choosing to starting 

employment in an apprenticeship while attending school to earn a degree in a related field 

(Olson, 2016).  

There are both benefits and drawbacks to distance education and these have been 

debated since the surge of online courses in the early 2000s. Some benefits include more 

personalized attention, a more personalized learning experience, the requirement of 

participation. However, some drawbacks include lack of face-to-face (F2F) time with the 

instructor and classmates, a need for motivation and self-directed learning and some 

courses allow for students to hide, perhaps not getting out of their courses as much as 

they would if they attended face to face. Though what is clear based on surging distance 

education enrollments and the expansion of distance offerings in colleges across the 

country is that online courses bring a new flexibility that intrigues some aspiring students. 

While distance education provides so many opportunities to students who may have not 

sought a college degree in the past, the complex history of distance education shows that 

there is still much research to be done on what makes it effective for students and 

successful for colleges and universities. 
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The Complex History of Distance Education 

An extension of higher education, online education has a rich and varied history 

and we can learn from a short review of that history. In fact, the earliest form of distance 

education in the United States (U. S.) dates to 1892 when The University of Chicago 

became the first standard educational institution in the U. S. to offer correspondence 

courses (“History of Distance Learning,” 2014). The University of London offered 

distance degrees earlier than institutions in the U.S. when they established their External 

Program in 1858 (Rothblat et al., 1988). In fact, some historians argue that the start of 

distance education was in 1840, when an English educator, Sir Isaac Pitman, taught 

shorthand by mail (“The Evolution of Distance Learning”). The earliest distance 

education courses took on the form of correspondence courses in which students and 

instructors corresponded via letters and detailed lesson plans which they mailed back and 

forth. Not long after Sir Isaac Pitman offered his shorthand course by mail, the University 

of London became the first institution of higher education to embrace correspondence 

courses by offering the first online degrees worldwide to people who were not able to 

study full-time on campus (Rothblatt et al., 1988). The University of London was later 

called the “people’s university” by Charles Dickens because it offered people of lower 

financial means an opportunity to better themselves through correspondence education 

which began in 1858 (Debter, 2014). Thus, from the start, distance education has offered 

opportunity for lower-cost education, to bridge distance, and to reach students in sectors 

who would not have otherwise been reached.  
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The history of distance education is long, and it has been significantly influenced 

by technological affordances since the inception of the first correspondence courses. 

Distance education is in a state of constant revision and updates. Many schools across the 

world have added online courses and degrees; the shape of these is widely varied. Some 

schools, like Western Governors University (https://www.wgu.edu), operate on a purely 

asynchronous competency-based degree model, while other schools, like Texas Tech 

University, offer asynchronous and synchronous class meetings via web conferencing 

software. Further, some schools like the University of Central Florida 

(https://www.ucf.edu), offer programs where students are required to take both F2F 

courses and asynchronous online courses. There are many hybrid models of distance 

education and technology has had a massive impact on the various iterations of distance 

learning. Radio, television, and the Internet have all allowed for advancements in online 

learning (“The Evolution of Distance Learning”). Other advancements have come 

through the invention of content management systems and learning management systems, 

which have allowed for courses to take place within online platforms and host a larger 

number of students and educational tools in one setting. Hybrid courses, the combination 

of F2F and online learning, allow for the best of both worlds with some onsite time, like a 

traditional university course, and some online time in a learning management system. 

Hybrid courses have success when universities invest heavily in their success, adding 

support structures and instructor training and professional development (Snart & 

Whetstone, 2016).  
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In the early 2010s, Massive Open Online Courses, or MOOCs, gained popularity 

because they offered an opportunity to learn without taking a course for college credit; 

they allowed individuals to participate in an online course for personal enrichment and 

they are still quite popular in China and India (Krause & Lowe, 2014). At the same time, 

hybrid or blended courses also gained popularity because of the benefit of both 

modalities (online and onsite) that they offer to students (Snart, 2010). Hybrid courses 

also reduce the number of scheduled classrooms needed on a given day at a university, 

therefore freeing up space to offer more courses and sections. The following infographic 

in Figure 1 provides a visual overview of some of the major points in the history of 

distance education: 
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Figure 1. Anglia Ruskin University, (n.d.). An Infographic of Distance Learning. 
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Growth of Distance Education 

Since the 2000s, there has been a growing trend in student enrollment in online 

education—specifically older students who are looking for more flexibility in completing 

their coursework (Friedman, 2016; Olson, 2016; Khan & Ally, 2015). For example, the 

NCES indicates in recent years the trend of non-traditional student enrollment will 

continue and that by 2022-2023, the increase of students over 25 will be 20 percent (cited 

in Olson, 2016, p. 130). As the demand for online courses increases, colleges and 

universities across the country are feeling pressure to offer more courses via flexible 

formats, such as hybrid courses or fully online courses while maintaining quality equal to 

those of onsite offerings (Allen & Seaman, 2018). Online education has continued to 

grow because it brings education to the masses as the “people’s college” style of 

education. The impact of distance education is also part of a larger movement into a more 

digitally connected culture and this can be seen in workplaces as well. Many jobs now 

require workers to communicate from a distance (Greenbaum, 2019). 

There are also limitations to distance learning. Not all online learning is created 

equal. Instructors are not often trained to teach online and therefore struggle to adjust to 

the modality (Borgman & McArdle, 2019). Because of lack of training and other factors, 

the instruction can be different than students would get in onsite courses. Additionally, 

some students do not feel connected to the course so they choose not to participate. Some 

students fail due to the convenience; they cannot keep themselves motivated. The 

attrition rate of online courses is staggering (Bawa, 2016). Many writing scholars noted 

these challenges and the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) formed a 

committee to create effective best practices for online writing instruction. In 2013, the 
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committee released “A Position Statement of Principles and Example Effective Practices 

for Online Writing Instruction (OWI)” 

(https://cccc.ncte.org/cccc/resources/positions/owiprinciples) to mitigate some of these 

challenges. The position statement has enabled many writing instructors and 

administrators to advocate for more support for both students and faculty of online 

writing courses.  

However, despite the limitations, distance learning continues to grow (Allen & 

Seaman, 2018). Distance education allows learning to no longer be limited to the brick 

and mortar classroom. Because distance education provides flexibility in learning, some 

people are taking advantage of this flexibility and enrolling in online courses and fully 

online degrees. In 1993, Jones International University became the first fully online 

university accredited by the Higher Learning Commission (Crotty, 2012). Online courses 

bring opportunities to learners who may not have had the prospect for higher education in 

the past, due to having to carve out time to attend traditional brick and mortar classes. 

Now stay-at-home parents, adults with full or part time careers, and students already 

attending school F2F can take advantage of the benefits of distance courses to help them 

earn a degree (Olson, 2016). The appeal of online courses reaches a new student 

demographic who desire flexibility and the other added benefits of online courses, such 

as very little if any travel time, convenience of asynchronous work, etc. (Brancato, 2003). 
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The desire for flexible learning is discussed Allen and Seaman (2018) who 

indicate a decline in the number of traditional onsite-only students, “The number of 

students who are not taking any distance courses declined even more from 2012 to 2016, 

down by 11.2% (1,737,955 students) by the end of the period” (p. 4). The decline was 

likely due to more students seeking online courses over onsite courses.  

Time is important to all students seeking higher education. There never seems to 

be enough of it and that appears to be more exacerbated in the online student 

demographic. Similar to face-to-face students, the students who typically select distance 

education courses are busy individuals; they do not have a lot of time. Like all college 

students, many in this student demographic are distracted because they are balancing a 

plethora of other responsibilities in their daily lives. Similar to their onsite counterparts, 

online students view school as just one of their daily tasks, so they need their online 

courses to be well-designed and the course information to be clearly conveyed so that 

they can get through the material efficiently, i.e. not wasting time hunting for what to 

read, what to do, where to post, what are the requirements, etc., and master the content in 

order to pass the course.  

Students have limited time for their education due to competing responsibilities, 

so they want to be able to easily access the content in their online courses and they want 

to be able to complete their work in a timely manner so the design of their courses and 

the content within them matters (Aslanian et al., 2019). It would appear based on the 

research that online writing instruction, and distance education generally are on the rise. 

With globalization there is an increase in people from foreign countries taking courses in 
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the U.S., and the increase in diversity of cultures in online courses adds to the urgency to 

quality design (Rice & St.Amant, 2018). With the proliferation of technology use, we 

must to prepare learners to work at a distance. 

Online instructors and administrators are often forced into a designer role and, 

unfortunately, course design is sometimes an afterthought for many online instructors due 

to lack of training or time (Blythe, 2001). For online writing instructors who are 

dependent on the written word to convey the course content and their responses to student 

work, this forced designer role is much more challenging. Administrators and instructors 

who design online courses must be versed in eLearning theories, learning styles theories, 

design theories, and must possess enough learning management systems knowledge to 

manipulate the content of their courses, and have extensive knowledge of how to format 

documents according to A.D.A. compliance so that students with disabilities can access 

them (Borgman, 2019; Borgman & McArdle, 2019; Borgman & Dockter, 2018; 

Borgman, 2017; Grover, 2017; Borgman & Dockter, 2016; Dirksen, 2016; Mayer, 2014; 

Cargile Cook, 2007; Blythe, 2001).  

Some attempts to assist online writing instructors have been made, like the 

aforementioned, 2013 position statement on OWI 

(https://cccc.ncte.org/cccc/resources/positions/owiprinciples), my own co-created 2015 

website, The Online Writing Instruction Community (https://www.owicommunity.org), 

The 2016 Global Society of Online Literacy Educators (https://www.glosole.org), and 

The 2017 Bedford Bibliography of Research in Online Writing Instruction 

(https://community.macmillan.com/docs/DOC-5039-the-bedford-bibliography-of-
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research-in-online-writing-instruction). However, none of the existing literature and none 

of the existing digital resources provides online writing instructors with one clear strategy 

for designing effective courses or addresses the content issues that all online writing 

instructors face, such as how to design and display new content in their online writing 

courses, how to use existing content that they find on the web, and how to maintain all of 

this content from semester to semester, from year to year. Content strategy can assist 

online writing instructors in designing courses that utilize best practices of technical 

communication, best practices of design, and best practices of online writing instruction.  

How Content Strategy Fits 

As a practice, content strategy works to define, prioritize, integrate, systematize, 

and measure content. With the rise in delivery of content via digital means, the field of 

content strategy is evolving quickly (as noted recently in the 2013 STC Intercom 

Magazine special issue on content strategy) and it has become clear that “content strategy 

[is] not just for the web anymore” (Halvorson & Rach, 2012, p. xvii). Content strategy 

can easily be applied to online writing courses because it utilizes a variety of user 

experience practices and principles which consider the users’ complete journey. Content 

strategy has great potential for assisting online writing instructors in designing user-

centered online writing courses.  

My project focuses on the content practices of online writing instructors and 

administrators. I am interested in investigating if my hypothesis that content strategy 

could be useful for online writing instructors and administrators has any validity. The 

hypothesis builds extensively on my book chapter, “Creating a User-Centered Experience 
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in Online Courses Through Content Strategy,” in which I demonstrated ways in which 

content strategy could be applied to online writing courses by mapping activities of 

designing an online writing course to Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy 

Quad (Appendix A) and abbreviated below in Figure 2.  

The Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad includes four elements 

that designers/developers should consider when addressing their content: (1) Editorial 

Design, (2) Experience, (3) Structure, and (4) Process. Using a mapping process and the 

Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad, I illustrated how having a content 

strategy would be valuable for online writing instructors and administrators because it 

would allow them to create courses with consistency and ease (Borgman, 2019). Using 

each component of the quad, I show readers ways in which they could manage the 

content for their online writing courses and create stronger courses in the process. An 

abbreviated version of the content mapping looks like this (for an extended example see 

Appendix B from Borgman, 2019):  

Editorial announcements, syllabus, 

discussion questions, 

writing assignments 

Experience course navigation bar, 

available course tools in the 

LMS, external course tools, 

technology  

Structure rigor level of writing 

assignments and discussion 

prompts, types of 

documents used (PDF, 

Word), audio and visual 

elements, smartphone and 

tablet compatibility 

Process updates and maintenance to 

existing assignments, 

discussion prompts, rubrics 

and other course documents, 

Figure 2. Online course mapped to H&R Quad (Borgman, 2019). 
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Online instructors have a lot of content to contend with in their online writing courses; 

here are just a few examples of some of the content they may create and or maintain 

before, during, or after a semester:  

• Text

o content pages

o documents

o announcements

• media elements

o audio

o video

o images

▪ Content page images

▪ page banners

▪ images for assignments

Instructors and instructional designers who create these online courses are often left to 

their own devices to create their own strategies for designing, updating/managing, and 

maintaining this content over time. With the rapid expansion of online courses and fully 

online degrees (Allen & Seaman, 2018; Brancato, 2003; Babson Study, 2016), content 

strategy can be valuable to online writing instructors and administrators as they develop, 

use, and maintain the content for their online writing courses (Borgman, 2019). 
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In reflecting initially on my own content practices, it became clear that I do in fact 

have a content strategy for my online writing courses. I then hypothesized that, like me, 

many other online writing instructors and administrators have their own content strategies 

for how they manage the content for their online courses. However, where this project 

differs from my book chapter because I wanted to know to what extent online writing 

instructors and administrators are practicing full content strategy as outlined by 

Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad. My primary interest in content 

strategy is how we use it; and I feel that we should prioritize it and use it in online writing 

courses. Furthermore, are these online writing instructors and administrators paying 

attention to the entire content lifecycle as described by Rockley and Cooper (2012)? Are 

instructors paying attention to only one or two of the quad elements? Are they, for 

example, paying more attention to the Editorial quad element than say the Structure quad 

element? And if so, what are the implications for their course design, and for student 

teaching and learning? 

There are likely other ways to examine the problem of designing effective 

courses, such as eLearning theories and best practices of online writing instruction, but 

content strategy when utilized, the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad 

(Appendix A) addresses all aspects of designing an online course for what the user wants 

and needs. Recent online writing instruction research has been heavily focused on user 

needs (Warnock & Gasiewski, 2018; Borgman & McArdle, 2019; Evans, 2019; Martinez 

et al., 2019). Content strategy can help in many ways, but two most beneficial areas: 
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• Content strategy can give online instructors and administrators a clear process to

follow in order to manage their content from semester-to-semester and year-to-

year; and

• Content strategy can aid students in learning because it encompasses all aspects of

considering the user audience when designing the course.

The need for research that examines the entire design process and the strategy that online 

writing instructors take when managing the content for their courses is evident because 

research on the entire process is limited. Most research on the design process of online 

courses focuses on specific aspects of the design, i.e. the discussion forums, the 

navigation of the course in the learning management system, accessibility of the course in 

terms of A.D.A. compliance, and many other individual aspects of online course design.  

Anyone who has taught online before knows that teaching online requires that one 

has a strategy for managing the content in the course, even if that strategy is wiping the 

entire course and starting over each semester, it’s still a strategy. In reality, most online 

writing instructors likely have some sort of strategy and process to manage the content in 

their online writing courses but I would guess that the process is ad hoc, or cobbled 

together, i.e. not formalized consistent (they don’t do the same thing over and over each 

semester). Providing online writing instructors with options of how content could be 

managed strategically and through a consistent process might aid online writing 

instructors with feeling more confident in their online writing courses and more able to 

manage the updates/maintenance required for the content in their courses.  
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Research Questions 

In devising this dissertation project, I wanted to investigate the current content 

practices of instructors and/or administrators; I hoped to learn more about what would 

help online writing instructors create stronger online writing courses. In the 

aforementioned book chapter, I argued that content strategy would help instructors, but I 

was not certain that it was a valid argument. Therefore, this dissertation aims to examine 

the following research questions: 

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)?

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing full content strategy as outlined

by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)?

The first research question aims to learn more about online writing instructors’ (OWIs) 

and online writing program administrators’ (OWPAs) current content practices. The 

question is layered due to its two audiences: instructors and administrators.  

The second research question aims to investigate the applicability and value of a 

content strategy specifically targeted toward online writing instructors and administrators. 

The goal of research question two is to gather the data from two methods employed and 

create a working model of a content strategy quad for online writing instructors. Utilizing 

the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad elements to craft the survey 

allowed me to better understand to what extent OWIs and OWPAs are practicing full 

content strategy for their online writing courses. In creating this working online writing 

instruction content strategy model, I will use previous research I co-created, The PARS 
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(personal, accessible, responsive strategic) Approach to Online Writing Instruction. 

PARS will aid me in grounding the content strategy model in user experience because 

each element of PARS considers an aspect of the student and instructor user experience 

in online writing classrooms.  

The remainder of this chapter introduces readers to the structure of my 

dissertation study. The final part of this chapter provides an overview of the methodology 

and methods I used to conduct original research for this dissertation and at the end of this 

chapter, readers will get a preview of the remaining chapters in this dissertation.  

My Research Process 

In this dissertation I used a convergent mixed methods approach of qualitative and 

quantitative data collection and analysis. The convergent design brings together 

quantitative and qualitative data sets (Yin, 2018). I used this design to gather two data 

sets, one quantitative and one qualitative. One of the benefits of this design is that it 

compares and combines the two data sets to get a more complete understanding of the 

problem and to validate one set of findings with another (Creswell & Clark, 2018, p. 65). 

Additionally, the convergent design recognizes that “qualitative and quantitative 

sampling techniques are not mutually exclusive and can sometimes be used together to 

develop a more suitable sample” (Koerber & McMichael, 2008, p. 462). Converging 

methods means taking a quantitative method and a qualitative method and looking at the 

results from both data collections. Because of this, I chose to converge two methods for 

this study: a detailed thirty-one question survey and semi-structured interviews in order to 

work with a more developed sample for my topic.  
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Dissertation Chapters Overview 

My dissertation has four chapters. Chapter 1 provided an overview of the context 

for my dissertation study, a brief history of distance education and the research questions 

that will drive my study. 

Chapter 2 provides an overview on the literature in several key areas: 

• Technical communication, with a specific focus on information hierarchies,

document design and workplace crossover;

• Distance learning theories with a focus on best practices in online course design,

including those specifically related to online writing instruction; and

• Content strategy, including what it is, how it is used and why it is worth looking

at for online writing courses.

Chapter 2 illustrates ways in which content strategy is applicable to online writing 

courses and how adopting a content strategy, as outlined by Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) 

Content Strategy Quad (Appendix A), and grounding it in an online writing instruction 

philosophy like PARS (personal, accessible, responsive, strategic) could be valuable for 

online writing instructors and administrators. 

In Chapter 3, readers are given a detailed overview of the dissertation study, how 

each element of the study was designed, and how participants were recruited for the 

study. Chapter 3 also discusses the methodology used and the methods (survey and 

interviews) employed under this methodology. Toward the end of the chapter, I present 

the case for why a mixed methods approach was the best approach for this particular 

study. 
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Chapter 4 presents data collected in this study and categorizes the results of data 

collection. The chapter reports on the findings from the survey and interviews and 

explains how the qualitative data from the “fill in the blank” survey questions and 

interviews was coded. Additionally, I report on results of the interviews and how they 

were coded. I combine the two data sets to illustrate a more complete understanding of 

the content strategy practices of online writing instructors. Chapter 4 provides the raw 

data, illustrating findings from both methods used (survey and interviews). The goal of 

the chapter is to present a more complete picture of the content practices of a sample of 

online writing instructors and administrators.  

In Chapter 5 I focus on conclusions drawn from the data set. I discuss limitations 

of the study and offer suggestions for future research, including the adaptation of a 

content strategy for online writing instructors and administrators. Research in online 

writing instruction course design can aid in creating stronger course designs that meet a 

myriad of student needs and preferences. At the end of this chapter, I suggest ways in 

which findings of this dissertation can lead into the creation of a content strategy heuristic 

for online writing instructors and I ponder the creation of a heuristic strategy for online 

writing instructors that collects my prior research and creates new research, The PARS 

Content Strategy Heuristic for Online Writing Instructors and Administrators.   
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The topic of this study is the content practices of online writing instructors and 

administrators, analyzing how instructors and administrators currently design, manage, 

update, and use content in online writing courses. There is a myriad of reasons to 

examine the existing literature on the topic, and there are many directions a study in 

online writing instruction could pursue. The study focuses on key areas of scholarship in 

order to help answer two research questions:  

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)?

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing full content strategy as outlined

by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)?

To begin to understand the context of these research questions and to attempt to answer 

them, several areas of research literature must be covered. Three categories that will best 

help me answer my research questions:  

• Technical communication, with a specific focus on the field as user advocates.

The review of the TC literature relates information hierarchies, document design,

and user experience (UX) crossovers.

• Distance learning theories, with a focus on best practices in online course design,

including design strategies that are specifically related to online writing

instruction.

• Content strategy, including what it is, how it is used, and why it is worth studying.
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The sections below review the existing scholarship and make preliminary connections to 

my study. First, I review the literature concerning technical communication and rhetoric 

(TCR) with a particular focus on how the field situates itself as user advocates who care 

about information design and the user experience. It is necessary to examine technical 

communication because my degree is in technical communication, the literature can 

provide insight into how these values (user advocacy, information design, user 

experience) within the field of technical communication intersect with my topic.  

Then, I narrow focus to online writing courses and present the research on 

eLearning theories and online course design in order to examine how online writing 

instructors and administrators have applied these theories to their online writing courses. 

Examining eLearning theories and course design in online writing instruction will help to 

inform me and my readers on what has been done and what has not been done regarding 

online writing course design.  

Lastly, I provide an overview of the large body of literature concerning content 

strategy. Content strategy is a core element of the research I discuss in this study, so it is 

imperative to understand content strategy in order to apply it and the Halvorson and Rach 

(2018) Content Strategy Quad to my project. Additionally, content strategy is largely tied 

to technical communication; the crossover facilitates readers’ understanding of where my 

dissertation topic fits in the larger conversations of technical communication as a field. 
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The Technical Communication Connection 

The nature of TCR as a field, the questions it asks, the analytical tools and 

insights it brings to how to manage information architecture in digital spaces, etc. make 

grounding in TCR important. The very specific aspects of the TCR scholarship, the 

rhetorical tradition, user advocacy, and scholarship that focuses on technical 

communication and UX are important because these most closely match the general topic 

of my dissertation study: looking at one specific aspect (the content) of what makes the 

user experience of an online writing course. I examine early scholarship, which touts 

technical communication as a field shaped by rhetoric and a field focused on helping 

writers and users communicate. Then, I shift focus to more recent scholarship that 

discusses how technical communicators have transitioned to examine the entire user 

experience and apply UX principles and practices to technical communication work. The 

section helps to situate my research in technical communication and allows me to explore 

how some of the most valued aspects of the field are applicable to my study on content 

strategy and online writing courses. Additionally, this section shows readers that 

technical communication has an invaluable connection to the topic of my dissertation 

study.  

Technical Communication and User Advocacy 

My dissertation project examines the design of online writing courses and the 

design’s effect upon the student users. Therefore, it is important to review existing 

scholarship regarding users of documents and spaces. Technical communication 

scholarship provides a valuable foundation for this topic because as a field; technical 

communication places its fundamental values in the rhetorical tradition (Miller, 1979). 



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

32 

Furthermore, many of the scholars in the field identify themselves as “user advocates” by 

working with technology and manipulating it for the user (Dobrin, 1989). Burke (1969); 

Miller (1979; 2004); Dobrin (1983; 1989); and Katz (2004) are scholars whose work has 

greatly influenced the fields of technical communication and rhetoric. These scholars 

theorize the importance of the human communication element of technical 

communication and argue that we should focus our research on understanding the 

rhetoric, process, and production of creating communication.  

When it comes to the technology part of technical communication, Pringle and 

Williams (2005) note that the field values the user over everything else: “We approach 

technology from a human perspective and believe that technology should adapt to people, 

not the other way around […] People, we would argue, are the ultimate end, not the 

technology” (p. 369). Because technical communicators must have a thorough 

understanding of both products and users, technical communication is a field immersed in 

technology design and content. Technical communicators are trapped in a conflict 

between using their rhetorical and analytical skills to create effective communications 

while at the same time using technology to delivery these communications (Pringle & 

Williams, 2005, p. 362). While the field and sub-fields within it still value the user over 

the technology, that practice is becoming more difficult due to the vast number of 

technologies being used on a day-to-day basis. 

 Scholars have continuously noted the trials of dealing with technology as a 

technical communicator and teaching with technology as a technical communication 

instructor (Kimball, 2016; Blythe et al., 2014; Gurak & Silker, 2002; Kastman-Breuch, 
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2002). The modern work of technical communicators is explained by Andersen (2016), 

that technical communicators do rhetorical work by creating and shaping their 

communication for specific audiences in specific contexts and for specific purposes (p. 

118). Many scholars have previously studied the changing role of technical 

communicators—notably, Johnson-Eilola (1996) in “Relocating the Value of Work: 

Technical Communication in a Post-Industrial Age.” Technical communicators’ work has 

arguably changed in the last decade due to the explosion of social media and on-demand 

technologies, such as the smartphone. There is no denying that the field of technical 

communication has altered drastically over the years with the impact of updates in 

technology, but as a field, technical communication scholars still advocate for the user 

first, such as online writing students (Pringle & Williams, 2005; O’Hara, 2001; Connors, 

1982). 

Spinuzzi (2007) illustrates this change in the role of the technical communicator 

by examining the complexity of modern-day work for technical communicators: 

“Working technical communicators find themselves becoming ‘dividuals’-one part 

writer, one part project manager, one part programmer, one part student” (p. 273). While 

recent technical communication literature has focused on the changing roles of technical 

communicators, some scholars also argue that technical communicators now require 

more foundational skills for working across multiple knowledge areas, such as design, 

information architecture, user experience, and business communication. Kimball (2017) 

argues that technical writers should join closely related design fields: “technical writers 

should take up more strategic roles such as experts in information architecture, user 

experience, and usability—joining the elevated small group of designers, rather than the 
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larger group of content developers” (p. 339). Many fields and sub-fields, such as 

technical communication, share the difficulties of crossing into design fields (Still & 

Crane, 2016; Reddish, 2011).  

Technical communicators continue to be user advocates; one element of 

advocating for the user is through information design and information architecture, which 

place focus on designing information with the user in mind (Johnson, 1997; Johnson-

Eilola, 1996). One area where user advocacy is quite prevalent is information design and 

workplace scholarship. Helping students learn to communicate effectively in the 

workplace has traditionally been the job of technical communication courses and those 

technical communicators working in industry are the communication cogs in their 

organizations (Lauer & Brumberger, 2019). Workplaces today require everyone to be a 

technical communicator in some function and at some point, because information must be 

conveyed in workplaces and information must be conveyed clearly. Information design is 

a core function of the technical communicator’s job in industry and one of the main 

focuses of an introductory technical communication course. Information design is 

foundational for the field of technical communication because the goal of technical 

communication is to communicate information effectively.  

Additionally, information design plays a key role in workplace communications 

(Sanchez, 2017; Albers & Mazur, 2003; Carliner, 2001; Carliner, 2000; Reddish, 2000). 

Many technical communication instructors teach students business or professional 

writing to help with their writing skills in the workplace and many instructors ensure they 

do include information design with workplace writing. Professional writing, business 
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writing and technical writing all share characteristics and what often distinguishes these 

is the tone they take towards the reading audience. Information design is important in the 

workplace because many in industry will need to convey information through written 

documents (emails, PowerPoint presentations, reports, etc.). The way that information is 

designed and structured on these types of documents impacts the reading experience. 

Therefore, it is important for instructors to teach students some basics in information 

design.  

Information design has been a foundation of technical communication. Previously 

known as document design, information design holds a clear place in technical 

communication scholarship and research (Kimball, 2013; Lauer, 2013; Peeples & Hart-

Davidson, 2012; Kim et al., 2008). For nearly 20 years, technical communication has 

been guided by a concept called document design, which was introduced in the early 

1980s by Felker, Pickering, Charrow, Holland, and Redish (Carliner, 2000, p. 562).  

Document design consists of two elements: the overall process of developing a 

successful document and the way the information is presented on the page or screen 

(layout, typography, color, and so forth) (Reddish, 2000, p. 212). Reddish argues that two 

recent developments in technical communication have forced technical communication 

scholars to focus more on information design than they have previously: the web and 

single sourcing content (Reddish, 2004, p. 216).  
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Document design as a facet of technical communication helps readers understand 

how important it is to place information, particularly in web-based spaces. Looking at the 

scholarship on document design facilitates a better understanding of how technical 

communication scholars advocate for the user through the design of the documents they 

create and display (Rice & St.Amant, 2018; Sanchez, 2017). 

In reflecting on the changing role of the technical communicator through 

examination of the above scholarship, it is clear this research plays a pivotal role in 

designing and situating user-focused information. The scholarship provides insight into 

many aspects of the user focus that the field of technical communication researches and 

values. Another aspect of user focus that has recently emerged with technical 

communication scholars and practitioners is the developing interest in UX.  

User Experience (UX) and Technical Communication 

The online writing classroom is a user experience and there is a myriad of written 

text in an online writing classroom so it is important to examine the scholarship of user 

experience (UX) and technical communication because the online writing classroom is a 

user-based experience. User experience (UX) as a methodology became popular in the 

early 1990s when Donald Norman (1988) released The Design of Everyday Things, in 

which he stresses that design serves as the communication between product and user, and 

that designers needed to capitalize on that communication in order to make the 

experience of using the product more pleasurable (“UIUX Trend,” 2019). Norman first 

used the term user-centered design and it was popularized because of him. The 

connections between technical communication and other fields are evident in the 
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scholarship and the interest in advancing research crossing technical communication with 

other fields, such as user experience exists, as well. Getto and Becher (2016) argue for a 

crossover of industry concepts, specifically user experience, into academia when they 

argue, “UX learning opportunities have the potential to help academic organizations 

improve customer satisfaction and business strategy, as well as to help them better fulfill 

their mission” (p. 158). User experience offers a lot of opportunity for technical 

communication because technical communicators like focusing on the user.  

Much of technical communication research is figuring out how to meet the needs 

of the user of documents. Technical communication scholars have studied how to better 

instruct students to communicate in workplace environments (Baehr, 2019; Baehr & 

Cargile Cook, 2017; Potts & Salvo, 2017).  User experience focuses on meeting the needs 

of the user of products or services, but the principles of user experience can most 

certainly be used in technical communication. Many scholars argue that there is crossover 

between technical communication and UX, and that practitioners and instructors of 

technical communication should use user experience principles and best practices in their 

daily work and research (Potts & Salvo, 2017; Lauer & Brumberger, 2016; Still & Crane, 

2016; Baehr, 2015; Reddish, 2011; Williams, 2007). There is relevance of looking at user 

experience and cross over into technical communication and workplace scholarship 

because this scholarship indicates a need to merge disciplines and discipline principles 

with other disciplines which is relevant to my study because that’s also what I would like 

to do—merge concepts from two fields.  
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With a heavy focus on the user as a whole being, it is important to understand that 

“User experience (UX) focuses on having a deep understanding of users, what they need, 

what they value, their abilities, and also their limitations. At the core of user experience is 

the premise: “Do users see value in what you are providing them with?” (“User 

Experience Basics”). Based on previous works from other UX scholars, Moreville (2019) 

conceived of the user experience as a honeycomb image in Figure 3 and created the 

following image to illustrate facets involved in the user experience (“User Experience 

Design”).  

Figure 3. User Experience Honeycomb from Peter Moreville (2019). 
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However, the most detailed and cited description of user experience comes from Garett’s 

(2000) image, The Elements of User Experience in Figure 4. Garrett’s (2000) image 

became vital for web and interaction designers all over the world because it provided the 

most complete picture of the entire user experience, considering both the task-oriented 

and information-oriented things one must do to create a user experience. In this figure,  

Garrett (2000) provides readers with a big picture of user experience development, from 

strategy and requirements to information architecture and visual design.  

Figure 4. The Elements of User Experience from Jesse James Garrett (2000). 
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Because UX considers users first and places emphasis on the entire user 

experience, researchers in UX encourage instructors and professionals to partner and 

share knowledge in order to learn more about how user experience methods, such as 

usability, can assist in crafting better educational experiences for all users. While not a 

product, college classes are a service provided to students, and some might argue that 

those in administration treat them as a product thinking specifically about profitability. In 

my view, college courses could be considered an experience product, instead of a 

tangible product. Students are users who are being prepared to work with other users in 

their careers so they need to be trained for various experiences they might encounter. In 

online writing courses, students are users of the learning management platform, the 

curriculum, and the entire experience. Therefore, it is essential to create well-designed 

user experience products for the paying students.  

In addition to an interest in UX, there has been significant crossover in user-

centered design, as evidenced by Still and Crane’s (2016) Fundamentals of User-

Centered Design, which focuses on connections between technical communication and 

user-centered design principles and practices. It is important to understand that UX is not 

user-centered design (UCD), “UCD is about choosing from a collection of activities and 

methods from the disciplines of Human Factors and Psychology to form a strategy for 

engineering the user experience that businesses and organizations want their users and 

customers to have” (Garcia, para. 3). Instead, UX places a heavy focus on the actual user 

of a product or service and it is also more focused on the larger ecology of experiences, 

networked practices, etc. that enframe a user of a product of service. Buley (2013) notes 

that “User research is about understanding users and their [the users’] needs, and user 
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experience design is about designing a user’s interactions with a product from moment to 

moment” (p. 5). The focus in UX on designing user interactions proves relevant for the 

current study because it explores how the content affects the experience. User-centered 

design, as part of UX, places the focus on the user and when applied to online writing 

courses, designing for the user becomes the goal and not the afterthought. UCD tries to 

shape a user by engineering an experience but without user input at the start; whereas, 

UX actively seeks that user input and shapes the design experience simultaneously.  

User-centered design was a term first coined by Norman in the 1980s as a 

professor at the University of California at San Diego, and it was more officially used in 

widespread fashion after Norman and Draper’s (1986) co-authored User-Centered System 

Design: New Perspectives on Human-Computer Interaction, was published. UCD 

borrows from many other disciplines because it is infused by user research, cognitive 

science (human factors and human computer interaction), ergonomics, and interaction 

design. User-centered design acts as vehicle to create better user experiences and 

“emphasizes that the purpose of the system is to serve the user [...] The needs of the users 

should dominate the design of the interface, and the needs of the interface should 

dominate the design of the rest of the system” (Norman & Draper, 1986, p. 61). In other 

words, UCD is based on a pre-determined set of design principles. One of the main 

purposes of creating the UCD method was to modify the role of the product/tool 

designer. Instead of simply following the specifications of said product/tool in the design 

process, the designer spends more time focusing on the user by making sure that the user 

is able to make use of the product as intended with a minimum effort (Abras et al., 2004, 

p. 2.). UCD is a subcategory of user experience in that is part of user research, which is a
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key component of user experience. UCD is a method that involves various steps, such as 

usability tests, iterative testing, researching users and the competition (Goodman & 

Kuniavsky, 2012; Colborne, 2011; Lowgren & Stolterman, 2007).  

