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Abstract: The study described examines the student experience in a 
graduate inclusive education course purposefully designed to address 
areas of need identified. These include the need for theory to underpin 
course design, the need for collaborative practice, and the need to 
reduce the theory-to-practice gap. Throughout their enrolment and 
after course completion, feedback from students is presented and 
examined in order to determine whether these needs have been met 
through the design of the course. Findings suggest that the 
organisation of learning materials, embedded capacity-building skills, 
and the practical applicability of course content was highly regarded 
by students and contributed to their learning. Additionally, the design 
process used addressed the areas of need identified in an authentic 
way.         

 
 

Introduction 

 
The knowledge acquired by students enrolled in teacher education courses has a 

bearing on their inclusive practices (Hansen, 2012), so what is taught and the principles that 
underpin a course are critical. The opportunity to design a new graduate course to prepare 
specialists in the inclusive education field was a unique chance to purposefully consider the 
design of a course. While acknowledging that the broader scope and meaning of the term 
inclusion now often incorporates notions of social justice and equity, this study focuses on 
understandings and teaching practices specifically relating to individuals with disabilities. 

Successful inclusive practice is reliant on a commitment to inclusion through 
leadership in organisations, including schools and institutions of higher education (Ainscow 
& Sandill, 2010; Lewis et al., 2019). From an inclusive perspective any barriers to learning 
should be viewed in relation to the organisation in which course content is developed and 
delivered. Foreman (2014) suggests that inclusive education and the principles that support 
its practice need to be central to curriculum design and that educators need to be challenged 
to reshape their curricula, teaching, learning and assessment processes with the values and 
principles that embody inclusive education. Success could be judged by the way an educator 
is able to respond to difference through the curriculum and how instructional practices 
convey values of inclusivity. In light of current moves for accountability, these elements of 
practice could be further considered in the debate about what constitutes teacher quality 
(Keamy & Selkrig, 2013; Low et al., 2012). All of these aspects need to be treated as an 
integrated holistic understanding of teaching rather than in isolation and are central to course 
design.  

Key issues identified in relation to teacher preparation are magnified in the inclusive 
environment possibly due to the multidimensional nature of this particular field, the various 
stakeholders involved and the demands associated with successfully meeting the needs of 
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children with diverse learning needs. It has emerged that many classroom teachers have been 
expressing concern about the fact that they are now more fully responsible for catering for the 
needs of all children in their classes (Bourke, 2010). This concern was the impetus for the 
design of the course discussed.    

The broader study examined the course design process, experiences of the design 
team, stakeholder input, student experiences of the course and the creation of design 
principles and a model for higher education course design. The intent of this article is to 
focus on the student experience dimension and what information this provided the design 
team throughout the process and considerations for subsequent iterations of course delivery.  
 
 
Review of Literature 

 
Expectations and demands on inclusive educators have increased. As these changes 

are evident in practice, serious consideration needs to be given to the design of higher 
education courses preparing inclusive educators. 

Sayeski and Higgins (2014) report on the redesign of a special education (inclusive 
education) teacher preparation program in the United States. Key drivers for this redesign 
included changes to legislation, accountability expectations and ‘highly qualified teacher’ 
standard requirements. The course design process undertaken by the faculty team was driven 
by the key question “Upon graduation, what should our graduates know and be able to do?” 
(p. 91). The final work completed noted three key changes had been made – to subject 
offerings, to subject content and faculty engagement. Two new subjects were written to allow 
for a more diverse range of curriculum offerings, evidence-based practices were embedded in 
all subject content and with a shift to using a collaborative process the redesign of the 
program was more productive and ensured shared ownership by all faculty members. The 
greatest obstruction to the process was institutional habit with faculty advocating to continue 
the status quo and wanting to use an ‘additive’ model of teacher preparation where more 
content was simply added to the existing framework. By working in a collaborative manner, 
the team were able to break these habits.  

