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RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

 Build amanageable alighment system. Link a program overview map to
course maps that document outcomes, content, learning experiences,
assessments, feedback, support, and evidence. Assign responsibility for each
view and derive learner-facing guidance from the validated internal maps.

Make alignment visible to learners. Show students how courses, modules,
assignments, feedback, milestones, and support resources connect to
program outcomes and professional goals.

Use alighment evidence for continuous improvement. Review curriculum

maps, assessment results, learner feedback, faculty calibration, and external QUALITY MATTERS
standards to identify gaps, overlaps, and needed revisions.

Embed equity and accessibility into the alignment review. Examine whether

all learners can access materials, technologies, assessments, feedback, and

support needed to persist, achieve, complete, and apply their learning.

qualitymatters.org



QM Table of Contents

Table of Contents

01

02

03

04

05

06

07

08

09

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

Introduction: Intentional Design as the Pathway to Learner Success

Conceptual Framework: PALS, Constructive Alignment, and Curriculum Mapping
Constructive Alignment Without Compliance Drift

Mapping Outcomes and Reviewing Internal, Horizontal, and Vertical Alignment
Bloom’s Taxonomy as a Tool for Progression, Rigor, and Equity

PALS Dimensions in Practice

From Mapping to Action: Using Alignment Evidence to Improve the Learner Pathway
Making Alignment Visible to Learners

Measuring Success: From Design Evidence to Learner Outcomes

Continuous Evaluation: Formative, Summative, Confirmative, and Meta Evaluation
Implementation Framework: Building an Alignment System

Sustaining Alignment Through Governance and Review

Alignment Toolkit for Online Program Teams

Recommendations: Building Alignment Systems for Measurable Learner Success
Conclusion: Alignment as the Bridge Between Design and Learner Success

References

12

16

17

22

26

29

42

a4

47

48

49

52

53

© 2026 Quality Matters



QM Introduction

Introduction: Intentional Design
as the Pathway to Learner Success

A student enters an online degree program with a
reasonable expectation: each course should help
them move closer to degree completion, professional
readiness, and personal growth. The learner expects
assignments to build logically from one course to the
next, feedback to guide improvement, and support to
appear at the moments when it is most needed. In a
well-aligned program, the pathway is visible. Weekly
activities connect to course outcomes. Course
outcomes connect to program outcomes.
Assessments provide evidence of developing
competence. Feedback helps the learner understand
not only how they performed, but also how to
improve. Skills are introduced, reinforced,

and mastered across the curriculum until they
become part of the learner’s academic and
professional identity.

In a poorly aligned program, the learner’s experience
is quite different. Each course may be functional on
its own, but the program feels fragmented.
Navigation changes from course to course.

Assignment expectations are unclear or inconsistent.

Feedback may arrive too late to support revision, or
it may focus only on the score rather than the
learning. Grading standards vary, communication
practices differ, and assignments may feel
disconnected from the degree's larger purpose. For
online learners, many of whom are balancing work,
family, caregiving, military service, or other
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responsibilities, these forms of misalighment create
more than inconvenience. These patterns may
complicate the navigation of the program and
suggest potential barriers to motivation and
persistence (Baker & Tukhvatulina, 2023;
Hakkarainen et al., 2024).

This is why intentional design is central to learner
success. Flexibility alone does not guarantee that
students will persist, achieve, or graduate. A program
can be accessible in format while still being difficult
to navigate, inconsistent in expectations, weak in
feedback, or disconnected from support. Using
national undergraduate data, Ortagus, Hughes, and
Allchin (2024) found that students enrolled in
exclusively online degree programs were less likely
to complete a bachelor’s degree or any degree than
otherwise-similar students taking at least some face-
to-face courses. These findings highlight a
completion concern; they do not establish that
curriculum alignment or particular support
structures close the gap. This white paper proposes
coherent pathways, clear expectations, meaningful
interaction, and accessible support as priorities for
program design and evaluation. Their contribution to
learner success should be examined through
program-specific evidence. In online programs,
learner success must be designed. It cannot

be assumed.
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The systems view of online program quality
established in Building Quality from the Ground Up:
A Systemic Approach to Online Degree Programs
provides the foundation for this paper. Grincewicz
(2025) argues that quality in online degree programs
depends on the integration of program design,
teaching support, learner support, learner success,
community, and quality assurance. These elements
are not separate domains operating independently.

They form an interdependent ecosystem in which

FIGURE 1

curriculum, instruction, support, and evidence must
work together around a shared vision of student
success. Alignment is the mechanism that makes this
ecosystem coherent and measurable. It connects the
program's intended outcomes to the learner's lived
experience through a chain of objectives, learning
activities, assessments, performance criteria,
feedback, and support that culminates in evidence of
learner success (see Figure 1).

Alignment chain: from intended outcomes to evidence of learner success.

Program Course
Learning [|[—» Learning |—»
Outcomes Outcomes

Module
Objectives

Content and
—»| Learning [—|and Evaluation|—»
Activities Criteria

Learner
—> Success
Evidence

gesesoments Feedback and

Support

Note. Author-created conceptual synthesis. Arrows show intended design connections, not a tested causal sequence.

Baker and Tukhvatulina’s (2023) study of adult
learners in asynchronous online degree programs
illustrates what misalignment feels like from the
learner perspective. Participants described limited
human connection with instructors, difficulty
receiving timely responses, technology challenges,

inconsistent expectations, and uneven course design.

They wanted clearer connections between
assignments and learning objectives, more
constructive feedback, consistent grading standards,

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

regular instructor communication, weekly
announcements, and opportunities to connect
coursework to professional or firsthand experiences.
These findings suggest that alignment is not only a
matter of curriculum planning. It is a learner
experience concern. These learner reports support a
design implication: make connections, expectations,
communication, and feedback clearer. They do not
establish that any one design feature causes
persistence or belonging.
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Alignment also matters because programs need a
clear definition of learner success and a purposeful
system for measuring it. That definition should
connect the program’s mission and outcomes with
learners’ progression, achievement, completion, and
application beyond the degree. A curriculum map
documents intended learning opportunities;
evidence of learner success helps programs examine
whether those opportunities are functioning as
intended. Interpreting that evidence over time,
against appropriate expectations and benchmarks,
and through an equity lens connects measurement
back to decisions about the learner pathway (Dogan
& Harris, 2024; Hakkarainen et al., 2024; Yang et al.,
2017; Krsmanovic & Foster, 2025).