UCD has been studied as related to online writing instruction as early as Blythe’s 

(2001) article and as recent as the special issue of the journal Computers and 

Composition (Bartolotta, Bourelle & Newmark, 2018). Online writing instructors can 

learn from UCD and utilize some of the best practices to create stronger online writing 

courses. Scholars have previously focused on online writing courses advocating for the 

user and various aspects of the user experience (for example, Cargile Cook & Grant 

Davie, 2013; 2005; Hewett & Bourelle, 2017), but scholars have placed little focused on 

ways in which the instructor who designs the course and the course content itself crafts 

the experience for students in online writing courses. Additionally, instructors can create 

interactive moments that craft the experience, which arises out of or is inspired from the 

content. Application of user advocacy for the entire user experience is just emerging in 

online writing instruction scholarship as noted above. The literature in this section was 

immensely helpful in providing me with background information on user experience, 

technical communication and user advocacy. These selections do not fully address how 

one designs, uses, maintains/manages all of the content for one’s online writing course. 

Selections in this section leave unanswered the question at the heart of my project: how 

does an instructor implement these practices because these pieces provide no clear 

direction on how to implement these practices into a single strategy to create and 

maintain content for an entire online writing course. 
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eLearning Theories, Course Design, and Online Writing Instruction 

The section briefly discusses theories of learning and learning in online digital 

spaces. I focus on the largest problem that online writing instructors face: they must act 

as course designers in addition to teachers. I examine literature on complex systems and 

how these complex systems parallel the complex ecosystem of an online writing course. 

A complex systems framework will be valuable in helping me make an argument that we 

need to use content strategy in order to address the whole system because online writing 

courses are a complex system. I provide an overview of current trends in online writing 

instruction research to illustrate how online writing instructors have dealt with the 

complexity of learning to be a designer while simultaneously learning to teach writing 

online. The scholarship does not examine online writing courses as complex systems; 

rather, scholars focus on very specific aspects of the complex system instead of handling 

them as a collective whole.  

How We Learn Online 

Mayer (2018), a leading expert in eLearning theories, notes “the benefits gained 

from these new technologies [distance learning technologies] depend on the extent to 

which they are used in ways compatible with human cognitive learning processes and 

based on research‐based principles of instructional design” (p. 7). Considering human 

cognition is an important factor in designing online courses. Designing for how one 

learns not only aligns with best practices for designing online courses, but it also makes 

sense for online writing courses. In online writing courses, there are lots of ways to learn. 

With electronic delivery, a lot of opportunity exists to deliver information through 

different means. Online writing courses provide a perfect space to consider human 
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cognition and how one learns in digital spaces. Additionally, online writing courses, 

because they are traditionally introductory courses, have a varied student demographic 

which would benefit from a focus on best practices in learning online.  

Online writing instructors face a unique challenge because they are teaching a 

topic which asks learners to practice a skill and to hone that skill by developing their 

writing proficiency However, instructors are also grappling with other layers of this skill 

practice/proficiency dynamic. Their students are learning to gain knowledge in the 

confines of online environments and in order to do so they have to master the technology 

to be successful (Borgman & Dockter, 2018; Greer & Harris, 2018; Hewett & DePew, 

2015; Warnock, 2009). Dirksen (2016) argues “a lot of what makes for a great learning 

experience is not about the content but about the way the content is taught” (p. vi); the 

way that the content is designed or packaged also impacts the learning experience. 

Taking into consideration how people learn in general and how people learn online is 

critical to the application of content strategy to online writing courses. These theories 

provide the foundation for how courses are designed and they illustrate what has been 

previously attempted and studied when it comes to online learning and online writing 

courses (Borgman, 2019; Borgman & Dockter, 2016, Cargile Cook & Grant-Davie, 2013; 

Coombs, 2010; Hewett & Ehmann, 2004). Examining these theories can inform readers 

as to how content strategy could provide a new way to manage the content of online 

writing courses. 
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Dirksen (2016) notes that “Learning experiences are like journeys. The journey starts 

where the learner is now, and ends when the learner is successful (however that is 

defined)” (p. 2). Often people do not think of online courses as journeys. Many novice 

instructors simply take their materials from their face-to-face (F2F) course and place 

them on the school’s learning management system and call it an online course. Such 

“design” does not consider the user’s journey at all. Journey mapping is one activity that 

all instructors and designers of online courses should complete because “A user journey 

is a timeline of user actions that describes the relationship between your brand and its 

customers. It’s a visualization all of a user’s interactions with your product, from their 

point of view. User journey mapping creates a timeline of all touch points between a 

customer and your organization, including all channels they happen in” (Kaytes, 2019, 

paras. 8-9). Journey mapping gives a more complete picture of the user and allows 

instructors and/or designers to identify key learning gaps. Dirksen (2016) argues that 

gaps exist in learners’ current situation and where they need to be successful (in your 

course, in their life) and she identifies six gaps that interfere with learning: knowledge, 

skills, motivation, habits, environment, communication (p. 2; p. 20). One of the problems 

of launching new products or putting courses online is that companies and instructors 

must take time to think about their users’ journeys and identify these gaps. While 

instructors think about user journeys in onsite courses, the user journey becomes more 

complex in a digital space and there are more elements of the user journey that need to be 

considered. Additionally, instructors cannot control the user journey as much in online 

courses as they can in onsite courses because of the learning management system and 

students ability to create their own user journey by entering the course wherever they 
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choose (i.e. clicking in places that are three weeks away, clicking on week 2 instead of 

the “start here” module). In reflecting on the eLearning theories in this section, it 

becomes clear that online learning experiences are only successful if they are compatible 

with how humans learn online. Many elements of the user’s experience should be 

considered and aligned for an online learning experience to be successful (Borgman & 

McArdle, 2019; Evans, 2019; Borgman & Dockter, 2018; Greer & Harris, 2018).  

Online Writing Instructors are Designers of Complex Ecosystems 

One of the many obstacles that instructors who teach distance education courses 

face is that the environment of an online course requires instructors to function as both 

designers and teachers (Blythe, 2001, p. 329). Because of this, many online writing 

instructors must design online courses with no previous design experience. And some 

instructors do not even try to be designers; they simply upload the materials from their 

F2F courses into the school’s learning management system. OWI Principle 14, “Online 

writing lab administrators and tutors should undergo selection, training, and ongoing 

professional development activities that match the environment in which they will work” 

aimed to address this lack of training (CCCC, 2013). Almost 20 years ago, Blythe (2001) 

suggested that those who teach online have to view themselves as “builders first and 

teachers second” (p. 329). The duality of designer and instructor has plagued online 

writing instructors tremendously. Online writing courses have multiple moving parts and 

they are a complex system of information. In online courses, instructors (and/or 

instructional designers) are trying to organize and make sense of all many moving parts 

and information in order to architect an experience that their student users can 

successfully consume.  
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Online writing courses can be considered a complex information system, which is 

any system featuring a large number of interacting components (agents, processes, etc.) 

whose aggregate activity is nonlinear (Still, 2011; Reddish, 2007; Genov, 2005). Still 

(2011) suggests that using an ecosystems framework for complex information systems, 

such as an online course, helps address the issue of multiple moving parts that is inherent 

in these types of systems. Still (2011), suggests “Borrowing from ecology, usability 

practitioners should create and maintain an ecosystem-like map of the user-centered 

system that is being evaluated. Such a mapping should be more cognizant of all factors in 

the environment, not just the user-system interface” (p. 107). Potts and Salvo (2017) add 

to the notion that complex information systems, such as online courses, must be seen as 

complex instead of seen as individual parts, including the learning management system, 

course materials, students, instructor, etc.: “we [need to] understand ecosystems of 

activity rather than simply considering single task scenarios” (p. 4). Borgman and 

McArdle (2019) argue that online courses are complex ecosystems of activity. And others 

argue that online courses are challenging to manage (especially without training) due to 

the vast number of elements that these online courses contain (Grover et al., 2017; 

Borgman & Dockter, 2018; Borgman & Dockter, 2016; Cargile Cook & Grant-Davie, 

2013; Cargile Cook, 2007; DePew et al., 2006; Cargile Cook & Grant-Davie, 2005; 

Brickman, 2003). If one looks at an online course as a moving ecosystem instead of an 

isolated element, one can begin to map out a clear strategy for helping users navigate the 

material and understand/digest the content.  
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Any writing course can be considered a system of sorts, but the online writing 

course is a more complex system than a F2F class due to the means of content delivery. 

The ecosystems/activity systems framework (Still, 2011; Potts & Salvo, 2017) maps 

effectively onto the complex system of an online writing course. Instructors need a 

framework they can use to design their online writing courses more effectively. While the 

syllabus, course goals/objectives and learning outcomes all aid in the design of the online 

writing course, not all instructors use these items to design their online writing courses. 

Some instructors will simply upload their onsite course documents into the learning 

management system and not put any modules with activities or lectures (Borgman & 

McArdle, 2019, Bourelle, 2016, Warnock, 2009; Cargile Cook, 2007). Content strategy is 

a systems framework that will aid online instructors in being more effective course 

designers. Because content strategy is user experience based and focuses on the entire 

experience, the use of it as a framework can help instructors create more user experience-

based courses. The Content Strategy Quad by Halverson and Rach (2018) considers all of 

the aspects of an experience as each of the four elements, editorial, experience, structure, 

process, address some portion of the entire experience. While strategizing the creation 

and maintenance of an online writing course, one can use the quad to utilize the idea of 

complex ecosystems (Potts & Salvo, 2017; Still, 2011) to advantage when creating, 

maintaining, and iterating the content of online courses.  

In using the complex ecosystem framework, instructors would consider other 

factors outside of the learning management system navigation, the course content, and the 

textbook (single elements and the user-system interface). Instructors would consider how, 

when, and where students access the course, what their environment is like 
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(home/office/school), their distraction levels (noise/families/phones/television) as part of 

a unified content strategy. Recognizing the online course as a complex ecosystem allows 

instructors and course designers to create better quality courses that consider a variety of 

elements and acknowledge the complexity of the online environment. Riley et al. (2013) 

argue, “To address content strategy challenges, we must take a systems thinking approach 

to growing and encouraging the health of the entire content ecosystem—not just the 

effectiveness of individual content piece-parts” (p. 36). Community is a huge focus of a 

strong and effective online writing instruction praxis, as evidenced by the scholarship; 

how community is built is directly related to the design of the course and the 

effectiveness of the communication between students and instructors (Borgman & 

Dockter, 2016; Harris et al., 2016; Borgman, 2014; Warnock & Gasiewski, 2018). Online 

writing instructors have a responsibility to convey information clearly in designing their 

courses and to build community when facilitating their courses.  

Instructors’ design decisions influence students’ behavior in online courses. 

Design decisions may sometimes be informed by theories of how we learn, but, 

unfortunately, not everyone takes learning theories into consideration when designing 

online course. Many instructors struggle to design accessible courses (Oswal & 

Meloncon, 2017; Borgman & Dockter, 2018; Borgman & Dockter, 2016). Many in 

technical communication and online writing instruction have argued for accessibility in 

course delivery and course content (Rice & St.Amant, 2018; Oswal & Meloncon, 2017, 

2014; Coombs, 2010). Borgman and Dockter (2018), Greer and Harris (2018), and other 

scholars have argued for more user-centered design approach to online writing courses in 

order to increase access and improve the student user experience. These scholars argue 
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for online writing instructors and administrators to pay more attention to how they create 

the content for their online writing courses. Creating user-friendly courses has been 

discussed in much of the online writing instruction literature of the past decade due to 

rising concerns about the technologies used to facilitate online writing courses. 

Reviewing the literature on eLearning theories, design decisions, complex 

ecosystems, and instructors as designers provides readers with a clearer understanding of 

the complexities that are involved in some of the simplest design decisions when the 

content is moved online. The literature helps readers understand how the unique 

environment of an online course facilitates a plethora of learning experiences because “an 

online writing course presents a collection of texts, communication tools, and virtual 

meeting spaces that enable a person (once again, with the proper know-how and 

inclination) to reach a number of goals that may not have been reached otherwise” 

(Blythe, 2001, p. 330). However, the literature also points to the many issues online 

writing instructors face when designing and teaching their courses. Some of these 

challenges will be discussed in the next section, as will research that has explored these 

design and teaching challenges.  
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Recent Trends in Online Writing Instruction Research 

Principles for online writing instruction (OWI) continue to be an ongoing 

discussion. Notably, the aforementioned, 2013 position statement, “A Position Statement 

of Principles and Example Effective Practices for Online Writing Instruction (OWI),” 

provides an example of some of the practices that make up effective online writing 

instruction praxis. Furthermore, Hewett and DePew’s (2015) edited collection, 

Foundational Practices of Online Writing Instruction, provides online writing instructors 

with additional best practices as well as extensive discussion about the unique struggles 

online writing instructors face. In the existing scholarship, curated by Harris et al. (2019), 

The Bedford Bibliography of Research in Online Writing Instruction, some of the 

scholars talked about best practices for online writing instruction include access, 

community, preparation/training for instructors and students, pay for contingent faculty, 

and use of appropriate teaching and technology tools for the digital setting.  

However, as new technologies emerge and evolve, and increasing numbers of 

students enroll in distance education courses, online writing instruction best practices 

must continue to develop. In much recent online writing instruction scholarship, the 

entire user experience of students and faculty in educational settings has been the focus 

(Borgman & McArdle, 2019; Martinez et al., 2019; St.Amant & Rice, 2018; Warnock & 

Gasiewski, 2018; Bartolotta et al., 2018). Researchers seem to be interested in how 

students and instructors engage with, and experience, online and onsite courses. Because 

of this, three recent trends in the scholarship examine students’ experience in online 

writing courses: 
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1. Literacy

2. User-Centered Design

3. User Experience

Literacy 

Literacy, the ability to read and write, has moved once again into the spotlight 

with the rise of distance education courses due to the text-heavy nature of these courses 

(Hewett, 2015). Scholars have studied reading and writing in digital spaces and the 

literacy load of online courses, especially online writing courses (Vee, 2017; Maddison & 

Kumaran, 2017; Hewett, 2015; Hewett & Ehmann, 2005). Global literacy in online 

writing spaces was prevalent but became a focus with the release of a special issue of 

Computers and Composition on intercultural communication. Edited by St.Amant and 

Rice (2015), the issue includes an introduction to the 3Cs framework (contact, convey, 

connect) for addressing cultural differences in global online writing settings. Literacy and 

online writing instruction continued to trend with the founding of The Global Society of 

Online Literacy Educators (GSOLE) in 2016 with the mission:  

The Global Society of Online Literacy Educators (GSOLE) is an international 

organization connecting those who teach reading, alphabetic writing, and 

multimodal composition as digital literacies in online educational settings. 

Dedicated to diversity, inclusivity, and access in literacy-based online education, 

GSOLE disseminates peer-reviewed research and information through its annual 

meeting, online conference, research support, educational and community-

building webinars, website, and two open-access online journals, Research in 

Online Literacy Education (ROLE) and the Online Literacy Open 
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Resource (OLOR), as well as planned online literacy certification programs. As an 

organization, GSOLE recognizes that online literacy instruction (OLI) in reading, 

alphabetic writing, and multimodal composition is taught in traditional and digital 

settings, engaging teachers and scholars of reading and composing across a range 

of disciplines. This document is intended for OLI educators, including both 

teachers and tutors, their program administrators, and other stakeholders. The 

purpose of these principles is to establish a set of shared values related to the 

development of sound instruction. (“About GSOLE,” 2019) 

The above mission statement from GSOLE provides an illustration of the literacy and 

global audiences trends in online writing instruction. Prior to the advent of GSOLE, 

scholars recognized that they were preparing students for communication in workplace 

environments that are increasingly global, and require attention to how something is 

presented in addition to what is presented (St.Amant & Rice, 2015). The new wave of 

scholars studying literacy as related to online writing instruction are attempting to 

understand more effective ways to teach students these nuances of global and 

technological communication in digital spaces.  

Additionally, GSOLE publishes an academic journal, Research in Online Literacy 

Instruction, dedicated to issues of literacy instruction in relation to online writing courses. 

Rice and St.Amant’s (2018) Thinking Globally, Composing Locally: Rethinking Online 

Writing in the Age of the Global Internet continued the conversation about friction points 

with regard to writing online spaces. Most recently, GSOLE impacted the discussion of 

literacy and online writing courses when they released “Online Literacy Instruction 
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Principles and Tenets,” in which they updated the original 2013 OWI position statement 

into a statement about literacy practices in online writing instruction. Additionally, the 

June 2019 issue of College Composition and Communication features a new position 

statement on the globalization of writing studies pedagogy and research. Clearly, literacy 

continues to be a strong topic in the discussion of writing studies and writing in online 

spaces. 

Recent OWI scholarship is useful to examine in relation to this project because it 

focuses on the literacy load of the student user. Whereas traditional onsite courses rely 

heavily on the spoken word, the literacy load of an online course is heavy due to the fact 

that so much of the course must be conveyed through written text.  Literacy studies 

specifically focused on OWI is fairly new and not much has been written on it, yet. Many 

scholars have argued that we need to pay more attention to and consider the implications 

of the literacy load in our online writing courses, but few have offered any kind of course 

or content design solutions for online writing instructors to lighten students’ literacy load 

(Cleary et al., 2019; Martinez et al., 2019; Deane & Guasch, 2015; Hewett, 2015; 

Kastman-Breuch, 2002). The scholarship that has been offered on design and literacy 

load mostly discusses how to offer content in multiple means in order to support a variety 

of student users, or it focuses on one area of the online classroom, such as discussion 

boards or announcements (Harris et al., 2019; Seward, 2018; Cicchino, 2018). While this 

scholarship is valuable, it does not quite get at how online writing instructors can focus 

their effort on the design of the entire course and all of the content within it.  
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User Experience 

As noted earlier, UX as a methodology became popular in the early 1990s when 

Norman’s (1988) The Design of Everyday Things book was released. In this text, he 

emphasizes ways in which design serves as the communication between product and 

user, and that designers need to capitalize on that communication in order to make the 

experience of using the product more pleasurable (“UIUX Trend”). Understanding 

connections between the user experience and design of educational materials is 

fundamental to student success, to teacher satisfaction, and, ultimately, to inclusive and 

accessible teaching and learning. Scott Warnock and Diana Gasiewski’s (2018) book on 

online writing instruction, Writing Together: Ten Weeks Teaching and Studenting in an 

Online Writing Course, illustrates an example of recent online writing instruction 

scholarship focused on the user experience. Warnock and Gasiewski’s (2018) text details 

the experience of an asynchronous online writing course through the dual perspective of 

the teacher (Warnock) and his student co-author (Gasiewski). Evans’ (2019) GSOLE 

article, “Managing the OWC User Experience by Managing Student Expectations,” 

illustrates an even more recent example of a focus on the user experience in online 

writing courses. Additionally, I co-created an approach to online writing instruction we 

call PARS (Borgman & McArdle, 2015). PARS stands for Personal, Accessible, 

Responsive, Strategic. The PARS approach has roots in UX, and led to the 2019 book-

length project, Personal, Accessible, Responsive, Strategic: Resources and Strategies for 

Online Writing Instructors, in which my co-author and I argued that what instructors are 

really doing in their online writing courses is creating and facilitating a user experience, 
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so user-experience as a methodology, and its best practices, should be applied to online 

writing courses (Borgman & McArdle, 2019).  

Insights from the literature on UX and OWI are valuable to my project because 

they move closer to exploring the entire experience of the online writing course and they 

put the focus on the student user. However, existing literature is limited because UX has 

only recently been applied to online writing courses and no scholarship has produced a 

UX model for online writing instruction course design. UX as a process contains the 

potential to consider all elements of the course design, but nothing exists to guide users to 

create a UX course. Additionally, while PARS does the same thing as UX because it is 

based on UX principles, PARS as a practice focuses on isolated elements (personal, 

accessible, responsive, strategic) and these isolated elements as a whole create a more 

user focused course. Borgman and McArdle (2019) give us a solid and useful framework 

to ground one’s pedagogy and online writing course in UX, but they do not offer a step-

by-step approach to designing an online writing course or any extensive tools/tips on how 

to manage the content workload of an online writing course. Warnock and Gasiewski’s 

(2018) text offers valuable advice on interacting with students and designing specific 

elements to be more student user-friendly, but their text also fails to provide readers with 

a clear pathway for design, maintain, and managing the content in online writing courses.  
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User-Centered Design 

In reviewing the literature, quite a lot was written recently on OWI and user-

centered design (UCD). UCD acts as vehicle to create better user experiences and 

“emphasizes that the purpose of the system is to serve the user [...] The needs of the users 

should dominate the design of the interface, and the needs of the interface should 

dominate the design of the rest of the system” (Norman & Draper, 1986, p. 61). UCD 

borrows from many other disciplines as it is infused by user research, cognitive science, 

human factors and human computer interaction, ergonomics, and interaction design. 

User-centered design is “about choosing from a collection of activities and methods from 

the disciplines of Human Factors and Psychology to form a strategy for engineering the 

user experience that businesses and organizations want their users and customers to have” 

(Garcia, para. 3). While UX places a heavy focus on the actual user of a product or 

service, “User research is about understanding users and their [the users’] needs, and user 

experience design is about designing a user’s interactions with a product from moment to 

moment” (Buley, 2013, p. 5). While UCD is not a new concept to be applied to online 

writing courses—Blythe (2001) focused on the benefits of UCD for online writing 

courses almost a decade ago—a Fall 2018 special issue of Computers and Composition 

provided a more updated illustration of the benefits of a UCD approach to online writing 

courses. The issue is devoted to user-centered design and usability in online composition 

courses (Bartolotta et al., 2018). An even more recent example of scholarship that focuses 

on UCD and online writing spaces is Labriola’s (2019) dissertation which investigates 

user-centered design practices for students in collaborative online spaces.  
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UCD is a useful approach the design of online writing courses because UCD 

offers clear principles and practices for design. For example, in their piece, 

“Considerations of Access and Design in the Online Writing Classroom,” Borgman and 

Dockter (2018) focus specifically on access and how using UCD principles can improve 

access in online writing courses. While their piece offers a lot of valuable insights on how 

online writing instructors can focus the design of their course on UCD principles, they do 

not offer a step-by-step instructional template for creating a UCD online writing course. 

Many of the pieces in Bartolotta et al.’s (2018) special issue explore how UCD can 

improve online writing instruction pedagogy, but only a five of these pieces specifically 

focus on OWI and the ones that do only focus on specific elements of OWI, such as 

improving instruction, interaction with students or access (Bjork, 2018; Borgman & 

Dockter, 2018; Greer & Harris, 2018; St.Amant, 2018; Vie, 2018). One could wonder if 

UCD or UX could help change the metaphors we live by when working in institutional 

contexts in so much as looking past our own individual battles and ensuring we have the 

students’ best interest in the forefront.  

Using best practices and principles from other disciplines and sub-fields is 

something that OWI does consistently. These three strands (literacy, user-centered design 

and user experience) of recent online writing instruction scholarship illustrate the 

borrowing of concepts from different areas of writing studies and other fields, such as 

UX. Applying these concepts to online writing instruction moves the research of this sub-

field forward and allows scholars to continue to determine what works most effectively. 

These strands help readers to understand what concepts have been explored and applied 

to online writing instruction pedagogy and course design, but they also allow readers to 
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see what is missing. To date, there is not a clear strategy to direct online writing 

instructors in designing, maintaining, and using content to create and re-create their 

online writing courses; therefore, my research will be valuable to the sub-field of online 

writing instruction. In reviewing what kinds of content practices online writing 

instructors and administrators currently engage in, as well as their overall strategy, I can 

identify what is being overlooked in their strategy and offer a framework for how to 

utilize the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad to complete their strategy 

and therefore offer them a much easier way to design, maintain, and utilize content in the 

online writing courses.  

Content Strategy History and Connection to Technical Communication 

In this section, I define content strategy as a concept and discuss its various uses. I 

discuss the connection between content strategy and technical communication, as well as 

the rich history of crossover of these fields. I also examine the implications of using 

content strategy beyond application to websites, which was content strategy’s original 

purpose. By examining implications for content strategy beyond its intended use, I set up 

the argument for applying content strategy to online writing courses, which is the focus 

of my research for my dissertation study. Because content strategy is such a key 

component to this research study, it is important to look content strategy beyond the 

Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad. Doing so gives readers a much more 

defined picture of what content strategy is and its value for online writing instructors and 

administrators.  
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What is Content Strategy and How is it Used? 

Content strategy is the process one uses to manage content. Kissane (2010) notes, 

“In real life, content strategy falls somewhere between traditional editorial leadership, 

communication strategy, and information management” (para. 2). Content strategy has 

been around since the late 1990s (Cullinan, 2013), originally used to define the 

management of the content of websites because “ensuring that you have useful and 

usable content, that is well structured, and easily found is vital to improving the user 

experience of a website” (Usability.gov, 2019). However, some scholars argue that due to 

advances in technology and the flexibility of content strategy as a practice, content 

strategy is not just for the web and it is being used in business; companies are applying it 

to their entire business strategy (Halvorson & Rach, 2012, p. xvii). Large corporations 

such as Disney and Wells Fargo now have teams of content strategists to help them 

manage all of the content of their businesses (Halvorson, 2011, para. 1). Zambonini 

(2010) notes, “Content Strategists achieve business goals by maximizing the commercial 

impact of content” (para. 6). In other words, businesses have a lot of content to attend to, 

so content strategy allows them to manage the content with purpose and alignment to 

their company’s goals and vision.  

Many professionals have defined content strategy; one of the most popular 

definitions comes from Halvorson and Rach (2018), who define it as “guiding the 

creation, delivery, and governance of useful, usable content” (para. 4). However, 

Usability.gov (2019) provides a more extended definition of content strategy that 

combines multiple definitions into one:   
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Content strategy focuses on the planning, creation, delivery, and governance of 

content. Content not only includes the words on the page but also the images and 

multimedia that are used. Ensuring that you have useful and usable content, that is 

well structured, and easily found is vital to improving the user experience of a 

website. The goal of content strategy is to create meaningful, cohesive, engaging, 

and sustainable content. (paras. 1-2) 

Content strategy as a discipline is continually defining and redefining itself, especially as 

it is now being used for more than websites. What has become clear is that as time moves 

forward and technology advances, more and more people work in content strategy teams 

to apply the practice of content strategy to a variety of web and workplace situations. 

Getto et al. (2019) argue, “Content strategy will grow in importance as digital 

technologies become ever more important and ubiquitous in our daily lives” (p. 12). The 

use of content strategy will expand as organizations begin to think in terms of planning 

and strategy to convey their brand. 

Producing captivating and sustainable content means that one needs to understand 

and follow the content lifecycle. Scime (2009) argues that the content lifecycle has five 

phases: audit and analysis, strategy, plan, create, and maintain (Usability.gov, 2019, para. 

5). These five phases are illustrated in Figure 5.  
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Figure 5. Content Lifecycle from Scime (2009). 

The five phases account for one specific part of the content lifecycle. Strategy, looks at 

larger concept items, such as business strategy, planning, and the content production 

process. Plan refers to planning marketing, content management customization and 

migrating content to platforms. Create encompasses the asset production and re-

production process and compliance with brand goals. Maintain includes auditing existing 

content and creating a plan to evaluate the analytics (what has been successful and what 

has failed). Audit is the actual process of looking at the site, the individual content and 

the competitor content.  
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Rockley and Cooper (2012) posit that content moves through four phases of 

development: creating, reviewing, managing, and delivering. These four phases make up 

the content lifecycle. They note that in an organization, everyone from customers, 

designers, authors, management, and production is involved in the content lifecycle 

(Rockley & Cooper, 2012, p. 90). Figure 6 illustrates the content lifecycle phases 

according to Rockley and Cooper (2012). Phase create focuses on the content creation. 

The Review phase is when content is reviewed for use and accuracy. Manage is the phase 

that examines how content gets updated and when changes are made. The deliver phase 

illustrates when content gets pushed out to various platforms or delivery spaces.  

Figure 6. The content lifecycle from Rockley & Cooper (2012). 
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The content lifecycle is part of a content strategy: “Identifying the issues will help 

you determine the scope and functionality of your unified content strategy, define the 

criteria for selection of appropriate tools and define the process that must be redesigned 

or created” (Rockley & Cooper, 2012, p. 100). In other words, all areas of the content 

lifecycle need to be assessed regularly in order to find areas of improvement in one’s 

content strategy. Kissane (2010) argues, “it’s not enough to think tactically about content. 

To serve our clients and readers, we have to look beyond individual battles and ensure 

that the whole array of individual campaigns and choices works together to meet a clearly 

defined set of overarching goals” (para. 14). Halvorson (2019) adds to this notion by 

stating, “A content strategist cannot live in a silo, no matter how broad or how laser-

focused their responsibilities may be” (para. 15).  

Technical Communication and Content Strategy Collide 

In a 2013 conference address at the IEEE Professional Communication (IPCC), 

International Conference, LaRoche and Traynor (2013) made a bold statement: 

“Technical Communication [is] on life support [and] content strategy and UX [user 

experience] are the reclamation” (p. 1). In their address, they argue that many emerging 

fields share aspects of technical communication and that “User-centered design processes 

have pushed the role of technical communication closer to the front-end of project 

development and extended it to product evaluation by end users” (LaRoche & Traynor, 

2013, p. 1). The same year as the IEEE Professional Communication (IPCC), 

International Conference (2013), an entire issue of Intercom Magazine came out that 

specifically focuses on technical communication and content strategy. 
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 Many pieces in this Intercom special issue argue that technical communicators are 

already content strategists because content is what the field of technical communication is 

all about. 

While technical communication encompasses a lot of other fields of practice, 

many of the skills (design, project management, analytical, critical thinking, etc.) map 

onto the job of content strategist; the overlap between the fields is apparent. One of the 

reasons for the overlap is that many jobs are now requiring content that is flexible. 

Because of the Internet and social media and information being sent out over so many 

different channels, technology has forced a shift from a document-based to a topic-based 

approach for texts (Andersen, 2016, p. 116). Several technical communication scholars 

have studied this shift by examining the types of skills technical communicators will need 

to have in order to participate in this more complex work (Cargile Cook, 2009; Hart-

Davidson, 2009; Albers, 2005; Salvo, 2004). There has been a clear argument by scholars 

in the field that work for technical communicators is more complex than it has ever been 

and that “work is becoming more distributed: distributed across time, space, disciplines, 

fields, and trade; distributed across a multiplicity of stakeholders; distributed through 

telecommunications and digital technologies” (Spinuzzi, 2007, p. 272). Skills that 

technical communication specialists had in the early days of technical communication, 

which focused on document producing in specific genres, are still applicable, but the 

genres are plenty and the outlets for these genres are multiple. Nothing is static anymore, 

especially content. Getto et al. (2019) argue that “content strategy has become an 

essential element of technical communication practice” (p. 1). 
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The way in which technical communicators work with texts, design documents, 

convey information, and most importantly, distribute information has changed. Getto et 

al. (2019) posit, “Technical communicators are increasingly being called upon to think 

organization-wide when they are managing technical content” (p. 3). While technical 

communication used to be about mastering genres, such as report writing or manual 

writing, and communicating information through the features of that genre, LaRoche and 

Traynor (2013) note that content strategy and technical documentation is no longer about 

single sourcing or creating a single document for a single purpose (p. 2). They argue, 

“there is less and less demand for the technical communicator only authoring content, but 

increasing demand for a broader and more strategically influential role in product 

development that encompasses both content strategy and user experience” (LaRoche & 

Traynor, 2013, p. 1). Due to advances in technology and the way information is 

distributed, the specific audiences, contexts and purposes radically shift as the 

communication channel shifts. Whereas in the past, most content creators were working 

with single documents going into one specific place, now, documents are no longer static 

and those that develop these documents must “ensure that the topics are consistently 

structured and can be assembled into different information products that are rendered in 

different outputs for different delivery channels” (Andersen, 2016, p. 116). 

In other words, individuals creating, maintaining, and managing content are now 

thinking more long term about their content; they are considering the future reuse and the 

multiple venues in which they need to publish this content. As evident from the literature 

cited above, design processes, composing processes, and content management processes 

are all intrinsically linked. Nowhere is this more apparent than in online writing courses: 
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the arguments of moving from single sourced content to topic-based content could (and 

should) be applied to distance education courses and the instructors who design them. 

Many online writing instructors may be operating on a single source mindset in that they 

may be creating content for their online courses and not thinking about the ways it will be 

used or ways to reuse it in the future. Or, instructors may be sharing content and not 

putting in place a strategy for reusing it the next semester or integrating it into the course 

shell. Utilizing content strategy to create topic-based content instead of single source 

content could vastly improve their courses, workload, and students’ experiences.  

Getto et al. (2019) note that content strategy focuses on strategy and planning as 

they argue, “Technical communicators and marketers, of course, have always created, 

published, and even maintained useful, usable content. What content strategy adds is the 

bigger, broader picture of doing this on a strategic, not just tactical level” (pp. 1-2). 

Content strategy provides unique opportunities for technical communicators to prove 

their worth. In recent years it has become clear that technical communicators are 

functioning more often as project managers as their roles expand. They not only care 

about the users of the product/document, but also the entire process of the 

product/document lifecycle.  
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Implications of Content Strategy Use 

As previously noted, content strategy as a practice has implications beyond the 

web. What is missing in the above review of the content strategy literature is its 

application to education and educational settings. Content strategy for educational 

application has promise and up to this point very little has been written about content 

strategy and education (Batova et al., 2016; Dush et al., 2016). Content strategy looks at 

the big picture because one of its goals is to wrangle all of the content--not just parts of it. 

Big picture thinking is important at the business and university level because “content 

does more than shape the user’s end-to-end experience and their perceptions of our brand. 

Content is the client experience, and it’s a critical and inextricable aspect of the product 

user experience” (Riley et al., 2013, p. 35). Content strategy could be very useful in 

crafting entire distance education programs and discipline-specific programs at 

universities across the country. Using a content strategy, administrators could work with 

teams to ensure that they created an online program that address the four elements of the 

Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad: Editorial, Experience, Process, 

Structure. Abel (2013) reminds us that “Your content strategy is the high-level master 

plan you intend to follow to help you reach your goals” (p. 16). Therefore, using a 

content strategy at the university level as a master plan could produce a waterfall effect in 

which the distanced education program is created using the best practices of content 

strategy, then each individual distance education degree and each individual distance 

education course is created all utilizing a similar content strategy. However, given the 

insistence on breaking up universities in to essentially their own competing 

entrepreneurial business units makes this increasingly difficult (Getto & Beecher, 2016).  
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If three of these creation cycles utilized content strategy, the university’s mission 

and brand would be integrated into all levels of their distance education program. The 

course content would use a similar tone and voice and would be addressed to their 

specific student audience. Abel (2013) argues, “Vision is a critical (yet often overlooked) 

success factor in many content strategy projects […] Your vision can also help you 

establish a standard of excellence, stimulate quality improvement programs, and orient 

you toward the future” (p. 16). If a school utilized content strategy for the three creation 

cycles noted above, they would also be able to have a shared vision, which would result 

in a better online program with stronger online courses and better equipped online 

instructor designers. Content strategy offers a framework that can be utilized across 

university elements to create a unified mission and brand across a university.  