Education faculties have moved slowly to adjust their courses to prepare students for 
the inclusive environment (Allday et al., 2013; Author, 2019). Some institutions have utilised 
the introduction of professional teaching standards and licensing requirements as the catalyst 
to redesign inclusive education courses (Fuchs et al., 2014; Sayeski & Higgins, 2014). 
Modifications made to inclusive education teacher preparation will inevitably lead to changes 
in the expectations and roles of inclusive educators in both special and mainstream schools 
(Forlin & Lian, 2008; Sayeski & Higgins, 2014). Any changes will not be lasting if educators 
are placed in settings that are resistant to the idea and practice of inclusion. However, 
regardless of any potential negativity, educators are responsible for the inclusion of all in 
their daily practice (Florian, 2009; Foreman, 2014).          

There have been moves both internationally and in Australia to shift inclusion from 
being positioned as the responsibility of a specialist in inclusive (special) education to the 
responsibility of all educators (Berry, 2011; Zhang, 2011). The success of this shift has been 
varied, with educators often supporting the notion of inclusion but being unsure of what it 
means and what to do in practice (Anderson & Boyle, 2019). The field of inclusive education 
incorporates complex skills including the ability to cater for varying student needs, 
knowledge of evidence-based practices, curriculum differentiation, collaboration, working 
with various professionals, advocacy, and leadership and organisational ability (Ashman, 
2010; Friend et al., 2010; Lewis et al., 2019; Author, 2016). The study discussed here is 
focused on a graduate inclusive education course where these skills were actively embedded, 
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although these skills also need to be incorporated in generalist education courses to ensure 
that all students have been exposed to them (Author, 2019; Nevin et al., 2009).    

Areas of need for course design were determined through points of convergence in the 
inclusive education, higher education and teacher education literature as these were the three 
educational contexts within which the course design process was situated. The areas of need 
were: the need for a theoretical basis informing course design and educational practice 
(Biesta et al., 2011; Kezar & Lester, 2009; Levin, 2010); the need to better utilise 
collaborative practice, including the way groups of people work together to achieve common 
goals (Chao et al., 2010; Furlonger et al., 2010; Leko et al., 2015); and the need to close the 
theory to practice gap (Allen & Wright, 2014; Carter et al., 2011; Grima-Farrell et al., 2014). 
The higher education and teacher education literature continually highlights the gap between 
research and practice (Grossman, Hammerness & McDonald, 2009; Norton, Sonnemann & 
Cherastidtham, 2013; Van den Bos & Brouwer, 2014). The research to practice gap is 
commonly positioned as the work done within a research context and the extent it then has an 
impact on the field and every day practices. The three areas of need identified have been 
further explored and discussed in detail as part of previous publications (Author, 2016; 
Author, 2016a; Author, 2016b). They are also evident in the online learning literature (the 
subjects described in this study were delivered online) where the need for a theoretical basis 
for online learning design (Castro & Tumibay, 2019), the importance of collaborative process 
(Clark, 2001; Sobko et al., 2020; Stevenson & Hedberg, 2013) and the role of research as a 
term of reference to guide instructional design and delivery (Means et al., 2010; Yang et al., 
2018) are frequently identified as important directions for online learning. 

Design of the course utilised complexity theory (Gell-Mann, 1994; Merry, 1995; 
Waldrop, 1992), and more specifically principles of self-organisation (Author, 2007; Griffin 
et al., 2006; Laroche et al., 2007), as a framework to build the course and content. As an area 
of need identified in the literature was the need for a theoretical base for course and 
curriculum design, the intent of the design team was to use theory as a basis for the course 
design process as well as infuse the principles throughout the delivery of the course. A 
detailed examination of the theoretical underpinnings of the design is beyond the scope of 
this article, however numerous publications by design team members explore these principles 
and their application in inclusive education subject and course design (Author, 2009; Author, 
2010; Author, 2014; Author, 2016b; Author, 2012).   

The key research question for this study was: 
Did the student experience of the course align with the intent of the design and respond to the 
areas of need identified?   

 
  

Methodology 

 

The following section describes the study participants, setting and provides an 
overview of the research design.  
 