Intentional design integrates constructive alignment,
curriculum mapping, cognitive progression informed
by Bloom’s taxonomy, external review, evidence of
learner success, and continuous evaluation to
support measurable learner success (Frost & Ackrill,
2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Loughlin et al., 2021; Smith
& Chittams, 2024). This white paper adopts a

comprehensive view of intentional design by

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

positioning alignment as the structural beam that
supports online program quality. It uses Program
Alignment for Learner Success (PALS) as an
organizing model because PALS expands alignment
beyond the relationship between outcomes and
assessments. PALS asks whether the full learning
system is coherent: what is taught, how it is taught,
how learning is assessed, and how alignment is
documented, interpreted, reviewed, and improved

over time.

When alignment is visible, pedagogically meaningful,
faculty-owned, equity-centered, and continuously
reviewed, online learners are better positioned to
understand where they are, where they are going,
how each learning experience supports their goals,
and what evidence shows they are making progress.
Alignment, then, is both a design practice and an
evidence practice. It helps programs create coherent
pathways and determine whether those pathways
are working. Intentional design offers a framework
for supporting these goals; evidence is needed to
determine whether changes are associated with

improved learner experiences and outcomes.
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Conceptual Framework: PALS, Constructive
Alignment, and Curriculum Mapping

Program Alignment for Learner Success (PALS)
provides the organizing framework for this paper.
PALS is a conceptual model that connects content,
learning experiences, and assessments to intended
learning outcomes within and across courses, while
emphasizing the ongoing review and improvement of
those connections. As shown in Figure 2, the model
includes three interconnected dimensions—content
alignment, learning experience alignment, and
assessment alignment—and a fourth dimension:
continuous improvement of alignment. Together,
these dimensions guide examinations of what
students encounter, how they practice and receive

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

feedback, how they demonstrate learning, and how
evidence informs improvements to the program. This
broader view is especially important in online degree
programs, where visible pathways, consistent
expectations, meaningful practice, transparent
assessments, timely feedback, and accessible
support help students progress toward program
outcomes (Frost & Ackrill, 2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016;
Loughlin et al., 2021; Smith & Chittams, 2024). Table
1 translates the PALS dimensions into practical
alignment questions, identifies evidence to review,
and explains how each dimension can support

learner success.

© 2026 Quality Matters
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FIGURE 2
Program Alignment for Learner Success (PALS): Alignment Supported by Continuous Improvement.

& ™
Content Alignment Lea"x?ig :r’;‘;irt'eme
ﬂ?tigzg lseur:s’cr)]rt Practice, interaction, and
I eoutcom?as oL feedback prepare learners
to achieve outcomes
N Learner ~

Success

Assessment Alignment

Assessments provide evidence
of intended learning outcomes

Continuous Improvement of Alignment
Evidence guides review, validation, and revision

Note. Author-created PALS conceptual model informed by the cited alignment literature; the model is proposed here rather than
presented as an empirically validated framework.

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes © 2026 Quality Matters
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TABLE 1
PALS dimensions and learner success questions.

PALS dimension Core alignment question

Content Do topics, readings, media, examples,

alignment cases, and resources directly support
stated outcomes?

Learning Do activities, interactions, practice

experience opportunities, technologies, and

alignment feedback help students connect ideas,
build on prior knowledge, and apply
learning at the level expected in the
outcomes?

Assessment Do assignments, projects, exams,

alignment simulations, performance criteria, and
performance tasks measure the
outcomes students were taught and
practiced?

Continuous Do review and improvement practices

improvement of use evidence to identify, validate, and

alignment address alignment gaps within and

across courses?

Evidence to review

Course map, reading list,
multimedia inventory,
module sequence, content
coverage map

Activity map, interaction
design, practice sequence,
technology rationale,
feedback plan

Assessment blueprint,
performance criteria
crosswalk, assignment
directions, and examples of
performance evidence

Curriculum map, review
cycle, student feedback,
faculty calibration notes,
external review findings,
documented revisions

Learner success value

Reduces unnecessary
content and helps learners
understand why materials
matter

Helps learners build
competence through
purposeful practice,
interaction, and feedback

Creates fair and valid
opportunities for learners
to demonstrate
competence

Keeps learning pathways
coherent and responsive as
courses, standards,
technologies, and student
needs change

Note. Author-created synthesis of the PALS framework and cited alignment literature. The learner success column describes

intended design value, not demonstrated causal effects.

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
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Constructive Alignment Without Compliance Drift

Constructive alignment is an approach to
instructional design that connects intended learning
outcomes, learning activities, and assessments. The
“constructive” element recognizes that learners
develop understanding through meaningful
engagement with ideas and tasks. The “alignment”
element requires teaching activities and
assessments to support the knowledge, skills, and
level of thinking expressed in the outcomes. For
example, an outcome requiring students to evaluate
professional alternatives calls for opportunities to
practice evaluation, receive feedback, and
demonstrate reasoned judgments in an assessment.
This foundational account follows Biggs (1996), who
connects constructive learning processes with
alignment of teaching and assessment.

Constructive alignment, therefore, provides an
instructional foundation for PALS. Loughlin, Lygo-
Baker, and Lindberg-Sand (2021), however, caution
that constructive alignment can lose its educational
value when it becomes primarily an audit or
compliance mechanism. Alignment may appear in
policy documents, templates, validation forms, and
quality review materials without meaningfully
shaping what students experience or learn.

This warning is especially important for online
programs. A course may document connections
among outcomes, modules, assignments, and
performance criteria, yet provide insufficient
opportunities for students to connect ideas, build on

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

prior knowledge, use feedback, or apply learning in
professional contexts. Within PALS, these
opportunities fall under learning experience
alignment: the deliberate design of activities,
interactions, practice, and feedback that prepare
students to achieve the intended outcomes. Their
inclusion should reflect the outcomes and the
students’ learning needs.

PALS helps preserve the educational purpose of
alignment by examining content, learning
experiences, and assessments together, supported
by continuous improvement of alignment.
Documentation makes intended connections visible;
review of student work, feedback, and learning
experiences helps determine whether those
connections function in practice. The aim is to use
alignment evidence to strengthen students’
opportunities to construct knowledge, demonstrate
competence, and progress across the program.

Constructive alignment and curriculum mapping
apply across instructional modalities. Their
application here concerns the conditions of online
programs: connections among courses, expectations,
feedback, and support often need to be
communicated explicitly through the LMS, advising,
and program communications because learners may
have fewer opportunities for informal clarification.
The broader principle is curricular coherence; the
implication of online design is to make that
coherence visible and usable at a distance.

© 2026 Quality Matters
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Curriculum Mapping as Visibility,
Deliberation, and Evidence

Curriculum mapping is the tool that makes alignment
visible. It documents where outcomes are
introduced, reinforced, assessed, and mastered
across a program. It can show where program
learning outcomes connect to course learning
outcomes, module objectives, content, activities,
assessments, and performance criteria. A strong
curriculum map does not simply prove that
outcomes appear somewhere in the curriculum. It
helps programs examine whether learning develops
logically, whether students have sufficient practice
before assessment, whether cognitive complexity
increases over time, and whether each course
contributes meaningfully to the larger degree
pathway (Frost & Ackrill, 2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016;
Smith & Chittams, 2024; Wijngaards-de Meij &
Merx, 2018).