 In addition to quality improvements, if a university adopts a content strategy for 

their distance education program, they could assure that practices would be in place for 

managing the content through the content lifecycle and no content would be siloed, or 

isolated, within specific university departments; the content would work together across 

discipline-specific distance education programs (Rockley & Cooper, 2012). If 

universities were to adopt content strategies specific to their distance education programs, 

they would produce higher quality courses and develop a stronger reputation for 

excellence in distance education. In reviewing the literature on content strategy and 

looking at possible implications for the use of content strategy, one can see that while 

content strategy has not been applied broadly, comprehensively, or coherently in 

education and/or educational settings, the value of doing so is there.  
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Literature Review Summary 

Examining both the early and recent literature of technical communication and 

user experience informs my study because my degree and coursework focus is technical 

communication; more importantly, this specific technical communication literature 

illustrates how important it is to be a user advocate and consider the user’s experience 

when conveying information in any medium. Key points in this scholarship: 

• Technical communication as a field values the user;

• Technical communication has gotten more complicated due to technology

advancements; and

• Technical communication includes a lot of crossover into other disciplines, such

as information design, workplace writing, user experience, and user centered

design.

These key points aid in the investigation of specific aspects of my research study. As 

noted, I was interested in what existing scholarship said about focus on the user. In online 

writing courses, a focus on the user is imperative to the success of the course. Online 

writing instructors need to consider the user audience (the students) when creating the 

content for their courses. From writing assignments to discussion boards, instructors need 

to develop accessible materials.  Reviewing this set of scholarship on document design 

and user experience helps me to understand why a focus on the user is so important and it 

helps me to understand ways in which previous scholars have argued we can/have 

meet/met the demand to focus on the user in various ways.  



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

71 

The literature of eLearning theories, course design and online writing instruction 

was immensely helpful in providing background information on what has already been 

researched in eLearning and online writing courses. The designer/instructor complexity 

offered by Blythe (2001), and the ecosystems frameworks offered by Still (2011) as well 

as by Potts and Salvo (2017), are very useful in supporting the notion of online teaching 

as a complex activity that includes a lot of strategy, planning, and design work. However, 

these selections fail to address how one designs, uses, maintains/manages all of the 

content for one’s online writing course. Key points from existing scholarship: 

• How we learn online informs how one designs and online course;

• Online writing courses are complex ecosystems of information and interactions

that require complex planning and strategy; and

• A myriad of scholarship on online writing instruction scholarship exists and many

of the topics focus on access and aspects of the student user experience and this

research. There are three specific trends in the research: literacy, user experience

and user-centered design.

However, the literature falls short of completing the research I want to do because while 

there are a lot of crossover concepts that can be applied to online writing courses, such as 

user-centered design, user experience, literacy, there is no existing literature that 

discusses a strategy that encompasses the entire user experience. Most of the literature in 

this section discusses individual concepts or making individual elements (assignments, 

videos, etc.) rather than management of the entire online writing course.  
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Studying the current applications of content strategy is useful to understand ways 

in which content strategy can be applied to various professional and academic situations. 

The literature demonstrates connections between technical communication and content 

strategy, but it does not quite get at what this project studies, which is investigating how 

one designs, uses, maintains/manages all of the content for one’s online writing course. 

Key points from scholarship relevant to this present study: 

• Content strategy is about planning and maintaining content and it is traditionally

used for websites and organizations;

• Technical communicators have researched content strategy and argue for the use

of it in technical communication due to the expanding role of the technical

communicator, who often functions as a project manager in addition to a content

expert;

• Content strategy has a multitude of opportunity for use but the research on

application beyond web and business strategy is limited.

The literature is incomplete and does not illustrate any examples of the research I want to 

do because content strategy is typically used for web design and business plans and much 

of what was studied in this section illustrates these applications, but little of the research 

shows how content strategy has be applied to distance education, specifically online 

writing instruction.  
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Justifying the Research Questions 

The extensive and growing body of research that is relevant to this study includes: 

technical communication, content strategy, and eLearning theories as they relate to online 

writing instruction. The wealth of existing literature on these subjects is testament to the 

varied and disputed viewpoints of researchers across these fields. And yet, how does one 

draw connections between these strands of literature in looking at the content practices of 

online writing instructors? Looking at these three scholarship strands in relation to the 

following research questions provides a lot of opportunity for future research, 

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)?

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing full content strategy as outlined

by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)?

Using the literature reviewed in this chapter, I can begin to answer these questions and 

contribute a clear content strategy heuristic or framework that online writing instructors 

can utilize when designing their courses. A strategy heuristic to this extent does not exist 

at the present time, but a strategy heuristic like this offers a lot of benefits to online 

writing instructors and administrators.  
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In their edited collection, Getto et al. (2019) stress the value of applying content 

strategy to education: “Until this book, the literature on content strategy education has 

been significantly more scant…content strategy education is an open playing field where 

academic researchers can make one of the largest impacts” (p. 8). Content strategy offers 

a new opportunity for online courses and provides a useful framework to guide the 

creation and use of content in online writing course:  

With the rapid expansion of online courses and fully online degrees, content 

strategy just makes sense for online courses because of the sheer volume of 

content that each university, individual professor, and instructional designer must 

interact with and maintain. The volume of text, images, and media elements that 

exist in each course or course sequence is a lot for anyone to contend with let 

alone keep properly updated and relevant. (Borgman, 2019, p. 154) 

Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad provides the framework for treating 

online writing courses as complex ecosystems. The Content Strategy Quad was 

developed in 2012 with the release of their book, Content Strategy for the Web. The quad 

was updated in 2018 because “The practice of content strategy has evolved a lot over the 

past few years… As conversations have progressed in the field, we’ve found that our 

original content strategy quad hasn’t quite held up in terms of capturing what content 

strategy is today” (Halvorson & Rach, 2018, paras. 1-2.).  
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The Halvorson and Rach Content Strategy Quad 

The Quad has four sections: Editorial, Experience, Structure, Process. Each 

element of the quad asks users to consider various elements of their content. For example, 

the Editorial section asks users to consider the following questions:  

• What is our editorial mission?

• Who are our target audiences?

• What is our point of view?

• What is our voice and tone?

• What brand and language standards do we need to comply with? (Halvorson &

Rach, 2018, para. 8).

Users will have a systematic content strategy when they examine their content as a whole 

and against each of the four elements. Using the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad as a framework allows instructors to design courses in a way that reflect 

how users digest the content, which mitigates confusion for students. LaRoche and 

Traynor (2013) state that “Using various user experience methodologies, content strategy 

audits help streamline organization content to maintain a focus both on the needs of users 

and “messaged” content in a consistent and clear way from the organization’s 

perspective” (p. 2). The use of a content strategy provides instructors with a key 

methodology to put their student users first by keeping the message clear and consistent 

for them.  
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Additionally, creating a workable content strategy is a viable way for online 

writing instructors to address the sheer volume of components that go along with putting 

an already text-heavy subject (writing instruction) online. All of the components of an 

online course are addressed in the four sections of Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad because the Quad considers the entire user experience. Instructors can 

utilize the Quad to guide the development, maintenance, and delivery of the content for 

their online writing courses. Each element of the Quad asks instructors to reflect on the 

experience of their users (the students). For example, the questions in the Experience 

section, asks users to consider:  

• What are our users’ needs and preferences?

• What does our content ecosystem look like?

• What are our customers’ journeys?

• What formats will our content take?

• How will design patterns shape our content on mobile and beyond?

As one can see, these questions are very applicable to designing any online course 

experience. Application of the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad could 

improve the quality of both synchronous and asynchronous hybrid and online writing 

courses (for an example see Appendix B from Borgman, 2019). Further, the Quad could 

offer a myriad of useful application for online writing instructors to manage the content 

of their courses. While it may seem overwhelming to think about adding one more 

element to online course preparation, following a content strategy heuristic framework 

for course design would be well worth the time spent.  
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Applying content strategy to an online writing course is more than just thinking 

about where items go in the navigation in the learning management system: “It’s about 

creating a flexible, responsive roadmap that can be quickly adapted to the challenges that 

will undoubtedly interfere with our well-intentioned plans for success” (Abel, 2013, p. 

15). In order to understand the applicability of content strategy to online writing courses 

and to see the value in applying a framework, like Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad, instructors will need to think about their courses as a manifestation of 

their organization (the university where they are teaching) because content strategy 

“entails taking, reviewing, and (if needed) modifying all communication an organization 

has and coordinating it so that you have a consistent and unified theme in how you 

present your organization to the outside world” (LaRoche & Traynor, 2013). Due to 

continual technological advancements, organizations must think through their 

communication across multiple channels.  

Because online writing instructors are both designers and teachers, they need as 

many tools as they can find to help them improve their online writing courses. Content 

strategy offers instructors a tool to design their online writing courses. Using content 

strategy as a tool can help instructors create user-friendly courses to aid their students in 

transferring and applying knowledge from their writing courses in meaningful ways. As a 

design tool that can inform a pedagogical process, content strategy can be used to 

arrange, deliver, and maintain content in online writing courses that students can find 

value in and learn from. In the next section, Chapter 3 “Methods,” I revisit these research 

questions, and establish a methodology for studying instructors’ design of online writing 

instruction learning environments, lay out my study design, and justify why the study’s 
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design was the best for this project. I will recap the logistics of my study including the 

methodology and methods utilized to carry it out.  
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

The following chapter describes how my study methodology and methods enabled 

me to explore my research questions. In order to provide understanding of the 

terminology used throughout the chapter, I provide an overview of some research terms 

that are inherent to any study. I also outline some of the arguments in the technical 

communication field regarding research quality and style to provide context for 

rationalizing my study’s approach. These arguments frame my study and illustrate how it 

fits into technical communication research. Following this recap of arguments in the 

field, I outline my methodology, theoretical framing, and the methods used in my study. I 

detail how I selected participants in the sampling process and I explain in more detail 

how I used the methods to gather data on my topic. The chapter closes with a brief 

discussion about how I interpreted the data and why the mixed methods research 

approach was the best strategy to answer my research questions. My dissertation project 

seeks to answer the following research questions: 

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)?

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing full content strategy as outlined

by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)?

In order to research any topic, one must determine the methods guided by the 

methodology, or process, of conducting research; this determination is often guided by 

the field of study’s epistemology, or the determination of how one gains knowledge of 
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what he or she knows. Often a theoretical rationale/conceptual framework is used in 

research studies because it provides a general explanation of what the researcher expects 

to find in a study based on his or her world view (Creswell & Clark, 2018). The 

methodology process determines what methods of research one picks for the study. 

Goubil-Gambrell (1992) notes that there are two empirical methodologies in the social 

sciences: qualitative and quantitative (p. 584).  

Qualitative research is “descriptive in nature” where “the researcher observes a 

specific situation [and] does not tamper with this setting in any way” (Goubil-Gambrell, 

1992, p. 584). Quantitative research “attempts to quantify key aspects, or variables, of a 

situation and relate them to another;” often the purpose of quantitative research is “to 

establish cause-and-effect relationships” (p. 584). Qualitative research methods often 

include interviews, focus groups, case studies, ethnographic research, and observations. 

These methods produce results that cannot be quantified numerically, but instead must be 

coded using coding schemes developed by the researcher or research team. Quantitative 

research methods traditionally include surveys, experiments, polls, questionnaires; these 

methods produce results that can be analyzed numerically with a focus on gathering 

numerical data and generalizing it across groups of people or to explain a particular 

phenomenon.  

Mixed methods research combines both qualitative and quantitative research 

methods together in order to answer questions that cannot be answered by quantitative or 

qualitative methods alone; in mixed methods research, researchers can use all of the 

tools/methods of both processes (Creswell & Clark, 2018). The above approaches, 
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research practices, and terms (with their definitions) guide my research, just as they do 

for all researchers in the social sciences who embark on a specific research study. The 

field of technical communication’s replicable data-driven research also influenced my 

study.  

As a field, technical communication is renowned for replicating other researchers’ 

studies. We utilize methodologies and methods from other disciplines but we are not 

good at building upon one another’s research and we struggle to properly articulate our 

methods (Goubil-Gambrell, 1992; Koerber & McMichael, 2008; Rickly & Cargile Cook, 

2017). Some have argued that the field is doing a poor job at articulating appropriate and 

useful research questions (Meloncon & St.Amant, 2019). These scholars argue for a need 

to agree on key questions for the field and that the industry should have some influence 

on the questions we pose for research (Rude, 2009; Blakeslee & Spilka, 2004; Hart-

Davidson, 2001; Miller, 1989). Many feel that the field needs to articulate research 

questions in a clearer and more focused manner (Blakeslee & Spilka, 2004, p. 77).  

Technical communication as a field needs more replicable, aggregate, data-driven 

research (RAD) that pushes the field forward and helps researchers to define their 

research as technical communication research (Haswell, 2005; Rickly & Cargile Cook, 

2017). Some have lamented that we need to do less thinking and talking about research, 

and more doing it. We need to think about our methods and how we use them: “the field 

could benefit from a greater effort to identify what is valuable in existing research and to 

either replicate or respond to studies already completed” (Blakeslee & Spilka, 2004, p. 

77). In other words, technical communication as a discipline has struggled to create a 
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research identity and the researchers in the field have continued to struggle with 

articulating their research using a consistent vocabulary. Blakeslee and Spilka (2004) 

argue that the future of technical communication hinges on the quality and impact of our 

research and scholarship (p. 73). They note that as a field, we need to “develop guidelines 

and standards for technical communication research and then to establish a professional 

mechanism for ensuring continuous sharing, support, and information exchange 

regarding our research” (Blakeslee & Spilka, 2004, p. 74).  

The argument about properly articulating methods in the technical communication 

field is nothing new. Several decades ago, Goubil-Gambrell (1992) insisted one way that 

practitioners could help the field of technical communication grow is by learning more 

about the research methods that generate knowledge in the field. She insists that many 

technical communicators have not been exposed to the concepts that help one understand 

how reliable a study is: “practitioners should not blindly accept the findings of any piece 

of research without first examining its methodology in order to make their own 

judgments about whether the research’s conclusions can be generalized” (p. 583). 

However, Goubil-Gambrell (1992) indicates that many in the field do not know how to 

properly examine methodology and that the most common error readers make when 

accepting research is ignoring the methodology and, instead, concentrating on the results 

and conclusions of the study (p. 583).  

An additional trial to the state of research in technical communication is the 

industry/academia divide. Tension has continually existed between those in industry and 

those in academia. Many scholars point to a need to improve the academic and 
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practitioner relationship within our field. Both sides of the industry/academia divide need 

to illustrate the relevance of their research: “We need to provide more opportunities for 

academics to interact with practitioners and to collaborate on joint projects” (Blakeslee & 

Spilka, 2004, p. 82). The industry/academic divide is one that very much impacts the 

ability of the technical communication field to define a research agenda, research 

questions, and a consistent vocabulary.  

My contribution to the field can directly impact the call for stronger, more 

defined, research that is both RAD (replicable, aggregate, data driven) and that bridges 

the industry/academic divide. I see my research as an opportunity to combine a myriad of 

interests I have developed in my ten years of working in the writing studies field. My 

contribution with this research also aligns quite consistently with practical and problem-

solving research that I have conducted in the past, which looks at everyday problems or 

issues associated with curriculum design or pedagogy. The following section outlines my 

research study design, methodology, theoretical/conceptual framework, and methods 

utilized in my research project.  

Methodology and Theoretical Framing  

A “methodology” is often a whole set of methods that have been developed 

according to a specific philosophical theory about how best to research and learn about 

natural or social phenomena. A “framework” is more abstract in meaning, as it refers to a 

coherent set of concepts and relationships that are posited about some phenomena. Still 

and Crane (2016) note that “The word methodology describes a theoretical approach to 

the practice of something, complete with its own set of methods and principles that serve 
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to execute the methodology’s theoretical concepts” (p. 43). While methodology includes 

what methods the researcher actually performs, the theoretical framing provides “the 

foundation from which all knowledge is constructed (metaphorically and literally) for a 

research study [and] it serves as the structure and support for the rationale for the study, 

the problem statement, the purpose, the significance, and the research questions” (Grant 

& Osanloo, 2014, p. 12). 

With this in mind, I selected a mixed methods approach for my research study. 

Mixed methods research is a methodology for conducting research that involves 

collecting, analyzing, and integrating both quantitative (e.g., experiments, surveys) and 

qualitative (e.g., focus groups, interviews) methods into one’s research. Mixed methods is 

an approach that provides a way to share multiple perspectives in a research project 

(Creswell & Clark, 2018, p. 4). Research problems suited for mixed methods approach 

include those in which one data source would be insufficient and results would need 

further explanation. My topic very much fits this description.  

Worldview and Theoretical Framing 

A “worldview” is another word for a framework of ideas and beliefs, in which an 

individual formulates a position regarding how her or she interprets and interacts with the 

world. In research, a worldview provides the foundation for a study. Worldviews impact 

how one designs, carries out, and interprets his/her research. According to Creswell and 

Clark (2018) there are 4 worldviews in mixed methods research:  
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• Postpositivist: determination, reductionism, empirical observation and

measurement, theory verification;

• Constructivist: understanding, multiple participant meanings, social and historical

construction, theory generation;

• Transformative: political and activist, empowerment, human rights, social justice

oriented, collaborative, change/emancipatory oriented;

• Pragmatism: consequences of actions, problem centered, pluralistic, real-world

practice-oriented (p. 36).

My study derives from pragmatism because it reflects my views as a scholar; I am a real-

world practice-oriented scholar. Additionally, previous work I’ve done in my scholarly 

career is based in pragmatism; pragmatism is the view I personally take when addressing 

research problems. Pragmatism is a set of ideas that have come from many throughout 

the years including historical and psychological figures such as, John Dewey (1859-

1952), William James (1842-1910), and Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1-14) to more 

recent scholars such as John Murphy (1990) Pragmatism: From Peirce To Davidson and 

Cleo Cherryholmes and Jonas Soltis (1999) Reading Pragmatisim (Creswell & Clark, 

2018, p. 39).  

The philosophy behind pragmatism is to examine at “what works” and to combine 

various data sets to assess a problem that occurs in daily life (Creswell & Clark, 2018, p. 

39). The epistemology behind pragmatism is practicality.  Pragmatism holds that 

meaning comes from the interplay of thoughts, signs and actions (Houser & Kloesel, p. 

124). According to pragmatism, no ideas are pure, all are the product of communication 
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and must take some form before they can be said to exist at all. For example, ideas are 

texts. We don’t just think them, we write and read them in our minds (Killingsworth & 

Gilberson, 2018). My dissertation study stems from the scholarly tradition of technical 

communication research that grows largely out of or builds on pragmatism.  As noted 

below, my study will use pragmatic analytic tools that allow me to examine the data 

corpus using traditional methods associated with technical communication and mixed 

methods research, the survey and interview.  

Study Design  

My study is informed by pragmatism because: 

• It is interested in the consequences of actions (how content is constructed and

used in OWCs);

• It is problem centered (how content is dealt with for OWCs);

• It is based on a pluralistic philosophy (multiple realities/OWCs are composed of a

plurality of entities); and

• It is real-world practice oriented (people are dealing with the content of OWCs

every day).

Pragmatism is used frequently in mixed methods research because it enables researchers 

to gather all types of data to best answer a question because, traditionally, the questions 

that take a pragmatic approach tend to focus on real-life situations that require multiple 

perspectives (Creswell & Clark, 2018, p. 37). Pragmatism values both subjective and 

objective knowledge, and it uses diverse approaches and includes many ideas. Research 

that is informed by pragmatism is interested in singular and multiple realities. 
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Researchers who use pragmatism to inform their studies test hypotheses to provide 

multiple perspectives from both biased and unbiased opinions.  

The way that I have designed my study reflects the pragmatism paradigm because 

I am focusing on gathering a lot of diverse voices from those who teach and administer 

online writing courses and I am including both objective (survey) and subjective 

(interviews) knowledge. Researchers collect data to examine what works in order to 

answer their research questions. I tend to gravitate towards practical problems in my 

academic research. My past scholarship supports the notion that I am interested in 

problems that affect people’s everyday lives. My project is an extension of that practical 

type of research because online writing instructors must manage a vast amount of content 

in their online courses every day. In addition to using a pragmatic paradigm, the 

following lenses also inform my study: 

• technical communication (best practices for document design),

• content strategy (a framework for understanding meaning),

• learning design theories (how we learn),

• distance learning (history of and theories of how we learn in online spaces), and

• online writing instruction (best practices).

The lenses were built from over twelve years of experience working as an online writing 

instructor, researcher and scholar. These lenses were instrumental in shaping my study. 

My mixed methods research used a convergent design, which brings together 

quantitative and qualitative data sets (Yin, 2018). I selected this design because I am 

gathering two data sets—one quantitative and one qualitative. One of the benefits of this 
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design is that it compares and combines the two data sets to obtain a more complete 

understanding of the problem and to validate one set of findings with another (Creswell 

& Clark, 2018, p. 65). Mixed methods research is a valuable approach because it allows 

researchers to use all of the tools/methods of both (Yin, 2018). Additionally, the 

convergent design recognizes that “qualitative and quantitative sampling techniques are 

not mutually exclusive and can sometimes be used together to develop a more suitable 

sample” (Koerber & McMichael, 2008, p. 462). The process of a convergent mixed 

methods study design looks like this in Figure 7: 

Figure 7. The convergent mixed methods approach (Creswell & Clark, 2018). 

According to Creswell and Clark (2018), there are several benefits and drawbacks 

to using a convergent mixed methods study design. Benefits include:  

• The intuitiveness of the design,

• The efficiency of the design,

• The ability to analyze the data sets together and separately, and

• The facilitation of direct comparison which is a result of the design (pp. 71-72).
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Limitations include: 

• The possibility for different sample sizes (each data set could have a different

number of participants,

• The necessity of merging two types of data (text and numbers), and

• The requirement to explain divergent results (when quantitative and qualitative

results don’t match) (p. 72).

All study designs have benefits and drawbacks, but the nature of the topic and problem I 

am studying warrants this type of study design in order to thoroughly investigate the 

content practices of online writing instructors. The limitations and drawbacks relevant to 

my study will be discussed in Chapter 5 “Conclusion.”  

Some in the technical communication field seem to think that qualitative research 

is interesting to those in our field but that it does not hold up against research in other 

fields because it is hard to generalize this type of research. The “imbalance” between 

valuing qualitative and quantitative research calls for a “complementary relationship” 

which will help the field “achieve the methodological pluralism that others tout as a 

strength of our field (Koerber & McMichael, 2008, p. 470). A mixed methods approach is 

the answer for my research because it aids me in not valuing one method over the other 

and it allows for different data sets to contribute different things to the results. 

Additionally, this study design has a clear process that one follows, which will be 

tremendously helpful in guiding my research and data collection.  
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The following flowchart in Figure 8 illustrates the process I will use to conduct 

my convergent mixed methods study:

Figure 8. Flowchart for My Convergent Mixed Methods Study. 

Flowchart for Convergent Mixed Methods Study on 
The Content Practices of Online Writing Instructors 
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Methods 

I utilized two methods: a survey (quantitative and qualitative) and interviews 

(qualitative). These methods are often used in mixed methods research and are quite 

popular among dissertation studies and scholarly research in technical communication. 

All studies involving human subjects must be reviewed by the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) at one’s school. My study involved both surveying and interviewing human beings, 

so in order to move forward with my study, I had to complete an IRB application and 

submit it for approval through Texas Tech University’s IRB department’s website. My 

IRB application went through several rounds of revision in order to clarify items in my 

study. It was approved on July 29th 2019 IRB #2019-633 (Appendix C).  

Sampling 

Koerber and McMichael (2008) note, “Since at least the early 1990s, technical 

communication scholars have been calling for more rigorous research methods and more 

systematic approaches to research” (p. 454). They argue that selecting a qualitative 

sample is not treated as a systematic approach in technical communication and that most 

discussions of systematic sampling methods refer to quantitative methods (Koerber & 

McMichael, 2008, p. 454). As a field, we (technical communication scholars) lack a 

consistent vocabulary for our sampling methods: “Our field has not yet developed a 

systematic, transferable vocabulary for discussing and evaluating the traits of appropriate 

qualitative samples that can help us to compare such studies to each other and, most 

important, to teach students how to select their own samples for qualitative research” 

(Koerber & McMichael, 2008, pp. 457-58). In order to address this issue in our field, 

Koerber and McMichael (2008) describe the various sampling methods that can be used 
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in qualitative research. One sampling method they describe is purposeful sampling. 

According to Koerber & McMichael (2008), purposeful sampling is defined by the 

following characteristics:  

• The researcher is looking for participants who possess certain traits or qualities

and the researcher is trying to include people who represent the widest variety of

perspectives possible within their sample.

• It is typically used in ethnographic research.

• The sampling criteria is developed in advance of the study and the sample does

not change throughout the study (p. 463).

My study used a purposeful sample because it had the necessary characteristics to answer 

questions about a specific process (content strategy in OWCs). The goal with my 

purposeful sample was to get as many representative voices as I could within my sample. 

Since I specifically targeted online writing instructors and administrators, I aimed to 

collect data from all different types of instructors/administrators: online writing teachers 

only (no administrative duties), those in dual roles of administrator and teacher, 

contingent faculty, full-time, part-time, tenured, tenure-track, two-year college 

instructors, four year college instructors, those that teach online courses only, and those 

that teach a combination of online and face-to-face courses. 
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Survey Creation and Distribution 

The survey questions went through three rounds of revision with one of my 

committee members and were then given to the entire committee and then revised one 

last time. The survey was distributed using Survey Monkey 

(https://www.surveymonkey.com). Survey Monkey offers a relatively easy to use 

interface and allows users to compile survey data in one place and then create data 

visualizations. The program offers an inexpensive paid version that provides more 

features. I had used Survey Monkey before multiple times and was required to use it in 

one of my graduate classes for a project so I decided to use it for my dissertation since I 

was familiar with it. The survey was open for two weeks 07/15/2019-07/29/2019. The 

final question of the survey asked for participants to volunteer for a follow up interview. 

One hundred and fifty people responded; 47% (70 people) agreed to be interviewed. 

To begin my research, the anonymous survey was sent to three LISTSERVs 

utilized by writing instructors across the country. Additionally, I sent the survey to two 

online writing instructors-only groups, a closed membership list, and a closed Facebook 

group. In considering my research topic and problem, I determined that starting my 

research with a survey that asked online writing instructors about their current content 

practices was the most effective way to learn more about the content practices of online 

writing instructors/administrators. In the survey, I asked online writing instructors about 

their content practices for designing, maintaining, and using pre-existing content in their 

online writing courses.  
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I focused on two specific groups that specifically included members that taught 

online writing: The Online Writing Instruction Community Facebook group (269 

members) and the membership list of the Global Society of Online Literacy Educators 

(129 members). From my experience talking with people at conferences, I knew that not 

all online writing instructors know about these two specifically online writing instructor 

focused groups. Therefore, I realized that in order to reach a larger population of online 

writing instructors and administrators, I would need to send out my survey on the three 

most popular to LISTSERVs in the writing studies field: The Council of Writing Program 

Administrators (http://wpacouncil.org) LISTSERV (4406 members) and Association of 

Technical Writers (https://attw.org) LISTSERV (794 members), The Two-Year College 

Association LISTSERV (https://tetyc.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/new-tyca-list-serv) 

(679 members). While these four groups were selected and the survey was sent out to 

them, I do not know how many times, or where, the survey might have been forwarded. 

Forwarding of the survey was out of my control.  The survey was sent to a total of 6,277 

subscribers across the locations distributed. The survey returned 150 responses for a rate 

of 0.02% from all writing instructors. However, since this particular survey focused on 

online writing instructors and administrators it is difficult to determine of the 6,277 

people how many are online writing instructors or administrators.  

Survey Design 

The survey questions were organized around Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) 

Content Strategy Quad, which includes four sections that make up a content strategy: 

editorial, experience, structure, process. Their expanded Content Strategy Quad describes 

what kind of content practices fall under each of the four sections as shown in Table 1: 

http://wpacouncil.org/
https://attw.org/
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Table 1 Valued Elements of the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad. 

Quad Sections Survey 

Questions 

Editorial 

Elements valued in this section: 

editorial mission, target audience, point of 

view, voice and tone, brand. 

2-7

Experience 

Elements valued in this section: user needs 

and preferences, content ecosystem structure, 

user journeys, formats of content, and design 

patterns for use (mobile, tablet, etc.). 

8-13

Structure 

Elements valued in this section: organization, 

intuitiveness for users, categorization of 

content for management of it, structure of 

content for future use, and requirements for 

dynamic delivery. 

14-19

Design  

Elements valued in this section: how will 

content move through the lifecycle, what tools 

are needed to maintain and deliver the 

content, who is responsible for the content 

(stakeholders), what metrics will be used to 

measure the quality of the content, and how 

and when to care for existing content.  

19-25

The survey included thirty-one questions. Question #1 asked for consent after reading the 

IRB consent form, and Question #31 provided participants an opportunity to designate 

willingness to be contacted for a follow up interview. The survey also had five 

background/context questions of which two were sliding scales, two were multiple 

choice, and one was select all that apply. The survey’s core twenty-four questions 

focused on instructor content practices and were based on Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) 
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Quad. Of those twenty-four, twenty asked “yes” or “no,” one short answer, two “check 

all that apply,” and one sliding scale.  

For each section of the quad, six questions were designed. Organizing the 

questions around the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad allowed me to 

score participants’ content strategies based on the four elements of the Quad in order to 

get at research question two. The organization was a suggestion I received from Dr. Craig 

Baehr at Texas Tech University when I discussed my study idea with him early on in the 

process. Each of the six questions were built from various concepts in each of the four 

quad sections (Appendix D). The survey also included five additional questions 

(Appendix E) that asked about participants’ background and teaching experiences and 

asked them to rate the extent to which they felt they have a content strategy based on a 

provided definition of content strategy. The explanation of each of the 4 sections of the 

survey follows.  

Editorial Strategy Questions 

The six questions in the Editorial Strategy section were all “yes” or “no” answer 

selections with an optional, “elaborate on your answer.” The qualitative data that came 

from the “elaborate on your answer” section of each question will be reported in the next 

section. The six questions were: 

• Do you think about course goals when you design new content or share pre-

existing content in your OWCs?

• Do you consider your target user audience when you design new content or share

pre-existing content in your OWCs?
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• Do you consider the voice and tone of the content you design for your OWCs?

• Do you consider the voice and tone of the content you supplement/use (pre-

existing content from the internet or other people) in your OWCs?

• Do you consider how you might fulfill your school’s mission statement (a formal

summary of the aims and values of a company, organization, or individual) with

the content you create or add to your OWCs?

• Do you consider how you might support or align with your school’s brand (how

the school sells/brands itself to differentiate from other schools) with the content

you create or add to your OWCs?

Experience Questions 

Four of the six questions in the Experience section were “yes” or “no” answer 

selections with an optional, “elaborate on your answer.” Two of the questions were “yes” 

or “no” answer selections but included a third option, “I work from pre-designed courses 

and I don’t get to make this choice” and did not have an “elaborate on your answer 

option.” The qualitative data that came from the “elaborate on your answer” section of 

each question will be reported in the next section. The six questions were: 
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• When designing/using content for your OWCs, do you consider your users’ usage

habits preferences (how they access the course, what times do they work, are they

distracted when they work, etc.)?

• When designing/using content for your OWCs, do you consider rigor level of the

content (writing assignments and discussion prompts, lecture concepts, etc.)?

• To what extent do you consider students’ journeys in your course? That is, how

they will access, interact with, navigate, make sense of, etc. the content in your

course?

• Do you consider the format of your content, that is, the types of documents you

and your users will use? (PDFs, Word Docs, audio and visual elements, etc.).

• When designing/using content in your OWCs do you consider smartphone and

tablet compatibility?

• Do you think about how the learning management system or content management

system your school uses for distance education courses shapes or impacts the

content you’re able to design and use and where you’re able to place content in

the course?

Structure Questions 

Five of the six questions in the Structure section of questions were “yes” or “no” 

answer selections with an optional, “elaborate on your answer.” One of the questions in 

this section was a sliding scale of one to ten. The qualitative data that came from the 

“elaborate on your answer” section of the “yes” or “no” questions will be reported in the 

next section. The six questions were: 
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• Do you think about organizing for ease of use when you add content to your 

OWCs? 

• Do you consider labeling or naming course items to make finding the course 

content intuitive for your users?  

• Do you think about the delivery of your course content and how best to 

personalize or make it engaging for users? 

• Do you consider the order in which items appear in the course navigation bar?  

• Do you think about what available course tools in the LMS will you allow them to 

see on the navigation bar?  

• When designing or supplementing your OWCs do you consider your use of 

external course tools and other technologies? 

 

Process Questions 

Questions in the Process section included three “yes” or “no” selections with the 

option to elaborate. The section also included two questions with a list that asked 

participants to check all that apply. One question in this section was a fill in answer that 

asked participants to answer the question openly typing in their own answer. The 

qualitative data that came from the “elaborate on your answer” section of the “yes” or 

“no” questions will be reported in the next section. The six questions were: 
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• When you design content or use pre-existing content, do you think about reuse in 

the future and how the content will work in the future in another OWC? 

• Do you think about the tools you need to use to create, deliver and maintain the 

content in your OWCs? 

• How do you design for or think about updates and maintenance to the content you 

design and use, or borrow and use in your OWCs? 

• When do you give attention (update, design, search for new content) to the 

content for your OWCs? (check all that apply) 

• Are there other stakeholders (department, university, administrators, curriculum 

committee, etc.) involved that get to say no or restrict the type of content you can 

use in your OWCs? 

• How do you measure the quality and effectiveness of your OWC content? (check 

all that apply) 

Background/Context Questions 

The final question set on the survey included four background/context questions 

to learn a little more about the survey participants’ background and teaching situation. 

One of the questions in this section was multiple choice, two of the questions in this 

section were a sliding scale of one to ten and one question was a “check all that apply.” 

The first question in this section asked, “On a scale of 1-10 how much do you enjoy 

teaching writing online (or hybrid) settings?” A slider bar was provided so that 

participants could pick a number from “0=I don't enjoy it at all” to “10=I love it!.” The 

average number for this question was 7.5.  
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Interviews  

Due to Texas Tech University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

recommendation, participants for the interviews were selected from the survey. The IRB 

reviewers suggested that I take volunteers from the survey for interviews. I had initially 

planned to hand select interview participants for the interviews but found this suggestion 

from IRB more desirable. The goal of completing interviews was to supplement and 

enrich the quantitative data from the survey. Interviewing some of the survey respondents 

also allowed me to develop a much richer picture of the content practices of online 

writing instructors and administrators.  

An overwhelmingly large number of participants (70 people/nearly half of the 

survey participants) volunteered to be interviewed, so I utilized a random name selection 

process (https://namepickerninja.com/#) to choose twelve participants to be interviewed. 

My committee and I decided on twelve interview participants as a sufficient number to 

provide enough data but also to not oversaturate the data.  

The interviews were semi-structured and included eight open-ended questions 

(Appendix F). The interviews were conducted using Zoom, an online web conferencing 

platform, and most of them lasted forty-five minutes to one hour. All interview 

participants were able to answer all eight questions in the time allotted. If an interviewee 

was confused by the what the question was asking, I gave clarification. If an interviewee 

did not directly answer the question, I asked a follow up question to ensure the question 

was completely addressed. 
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The interview transcripts were transcribed and then edited to remove any names or school 

affiliations of the interview participants. Once the transcripts had been edited, they were 

sent to each of the twelve interview participants for their approval.  

