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Abstract

This article introduces the Engaging with Content Holistically Online (ECHO)
instructional framework, designed to guide faculty and instructional designers in
creating transformative, student-centered online courses in higher education. ECHO
provides scaffolded templates, guiding questions, prompts for using Al as a thought
partner, and practical strategies for course design and implementation grounded in
the Community of Inquiry and Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge

(TPACK) models. This framework emphasizes structured pedagogy, reflective
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practice, and contextualized design, enabling institutions to build cohesive online
programs that promote engagement, critical discourse, and transformative learning.
Implications for online program administration and faculty development are

discussed.

Introduction

Online instruction is not a new concept in higher education. The first fully online
degree was launched in 1989 by the University of Phoenix (n.d.). In the late 1990s,
many nonprofit universities began to follow suit with online courses and degree
programs (Kentnor, 2015). Initially, traditional universities struggled with a lack of
understanding of online pedagogy and faculty buy-in, as they were concerned about
program quality (Marcus, 2004; Shelton & Saltsman, 2005). However, in 2011, 65%
of universities indicated that online education was critical to their long-term strategic
plans, indicating that universities have learned to harness the power of technology to
provide greater access to high-quality education (Allen & Seaman, 2011). The
National Center for Education Statistics identified that 53.2% of college students
took at least one online course in 2023 (NCES, 2025). Universities are not changing

the knowledge that is shared but rather “how” the knowledge is shared.

Identifying a gap in current research and practice, the Engaging with Content
Holistically Online (ECHO) instructional framework provides structured options for
instructional designers and faculty to intentionally scaffold course and program
design. Traditionally, instructional design conversations stall when faculty are asked
how they want their courses or programs designed. ECHO addresses this challenge
by providing instructional designers and faculty with targeted resources, including

scaffolded course-design templates, online instructional strategies, prompts to use
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Al as a thought partner, and reflective questions that guide the decision-making
process. This framework empowers faculty to make informed choices while
navigating them towards creating a Community of Inquiry and designing

transformative learning experiences.

Instructional Design

To implement an effective online program, research indicates a need for content,
technological, and pedagogical knowledge on how to teach in an online environment
(Koehler & Mishra, 2009; Trakru & Jha, 2019). When designed appropriately, online
courses can increase student engagement, attendance, and student access by
allowing faculty to use course facilitation to effectively transfer knowledge (Boothe et
al., 2020; Castro & Tumibay, 2021).

The Engaging with Content Holistically Online instructional framework (ECHO)
incorporates multiple principles of effective online pedagogy, including the integration
of learning theories, assessment, and motivation. ECHO uses the Community of
Inquiry model as one of the foundations for programmatic design. The Garrison et al.
(2000) Community of Inquiry model highlights three key elements of the educational
experience: social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence. When
these elements are woven effectively into the online environment, increased

engagement, critical thinking, and deep learning occur.

ADDIE model, which evolved from military instructional systems research, includes
analysis, design, development, implementation, and evaluation (Allen, 2006), and
Dick and Carey’s (2022) systematic design, which includes nine more detailed steps

covering similar phases; remain foundational structures for instructional design.
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However, many online design models still lack the practical scaffolding and built-in
reflection prompts that the ECHO instructional framework provides, positioning
ECHO as a bridge between theoretical design and day-to-day online course

development.

The following four models make broad statements about effective components of

course design:

1. Alonso and their team’s (2005) E-Learning

2. Roblyer’s (2014) online and blended learning design theory

3. Instructional Design and Online Learning (IDOL) Guidelines (FHI360, 2020)
4. Quality Learning and Teaching (QLT) (California State University, 2022)

5. Quality Matters (QM) (2023) Publisher Rubric

These models emphasize providing a welcome message, measurable learning
objectives, multiple ways to demonstrate mastery or competency, and multiple types
of assessment. Despite the availability of online instructional design
models/frameworks, they lack a structured approach through the use of predesigned
scaffolded templates, guiding questions, and targeted resources for online course
design that lead to creating a Community of Inquiry and transformative learning

experiences.