Frost and Ackrill (2025) argue that traditional
approaches to constructive alignment and
curriculum mapping often focus too narrowly on
individual modules or course units. Their framework
extends attention to cumulative learning across

the program. The section on internal, horizontal,
and vertical alignment develops these relationships
in detail.

Frost and Ackrill’s concept of fracture points is
especially useful for online program quality. Fracture
points are gaps or breaks in alignment that disrupt
curricular coherence. These fracture points may be
actual, such as when content, pedagogy, and

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

10

assessments do not support the stated outcomes.
They may also be perceived, such as when students,
faculty, reviewers, or accreditors interpret the same
outcome differently. This distinction matters
because a program may appear aligned in its formal
documentation, yet learners still experience it

as repetitive, unclear, disconnected, or difficult

to navigate.

Lam and Tsui (2016) add another important layer by
framing curriculum mapping as a form of
deliberation. Mapping is not only a technical coding
process. It is also a professional conversation in
which faculty develop shared meaning around
outcomes, assessment tasks, course content, and the
depth of learning expected across a program.
Through structured mapping conversations, faculty
can clarify what outcomes mean, determine where
they are introduced and reinforced, and examine
whether students have sufficient opportunities to

practice and demonstrate learning.

Wijngaards-de Meij and Merx (2018) further
strengthen the learner success argument by
emphasizing curriculum visibility. They begin with a
familiar problem: students often report that they
have not encountered a concept or skill before, even
when faculty believe it was addressed earlier in the
program. This disconnect suggests that alignment is
not only about what faculty design. It is also about
what students can see, remember, activate, and
apply. A curriculum map that sits in a program file
may help with accreditation. A curriculum map that
students and faculty use can help learners
understand their growth.

© 2026 Quality Matters
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Smith and Chittams (2024) extend the alignment
conversation by emphasizing that curriculum
mapping should be planned around a clear purpose
and validated through a defensible process. Their
nursing curriculum mapping study illustrates how
programs can compare curriculum coverage to an
external benchmark, identify gaps and overlaps, and
evaluate the reliability of the mapping process
through repeated review. This approach is especially
relevant for online programs that must demonstrate
alignment to accreditation standards, licensure
requirements, professional competencies, workforce
expectations, and institutional learning outcomes.

A manageable alighment system can use linked views
rather than one all-inclusive matrix. The program-
level map summarizes program outcomes, course
contributions, progression, signature assessments,
and major support checkpoints. Course-level maps
provide details that connect course outcomes and
module objectives to materials, practice, feedback,
assessments, and performance criteria. Shared
outcome and assessment identifiers link the views so
changes can be traced without duplicating every
detail. Faculty and instructional designers can
maintain course maps; the program chair or
coordinator can maintain the program view with
assessment and support partners. Learner-facing
pathway tools are derived from these validated
internal maps and updated when the underlying
curriculum changes. This architecture is the author’s
practical recommendation, informed by the
literature on purposeful mapping, faculty
deliberation, and team-based program design (Lam &
Tsui, 2016; Mariasingam & Hanna, 2006; Smith &
Chittams, 2024). Teams can begin with priority
outcomes or gateway and capstone courses, then

expand the linked system as capacity allows.

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
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Alignment Across Organizational,
Pedagogical, and Program Layers

Alignment also extends beyond individual courses.
Joshi (2022) argues that online degree program
design should be understood across organizational,
pedagogical, and online-degree-program layers. The
organizational layer includes strategy, digital
competence, quality frameworks, and internal
collaboration. The pedagogical layer includes
teaching and learning environments, staff training,
curriculum, course design, and program
communication. The online degree program layer
includes support, education, and community. This
layered view matters because misalignment can
originate outside the course itself. A course may be
thoughtfully designed, but learners may still
experience fragmentation if faculty are not
supported, technologies are difficult to use, advising
is disconnected, or program outcomes are unclear.

Similarly, Mariasingam and Hanna (2006) argue that
guality online degree programs require a systematic
approach to planning and delivery. Their model
emphasizes defining program need and mission,
specifying learning outcomes, developing concept
maps that connect outcomes, courses, and modules,
and using a team approach that includes content
experts, instructional designers, technology staff,
and librarians. They also stress that program delivery
must account for target learners, technologies, and
both academic and non-academic support. This
reinforces the central claim of PALS: alignment is not
only a curriculum task. It is a program design
responsibility to connect mission, outcomes,
instruction, assessment, support, and evidence to
learner success.

© 2026 Quality Matters
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Mapping Outcomes and Reviewing Internal,
Horizontal, and Vertical Alignment

Outcome mapping begins with a clear distinction
between program outcomes and course outcomes.
Program outcomes describe the knowledge, skills,
and attributes that students should develop
throughout the degree. Course outcomes describe
what students should know or be able to do within
an individual course. Mapping the relationships
between these levels establishes each course’s
contribution to the program pathway (Frost &
Ackrill, 2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Wijngaards-de Meij
& Merx, 2018).

A strong outcome map makes the learner pathway
transparent by showing where each program
outcome is introduced, reinforced, assessed, and
mastered. Table 2 illustrates a learner-facing

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

curriculum map that makes this progression visible
across foundations, midpoint, advanced, and
capstone courses. This type of mapping helps faculty
and students see whether learning develops with
appropriate depth over time. For example, a program
outcome related to data-informed decision-making
might be introduced in an early foundations course,
reinforced through applied case analysis midway
through the program, assessed through a research or
analytics project, and mastered in a capstone
experience. When this progression is visible,
students can recognize that assignments are not
disconnected tasks. They are part of a
developmental sequence that builds confidence,
competence, and professional readiness (Frost &
Ackrill, 2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016).

© 2026 Quality Matters
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TABLE 2

13

Sample learner-facing I/R/A/M curriculum map. | = Introduced, R = Reinforced, A = Assessed, M = Mastery

expected.

Program learning outcome

Foundations course course

Midpoint Advanced

Capstone

PLO 1: Apply disciplinary concepts to authentic
problems

PLO 2: Use evidence to support decisions

PLO 3: Communicate professionally for varied
audiences

PLO 4: Evaluate ethical and inclusive implications

PLO 5: Integrate learning in a culminating project

R R/A M
I/R R A M
R/A R M
R A M
| R M/A

Note. Author-created illustrative progression map informed by Frost and Ackrill (2025) and Lam and Tsui (2016). | = introduced; R
= reinforced; A = assessed; M = mastery expected. Codes indicate planned opportunities, not verified student mastery.