Approaches to Data Analysis  

My study used two methods for data collection, a survey and semi-structured 

interviews. As noted, the survey had pre-selected and “elaborate on your answer” 

options. To analyze the data collected from these two methods, I used Survey Monkey’s 

tools to glean counts and percentages on the questions that had pre-selected answers. For 

the “elaborate on your answer” questions I used one round of Initial Coding by hand. I 

also used a program called Voyant Tools (https://voyant-tools.org) to analyze document 

terms and word links. These processes allowed for me to interpret the data in meaningful 

ways. 

Interviews 

Interviewees were selected from the overwhelmingly large number of participants 

(70 people of 150 that took the survey) who volunteered to be interviewed and due to this 

large number, I utilized a random name selection process using an online program called 

Name Picker Ninja (https://namepickerninja.com/#). Name Picker Ninja was the simplest 

free online program I found that would randomly pick a name out of a list of names. 

Utilizing a name selection program also helped to reduce bias because it enabled me to 

avoid hand selecting participants. Additionally, using Name Picker Ninja helped me to 

avoid only selecting participants I knew from the field. Using this program, I selected 

twelve participants for interviews because twelve was the agreed upon number from my 
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dissertation committee. The number twelve was chosen because it provided a large 

enough corpus without facing information overload.   

The interviews were transcribed utilizing Descript (https://www.descript.com/), 

an online service that transcribes video and audio files. Descript allowed for a Word file 

of the transcript to be downloaded. That Word file was then edited to remove any names 

or school affiliations of the interview participants. Unfortunately, the accuracy of 

Descript was poor so I worked with each of the twelve transcripts and the original 

recorded audio from Zoom to ensure accuracy. Once the transcripts had been edited, they 

were sent to each of the twelve interview participants for their approval.  

Using these approved transcripts, I then used coding cycles from Saldaña (2013) 

to code the interview responses. Saldaña (2013) suggests pre-coding while transcribing 

the interviews so used highlighting feature in Word to note items of interest (p. 19). Then 

I used three other methods of coding to dissect the interview responses. Saldaña (2013) 

suggest first cycle and second cycle coding (p. 59). I used first cycle coding methods 

(Initial Coding, In Vivo Coding) and completed one round of a second cycle coding 

method (Focused Coding). The complete codebook can be found in Appendix G. 

Survey  

We know from Dillman (2014), Saldaña (2013) and others that when dealing with 

large quantities of written data it is best to use digital tools to aid in managing and coding 

said data. For the “elaborate on your answer” replies from the surveys, I used a program 

called Voyant Tools (https://voyant-tools.org). Voyant Tools is an open sourced web-

based text reading and analysis environment tool developed and launched in 2003 by 
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Stéfan Sinclair of McGill University and Geoffrey Rockwell of the University of Alberta 

(“Voyant Tools About,” para. 3). It is designed to make it easy for you to work with your 

own text or collection of texts in a variety of formats, including plain text, HTML, XML, 

PDF, RTF, and MS Word. Voyant tools describes their site as:  

 A scholarly project that is designed to facilitate reading and interpretive practices 

for digital humanities students and scholars as well as for the general public. What 

you can do with Voyant: Use it to learn how computers-assisted analysis works. 

Use it to study texts that you find on the web or texts that you have carefully 

edited and have on your computer. Use it to add functionality to your online 

collections, journals, blogs or web sites so others can see through your texts with 

analytical tools. Use it to add interactive evidence to your essays that you publish 

online. Add interactive panels right into your research essays (if they can be 

published online) so your readers can recapitulate your results. Use it to develop 

your own tools using our functionality and code. (“Voyant Tools About,” para. 1) 

Voyant offers many data analysis tools, including bubblelines, bubbles, cirrus, collocates 

graphs, corpus collocates, contexts, correlations, document terms and many others 

(https://voyant-tools.org/docs/#!/guide/tools). I chose to utilize document terms and 

collocates graphs to examine each quad section of the “elaborate on your answer” survey 

responses. I felt that these would help me to examine the most frequent words and the 

links between those most frequent words; which words and how they were connected.  
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Selfe & Selfe (2013) note that text groupings, such as text clouds offer a way for 

technical communicators to map heuristics that will help technical communicators 

represent their professional field—its boundaries, objects of study, and identity—to 

themselves and to others” (p. 34).  

Document terms offer a ranked system of the top words used and the frequency of 

use. Simple collocation graphs (or word links) show association and cross-association 

between words in the corpus. Links represents the association of terms in a corpus by 

depicting them in a network through the use of a force directed graph. From Voyant, the 

document terms results display words in table format ranked from most frequent to least 

frequent, and provides a number of how many times each word in a corpus occurred. 

Havre et al. (2002) points out that technical communicators “must make sense of huge 

amounts of unstructured textual data.” One valuable heuristic for making sense of these 

large data sets involves, “exploring multiple visual presentations, or visualizations of the 

data,” each version of which may well “lead to important insights and/or a better global 

understanding of the collection” (qtd. in Selfe & Selfe, 2013, p. 32). Voyant aids in these 

kinds of visualizations of the data. Voyant displays the collocates graph as a “linked 

words” visualization that allows researchers to look at the most frequent words in the 

corpus and illustrates the frequency in the context of the linked words using a line. Links 

represents the collocation of terms in a corpus by depicting them in a network through the 

use of a force directed graph. Force-directed graphs can help visualize connections 

between objects in a network. Because force-directed graphs naturally cluster objects that 

are well connected, they can be both visually interesting and help uncover relationships 

between groups that may not be obvious otherwise.  
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Ryan and Bernard (2003), Creswell and Clark (2018), Yin (2018) and others 

suggest that finding themes can reveal trends in the data so in addition to using document 

terms and collocation graphs for the 537 “elaborate on your answer” responses to the 

survey I also preformed one cycle of hand coding using Initial Coding, “circling, 

highlighting, bolding or underlining, or coloring rich or significant quotes or passages 

that strike you” in order to come up with themes for each of the four survey sections 

(Saldaña, 2013, p. 19). I felt that the themes would provide readers a deeper level of 

understanding as to what the most frequent comments were in each of the survey 

sections. I also included comments that represent those themes in each of the sections in 

the “Results” chapter of this dissertation.  

Rationale for a Mixed Methods Approach 

While I have outlined throughout the sections above the many reasons why a 

mixed methods approach worked best for my study, it is necessary to provide a brief 

summary and rationale to further illustrate the justification for a mixed methods 

approach. There are many ways that one could have addressed this research project. 

Methods such as case studies or ethnographic research could have been utilized to glean a 

better understanding of the content practices of online writing instructors, but these 

methods would have only given very detailed pictures of a few online writing 

instructors/administrators and would not have allowed for generalization of a larger 

population. Additionally, case studies and ethnographies would have provided only 

isolated incidents of a few people and a few universities, so the representative sample 

would have been very small. Utilizing a mixed methods approach for my study helped 

me collect a much bigger sample with more varied data. Through the survey and 
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interviews, I was able to gather opinions from many online writing 

instructors/administrators from a variety of colleges and universities across the country.  

Additionally, using both qualitative and quantitative methods helped me to create 

a more detailed picture of the content practices of online writing 

instructors/administrators. A mixed methods research approach answers questions that 

cannot be answered by quantitative or qualitative alone. Mixed methods helps researchers 

develop broader skillsets because they are using quantitative, qualitative and mixed 

methods research; it bridges quantitative and qualitative approaches. Mixed methods 

research helps solve problems with both numbers and words. The complexity of the 

research problem that I am studying calls for answers that are beyond what strictly 

quantitative or strictly qualitative studies can answer. Utilization of two data sets 

(quantitative and qualitative data) is needed.  

For example, if my study strictly used one method, quantitative, I would find out 

that online writing instructors do indeed have a content strategy, but I would not know to 

what extent they have a content strategy without the qualitative aspects on the survey and 

the interviews. Alternatively, if my study strictly used a qualitative method, I would 

understand the extent to which online writing instructors had a content strategy, but I 

would not know how many instructors identified themselves as having a content strategy 

(one of the survey questions) and how many online writing instructors took the survey 

(how relevant the answers are based on the number of respondents). Further, using a 

qualitative only approach, I would understand what online writing instructors do with 

their content, but I would not know which elements of the Halvorson and Rach (2018) 
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Content Strategy Quad online writing instructors pay most attention to (another benefit of 

my survey since I allocated 6 questions on the survey to every element of the quad). In 

reflecting on the above examples, a mixed methods approach clearly offers the best 

opportunity for me to provide a much more in-depth picture of the content practices of 

online writing instructors. Utilizing this approach allowed me to better answer my 

research questions, which were: 

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and 

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)? 

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing full content strategy as outlined 

by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)? 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The chapter shares results of the study’s data collection. Results focus specifically 

on the content practices of online writing instructors. In each section examples from the 

data illustrate current practices that online writing instructors utilize to manage online 

writing course content. The guiding questions of my research: 

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)?

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing a full content strategy as

outlined by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)?

The chapter reports on the responses from the survey and twelve semi-structured 

interviews. An overview of each method is provided, as well as a summary of the data 

collected.  

Survey Overview 

As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” I sent out an invitation to participate in an 

anonymous survey to three LISTSERVS utilized by writing instructors through the 

following organizations: The Council of Writing Program Administrators 

(https://wpacouncil.org) LISTSERV (4406 members) and Association of Technical 

Writers (https://attw.org) LISTSERV (794 members), The Two-Year College Association 

LISTSERV (https://tetyc.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/new-tyca-list-serv) (679 members).  

https://attw.org/
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Additionally, I sent the survey to two online writing instructors-only groups: a closed 

membership list called The Global Society of Online Literacy Educators 

(https://www.glosole.org) (129 members), and a closed Facebook group called The 

Online Writing Instruction Facebook Group 

(https://facebook.com/groups/owicommunity) (269 members). The entirety of the survey 

design was drawn from Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad, which 

includes four sections: Editorial, Experience, Structure, and Process.  

Survey Results Quantitative Data 

The survey included thirty-one questions. Question #1 asked for consent, and 

Question #31 asked for an email address and interview. The survey also had five 

background/context questions of which two were sliding scales, two were multiple 

choice, and one was select all that apply. The survey’s core twenty-four questions 

focused on instructor content practices and were based on Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) 

Quad. Of those twenty-four, twenty asked “yes” or “no,” one short answer, two “check 

all that apply,” and one sliding scale.  

All questions were answered except for the following. Question #6, “Do you 

consider how you might fulfill your school’s mission statement (a formal summary of the 

aims and values of a company, organization, or individual) with the content you create or 

add to your OWCs?” was skipped by one participant. The open-ended question, question 

number twenty-two, “How do you design for or think about updates and maintenance to 

the content you design and use, or borrow and use in your OWCs?” was skipped by 20 

participants. Question twenty-eight “Please check all that apply to your 
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current employment situation” was skipped by two participants. Results from each 

question is reported below.  

Editorial Strategy Questions 

The six questions in the Editorial Strategy section were all “yes” or “no” answer 

selections with an optional, “elaborate on your answer.” The qualitative data that came 

from the “elaborate on your answer” section of each question will be reported in the next 

section. As noted, the first question on the survey was for participants to give consent so 

questions for the survey and this section began with question number two. Question 

number two asked, “Do you think about course goals when you design new content or 

share pre-existing content in your OWCs?” Responses were: 

Table 2 Question #2 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

147 (98%) 3 (2%) 

Question number three was, “Do you consider your target user audience when 

you design new content or share pre-existing content in your OWCs?” Responses were: 

Table 3 Question #3 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

149 (99.33%) 1 (0.67%) 

Question four asked, “Do you consider the voice and tone of the content you 

design for your OWCs?” Responses were: 
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Table 4 Question #4 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

150 (100%) 0 (0%) 

Question number five was, “Do you consider the voice and tone of the content 

you supplement/use (pre-existing content from the internet or other people) in your 

OWCs?” Responses were: 

Table 5 Question #5 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

134 (89.33%) 15 (10%) 

Question six asked, “Do you consider how you might fulfil your school’s mission 

statement (a formal summary of the aims and values of a company, organization, or 

individual) through the content you create or add to your OWCs?” Responses were: 

Table 6 Question #6 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

73 (48.99%) 76 (51.01%) 

Question number seven asked, “Do you consider how you might support or align 

with your school’s brand (how the school sells/brands itself to differentiate from other 

schools) with the content you create or add to your OWCs?” Responses were:  

Table 7 Question #7 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

37 (24.67%) 113 (75.33%) 
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Structure Questions 

Four of the six questions in the Structure section were “yes” or “no” answer 

selections with an optional, “elaborate on your answer.” Two of the questions were “yes” 

or “no” answer selections but included a third option, “I work from pre-designed courses 

and I don’t get to make this choice” and did not have an “elaborate on your answer 

option.” The qualitative data that came from the “elaborate on your answer” section of 

each question will be reported in the next section. Question number eight asked “Do you 

think about organizing for ease of use when you add content to your OWCs?” Responses 

were:  

Table 8 Question #8 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

148 (98.67%) 2 (1.33%) 

Question number nine was, “Do you consider labeling or naming course items to 

make finding the course content intuitive for your users?” Responses were:  

Table 9 Question #9 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

146 (97.33%) 4 (2.67%) 

 

Question ten asked, “Do you think about the delivery of your course content and 

how best to personalize or make it engaging for users?” Responses were:  

Table 10 Question #10 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

144 (96%) 6 (4%) 

 



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

114 

Questions eleven and twelve were “yes” and “no” answer questions but instead of 

having an “elaborate on your answer” selection, they had a third option “I work from pre-

designed courses and I don’t get to make this choice” Question eleven was, “Do you 

consider the order in which items appear in the course navigation bar?” Responses were:  

Table 11 Question #11 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No I work from pre-designed courses 

and I don’t get to make this 

choice 

139 (92.67%) 5 (3.33%) 6 (4%) 

Question twelve was, “Do you think about what available course tools in the LMS 

will you allow them to see on the navigation bar?” Responses were:  

Table 12 Question #12 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No I work from pre-designed 

courses and I don’t get to make 

this choice 

131 (87.33%) 10 (6.67%) 9 (6%) 

Question thirteen returned to the “yes” or “no” answer selection with the optional 

“elaborate on your answer.” Question thirteen asked, “When designing or supplementing 

your OWCs do you consider your use of external course tools and other technologies?” 

Responses were:  

Table 13 Question #13 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

142 (94.67%) 8 (5.33%) 
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Experience Questions 

Five of the six questions in the Experience section of questions were “yes” or 

“no” answer selections with an optional, “elaborate on your answer.” One of the 

questions in this section was a sliding scale of one to ten. The qualitative data that came 

from the “elaborate on your answer” section of the “yes” or “no” questions will be 

reported in the next section. Question fourteen asked participants, “When designing/using 

content for your OWCs, do you consider your users’ usage habits preferences (how they 

access the course, what times do they work, are they distracted when they work, etc.)?” 

Responses were:  

Table 14 Question #14 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

109 (72.67%) 41 (27.33%) 

For question number fifteen, “When designing/using content for your OWCs, do 

you consider rigor level of the content (writing assignments and discussion prompts, 

lecture concepts, etc.)?” Responses were:  

Table 15 Question #15 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

146 (97.33%) 4 (2.67%) 

Question number sixteen was a sliding scale which asked, “To what extent do you 

consider students’ journeys in your course? That is, how they will access, interact with, 

navigate, make sense of, etc. the content in your course?” Participants could select a 

slider bar and put it between “0=I don’t consider it at all” and “10=I consider it a lot.” For 

this question, the average was an 8.5.  
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Question number seventeen asked, “Do you consider the format of your content, 

that is, the types of documents you and your users will use? (PDFs, Word Docs, audio 

and visual elements, etc.).” Responses were:  

Table 16 Question #17 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

148 (98.67%) 2 (1.33%) 

Question eighteen was, “When designing/using content in your OWCs do you 

consider smartphone and tablet compatibility?” Responses were:  

Table 17 Question #18 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

79 (52.67%) 71 (47.33%) 

Question nineteen asked participants, “Do you think about how the learning 

management system or content management system your school uses for distance 

education courses shapes or impacts the content you’re able to design and use and where 

you’re able to place content in the course?” Responses were:  

Table 18 Question #19 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

139 (92.67%) 11 (7.33%) 



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

117 

Process Questions 

Questions in the Process section included three “yes” or “no” selections with the 

option to elaborate. The section also included two questions with a list that asked 

participants to check all that apply. One question in this section was a fill in answer that 

asked participants to answer the question openly typing in their own answer. The 

qualitative data that came from the “elaborate on your answer” section of the “yes” or 

“no” questions will be reported in the next section. Question twenty asked participants, 

“When you design content or use pre-existing content, do you think about reuse in the 

future and how the content will work in the future in another OWC?” Responses were:  

Table 19 Question #20 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

128 (80%) 30 (20%) 

Question number twenty-one was, “Do you think about the tools you need to use 

to create, deliver and maintain the content in your OWCs?” Responses were:  

Table 20 Question #21 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

140 (93.33%) 10 (6.67%) 
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Question twenty-two was a fill in the blank question that asked, “How do you 

design for or think about updates and maintenance to the content you design and use, or 

borrow and use in your OWCs?” Due to the fact that this was a “fill in an answer” 

question, the results of this question will be reported in the next section on qualitative 

data.  

Question twenty-three was a “check all that apply” question. The prompt was, 

“When do you give attention (update, design, search for new content) to the content for 

your OWCs?” The selections were, “Before the summer semester,” “During the summer 

semester,” “Before the fall semester,” “During the fall semester,” “Before the spring 

semester,” “During the spring semester.” Question number twenty-three results are 

shown in Figures 9 and 10 below: 

Figure 9. Visual breakdown of survey question #23 in the Process section. 
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Figure 10. Numerical breakdown of survey question #23 in the Process section 

Question twenty-four asked participants, “Are there other stakeholders 

(department, university, administrators, curriculum committee, etc.) involved that get to 

say no or restrict the type of content you can use in your OWCs?” Responses were:  

Table 21 Question #24 Participant Response Rates. 

Yes No 

52 (34.67%) 98 (65.33%) 

Question twenty-five was another “check all that apply question.” The prompt 

was, “How do you measure the quality and effectiveness of your OWC content? (check 

all that apply)” The choices were “Test out course shell with colleagues before course 

begins, One course survey during the course, A series of course surveys during the 

course, Pre-course survey, Post-course survey.” The results are shown in Figures 11 and 

12 below: 
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Figure 11. Visual breakdown of question #25 in the Process section. 

Figure 12. Numerical breakdown of question #25 in the Process section. 
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Background/Context Questions 

The final question set on the survey included four background/context questions 

to learn a little more about the survey participants’ background and teaching situation. 

One of the questions in this section was multiple choice, two of the questions in this 

section were a sliding scale of one to ten and one question was a “check all that apply.” 

Question twenty-six asked, “On a scale of 1-10 how much do you enjoy teaching writing 

online (or hybrid) settings?” A slider bar was provided so that participants could pick a 

number from “0=I don't enjoy it at all” to “10=I love it!.” The average number for this 

question was 7.5.  

Question twenty-seven asked, “How long have you taught writing courses online 

(or hybrid)?” This question was a multiple-choice question with the following answer 

choices, “0-2 years,” “3-5 years,” “5-7 years,” “8-9 years,” “10 years+.” The results of 

this question are illustrated in Figures 13 and 14 below: 



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

122 

Figure 13. Visual breakdown of question #27 in the background/context section. 

Figure 14. Numerical breakdown of question #27 in the background/context. 
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Question twenty-eight was a “check all that apply” question with the prompt, 

“Please check all that apply to your current employment situation:” The choices, “I am a 

teacher only (no administrative duties),” “I am an administrator and a teacher,” “I am 

contingent faculty,” “I am full-time,” “I am part-time,” “I am tenured,” “I am tenure-

track,” “I work for a two-year college,” “I work at a four-year university,” “I teach online 

courses only,” “I teach a combination of online and face-to-face courses.” Two people 

skipped this question. The results of this question are illustrated in Figures 15 and 16 

below: 

Figure 15. Visual breakdown of question #28 in the background/context section. 
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Figure 16. Numerical breakdown of question #28 in the background/context section. 

Question twenty-nine was a multiple-choice question, “Do you design your own 

online writing courses or work from pre-designed courses?” Responses were:  

Table 22 Question #29 Participant Response Rates. 

Design My Own 

Courses 

Work from Pre-

Designed 

Courses 

Do a 

Combination of 

Both 

109 (72.67%) 4 (2.67%) 37 (24.67%) 
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Question thirty was another sliding scale question. The prompt was, “Content 

Strategy is often defined as: The strategy a person, or group of persons use(s) to plan, 

create, deliver, and maintain useful and usable content in a specific space/place. In 

considering the above definition, to what extent do you feel like you have an intentional 

content strategy for your OWCs?” A slider bar was provided so that participants could 

pick a number from “0=I don't feel like I have a content strategy at all for my OWCs” to 

“10=I do feel like I have a content strategy for my OWCs.” The average number for this 

question was 8.25. 

Survey Results Qualitative Data 

As noted above, the majority of the questions on the survey had an optional 

“elaborate on your answer” box in which participants could add comments to expand on 

their answer to the question. Of the twenty-four questions based on Halvorson and Rach’s 

(2018) Quad twenty-two did not have an “elaborate on your answer” option. Of the 

twenty-two questions that offered this option, all of the twenty-two questions included 

additional responses. There was a total of 537 of “elaborate on your answer” comment 

responses. The average number of comments across these twenty-two questions was 

25.57. As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” I chose to utilize and online program to help 

with some of the data interpretation. Instead of supplying the 537 comments in this 

dissertation or hand coding the comments, I used a coding program called Voyant Tools 

(https://voyant-tools.org) to capture some of the results of the qualitative data from the 

survey. I did complete one round of hand coding using Initial Coding to gather themes for 

each section of the survey responses (see more on this in Chapter 3 “Methods”).  
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I used Voyant Tools (https://voyant-tools.org/docs/#!/guide/tools) to examine the 

most frequent used words in each of the Quad section of questions and to examine the 

links between words in each section. As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” Voyant offers 

many data analysis tools, including bubblelines, bubbles, cirrus, collocates graphs, corpus 

collocates, contexts, correlations, document terms and many others (https://voyant-

tools.org/docs/#!/guide/tools). I chose to utilize document terms and collocates graphs to 

examine each quad section of the 537 “elaborate on your answer” survey responses. I 

considered each quad section individually in Voyant, copying in only the responses for 

each section at one time. To do this, I exported the qualitative data for each of the 

questions in the Quad section and imported that text into Voyant Tools. Voyant Tools 

then displayed the data corpus using many different tool options. As noted in Chapter 3 

“Methods,” I selected document terms and collocates graph as noted in Chapter 3 

“Methods.” As a reminder, document terms provides a ranked system of the top words 

used and the frequency of use. The linked words or collocation graphs feature provides 

the most frequent words but also shows association and cross-association between words 

in the corpus. Links represents the collocation of terms in a corpus by depicting them in a 

network through the use of a force directed graph. Because force-directed graphs 

naturally cluster objects that are well connected, they can be both visually interesting and 

help uncover relationships between groups that may not be obvious otherwise. The 

results of the document terms and word links are below.  
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Survey Section Themes  

In addition to using Voyant Tool’s document terms and collocation graphs for the 

537 “elaborate on your answer” responses to the survey I also performed one cycle of 

hand coding, using Initial Coding, for each of the four survey sections. I would call this 

cycle of hand coding, “coding light” because my goal wasn’t to complete multiple rounds 

of coding and document how many times each code appeared as I did with the interview 

responses, but instead, I wanted to look for emerging themes or categories in the 

participant responses. I felt that the themes would provide readers a deeper level of 

understanding as to the thematic threads of comments in each of the survey sections. 

Doing this hand coding using Initial Coding also allowed me to work with the data on 

paper and to go beyond what Voyant Tools could do in the document terms and 

collocation graphs. Using Initial Coding, “circling, highlighting, bolding or underlining, 

or coloring rich or significant quotes or passages that strike you” allowed me to come up 

with themes or categories that were representative of the survey section (Saldaña, 2013, 

p. 19).  

After performing Initial Coding on the survey sections I then examined the codes 

and drew themes or categories from them. Themes were derived from the frequency that 

these codes appeared in the “elaborate on your answer” comments for this section. I 

noted if a comment that included a theme that appeared more than once and drew themes 

from the codes that appeared most frequently. Theming was based off of the discussion 

of developing heuristics in Selfe and Selfe, 2013. I included comments that represent 

those themes from each of the sections below.  
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Editorial Strategy Section Themes  

In this section, questions focused on the Editorial part of Halvorson and Rach’s 

(2018) Content Strategy Quad. The Editorial part of The Quad emphasizes: editorial 

mission, target audience, point of view, voice and tone, brand in relation to content 

creation, delivery and maintenance. Initial Coding produced the following codes: 

Table 23 Initial Codes “elaborate on their answer” Editorial Section.  

Codes Produced as a Result of Initial Coding in the Editorial Section  

Quality Matters or the similar restrictions 

to content  

course goals 

student learning outcomes importance of voice and tone 

student focused mission statement 

not really try to 

 

The notations made with Initial Coding allowed for the following categories of 

responses to emerge for this section of the survey: 

• Restrictions on Design 

o participant responses emphasized the forced or voluntary use of Quality 

Matters and/or similar design restrictions imposed by the participants’ 

institutions  

• Designing with Intention 

o attention to designing from course goals or student learning outcomes 

(SLOs) 

o a focus on designing for their student population  

o aligning/not aligning with the university’s mission statement 

o aligning/not aligning with the university’s brand 
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• Personal and Professional Awareness of Presence  

o valuing voice and tone when creating content in online settings 

o conveying personality through the tone/voice of the content  

o being friendly and inviting through voice/tone 

Representative quotations from survey “elaborate on your answer” responses in 

this section include: 

• “All of my content is based around our university's Student Learning Outcomes 

(SLOs).” 

• “I start with course-level learning goals and then design weekly goals to support 

the course goals.” 

• “Quality matters rubric is our guide.” 

• “My students are diverse in terms of age and ethnicity and I use feedback from 

prior students to help shape and design new content.” 

• “I am typically considering my students' attention spans, motivations, and needs 

(both those that they have articulated to me, and those that I'm already aware of).” 

• “Absolutely. User-centered design is an iterative process in my online courses. I 

gather summative and formative feedback and adjust current and future versions 

of the course around learner needs.” 

• “It's important to me to reflect my personality in my OWI content.” 
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• “Voice is VITAL to the assignments, as much so as communication with the 

students. Given that there is little to no personal interaction beyond electronic 

media, phrasing and word choice are vital to communication and successful 

outcomes.” 

• “My voice and tone are the only ways I have to connect to my students. I am 

continuing to adapt to my audience.” 

• “I don't know my school's mission statement.” 

• “My institution's mission statement is not part of my OWI content, but my own 

philosophy which may align with the institution's mission does drive my design.” 

 

Experience Section Themes 

In this section of the survey, the questions focused on the Experience part of 

Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad. The Experience part of The Quad 

emphasizes: user needs and preferences, content ecosystem structure, user journeys, 

formats of content, design patterns for use (mobile, tablet, etc.) in relation to content 

creation, delivery and maintenance. Initial Coding produced the following codes: 

Table 24 Initial Codes “elaborate on their answer” Experience Section.  

Codes Produced as a Result of Initial Coding in the Experience Section  

Student feedback not really/I should  

Ease of use  try to 

lack of skill  limitations 

organized/valuing organization  purposeful designing 

 

The notations made with Initial Coding allowed for the following categories of 

responses to emerge for this section of the survey: 
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• Soliciting Feedback on course design  

o soliciting feedback from students  

o peers or managers on online courses 

• Anticipating/Not Anticipating users 

o noting the fact that perception of “ease of use” is different for everyone 

o not everyone is skilled at/or should worry about anticipating course 

navigation issues for the students  

o many noted that the students are college students and should be 

responsible  

o others noted that the students should just work with what they are given 

(i.e. if they course was not mobile friendly the students should just adjust)  

o emphasis on university limitations and/or LMS/CMS limitations 

• Course Organization and Navigation 

o a focus on organization, using labels, headers, and file names  

o consistency as a valued trait in online courses  

o limiting the options on the navigation bar, and/or hiding items from 

students 

o making the navigation clear and concise  

o avoiding tools all together to minimize confusion for students  
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• Course Design Time and Skill  

o a lot of time spent/little time spent on the design of their online  

o lack of design thinking or formal training on design made it challenging 

for them to design easier navigation for students  

Representative quotations from survey “elaborate on your answer” responses in 

this section include: 

• “Organization and ease-of-use are paramount when adding to my online courses.”  

• “I have revised several times based on feedback from students, but it does seem 

that no matter what I do, some students will be confused.” 

• “I want everything to be clear and easy to find.” 

• “Yes, I try, but we're bound by our teaching and learning department in how we 

organize modules because of their interpretation of NC-SARA standards.” 

• “Having completed two master’s degrees and two graduate certificates online 

myself, I am very conscious of the need to create easily navigable content for my 

students. I don't want them to be ‘lost in cyberspace.’”  

• “Yes, I do. But I'm not always successful at it on the first try. This is especially 

the case when I'm working in a new cultural (and national) environment. I have to 

learn the local naming conventions.” 

• “I spend a lot of time thinking about how to name pages, assignments, and other 

parts of the course to make them accessible to students.” 
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• “‘If kinda’ were an option, I would have chosen that. I think the student audience 

has to engage with the content of academia; we should not have to always 

accommodate students’ preferences. I realize sometimes this leaves some students 

behind, but students should take responsibility for their education and ask.”  

• “We design our own courses, but our CMS admin has taken away the ability for 

us to alter such things; otherwise, I would.” 

• “I hide those items in the navigation that I am either not using or that will not be 

useful for students.” 

• “I try to keep external course tools simple, and I don't use many of them on 

purpose.” 

Structure Section Themes 

In this section of the survey, the questions focused on the Structure part of 

Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad. The Structure part of The Quad 

emphasizes: organization, intuitiveness for users, categorization of content for 

management of it, structure of content for future use, requirements for dynamic delivery 

in relation to content creation, delivery and maintenance. Initial Coding produced the 

following codes: 

Table 25 Initial Codes “elaborate on their answer” Structure Section.  

Codes Produced as a Result of Initial Coding in the Structure Section  

too much to accommodate everyone not really/I should 

student population focused  lack of knowledge/skill 

reliance on CMS/LMS paralyzed by too much to think about 

try to ADA compliance 
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The notations made with Initial Coding allowed for the following categories of 

responses to emerge for this section of the survey: 

• Accommodating Student Users 

o a focus on the fact that it is hard to accommodate everyone so why try 

o lack of knowledge/skill to address these things  

o just too much to do and think about; paralyzed to do anything  

o participants noted that they design what they think students should learn, 

not what the students want to learn  

• Designing for the students 

o consideration of the student population and an attempt to meet them where 

they are at  

o little consideration of the student population noting that the students are in 

college and should just work with what they are given  

• The LMS/CMS as a Content Strategy 

o reliance on the LMS/CMS for the organization and reuse of their content  

o giving minimal consideration to these elements of design, “trying to” or 

“should” consider them 

o an effort to offer different formats and think about future re-use 

o an emphasis on ADA compliance; some said it was a priority while others 

said they let the LMS/CMS and university worry about access issues 

 

Representative quotations from “elaborate on your answer” survey responses in 

this section include: 
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• “I ask students to complete a survey at the beginning of the class so I can better 

understand their usage patterns and needs.” 

• “I think about it some but not a lot.”  

• “I always aim for flexibility in terms of when users can access and submit things 

[...] our students are incredibly busy.” 

• “In college, students are responsible, especially since there is a digital wall 

between us.”  

• “The students are in college. I try to follow good TC principles, but the students 

have to meet me halfway and be able to handle college-level rigor.”  

• “But I should be better at this.”  

• “I try to, somewhat.”  

• “I avoid PDF as much as I can because it is not mobile friendly. I prefer to use 

HTML for text, and most of my classes use Google Docs and Google Drive for 

file storage and sharing.”  

• “I assume my Learning Management software handles those kinds of 

considerations and as long as I follow best practices the delivery will work well.”  

• “Again, I'm thinking about how to present information in a variety of ways--ways 

that are meaningful to the students and best leverage existing technologies to 

support them.”  

• “We have requirements for accessibility, but beyond that I try to choose things 

that are both easy to open and well designed [...] though once again, I'm realizing 

that I'm not as accessible as I could be.”  

• “My main focus is on accessibility and meeting ADA requirements.”  
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• “I probably should, but I don't know enough about the technicalities. The online 

classes I teach are only at the graduate level, and I assume that smartphones are 

not their only interface with the class.”  

• “Sort of, anyway. Smartphones and tablets can all handle MS Word documents, 

PDF files, and HTML5, but I don't give much thought to other platform-

dependent issues.  

• “I try to, but this is probably a weakness of mine, as I don't use either to do work 

in the class. I need to find out how compatible our LMS is and if students are 

finding it workable.”  

• “Our LMS has native mobile compatibility and an app - we can't really customize 

for those platforms within the system.”  

Process Section Themes 

In this section of the survey, the questions focused on the Process part of 

Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad. The Process part of The Quad 

emphasizes: how will content move through the lifecycle, what tools are needed to 

maintain and deliver the content, who is responsible for the content (stakeholders), what 

metrics will be used to measure the quality of the content, how and when to care for 

existing content in relation to content creation, delivery and maintenance. Initial Coding 

produced the following codes: 

Table 26 Initial Codes “elaborate on their answer” Process Section.  

Codes Produced as a Result of Initial Coding in the Process Section  

LMS/CMS copying courses  solicit student feedback  

recycle try to 

stakeholders not really/I should 

no student feedback  fixing confusion 
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The notations made with Initial Coding allowed for the following categories of 

responses to emerge for this section of the survey: 

• Reuse 

o the terms copy, reuse and recycling were used heavily in this section 

• Feedback on Design for Future Use 

o seeking/not seeking formal/informal student feedback on the course design 

o reliance on university for feedback (end of semester course evaluations) 

o fixing confusion noted by students for the next semester 

• Use of LMS/CMS Limitations 

o focused on templates 

o layout of the course 

o accessibility  

• Collaboration with/Limitation of Stakeholders  

o stakeholders noted included instructional designers, program leaders, 

eLearning departments, etc. 

o Quality Matters, formal state board reviews or institutional constraints 

Representative quotations from “elaborate on your answer” survey responses in 

this section include: 

• I don't necessarily think about this when I design content, but I do often use 

materials in other courses easily.  

• Absolutely. I re-use a lot of the assignments with some tweaking to update.  
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• Since my courses are often copied over from semester to semester and for use by 

some new instructors, I think about making videos and such that will translate and 

aren't course specific with due dates and other items.  

• Not really, but I have saved all of my course content in my Google Drive so that I 

can use it again elsewhere. Canvas allows you to import course content from 

another course and even another LMS, but I figured I should keep my own stuff 

handy for when the LMS goes down or if I use a different LMS at another 

institution.  

• I have given this thought, but I feel that making the materials more personalized is 

more valuable than making them reusable. So, in lecture videos and online 

discussion, I will always reference the date, past discussions (frequently referring 

to students by name), and current events.  