Additionally, to design and instruct effectively online, a framework must include the
Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPCK) framework (Mishra &
Koehler, 2006). TPCK is visually represented by three interconnected and
overlapping circles, similar to a Venn diagram, to illustrate the individuality and

interrelationship of technological knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and content
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knowledge. Thompson and Mishra (2007) later had participants suggest a new
acronym, TPACK, to facilitate ease of pronunciation and avoid its association with
educational jargon, instead representing the “essential building blocks” of the
framework for successful technology integration (p. 38). This framework was
developed to encompass teacher knowledge related to technology integration, also
known as technological pedagogical content knowledge, which built upon Shulman’s
(1986, 1987) construct of pedagogical content knowledge. Shulman and Shulman
(2004) evolved the idea of pedagogical content knowledge to extend beyond the
individual to “a more comprehensive conception of teacher learning and
development within communities and contexts” (p. 259). Similarly, Mishra (2019)
surrounded the TPACK framework’s three circles by an outer dotted circle
representing contextual knowledge, an encompassing knowledge domain. Teaching
successfully with technology requires continually creating, maintaining, and re-
establishing a dynamic equilibrium among all components (Koehler & Mishra, 2009).
TPACK emphasizes the importance of a structured approach to online course
development, particularly for teachers new to online curriculum development and

instruction.

Engagement in Online Courses

Online programs have a lower retention rate than traditional programs. The level of
student engagement is an important factor that can help retain students and
increase learning, thus improving completion rates (Glazier, 2016). Engagement can
occur through purposeful course design and faculty instruction as students learn

through interaction with peers, faculty, and content.
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Moreover, coursework can play an important role in facilitating the sharing of
knowledge. Students need to learn from one another through interactive
communication that creates critical discourse and reflection (Garrison et al., 2000).
This learning does not need to take place synchronously but through purposeful
assignments that foster knowledge-sharing and collaboration. Research
demonstrates that online peer feedback, where students post their work and provide
feedback to one another, serves as an effective instructional strategy for enhancing
students’ learning processes and outcomes (Yu & Lee, 2024). This type of
interaction can occur in a variety of ways within the online course, such as
discussion boards where students post their work and engage in feedback with
peers, and assignments that require critical thinking through student-centered
pedagogical approaches. When designed intentionally, these activities support the
development of cognitive presence essential to deep learning in online environments
(Garrison et al., 2000).

As a result, courses using the ECHO instructional framework utilize a student-
centered pedagogy aiming to transform the role of the faculty. Faculty are active
facilitators of knowledge transfer and application through carefully crafted
assignments, discussion boards, module design, content, recorded media, and other

instructional elements.

Creating a Community of
Inquiry and Critical Discourse

The Community of Inquiry model consists of three elements—social presence,

cognitive presence, and teaching presence— represented by a diagram of three
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overlapping circles, similar to the TPACK image (Mishra, 2019), surrounded by an
outer dotted circle (Garrison et al., 2000). Like Mishra and Koehler’s (2006) TPACK
framework, the circles illustrate the individuality and interrelationship of social,
cognitive, and teaching presence. The outer dotted circle of Garrison et al.’s (2000)
Community of Inquiry model also identifies the influence of external factors or

context:

o Social presence occurs when the student can present themselves as a ‘real
person’ through student-to-student and student-to-teacher interactions.

» Cognitive presence occurs through the construction of meaning through
interactive communication that creates critical discourse and reflection.

» Teaching presence refers to the crafting, guiding, and directing of cognitive and
social processes to achieve individual meaningful and educationally valuable

learning outcomes.

Designing an online environment where these three interdependent elements are

present is where purposeful deep learning occurs.

It is important to note that these elements do not need to occur in a live or
synchronous contexts to be effective; however, faculty must facilitate discussions,
negotiate the construction of meaning, and identify misunderstandings. Faculty need
to understand how to use technology to leverage learning and apply knowledge,
model critical discourse, and provide continuous constructive feedback rather than
using a limited “share your thinking and compare to your peers approach” (Garrison
et al., 2000; Garrison & Kanuka, 2004).
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To effectively implement the ECHO instructional framework, faculty reflect using

guided questions that focus on creating an online environment that incorporates rich

critical thinking and community development. The chart below focuses on ideas

presented in Van Schie’s (2020) Concept Map of Community of Inquiry that are

integrated into the ECHO instructional framework’s resources. Van Schie’s (2020)

concept map further highlights the complexity of effective online design and

instruction, which requires a multifaceted framework approach evident in ECHO.

