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Planning out a course is not a new concept to either faculty or 
instructional designers, who are both accustomed to developing 
online courses. However, online course design principles might be 
somewhat new to those working with OER. It’s important to point 
out that those who teach online in particular might be more famil-
iar with course planning tools, mainly because teaching online and 
building out a course in a learning management system (LMS) goes 
beyond developing a traditional course outline or a syllabus. Generally 
speaking, all the elements and structure of an online course need to 
be outlined or “story-boarded.” When it comes to developing a course 
with OER, it’s like lesson planning on steroids. It requires not only 
the knowledge of the subject at hand or details of the lesson agenda 
but also a profound understanding of teaching and learning and the 
pedagogy for online.

The Essentials and Backward Design

An experienced instructional designer or a course developer can 
point out the essential elements of course planning, which include but 
are not limited to the following: course learning outcomes and unit-
specific learning objectives (what students are expected to be able to 
do upon course and unit completion); teaching strategies or methods 
(activities students will engage in to meet course outcomes and unit 
objectives); assessment measures (activities to demonstrate proficiency 
and attainment of the outlined outcomes and objectives); and last but 
not least—content, content, and content!

Wiggins and McTighe (1998) outline three elements of back-
ward design: identifying the desired results, determining acceptable 
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52 Course Design

evidence, and planning learning experiences and instruction (that also 
involves selection of instructional materials). While these elements 
might seem intuitive and easy to follow in course planning, in fact, 
faculty can often benefit from the support, guidance, and feedback of 
an instructional designer.

Some faculty start with choosing a textbook and then plan the 
course around it. For example, a business school faculty member spe-
cializing in corporate finance and investment banking might simply 
start by selecting the best textbook she can find for her students. But 
after teaching for several years, she might start to question her text-
book selection, as she notices that students are not performing as well 
on assignments as she would have expected. She then might contact 
an instructional designer who could help her review, refine, and revise 
her course. Subsequently, she discovers that she can be more deliber-
ate, objective driven, and student centered in her course planning. 
She might conclude that the textbook should not drive her deci-
sions about pedagogy. Vee Herrington, Adjunct Associate Professor 
and OER Librarian, John Jay College of Criminal Justice, CUNY, 
provided an example from instructors she worked with in Criminal 
Justice:

Instructors often cannot find the “perfect” textbook. I explain to them that 
there are other ways to meet course learning outcomes. You can use several 
chapters from one book or multiple chapters from a different book. To 
supplement or fill in the gaps, I also help faculty look for articles, e-books 
or videos. With this approach, a commercial textbook is not driving the 
instruction, but the learning outcomes are.

Kim Grewe, Associate Professor of English and Instructional Technol-
ogist at Eastern Shore Community College, outlined the value added 
by utilizing the backward design process to support course planning 
with OER:

Instructional designers are trained to use backward design. Faculty usu-
ally know what they want students to learn. But many times, faculty 
look to the outcomes and objectives as they are already laid out in a text-
book, instead of thinking more deeply about their own students’ experi-
ences and needs. Backward design is really a student-centered design. 
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Through a process of deep analysis, which focuses on students and their 
learning—not just the teacher and textbook—instructional designers 
strive to create meaningful learning experiences. The first question to ask 
is what do we want students to be able to know or do after experienc-
ing this course? How will students demonstrate that they reached the 
desired outcomes? How will students interact with the content? How can 
we guide their learning? What are we doing to help students be more 
active participants and less passive recipients? After we think about that, 
THEN we think about the content. This approach works particularly 
well with OER.

There are many types of course planning documents, and some insti-
tutions or units have developed their own templates. In this  chapter we 
present an OER course planning document developed by the authors 
that can be downloaded from the authors’ website. This planning docu-
ment was first used in a two-week, asynchronous,  instructor-facilitated 
workshop developed by the authors and discussed in Chapter 9. The 
document enables one to approach course planning systematically 
with OER in mind. You can review the accompanying course plan-
ning document (Figure 4.1). We would also like to share an example 
of the course planning document with one week of a hypothetical 
course completely filled out (Figure 4.2), demonstrating that it might 
be easier than you think to use this planning document. Such a tem-
plate can be used during the implementation and the build-out of the 
course itself in the LMS or other hosting platform.