 

Participants 

 
All the students enrolled were practising teachers wishing to upgrade their skills and 

specialise in inclusive education. The total number of students enrolled in the cohort was 18, 
all female. Within this cohort the spread of ages ranged from 36 to early 50s. Ethics approval 
was obtained from the institutional ethics committee to undertake this research and 
participants provided informed written consent with additional verbal consent given at 
residential schools.  The inability to identify individual responses on institutional 
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questionnaires, due to this data being provided anonymously, was not an issue for the 
purposes of this study.  
 
 
Setting 

 
Regional University (RU – a pseudonym used throughout the study) was approached 

by a key educational stakeholder regarding interest in designing and delivering a 2 year, part-
time distance education course at Masters level in inclusive education. Once interest in doing 
so was determined by leaders in the Faculty of Education at RU, a design team was formed. 
A group of six inclusive educators plus a faculty educational designer became the design 
team referred to throughout the study.  
 

 
Research Design 

 
The broad study used design-based research as the focus approach for the design 

process. The use of design-based research in educational contexts allows researchers to 
closely examine the design and impact of their work with the ultimate aim of improving 
practice. Further, as Anderson & Shattuck (2012) note “...it stresses the need for theory 
building and the development of design principles that guide, inform, and improve both 
practice and research in educational contexts” (p. 16). The process and results discussed 
focus on the second phase of the three-phased approach typically used in design-based 
research (Johnson et al., 2015). The concept of iterative cycles in design-based research was 
used to guide the design of the course and focus on the incorporation of feedback from 
students. Interviews were also undertaken with design team members and although these are 
not reported in detail in this article, the findings of these are referred to at times as an 
additional data source and triangulation point.   

This article focuses on the student experience and reports the findings from a single 
student cohort as they progressed through a course. It is a small part of a larger study that 
looked at the experiences of multiple stakeholders in a course design process including 
participant-researchers, students, design team members, institutional leaders and industry 
stakeholders. The student feedback was provided through the completion of questionnaires. 
As the student cohort size reported here was relatively small, all comments provided in the 
questionnaire free text box have been included while extended quotes were selected based on 
a thematic analysis undertaken to support conclusions being made. 

Three key pieces of data were used: RU student questionnaire feedback from the first 
cohort to complete Subject A, the first subject in the course (8 student responses); design 
team created questionnaires sent to students after completion of Subject A (11 student 
responses) and RU student questionnaire feedback from the same cohort at the midpoint of 
their course having completed four of the eight subjects - Subject A, Subject B, Subject C, 
Subject D (16 student responses).  

The institutional questionnaires (Table 1 and Table 3) used a combination of 
quantitative data on a likert scale and sought qualitative responses to two open ended 
questions – what was helpful and what would you change. To maintain some element of 
consistency, the same format was used by the design team when creating an additional 
questionnaire (Table 2), although the qualitative response section allowed for more detailed 
and extended responses due to student feedback provided about the limitations of the 
previous questionnaire. The quantitative findings have been reported in the tables as 
frequencies. All narrative responses provided by students have been reported here with 
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particular quotes then highlighted to illustrate conclusions made by the authors as part of their 
thematic analysis.    

The following section presents the feedback results, a brief discussion after each piece 
of feedback outlining key findings, and a summary of the actions taken by the design team in 
response to feedback. The overall intent is not to evaluate the course but to provide a student 
perspective on the design.  
 
 
Initial Subject Feedback Results 

 
The first piece of data used by the team was the standard RU Student Distance 

Education Subject Questionnaire that provided feedback about the first subject in the course, 
Subject A. Data from this subject were used as it was the first student-based feedback source 
for the course and because two different sources of information were available on the same 
subject – the standard institutional questionnaire (Table 1) and a questionnaire created by the 
design team based on the institutional one (Table 2), allowing for more extensive qualitative 
feedback.   

For the RU Student Distance Education Subject Questionnaire, quantitative feedback 
was gathered using a Likert scale with a range from Very Strongly Agree (with the statement) 
to Very Strongly Disagree and an Unsure option. There was also a N/A (not applicable) 
option available, although this was not selected by any students in this instance. Students 
could not be individually identified through these responses. At the time these questionnaires 
were completed the questions were standardised across the institution, with no opportunity to 
modify them for a particular subject or to drill down on particular subject design aspects. 
Items relating to library services and divisional support were removed as they were not 
aspects for which the design team had responsibility.   