Table 1

Community of Inquiry Components and Online Implementation

Community

of Inquiry

Components

Online

Social

Presence
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Engagement with Others
Emotional Expression

¢ Personal identity

+ Emoticons

e Humor

» Self-disclosure

e Personal responsibility
o Writing style

* Presentation style

Group Cohesion

Discussion board posts
(written and video
responses)

Synchronous sessions
Collaborative assignments
Community events
Technology-use for outside
connection and resource
sharing

Communication with the
faculty

Video course check-ins
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o Agreement

Asking

Continuing threads

Quoting

Complementing

Open Communication

Inclusion

Salutations

Addressing audience

Ownership of space
Brave Space vs Safe Space

* Reasonable safety that

input will be respected

o Office hours (community
building, clarifying
misunderstandings,
questioning)

o Professional Learning

Communities

Cognitive

Presence
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Engagement with Content
Triggering event

Topic or area of interest
(broad)

Collaborative environment

¢ Personal reflection

¢ Social exploration

« Interactive technology for
collaborative assignments

e Access to Open Education
Resources (OER)

¢ Discussion board posts
(written and video
responses)

» Research

e Technology tools
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Exploration (personal and

social)

Divergence

Information exchange

Suggestions

Brainstorming

Conclusions

Integration- constructing
meaning from new ideas

(ever-evolving)

o Convergence
e Connecting ideas

¢ Creating solutions

Resolution- real-world

problems

e Defending solutions
¢ Testing solutions

e Applying new ideas

¢ Reflection

o Real-life application

Teaching

Presence
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Engagement with

Course/Program Outcomes

Instructional Design

» Consistent course design
e Open Educational
Resources (OER)
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e Setting curriculum articles/books
¢ Designing methods e Videos

o Setting targets o Feedback

» Standards

» Scaffolding

Facilitating Discourse

¢ Defining and initiating
discussion topics

* |dentifying shared
personal meaning

e Quality of process
Direct Instruction

¢ Focusing discussion

» Questioning

» Direct feedback

* Injection of new
knowledge

¢ Technical support

Adult Learning
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Adult learning has changed with the implementation of technology-based learning
platforms, allowing adults to be more self-directed learners. Technology has enabled
adult learners to access a variety of resources, including collaborative tools, self-
assessment, feedback, progress monitoring, and scaffolding technology. This access
allows learners to search for and apply information effectively, highlighting the need
for faculty to identify what they need from technology before they can utilize it
effectively (Laurillard, 2012).

Knowles et al. (2011) identify the core principles of andragogy, or the foundation of
adult learning: Learner’s need to know, learner’s self-concept, learner’s prior
experience, learner’s readiness to learn, learner’s orientation to learning, and
learner’s motivation to learn. “Andragogy works best in practice when it is adapted to
fit the uniqueness of the learners and the learning situation” (Knowles et al., 2011, p.
3). The ECHO instructional framework uses the core principles of andragogy in
instructional design and online instruction; however, caution is placed on the needs
of adult learners choosing online programs to ensure instructional decisions are not
based on a learner’s immediate interests without viewing needs through an
instructional decision-making lens (Ayers, 2011). By integrating these andragogical
principles into online course design, the ECHO instructional framework ensures that
adult learners are supported through intentional scaffolding, reflection, and flexible

instructional design choices that respect autonomy while maintaining academic rigor.

Transformative Learning

While the introduction of the internet, social media, and artificial intelligence has
provided a window into enormous amounts of information, it is crucial that online

courses do not contribute to the passive consumption of content. Mezirow (1997)
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notes that a defining characteristic of humans is the need to understand the meaning
of experiences. The transformative learning theory emphasizes the importance of
critical reflection, dialogue, and experiences in enabling adults to change their

perspectives, assumptions, and understandings.