In addition to the standard course planning elements, like unit/
week/module, and the learning outcomes, learning activities, and/or 
assignments, the sections in this document that address course content 
are very specific. The content-related sections guide the user through 
the careful review process for evaluating and selecting learning mate-
rials, examining the specific attributes of the content, as well as align-
ing the content with the appropriate areas of the course.

Following through each part of the document allows one to refresh, 
renew, or revise an existing course or build a completely new course, 
for which content is carefully selected and aligned with outcomes to 
support all learning activities. In the careful examination and planning 
of each individual module, one might discover that there need to be 
some major changes to the course structure, activities or assignments, 
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YOUR NAME AND NAME OF YOUR COURSE:

Y O U R  S E L E C T E D  O E R ( O N E  O R  M O R E ) :

Provide  a brie f ration ale  for se le ctin g your OER:

U n it /  W e e k /  Module  of Course :

Le arn in g Outcom e ( s)  that Apply:

Le arn in g Activitie s an d/ or assign m e n ts that Apply:

Curre n t con te n t ( If n ot n e w course ) :  re adin g, re source , vide o, e tc.

Adoptin g as is or n e e ds m odifyin g or supple m e n tin g:

OER re placin g old con te n t or OER for n e w course ( if fre e  but n ot oe r, ple ase  ide n tify ) :

If m odifyin g or supple m e n tin g, whe re  will n e w con te n t com e  from :  
In structor, an other OER, E r e se rve , e tc.

OER lice n sin g con dition s ( be  spe cific) :

n ote s:
Zhadko, O. & Ko, S. (2017, 2019). An OER Course Planning Document: Define,
Evaluate, Select and Integrate!

Figure 4.1 OER Course Planning Document
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U n it /  We e k /  Module  of Course :

Le arn in g Outcom e ( s)  that Apply:

Le arn in g Activitie s an d/ or assign m e n ts that Apply:

Curre n t con te n t:  re adin g, re source , vide o, e tc.

Adoptin g as is or n e e ds m odifyin g or supple m e n tin g:

OER re placin g old con te n t ( if you choose  fre e  but NOT OER, ple ase  ide n tify as such) :

If m odifyin g or supple m e n tin g, whe re  will n e w con te n t com e  from :  
In structor, an other OER, E r e se rve , e tc.

OER lice n sin g con dition s ( be  spe cific) :

n ote s:
Zhadko, O. & Ko, S. (2017, 2019). An OER Course Planning Document: Define,
Evaluate, Select and Integrate!

Figure 4.1 (Continued)
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YOUR NAME AND NAME OF YOUR COURSE:

YOUR SELECTED OER (ONE OR MORE):

Provide a brief rationale for selecting your OER:

Unit / W�k / Module of Course:

Learning Outcome(s) that Apply:

Learning Activities and/or assignments that Apply:

Current content (If not new course): reading, resource, video, etc.

Adopting as is or n�ds modifying or supplementing:

OER replacing old content or OER for new course(if fr� but not oer, please identify ):

If modifying or supplementing, where will new content come from: 
Instructor, another OER, Ereserve, etc.

OER licensing conditions (be specific):

notes:
Zhadko, O. & Ko, S. (2017, 2019). An OER Course Planning Document: Define,
Evaluate, Select and Integrate!

Professor Maxine Weber 
Introduction to Sociology

OpenStax Sociology Text
https://openstax.org/details/
books/introduction-sociology-2e 

The open textbook provide content 
on most of the essential course topics.
The book reflects the latest research 
and provides current examples. The 
text is a collective work from multiple 
faculty. The book has handy student 
and instructor supplemental 
resources.

Week 1

Identify major principles of Sociology

Group discussion and a reflective journal entry 

Jones text, chapter 1-2

OpenStax Sociology Text, Chapter 2

Attribution Non Commercial CC BY-NC

Need to add some commentary to introduce chapter and add an article

Instructor to write commentary; an article XXX from an Open Journal of Society

Figure 4.2 Sample OER Course Planning Document
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or that some new content such as instructor commentary or lectures 
needs to be developed.

While it might be challenging to replace all learning materials with 
OER for your course at once, consider starting with supplementing 
the existing learning materials with OER or replacing the learning 
materials that are the most costly for students with OER or other 
materials that are free or low cost to students.