Transparent outcome pathways also support equity

by making expectations explicit rather than requiring

learners to infer them. The equity section examines
this design responsibility alongside accessibility, the
hidden curriculum, and evidence of learner success.

Internal, Horizontal,
and Vertical Alignment

Internal, horizontal, and vertical alignment make
program coherence visible across the full learner
journey. Internal alignment examines connections
within an individual course, ensuring that content,
learning activities, assessments, performance
criteria, and feedback support the intended course

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

learning outcomes. Horizontal alignment examines
how courses at the same point in a program work
together through complementary expectations and
coordinated development of shared outcomes.
Vertical alignment examines how learning develops
over time, from introductory concepts to advanced
application and culminating in demonstrations of
competence. In online programs, these dimensions
are especially important because learners often rely
on explicit course organization, module sequencing,
performance criteria, feedback, and program
communication to understand how their work

fits into the larger degree pathway (Frost &

Ackrill, 2025).

© 2026 Quality Matters
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FIGURE 3

Internal, horizontal, and vertical alignment across a program sequence.

Alignment key
Early program Course 1 > Course 2 > Course 3
I:I Internal alignment
Inside each course
v v v
Middle program Course 4 > Course 5 > Course 6 ——> Horizontal alignment
Across courses at the
same program stage
v v v
2 R Vertical alignment
Late program Course 7 > Course 8 > Capstone Progression across
program stages

Note. Author-created illustration of internal, horizontal, and vertical alignment, informed by Frost and Ackrill (2025).

Internal alignment supports learner success by
connecting what students are expected to achieve
with what they study, practice, and demonstrate. For
example, a course outcome requiring students to
evaluate alternative solutions should be supported
by relevant content, opportunities to practice
evaluation, feedback on their reasoning, and an
assessment that measures their judgments using
clear performance criteria. These connections help
students understand how course materials and
activities prepare them for assessed performance.

Horizontal alignment supports success by reducing
unnecessary variation across courses. This does not
mean that every course should look identical. Rather,

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

courses at the same level should use a shared
language for expectations, contribute intentionally
to program outcomes, and avoid unnecessary
duplication or contradiction. Adult learners in
asynchronous online programs have reported
valuing consistent course design, clear links between
assignments and learning objectives, constructive
feedback, regular communication, and consistent
grading standards (Baker & Tukhvatulina, 2023).
These preferences reveal why horizontal alignment
is not only a faculty or accreditation concern. It
affects the learner’s ability to navigate the program,
manage time, interpret expectations, and persist.

© 2026 Quality Matters
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Vertical alignment supports learner success by
ensuring that students are prepared before they are
expected to perform at higher levels. A foundational
course may introduce terminology, concepts, and
tools. A mid-program course may ask students to
apply those tools to authentic cases or discipline-
specific problems. A later course or capstone may
ask students to synthesize evidence, defend
decisions, design solutions, or demonstrate
professional judgment. This type of progression
helps students build confidence because rigor is
scaffolded rather than sudden (Frost & Ackrill, 2025;
Lam & Tsui, 2016).

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
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A program can review vertical and horizontal
alignment through a sequence of practical questions.
Where in the program is each outcome introduced?
Where does the learner receive guided practice?
Where is performance assessed? Where does the
learner receive feedback before a high-stakes
demonstration? Which courses at the same level use
similar expectations, performance criteria, or
milestone language? Where is repetition intentional
because it deepens learning? Where is repetition
unintentional because faculty are unaware of what is
taught elsewhere? These questions move alignment
from abstract principles to design practice.

© 2026 Quality Matters
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Bloom’s Taxonomy as a Tool for

Progression, Rigor, and Equity

The revised Bloom taxonomy (Anderson &
Krathwohl, 2001) can help programs examine
whether learning outcomes progress in cognitive
complexity across the degree. Outcome mapping
should not only ask whether an outcome appearsin a
course. It should ask what level of learning students
are expected to demonstrate when they receive
practice and how they are prepared for more
advanced work. If a program outcome expects
students to analyze, evaluate, design, or create, the
curriculum should show where students first gain
foundational knowledge, where they practice
applying it, and where they demonstrate higher-
order performance (Bryan et al., 2021; Loughlin et
al.,, 2021).

Used well, Bloom’s taxonomy strengthens rigor by
making expectations developmental. Rigor should
not be defined only by workload or difficulty. It
should be defined by the quality and complexity of
thinking students are asked to demonstrate. Bryan
et al. (2021) used Bloom’s taxonomy to review
outcome wording and measurability. They reported
95% QM compliance for measurable program
outcomes and stated that all course outcomes across
the ten courses were measurable. This work
supported the development of course- and program-
alignment maps. This type of review helps faculty
identify whether students are being asked to
perform at an appropriate level and whether
expectations grow across the program sequence.

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

Bloom’s taxonomy also supports equity by making
rigor more transparent. When students are expected
to demonstrate higher-order thinking without
adequate practice, rigor can become hidden and
uneven. Students who already understand academic
expectations may infer what is required, while others
may struggle to decode the task. Bloom’s taxonomy
can help faculty make these expectations explicit by
clarifying what students are being asked to do and
how that level of learning connects to later success.

Bloom'’s taxonomy should not become a mechanical
checklist. It is most useful when paired with
professional judgment, course context, learner
needs, and evidence of student performance.
Loughlin et al. (2021) caution that alignment loses
educational value when it is reduced to
documentation rather than used as a tool for
designing meaningful learning activities. In this
sense, Bloom's taxonomy supports learner success
when it helps faculty design coherent progression,
not when it simply labels verbs.

The revised taxonomy considers both the cognitive
process and the kind of knowledge involved. The six
cognitive process categories—remember,
understand, apply, analyze, evaluate, and create—
offer a vocabulary for reviewing task demands,
rather than a requirement that every course move
through a fixed staircase. An outcome verb alone
does not establish the complexity of an assessment;
the content, context, and performance criteria also
matter (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001).

© 2026 Quality Matters
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PALS Dimensions in Practice

Content Alignment: Selecting
Materials that Support the Pathway

Content alignment examines whether course topics,
readings, multimedia, examples, cases, simulations,
and resources directly support stated course and
program outcomes. Content should not be included
simply because it has always been part of the course
or because it is interesting to the instructor. It should
help learners build the knowledge and skills needed
to achieve the intended outcomes. In an aligned
online program, students can see why a reading,
video, case, or simulation appears at a particular

moment in the course.