The dictionary defines learning as the “knowledge or skill acquired by instructor or
study” (Merriam-Webster, 2025b, para. 2). While knowledge is defined as “the fact or
condition of knowing something with familiarity gained through experience or
association” (Merriam-Webster, 2025a, para. 1), does learning occur without critical
reflection, participation in dialogue, and experienced knowledge or skill?
Transformative learning goes beyond acquiring information or mastering skills; it
involves critically reflecting on our own and others’ assumptions, habits of mind, and
frames of reference. Learning is much more than the accumulation of knowledge;
fundamentally, learning is the ability and dispositions to question and examine
values, beliefs, and judgments (Mezirow, 1997). Faculty must aim to help students
develop autonomy, the ability to think independently, reflect critically on beliefs, and

engage with others through critical discourse.

The Engaging with Content Holistically
Online (ECHO) Instructional Framework

The ECHO instructional framework evolved out of necessity to effectively and

efficiently transfer online design and instructional pedagogy to faculty with little to no
prior online experience, beyond emergency remote teaching that occurred during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The goal was to create a step-by-step course design approach
through the development of explicit templates and guiding questions that scaffold the

design of individual courses, focusing on meaningful engagement with content and
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peers, moving students to active co-constructors of knowledge, fostering a strong
Community of Inquiry, and developing transformative learning experiences while

receiving limited support from instructional designers due to finite human resources.

This purposeful design of individual courses leads to cohesive degree programs with
all faculty working within the same framework. The templates’ scaffolded designs
enable ease of Learning Management System builds for multiple courses within a
single degree, designed by different faculty, with a consistent look, feel, and

interaction for students.

As detailed in Figure 1, the ECHO instructional framework, similar to TPACK and the
Community of Inquiry, is represented by a diagram of three overlapping circles,
similar to a Venn diagram, surrounded by an outer dotted circle; however, the ECHO
instructional framework includes a series of dotted circles starting in the center and
moving towards the outer dotted circle, representing the “echoing” effect. Each circle
contains essential instructional design tools: pedagogical frameworks, guiding
questions and resources, and instructional design templates. The intersection of
pedagogical frameworks and instructional design is identified as structured
pedagogy. This is where theory meets practical application, the blueprint (template)
that shows how pedagogical principles are systematically implemented. Pedagogical
frameworks overlap with guiding questions and resources leading to reflective
practice, the “why” behind instructional choices. Practical implementation, the “what”
and “how-to” of building courses, occurs when instructional design templates,
guiding questions, and resources intersect. The outer circle constitutes context. In
online courses, understanding the context of multiple learners—their needs,

backgrounds, access to technology, and learning environments—is essential to
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ensure the ECHO instructional framework is implemented equitably across diverse
populations. Finally, at the center of the diagram, where instructional design
templates, pedagogical frameworks, guiding questions, and resources converge, a
lasting impact is created that reverberates beyond the lesson into where

transformative learning occurs.

The echo metaphor is appropriate for this framework. An echo requires the right
environment (context). An echo involves repetition and reflection, modeling the
iterative process of strong instructional design. Multiple echoes create harmony or
discordance, highlighting the importance of aligning instructional design templates,
pedagogical frameworks, guiding questions, and resources within the context of the

population being served.
Figure 1

The Engaging with Content Holistically Online (ECHQ) Instructional Framework

15/27



2/13/26, 11:31 AM The ECHO instructional framework: Guiding faculty to create transformative, student-centered online courses in higher education - OJDLA

1X23U0)
--""""..,‘
”~

Design Frameworks \
nl Templates P
o ECHO lg
3 Practe s Pafo tive o
ad \ Guiding v
Questions ,
\ &
Resources /
. ”
-~
-_— e -
Context

ECHO is presented as a proposed instructional framework currently in the early
stages of formal implementation. Its design is informed by 18 years of applied
experience in online instructional design and has been piloted in the development of
multiple online courses. Research to evaluate ECHO’s effectiveness is currently
underway, and empirical findings will be reported in future scholarship. The lack of
empirical details within the article is intentional. At this stage in ECHO’s infancy, the

value lies in its theoretically grounded, structured approach to a well-documented

gap in faculty support.

https://ojdla.com/articles/the-echo-instructional-framework-guiding-faculty-to-create-transformative-student-centered-online-courses-in-higher-education?x-craft-preview=7060af3cc10ebd25ff8e113b82...  16/27



2/13/26, 11:31 AM

https://ojdla.com/articles/the-echo-instructional-framework-guiding-faculty-to-create-transformative-student-centered-online-courses-in-higher-education?x-craft-preview=7060af3cc10ebd25ff8e113b82...