Kenneth R. Weisshaar, who teaches Business Ethics at Lehman Col-
lege online, has started to enhance his course with OER using an 
OpenStax textbook, and shared his experience:

I started by using the course planning document provided in the Lehman 
faculty development workshop. It was pretty straightforward and there was 
no difficulty. I searched the web for open textbooks and, surprisingly, found 
one at OpenStax called Business Ethics. I’ve evaluated the textbook by 
reading the relevant chapters and comparing them to the ones in the text-
book I had used the last two semesters, and the course planning document 
guided me through that process. The content met my course needs, and 
the book had a list of reputable contributors. I’m replacing the first three 
 chapters that introduce ethics and teach several well-known ethical theories. 
The biggest issue will be making sure the rest of the course is consistent 
in its use of these theories as foundational materials. I plan to see how it 
works in the course and what, if any, reactions the students have to not 
being able to get a hard copy of the book. At this point, I am partially 
integrating an open textbook into my course to determine whether to fully 
replace my current textbook with OER.

Danielle S. Apfelbaum, Farmingdale State College’s Scholarly Com-
munication Librarian and OER lead at her campus, advises, “Start with 
a single lesson, or start by using OER as supplementary materials. You don’t 
have to feel pressured to go OER all at once.”

Getting Started with the OER Course 
Planning Document

No matter whether faculty are working on their own or with the sup-
port of an instructional designer, course development should involve 

Copyright © 2020 Taylor & Francis



58 Course Design

an intentional and practical step-by-step (modular) process. If you are 
repurposing an existing course outline, filling out this sort of blueprint 
should be fairly easy. However, if this is the first time you are revising 
an existing course with OER, take careful inventory week by week of 
your current/past course and note what you already have in the way 
of main content, such as textbook readings, instructor lectures, articles, 
and websites, as well as learning activities. These are the areas that will 
need attention, changes, and revisions for developing a course with 
OER.

If you teach two different courses using the same text, we do rec-
ommend that you focus on just one course at a time as you fill out the 
course planning document. You may choose to jot down some notes 
for the second course while working on the first.

If you already have a few OER or learning materials that you 
thought could be great candidates for your course, add those to your 
document first. If you did a quick search of OER for your course and 
came up with a few sources that look like solid choices, add them to 
the document under the appropriate heading. You can examine them 
in more detail when you review each of the modules/units of your 
course.

Note that you will likely not be able to complete this document 
in one sitting. It is best to break down your work into several ses-
sions. It can take anywhere between 5 and 20 hours to fully complete 
this course planning document. For a successful experience, fill out 
the document to the extent you are able and include as much detail 
as possible. Although some elements might seem redundant or too 
simplistic at first sight, such as the names or topics of units/modules/
weeks, these might prove very helpful later on as you might decide to 
change the order or adjust the pacing of the course. Once you actually 
begin to revise your course, you will want to create a more complete 
project plan, adding details such as due dates or the person responsible 
for a particular task (if you happen to be working with a colleague 
and/or have additional support).

Start with providing a brief rationale for using the OER you have 
selected. You might be using different OER for different reasons. For 
example, you may have selected an open textbook because of its high 
quality and its coverage of most of your topics. But you may have also 
chosen a podcast that is authored by an expert in the field or that cov-
ers some specialized and current topics. Or it may be that it simply 
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fulfills the learning outcomes or is the best available OER in your 
discipline. Stating the rationale will help you stay focused on what this 
OER is intended to accomplish and will keep you on track as you 
spell out the details for each individual module.

For example, in Susan Ko’s East Asia in the Modern World online 
history course for Lehman College, she found a good tutorial defin-
ing the concept of “modern” in the context of East Asia. However, 
because the website was not current, while the text and images were 
still available, many of the video links no longer worked. Nonethe-
less, the tutorial still seemed a valuable introductory resource for 
her students. Therefore, she decided to use the tutorial but let the 
students know how to maneuver around its limitations, providing 
the following instructions: “Please note that many of the video resources 
on this site are old and may no longer be playable, but there is a transcript 
available for each video that you can read, and the text and images are all 
still accessible.”