Content alighment also helps programs manage
workload and cognitive load. Online learners often
balance coursework with employment, caregiving,
military service, or other responsibilities. When
courses include excessive or weakly connected
materials, students may spend time navigating
volume rather than building competence. A content
alignment review asks whether each item has a clear
purpose, whether essential content is sequenced
before application, whether examples reflect varied
learner contexts, and whether materials are
accessible to all learners (Baker & Tukhvatulina,
2023; Hakkarainen et al., 2024).

A curriculum map can reveal content gaps and
unnecessary duplication. Some repetition is valuable

when it deepens learning. For example, students may

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
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revisit research methods, ethical decision making,
communication, or data interpretation across
multiple courses. Repetition becomes misalignment
when learners restart the same introductory

task without advancing complexity. Content
alignment helps faculty distinguish reinforcement
from redundancy.

Within PALS, content alignment focuses on the
materials students encounter. Learning experience
alignment examines what students do with

those materials, while assessment alignment
examines the evidence students produce to
demonstrate achievement.

Learning Experience
Alignment: Preparing
Learners to Achieve Outcomes

Learning experience alignment examines whether
activities, interactions, practice opportunities,
technologies, and feedback prepare students to
achieve intended learning outcomes at the expected
level. It includes teaching strategies that help
learners connect ideas, build on prior knowledge,
develop understanding, and apply learning in new
contexts. Outcomes and assessments can appear
aligned on paper, while students have insufficient
opportunities to practice the required thinking

or performance.

© 2026 Quality Matters



quauty

QM PALS Dimensions in Practice

Learning experiences should prepare students for
the thinking and performance required by the
outcomes. When outcomes call for analysis, students
need opportunities to examine relationships,
compare perspectives, interpret evidence, and
explain their reasoning. When outcomes call for
evaluation, students need clear performance criteria,
examples, practice making and justifying judgments,
and feedback that helps them refine those
judgments. When outcomes call for creation,
students need opportunities to plan, draft, test,
revise, and reflect on their work. Aligning these
experiences with the outcomes turns instructional
intentions into purposeful practice and prepares
learners to demonstrate their learning.

Loughlin et al. (2021) emphasize that constructive
alignment loses its educational purpose when
attention shifts from student learning to
documentation. Within PALS, learning experience
alignment keeps attention on students’
opportunities to engage with content, test ideas,
collaborate, receive feedback, and apply learningin
authentic contexts. A structured online course
supports learning when its organization enables
these experiences and makes their purpose clear.

Technology selection is part of learning experience
alignment. A discussion tool may support analysis
when students compare perspectives and refine
their reasoning. A simulation may support a learning
application when students make decisions, observe
consequences, and reconsider their approach. A
portfolio may support reflection and integration
when students connect artifacts across courses. The
question is whether the technology enables
activities and interactions that prepare learners for
the intended outcomes, assessments, and future
application (Joshi, 2022; Loughlin et al., 2021).

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
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Learning experience alignment should also be
reviewed across the program. Faculty can examine
whether students receive sufficient opportunities to
practice collaboration, communication, research,
design, reflection, and professional judgment, as
required by program outcomes. A program activity
map, practice sequence, and feedback plan can
reveal gaps or inconsistent expectations and show
whether learning experiences develop appropriately

over time.

Assessment Alignment: From
Assignments to Evidence of Learning

Assessment alignment examines whether
assignments, projects, exams, simulations, portfolios,
field experiences, and other performance tasks
provide evidence of intended learning outcomes.
Assessments should reflect both the outcomes and
the learning that students have had opportunities to
practice. A quiz may appropriately measure
foundational knowledge, whereas a professional
scenario, a complex problem, or a disciplinary
product may be needed to demonstrate application,
judgment, or creation (Loughlin et al., 2021; Smith &
Chittams, 2024).

Performance criteria are central to assessment
alignment because they identify what counts as
evidence of achievement. If an outcome requires
evaluation, the criteria should address judgment, use
of evidence, and reasoning. If an outcome requires
creation, the criteria should address the quality and
appropriateness of the resulting product.
Assignment directions, assessment blueprints, and
performance criteria crosswalks help faculty
examine whether the task and its scoring criteria

measure the intended learning.
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Feedback connects assessment alignment with
learning experience alignment. Assessment feedback
communicates how performance compares with the
criteria; opportunities to interpret and use that
feedback support subsequent learning. Baker and
Tukhvatulina (2023) found that adult learners
wanted constructive feedback, consistent grading
standards, and clearer connections between
assignments and objectives. These findings highlight
the importance of making expectations
understandable and feedback usable.

Authentic assessments can make the relationship
between academic learning and professional
application visible. Yang, Baldwin, and Snelson
(2017) connected persistence in a fully online
program with perceived learning utility, skill mastery,
satisfaction with learning outcomes, and

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
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professional relevance. Dogan and Harris (2024)
found that graduates of a fully online graduate
program reported increases in professional practices
aligned with program learning outcomes. These
studies support attention to assessments that allow
learners to demonstrate relevant knowledge and
skills in meaningful contexts.

Assessment maps can reveal outcomes assessed only
once, assessed too late, or assessed without
sufficient preparation. They can also identify
inconsistent criteria across courses or capstone
expectations that students have not previously
practiced. Table 3 illustrates assessment evidence
and questions to examine its alignment with
different outcome requirements. The level of
learning depends on the task’s demands and
performance criteria, rather than its format alone.
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TABLE 3
Assessment alignment questions by type of learning evidence.

Outcome

requirement Assessment evidence Alignment check

Remember or Quiz, knowledge check, annotated concept Does the task measure foundational knowledge

understand map, concise explanation needed for later application?

Apply Case response, problem set, simulation Did students practice with feedback before the
decision, worked example graded task?

Analyze Comparison, diagnosis, critique, data Are the criteria and examples provided so students
interpretation, argument map know what quality analysis looks like?

Evaluate Decision memo, peer review, policy Do the performance criteria measure judgment,
analysis, and defended recommendation evidence use, and rationale rather than only

correctness?

Create or design Capstone project, professional artifact, Does the program provide earlier practice in

portfolio, proposal, prototype component skills before the culminating task?

Note. Author-created examples informed by Anderson and Krathwohl (2001), Biggs (1996), and the cited alignment literature.
Task demands and criteria determine cognitive complexity.
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Continuous Improvement of Alignment:
Using Evidence and External Review

Continuous improvement of alignment sustains the
connections among content, learning experiences,
assessments, and intended outcomes. It examines
whether review and improvement practices use
evidence to identify, validate, and address alignment
gaps within and across courses. This dimension
supports the other three as courses are revised,
faculty change, technologies evolve, professional
expectations shift, and student needs become
clearer (Bryan et al., 2021; Frost & Ackrill, 2025;
Smith & Chittams, 2024).