The ECHO instructional framework: Guiding faculty to create transformative, student-centered online courses in higher education - OJDLA
To significantly impact online program administration, intentional scaffolding of the
step-by-step process—outlining a course through designing individual module
content, assignments, and assessment— through the use of predesigned templates
and guiding questions supports faculty course development in meaningful and
measurable ways. The ECHO instructional framework provides instructional
designers with a structured, sequential pathway to onboard faculty to online
instructional design. The ECHO instructional framework transforms what can be an
overwhelming and isolating process into a manageable, iterative, and reflective
practice, empowering faculty to design with independence and intention.
Instructional designers are able to focus on deeper consultative work—engaging in
meaningful pedagogical conversations with faculty, providing targeted feedback on
course quality, and supporting the refinement of complex instructional decisions.
Instructional designers direct their expertise where it matters most: strengthening the
intellectual and pedagogical depth of the learning experience. This, in turn, supports

creating high-quality online programs.

To implement the ECHO instructional framework, first, using the backwards design
model (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998) and Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
principles (CAST, 2025), faculty begin by completing a step-by-step course outline
template. This template guides faculty systematically through the process of
developing the course description and course outcomes, identifying key
assessments and/or assignments, outlining module learning objectives and topics,
selecting module readings and resources, and determining necessary instructional
media. At this stage, faculty focus on the overall structure and alignment of the
course rather than drafting specific module content. The guiding questions prompt

faculty to engage with artificial intelligence (Al) as a thought partner to carefully
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consider how key assessments and assignments align with module outcomes and
identified resources, ensuring that these elements effectively support and measure
the intended course outcomes. The course outline template and guided questions
serve as a step-by-step framework that enables faculty to design their course(s) with
minimal assistance from instructional designers. The ECHO instructional framework
provides a quality assurance measure and provides opportunities for the design

team to dig deeper into other aspects of program or course design.

The following sample Al prompts, developed in collaboration with Anthropic’s (2025)

Claude Al, illustrate how ECHO supports faculty in developing the course outline:

1. Outcomes Brainstorming Session— | want to write course outcomes that go
beyond 'students will understand X' to capture genuine transformation. For a
course on [topic], help me brainstorm: What should students be able to DO
differently after this course? How should their thinking change? What problems
should they be equipped to tackle?

2. Community of Inquiry Mapper— For this discussion activity [describe activity],
help me identify how it fosters: (a) Social Presence (e.g., student-student
connection, identity, and trust); (b) Cognitive Presence (e.g., triggering events,
exploration, integration, and resolution); and (c) Teaching Presence (e.g.,
design, facilitation, and direct instruction). If any element is weak, suggest

specific modifications.

Second, faculty use the course outline template to develop individual module
content. Each module has its own template, designed in the same cadence, which

includes guiding questions and Al prompts to aid in content development.
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1. Module Overview Page: Faculty are advised to leave this section for last. To

scaffold design processes, the following should be created first: content pages,

discussion boards, and assignments. Once the content is created, the faculty

list module objectives; write the module introductions; estimate the time required

to complete all module activities; and create a module checklist of readings,

discussion boards, and assignments.

a. Hook Development Brainstorming Al Prompt Example: I'm starting Module

1 on [topic] for [audience]. Help me brainstorm 15-20 different opening
hooks that would grab students' attention in the first 2—-3 sentences. Think
variety, but ensure the content is factual: Surprising statistics, provocative
questions, real-world scenarios, counterintuitive facts, compelling stories,
current events connections, or personal challenges. What would make

students think 'l need to understand this'?