• No, I give reuse little thought beyond "Is this consistent in style and contents with 

everything else in the course?" If the content works, great, I'll reuse it. If it doesn't 

work, I'll change it.  

• I find it incredibly difficult to keep up with the tools, especially as someone who 

is not a digital native and has only moderate digital skills/immersion in my life 

outside of school.  

• There is an annual review of what I have done, and if I am not meeting course 

goals, then I might need to change, but otherwise I have freedom.  

• I collaborate with the program director for some of my courses but it is a 

collaborative process and I have not been restricted from using or doing anything 

(yet).  
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• I ask students for feedback weekly to detect and resolve inadequacies in the 

course shell. some we fix on the spot and some get marked for attention after the 

course.  

• I measure student engagement, student confusion, student feedback, all during the 

course, plus I do a post course survey. I read student evaluations, completed after 

the semester.  

• When we are working with grant money from the university, curriculum or course 

designers from Digital Education are involved in the design process (as well as 

Quality Matters reviewers). I don't think they have the ability to outright veto 

anything, but they can strongly suggest.  

• Technically, there is no one that has a "say" over my content; however, I believe 

strongly in a programmatic approach so my colleagues who teach either the same 

course or as part of our program all have a say and veto power over the content 

that I use. I try to share drafts of all my courses with my colleagues prior to the 

semester so that they can see what I'm doing it and how I'm doing it, so they can 

offer feedback/critique of my materials.  

Document Terms and Word Links 

As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” I selected document terms and collocates 

graphs (word links) to analyze some of the data in Voyant. As a reminder, document 

terms provides a ranked system of the top words used and the frequency of use. The 

collocation graphs (or word links) feature provides the most frequent words but also 

shows association and cross-association between words in the corpus. 
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Editorial Strategy Questions 

For this section of questions there was a total of 126 of “elaborate on your 

answer” comment responses over the six questions that had this option. 

Table 27 Number of participants “elaborate on their answer” section one. 

Question Number of 

Comments 

Do you think about course goals when you 

design new content or share pre-

existing content in your OWCs? 

22 

Do you consider your target user audience 

when you design new content or share pre-

existing content in your OWCs? 

18 

Do you consider the voice and tone of the 

content you design for your OWCs? 

21 

Do you consider the voice and tone of the 

content you supplement/use (pre-existing 

content from the internet or other people) in 

your OWCs? 

17 

Do you consider how you might fulfill your 

school’s mission statement (a formal 

summary of the aims and values of a 

company, organization, or individual) with 

the content you create or add to your OWCs? 

27 

Do you consider how you might support or 

align with your school’s brand (how the 

school sells/brands itself to differentiate from 

other schools) with the content you create or 

add to your OWCs? 

21 

 

The document terms tool from Voyant provided the top ten most frequently used 

words in order. The participant responses in this section were: 
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• Course (54) 

• Content (41) 

• Online (28) 

• Students (28) 

• Goals (24) 

• Mission (24) 

• Try (24) 

• Outcomes (19) 

• Use (17) 

• Design (16) 

 

As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” Voyant Tools provides collocate graphs or 

graphs that show a network of higher frequency terms that appear in proximity. These 

“linked words” graphs allow researchers to look at the most frequent words in the corpus 

and illustrates the frequency in the context of the linked words. Linked words in this 

section from the participant responses in this section were:  
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Figure 17. Word links created from participant responses in survey section #1. 
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Experience Questions 

For this section of questions there was a total of 132 of “elaborate on your 

answer” comment responses over the six questions that had this option. 

Table 28 Number of participants “elaborate on their answer.” section two. 

Question Number of 

Comments 

Do you think about organizing for ease of use 

when you add content to your OWCs? 

28 

Do you consider labeling or naming course 

items to make finding the course content 

intuitive for your users? 

23 

Do you think about the delivery of your 

course content and how best to personalize or 

make it engaging for users? 

20 

Do you consider the order in which items 

appear in the course navigation bar? 

17 

Do you think about what available course 

tools you will allow users to see on the 

navigation bar in the LMS? 

21 

When designing or supplementing your 

OWCs do you consider your use of external 

course tools and other technologies? 

23 

 

The document terms tool from Voyant provided the top ten most frequently used 

words in order. The participant responses in this section were: 
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• Students (52) 

• Course (51) 

• Use (34) 

• Try (23) 

• Content (21) 

• Tools (21) 

• Online (15) 

• Yes (15) 

• Courses (14) 

• Design (13) 

As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” Voyant Tools provides collocate graphs or graphs that 

show a network of higher frequency terms that appear in proximity. These “linked 

words” graphs allow researchers to look at the most frequent words in the corpus and 

illustrates the frequency in the context of the linked words. Linked words in this from the 

participant responses in this section were:  
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Figure 18. Word links created from participant responses in survey section #2. 

 

Structure Questions 

For this section of questions there was a total of 152 of “elaborate on your 

answer” comment over the five questions that had this option. 

Table 29 Number of participants “elaborate on their answer” section three. 

Question Number of 

Comments 

When designing/using content for your 

OWCs, do you consider your users’ usage 

habits preferences (how they access the 

course, what times do they work, are they 

distracted when they work, etc.)? 

34 
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When designing/using content for your 

OWCs, do you consider rigor level of the 

content (writing assignments and discussion 

prompts, lecture concepts, etc.)? 

12 

Do you consider the format of your content, 

that is, the types of documents you and your 

users will use (PDFs, Word Docs, audio and 

visual elements, etc.)? 

32 

When designing/using content in your OWCs 

do you consider smartphone and tablet 

compatibility? 

45 

Do you think about how the learning 

management system or content management 

system your school uses for distance 

education courses shapes or impacts the 

content you’re able to design and use and 

where you’re able to place content in the 

course? 

29 

 

 

The document terms tool from Voyant provided the top ten most frequently used 

words in order. The participant responses in this section were: 

• Students (53) 

• LMS (35) 

• Use (35) 

• Course (30) 

• Content (26) 

• Make (19) 

• Try (19) 

• Work (19) 

• Access (18) 
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• Mobile (15) 

 

As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” Voyant Tools provides collocate graphs or 

graphs that show a network of higher frequency terms that appear in proximity. These 

“linked words” graphs allow researchers to look at the most frequent words in the corpus 

and illustrates the frequency in the context of the linked words. Linked words in this from 

the participant responses in this section were:  

 

Figure 19. Word links created from participant responses in survey section #3. 
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Process Questions 

For this section of questions there was a total of 127 of “elaborate on your 

answer” comment responses over the four questions that had this option. 

Table 30 Number of participants “elaborate on their answer” section four. 

Question Number of 

Comments 

When you design content or use pre-existing 

content, do you think about reuse in the future 

and how the content will work in the future in 

another OWC? 

23 

Do you think about the tools you need to use 

to create, deliver and maintain the content in 

your OWCs? 

10 

Are there other stakeholders (department, 

university, administrators, curriculum 

committee, etc.) involved that get to say no or 

restrict the type of content you can use in your 

OWCs? 

45 

How do you measure the quality and 

effectiveness of your OWC content? (check 

all that apply) 

49 

 

The document terms tool from Voyant provided the top ten most frequently used 

words in order. The participant responses in this section were: 

• Course (53) 

• Students (33) 

• Content (31) 

• Online (21) 

• Use (21) 

• Courses (15) 

• Student (13) 
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• Ask (11) 

• Design (11) 

• Feedback (11) 

As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” Voyant Tools provides collocate graphs or 

graphs that show a network of higher frequency terms that appear in proximity. These 

“linked words” graphs allow researchers to look at the most frequent words in the corpus 

and illustrates the frequency in the context of the linked words. Linked words in this from 

the participant responses in this section were:  

 

Figure 20. Word links created from participant responses in survey section #4. 
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Fill-In Answer Survey Question  

The Process section of the survey had Question#22, the fill in the blank short 

answer box to this question:  

“How do you design for or think about updates and maintenance to the content 

you design and use, or borrow and use in your OWCs?”  

 

Because this question had so many more comments/answers than the other questions, I 

analyzed it separately and then added it to the themes in this section. One hundred and 

thirty people answered this question and twenty skipped it. Dillman et al. (2014) tell us 

that when questions require more time participants are more likely to skip the question (p. 

59).This question required them to type in their answer which takes more time than 

clicking through and choosing answers from pre-formed selections such was the case for 

all of the other questions in the survey.  

The top ten most frequently used words in the participant responses in this section 

were: 

• Course (64) 

• Content (60) 

• Semester (41) 

• Design (35) 

• Students (29) 
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• Use (28) 

• Try (27) 

• Update (26) 

• Make (25) 

• Time (21) 

As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” Voyant Tools provides collocate graphs or 

graphs that show a network of higher frequency terms that appear in proximity. These 

“linked words” graphs allow researchers to look at the most frequent words in the corpus 

and illustrates the frequency in the context of the linked words. Linked words in this from 

the participant responses in this section were:  
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Figure 21. Word links created from participant responses in survey question #22. 

 

Interviews Overview  

Interviewees were selected from the overwhelmingly large number of participants 

(70 people of 150 that took the survey) who volunteered to be interviewed and due to this 

large number, I utilized a random name selection process using an online program called 

Name Picker Ninja (https://namepickerninja.com/#), which also helped to reduce bias 

instead of hand selecting participants. Using this program, I selected twelve participants 

for interviews. The interviews were semi-structured and included eight open-ended 

questions. The interviews were conducted using Zoom, an online web conferencing 
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platform, and most of them lasted forty-five minutes to one hour. The interview 

transcripts were transcribed utilizing Descript, an online service that transcribes video 

and audio files. Descript allowed for a Word file of the transcript to be downloaded. That 

Word file was then edited to remove any names or school affiliations of the interview 

participants. Unfortunately, the accuracy of Descript was poor so I worked with each of 

the twelve transcripts and the original recorded audio from Zoom to ensure accuracy. 

Once the transcripts had been edited, they were sent to each of the twelve interview 

participants for their approval. 

Interview Results  

Question #1 

Question one asked participants to provide some background on their position at 

the university. The prompt was, “Before getting started with the official questions, can 

you tell me a little bit about your employment situation and how you’re involved with the 

online courses at your school?” Participants had a bullet list of choices that they could 

also choose from that would further identify their position at their university. Their 

responses to the bulleted list were: 
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Table 31 Interview Participant Responses to Question #1. 

Question List Item Number of 

participants 

who 

selected the 

item 

Question List Item Number of 

participants 

who 

selected the 

item 

I am a teacher only 

(no administrative 

duties) 

 

6 

 

I am full-time  

 

11 

I am an administrator 

and a teacher 

 

6 I am part-time 1 

I am contingent 

faculty 

 

7 

 

I am tenured 4 

I am tenure-track  1 I teach online courses only  6 

I work for a two-year 

college 

2 I teach a combination of 

online and face-to-face 

courses 

6 

I work at a four-year 

university  

10 

 

 

 

Of the twelve interview participants, eleven were working in full-time positions, one was 

working in a part-time position, seven were contingent faculty, one was tenure-track and 

four were already tenured. Six (or half) of the participants taught only online and the 

other six taught a combination of face-to-face and online. Nine worked for a four-year 

university and three worked for a two-year college. Six had administrative or quasi-

administrative duties, while the other six were just teaching with no administrative duties.  
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Question #2 

Question two asked participants to think about the content in their online courses 

and a list of possible content elements was given to provide an example of what elements 

in the online writing course were considered content elements. The prompt stated, “The 

sheer volume of content that each university, individual professor, and instructional 

designer must interact with and maintain in online writing courses can be overwhelming. 

Some of the content could be text, content pages, documents, announcements, images, 

audio or video elements. With this in mind, thinking about using, maintaining and 

designing all of the content for your OWCs makes you feel___.” Responses were:  

Table 32 Interview Participant Responses to Question #2. 

Participant 1  Participant 2 Participant 3 Participant 4 

I'm torn between 

nervous and 

overwhelmed. 

I feel excited when 

I get to create these 

courses 

Maybe not as 

overwhelmed has I 

should feel 

It makes me feel 

overwhelmed. Most 

overwhelming 

before the class 

starts. 

Participant 5 Participant 6 Participant 7 Participant 8 

Mildly 

overwhelmed 

there's a lot there's a 

lot of stuff to do. 

Busy. I just feel 

busy 

Uh, um, in one 

word, often 

overwhelmed 

It makes me 

excited. I love it 

because I love the, 

the content area 

Participant 9  Participant 10 Participant 11 Participant 12 

I guess indifferent, 

at this point I've 

been doing it long 

enough, and I 

figured out a few 

years back, you 

can't always keep 

up with everything 

It makes me feel 

excited, honestly, 

because designing 

courses is my 

favorite part of 

teaching online 

Yeah. 

Overwhelmed. 

Good. That’s a lame 

word, but I like to 

have control over 

all of my content. I 

don't let our 

instructional design 

designers do much. 
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Question #3 

Question three asked about strategy. The question was related to instructors’ 

strategy for managing the content in online writing courses. The prompt asked, “Do you 

think it’s important for online writing program administrators and instructors to have a 

strategy for managing all of the content for their online courses? Explain.” Responses 

were:  

Table 33 Interview Participant Responses to Question #3. 

Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 Participant 4 

Yeah, I do think it's 

important.  For me, 

I guess it comes 

down to um, but 

I'm still sort of 

developing this but 

I started using a 

spreadsheet to track 

the schedule. 

Absolutely. I think 

it's vital to have 

some sort of 

iterative process 

where you revise 

content based on 

user needs 

frequently.   

Yes, and I think 

they need help 

doing it too 

because like I work 

with mine. I have a 

dedicated 

instructional 

designer and she 

doesn't just help me 

with the content, 

but she helps me 

with managing the 

content. 

Yes, we've 

developed a 

strategy or in some 

ways I have 

developed this 

strategy and my 

WPA is very happy 

about. 

Participant 5 Participant 6 Participant 7 Participant 8 

Hmm. Yes, I think 

it is important 

because it comes 

back to what I said 

in the answer 

before because if 

you approach it as 

a billion things, 

then nothing can 

get done. 

Yes, with a but. I 

think that it is 

important for online 

writing program 

administrators and 

program initiators 

in general that they 

have an idea of 

what the general 

scope of this course 

looks like 

Oh gosh. Yeah, no, 

I think it's really 

important. Um, 

because, I am 

concerned in my 

own case that I 

think that things 

can get like a little 

bit chaotic for the 

instructor and for 

the student. 

So yes, the, the 

administration has 

made it so finally 

that we can or do in 

Blackboard what’s 

called a course 

copy. So start with 

copying things over 

from the previous 

semester and then 

what's nice is that 

the college allows 

one to modify all of 

that. 
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Table 33, Continued.  

Participant 9 Participant 10 Participant 11 Participant 12 

Um, I think it 

would be beneficial 

and, uh, and I think 

it would be helpful 

to have input from 

all stakeholders and 

online instructors 

instead of just the 

person who went to 

a conference and 

said, Ooh, this is 

neat. 

Uh, I do, I do. And 

particularly for 

writing program 

administrators, let's 

say you have 200 

sections of comp 

one and maybe 80 

of those sections are 

online. 

Yes, it is important 

to have a strategy. 

We don't really 

have a clear 

strategy for doing 

that. I feel like 

maybe there's two 

things, right? I've 

been thinking a lot 

about how 

designing an online 

course and using an 

online course 

involves so much 

technical writing, 

which I never 

thought about it as 

technical writing 

before, cause that's 

not really my field. 

Yes. I think it's 

very important. I 

think that's why we 

have the training 

program at School 

X. Is it because we 

want to see that the 

TA's curriculum is 

aligning with not 

only our core 

writing program, 

but then also I want 

to be able, to see 

that they are, the 

content they are 

building lends  

itself, I guess to the 

success of the first 

year students who 

are taking the class. 

 

Of the twelve respondents seven provided a clear “yes, it is very important answer” 

(participants 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 11, 12). Four felt it was beneficial but qualified their answer 

with more subtext, or elaboration on their answer (participants 3, 6, 9, 10). One 

(participant 8) had some confusion about the question and answered that copying the 

course from semester to semester in Blackboard was the strategy. When pressed with a 

follow up question on this, that participant continued to talk about copying the course 

from semester to semester in the learning management system.  
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Question #4 

Question four asked participants about pre-designed or template courses. The 

prompt was, “One way to manage some of the content is through pre-designed courses. 

Do you see value in giving online writing instructors pre-designed courses to manage 

some of the content workload?” Eight people answered a clear “yes, they do see value.” 

Three people answered “yes” but for people new to online teaching or new to teaching a 

specific course. One person said “no” and said their college “did not share courses.” 

When pressed with a follow up question as to why courses were not shared, the 

participant indicated that academic freedom was important at their school.  

Table 34 Interview Participant Responses to Question #4. 

Yes Maybe (especially for new 

people) 

No 

8 3 1 

 

Question #5 

 The focus of question five was on talking and thinking about a strategy for one’s 

online course content, “Respond to the following as applicable, A. If you manage others, 

do you talk about how instructors can create and iterate a strategy for the content for their 

online writing courses? B. If you don’t manage others, do you think about how you can 

create and iterate a strategy for the content for your online writing courses?” Responses 

were:  

Table 35 Interview Participant Responses to Question #5. 

 Yes No Kind of 

Instructors (5) 5   

Administrators (7)  4   1 2 
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The answers to this question were divided into two categories, instructors (5 participants) 

and administrators or those that identified as quasi-administrators (7 participants). The 

“Kind of” category was devised to account for those that waivered on their response; 

those that were not a clear “yes” or “no.”  

Question #6 

 Question six asked participants about their process for working with content (new, 

pre-existing, or content maintenance) They could pick one to respond to or respond to all 

three. The prompt was, “Talk about your process for designing, maintaining, and using 

pre-existing content in your online writing courses. Respond to any or all of the 

following: explain the process you use for creating new content, explain your use of pre-

existing content, explain how you strategize the updates/revisions of the content you use 

(self-designed or pre-existing content).” Responses were:  

Table 36 Interview Participant Responses to Question #6. 

Participant Creating New 

Content 

Using Pre-

Existing Content 

Revisions and 

Updates of 

Content 

1 X X  

2  X X 

3 X X  

4 X   

5 X X X 

6 X X  

7 X  X 

8  X X 

9 X   

10 X X  

11 X  X 

12  X X 
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Question #7 

Question seven was linked specifically to Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) definition 

of content strategy. Participants were given this prompt, “Content strategy, or as defined 

by Halvorson and Rach (2018) as ‘guiding the creation, delivery, and governance of 

useful, usable content’ offers a new opportunity for online courses. As a practice, 

‘content strategy helps to define, prioritize, integrate, systematize, and measure content.’ 

With this definition in mind, do you feel like you have a content strategy for the online 

courses you administer/teach/design?” These answers were broken into three categories, 

confident “yes” answers, “yes” answers that followed with a discussion of how the 

strategy they used was not a formal strategy like the one described and Halvorson and 

Rach’s (2018) definition and clearly “no, no strategy” answers.  

Table 37 Interview Participant Responses to Question #7. 

Yes Yes, I feel like I have a strategy but not a 

formalized one or a complete one like the 

definition states  

No 

5 5 2 

 

Five of the twelve participants confidently answered “yes,” they have a strategy similar to 

the one described by Halvorson and Rach (2018). Five people answered “yes,” kind of, as 

in they had a strategy but it was nowhere near as formal as Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) 

definition. Two people answered “no,” they did not feel like they had a content strategy 

as defined by Halvorson and Rach (2018).  

Question #8 

Question eight asked participants for their final thoughts, “Anything else you 

would like to add about related to designing, maintaining or using content in your online 
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writing courses?” Seven participants added final thoughts and five participants did not 

have any final thoughts. The final thoughts from the seven participants were reiterations 

of insights from previous questions. Some examples of participant responses from this 

question include: 

• “I think I'm really in a unique position. Like, I think this stuff I talked about is 

harder to implement in like comp and first year broad programs like. I mean my 

school kind of has this boutiquey tech writing program that we have a lot of 

control over and we don't have a lot of contention and the department. So, I think 

when you have big programs and big departments and your housed in English 

departments and you have lit people, then it just this process is so much harder 

because you're explaining why this is important. Our department gets it like 

they're, you know, we talk about user usability testing and everyone's you know 

on board. So, I would be interested to see if you could.  really come up with a 

solid strategy for those kinds of big box programs.” 

• “I think what I just said actually, again, to reiterate that, I just think you have to 

teach online. Like you have to teach online. You have to assess whether that's like 

small scale assessments of your own courses or larger programmatic assessments 

to too. And you have to constantly revise your content. I don't think you can keep 

using this sort of like pre-canned curriculum all the time, which I know a lot of 

people do, and whatever. I try to promote something different by running this 

program, which is you have to be fresh; you have to make changes, you have to 

figure out what works, what didn't, stay on top of things. Don't just become 

complacent every semester, so on and so forth.” 
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• “Well, I think what I'd add is that I really love your topic because I think 

instructors can learn a lot from the field of content strategy and content 

management and content design. Because we may not be Bank of America, we 

may not have a million accounts, but we have a lot, there's a lot going on. There’s 

a lot of moving parts in an online course and I think content strategy, although it 

comes from this kind of commercial world, I think it has a lot of use for people in 

higher ed. And I think sometimes the literature that I read in OWI and, and then 

research around online writing, it's really focused in, it's completely like in this 

rhet comp silo and it's really focused on writing process pedagogy and it's really 

good, but it misses those other pieces of like, well how are students accessing the 

content? How are they using it? How do we know what's working for them and 

what's not? So, I think people who are really interested in course design and 

online teaching have a lot to learn from that content strategy world.” 

Interview Coding 

In addition to reporting simple “yes” and “no” responses to each of interview 

question, interview transcripts were coded according to a codebook (Appendix G) created 

from two rounds of first cycle coding methods (Initial Coding, In Vivo Coding) and one 

round of a second cycle coding method (Focused Coding). According to Saldaña (2013) 

one should perform pre-coding coding cycle while transcribing interviews (p. 20). While 

editing the muffled transcripts from Descript, I performed pre-coding coding. Saldaña 

(2013) indicates that initial or pre-coding should involve one “circling, highlighting, 

bolding or underlining, or coloring rich or significant quotes or passages that strike you” 

(p. 19). I used a program, Descript (https://www.descript.com), to transcribe interviews, 
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but the quality was quite poor so I ended up having to listen to the recorded interviews 

and then edit each transcript from Descript for accuracy. Due to the inaccuracies of the 

transcripts from Descript, I was able to spend more time assessing the interview 

transcripts and I was able to complete a first cycle of coding of pre-coding where I 

highlighted relevant things that struck me and devised six codes from there.  

Table 38 Codes produced from Initial Coding. 

Codes Produced as a Result of Pre-Coding  

Course Gifting Content Anxiety/Content Frustration 

Lack of Formal Process Time Consuming 

Modality Challenges Institutional Constraints 

Recycling Haphazard Process 

 

From the pre-coding, I moved to initial coding. The initial coding cycle included 

process coding and In Vivo coding. In Vivo coding which is a form of qualitative data 

analysis that places emphasis on the actual spoken words of the participants and the 

coding consists of highlighting their actual words from the interview (Saldaña, 2013, p. 

264). Saldaña suggests that In Vivo is a good first cycle coding method because it pulls 

words directly out of the data (p. 59). The In Vivo coding cycle produced eight codes:  

Table 39 Codes produced from In Vivo coding. 

Codes Produced as a Result of Initial Coding 

Ease of Use Student Ease of Use Instructor 

The LMS/CMS/Instructional Designer as a 

Content Strategy 
Defined Content Strategy 

Realization of a Strategy Putting Out Fires 

Valuing Instructor Autonomy Valuing Exemplars 

Try Should 

Student Feedback Control  
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According to Saldaña (2013), second cycle coding methods suggested by Saldaña 

are, Pattern Coding, Focused Coding, Axial Coding, Theoretical Coding, Elaborative 

Coding, Longitudinal Coding (p. 59). I chose Focused Coding for my second cycle 

coding method. Focused Coding follows first cycle coding methods, such as Initial, In 

Vivo and process (Saldaña, 2013, p. 213). Focused Coding “searches for the most 

frequent or significant codes” in order to help researchers make decisions about which 

initial codes would be most effective (Saldaña, 2013, p. 213). The first two cycles of 

coding produced twenty codes. Focused Coding allowed me to combine similar codes 

and reduce the total number of codes to sixteen. Codes that were combined included, 

“Try” and “Haphazard Process,” which just became “Try.” The codes “Recycling” and 

“Ease of Use Instructor” became “Ease of Use Instructor.” The codes “Realization of a 

Strategy” and “Defined Content Strategy” were grouped under “Lack of Formal Process.” 

The Focused Coding cycle resulted the following sixteen codes: 

Table 40 Codes produced from the Focused Coding. 

First Cycle Codes 

Course Gifting  Try 

Content Anxiety/Frustration Valuing Instructor Autonomy  

Modality Challenges  Valuing Exemplars 

Lack of Formal Process Institutional Constraints 

Time Consuming Putting Out Fires 

Ease of Use Instructor Should 

Ease of Use Student  Student Feedback  

The LMS/CMS/ Instructional 

Designer as a Content Strategy 

Control 
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The finalized codebook (Appendix G) contained sixteen codes. Table 41 

illustrates the final sixteen codes and the frequency of which they appeared over the 

twelve interviews. 

Table 41 Final codes and number of occurrences of each code. 

Code Number of 

Occurrences 

Code  Number of 

Occurrences 

Content 

Anxiety/Frustration 

73 Course Gifting  18 

Should 16 Ease of Use 

Instructor 

78 

Modality Challenges  66 Time Consuming 36 

Lack of Formal 

Process 

46 Valuing Exemplars 63 

Ease of Use Student  57 Putting Out Fires 19 

Try 80 The LMS/CMS/ 

Instructional 

Designer as a 

Content Strategy 

37 

Student Feedback  25 Valuing Instructor 

Autonomy  

33 

Control 25 Institutional 

Constraints 

25 

 

 The results from the survey and interviews produced a lot of data to work with 

and allowed me to investigate themes, trends and possible findings which are discussed in 

the next chapter. Chapter 5 “Conclusion” will interpret and analyze these findings in 

order to better understand the content practices of online writing instructors and 

administrators and the extent to which online writing instructors and administrators are 

practicing full content strategy as outline by Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad.    



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

166 

CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION 

My dissertation investigated content strategy as applied to online writing 

instruction through the framework of Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy 

Quad (see Appendix A). Content strategy focuses on the creation, use, and management 

of content. As noted in Chapter 1 “Introduction,” the impetus for the study was a book 

chapter I wrote, “Creating a User-Centered Experience in Online Courses Through 

Content Strategy,” in Guiseppe Getto, Jack Labriola, and Sheryl Ruszkiewicz’s (2019) 

Content Strategy in Technical Communication. In this chapter, I proposed that content 

strategy offers opportunities for instructors of online courses to manage course content 

and create stronger online courses. In the book chapter, I argued that the use of content 

strategy is appropriate for online courses due to the volume of content (documents, media 

elements, etc.) that online instructors must contend with for their courses (see Appendix 

B). In this dissertation, I built on that chapter by studying the current content practices of 

online writing instructors through a detailed thirty-one question survey and twelve semi-

structured interviews. I also built on that chapter by examining to what extent online 

writing instructors and administrators were practicing full content strategy as outlined by 

the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad. In designing my study, I built on 

several ideas related to online writing instruction:  

• the amount of content in online courses

• lack of design training for online instructors and administrators
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• the fact that most writing instructors are “thrown into” online teaching and “trial 

and error” their way through until they find something that works for them 

• many online instructors have in place or eventually find practices and strategies 

that work for them 

• content strategy (based Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad) 

could help provide a systematic process  

 

These ideas influenced my dissertation study and helped me to formulate the research 

questions: 

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and 

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)? 

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing a full content strategy as 

outlined by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)? 

The final chapter of this dissertation reflects upon the data, aims to interpret themes, and 

provides additional discussion about the data. The chapter recounts relevant findings to 

each of the research questions. The chapter also provides a summary of the key findings 

of the study, identifies the study limitations, and discusses implications for future 

research while reflecting on the future of OWI and content strategy.  

In this chapter, data is interpreted using the previously discussed convergent 

design mixed method approach, where qualitative and quantitative data are reflected on 

separately and together to glean a better understanding of the problem/topic at hand. As 

the chapter begins, I will first provide a brief overview of the demographics of both the 

survey and interview participants in the study in order to illustrate the span of experience 
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and faculty rank. I will then examine the findings as related to research question one, 

mixing results from both the survey and interviews in order to better illustrate the content 

practices of online writing instructors and administrators, research question one: 

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and 

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)? 

Next, I will recount the findings from both the survey and interviews as related to the 

extent to which online writing instructors and administrators are practicing full content 

strategy, research question two: 

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing full content strategy as outlined 

by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)? 

 

The complexities of designing and facilitating an online writing course must be 

recognized and addressed with strategic planning. In looking at existing literature, little 

exists on content strategy as directly related to distance education course design. 

Therefore, my research has the opportunity to help online writing instructors name their 

practice as content strategy and have a systematic content strategy heuristic based on 

Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad, to hone their current content 

practices in order to make stronger online writing courses. Further, content strategy had 

the potential to make the content management for online writing courses much less time 

consuming.  
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Impact of Participant Demographics  

The survey participants were very experienced in online writing instruction. 

Ninety of the one hundred and fifty participants had over five years of online teaching 

experience, which illustrates that the majority of the corpus consisted of experienced 

online writing instructors. Noting this distinction is important to my study because due to 

their experience teaching online one could assume they have developed content practices 

(or at least some basic tactics) for managing the content of the online courses they teach. 

Figure 22 below illustrates the breakout of years of experience among the survey 

participants.  

 

 

Figure 22. Numerical breakdown of question #27. 

 

 The majority of the survey participants were full-time, worked for a four-year 

university and taught a combination of online and face-to-face courses. Roughly one third 

(56 of 150) had administrative duties and one third were only instructors. Only about 

16% were contingent faculty, which runs counter to research on online instruction that 

indicates most writing instruction is done by contingent faculty and most online 
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instructors are contingent (Mechenbier, 2015). The heavy representation of full-time, 

four-year university participants was likely because full-time faculty favor the 

LISTSERVs to which I sent out the survey; it could be that part-time faculty do not 

subscribe to these LISTSERVs (West-Puckett et al., 2015; Toth et al., 2013; Murphy, 

2000). Figure 23 below illustrates the break out of faculty rank and full or part-time status 

among the survey participants. Figure 23 also indicates what type of school the 

participants currently work for in their positions (four-year/two-year college).  

 

Figure 23. Illustration of survey question #28. 

 

Similar to the survey participants, most of the interview participants were full-

time. Of the twelve interview participants, eleven were working in full-time positions, 

one was working in a part-time position, seven were contingent faculty, one was tenure-
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track and four were already tenured. Six (or half) of the participants taught only online 

and the other six taught a combination of face-to-face and online. Nine worked for a four-

year university and three worked for a two-year college. Six had administrative or quasi-

administrative duties, while the other six were just teaching with no administrative duties. 

Interview participant demographics are illustrated in Table 42 below: 

Table 42 Interview Participant Responses to Question#1.  

Question List Item Number of 

participants 

who 

selected the 

item 

Question List Item Number of 

participants 

who 

selected the 

item 

I am a teacher only 

(no administrative 

duties) 

 

6 

 

I am full-time  

 

11 

I am an administrator 

and a teacher 

 

6 I am part-time 1 

I am contingent 

faculty 

 

7 

 

I am tenured 4 

I am tenure-track  1 I teach online courses only  6 

I work for a two-year 

college 

2 I teach a combination of 

online and face-to-face 

courses 

6 

I work at a four-year 

university  

10 

 

 

 

What do the participant demographics tell us? The demographics of the survey 

and interview participants were not what I was anticipating. I went into this project with 

the assumption that most of the participants would be part-time, contingent faculty as it is 

commonly known that the majority of the time writing courses are taught by contingent 

faculty and more specifically online courses are almost always taught by contingent 
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faculty (Mechenbier, 2015). I was expecting part-time faculty to be more represented in 

my data set but there were only 31 contingent faculty out of 162 participants (19%) 

between the two data sets. The impact that the demographics might have made on the 

survey responses could potentially have changed the data from what I was initially 

anticipating. For example, because I was anticipating part-time faculty participating more 

heavily in the survey, I was expecting participant responses to align a lot less strongly 

with the elements of the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad because 

often contingent faculty are rushed and put together their online course design and 

pedagogy quickly. These part-time faculty don’t have the luxury of lower class loads and 

more time that their hierarchically superior full-time faculty do and often these contingent 

faculty are working for multiple institutions balancing a heavy course load (Mechenbier, 

2015).  

Another way that the survey demographics might have impacted the results is that 

it makes the survey results less representative of the whole pool of online writing 

instructors in colleges across the country. For example, much of what we know about 

writing instructor demographics indicates that most of the instructors (including online 

writing instructors) who teach writing courses are actually contingent faculty, in fact:  

From 2005 to 2012, the number of contingent faculty members increased from 

48.2 percent to 52.9 percent at doctoral-granting universities, held steady at about 

61 percent at masters-granting universities, grew from 55 to 57 percent at 

baccalaureate colleges, and stayed constant at almost 80 percent in two-year 

colleges.1 One 2010 study, for example, found that roughly 75 percent of faculty 
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were working off the tenure track, most part-time […] A 2007 Association of 

Departments of English of the MLA study also found that almost 70 percent of 

composition courses housed within English departments are taught by contingent 

faculty. (CCCC Statement on Working Conditions for Non-Tenure-Track Writing 

Faculty, 2016, paras. 3-4) 

Because the numbers tell us that most faculty who teach writing are contingent, I 

expected a number of survey and interview respondents to also be contingent. As noted 

earlier, one of the reasons why the survey and respondents were mostly non-contingent 

(81%) could be subscribers on two of the LISTSERVs: ATTW and WPA. These two 

LISTSERVs could likely be subscribed to by mostly full-time tenure line or tenured 

faculty. Often contingent faculty do not know about the LISTSERVs or resources for the 

field so that could be one explanation of the lack of representation of contingent faculty 

(19%) in the interviews and surveys.  

Findings Related to RQ #1 

 One of the main goals of this project was to investigate the current content 

practices of online writing instructors and administrators. That is, what are they doing to 

manage all of the content for their online writing courses/programs. Research question 

one was, 

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and 

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)? 

While the interviews provided the most useful data to answer this question, the survey 

also provided some insights. This section will begin with a recount of the themes derived 
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from the survey’s 537 “elaborate on your answer” responses. Then will discuss portions 

from the interviews, including how the responses were coded and what the coded 

interviews told me about the current content practices of online writing instructors and 

administrators.  

Survey Representative Themes 

 As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” I approached the survey data analysis in two 

ways, using Survey Monkey’s count and percentage results for the pre-filled answers and 

using Voyant Tools (https://voyant-tools.org) and Initial Coding for the 537 “elaborate on 

your answer” responses. Below I will discuss the survey themes by Quad section 

(Editorial, Experience, Structure, Process) and interpret them based on relevancy to this 

project and future research on this topic. In this section I will also assess the document 

terms and linked words from the survey “elaborate on your answer” responses from each 

section of the survey and suggest the potential implications of these frequently used and 

linked words.  