Overall, students rated items with aspects such as learning tasks, content, readings and 
alignment between assessment and objectives highly as determined through responses in the 
Very Strongly Agree, Strongly Agree and Agree range. Aspects where students responded in 
the Unsure or Disagree categories included the scheduling to allow adequate preparation and 
timely feedback. Table 1 provides a summary of the questionnaire responses provided by 
eight students. 
 

Feedback criteria Very 
Strongly 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

Very 
Strongly 
Disagree 

Unsure 

The production quality of 
the study material was high 
(e.g. printing, layout). 

1 2 5     

The learning tasks 
suggested in the study 
material were helpful. 

1 3 4     

The objectives of the subject 
were clearly outlined. 

4  3 1 
 

  

Subject content was clearly 
related to the stated subject 
objectives. 

3 2 3     
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The recommended readings 
helped in understanding the 
subject. 

3 4 1     

The assessment tasks in the 
subject were consistent with 
the stated objectives of the 
subject. 

3 1 4     

The assignments were 
scheduled to allow adequate 
time for preparation. 

2  2 3 
 

 1 

My understanding of the 
subject has improved as a 
result of feedback from 
assignments. 

3 1 3 
 

  1 

Feedback from assignments 
was timely. 

2 0 4 
 

  2 

The residential school was 
well organised. 

4 1 3     

The teaching support 
provided was adequate. 

3 1 3 
 

  1 

As a result of doing the 
subject, I have improved my 
ability to communicate 
about its various aspects. 

4 2 2     

The overall quality of 
teaching in this subject was 
good.  

3 1 3 
 

  1 

I would recommend the 
subject to another student. 

3 1 3 
 

  1 

N = 8 students  
Table 1: The RU Student Distance Education Subject Questionnaire for Subject A First Cohort 

 
The final section of the questionnaire allowed qualitative feedback and required 

students to respond to two framing phrases: Comment on two aspects of the subject which you 
found helpful, useful or particularly good and Comment on two aspects of the subject which 
you would like to see changed. Responses in this section varied between two comments in 
each section, one comment, no comment or a combination of these. The student responses are 
compiled below.  
 
Helpful/particularly good: 

Assignment 2 – lesson plans were able to be transferred to real 
classroom situations (SES1-01) 
Generally, readings were informative and helpful (SES1-05) 
The layout of each unit giving a step by step approach was useful 
(SES1-02) 
Use of the forum for feedback was challenging but very useful in the 
learning process (SES1-04) 
The residential (SES1-06) 
The format of the resource materials (SES1-03) 
Rich combination of materials presented in booklet form (SES1-04) 
Classroom relevance (SES1-06) 
All the readings together in one booklet (SES1-01) 
Peer feedback process was good (SES1-07) 
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Enthused me again for teaching (SES1-04) 
I enjoyed the second assignment and found it a great learning tool 
(SES1-08) 
The workshop – opportunity to pool together, share expertise, collective 
intelligence (SES1-05) 
 

Aspects to see changed: 
Workload and assignment expectations was extremely heavy, review is 
necessary to make it more equitable (SES1-05) 
Mailout and information regarding dates needs to be sent in time for 
adequate response. Even this survey, dated June 3, arrived June 30th 
making it impossible to return by the due date (SES1-04)  
Assignment One – peer assessment made completion of assignments on 
time difficult (SES1-02) 
Some of the reading material was not legible (SES1-01) 
Materials arrive earlier (SES1-06) 
The amount of work required in assignments (SES1-03) 
I only received this survey 30/6 and it was due back 1/7 (SES1-08) 
Huge workload (SES1-07) 

Even within the confines of responses permitted through the structure of this questionnaire, 
students targeted the design and content of the course through comments such as The layout 
of each unit giving a step by step approach was useful (SES1-02) and The workshop – 
opportunity to pool together, share expertise, collective intelligence (SES1-05). Students also 
referred to the benefits of the various collaborative process elements embedded in the subject 
through comments such as peer feedback process was good (SES1-07) and Use of the forum 
for feedback was challenging but very useful in the learning process (SES1-04). One student 
indicated that the peer feedback requirement made completion of assignments on time 
difficult, although no particular details were provided that expanded on this response. A 
primary motivation for embedding collaboration throughout the course was to enhance the 
learning process and reflect good practice in the field.  