Define the course learning outcome(s) that apply to each week of 
the course—if your course is a new one and you are responsible for 
creating learning outcomes, you may wish to consult some guidelines 
on writing learning outcomes or Bloom’s Taxonomy for choosing 
the action verbs. In a nutshell, learning outcomes are statements that 
describe student behavior and provide context in which that behavior 
takes place as well as specify how that behavior will be measured or 
observed. It is important that learning outcomes are learner-centered 
and can communicate instructor expectations for that unit/module/
week. If it happens that you only have course-level outcomes, and 
don’t actually want to compose weekly learning outcomes, you can 
simply note which outcomes apply in the case of each week.

Before you start carefully planning content for each unit/week/
module, specify the learning activities and assignments that students 
will engage in—for example, a discussion, a group presentation, a quiz, 
etc. Consider how you will recognize that students are successful—
what tasks or assignments would students be responsible for? Depend-
ing on some of the decisions you made on authoring or assembling 
your OER (as per Chapter 3 of this book) and how those OER 
materials will be delivered, you may want to add some notes to your 
course planning document to indicate where everything is going to 
be placed. For example, if you are replacing a textbook reading with 
some OER material, you may want to note where in the LMS that 
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material will appear—is it going to be a part of a discussion, an assign-
ment, or in a module content folder? For example, do you envision 
embedding content into an activity or the assignment itself, or will 
you add it as a learning resource, linked to from within the module?

As you take inventory of your existing course (unless you are devel-
oping a new course with OER), list all learning materials you cur-
rently use, including videos, podcasts, articles, etc. Now, after carefully 
searching for, evaluating, and selecting your content (refer to Chap-
ter 2 for more details and for the authors’ OER evaluation and selec-
tion criteria), list your selected OER content for that module.

If you choose free-to-students but not OER, please identify the 
content as such. It might be that you choose several resources to 
replace what was previously a single, non-OER resource—don’t be 
surprised by that. What you might want to do is glance at the course 
learning outcomes (or the learning outcomes that pertain to that par-
ticular week) and see if the learning materials you are choosing will 
support and align with those. If you are lucky enough to find copious 
resources for the learning unit, be selective to ensure quality and to 
avoid overloading students.

Unless you are keeping a local copy of all OER content on your 
computer, it is important to record all the hyperlinks to content in 
your course planning document, as this will make it rather easy for 
you to quickly review the status of all the links and then update them 
within the document or within the course itself. However, you should 
also list the title or subject matter of the linked-to material so that if 
the link becomes broken, you may more easily relocate or replace it. 
For example, if you had a link to Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn” on 
a public domain website, and that link later became unavailable, if you 
had initially titled it correctly in the planning document, you would 
then be able to try to locate the same poem on another site.

OER Licensing Conditions

Next is to note the OER licensing conditions and to specify the licens-
ing conditions of the selected OER. This is something that could be 
more complicated than expected. First and foremost, the ease of being 
able to identify licensing conditions for your select OER will depend 
on the OER type and how it is being published. If it is a resource for 
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which the conditions of copyright or licensing are unclear, you can 
consult the library, or if it is on the internet, simply link to it rather 
than downloading or posting it.

J. Bret Maney, Assistant Professor of English at Lehman College, 
CUNY, commented on his initial course planning process with OER:

The Lehman OER faculty development workshop I took, sponsored by 
the Office of Online Education, provided a great opportunity to evaluate 
a large number of OER and find suitable substitutes for different course 
activities and units that still rely on a proprietary textbook. Given that 
I intend to draw from multiple OER, permission to adapt or remix the 
resources is very important to me. The extensive course planning document 
I created has given me an agenda and way forward as I prepare to teach 
this course again as a “zero textbook cost” course.

Adopting As Is or Needs Modifying  
or Supplementing

Next is to decide whether you plan to adopt the selected OER (or 
free-to-students but not OER learning materials) as is, or whether 
you will modify or supplement them. One of the challenges that 
many OER enthusiasts face is that when they have to piece together 
several learning sources, the results don’t necessarily form a coherent 
whole. You may need to provide some commentary to help students 
make the connections or supply the missing context. Depending on 
your discipline and existing OER for your course, you might be able 
to simply use an OER as is, especially if you are lucky to find a com-
prehensive, high-quality open textbook.

