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Introduction  
 

This guide is a part of a series that was written to better prepare online learning coaches. Due to 

the nature of online learning, and since most of the students that this website and guide center 

around are adults, andragogy and adult learning theory were used to create this best practice 

guide. The curriculum centers less around lectures and instead pushes instructors to give their 

students more freedom and control over their education. Based on research conducted by April 

Lawrence and Makalla Routten, it’s been shown that mixing online education and adult learning 

theory will “shift power and control from the instructor to the student.” This isn’t a bad thing. In 

fact, this shift in normative roles (student vs teacher) will teach the student how to learn over his 

or her whole lifetime.  

Based off the concept of andragogy, adult learners should be given more freedom in their 

education. This is because adult learners have their own life experiences that benefits their 

studies and are motivated internally. With these things in mind, this guide will help you set up 

your online learning environment to further support these unique students. This document is 

beneficial to learning coaches by providing a guide for interaction with students and class 

organization. Additionally, it highlights the importance of various stages of pre-, during, and 

post-class duties. The quick reference provided at the end can be printed and used as a reminder 

of key responsibilities.   

In 2003 Barbara A. Frey and Susan Webreck Alman published a study done on the University of 

Pittsburgh’s Library and Information Science online master’s degree program. The two sought 

out feedback from the first class of students that would be enrolled into this program. The 

learning management system the University of Pittsburgh used was Blackboard, which is a 

software that ADDIElearnsonline frequently researches. What this study has provided for this 

guide is a list of issues the students had found with this program.  

 

 

 

 



 Learning Management System  
 

For many who are considering continuing their education, when they think of online learning, 

one concern is that they would feel alone and isolated during the process. Deborah Waddill, an 

adult learning theorist, has commented on this fear and stated:  

A sense of community can be built through “purposeful design of activities that are self-

directed, reflect real-life experiences, and provide for collaboration and bonding.” 

The way an online class is set up affects a student’s progress considerably. No matter what 

software your institution or business uses, consistency in set-up is one of my most important 

things to consider.  

In Frey and Webreck-Alman’s study, students mainly pointed out the following, in terms of their 

online learning environment.  

• Emphasize prerequisite technology skills needed for the course 

• Make the LMS consistent (for example, if a course has homework listed under 

“Assignments,” make sure the other courses also have homework under the 

“Assignments” tab) 

• Provide contact information for technology experts that students can email/call/IM with 

any questions regarding the LMS 

• Allow students time before the semester begins to explore and become comfortable with 

the LMS 

It was also found in the study, that students didn’t do well with sudden changes. They expected 

and thrived when there was consistency in their courses. Frey and Webreck-Alman’s focus 

groups reportedly felt “empowered” after learning the new technology, and isn’t that the ultimate 

goal of education?  

 



 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

For a student (traditional or non-traditional) to succeed is in part based on how connected 

socially they feel in the classroom. Which is why some students can feel wary about online 

learning. Research shows, however, that if an online learning environment is set up successfully 

it will be as if there wasn’t a screen separating the student from his/her peers or instructor.  
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