As a reminder, document terms provides a ranked system of the top words used 

and the frequency of use. The linked words or collocation graphs feature provides the 

most frequent words but also shows association and cross-association between words in 

the corpus. Links represents the collocation of terms in a corpus by depicting them in a 

network through the use of a force directed graph. Because force-directed graphs 

naturally cluster objects that are well connected, they can be both visually interesting and 

help uncover relationships between groups that may not be obvious otherwise. Word 

analysis important to my study because it gives indication of priorities among the 
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participants (Stemler, 2000). Further, we know from Selfe and Selfe (2013) that text 

groupings, such as text clouds offer a way for technical communicators to map heuristics 

that will help technical communicators represent their professional field—its boundaries, 

objects of study, and identity—to themselves and to others” (p. 34). The words used in 

the “elaborate on your answer” allow me to decode or read between the lines in 

participant responses. Further, I noticed that the frequency of the words used sheds light 

on the areas of content that participants feel most or least confident, content areas such as 

Process and Structure.  

Editorial Quad Section Themes, Document Terms and Word Links 

The Editorial Quad questions focused on editorial mission, target audience, point 

of view, voice and tone, and brand. The results in this section showed that participants 

almost unanimously pay close attention to course goals (147 of 150), target audience (149 

of 150), voice and tone of created content (150 of 150), voice and tone of pre-existing 

content (134 of 150) when designing online writing courses. Nearly half of the 

participants (73 of 150) consider how they can fulfill the school’s mission statement 

when designing courses. Very few people (37 of 150) consider how they can align with 

the school’s brand when designing their online courses. In the first section of the survey, 

the question set that represents the Editorial Quad element, participants’ value and take 

measures to fill 4 of the 6 elements.  That is, the answers indicated that most instructors 

are paying attention to most of the elements in the Editorial section of the Halvorson and 

Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad. 
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As noted in the “Results” chapter, the coded themes for the “elaborate on your 

answer” for the Editorial Quad were: 

• Restrictions on Design 

o participant responses emphasized the forced or voluntary use of Quality 

Matters and/or similar design restrictions imposed by the participants’ 

institutions  

• Designing with Intention 

o attention to designing from course goals or student learning outcomes 

(SLOs) 

o a focus on designing for their student population  

o aligning/not aligning with the university’s mission statement 

o aligning/not aligning with the university’s brand 

• Personal and Professional Awareness of Presence  

o valuing voice and tone when creating content in online settings 

o conveying personality through the tone/voice of the content  

o being friendly and inviting through voice/tone 

 

What do the results of the Editorial Quad questions tell us? The themes that resulted from 

the Editorial Quad questions illustrate that participants design with intention, which is a 

good thing, as strategy is very important to OWI (Borgman & McArdle, 2019). Based on 

the results it appears these participants pick specific items to focus on (student 

population, outcomes, etc.) and specific items to devote less attention to (school mission 

and brand) when designing their courses.  
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The representative quotations from survey participants support this, for example 

one participant said, “All of my content is based around our university's Student Learning 

Outcomes (SLOs)” and another participant said, “I am typically considering my students' 

attention spans, motivations, and needs (both those that they have articulated to me, and 

those that I'm already aware of).” While reflecting on the influence of the school’s 

mission statement, one participant said, “I don't know my school's mission statement” 

and another one said, “My institution's mission statement is not part of my OWI content, 

but my own philosophy which may align with the institution's mission does drive my 

design.”  

We know from Halvorson and Rach (2018) that the Editorial Strategy answers the 

following questions: 

• What is our editorial mission? 

• Who are our target audiences? 

• What is our point of view? 

• What is our voice and tone? 

• What brand and language standards do we need to comply with? 

The resulting themes and comments from the participants section illustrate that there is 

room for improvement in the connection between the university’s brand/content strategy 

and the online instructor’s content strategy. That is, a more deliberate content strategy on 

the instructor’s part, which aligns fully with the university’s content strategy, would 

improve the user experience (in the online courses) for both students and faculty. These 
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comments from participants indicate that there is room for faculty to grow their design 

skills and better align with their school’s brand and mission statement.  

As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” I used Voyant to perform a key word analysis. 

Key word analysis (or document terms as Voyant calls it) is one of the most widely-used 

methods for discovering significant words, and is achieved by comparing the frequencies 

of words in a corpus with frequencies of those words. For the Editorial Quad section of 

the survey, the document terms results from Voyant provided the following top ten most 

frequently used words: 

• Course (54) 

• Content (41) 

• Online (28) 

• Students (28) 

• Goals (24) 

• Mission (24) 

• Try (24) 

• Outcomes (19) 

• Use (17) 

• Design (16) 

Because many of these terms were built into the questions in this section it is not 

surprising that some these terms appear most frequently in the corpus, for example the 

terms “course” and “content.”  
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What is also worth noting is how these most frequently used terms align with 

other terms used in the corpus. As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” I also used, linked 

words (or collocates graphs as Voyant calls them). For these, Voyant displays the top 

words in relation to other words in the corpus. So as noted above, course, content and 

online were the top three words in the corpus. The links Linked words from all of the 

participant responses in the Editorial Strategy section were:  

 

Figure 24. Word links from participant responses in the Editorial Strategy Section. 
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 Examining the three top terms, course, content and online individually, we see the 

top linked words for each below in Figures 25, 26, and 27. In examining Figure 25 and 

the word “course” we can see that the connected words were “design,” “goals” and 

“outcomes.” All three of these words appear in the document terms top ten list “design” 

(#10 most frequent), “goals” (#5 most frequent), and “outcomes” (#8 most frequent). The 

connected words in this section could illustrate that instructors think of designing in 

terms of goals and outcomes which is traditional way of designing face-to-face courses. 

Many instructors build from the course goals/outcomes and design their semester from 

those. What proves interesting is that terms such as “students” or “users” are not 

connected to the term “course” even though student users are the reason for creating a 

course in the first place. What is further puzzling about this is that the term “students” did 

appear as #4 in the top ten list of document terms but did not appear to be connected to 

either of the three main terms (course, content, online).  

 

Figure 25. Word links participant responses in the Editorial Strategy Section. 
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 In examining Figure 26 and the word “content” which was the second most 

frequent used word in the corpus, we can see that the words “make,” “try,” and “use” are 

linked. Two of these words appear in the document terms top ten list “try” (#7 most 

frequent), “use” (#9 most frequent). The word “make” did not make the top ten document 

terms list. The connected words in this section are representative of some of the 

comments and themes in this section which seem to imply hesitation when managing or 

maintaining content. For example, one of the themes in this section was “designing with 

intention” and within this theme there were varying degrees of designing with intention, 

including the frequently used phrases, “I try to” or “I should.” Taken another way, 

however, the terms “try,” “make,” and “use” could also represent deliberate moves, 

indicating more confidence in the participants’ ability to design their online courses. 

 

Figure 26. Word links participant responses in the Editorial Strategy Section. 
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In examining Figure 27 and the word “online” we can see that the words 

“courses,” “program,” and “diversity” are the top linked words. The term “online” 

appeared as the third most frequent term in the corpus, but none of these linked words 

appear in the document terms list. The results of the linked words in this section actually 

support the Editorial Quad goals, which are to think about mission in relation to voice, 

tone and target audience. The linked words could represent participants’ views on online 

courses that they are diverse and that the courses are shaped by the program and program 

goals. Further, these terms could suggest that participants’ view online students as a 

diverse group and that they must shape their courses around, which would also support an 

element of the Editorial Quad, which is considering target audience.  

 

Figure 27. Word links participant responses in the Editorial Strategy Section. 

 

Structure Quad Section Themes, Document Terms and Word Links 

The Structure Quad questions focused on user needs and preferences, content 

ecosystem structure, user journeys, formats of content, design patterns for use (mobile, 

tablet, etc.). organizing for ease of use (148 of 150), labeling items (146 of 150), 
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personalizing the delivery (144 of 150), organizing the navigation (139 of 150). The use 

of course tools (131 of 150), consideration of external tools (142 of 150). In the second 

section of the survey, the question set that represents the Experience Quad element, 

participants’ value and take measures to fill 6 of the 6 elements. That is, the answers 

indicated that most instructors are paying attention to all of the elements in the 

Experience section of the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad.  

As noted in the “Results” chapter, the coded themes for the “elaborate on your 

answer” for the Experience Quad were: 

• Soliciting Feedback on course design  

o soliciting feedback from students  

o peers or managers on online courses 

• Anticipating/Not Anticipating users 

o noting the fact that perception of “ease of use” is different for everyone 

o not everyone is skilled at/or should worry about anticipating course 

navigation issues for the students  

o many noted that the students are college students and should be 

responsible  

o others noted that the students should just work with what they are given 

(i.e. if they course was not mobile friendly the students should just adjust)  

o emphasis on university limitations and/or LMS/CMS limitations 
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• Course Organization and Navigation 

o a focus on organization, using labels, headers, and file names  

o consistency as a valued trait in online courses  

o limiting the options on the navigation bar, and/or hiding items from 

students 

o making the navigation clear and concise  

o avoiding tools all together to minimize confusion for students  

• Course Design Time and Skill  

o a lot of time spent/little time spent on the design of their online  

o lack of design thinking or formal training on design made it challenging 

for them to design easier navigation for students  

 

What do the results of the Structure Quad questions tell us? The results of the Structure 

Quad section illustrate that instructors are thinking about their student users and selecting 

specific items on the navigation or limiting the students view for simplicity sake.  

Some instructors noted that they solicit feedback from students in order to assist 

them (the instructors) in making the course a better user experience. However, some 

participants indicated that they did not solicit feedback from students and did not place 

value on their input. Representative quotations illustrate these themes, “I ask students to 

complete a survey at the beginning of the class so I can better understand their usage 

patterns and needs.” Another participant said, “In college, students are responsible, 

especially since there is a digital wall between us.” Another participant noted, “The 

students are in college. I try to follow good TC principles, but the students have to meet 
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me halfway and be able to handle college-level rigor.” Borgman and McArdle (2019) 

remind us that “design and strategy are everything in the success or failure of online 

writing courses and we cannot stress that you need to pay a lot of attention to these things 

as you put together distance education experiences for your students” (p. 88). These 

comments, the document terms and linked words indicate that there is room for 

improvement in designing for the student and faculty user experience which we know 

from Borgman and McArdle (2019) is incredibly important. 

Another theme in this section was the requirements of both time and a certain skill 

level. The participants often noted that they did not have the skill level they wanted or 

that they did not have the time to pay attention to some of the items the Structure Quad 

section. And some mistakenly noted that the LMS was their strategy for addressing these 

items. For example, one participant noted, “I assume my Learning Management software 

handles those kinds of considerations and as long as I follow best practices the delivery 

will work well.” Another participant said, “I probably should, but I don't know enough 

about the technicalities. The online classes I teach are only at the graduate level, and I 

assume that smartphones are not their only interface with the class.” Another participant 

noted, “I try to, but this is probably a weakness of mine, as I don't use either to do work 

in the class. I need to find out how compatible our LMS is and if students are finding it 

workable.”  
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We know from Halvorson and Rach (2018) that Structure (or, content 

engineering) addresses the following considerations: 

• How will we organize content for browse-and-find? 

• What tags are most intuitive for users? 

• How will we categorize content for efficient management? 

• How will we structure our content for future reuse? 

• What are the requirements for personalization, dynamic delivery, AI? 

The results and comments in this section indicate a that more instructors and 

administrators lack training in design (not a new finding but worth mentioning). This lack 

of training also seems to lead to a lack of confidence which could be interpreted from 

some of the representative quotations. What was most interesting in this section and in 

the rest of the data was how many people viewed the LMS as a solution to their lack of 

skill or lack of strategy. This is indicated in the representative quotes above, but also in 

the themes for the Structure Quad section above. For example, some participant 

responses were, 

• “I leave this to the LMS (Canvas) and its local administrators.” 

• “I let the LMS handle that.” 

• “I leave this to the LMS.” 

 

Many participants focused on how the LMS limited their ability to manage the content, 

which is definitely true but the LMS can enhance their ability to manage the content and 

some participants did not seem to see that option. Another aspect of this was reuse. Not 

many of the participants seemed to equate content strategy with reuse of material and 
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understand how thinking about naming conventions and file styles could save time in the 

future. Again, participants noted that the LMS took care of this for them and that their 

thinking about reuse was simply a course copy at the start of each new semester.  

 The top ten most frequently used words in the participant responses in the 

Structure section were: 

• Students (53) 

• LMS (35) 

• Use (35) 

• Course (30) 

• Content (26) 

• Make (19) 

• Try (19) 

• Work (19) 

• Access (18) 

• Mobile (15) 

Because this section of the Quad is centered around the structure of content, it is not 

surprising that participants talked a lot about the learning management system (LMS) and 

how it shapes or constrains the content one builds and the way said content is presented. 

What is positive about this breakdown of word use is that one could assume the majority 

of participants are paying close attention to the students’ usage of the content in the LMS 

as the top three words were “students,” “LMS,” and “use.” The linked words in Figure 28 

also confirms this,  
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Figure 28. Word links created from participant responses in the Structure section. 

 

 Examining the three top terms, course, content and online individually, we see the 

top linked words for each below in Figures 29, 30, and 31. In examining Figure 29 and 

the term “students” we see that the linked words are “accessibility,” “content,” “access,” 

and “work.” Three of these four words appear in the top ten document terms list, 

“content” (#5 most frequent), “work” (#8 most frequent), “access” (#9 most frequent). 

These terms and link to students could illustrate a heavy focus on accessing the content. 

Participant responses in this section clearly placed focus on the students being able to 

“access” the content and for the “accessibility” of the content (Borgman & McArdle, 

2019). These words and links also support the themes in this section and elements that are 

valued in the Structure Quad section. For example, the Structure Quad elements are 
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organization, ability of users to find items, categorization of content and making content 

compatible for reuse. Two themes that appeared in this section were “anticipating/not 

anticipating users” and “course organization and navigation” and the linked terms support 

these illustrating that “students” are the users that participants are anticipating and they 

are “work [ing] ” on “access” and the “accessibility” of the  “content.”  

 

Figure 29. Word links created from top participant responses in the Structure section. 

 

In examining Figure 30 and the word “use” we can see that the connected words 

were “access,” “course” and “ease,” “content,” and “Blackboard.” Three of five of these 

words appear in the document terms top ten list “access” (#9 most frequent), “course” (#4 

most frequent) “content” (#5 most frequent), The terms “ease” and “Blackboard” did not 

appear in the top ten document terms list. Though not directly “Blackboard,” the term 

“LMS” did appear (#2 most frequent) in the top ten document terms list. It is not 

surprising that the terms “course” and “content” were linked to “use” as the course and 

the content are what is actually being used by student users. However, the terms “access” 

and “ease” and “Blackboard” offer a bit more insight into the participants’ views on the 
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elements in the Structure Quad section. The terms “access” and “ease” could be taken in 

a myriad of ways. For example, “access” could be linked to “use” because “access” is a 

goal of using an online course, or “access” is something that is important to the “use” of 

online courses. Additionally, the focus on “access” could be pointing towards  

“accessibility” concerns, along the line of ADA compliance accessibility concerns, not 

just access of the course; access at a deeper level. The term “ease” also could have 

multiple meanings. For example, “ease” of use could be a goal for many online writing 

instructors and administrators. Or, “ease” could mean rigor level of content or “ease” of 

accessing content, such as through file types or mobile/tablet compatibility.  

 

Figure 30. Word links created from top participant responses in the Structure section. 

 

 In examining Figure 31 and the word “LMS” we see that the terms “content,” 

“Blackboard,” “using,” and “institution” were the linked words. Two of these terms 

“using” (#3 most frequent) and “content” (#5 most frequent) appeared in the top ten 

document terms list. Though not directly “Blackboard,” the term “LMS” did appear (#2 

most frequent) in the top ten document terms list. The term “Blackboard” appeared in 
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two of the most frequent words and links graphs, appearing here with “LMS” and above 

with “use.” As noted, this could simply be a manifestation of the word “LMS” which was 

the #2 most frequent word in the corpus. Considering that the focus of the Structure Quad 

section is on organization for users and future reuse of content, it is not surprising that the 

term “LMS” was so frequently used because it limits content and the way that content is 

managed and displayed for student users. An interesting word in this section is 

“institution” which could indicate that the participants’ see their institution as a factor in 

their ability to use, manage or maintain the content of their online courses. Additionally, 

institution could have appeared frequently linked with  

“LMS” because participants meant that their institution limits the content based on the 

“LMS” the institution selects.  

 

Figure 31. Word links created from top participant responses in the Structure section. 
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Experience Quad Section Themes Document Terms and Word Links 

The Experience Quad questions focused on organization, intuitiveness for users, 

categorization of content for management of it, structure of content for future use, 

requirements for dynamic delivery. Consideration of users’ habits and preferences scored 

lower with fewer participants (109 of 150) indicating that they actually consider these 

things when designing online writing courses rigor level (146 of 150), user journeys (150 

of 150), document type/file formats (148 of 150), smartphone/tablet compatibility (79 of 

150) said “yes,” they consider compatibility when designing their online writing courses 

and (139 of 150 note they consider the impact of the LMS/CMS on content. In the third 

section of the survey, the question set that represents the Experience Quad element, 

participants value and take measures to fill 4 of the 6 elements.  That is, the answers 

indicated that most instructors are paying attention to most of the elements in the 

Structure section of the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad.  

As noted in the “Results” chapter, the coded themes for the “elaborate on your 

answer” for the Structure Quad were: 

• Accommodating Student Users 

o a focus on the fact that it is hard to accommodate everyone so why try 

o lack of knowledge/skill to address these things  

o just too much to do and think about; paralyzed to do anything  

o participants noted that they design what they think students should learn, 

not what the students want to learn  

 



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

193 

• Designing for the students 

o consideration of the student population and an attempt to meet them where 

they are at  

o little consideration of the student population noting that the students are in 

college and should just work with what they are given  

• The LMS/CMS as a Content Strategy 

o reliance on the LMS/CMS for the organization and reuse of their content  

o giving minimal consideration to these elements of design, “trying to” or 

“should” consider them 

o an effort to offer different formats and think about future re-use 

o an emphasis on ADA compliance; some said it was a priority while others 

said they let the LMS/CMS and university worry about access issues 

 

What do the results of the Experience Quad questions tell us? Though it is clear that a 

score of 4 of 6 indicates that the implementation of all of the elements in the Experience 

section are not being addressed. In this section the results indicate that the Halvorson and 

Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad could help with the problems participants identify 

and/or the items in this section that the participants noted they ignore or do not address.  

The representative quotations illustrate some of the awareness or lack of 

awareness of student users. One participant said, “I have revised several times based on 

feedback from students, but it does seem that no matter what I do, some students will be 

confused.” Another participant noted, “Having completed two master’s degrees and two 

graduate certificates online myself, I am very conscious of the need to create easily 
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navigable content for my students. I don't want them to be ‘lost in cyberspace.’” Another 

participant said, “If "kinda" were an option, I would have chosen that. I think the student 

audience has to engage with the content of academia; we should not have to always 

accommodate students’ preferences. I realize sometimes this leaves some students 

behind, but students should take responsibility for their education and ask.”  

We know from Halvorson and Rach (2018) that Experience Design answers the 

following questions (among many others): 

• What are our users’ needs and preferences? 

• What does our content ecosystem look like? 

• What are our customers’ journeys? 

• What formats will our content take? 

• How will design patterns shape our content on mobile and beyond? 

The results and responses in this section illustrate that there is room for instructors and 

administrators to grow and develop their skills in course design and delivery but that they 

could use some help. Because the Experience Design section of the Halvorson and Rach 

Quad (2018) is so focused on the user experience, it includes some of the most important 

and most impactful elements for users to consider when designing or developing products 

or services.  
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The top ten most frequently used words in the participant responses in the 

Experience section were: 

 

• Students (52) 

• Course (51) 

• Use (34) 

• Try (23) 

• Content (21) 

• Tools (21) 

• Online (15) 

• Yes (15) 

• Courses (14) 

• Design (13) 

Because this section of the Quad focuses on the user, it is not surprising that “students” 

and “course” were the top used words. The focus of “students” as the users of the online 

course is illustrated in the top ten document terms above and in the Experience Quad 

section elements. The Experience Quad section focuses on the user experience and their 

journey with a product or service. The top ten document terms indicate that the 

participants’ do indeed place focus on the users and the participants at least “try” (#4 

most frequent term) to create meaningful user experiences.  
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Figure 32 below illustrates the word links graph resulting from the top terms in the 

Experience Quad section. What is interesting to me is that the top terms were “students,” 

“use,” “course” as in, students use the course. Students are the focus of an online course 

and they are the users for whom we are designing the experience.  

 

Figure 32. Word links from participant responses in the Experience section. 

 

Examining the three top terms, course, content and online individually, we see the 

top linked words for each below in Figures 33, 34, and 35. In examining Figure 33 below 

and the word “use” we see that the linked words are “ease,” “tools,” and “try.” Two of 

these terms “tools” (#6 most frequent) and “try” (#4 most frequent) appear in the top ten 

document terms list. The use of “use” and its connection to the students and the course 

could be important because it could indicate that participants are focused on how their 

users use the content in their online courses; so participants are trying to make the content 
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useable. Another thing to note is the word “try” and its connection to the word “use.” One 

way of viewing this is how participants see their efforts in trying to make their courses 

useful, they “try” though they may not always feel successful. For example, “try” could 

indicate that the participants are attempting to do something but they seem to lack 

confidence, skill, or time to do so. This is supported by one of the themes in this section, 

“accommodating student users,” which included sub-items such as “it is hard to 

accommodate everyone so why try” and “just too much to do and think about; paralyzed 

to do anything.”      

 

 

Figure 33. Word links from top participant responses in the Experience section. 

 

 In examining Figure 34 and the word “course” we see that “content” and “tools” 

are both linked words. Both of these terms also appear in the top ten document terms list, 

“content” (#5 most frequent) and “tools” (#6 most frequent). These terms and links could 

indicate that participants see the content and the tools as integral to creation of the course 
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experience. The term “tools” proves relatively important in this section because we know 

that the Experience element of the Quad focuses on the user experience and the user 

experience is created by the tools available to create and display the content. The 

participants seem to also make this connection as the results of linked words illustrates. 

The connection between course and content in this linked word series is not surprising as 

the questions in this section of the survey asked participants to consider their course 

content and the experience of the student users.  

 

 

Figure 34. Word links from top participant responses in the Experience section. 

 

 In examining Figure 35 and the word “students” we see that “feedback” and 

“tools” and “content” are the linked words. Both of these terms also appear in the top ten 

document terms list, content (#5 most frequent) and “tools” (#6 most frequent). Two of 

these terms also appear in the top ten document terms list: “content” (#5 most frequent) 

and “tools” (#6 most frequent). The term “tools” appears for a second time in this series 

of word links (it also appeared with “course” above). Tools seemed to be a focus for the 
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participants which was evident in their response. However, “tools” as a term has multiple 

interpretations. For example, availability of “tools” skill level at using “tools” or 

limitation of “tools” due to the LMS or the participants’ skill level with using said 

“tools.” The term “tools” algins with the theme from this section, “the LMS/CMS as a 

content strategy.” Participant responses in this section were focused on how they use the 

LMS/CMS as a tool to design, maintain and reuse their content.  

 

 

Figure 35. Word links from top participant responses in the Experience section. 

 

Process Quad Section Themes Document Terms and Word Links 

The Process Quad questions in this section focused on how content moves 

through the lifecycle, what tools are needed to maintain and deliver the content, who is 

responsible for the content (stakeholders), what metrics will be used to measure the 

quality of the content, how and when to care for existing content. Re-use in the future 

(120 of 150), tools needed for maintenance and delivery of content (140 of 150), updates 
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and maintenance (130 of 150), stakeholder involvement (52 of 150). The other two 

questions in this section were “select from a list” questions that allowed for more 

information on the participants’ content management practices. The Process section of 

the survey also provided insight as to when updates occur, indicating that all participants 

update or maintain their course shells at least once annually in Figure 36. This question 

was used to see how often participants were managing their content. Content strategy is 

something that requires users to continually think about and manage their content. The 

fact that 124 participants update prior to the fall semester and that 117 participants update 

prior to the spring semester indicates that participants are not updating and managing 

their content as much as they should. Additionally, only 97 participants indicated any 

updates happening during the semester. The interesting thing about the results of this 

question is that it illustrates that participants seem to consider content 

development/maintenance/use relative to the deployment of said content to the student 

users. This illustrates that the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad could 

help with more deliberate and frequent updates and maintenance of course content. 

 

Figure 36. Illustration of Survey Question #23. 
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The Process section of the survey also inquired as to how the participants measure 

the quality and effectiveness of the content in their courses: 

 

Figure 37. Illustration of Survey Question #25. 

 

All survey participants answered this question indicating that they do give attention to 

measuring the quality and effectiveness of the content in their courses. In the fourth 

section of the survey, the question set that represents the Process Quad element, 

participants value and take measures to fill 4 of the 6 elements.  That is, the answers 

indicated that most instructors are paying attention to most elements in the Process 

section of the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad.  

As noted in the “Results” chapter, the coded themes for the “elaborate on your 

answer” for the Process Quad were: 
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• Reuse 

o The terms copy, reuse and recycling were used heavily in this section 

• Feedback on Design for Future Use 

o seeking/not seeking formal/informal student feedback on the course design 

o reliance on university for feedback (end of semester course evaluations) 

o fixing confusion noted by students for the next semester 

• Use of LMS/CMS Limitations 

o focused on templates 

o layout of the course 

o accessibility  

• Collaboration with/Limitation of Stakeholders  

o stakeholders noted included instructional designers, program leaders, 

eLearning departments, etc. 

o Quality Matters, formal state board reviews or institutional constraints 

 

What do the results of the Process Quad questions tell us? One strong theme in this 

section was the discussion of reuse of material and planning for reuse. Some participants 

seemed to scoff at the idea of reuse, “No, I give reuse little thought beyond ‘Is this 

consistent in style and contents with everything else in the course?’ If the content works, 

great, I'll reuse it. If it doesn't work, I'll change it.” Another participant noted, “I have 

given this thought, but I feel that making the materials more personalized is more 

valuable than making them reusable. So, in lecture videos and online discussion, I will 
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always reference the date, past discussions (frequently referring to students by name), and 

current events.”  

However, other participants valued reuse and strategized for it, “I need to get 

better at designing re-usable content. I spend too much time creating one-off videos and 

assignments.” Another participant said, “Yes. This might be through how I archive 

content (in html or markdown rather than in document format) or in how I present 

content (in a more-or-less timeless presentation for videos), or even how I write 

instructions (when, where, and how often do I write calendar dates, for example--a hard 

and time-consuming lesson I learned while prepping for my second semester of OL 

teaching).” 

 The Process Quad section themes also indicated an ongoing issue that all writing 

instructors face (whether they are online or face-to-face instructors) and that is, 

stakeholders. The representative themes in this section of the survey indicated that people 

view stakeholders as collaborators or limiters, that is the stakeholders collaborate to make 

a better student experience in online courses, or they limit the student experience in 

online courses. One participant said, “When we are working with grant money from the 

university, curriculum or course designers from Digital Education are involved in the 

design process (as well as Quality Matters reviewers). I don't think they have the ability 

to outright veto anything, but they can strongly suggest.” Another participant said, 

“Technically, there is no one that has a "say" over my content; however, I believe 

strongly in a programmatic approach so my colleagues who teach either the same course 

or as part of our program all have a say and veto power over the content that I use. I try to 
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share drafts of all my courses with my colleagues prior to the semester so that they can 

see what I'm doing it and how I'm doing it, so they can offer feedback/critique of my 

materials.” 

 The top ten most frequently used words in the participant responses in the Process 

section were: 

• Course (53) 

• Students (33) 

• Content (31) 

• Online (21) 

• Use (21) 

• Courses (15) 

• Student (13) 

• Ask (11) 

• Design (11) 

• Feedback (11) 

Because this section of the Quad requires people to think about content reuse, the 

lifecycle of the content, and maintenance and updates, it is not surprising that “course,” 

“students,” and “content” would be the top words used. Somewhat unexpended about this 

section is the lack of focus on feedback as a way to maintain the content. This possibly 

indicates that instructors and administrators are not seeking feedback from students about 

the content of their courses. Feedback on any online course is important because it helps 

to improve the content and course. Even feedback from peers or other writing instructors 
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would be better than no feedback at all. The lack of emphasis on feedback was surprising 

because I assumed that most instructors and administrators seek to improve their online 

courses and do so by initiating feedback on said courses. For example, “ask” and 

“feedback” were two of the lowest frequency words in this section, which indicates to me 

that instructors are not seeking feedback on their courses from students and/or colleagues. 

Linked words from the participant responses in this section were:  

 

Figure 38. Word links from participant responses in the Process section. 

 

We know from Halvorson and Rach (2018) that Process Design answers the 

following questions: 
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• How will content move through its lifecycle? 

• What tools will we use to create, deliver, and maintain content? 

• Who is responsible and accountable for content? Who needs to be consulted and 

informed along the way? 

• What standards and metrics will we use to measure our content quality and 

performance? 

• How and when do we care for our existing content? 

• Who gets to say “no”? 

Similarly to the Experience Design Quad section, the Process Quad section responses 

indicated a reliance on the LMS as a content strategy. One participant noted, “Since my 

courses are often copied over from semester to semester and for use by some new 

instructors, I think about making videos and such that will translate and aren't course 

specific with due dates and other items.” 

Examining the three top terms, course, content and online individually, we see the 

top linked words for each below in Figures 39, 40, and 41. In examining Figure 39 and 

the word “content” we can see that the connected words were “creating,” “structure,” 

“accessible” and “use.” Only the word “use” (#5 most frequent) appeared in the 

document terms top ten list. One of the themes in this section was “use of LMS/CMS 

limitations” and these words and links support that theme by focusing on the link 

between the creating accessible structured content for use by students. The term 

“structure” could be interpreted many ways when linked to content. Participants could be 



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

207 

indicating that the structure of the content is important, or the way that the content is 

structure is limiting. Additionally, another theme in this section was “collaboration 

with/limitation of stakeholders” which offers other implications for the term “structure.” 

Taken in this context participants could be indicating that the “structure” is shaped by the 

stakeholders involved. The term “accessible” can also be interpreted in this manner. For 

example, stakeholders ensure that the “structure” of the content is “accessible” by using 

templates and external content management things, such as Quality Matters, which was 

mentioned frequently in this section of survey responses.  

What these results and responses could tell us is that if instructors and 

administrators had a content strategy that was in alignment with their university’s content 

strategy there might be more collaboration. Additionally, if a stronger emphasis was 

placed on reuse as a valuable thing, not a thing that devalues an online course (as some 

participants viewed it) then instructors and administrators could perhaps have more time 

because they would not be haphazardly making and re-making content each new 

semester. The results and responses in this section also indicate that there is room for a 

content strategy like Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) to make a difference in the approach 

to content design, maintenance and use as a process. If instructors and administrators had 

a systematic process for designing, maintaining and using content then they might also 

feel more confident in their course design and delivery.  
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Figure 39. Word links from top participant responses in the Process section. 

 

In examining Figure 40 and the word “course” we can see that the connected 

words were “design,” “online,” and “student.” All three of these the words appeared in 

the document terms top ten list, “online” (#4 most frequent), “student” (#7 most 

frequent), “design” (#9 most frequent). Because the courses in question were online it is 

not surprising that the terms “course” and “online” are linked. When linked tighter, one 

could read this collection of words as “design the course for online students.” However, 

this collection of words does not necessarily support the items valued in the Process 

Quad, which are how content moves through the lifecycle, who gets to say “no,” how do 

we care for our existing content, etc. An explanation for this discrepancy could be a 

misunderstanding on the participants’ part. For example, the participants in this section 

misunderstood what was being asked and instead of focusing on the content itself, they 

focused on the users of the content.  
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Figure 40. Word links from top participant responses in the Process section. 

 

In examining Figure 41 and the word “students” we can see that the connected 

words were “courses,” “student,” “ask,” and “feedback.” All four of these the words 

appeared in the document terms top ten list, “courses” (#6 most frequent), “student” (#7 

most frequent), “ask” (#8 most frequent) and “feedback” (#10 most frequent). What is 

worth noting in this section is that “students” was linked with “student” perhaps 

indicating a heightened focus (from the participants) on the student users in this section 

of survey responses. The links between “students,” “feedback,” and “ask” are not 

surprising in that a focus of the Process Quad section is measuring the quality of the 

content. Additionally, one of the themes in this section was “feedback on design for 

future use” in which the sub-categories indicated that participants either did or did not 
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solicit feedback from students in order to make changes to the course for future use. 

 

Figure 41. Word links from top participant responses in the Process section. 

 

Interpretation of the themes, document terms and word links helped contribute to 

answering the research questions because it illustrates which content practices instructors 

and administrators are currently utilizing, ignoring entirely, or placing minimal attention. 

By coding the “elaborate on your answer” responses into themes and using Voyant Tools 

to aid in finding the top document terms and word links, I was able to get a better 

understanding of the types of content practices that online instructors and administrators 

place value on and the types of practices they do not place value on, and those that they 

simply overlook entirely. Further, looking at the themes and the quantitative data together 

allows me to see what elements of the given section of the Quad they are attending to and 

which ones they are not.  



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

211 

 Because Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad focuses on the 

entire user experience, it is not surprising that the themes in the individual sections of the 

survey have some overlap. The main themes across all sections of the survey responses 

are:  

• Designing for Users  

o designing with intention/to accommodate users 

o anticipating user needs 

o soliciting feedback on design 

o conveying instructor personality through voice and tone  

o ignoring users, “they are in college now so they should figure it out” 

• The LMS as a content strategy 

o reliance on it 

o using the LMS to meet student needs, such as accommodation and mobile 

use 

o using the LMS to manage, copy and paste content  

o benefits of the LMS 

o limitations of the LMS 

• Course Design Restrictions  

o including time and skill level needed 

o lack of training to make user-friendly courses 

o planning for reuse  

o limitations/collaborations imposed by stakeholders  

o restrictions on design  
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Interviews  

 

The interviews provided more enriched qualitative data because they allowed me 

to learn more about research question one and the content practices of online writing 

instructors. As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” there were eight interview questions and 

the interview responses were coded through three rounds of coding. The interview 

responses were coded using methods from Saldaña’s (2013) The Coding Manual for 

Qualitative Researchers. The codes were developed through three rounds of coding, Pre-

Coding, Initial Coding, Focused Coding and the final codebook (Appendix G) contained 

sixteen codes. Table 43 illustrates the final sixteen codes and the frequency of which they 

appeared over the twelve interviews. 

Table 43 Final codes and number of occurrences of each code. 