Consider how each content item fits into the course structure, and 
note areas that will need attention, changes, or revisions. Helen Chang, 
Adjunct Assistant Professor at Lehman College, CUNY, commented 
on how helpful the OER course planning document was in organ-
izing her course revision:

I used the planning document provided by the online workshop and it was 
really helpful in seeing what exactly I was replacing with new OER sources. 
By doing a side by side comparison, I was able to figure out gaps in what 
I needed. I wanted to include a new module on media and information 
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literacy, and the planning document helped me figure out where to place it. 
It also showed me I was missing some videos that illustrate the importance 
of the module’s topic.

If Modifying or Supplementing, Where  
Will New Content Come From?

Things will get a bit more demanding when you have to piece together 
several resources. Thus, the last item on the course planning document 
is to add in the details for the planned modifications. For some, it 
might mean that the instructor will create additional resources, like 
a video or audio lecture or notes. It might also come in the form of 
another OER or, in some cases, non-OER resources placed on library 
reserve, or it might be a video offered through an institutional sub-
scription service. Some faculty might feel strongly about creating their 
own content, such as lectures and slides, thinking that this is how they 
can best serve their students. Still others will gladly reuse or slightly 
modify existing resources and focus their energies on facilitating the 
learning process, providing feedback, and engaging with their students.

As you select OER, pay close attention to not only the licensing 
conditions of the resources you select but also to whether they are 
accessible. Though not explicitly indicated on the planning document, 
this consideration should be part of the OER selection process, as 
was indicated in Chapter 2, addressing criteria to evaluate and select 
OER. While accessibility and inclusive design are not new concepts in 
higher education, accessibility is central to the mission of openness. If 
you end up creating your own learning materials, remember to make 
them accessible to all learners. It is worth mentioning that it’s not just 
a best practice but also conforms with the Americans with Disabili-
ties Act (ADA) (https://adata.org/learn-about-ada), regulations with 
which academic institutions need to comply.

If you have the support of an instructional designer or instructional 
technologist with expertise in accessibility, do consult with them. 
They might be able to advise you on how to make content accessible 
to all students, so take advantage of this help and ask that person to 
review your work. If you are largely on your own when it comes to 
evaluating the accessibility of OER, simply start with looking for an 
accessibility statement from the OER creator—often there will be 
such a statement.
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If the OER does not have any indications as to its accessibility, 
depending on the subject and the type of OER, you may want to look 
for the following:

• File type—Is the content provided in just one format type, or 
are there alternatives? Does that format enable you to access the 
materials easily, without major obstacles?

• Formatting—If the OER is in Word, does it use the Headings 
feature instead of just indicating size by picking fonts and size of 
fonts? Do images have alternative text and descriptors? Do videos 
have captions or transcripts?

• Delivery method—Can the content be accessed on any device? 
Does it need to have special software to use it? Is the software 
freely available and accessible (enables voice controls—speech-to-
text, or text-to-speech, zoom), compatible with assistive devices?

In the case where you are authoring your own OER, consider these 
principles as well. For example, while a PDF document might be a 
default file format for many users, it could be the least accessible doc-
ument type, depending on how it was produced. While it might sound 
hard to believe, the original document type, such as the Word or Pow-
erPoint, or a simple webpage might be more accessible for some users 
than a PDF. However, if you initially start with a Word document 
that is made accessible—using proper headings, styles, tagging, and 
formatting—when you do convert it into a PDF, the PDF should be 
accessible as well.

In conclusion, after you complete an OER course planning docu-
ment, you might want to share it with someone who can provide 
you with feedback. You can consult with an instructional designer, 
an OER coordinator, a librarian, a colleague, or simply anyone who 
might have expertise in OER (and perhaps your subject area) to 
serve as a sounding board. Such a person may directly assist you or 
just offer a different perspective on your course planning. As you 
seek out feedback, you might want to specify what kind of feedback 
you are looking for and where you could use some help, assistance or 
expertise. As we point out in Chapter 9, the authors use this course 
planning document in a faculty professional development work-
shop. Faculty fill it out and receive detailed feedback from workshop 
facilitators.
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This OER course planning document is truly a blueprint for help-
ing faculty implement OER. As you can see by the Creative Com-
mons license on this document, you can make changes (modify and 
improve it!) to the document to meet your own needs or for use in a 
faculty development program.
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