. Content Exploration Page(s): Using the module topics identified in the course

outline template, individual pages are developed for each essential topic aligned
with module outcomes, key assessments, and assignments. Each page
includes the readings and multimedia resources curated from the course outline
template to facilitate students’ knowledge acquisition. Segmenting content is
grounded in cognitive science research on developing schema. To build
schema, organize information into discrete, topic-specific segments to support
students in activating prior knowledge and integrate new concepts more
effectively (Anderson & Pearson, 1984; Sweller, 1988). Requiring students to
actively navigate between pages fosters intentional engagement to help
students construct meaningful schema essential for critical thinking and

discourse.

19/27



2/13/26, 11:31 AM

https://ojdla.com/articles/the-echo-instructional-framework-guiding-faculty-to-create-transformative-student-centered-online-courses-in-higher-education?x-craft-preview=7060af3cc10ebd25ff8e113b82...

The ECHO instructional framework: Guiding faculty to create transformative, student-centered online courses in higher education - OJDLA
Each Content Exploration page includes prompts for discussion, collaborative

annotation, or reflective activities that encourage students to interact with the

content, their peers, and faculty. This interaction fosters a supportive academic

community that deepens understanding through dialogue. The content also

allows students to question their assumptions, connect new information to prior

experiences, and engage in activities that support adult learners in

transformative learning.

a. Prior Knowledge Activation Activities Al Prompt Example: For a
Content Exploration page on [specific concept], students might already
know or have experienced [describe what they might know]. Brainstorm
10-12 different ways to activate their prior knowledge at the start of the
page: Questions to consider, scenarios to recall, quick self-assessments to
reflect upon, predictions to make, and connections to notice. Make them

concrete and doable in 2—-3 minutes.

. Discussion Board/Regular and Substantive Interaction: Students can become

disengaged with weekly discussion board prompts that include boilerplate
language, such as the following: Write a 300-word response and respond to two
peers' posts. Faculty are encouraged to use design activities that push students
to think critically and engage in critical discourse, spearheading the
development of a Community of Inquiry. Third-party tools are encouraged to
provide a variety of interactions (e.g., Google Workspace, Perusall
VoiceThread)
a. Beyond Post-and-Respond Formats Al Prompt Example: | want to design
discussions that break the 'post 300 words, respond to two peers' mold for

[topic]. Help me brainstorm innovative formats: How could students
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debate? Engage in Socratic dialogue? Teach each other? Solve problems
collaboratively? Analyze cases together? Role-play perspectives? Generate
12-15 specific discussion structures that promote authentic discourse.

4. Assessments/Assignments: To design effective assessments and assignments
in an online environment, it is necessary to leverage other senses to
compensate for the lack of visual cues and formative assessment data readily
available in a brick-and-mortar classroom. Aligning assessments and
assignments to clearly written learning objectives is essential. Universal Design
for Learning (UDL) principles, such as providing multiple means of engagement,
representation, and expression, are encouraged during the design process
(Boothe et al., 2020). Incorporating iterative feedback cycles allows students to
receive constructive feedback at multiple stages and have opportunities to
revise and improve their work.

a. Feedback—Rich Process Design Al Prompt Example: For this assignment
on [topic], | want multiple feedback opportunities before final submission.
Brainstorm a process that includes: What could students submit early for
feedback? How could peers help each other? Where could self-assessment
fit? What check-ins would prevent students from getting off track? Design a

timeline with multiple touchpoints.

When an institution adopts the ECHO instructional framework, faculty experience a
measurable shift in instructional design consistency and pedagogical reflection.
Departments are better positioned to ensure alignment between course outcomes,
assessments, and student engagement through the scaffolded templates, guided

questions, and embedded prompts.
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Conclusion

Education, now more than ever, needs to focus on helping students learn how to
think, rather than what to think—a transformative learning approach. As universities
increasingly focus on long-term strategic planning that prioritizes online education,
there is a need for an instructional framework that offers a step-by-step, structured
approach, utilizing intentional online design and instructional strategies to foster a
strong Community of Inquiry and promote the development of transformative
learning experiences. The Engaging with Content Holistically Online (ECHO)
instructional framework addresses this need while supporting faculty independence
and flexibility in developing learning experiences tailored to their disciplinary context
and student needs. This approach equips students with essential skills to navigate

complex problems, think critically, and engage thoughtfully.
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