Code Number of 

Occurrences 

Code  Number of 

Occurrences 

Try 80 Time Consuming 36 

Ease of Use 

Instructor 

78 Valuing Instructor 

Autonomy  

33 

Content 

Anxiety/Frustration 

73 Student Feedback  25 

Modality Challenges  66 Control 25 

Valuing Exemplars 63 Institutional 

Constraints 

25 

Ease of Use Student  57 Putting Out Fires 19 

Lack of Formal 

Process 

46 Course Gifting  18 

The LMS/CMS/ 

Instructional 

Designer as a 

Content Strategy 

37 Should 16 
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As hypothesized at the beginning of this study, managing the content in online courses 

gives instructors a lot of anxiety and causes a lot of frustration, which is evident by the 

fact that the code for content anxiety/frustration appeared 73 times over the 12 interview 

responses. What is even more interesting is how much the code “try” appeared, 80 times, 

the most of any code in the codebook. As noted in some of the survey data above, “try” 

seems to be a consistent indicator of how participants feel about their content. It could 

also illustrate that participants are not confident in what they are doing with the content, 

instead, they are simply trying to do things with the content and hoping it works out. 

Participants seemed to lack of deliberate intention, which is where a content strategy 

heuristic would benefit online writing instructors, giving them something they can 

deliberately use to manage the content for their online writing courses. In looking at the 

survey data in conjunction with the interview data, “try” also appears quite frequently in 

the “elaborate on your answer” responses from survey participants.  

 

Figure 42. Frequency of word “try” used in each section of the survey responses. 
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In looking at interview responses, the codes for “try” and “should” were some of 

the most frequent codes that appeared.  The code “try” which I defined as, “When a 

participant describes an attempt at a specific strategy, process, or routine for handling the 

content in their online course. They've honed this process through experience, trial and 

error, or self-preservation.” The code “should” which I defined as, “When a participant 

has an ooops I should be doing that’ or ‘I probably should do that’ moment.” What is 

interesting about this data point is how it dispersed among participant demographics as 

illustrated in Table 44 below, 

Table 44 Codes “try” and “should” across participant demographics. 

 

Code 

Title 

Instructor Administrator two 

year 

four year online 

only 

Try 

43 37 14 66 46 

 combination 

online & F2F 

tenured tenure 

track 

contingent 

34 23 8 49 

Should 

Instructor Administrator two 

year 

four year online 

only 

3 13 1 15 10 

 combination 

online & F2F 

tenured tenure 

track 

contingent 

10 6 5 2 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

215 

Similar “I try” or “I should” comments were also reiterated throughout the interviews and 

several of the interview participants noted the lack of time and skill to do the things they 

wanted to do with the content in their courses. For example, one interview participant 

said, “Well there’s strategy. I do have the strategy, but sometimes I don't have the skills 

or resources… Yes, what needs to be done but being able to do it, or having whatever it 

takes to get it done sometimes can be a barrier.” Another participant noted, “Yeah, I think 

what I would like to do is since I feel like you're sort of an expert is if you could send me 

a source or two that I could look at to sort of get caught up on my online pedagogy. That 

would be really helpful.” 

 Another striking finding to me is how many more times the code “ease of use 

instructor” appeared over “ease of use student” did. In my view, online writing 

instructors should be aiming to make the course easy to use for both themselves and their 

students, however, the data shows a clear favorability towards “ease of use instructor” 

with the code appearing twenty-one more times than the code “ease of use student.” This 

code number also gives more insight into the content practices of online writing 

instructors and administrators because it illustrates that a focus of the participants’ 

content practices is making the course facilitation easier on the instructor and the 

navigation easier on the student. A representative comment from one interview 

participant reiterates this notion, “So, I guess I do think about my strategy. I think I could 

probably be more explicit about it. I don't want to make course design and management 

of full-time job itself though.” 
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A related code was the code “control.” In reviewing the responses, I kept seeing 

this noting of “I like to have control over my content” appear over and over and to me 

this gives further insight into the current content practices of the participants as it could 

illustrate that though they find the content overwhelming (another finding), they finding 

being able to manage and control the content satisfying. What is worth noting about this 

notion of control is that often control is out of instructors’ and administrators’ control due 

to restraints placed on them by the institution for which they are teaching. However, 

many participants in the interviews indicated that they liked having control over the 

content because it allowed them to manipulate it in ways they saw fit and as some 

mentioned, it helped them to better support their program goals and their instructors. 

Another thing worth noting is that the idea of control can mean different things to online 

instructors and administrators. For example, a WPA could have control over the 

curriculum and therefore the instructors’ content, or alternatively, an instructor could 

have control over his/her course content without these restraints of control from the WPA 

or writing program. One interview participant said, “And I mean, I think the other 

element for me is like part of me like wants to control everything about each of the 

classes and wants to approve it. But I'm just finding I can't do that. And I've had, I like, I 

have to let stuff go, you know? Which is challenging.” Another interview participant 

noted, “I like to have control over all of my content. I don't let our instructional design 

designers do much.”  
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Other codes that worth noting are the codes, “modality challenges,” “valuing 

exemplars,” and “time consuming” as these all aid in creating a clearer picture of the 

content practices of online writing instructors and administrators. The code “valuing 

exemplars” for example could mean that participants value exemplars to work from when 

creating new or maintaining old content. These exemplars can give instructors and 

administrators a place to start since as participants noted dealing with the content is “time 

consuming.” The code “modality challenges” also reveals some of the content challenges 

of participants because it sheds light on how the LMS/CMS or course structure (hybrid, 

fully online, asynchronous/synchronous) affects the content.  

The valuing of exemplars was also further illustrated in the demographic 

breakdown of participant responses from the interview codes. The code “valuing 

exemplars” which I defined as “When participants acknowledge the value of seeing 

another person's course, teaching from another person's course or a pre-designed course” 

illustrate that the majority of participants like having some content to work from, in the 

form of an existing course, a pre-designed course. Table 45 below illustrates the 

frequency of the code “valuing exemplars” and how it was distributed among participant 

demographics:   

Table 45 Code “valuing exemplars” across participant demographics. 

Code Title administrator two 

year 

four 

year 

online 

only 

instructor 

Valuing Exemplars 36 3 60 40 27 

combination 

online & F2F 

tenured tenure 

track 

contingent  

23 22 5 36  
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Administrators and contingent faculty, those that worked for a four-year 

university and those that taught online only most valued having an exemplar or pre-

designed course to go from when teaching online.  Valuing exemplars/pre-designed 

courses was especially emphasized for first time online instructors. This data point is 

worth noting because it could indicate that participants really valued exemplars, or 

example courses or assignments to use when creating their own online courses. The 

interview responses also echoed this sentiment. Interview participants were in favor of 

pre-designed exemplar courses with the code for valuing exemplars showing up 63 times, 

and survey participants also illustrated a desire to have exemplars noting in the “elaborate 

on your answer” comment option things like, “I design the courses to be as streamlined as 

possible so that students don't become confused. In addition, I make all of my instructors 

use the same design so that anyone entering our online writing courses will see the same 

design throughout (ENGL 110, 120, 219, and 220).”  

 The interviews also allowed me to learn more about the participants’ individual 

situations and experience, which also contributed to me answering research question one. 

For example, question one of the interviews asked participants to talk about their work 

situations, “Before we get into the official questions, can you tell me a little bit about 

your employment situation and how you're involved in the online courses at your 

school?” Participants responded with their rank, status (full or part-time) and their 

involvement with the online courses at their school.  
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The prompt for interview question two stated, “The sheer volume of content that 

each university, individual professor, and instructional designer must interact with and 

maintain in online writing courses can be overwhelming. Some of the content could be 

text, content pages, documents, announcements, images, audio or video elements. With 

this in mind, thinking about using, maintaining and designing all of the content for your 

OWCs makes you feel___.” Participant responses were:  

Table 46 Interview Participant Responses to Question #2. 

Participant 1  Participant 2 Participant 3 Participant 4 

I'm torn between 

nervous and 

overwhelmed. 

I feel excited when 

I get to create these 

courses 

Maybe not as 

overwhelmed has I 

should feel 

It makes me feel 

overwhelmed. Most 

overwhelming 

before the class 

starts. 

Participant 5 Participant 6 Participant 7 Participant 8 

Mildly 

overwhelmed 

there's a lot there's a 

lot of stuff to do. 

Busy. I just feel 

busy 

Uh, um, in one 

word, often 

overwhelmed 

It makes me 

excited. I love it 

because I love the, 

the content area 

Participant 9  Participant 10 Participant 11 Participant 12 

I guess indifferent, 

at this point I've 

been doing it long 

enough, and I 

figured out a few 

years back, you 

can't always keep 

up with everything 

It makes me feel 

excited, honestly, 

because designing 

courses is my 

favorite part of 

teaching online 

Yeah. 

Overwhelmed. 

Good. That’s a lame 

word, but I like to 

have control over 

all of my content. I 

don't let our 

instructional design 

designers do much. 

 

I anticipated that most of the responses to this question would be “anxious” and/or 

“overwhelmed” because I view content in online courses as overwhelming and I think 

many share my view; there is just so much to wrangle in an online course. What I 

realized in hindsight was that this question was partially a loaded question as it contained 

the word “overwhelmed” in it (see discussion of limitations below). Because I view my 
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content as a creative challenge, I was anticipating a few responses that included 

excitement or an indication that the content was a creative challenge for them as well. 

Four of the responses were what I would identify as positive, responses that included the 

words “good” or “excited.” This question helped me understand from the start of the 

interviews how the participants felt about their content and how that influenced their 

content practices. As can be seen from their answers in table 46, many participants also 

indicated how time consuming the content was to them.  

Out of the participant responses, the response that puzzled me or surprised me 

was participant 9’s response, “indifferent” because I have a hard time believing that the 

content makes a person feel “indifferent” due to the fact that there is so much content to 

address in an online course. To me, the qualifier to this comment, “I've been doing it long 

enough, and I figured out a few years back, you can't always keep up with everything” 

indicates a level of frustration, that the content is so overwhelming but this could also 

indicate a “who cares?” attitude, for example, “why try to keep up, no one really cares 

anyway” could be another way to interpret this statement. For example, this participant 

just gave up, or came to accept that not everything is going to be handled. Alternatively, 

the qualifier could have indicated that the participant just accepts that the content is 

always changing and he/she is okay with that and does not try to control it. Either way 

this comment provides insight into the participants content practices and helped me to 

address research question one,  
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• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and 

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)? 

The prompt for interview question three asked, “Do you think it’s important for 

online writing program administrators and instructors to have a strategy for managing all 

of the content for their online courses? Explain.” Participant responses were:  

Table 47 Interview Participant Responses to Question #3. 

Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 Participant 4 

Yeah, I do think it's 

important.  For me, 

I guess it comes 

down to um, but 

I'm still sort of 

developing this but 

I started using a 

spreadsheet to track 

the schedule. 

Absolutely. I think 

it's vital to have 

some sort of 

iterative process 

where you revise 

content based on 

user needs 

frequently.   

Yes, and I think 

they need help 

doing it too 

because like I work 

with mine. I have a 

dedicated 

instructional 

designer and she 

doesn't just help me 

with the content, 

but she helps me 

with managing the 

content. 

Yes, we've 

developed a 

strategy or in some 

ways I have 

developed this 

strategy and my 

WPA is very happy 

about. 

Participant 5 Participant 6 Participant 7 Participant 8 

Hmm. Yes, I think 

it is important 

because it comes 

back to what I said 

in the answer 

before because if 

you approach it as 

a billion things, 

then nothing can 

get done. 

Yes, with a but. I 

think that it is 

important for online 

writing program 

administrators and 

program initiators 

in general that they 

have an idea of 

what the general 

scope of this course 

looks like 

Oh gosh. Yeah, no, 

I think it's really 

important. Um, 

because, I am 

concerned in my 

own case that I 

think that things 

can get like a little 

bit chaotic for the 

instructor and for 

the student. 

So yes, the, the 

administration has 

made it so finally 

that we can or do in 

Blackboard what’s 

called a course 

copy. So start with 

copying things over 

from the previous 

semester and then 

what's nice is that 

the college allows 

one to modify all of 

that. 
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Table 47, Continued.  

Participant 9 Participant 10 Participant 11 Participant 12 

Um, I think it 

would be beneficial 

and, uh, and I think 

it would be helpful 

to have input from 

all stakeholders and 

online instructors 

instead of just the 

person who went to 

a conference and 

said, Ooh, this is 

neat. 

Uh, I do, I do. And 

particularly for 

writing program 

administrators, let's 

say you have 200 

sections of comp 

one and maybe 80 

of those sections are 

online. 

Yes, it is important 

to have a strategy. 

We don't really 

have a clear 

strategy for doing 

that. I feel like 

maybe there's two 

things, right? I've 

been thinking a lot 

about how 

designing an online 

course and using an 

online course 

involves so much 

technical writing, 

which I never 

thought about it as 

technical writing 

before, cause that's 

not really my field. 

Yes. I think it's 

very important. I 

think that's why we 

have the training 

program at School 

X. Is it because we 

want to see that the 

TA's curriculum is 

aligning with not 

only our core 

writing program, 

but then also I want 

to be able, to see 

that they are, the 

content they are 

building lends  

itself, I guess to the 

success of the first 

year students who 

are taking the class. 

 

What do these responses tell us about the content practices of online writing 

instructors and administrators? From the participant responses in table 47 it is clear that 

time has a major impact on the content. Additionally, the participant responses seem to 

suggest that there are a lot of moving parts and “if you approach it as a billion things, 

then nothing can get done.” As one participant notes, “things can get a little bit chaotic 

for the instructor” so it seems natural that all participants thought it was beneficial to 

have a strategy. I also noticed in the responses that many felt that strategy was important 

for composition courses, when there were more courses and sections involved. Does this 

indicate that the participants do not think it is important when there are fewer sections 

involved? Not necessarily. What is revealing in all participant responses is how the 

participants continually stress the “chaos” and “lot of moving parts” that are inherent to 
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online courses and clearly when there are more sections, there is more “chaos” and there 

are more “moving parts.” What this indicates to me about the participants’ current 

content practices is that they are struggling to keep up with the content. As one 

participant notes, “We don't really have a clear strategy for doing that” and another 

participant noted, “For me, I guess it comes down to um, but I'm still sort of developing 

this but I started using a spreadsheet to track the schedule.” These responses could 

indicate that the content proves stressful or overwhelming to the participants and that 

their current practices for managing it are not sufficient or still developing.  

The prompt for question four was, “One way to manage some of the content is 

through pre-designed courses. Do you see value in giving online writing instructors pre-

designed courses to manage some of the content workload?”  

Table 48 Interview Participant Responses to Question #4. 

Yes Maybe  

(especially for new people) 

No 

8 3 1 

 

I was surprised by the degree to which participants were accepting of pre-designed 

courses to an extent. In reviewing this data, I added a category of “maybe” because I had 

three participants who were not clear on “yes” or “no.” Question four brought up 

discussion of academic freedom. The one participant that said “no” was strongly against 

pre-designed courses because they limited instructors’ ability to create and teach a course 

how they saw fit. However, surprisingly the majority of people were in favor of pre-

designed courses. I say surprisingly because in my professional experience in talking to 

people at conferences and attending conference sessions, it would appear that in the field 
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of writing studies places high value on instructor autonomy. Therefore, I was expecting 

fewer “yes” responses and more “no” responses to this question. What this indicates 

about the current content practices of online writing instructors and administrators is that 

perhaps they value having exemplars or pre-designed templates to work from when 

designing and managing the content for their courses. The responses here could also 

indicate that one of the current content practices of online writing instructors and 

administrators is to work from existing materials. That is, perhaps one of the ways that 

the participants address the content is by starting with the previous semester course and 

working from there to edit and revise based on instructor and/or student feedback.  

Question five was, “Respond to the following as applicable,  

a. If you manage others, do you talk about how instructors can create and iterate a 

strategy for the content for their online writing courses? 

b. If you don’t manage others, do you think about how you can create and iterate a 

strategy for the content for your online writing courses?” Participant responses were:  

Table 49 Interview Participant Responses to Question #5. 

 Yes No Kind of 

Instructors (5) 5 0 0 

Administrators (7) 4 1 2 

 

As an online instructor, I think continually about my strategy and process for the online 

courses I teach and design and I was anticipating than many others do too. I was not 

wrong. Nine of the twelve participants indicated that they either think about or talk with 

others about strategies for managing the content in their online courses. What this tells us 

about the current practices of online writing instructors and administrators is that they do 
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see content as something that needs to be manage with strategy. While this is not a 

particularly insightful notion, it is positive for my study because it could indicate a 

willingness to try a new strategy heuristic for content management. I know from personal 

experience that the longer I’ve taught online, the more I’ve thought about strategy and 

making myself and my courses more efficient and it is clear in the participant responses 

in this study that others are interested in efficiency too. One thing worth noting is that the 

administrators’ responses were mixed, one “no,” four “yes” and 2 “kind of.” Perhaps this 

is because administrators have not ever taught online before; therefore, they would not 

know how much of online teaching is strategy. What was interesting about this response 

set was that those administrators who were new to their role or had never taught online 

before did not spend time on strategy or “kind of” spent time talking about strategy. 

While those that had previously been online teachers or currently taught online in an 

administrative role did talk about strategy with their instructors.  

The prompt for interview question six was, “Talk about your process for 

designing, maintaining, and using pre-existing content in your online writing courses. 

Respond to any or all of the following: explain the process you use for creating new 

content, explain your use of pre-existing content, explain how you strategize the 

updates/revisions of the content you use (self-designed or pre-existing content).” 

Participant responses were: 
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Table 50 Interview Participant Responses to Question #6. 

Participant Creating New 

Content 

Using Pre-

Existing Content 

Revisions and 

Updates of 

Content 

1 X X  

2  X X 

3 X X  

4 X   

5 X X X 

6 X X  

7 X  X 

8  X X 

9 X   

10 X X  

11 X  X 

12  X X 

 

The responses in this section reveal quite a bit about what the current content practices of 

online writing instructors and administrators are. For example, nine of twelve participants 

addressed their process for creating new content and eight of twelve participants 

addressed their process for using pre-existing content. One thing worth noting in this set 

of responses was how few participants talked about the updates, revision and 

maintenance aspects of the content. To me, updates, revision, and maintenance, are huge 

parts of an online course, yet only half of the participants talked about their 

revision/maintenance processes. Now, this could be due to the fact that they had the 

option to talk about three different types of content and creating new content was more 

valuable to them, or perhaps they do more creation of new content than they do using 

pre-existing or updating past content.  
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However, in thinking about content strategy and application of it to online writing 

courses, updates, revision, and maintenance are key to the content lifecycle (a huge part 

of one’s content strategy). What is revealing about these responses is how they shed light 

on the existing content practices of online writing instructors and administrators and 

further supported a finding from the survey (the LMS/CMS as a content strategy). For 

example, one participant said, “So yes, the, the administration has made it so finally that 

we can or do in Blackboard what’s called a course copy. So, start with copying things 

over from the previous semester and then what's nice is that the college allows one to 

modify all of that.” Another participant, an administrator, viewed herself and the LMS at 

her school as the content strategy for the department. She elaborated on how content gets 

created in their program, “I’ll say one thing though is that I am the content strategy, that's 

the thing. Maybe the answer is because I do all of this, it's going to be super interesting to 

see what you find, because I do all of this for all of our instructors, so they don't have to, 

so I am the content strategist.” This response was fascinating as it is exactly what I’m 

trying to get at in my research; that online writing instructors are functioning at content 

strategists.  

 The lack of attention to revision was also present in a few of the participant 

comments. For example, one participant stated, “When we developed the online class the 

master shell, it was based on my onsite class, which I have been teaching for quite a few 

years now.” And another participant said, “When we originally designed the class, we 

tried to keep the content elements of it as like able to be as evergreen as possible for the 

next three years.” What these comments and the whole of the participant responses could 

indicate is that the participants attempt to get a course set up (like a master course) and 
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then manipulate the content from that master course. What this could reveal is that the 

content practices of online writing instructors and administrators are developing 

alongside the course they are developing. In reflecting on this question, I think another 

study of how online writing instructors update, revise, and maintain their online courses 

would provide a lot more insight into this aspect of online writing instructors’ content 

practices (see more discussion on this in the limitations section).  

For question seven, participants were given this prompt, “Content strategy, or as 

defined by Halvorson and Rach (2018) as ‘guiding the creation, delivery, and governance 

of useful, usable content’ offers a new opportunity for online courses. As a practice, 

‘content strategy helps to define, prioritize, integrate, systematize, and measure content.’ 

With this definition in mind, do you feel like you have a content strategy for the online 

courses you administer/teach/design?”   

Table 51 Interview Participant Responses to Question #7. 

Yes Yes, I feel like I have a strategy but not a 

formalized one or a complete one like the 

definition states  

No 

5 5 2 
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The results of this question will be discussed below in the “Practice of Full Content 

Strategy” section which focuses on research question two,  

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing full content strategy as outlined 

by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)? 

 

Question eight asked participants for their final thoughts, “Anything else you 

would like to add about related to designing, maintaining or using content in your online 

writing courses?” Seven participants added final thoughts and five participants did not 

have any final thoughts. The final thoughts from the seven participants were reiterations 

of insights from previous questions. The fact that only seven of the participants had any 

additional thoughts to add was reassuring to me because that meant that I’d asked good 

questions and that the participants had felt that they were able to articulate themselves 

fully. Additionally, because the seven that did offer further comments simply offered 

iterations of previous comments (no new comments) this further illustrated to me that 

participants felt as if they understood the questions and had provided useful information 

for my study in their responses. For example, one participant said, 

Yeah, I guess right now I'm teaching my third 3rd asynchronous online course 

will be starting on Monday. So, I feel like I have a lot to learn yet. I feel like 

thinking about content has been a little bit frustrating and it would've been helpful 

if I would have had maybe seen Person X’s page or one of your pages a year and 

a half ago before I started down this road.  

Another participant said, “No. That's about it. Yeah, I really, you know, now that I think 

about it, I usually do just copy one semester to the next and then update from there. I 
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usually make changes during the semester, like if a student comes up on a broken link, 

I’ll fix it. I do also use the link checker in Canvas before I start, which I find very 

helpful.” One of the other participants noted,  

Yeah, I think, I mean I do think that like there is so much and there are so many 

details that you have to be kind of in tune with in a course. And yeah, so clearly 

organizing that, you know, how you're gonna approach making changes and 

maintaining it. I think it would be really helpful. And if there was a strategy, I 

would probably feel less overwhelmed when I think about like the amount of 

content across all of these classes. 

The participant responses for this question further elaborated on the current content 

practices for these online writing instructors and administrators. The comments on the 

final interview question reiterated some of the study findings and themes that emerged in 

the survey “elaborate on your answer” responses. For example, a few of the participants 

reiterated that they see the LMS/CMS as their content strategy. And several participants 

indicated that they felt their content practices were still emerging and they were not quite 

confident of their strategy yet. Others noted that a strategy would be helpful and provide 

guidance for managing the content.  
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Key Findings Related to RQ #1 

In reflecting on the data from the surveys and interviews, I devised the following list 

to illustrate some of the consistent themes and content practices used by online writing 

instructors (OWIs) and online writing program administrators (OWPAs): 

 

• OWIs & OWPAs feel overwhelmed by the content in their OWCs 

• Most practices are created out of survival or trial and error 

• OWIs & OWPAs seem to find things that work and stick with them  

• Their practices stay the same from term to term (i.e. beginning with specific 

updates to the course like dates or announcements)  

• OWIs & OWPAs seem to lack confidence in their content practices with many “I 

should” or “I try to” responses  

• OWIs & OWPAs attempt to design for users 

• Most acknowledge the challenge of design restrictions (LMS/CMS/stakeholders)  

• Use of the LMS/CMS as a content strategy 

• “Putting out fires” as a content strategy 
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Findings Related to RQ # 2 

 A second goal of my dissertation project was to utilize the Halvorson and Rach 

(2018) Content Strategy Quad to assess the extent to which online writing instructors and 

administrators were engaging in full content strategy. As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” I 

arranged the survey based on each of the four sections of the quad to provide me with a 

quantitative count of the extent to which instructors and administrators were practicing 

full content strategy. Additionally, question seven from the interviews also asked 

participants about their practice of full content strategy. These methods helped me to 

address research question two,   

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing full content strategy as outlined 

by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)? 

The survey data provided a lot of useful qualitative and quantitative data and as noted, 

and by formulating the questions the way I did, the survey also allowed me to better 

answer research question two. The interviews also supported some of the findings from 

the survey (see interview question seven below) for more discussion.  

Practice of Full Content Strategy  

The survey helped me to quantify the extent to which online writing instructors 

and administrators were practicing full content strategy as outlined by Halvorson and 

Rach (2018). As noted in Chapter 3 “Methods,” the survey was divided up into four 

sections, and each section represented one of the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad elements as illustrated in table 52: 
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Table 52 The H&R (2018) Content Strategy Quad and the related survey questions. 

Quad Sections Survey 

Questions 

Editorial 

Elements valued in this section: 

editorial mission, target audience, point of 

view, voice and tone, brand 

 

2-7 

Experience 

Elements valued in this section: user needs 

and preferences, content ecosystem structure, 

user journeys, formats of content, design 

patterns for use (mobile, tablet, etc.) 

 

8-13 

Structure 

Elements valued in this section: organization, 

intuitiveness for users, categorization of 

content for management of it, structure of 

content for future use, requirements for 

dynamic delivery  

 

14-19 

Process  

Elements valued in this section: how will 

content move through the lifecycle, what tools 

are needed to maintain and deliver the 

content, who is responsible for the content 

(stakeholders), what metrics will be used to 

measure the quality of the content, how and 

when to care for existing content  

 

20-26 

 

Dividing the survey up according to the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy 

Quad was an intentional move because doing so allowed me to see what content practices 

online writing instructors are actually paying the most attention to when they design their 

online courses and maintain the content for these courses.  
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The division of the survey in this manner also allowed me to gage the part of my 

second research question to what extent are online writing instructors and administrators 

practicing full content strategy. If I had not divided the survey questions into these 

sections it could have led to generally disorganized results and would not have allowed 

me to get at the question to what extent were online writing instructors and administrators 

practicing full content strategy as outlined by the Halverson and Rach (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad.  

Organizing the questions in this manner allowed me to find that participants were 

practicing full content strategy as outlined by Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad much more completely than I had anticipated. When taken as a whole the 

participants’ content strategies map onto the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad like this:  

Table 53 Survey participants alignment to Halvorson & Rach’s (2018) Quad. 

Quad  

Element 

# of elements  

utilized 

Quad  

Element  

# of elements  

utilized 

Editorial  

 

4 of 6 Experience 6 of 6 

Structure  

 

4 of 6 Process  4 of 6 

 

From this visualization of the responses above, readers can assume that most of the 

survey participants are practicing content strategy though they may not recognize or label 

it as content strategy. In addition to organizing the survey around the four quad sections, I 
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also directly asked survey participants the extent to which they felt they had a content 

strategy based on Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) definition in Figure 43.  

  

Figure 43. Extent to which survey participants are practicing a content strategy. 

As for the interview participants, when asked if they thought they were practicing 

content strategy as outlined by Halvorson and Rach (2018), five of twelve participants 

answered with a definitive “yes” and two participants answered with a definitive “no” 

(Table 54). The other five participants answered, “yes, but” and followed up their 

response with a comment about the lack of formalization to their process therefor 

indicating that they felt like they had a content strategy but that it was not as formal as 

Halvorson and Rach (2018) defined it. Interview question seven gave participants this 

prompt, “Content strategy, or as defined by Halvorson and Rach (2018) as ‘guiding the 

creation, delivery, and governance of useful, usable content’ offers a new opportunity for 

online courses. As a practice, ‘content strategy helps to define, prioritize, integrate, 

systematize, and measure content.’ With this definition in mind, do you feel like you 
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have a content strategy for the online courses you administer/teach/design?”  Table 54 

below displays the results: 

Table 54 Interview Participant Responses to Question #7. 

Yes Yes, I feel like I have a strategy but not a 

formalized one or a complete one like the 

definition states  

No 

5 5 2 

 

Five of the interview participants indicated that they felt they were practicing 

content strategy just not to the extent of the definition provided by Halvorson and Rach 

(2018). The responses to this question were surprising to me because I anticipated when I 

gave the formal definition of content strategy, most would say “no” because the 

definition includes terminology that online writing instructors might not be familiar with 

or use in their day to day vocabulary when speaking about their online writing courses for 

example. However, the responses were quite mixed with five participants answering a 

definite “yes” and five participants answering a “sort of.” The middle category, “Yes, I 

feel like I have a strategy but not a formalized one or a complete one like the definition 

states” is the most interesting to me in the responses. I added this category when 

assessing the responses because it was clear to me that the participants felt like they 

aligned with part of the definition of content strategy but not the whole definition. A 

finding like this is in line with what I hypothesized from the beginning of my study, 

which is online instructors are practicing content strategy to some extent but they are not 

calling it content strategy and they’re not fully aware or intentional about it. For example, 

one interviewee said,  
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Um, yes, sort of. I would like to be doing a content strategy more systematically, 

when those words, when you say define, yeah, I used content strategies, goals to 

kind of define my learning outcomes in the structure, set priorities, yes. Um, but 

the systematizing and measuring part is where I would like to be able to do more, 

particularly to really get better insight into the student's experience.  

Another interviewee said, “I feel like I do have a strategy but when you start asking me 

how I define prioritize integrate systematized and measure my content I'm not sure that I 

have a lot of great answers for you. I’m not quite there yet.” And another interviewee 

noted,  

Yeah, certainly not one that is, um, you know, formally grounded in, uh, research 

beyond like my own, um, just individual experience teaching the class. Um, well, 

no, let me dial that back that's not totally true. Yeah. Um, yeah. Um, if I do have 

one, it's not as coherent as I would like it to be and I don't know, I’d like to 

continue to, um, improve my teaching practice.   

These responses and the results of the survey and interview data indicate that many 

people are just “winging it” when it comes to strategy and that based on the responses 

gathered, not many people feel confident in their strategy.  

What else do the results of the survey and interviews tell us about how instructors 

and administrators are practicing full content strategy? For this project, I hypothesized 

that like me, many other online writing instructors and administrators have their own 

content strategies for how they manage the content for their online courses. But one of 

the main questions of my project was that I wanted to know to what extent online writing 
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instructors and administrators are practicing full content strategy as outlined by 

Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad. I expected that the numbers to be 

lower in all categories and did not anticipate a score of 6 of 6 (indicating that participants 

were practicing all valued elements in that section of the Quad) in any of the categories. 

The answer to my to what extent question was that most online writing instructors and 

administrators are practicing full content strategy. This is a positive finding because it 

indicates that instructors and administrators are using the practices of content strategy but 

not using them in any repeated or consistent way in their development and delivery 

processes and a content strategy heuristic like the one outlined in Halvorson and Rach’s 

(2018) Content Strategy Quad could help them.  

Because as Blythe (2001) and others note that online writing instructors and 

administrators receive very little if any design specific training or training about how to 

manage content it was reasonable to assume going into this dissertation study that 

perhaps online writing instructors and administrators wouldn’t be practicing content 

strategies or wouldn’t be practicing full content strategy. As noted earlier, content 

strategy is traditionally used for websites and there have been very few studies done on 

content strategy and distance education, so content strategy as a phrase is not traditionally 

used in academia. Therefore, it is likely to assume that few online writing instructors and 

administrators have experience with content strategy. These things influenced my 

thinking and my initial hypothesis that fewer instructors and administrators would be 

practicing full content strategy as outlined by the Halverson and Rach (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad. The survey and interviews were deliberately planned exploratory tool to 

get a baseline in terms of the “in real life” content practices that were occurring in 
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relation to the development and maintenance of online writing courses. Since nothing has 

been researched like this prior the results contribute some new knowledge to the sub-field 

of online writing instruction. What is exciting about the results of the research is that  

• they give us new insight to what online writing instructors and 

administrators are doing with their content: and  

• they allow us to see how a framework for handling the content would be 

really useful.  

Results from both the survey and interviews also indicated that the application of a content 

strategy heuristic like Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) could be beneficial for online writing 

instructors and administrators specifically because a system or heuristic does not seem to be in 

place for most online writing instructors and administrators. As noted, most have their own 

“strategies” for coping with the content but across the board of online writing instructors and 

administrators there is no unity in the management of course content or process for maintain said 

content. For example, three of the four quad elements resulted in participants noting that they 

participate in 4 of 6 of the items valued in that given quad, which indicates room for growth in 

areas.  

Key Findings Related to RQ # 2 

 The interviews and survey responses aided answering the extent to which online 

writing instructors and administrators are practicing full content strategy. The findings 

from the survey illustrated that participants are placing more focus on certain items and 

quads than others, which is to say they are likely not systematic or deliberate or even 

conscious in any way. The online writing instructors and administrators who participated 

in this study lacked a consistent plan. Their thinking/practice in regards to content 
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appeared to be ad hoc and based on reflections happening as problems and opportunities 

arise in their courses and day to day work. The findings also appeared to indicate that a 

strategy for managing the content would be useful. Participants indicated in both the 

survey and interviews a lack of systemization or consistent process to how they manage 

the content for their online courses. The code “lack of formal process” appeared 46 times 

in the interviews. In the survey, the average for question #30, “Content Strategy is often 

defined as: The strategy a person, or group of persons use(s) to plan, create, deliver, and 

maintain useful and usable content in a specific space/place. In considering the above 

definition, to what extent do you feel like you have an intentional content strategy for 

your OWCs?” was an 8 which indicates that most participants have a strategy but there is 

room for improvement of that strategy, and some (based on the survey and interview 

results) don’t feel like they have a strategy at all. Both of these findings are indicators 

that a specific content strategy heuristic like the one outlined in Halvorson and Rach’s 

(2018) Content Strategy Quad could be beneficial. Figure 44 below displays the items 

and elements that participants seem most and least concerned with when creating and 

managing content for their online courses:  
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Figure 44. Content Strategy Quad by Element from Survey Responses. 

 

Summary of Study Findings 

My dissertation studied the content practices of online writing instructors and 

administrators and the extent to which these people engaged in full content strategy as 

outlined by the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad. The key takeaway 

from this study is that online writing instructors and administrators are practicing content 

strategies; however, their strategies are not systematic aligning with Halvorson and Rach 

(2018) Content Strategy Quad.  

At the start of this study, I reflected on previous research I have conducted and 

hypothesized that content strategy could be useful for online writing instructors and 

administrators. I wanted to see if my hunch regarding online instructors and content 
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strategy had any validity. Going into this study, I anticipated that I would find that my 

participants, online writing instructors, were practicing some level of content strategy. I 

anticipated that the data would illustrate that participants were giving more attention to 

certain parts of content strategy and not practicing a full content strategy regularly. The 

data illustrated that online instructors and administrators were practicing content strategy 

but that they did not identify their practices as content strategy. The data also illustrated 

that some participants were attending to some areas with more regularity and not giving 

thought to others, or simply not addressing certain areas with any clear intention. The 

data showed that participants indeed considered and practiced specific individual content 

strategies that could be categorized according to the Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) 

Content Strategy Quad.  

However, the data also indicated that when their practices for managing the 

content were given a formal name and definition (“content strategy” and the Halvorson 

and Rach definition for it) some participants were hesitant to confidently say that they 

were practicing content strategy (the name and definition seemed intimidating). The data 

confirmed that participants do attend to several different elements when creating their 

online courses: items such as goals, audience, outcomes, user experience, etc. were 

among some of the top responses when assessing the data set (survey and interviews) 

together. These findings show promise because in the future if I were to invent a specific 

content strategy heuristic for online writing instructors and administrators, I can engage 

them by pointing out that they are already intuitively aware of these concepts/practices 

and practicing some of them in the way they manage their content. I can then build from 

that point and encourage them by showing what happens when they deliberately engage 
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in planning for all of the content strategies and practice them in a systematic and 

intentional way. In short, I feel I can gain “buy in” from online writing instructors and 

administrators by approaching the topic of content strategy from an existing or base level 

(they already have the skills/tools to manage the content, they just need to implement the 

systematic strategy).  