Throughout the design process there was an emphasis on practical and authentic 
assessment and bridging the theory-to-practice gap. This also covered specific areas of need 
identified by stakeholders and the literature. In their responses, students noted the practicality 
of the assessments, learning design, presentation of materials and the benefits of the 
workshop. In their written feedback, students noted the classroom relevance (SES1-06) and 
that Assignment 2…lesson plans were able to be transferred to real classroom situations 
(SES1-01). The practical application of assessments was central to the work of the design 
team throughout the design process and had been embedded from the beginning.  

The second piece of feedback utilized was the questionnaire designed by the design team 
that incorporated a combination of quantitative (Table 2) and qualitative feedback about the 
student experience in Subject A. This questionnaire was used as a cross-check with the 
institutional questionnaire completed on the same subject. This questionnaire was sent to 
students by the course design team, its structure loosely modelled on the institutional 
questionnaire used to collect information, Student Distance Education Subject Questionnaire, 
to ensure some consistency with other data sources available to the design team.  The 
quantitative feedback was gathered using a Likert scale with a range from Very Strongly 
Agree (with the statement) to Very Strongly Disagree, with an Unsure option included. A Did 
Not Respond (DNR) column has been added to indicate statements where students did not 
indicate a response preference. Students could not be identified through their responses. 
Eleven students in the initial cohort provided feedback.  
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Feedback 

criteria 

Very 

Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

Very 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Unsure DNR 

The peer 
feedback 
component of the 
subject (i.e., 
sharing and 
critiquing peers’ 
work) contributed 
significantly to 
my learning 

1 4 4   

 

1 1 

The peer 
feedback 
component was 
worth the time I 
expended upon it 

1 4 4 1  

 

1  

The workshop 
component of this 
subject made a 
significant 
contribution to 
my learning 

7 2 2      

The assignments 
in this subject 
were highly 
applicable to my 
classroom 
practice  

4 5 1    1  

The assignments 
in the course will 
help me as I 
support other 
teachers 

3 8       

The course 
outline helped me 
to understand the 
overall course 
design 

2 4 2 1   2  

The organisation 
of the learning 
materials made a 
significant 
contribution to 
my learning  

5 4 1    1  

The reflection 
component made 
a significant 
contribution to 
my learning  

2 3 3 1   1 1 
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 Very 
Good 

Good Average Poor Very 
Poor 

Overall, how would you rate the quality of 
the learning experience in this subject? 

9 2    

N = 11 students 
Table 2: Design Team Subject Questionnaire for Subject A First Cohort 

 
All students rated the fifth item The assignments in the course will help me as I 

support other teachers as Very Strongly Agree or Strongly Agree. From a design team 
perspective, this meant that the capacity-building aspect of the course design was already 
evident at this early stage of the course in the students’ responses. The comments section that 
followed allowed responses beyond those permitted by the formal institutional questionnaire 
presented in Table 1. As students were able to provide extended responses in this section of 
the questionnaire, it was interesting to note that the use of the language of self-organising 
principles had become evident in a manner that mirrored the embedded way this had been 
done in the subject materials: 

The course provided excellent readings and I feel that the learning was very 
significant… The embedding of the learning theory with the teaching practices 
was an example… I found the work-load to be heavy, it required substantial 
blocks of time to be dedicated to each tasks (SES2-03).  
I found the critiquing exceptionally draining time-wise and mentally.  However, 
the pooling of the collective intelligence and being able to see others’ responses 
helped affirm and clarify one’s thinking (SES2-09). 