Curriculum maps, student work, student feedback,
faculty calibration notes, and review findings provide
complementary evidence. A map documents
intended connections. Student work helps faculty
examine demonstrated learning. Student feedback
can reveal whether expectations and pathways are
understandable. Faculty calibration helps establish
shared interpretations of outcomes and
performance criteria. Together, these sources
support decisions about where alignment

needs strengthening.

External review contributes an independent
perspective on the clarity and credibility of
alignment evidence. Bryan et al. (2021) describe the

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
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use of Quality Matters standards, internal peer
review, faculty development, accessibility training,
and course certification to strengthen the quality of
online programs. Smith and Chittams (2024)
emphasize defining the purpose of mapping,
orienting faculty, calibrating expectations, managing
bias, and validating selected mapping results.

These practices support evidence-based review

and improvement.

External review is most useful when its findings
inform an ongoing improvement cycle. Internal
review can identify priorities before external review;
external findings can prompt revisions; and
subsequent evidence can help determine whether
those revisions addressed the identified gaps.
Reviewing schedules, assigning responsibilities, and
documenting changes make this cycle actionable.

Within PALS, continuous improvement asks both
whether alighnment is documented and whether it
functions in students’ learning experiences. When
evidence reveals a gap, faculty can revise materials,
strengthen practice and feedback, clarify assessment
criteria, or adjust the program sequence. The follow-
up review then examines whether those changes
improved the intended connections and students’
opportunities to achieve the outcomes.
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From Mapping to Action: Using Alignment
Evidence to Improve the Learner Pathway

Curriculum mapping becomes most valuable when it
leads to action. A map can show where outcomes are
located. Still, the program improvement work begins
when faculty, instructional designers, assessment
leaders, and student support partners ask what the
map means for learners. If an outcome is introduced
but never reinforced, students may reach advanced
coursework without enough practice. If an outcome
is assessed before it is taught, students may
experience rigor as surprise rather than progression.
If two courses repeat the same introductory content
without increasing complexity, students may
perceive the program as inefficient or disconnected.
These are alighment findings, but they are also
learner success findings, as each may signal arisk to
preparation or learner experience that warrants
further investigation (Bryan et al., 2021; Frost &
Ackrill, 2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Smith & Chittams,
2024). Alignment findings should be treated as
diagnostic signals rather than a punitive checklist or
arequirement that every course look the same.

A useful alignment review, therefore, moves through

four questions:
1. What does the evidence reveal about the
learner pathway?

2. How might students experience this patternin
the course or program?

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

3. What design change would reduce the barrier
or strengthen the progression?

4. How will the program know whether
the change improved learning, clarity,
or persistence?

The following examples extend the review questions
to course contributions, cognitive demands, and
preparation for assessed performance. Each call for
examination of the mapped connections alongside
course materials and student work.

One diagnostic question is whether course outcomes
clearly support program outcomes. Individual
courses may be well designed, while their
contribution to the larger degree pathway remains
unclear. This can lead to duplication, incomplete
preparation, or uneven coverage of important
competencies. Programs can investigate by mapping
course outcomes to relevant program outcomes and
identifying where each is introduced, reinforced,
assessed, and expected to reach mastery. Program
maps, course maps, assessment plans, and faculty
mapping notes help determine whether the
curriculum is coherent across the pathway

(Frost & Ackrill, 2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Smith &
Chittams, 2024).
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Assessment alignment gaps often emerge when the
assessment measures a lower level of learning than
the outcome requires. For example, an outcome may
ask students to analyze, evaluate, design, or create,
while the assessment asks students only to recall
information or identify terms. A Bloom-related
cognitive review can help faculty compare outcomes,
learning activities, assignments, performance
criteria, and student work samples. When
misalignment is identified, the assessment should be
revised so students are evaluated at the intended
level of thinking and performance, with activities and
feedback that prepare them for that level (Bryan et
al., 2021; Loughlin et al., 2021).

Pedagogy can also become misalighed when
teaching strategies do not prepare students for the
assessment. A course may ask students to solve
authentic problems, collaborate, design a product, or

TABLE 4
From mapping findings to improvement action.

Learner impact

Mapping finding

Improvement action
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defend a decision, while the learning activities rely
primarily on reading, videos, or quizzes. In these
cases, students may understand the content but lack
practice with the expected level of performance.
Corrective strategies include guided problem-
solving, authentic scenarios, collaborative
structures, models, feedback, reflection, and
opportunities to apply concepts before assessment.
Activity maps, discussion designs, practice tasks, and
assessment results can help determine whether
pedagogy is supporting the intended learning (Joshi,
2022; Loughlin et al., 2021).

These questions keep mapping from becoming a
static document. They turn the curriculum mapinto a
shared decision-making tool. Table 4 illustrates how
programs can connect mapping findings to learner
impacts, select improvement actions, and identify
evidence to review after revision.

Evidence to review after
revision

Students encounter the
outcome once and may not
have enough opportunities
to build confidence or

Outcome is
introduced but
not reinforced

fluency.

Outcome is
assessed before
it is taught or
practiced

Students experience
assessment as unclear,
unfair, or disconnected from
instruction.

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

Add practice opportunitiesin a
mid-course module, revise module
activities, or create a low-stakes
assignment to prepare students for
later performance.

Move assessment later, add guided
practice, provide examples, and
revise module sequencing so
students practice before being
evaluated.

Performance criteria scores,
student reflections, course
evaluations, instructor
observations, and progression
to later assignments.

Assignment performance,
grade distribution, feedback
themes, student questions, and
revision quality.
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From mapping findings to improvement action. (continued)

Mapping finding

Learner impact

Improvement action
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Evidence to review after
revision

Multiple courses
repeat the same
introductory content

Capstone expects
mastery that is not
intentionally
scaffolded

Faculty interpret the
same outcome
differently

Support appears after
students struggle
rather than before
high-stakes work

Students may perceive
redundancy, lose
motivation, or fail to see
increasing complexity.

Students reach a high-
stakes point without
sufficient prior
preparation.

Students receive
inconsistent
expectations,
performance criteria, or

feedback across courses.

Students may not know
help is available until
they are already behind.

Clarify which course introduces
the concept, which course
reinforces it, and where higher-
order application should occur.

Create milestone assignments,
portfolio checkpoints, or
recurring skill demonstrations
that build toward capstone
performance.

Hold a calibration session,
develop shared performance
criteria, and create examples of
novice, developing, proficient, and
advanced work.

Embed support links, advising
prompts, library resources,
tutoring, accessibility guidance,
or technology help at the point of
need.

Curriculum map updates,
faculty review notes, student
feedback about repetition,
and assessment evidence at
higher Bloom levels.

Capstone performance
criteria data, milestone
completion, faculty
assessment notes, and
student self-assessment.