The data also confirmed that participants were quite aware that online writing 

courses are not easy to design and require that instructors and/or administrators attend to 

“a lot of moving parts.” Noting “a lot of moving parts” was most obvious in the interview 

responses, where the code for “content anxiety/frustration” appeared 73 times and “ease 

of use instructor” which appeared 78 times. I was surprised by a few parts of the data. 

One, it surprised me that so many of the quad elements were attended to (see “Findings 

Related to RQ #2 above). I was anticipating that people would be practicing content 

strategy but not to the full extent that they noted in they were in both the survey and 

interviews. One of the most intriguing findings of my study that was confirmed in both 

the survey and interviews was this notion of the LMS/CMS or instructional designer as 

the content strategy. Many participants viewed copying the course from semester to 

semester in the LMS as their content strategy, or they referenced their technology 

specialist or instructional designer as their content strategist. For example,  
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I try not to integrate course dates into the main body of content; this makes it easier to 

update and/or transfer. I stay in contact with our instructional designers, as they can 

assist me if technology changes or updates take place that require in-depth edits to 

existing content (i.e., they'll help me or even do it, so maintaining contact with that 

team is an important strategy for me).  

Or as another participant put it, “I use a PDC and rely on the main designer to take care 

of this,” which to me indicates that instructors and administrators might not see 

themselves as content strategists. Not seeing oneself as a content strategist was further 

illustrated in the interview codes as the code for “the LMS/CMS/ instructional designer 

as a content strategy” showed up 37 times. For example, one interview participant noted, 

“the administration has made it so finally that we can or do in Blackboard what’s called a 

course copy […] so managing just the basic course copy they've offloaded onto us, which 

I think is nice. It's an easier than having to send a note to them.” 

A related finding also confirmed that participants viewed copying and reusing as a 

content strategy and this finding was indicated by the number of times the code for 

recycling content (reusing it) showed up in the interview responses. The code that 

included recycling content was “ease of use instructor” which appeared 78 times. Initially 

this code was a separate code “recycling” but it got lumped in with “ease of use 

instructor” because recycling is a strategy that makes course design easier on the 

instructor. There was one exception to this from one interview participation who said, 

“I’ll say one thing though is that I am the content strategy, that's the thing. Maybe the 

answer is because I do all of this, it's going to be super interesting to see what you find, 
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because I do all of this for all of our instructors, so they don't have to, so I am the content 

strategist.” This participant response is promising to future work on this topic because it 

signals that online writing instructors and administrators could see themselves as content 

strategists if given the vocabulary and skills to engage in full content strategy.  

I think there are several things that can be learned from the data. Namely the most 

important thing is that participants would see value in and benefit materially from having 

a formal process for maintaining the content. This formal process could originate from 

the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad and the research in this study (see 

“The Future of OWI and Content Strategy” below). The participant responses confirmed 

that it would be beneficial to have more direction as to how to maintain their content. For 

example, the code for “should” showing up 16 times possibly indicating that participants 

know they should be doing more or doing this process more systematically. When asked 

about the Structure Quad element items, such as organization, intuitiveness for users, 

categorization of content for management of it, structure of content for future use, 

requirements for dynamic delivery, participant responses included comments such as,  

• “I should, though!”  

• “ooops”  

• “I try to, but this is probably a weakness of mine”  

• “I hadn't considered this”  

• “I try to, somewhat”  

 

Participants seemed lost when it came to strategies for how to manage all of the content 

and often downplayed their processes noting that they were “still figuring it out” or “I 

don’t have a formal process but I should.”  
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Study Limitations  

No study is perfect and my dissertation study is no exception. There are several 

things I would change if I were to re-do this study. For example, I would perhaps just 

focus on one question. At times it felt very overwhelming to be addressing two different 

questions and the amount of data I got from the interviews alone would’ve allowed me to 

properly answer research question one. However, had I not examined research question 

two, I would not have gotten as much insight into the value of a potential content strategy 

for online writing instructors and administrators. Further my research indicates that the 

current content practices of online writing instructors and administrators are haphazard 

and not as deliberate as they could be; so many participants are just “winging it.” My 

research proves the need for a content strategy heuristic for online writing instructors and 

administrators is there. 

My study, like all studies, had several limitations. The first limitation I should 

highlight was the prompt for interview question two. This question stated,  

The sheer volume of content that each university, individual professor, and 

instructional designer must interact with and maintain in online writing courses 

can be overwhelming. Some of the content could be text, content pages, 

documents, announcements, images, audio or video elements. With this in mind, 

thinking about using, maintaining and designing all of the content for your OWCs 

makes you feel___. 
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What I realized in hindsight was that this question was partially a loaded question as it 

contained the word “overwhelmed” in it. therefore, it could have swayed participants to 

use the word “overwhelmed” when they may have used a different word had the question 

read more like this,  

Online courses contain a large amount of content and each university, individual 

professor, and instructional designer must interact with and maintain this content. 

Some of the content could be text, content pages, documents, announcements, 

images, audio or video elements. With this in mind, thinking about using, 

maintaining and designing all of the content for your OWCs makes you feel___. 

In reflecting on the leading nature of this question, if I were to repeat this study going 

forward, I would remove the word “overwhelmed” and allow participants to label how 

they feel about the content with their own words.  

The sub-field of online writing instruction is a small one relative to other fields in 

academia. The field shares a lot of the same ideas on writing pedagogy and online writing 

instruction. The field also shares resources and because of this I had a small and familiar 

corpus for research. In researching for this dissertation, I utilized this small sub-field and 

the research it has produced to date. Due to the nature of a smaller sub-field of scholars in 

online writing instruction, many individuals know each other. My prior ten years of 

presenting, publishing and being active in the sub-field of online writing instruction is no 

exception as I know a lot of online writing instructors due to my involvement. Due to 

these factors, I knew some of the participants in my study and they knew me prior to their 

participation.  
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Additionally, using the Halvorson and Rach’s (2018) Content Strategy Quad was 

part of a methodical proof of concept that helped me to see important things in my data 

set but this could also be acknowledged as a limitation. The Quad has clearly influenced 

my thinking and therefore impacted how I approached this topic. As a researcher it is 

easy to get blinded to potential limitations by an idea and fail to consider all aspects. For 

example, in this dissertation study, I purposefully used the Quad to frame my survey 

because I wanted to rate the extent to which online writing instructors are currently 

practicing all aspects of the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad as noted 

above in the data interpretation. The purposeful use of the Quad impacted my data 

because it shaped the questions I asked on the survey and in the interviews. Some could 

argue that my study produced the results that it did because I used a limiting frame (the 

Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad). I’ve limited this study by thinking 

survey respondents’ answers through the lens of the Quad. I could have chosen not to use 

any framework at all. Or, I could have chosen from some other frameworks such as 

Usability.gov’s content framework (adapted from Halvorson and Rach). However, I 

chose to use the Quad because it allowed me to delve much deeper into previous work 

(my book chapter), it helped give my methods some structure, and because frankly I find 

the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad to be noticeably applicable to 

online courses because online courses have so much content.  

Another limitation of the study is access to the survey. As I mentioned earlier, I 

was surprised by the number of non-contingent faculty (81%) and contingent faculty 

(19%) represented in my data set. While I know that there are a lot of contingent faculty 

members in the OWI Community Facebook group and on GSOLE’s membership list, not 
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as many contingent faculty know about the LISTSERVs and/or subscribe to them. 81% 

participants were full-time and only 19% of participants were part-time.  I would’ve liked 

to see contingent faculty, specifically part-time contingent, more broadly represented in 

my study data. One way of addressing this going forward would be to do a new study that 

focused specifically on contingent faculty and their experiences with the content in their 

online courses. 

Other study limitations include time and resources that come with graduate 

studies research. My study is a limited dissertation study after all. The length of the 

research study also created an important limitation. For example, I could have kept the 

survey open longer than two weeks or I could have interviewed more than twelve 

participants. The resources used for this study were limited, including Survey Monkey for 

the survey and Zoom meeting for the interviews, and no participants were compensated 

for their participation, it was all voluntary.   

In terms of coding methods, an important limitation is the lack of inter-rater 

reliability for the coding of the interviews and survey “elaborate on your answer” 

responses. I was the only one working with my data set. While Survey Monkey provided 

a small layer of inter-rater reliability in that it calculated some of the quantitative results 

for me, all of the qualitative data was only coded by me. This is a limitation of the study. 

Going forward, if I were to create a new study based on this study, I would find a way to 

build in more inter-rater reliability by teaching an outside member the coding methods 

and having that person check the codes that I produced against the data.  
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A further limitation is present in the design of my convergent mixed methods 

study. According to Creswell and Clark (2018), there are several limitations to using a 

convergent mixed methods study design like I did and these include:  

• The possibility for different sample sizes (each data set could have a different 

number of participants), 

• The necessity of merging two types of data (text and numbers), 

• The requirement to explain divergent results (when quantitative and qualitative 

results don’t match) (p. 72). 

These limitations were definitely manifested in my study. For example, I had one 

hundred and fifty survey respondents and only twelve interview participants. The 

merging of one hundred and fifty quantitative data points (survey) and twelve qualitative 

data points (interviews) definitely presented a challenge. I did not face an issue with the 

final limitation noted by Creswell and Clark (2018) above, explaining divergent results. 

My data illustrated similar things but to differing degrees, i.e. the interview participants 

were able to describe and discuss certain things in more detail than the survey 

participants.  

 A final limitation was in relation to the interview code “Try” and the “I Try” 

themes in the “elaborate on your answer” responses from the survey. What I reflected on 

with this “Try” code and the use of “Try” throughout the survey is the possibility that the 

verbal cues from participants might alter this data. What I mean by this is that perhaps 

“Try” isn’t always a negative, as in “I try to do this but it doesn’t always work out” and 

instead could be a positive. This positivity with “Try” was actually supported by 
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interview participant responses. Some of the participants were quite confident when using 

“Try.” Because of this I reflected on how the verbal and non-verbal cues related to 

instances of “Try” could impact how this data is read and interpreted. Since I did not get 

the verbal and non-verbal cues with the survey participant responses, I have to 

acknowledge that some of the “Try” codes could in fact have been meant confidently and 

positively, as in “I deliberately try to do this and it works.” What my reflection on this 

part of the data indicates is that the verbal and non-verbal cues are an important part of 

understanding this part of the research.  

Implications for Future Research 

The aforementioned notion from Blythe’s (2001), that online writing instructors 

have a dual role as both instructors and designers, has guided my entire study. I know this 

as my reality as an online writing instructor and there are so many aspects of this notion 

that need to be studied. The implications of my research have merit when examining the 

design aspect notion from Blythe. My study can benefit both instructors and 

administrators who are also faced with the duality of being both instructor and designer. 

Further, my study can help these people as designers in their approaches to how they 

shape the content in their online writing courses. Additionally, when the results are 

examined in light of the previously mentioned literature review categories, (Technical 

Communication Connection, eLearning Theories, Course Design and Online Writing 

Instruction, Content Strategy History and Connection to Technical Communication) one 

can see the value that my research brings to each area.   
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Technical Communication Connection 

Key takeaways from this area of research were that technical communication has 

historically placed value on the rhetorical tradition, user advocacy, the user experience 

(UX). My research could contribute to this area of research because it is focused on the 

user experience. Content strategy offers one way to ensure that the entire user experience 

is covered. While not the original intention of content strategy (originally it was used to 

manage all the content (text) of a website), applying it to online writing courses has great 

implications for being the glue that brings together the experience for instructors and 

students, something that online writing instruction scholars have struggled to do.  

eLearning Theories, Course Design and Online Writing Instruction 

Key takeaways from this area of research were focused on complex systems and 

how these complex systems parallel the complex ecosystem of an online writing course. 

The research on eLearning theories in this selection indicated that the complexity of 

learning to be a designer while simultaneously learning to teach writing online is present 

and causes frequent challenges for instructors and administrators alike. The scholarship 

does not examine online writing courses as complex systems; rather, scholars focus on 

very specific aspects of the complex system instead of handling them as a collective 

whole. My research could contribute to this area of research because I am examining the 

online writing course as a whole entity.  

 

 



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

253 

In utilizing the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad, online 

instructors have to consider the entirety of the online course and the entirety of the 

content strategy process must be applied. My research can aid instructors in utilizing a 

strategy that considers the entire course and the entire process of content strategy. Instead 

of dealing with each part of the online course as a separate thing as researchers have done 

in the past, the use of the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad offers 

research that considers the entire course and course experience as one thing.  

Content Strategy History and Connection to Technical Communication  

Key takeaways from this area of research were that content strategy for 

educational application has promise and up to this point very little has been written about 

content strategy and education (Batova et al., 2016; Dush et al., 2016). Content strategy 

looks at the big picture because one of its goals is to wrangle all of the content--not just 

parts of it. Additionally, there has been a clear argument by scholars in the field that work 

for technical communicators is more complex than it has ever been and that now, 

technical communicators need to be able to create flexible content. My research could 

contribute to this area of research because applying content strategy to online writing 

courses allows for a process that will help instructors create their courses with some 

flexibility. Content strategy is a flexible/fluid thing that (though it has not been 

previously) can be applied to distance education courses.  
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The strategy itself is set in that each of the four Halvorson and Rach (2018) Quad 

elements should be addressed, but how one addresses each of the quad elements when 

creating their online writing course is where the strategy provides the most flexibility. 

Content strategy as a process covers all aspects of the user experience but it also 

incorporates flexibility in how those user experience needs are met. Online writing 

instructors need this type of flexibility as writing courses change and the needs for writers 

in the workplace change over time. Additionally, my research will contribute to a very 

small growing area of research that looks at content strategy and education.  

Student Perspectives  

 Another area for future research would be to review the application of content 

strategy from a student perspective because the students are the users of the online 

courses faculty are creating, therefore, their voices would be an important component of a 

future research study on content strategy and online writing courses. I think conducing a 

similar study of interviews and a survey would work nicely and would help instructors 

investigate if their use of a content strategy heuristic was in fact effective. Further, 

addressing the student user perspective would incorporate the views of all of those 

involved in the online learning experience. If instructors used a content strategy heuristic 

to design their online courses and then they tested and iterated it with the students the 

online courses experience would be stronger. There is potential to add student perspective 

research to my dissertation research on the application of content strategy and doing so 

would benefit eLearning research too, not just research in online writing instruction.   
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The Future of OWI and Content Strategy  

Online writing instruction is a growing field. With the implication of 

technological advancements, it becomes clear that online courses in general will not be 

diminishing. In fact, the demand for distance learning will only increase as modalities 

allow users to break down barriers that previously made distance connections 

challenging. With the advent of web conferencing platforms such as GoToMeeting, 

Webex, Google Hangouts, and Zoom, communicating from a distance is no longer a 

challenge or impersonal. However, just because the barriers to distance learning have 

been diminished does not mean everyone will be good at instructing or learning from a 

distance. Training for online platforms and digital spaces will be of the utmost 

importance (it already is to some extent). Online writing instructors are no exception to 

the need for training and resources.  

In the data from my study many participants discussed how they had to “trail” and 

“error” their way through learning to teach online and design online courses. Few people 

have experience or training for teaching and designing online courses before they actually 

have to do it. Having a clear strategy, such as the application of Halvorson and Rach’s 

(2018) Content Strategy Quad for constructing the entire user experience in the online 

course could only aid instructors and administrators in creating stronger courses and 

ensuring they meet the user needs of both instructors and students. 
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Research is interesting and the progressions one makes while researching yield 

fascinating results and future directions. When I began this study, I had three research 

questions,  

• What are the content strategy practices of online writing instructors (OWIs) and 

online writing program administrators (OWPAs)? 

• To what extent are OWIs and OWPAs practicing full content strategy as outlined 

by the Content Strategy Quad (Halvorson & Rach, 2018)? 

• How could a content strategy heuristic based on the Halvorson and Rach (2018) 

Content Strategy Quad aid OWIs and OWPAs in developing their online writing 

courses? 

However, as I progressed in my study it became clear that the third question was not 

really a question I could answer with this dissertation. This question would require a 

much larger and longer study. In order to truly measure how a content strategy heuristic 

based on the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad could aid OWIs and 

OWPAs in developing their online writing courses I would need to set up a study that 

utilized many different instructors and administrators at several different universities. 

More importantly I would need to actually develop a content strategy heuristic based on 

the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad that instructors and administrators 

could use and test out with the content of their online writing courses.  

Additionally, the facilitation of this study would have to span at least one year 

minimum so that instructors and administrators would be able to practice the full content 

strategy heuristic at least 3 times (fall, spring, summer) as they design and maintained the 
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content for their online courses. While I had previously mapped a content strategy 

heuristic based on the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad onto an online 

writing course in the aforementioned book chapter (Appendix B), I have not done any 

testing to see if this heuristic would work. 

Further, as I reflect upon my previous scholarship, this dissertation and the future 

of OWI and content strategy, I am certain that I would want to include the incorporation 

of the PARS (personal, accessible, responsive, strategic) approach to online writing 

instruction that I previously co-created with my colleague for our website, The Online 

Writing Instruction Community (https://www.owicommunity.org) and subsequent book, 

Personal, Accessible, Responsive, Strategic: Resources and Strategies for Online Writing 

Instructors (https://wac.colostate.edu/books/practice/pars/). I envision, The PARS Content 

Strategy Heuristic for Online Writing Instructors and Administrators, which is based on 

the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad. Figure 45 below illustrates a 

rough visual of how I think the PARS approach to online writing instruction maps onto 

the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content Strategy Quad.  

As I continue to research this topic, I plan to revise and refine this visual and 

create a content strategy heuristic that merges PARS and the Halvorson and Rach (2018) 

Content Strategy Quad. My plan is to place the created PARS Content Strategy Heuristic 

for Online Writing Instruction (working title) on The Online Writing Instruction 

Community website (https://www.owicommunity.org) for online writing instructors and 

administrators to use.  
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Figure 45 illustrates my first attempt at mapping a content strategy heuristic for online 

writing instructors and administrators based on the Halvorson and Rach (2018) Content 

Strategy Quad and Borgman and McArdle’s (2015) PARS approach to online writing 

instruction.  

 

Figure 45. Initial PARS Content Strategy Heuristic for Online Writing Instruction. 

 

 As I was completing my dissertation, the COVID-19 virus hit the United States 

and drastically changed college classes almost overnight. Universities across the country 

made a rapid switch to remote teaching, moving their face-to-face courses online. 

Because of this many instructors in all disciplines were forced to adopt teaching in digital 

settings using Zoom, Webex, Google Hangouts and other online platforms as well as 

their university’s learning management system. This pandemic also forced many 
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instructors with no online learning or teaching experience to jump transfer their pedagogy 

to digital settings. The lack of training for teaching in digital spaces left many grasping 

for any and all resources related to eLearning. The reason that I add this as sort of an 

epilogue to my dissertation is that now my project has a greater impact due to the move 

to learning in digital spaces. Content strategy now more than ever can aid instructors in 

creating, maintaining and managing the content for their online courses. Content strategy 

as a concept is flexible and can be applied to various settings, such as emergency remote 

teaching, hybrid teaching and traditional online teaching (both asynchronous and 

synchronous). Additionally, the research done in this dissertation can be applied to 

various disciplines, not just online writing instructions. The pandemic has elevated my 

research opportunities to a new level because it has allowed the possibility of more rich 

data due to the number of people now available to discuss and reflect upon their 

experiences with emergency remote online teaching.  
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APPENDICES 

 

APPENDIX A 

Halvorson & Rach Content Strategy Quad (2018) 
 

 

 

 

“The Quad,” Halvorson and Rach, (2018). Retrieved from: 

https://www.braintraffic.com/blog/new-thinking-brain-traffics-content-strategy-quad 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Online Course Mapped to Halvorson and Rach                              

Content Strategy Quad 
 

(from Borgman, 2019) 

Content Quad 

Element 

Application to Course 

Content 

Considerations  

Editorial announcements, syllabus, 

discussion questions, writing 

assignments 

• There should be some unity in the 

course documents and that unity 

needs to address the school’s 

brand and mission. 

• Considering what tone and 

language use the course 

documents need to use is 

important for instructors to think 

about. 

• It’s additionally important for 

instructors to reflect on their 

point of view, voice, and target 

audience.  

Experience course navigation bar, available 

course tools in the LMS, 

external course tools, 

technology  

• Target audience is imperative 

when thinking about the content 

experience so it’s important to 

know who your users are. Two-

year college students? High 

school dual-enrollment students?  

• The user experience will dictate a 

lot of things in the course. For 

example, if you’re users tend to 

be less tech savvy, one will want 

to keep the navigation and course 

design simple and not require any 

external technology tools 

• The navigation of the course will 

need to accommodate a variety of 

users. Considering things such as 

organization and intuitiveness of 

the course shell will be 

imperative.  

Structure rigor level of writing 

assignments and discussion 

prompts, types of documents 

used (PDF, Word), audio and 

visual elements, smartphone 

and tablet compatibility 

 

Process  updates and maintenance to 

existing assignments, discussion 
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prompts, rubrics and other 

course documents,  

 

  



Texas Tech University, Jessie C. Borgman, May 2020 

282 

APPENDIX C 

 

IRB Approval 
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deviation, unanticipated problem or adverse event happens during your research, please 
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notify the Texas Tech University, Human Research Protection Program as soon as possible 

(45 CFR 46). We will ask for a complete explanation of the event and for you to submit 

an Incident Submission in Cayuse IRB. 

 

Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Monitoring (PAM). You will be notified if 

your study has been chosen for a PAM. A PAM investigator may request to observe your 
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Once your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure 
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APPENDIX D 

 

Dissertation Survey Questions 
 

Halvorson and Rach Expanded Content 

Strategy Quad and Related Questions 

Borgman Dissertation Survey Questions 

Editorial Strategy answers the 

following questions: 

 

• What is our editorial mission? 

• Who are our target audiences? 

• What is our point of view? 

• What is our voice and tone? 

• What brand and language standards do 

we need to comply with? 

 

• Do you think about course goals when 

you design new content or share pre-

existing content in your OWCs? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No  

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• Do you consider your target user 

audience when you design new content 

or share pre-existing content in your 

OWCs? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No  

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• Do you consider the voice and tone of 

the content you design for your OWCs? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No  

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• Do you consider the voice and tone of 

the content you supplement/use (pre-

existing content from the internet or 

other people) in your OWCs? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No  

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  
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• Do you consider how you might fulfill 

your school’s mission statement (a 

formal summary of the aims and values 

of a company, organization, or 

individual) with the content you create 

or add to your OWCs? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No 

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer): 

 

• Do you consider how you might 

support or align with your school’s 

brand (how the school sells/brands 

itself to differentiate from other 

schools) with the content you create or 

add to your OWCs? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No 

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

  
Structure (or, content engineering) addresses 

the following considerations: 

 

• How will we organize content for 

browse-and-find? 

• What tags are most intuitive for users? 

• How will we categorize content for 

efficient management? 

• How will we structure our content for 

future reuse? 

• What are the requirements for 

personalization, dynamic delivery, AI?  

 

• Do you think about organizing for ease 

of use when you add content to your 

OWCs? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No  

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• Do you consider labeling or naming 

course items to make finding the course 

content intuitive for your users?  

▪ Yes 

▪ No  

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• Do you think about the delivery of your 

course content and how best to 

personalize or make it engaging for 

users? 

▪ Yes 
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▪ No  

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• Do you consider the order in which 

items appear in the course navigation 

bar?  

▪ Yes 

▪ No 

▪ I work from pre-designed 

courses and I don’t get to make 

this choice 

 

• Do you think about what available 

course tools in the LMS will you allow 

them to see on the navigation bar?  

▪ Yes 

▪ No 

▪ I work from pre-designed 

courses and I don’t get to make 

this choice 

 

• When designing or supplementing your 

OWCs do you consider your use of 

external course tools and other 

technologies? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No  

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 
 

Experience Design answers the following 

questions (among many others): 

 

• What are our users’ needs and 

preferences? 

• What does our content ecosystem look 

like? 

• What are our customers’ journeys? 

 

• When designing/using content for your 

OWCs, do you consider your users’ 

usage habits preferences (how they 

access the course, what times do they 

work, are they distracted when they 

work, etc.)? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No 

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  
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• What formats will our content take? 

• How will design patterns shape our 

content on mobile and beyond? 

  

• When designing/using content for your 

OWCs, do you consider rigor level of 

the content (writing assignments and 

discussion prompts, lecture concepts, 

etc.)? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No 

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• To what extent do you consider 

students’ journeys in your course? That 

is, how they will access, interact with, 

navigate, make sense of, etc. the 

content in your course?  

▪ 0=I don’t consider it at all 

▪ 10=I consider it a lot 

 

• Do you consider the format of your 

content, that is, the types of documents 

you and your users will use? (PDFs, 

Word Docs, audio and visual elements, 

etc.) 

▪ Yes 

▪ No 

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• When designing/using content in your 

OWCs do you consider smartphone and 

tablet compatibility? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No 

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• Do you think about how the learning 

management system or content 

management system your school uses 

for distance education courses shapes 

or impacts the content you’re able to 

design and use and where you’re able 

to place content in the course?  

▪ Yes 
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▪ No 

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer): 

 

Process Design answers the 

following questions: 

 

• How will content move through its 

lifecycle? 

• What tools will we use to create, 

deliver, and maintain content? 

• Who is responsible and accountable for 

content? Who needs to be consulted 

and informed along the way? 

• What standards and metrics will we use 

to measure our content quality and 

performance? 

• How and when do we care for our 

existing content? 

• Who gets to say “no”? 

 

• When you design content or use pre-

existing content, do you think about 

reuse in the future and how the content 

will work in the future in another 

OWC? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No  

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• Do you think about the tools you need 

to use to create, deliver and maintain 

the content in your OWCs? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No 

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• How do you design for or think about 

updates and maintenance to the content 

you design and use, or borrow and use 

in your OWCs? 

▪ Fill in answer 

 

• When do you give attention (update, 

design, search for new content) to the 

content for your OWCs? (check all that 

apply) 

▪ Before the summer semester 

▪ During the summer semester 

▪ Before the fall semester 

▪ During the fall semester 

▪ Before the spring semester 

▪ During the spring semester 

 

• Are there other stakeholders 

(department, university, administrators, 

curriculum committee, etc.) involved 
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that get to say no or restrict the type of 

content you can use in your OWCs? 

▪ Yes 

▪ No 

▪ Optional (elaborate on your 

answer):  

 

• How do you measure the quality and 

effectiveness of your OWC content? 

(check all that apply) 

▪ Test out course shell with 

colleagues before course begins 

▪ One course survey during the 

course 

▪ A series of course surveys 

during the course 

▪ Pre-course survey 

▪ Post-course survey  

 

Background/Context Questions Please check all that apply to your current 

employment situation:  

• I am a teacher only (no administrative 

duties) 

•  I am an administrator and a teacher 

•  I am contingent faculty 

•  I am full-time  

•  I am part-time 

•  I am tenured 

•  I am tenure-track  

•  I work for a two-year college 

•  I work at a four-year university  

•  I teach online courses only  

•  I teach a combination of online and 

face-to-face courses 

 

On a scale of 1-10 how much do you enjoy 

teaching writing in online (or hybrid) 

settings? 

• 0=I don't enjoy it at all! 

• 10=I love it! 

 

Do you design your own online writing 

courses or work from pre-designed courses? 

• I design my own courses 

• I work from pre-designed courses 

• I do both: design my own courses and 

work from pre-designed courses 

• Optional (elaborate on your answer):  
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How long have you taught writing courses 

online (or hybrid)?  

• 0-2 years 

• 3-5 years 

• 5-7 years 

• 10+ years 

 

Content Strategy is often defined as: The 

strategy a person, or group of persons use(s) 

to plan, create, deliver, and maintain useful 

and usable content in a specific space/place. 

In considering the above definition, to what 

extent do you feel like you have an intentional 

content strategy for your OWCs? 

• 0=I don't feel like I have a content 

strategy at all for my OWCs 

• 10=I do feel like I have a content 

strategy for my OWCs 
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APPENDIX E 

 

Dissertation Interview Questions  
 

1. Before getting started with the official questions, can you tell me a little bit about 

your employment situation and how you’re involved with the online courses at 

your school? 

 
Your current employment situation/status is:  

• I am a teacher only (no administrative duties) 

• I am an administrator and a teacher 

• I am contingent faculty 

• I am full-time  

• I am part-time 

• I am tenured 

• I am tenure-track  

• I work for a two-year college 

• I work at a four-year university  

• I teach online courses only  

• I teach a combination of online and face-to-face courses 

 
 

2. Introduction to Question: The sheer volume of content that each university, 

individual professor, and instructional designer must interact with and maintain in 

online writing courses can be overwhelming. Some of the content could be:  

• Text 

• content pages 

• documents 

• announcements 

• Images 

• Content page images 

• page banners 

• images for assignments  

• media elements 

• audio 

• video 
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Question:  With this in mind, thinking about using, maintaining and designing all 

of the content for your OWCs makes you feel:  

 

3. Do you think it’s important for online writing program administrators and 

instructors to have a strategy for managing all of the content for their online 

courses? Explain. 

 
4. One way to manage some of the content is through pre-designed courses. Do you 

see value in giving online writing instructors pre-designed courses to manage 

some of the content workload? 

 
5. Respond to the following as applicable: 

a. If you manage others, do you talk about how instructors can create 

and iterate a strategy for the content for their online writing courses?  

b. If you don’t manage others, do you think about how you can create 

and iterate a strategy for the content for your online writing courses?  

 
6. Talk about your process for designing, maintaining, and using pre-existing content 

in your online writing courses. Respond to any or all of the following: 

a. Explain the process you use for creating new content 

b. Explain your use of pre-existing content  

c. Explain how you strategize the updates/revisions of the content you use 

(self-designed or pre-existing content) 

 
7. Introduction to Question: Content strategy, or as defined by Halvorson & Rach 

(2018) as “guiding the creation, delivery, and governance of useful, usable 

content” offers a new opportunity for online courses. As a practice, “content 

strategy helps to define, prioritize, integrate, systematize, and measure content.”  

Question: Do you feel like you have a content strategy for the online courses you 

administer/teach/design?  

 

8. Anything else you would like to add about related to designing, maintaining or 

using content in your online writing courses?  
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APPENDIX F 

 

Interview Responses Code Book 
 

Code 

Number Code Title  Description Example  

1 

Content 

Anxiety/Frustration 

When the content of an 

online course gives the 

participant anxiety or makes 

them feel overwhelmed or 

frustrated.  

So, you have to create all this content 

and it's frustrating because you know 

that all of them are going to read all 

the content you produce, right? 

2 

Should When an participant has a 

"ooops I should be doing 

that" or "I probably should do 

that" moment. 

So, I don't have a real formalized 

content strategy. I need to have one.  

3 

Modality 

Challenges  

When participants indicate 

frustration/irritation with the 

limits or constraints of the 

online modality. Or describe 

use of an alternate modality 

to address LMS/CMS 

challenges. 

I guess it's just easier for me to use I 

use Google Docs for almost all my 

work. 

4 

Lack of Formal 

Process 

When participants 

acknowledge or allude to the 

fact that they don't have a 

formalized defined content 

strategy.  

I don't feel like we've ever like 

thought deliberately, deliberately 

about it as a strategy. We, I mean we 

have this kind of routine. 

5 

Ease of Use 

Student  

Techniques or strategies a 

participant uses to make the 

course design, content, or 

learning easier on the 

students.  

I'm always sort of strategizing ways 

to sort of like get myself in the head 

of the students in the class. Like think 

about in an online class how to best 

reach the student. 
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6 

Try When a participant describes 

an attempt at a specific 

strategy, process, or routine 

for handling the content in 

their online course. They've 

honed this process through 

experience, trial and error, or 

self-preservation.  

I guess indifferent, at this point I've 

been doing it long enough, and also at 

the same time, I figured out a few 

years back, you can't, I mean, you 

can’t always keep up with everything, 

and you're constantly reinventing the 

wheel, but at some point you just 

want to ride the path and you just hit 

where your comfort level is.  

7 

Student Feedback  Purposely seeking student 

feedback on the 

content/design of the online 

course.  

We did a quick usability study of 

where students would like to see 

information displayed, you know, did 

they like it better and modules? Or 

did they like it better like an 

organized on the front-page course 

calendar? 

8 

Course Gifting  When a person gets 

someone's online or face-to-

face course and teaches with 

it first and then makes edits 

to suit his/her style or the 

students' needs. 

The person who previously taught this 

course gave me a syllabus, but I'm 

pretty much just scrapped and started 

from scratch. 

9 

Ease of Use 

Instructor 

Techniques or strategies a 

participant uses to make the 

course design, content, or 

facilitation easier on them. 

Including recycling content. 

Reusing content from 

semester to semester/course 

to course. 

We tried to keep the content elements 

of it as like able to be as evergreen as 

possible for the next three years. I 

guess to use like a kind of silly 

colloquialism but [we/I] like to keep 

it like really vanilla. 

10 

Time Consuming When participants indicate 

the challenges of designing 

content is time consuming.  

I don't want to make course design 

and management of full-time job 

itself though. 

11 

Valuing Exemplars When participants 

acknowledge the value of 

seeing another person's 

course or teaching from 

another person's course.  

I do see a lot of value in that it [pre-

designed courses] helps sort of 

onboard somebody who's maybe like 

brand new to the course or like would 

obviously make it so that they don't 

have to create all of that stuff, 

generate all of this content 
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12 

Putting Out Fires When participants describe 

their process for updates and 

content changes and/or 

altering their course from 

semester to semester based 

on what is not currently 

working in the course or 

based on student confusion of 

the content. 

We have to prioritize and strategizing 

and decide what is important and 

what's not, what fires need to be put 

out right now, versus what things can 

wait until later.  

13 

The LMS/CMS/ 

Instructional 

Designer as a 

Content Strategy 

When participants refer to the 

use of the LMS or CMS or 

instructional designer as their 

content strategy.  

Well, it's an automatic thing so you 

don't have to update any due dates or 

folders or files or anything. So that 

would just be to go through the 

announcements page all the dates get 

adjusted on the fly, and the discussion 

board prompts can get adjusted as 

necessary. But the course copy is 

literally just a mechanical thing that 

you check things that you want and it 

copies it to the shell. 

14 

Valuing Instructor 

Autonomy  

When participants describe 

valuing instructor autonomy 

over pre-designed materials.  

In terms of the people teaching the 

online classes at the moment, they've 

got a lot of freedom.  

15 

Control When participants note they 

value control over their 

content  

I like to have control over all of my 

content. I don't let our instructional 

design designers do much. 

16 

Institutional 

Constraints 

When participants' 

institutions place constraints 

on the course or content. 

Constraints include using 

things like Quality Matters, 

having all online courses 

follow a specific format or 

design. Restricting where and 

what content can be placed in 

the LMS/CMS.  

There's a sort of um, you know, uh, 

institutional desire to keep a particular 

course. 

 