The value of the feedback and reflection processes could be seen in the quantitative 
component of the feedback. As with the previous questionnaire, the workshop was also 
identified as contributing to student learning. Due to the opportunity of providing more detail 
in their responses, it could be seen that students found the workshops particularly beneficial 
due to the collaborative and supportive atmosphere created: 

The workshop was wonderful and a great forum for so much learning and 
sharing of ideas (SES2-05).  
I enjoyed the workshops I believe these are essential to help eliminate the 
number of hours spent trying to work out what has to be done. 
The workshop component is an excellent support for distance students (SES2-
02). 

Students rated highly the relevance of the subject to their context, with the statement The 
assignments in the course will help me as I support other teachers scored as Very Strongly 
Agree or Strongly Agree. What resonated with the design team was the fact that the design of 
the assignments in the first subject of the course already made students feel that they would 
be able to support their peers in practice. The capacity-building aspect of the course was 
important to the design team and had been purposefully embedded throughout. 

When focusing on the usefulness to practice, students mentioned the readings as a 
sound information source, the clarity of tasks, and the application of work completed to their 
teaching practice. The design team met fortnightly to review independent design work to 
ensure clarity and consistency across subjects, considered practical application and provided 
feedback to each other throughout the design process. 

The task requirements were on the whole clearly stated (SES2-01). 
I found the assignments useful to my teaching practice. It has been a very long 
time since I had to do a formal lesson plan (for someone to view) (SES2-06).  
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I have enjoyed the readings immensely…I have enjoyed each assignment as I 
have learnt so much and I am using everything I have learnt daily (SES2-10). 
I thoroughly enjoyed module 1 and have really boosted my professional 
development as a result of doing the [subject] (SES2-08). 

The most consistent criticism was of the workload as well as the late delivery of the subject 
materials. The workload issue was highlighted in both this questionnaire and the formal RU 
one (Table 1) completed by students. This was also a matter that design team members had 
anecdotally picked up from students during the teaching session, so it was a high priority 
aspect when reflecting on feedback:      

I found this semester extremely worthwhile, I have learnt a lot. But the workload 
for me was huge and I kept thinking if this is one subject how will I manage 
working through two next semester (SES2-04). 
Congratulations to the team who has always been responsive to guidance and 
direction. I am, however, fearing the coming semester and managing the 
balance between school, study and household (SES2-11). 
I am thoroughly enjoying the course however I do fear that the workload of the 2 
units next semester is humanly impossible when working full time (SES2-07).   

One of the students succinctly incorporated all the positive and challenging aspects identified 
by peers in their responses. The student mentioned the benefits of the workshop, 
collaboration, and thoughtfully designed course material. Challenges included the workload 
and timely arrival of study materials: 

It has been very relevant to my teaching. This is the first time I have completed a 
course through Distance Education and was expecting to be working by myself 
for the duration of the course. I have however found the workshops to be most 
beneficial and enjoy the group collaboration… The course material is designed 
in order that there is a thorough examination of it.  I do spend many hours 
reading the materials and working on assignments but I did expect the workload 
to be fairly heavy. I am hoping that we receive the next subject materials in 
ample time so that we can digest it well before commencing assignments (SES2-
01). 

In summary, the feedback provided by students aligned with three of the areas of need 
identified – considered design and content of the course, collaboration and reducing the 
theory-to-practice gap through the practical application of knowledge. Students expressed 
high levels of satisfaction with the learning experience overall. The workshop component 
was considered highly valuable as students could engage with the collaborative process face-
to-face, establish relationships and then continue this engagement via the subject forum. 
There was more variability in feedback relating to the reflective components of the subject. 
Not all respondents felt that this was as valuable as the design team did. A number of students 
found the subject to be demanding and in excess of their expectations and previous 
experience with graduate study. The content of the course and the workshops were seen as 
highly applicable to their practice and overall, students responded favorably to the new 
design. Based on this feedback, the design team undertook another cycle of refinement, 
reduced the assignment load, and threaded the study schedule for the next two subjects 
together, reviewing the narrative of the new design to increase accessibility, reviewing the 
length requirements for assignments and reviewing the scope of content.  
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Results of Course Feedback on the First Four Subjects  

 
The third piece of feedback used by the design team was the standard RU Student 

Distance Education Subject Questionnaire that covered the first year of the course (Subject 
A, Subject B, Subject C, Subject D). This gave an overview of the course-to-date and the 
student experience with 16 out of the 18 enrolled students providing feedback. As with the 
previous RU questionnaire, quantitative feedback was gathered using a Likert scale with a 
range from Very Strongly Agree (with the statement) to Very Strongly Disagree and an 
Unsure option. There was also a N/A (not applicable) option available, although it was not 
selected by any students. The quantitative feedback responses have been provided in Table 3. 
   