Inter-rater agreement, shared
performance criteria use,
faculty meeting notes, and
student perceptions of
consistency.

Use of support resources,
early alert data, completion of
milestone assignments,
withdrawal, or incomplete
patterns.

Note. Author-created diagnostic examples informed by the cited mapping literature. Learner impacts are possibilities to

investigate, not established effects.

The literature in this paper supports this action should begin with a clear purpose and include
orientation. Frost and Ackrill (2025) articulate
fracture points that may not be visible in a traditional
outcome table. Lam and Tsui (2016) show that

faculty deliberation is necessary because outcomes

validation so that programs can trust the evidence
they use to improve. Bryan et al. (2021) demonstrate
how alignment maps, Quality Matters review
processes, faculty development, and evaluation

are interpreted through professional judgment. cycles can work together to address inconsistency

Smith and Chittams (2024) emphasize that mapping and support continuous improvement.
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From this perspective, the map is not the end
product. The end product is a better learner
pathway. Programs should document not only where
alignment exists but also what changes were made
based on evidence of alignment. This creates a

25

record of intentional improvement that can be
used for accreditation, Quality Matters review,
faculty onboarding, assessment planning, and
student communication.
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Making Alignment Visible to Learners

Alignment is often designed for faculty, reviewers,
and accreditors, but students are the people who
must navigate it. Students should be able to see their
online degree program as a coherent pathway, not a
series of disconnected courses. A curriculum map
that remains in a program file may support
documentation, but it does little to help learners
understand the purpose of their work. Learner-
facing alignment translates the internal map into
language, visuals, and checkpoints that help students
see what they are building, why it matters, how they
will practice it, how it will be assessed, and where
they can find support (Baker & Tukhvatulina, 2023;
Wijngaards-de Meij & Merx, 2018).

Students need clear signals of purpose throughout
the program. A program orientation can introduce
major competencies and milestones. A course
welcome page can explain how the course
contributes to the larger degree pathway. A module
overview can connect weekly work to course
outcomes. An assignment prompt can explain the
professional purpose of a task, while performance
criteria describe what quality work looks like before
students submit their work. Feedback can then
identify the next opportunity to apply or improve
their learning.

Three related elements make this pathway
understandable. Learning progression shows how
knowledge and skills develop through practice and
increasing complexity. Progress evidence and

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

feedback help students interpret their current
performance, recognize growth, and identify next
steps throughout the program. Completion and
transfer show how students integrate their learning
in a culminating experience and apply it beyond the
degree. An assessment may contribute to more than
one element, but each serves a distinct
communication purpose.

Learner-facing alignment is especially important in
asynchronous programs because students often rely
on written structure, LMS organization, assighnment
directions, performance criteria, and
announcements to interpret expectations. The
learner experience and curriculum visibility findings
discussed earlier support the communication of
these connections throughout the pathway (Baker
& Tukhvatulina, 2023; Wijngaards-de Meij &

Merx, 2018).

Figure 4 illustrates how programs can make these
connections visible, from orientation and course
purpose to learning progression, evidence of
progress, and application beyond the program.
Embedded support checkpoints are distributed
along the pathway, making assistance visible before
major transitions and high-stakes work. Table 5
describes the purpose of each visibility element and
provides examples of implementation. These
elements are complementary practices that recur
across the learner journey.
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FIGURE 4
Program visibility pathway.

Program Orientation Pathway Map Course Role in the Program

Program purpose Course sequence Why this course matters
Program outcomes Key milestones Outcomes supported
Degree pathway Program transitions Prior and future learning

Progress Evidence

i Fabdback Completion and Transfer

Learning Progression

Developing knowledge and skills Examples of student work Culminating demonstration
Guided practice Performance criteria Integration of learning
Increasing complexity Feedback and next steps Application beyond the program

Embedded Support Checkpoints
Advising « Academic support « Technology help « Accessibility ¢ Library « Career services
Visible throughout the pathway, especially before major transitions and high-stakes work

Note. Author-created pathway illustration informed by the cited learner experience and curriculum visibility literature.

TABLE 5
Program visibility practices.

AVAt31071114Y%

element What learners need to understand Implementation example

Program The purpose of the program, the program A program orientation page or visual pathway that

orientation outcomes, and the overall degree introduces the major competencies, required courses, key
pathway from entry to completion. milestones, support points, and culminating experiences.

Pathway map The course sequence, important A learner-facing curriculum map showing how courses
milestones, and transitions across the connect and where outcomes are introduced, reinforced,
degree. assessed, and mastered.
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Program visibility practices. (continued)

Visibility
element

What learners need to understand
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Implementation example

Courserolein
the program

Learning
progression

Progress
evidence and
feedback

Embedded
support
checkpoints

Completion and
transfer

How each course contributes to the
program outcomes and connects to prior
and future learning.

How knowledge and skills develop
through practice and increasing
complexity.

What their work demonstrates about
current achievement, how it compares
with expectations, and what to improve
next.

Where helpis available, how to access it,
and when to use it before major
transitions or demanding assignments.

How culminating work demonstrates
program outcomes and how that
learning can be applied beyond the
credential.

A course homepage explaining why the course matters,
which program outcomes it supports, and how it prepares
students for subsequent coursework.

A progression guide showing the movement from
foundational concepts and guided practice to independent
application and advanced performance.

Annotated examples, shared performance criteria,
portfolio checkpoints, and feedback prompts that help
students recognize growth and plan subsequent practice.

Advising prompts, tutoring resources, technology help,
accessibility guidance, library assistance, and career
support are embedded before major transitions and high-
stakes assignments.

A capstone, portfolio, applied project, or reflection
connecting demonstrated achievement to professional,
academic, personal, or civic goals.

Note. Author-created implementation examples informed by the cited learner experience and curriculum visibility literature.

When alignment is made visible, students can

participate more actively in their own success. They

can monitor progress, connect earlier work to later

expectations, use feedback to guide improvement,

and seek support before difficulties accumulate. This

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

visibility also strengthens trust by helping students
understand how the program’s elements fit together
and contribute to their goals (Baker & Tukhvatulina,
2023; Wijngaards-de Meij & Merx, 2018).
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Measuring Success: From Design
Evidence to Learner Outcomes

Alignment matters because it shapes the conditions
under which students persist, achieve, graduate, and
apply what they learn beyond the program. Learner
success should not be reduced to end-of-program
statistics alone. Grades, retention, progression,
completion, satisfaction, and career outcomes
matter, but they are most useful when interpreted
alongside evidence of the design students
experienced. A program should ask not only whether
students succeeded, but how the design supported
or hindered that success (Dogan & Harris, 2024;
Hakkarainen et al., 2024; Krsmanovic & Foster,
2025; Yangetal., 2017).