Feedback criteria Very 

Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

Agre

e 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

Very 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Unsure 

The workshop 
components of the 
course made a 
significant contribution 
to my learning 

14 2      

The assignments in the 
course were highly 
applicable to my 
classroom practice  

5 6 5     

The assignments in the 
course will help me as 
I support other 
teachers 

10 3 3     

The course outline 
helped me to 
understand the overall 
course design  

6 5 4    1      

The organisation of the 
learning materials 
made a significant 
contribution to my 
learning  

5 7 4     

The reflection 
component made a 
significant contribution 
to my learning  

3 3 3    1  6 

      
  Very 

Good 

Good Average Poor  Very Poor 

Overall, how would you rate the quality 
of the learning experience in this course? 

14 2    

N = 16  
Table 3: The RU Student Distance Education Subject Questionnaire of First Year Subjects 

 
The final section of the questionnaire allowed qualitative feedback and required students to 
respond to two framing phrases: Comment on two aspects of the course which you found 
helpful, useful or particularly good and Comment on two aspects of the course which you 
would like to see changed. Responses in this section varied between two comments in each 
section, one comment, no comment or a combination of these. The student responses are 
compiled below:  
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I liked the workshops. I have learnt so much. Thank you. It is a lot of work 
(SES3-14). 
I love the workshops and the flexibility of the lecturers. You are all wonderful 
and helpful. I feel better equiped [sic] to participate in professional discussion 
and cater for a wide variety of student needs, thanks (SES3-08). 
I have found the readings and support to be outstanding, thank you (SES3-03). 
Very helpful, down to earth! Thankyou (SES3-06). 
I found that even though breaking down assignments into components is 
beneficial their [sic] were to [sic] many sections (SES3-07). 
Some assignments had many sections – lost momentum by part H!! (SES3-11). 
I can now drill down, walk the walk, talk the talk and appreciate collective 
intelligence!! (SES3-09). 
Thank-you I have learnt a lot (SES3-02). 

This was the first questionnaire completed by students that provided the design team with 
information about the course-to-date, as the questions and responses pertained to the first four 
subjects of the course – Subject A, Subject B, Subject C and Subject D. Twice as many 
students responded than on the prior formal RU feedback occasion, with 16 students 
completing this particular questionnaire.  

Aspects of the course that related to the design and content were all positively 
evaluated with responses in the Very Strongly Agree, Strongly Agree and Agree categories. 
This included understanding the overall course design and the organisation of learning 
materials contributing to learning. These responses supported a number of aspects highlighted 
by the design team, including the embedded nature of the design and skills throughout the 
course, particularly the application of a common subject development framework, and the 
self-similarity of subject design to support the development of a schema. When asked about 
the quality of the learning experience, students were overwhelmingly positive with 14 of the 
16 students giving the highest rating of Very Good and the other two students rating their 
experience as Good. Additionally, the research-based language used by the design team in the 
subject materials such as collective intelligence and components was reflected in student 
responses.     

Both the quantitative and qualitative data available showed that students continued to 
be very positive about the workshops. The quantitative responses to the statement The 
workshop components of the course made a significant contribution to my learning indicated 
14 students Very Strongly Agreed and 2 students Strongly Agreed with this statement. This 
statement had the strongest positive response in the questionnaire. Further, two students 
explicitly noted the benefits of the workshops in their comments. By the time students were 
completing this feedback, the amount of reflection expected during the completion of 
subjects had been reduced due to workload issues shared with the design team after the first 
subject. Interestingly, the statement that received the most diverse responses was The 
reflection component made a significant contribution to my learning, with more than one-
third of students choosing Unsure as their response choice. This result contrasted with prior 
feedback where just one student had provided an Unsure response.        

Responses ranging from Very Strongly Agree to Agree were evident when focusing 
on statements that considered the practical application of the course. These included 
statements about the applicability of assignments to classroom practice and identifying that 
assignments would help the student to support other teachers. The high student confidence in 
supporting others meant that capacity-building of students in the field of inclusive education 
was occurring. The design team had taken on earlier feedback regarding the workload 
expectations and volume of content in the first subject (Subject A), so that by the time 
students completed this questionnaire that reflected their experiences of the first four 
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subjects, workload was not an issue. It had been at the forefront for the design team as the 
subsequent subjects went into production this issue appears to have been resolved.  
 
 
Discussion 

 

Similarly to Sayeski and Higgins (2014), the design team had been driven by a key 
consideration of what should students know and be able to do by the time they complete the 
course? Through the student questionnaire data and feedback, it was apparent that many of 
the aspects that the design team had endeavoured to embed throughout the course were 
evident to students and had contributed to their course experience. This included the use of 
collaboration, alignment between theory and practice, and the practicality of workshops. 
These were all aspects that the design team had conscientiously worked on throughout the 
design process. The design process had constituted the majority of energy and focus for the 
design team for a significant period of time, so unsurprisingly student responses focused on 
specific design elements, the incorporation of theory and pedagogical aspects.  

Although the time taken by the design team when beginning the design process to 
establish a common schema (Merriam et al., 2007) would not have been known to students, 
the result was evident in their feedback. Students referred to learning tasks, alignment 
between assignment and objectives, relevance to their context, peer support and collaboration 
as aspects that influenced their experience of the course. The embedded design within and 
across subjects, which had been purposefully considered by the design team, also resonated 
with students. As students worked through the course, the development of their professional 
language and understanding of design principle terms such as embedded design, collective 
intelligence and schema also became evident (Lancaster & Auhl, 2013). There was an 
obvious progression of the use of this language from the two questionnaires done after 
students completed Subject A to the following one at the mid-point of the course. Embedding 
evidence-based practices, collaboration and capacity building were core elements in the 
design and delivery of the course.       

Areas for improvement noted by students included workload issues and the timing of 
material distribution. Based on this feedback, the design team undertook another cycle of 
refinement, reduced the assignment load, reviewed the word count requirements for 
assignments and the volume of content. The material distribution timing was also discussed 
with the Division of Learning and Teaching who at the time were responsible for material 
distribution. Since completion of this study all subject content is delivered fully online where 
the release of content is automated, so this element is no longer an issue.  

The fact that this study was limited to a single case can be seen as a limitation, 
however there was never an intention to present this case as representative. Rather, one of the 
main goals of the study was to implement a theoretically driven course design process and to 
seek feedback on the student experience and determine whether areas of need identified were 
addressed. As noted in the following section, there are numerous ways the findings of this 
study may lead to future research.    
 
 
Conclusion 

 
The design process created by the design team addressed issues of need identified in 

the literature – the need for a theory base for course design and reform; the need for, and 
utilisation of, collaborative practice; and the need to address the theory-to-practice gap. The 
embedding of a theory base, collaborative practice and alignment between theory and 



Australian Journal of Teacher Education 

 Vol 45, 8, August 2020  71 

practice were explicitly addressed by the design and in student feedback.  The enactment of 
the principles of self-organisation that underpinned the course design (Author, 2014) meant 
concepts such as embedded design, collective intelligence and feedback were familiar to, and 
used by, students due to their exposure to the course design rather than any formal study of 
the theory. Students emphasised the benefits of collaboration in all feedback provided. They 
worked collaboratively in residential schools, completed assessments that required 
collaborative practice and collaborated online to complete subject content. The theory to 
practice gap was reduced through the application of content to practice by students in their 
school settings and the practical nature of most of the course assessments. The initial findings 
discussed in this article suggest that the purposeful design of a course allows for areas of need 
to be addressed in an authentic manner. Future studies could compare the experiences of 
multiple student cohorts to see whether these findings remain consistent through subsequent 
course offerings.    
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