The Online MBA example discussed in Building
Quality from the Ground Up illustrates this broader
view of quality (Grincewicz, 2025). The program
used a unifying Responsible Leadership theme, an
aligned curriculum and quality review, and program-
level QM certification to support coherence, rigor,
career readiness, and measurable quality standards
(Grincewicz et al., 2022, 2023; Grincewicz &
Simunich, 2024). These practices document design
and quality review; assessment results and learner
feedback are needed to examine how the pathway
functions for students. The measurement framework
that follows connects these complementary forms

of evidence.

An alignment-centered evidence model begins with a
clear definition of learner success and selects
measures of progression, achievement, completion,
and application. It interprets evidence across

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

successive cohorts, connects findings to revisions,
and examines equity. The recommended number of
measures and review intervals in this paper are the
author’s implementation guidance informed by the
literature and professional practice; they are not
universal research standards.

Defining Learner Success in an
Alignment-Centered Program

For alighnment work, learner success can be defined
as follows:

DEFINITION: LEARNER SUCCESS

In an intentionally aligned online degree
program, learner success means that
students can enter a clearly structured
pathway, persist through well-supported
learning experiences, achieve the program
outcomes through meaningful practice and
assessment, complete the credential, and
apply their learning in ways that advance
their academic, professional, personal, or
civic goals. Learner success is
demonstrated through multiple forms of
evidence, including persistence,
completion, mastery of outcomes,
learners' perception of value, and post-

completion application.
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This definition matters because online learners do
not enter programs with identical goals, resources,
responsibilities, or prior educational experiences.
Some learners may be returning to higher education
after years away. Some may be balancing
coursework with full-time employment, caregiving,
military service, or professional licensure
expectations. Some may be seeking promotion,
career transition, advanced practice, or personal
transformation. A meaningful definition of learner
success must therefore be consistent with the
program’s mission and outcomes while also mindful
of the learner population the program serves.

A narrow definition of success can unintentionally
distort program design. If success is measured solely
by enrollment growth, programs may prioritize
access without ensuring students have a clear,
supported pathway to completion. If success is
measured only by grades, programs may overlook
whether learners can apply what they have learned
in authentic contexts. If success is measured only by
graduation, programs may miss whether graduates
leave with the competencies, confidence, and
professional readiness that the degree promises. A
broader definition asks whether the program helps

learners move from entry to completion with

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
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increasing clarity, competence, agency, and
connection (Krsmanovic & Foster, 2025; Ortagus et
al., 2024; Yang et al., 2017).

This definition positions learner success as both an
outcome and a design responsibility. It does not
place the full burden of success on the learner.
Instead, it asks whether the program has created the
conditions for diverse learners to understand
expectations, access support, practice important
skills, receive feedback, demonstrate competence,
and apply their learning beyond the course.

Selecting Measures of Learner Success

Once learner success is defined, programs need a
small set of meaningful measures that can show
whether students are succeeding according to that
definition. The most useful measures are not merely
convenient data points. They are indicators that
connect directly to the program’s mission, goals,
outcomes, learner population, and theory of success.
A program that defines success by persistence,
mastery, completion, and professional application
should not rely on a single metric. It should use a
balanced evidence set that includes progression
data, learning evidence, learner experience data, and
post-completion indicators, when available (Dogan &
Harris, 2024; Hakkarainen et al., 2024; Krsmanovic
& Foster, 2025; Yanget al., 2017).
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For most online degree programs, a focused set of
three to five learner success measures can provide a
manageable and meaningful evidence profile. This
number should be understood as the author’s
practical implementation guidance rather than a
fixed research standard. The scholarly foundation is
the need to use multiple, purposeful indicators that
reflect the multidimensional nature of learner
success. Too few measures may oversimplify learner
success by reducing it to a single indicator such as
grades, retention, or completion. Too many measures
may create an unfocused reporting burden that is
difficult to interpret or act upon. The goal is not to
collect every data point. The goal is to select

TABLE 6
Alignment-based measures of learner success.

Learner Success
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evidence to help faculty, instructional designers,
assessment leaders, and program administrators
determine whether the aligned pathway is producing
the intended learner outcomes. A meaningful
evidence profile may include persistence, course
completion, program completion, program learning
outcome mastery, and learner perception of value or
professional relevance (Bryan et al., 2021; Dogan &
Harris, 2024; Hakkarainen et al., 2024; Krsmanovic
& Foster, 2025; Yang et al., 2017). Table 6 illustrates
five possible learner success measures,

their data sources, their connections to the
program’s definition of success, and questions to
guide interpretation.

Connection to the Learner

Measure

Possible Data Source

Success Definition

Interpretation Question

Persistence or
retention

Course
completion or
gateway course
success

Program
completion or
graduation rate

Institutional enrollment
data, term-to-term or year-
to-year continuation, stop-
out patterns

Course pass rates, DFW
rates, withdrawal rates, LMS
gradebook data, student
information system data

Institutional completion
data, time to degree reports,
and degree audit data

Shows whether learners can
remain on the pathway after
entering the online program.

Shows whether learners are
successfully moving through
key courses without
avoidable design or support
barriers.

Shows whether learners are
supported through the full
pathway to credential
completion.

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

Are students continuing through
the program at rates that indicate
the pathway is navigable and
support is timely?

Are particular courses creating
barriers to progression, and do
those barriers suggest alignment,
workload, clarity, or support issues?

Are students completing within
expected timelines, and how do
completion patterns compare with
institutional or disciplinary
benchmarks?
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TABLE 6

Alignment-based measures of learner success. (continued)

Learner Success

Measure Possible Data Source

Connection to the Learner
Success Definition
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Interpretation Question

Signature assignments,
capstone performance criteria,
portfolio assessments,
assurance of learning data,

Program learning
outcome mastery

licensure, or certification
results, where applicable

Learner
perception of

End of program surveys, alumni
surveys, exit surveys, course

value and evaluations, focus groups,
professional employer, or field supervisor
relevance feedback, where available

Shows whether learners are
achieving the competencies
the program promises.

Shows whether learners
experience the program as
coherent, relevant,
supportive, and applicable
beyond the classroom.

Are students demonstrating the
intended level of learning, and
are outcomes introduced,
reinforced, assessed, and
mastered across the curriculum?

Do learners understand the
value of the pathway, see
connections among courses, and
report that learning supports
their goals?

Note. An author-created menu of possible measures was synthesized from the cited learner success literature. The five measures

are examples, not a required set.

The selection of measures should also reflect the
level at which the program is making claims. If a
program claims to prepare graduates for
professional practice, then course grades alone are
insufficient. The program should include evidence of
applied performance, such as capstone work,
portfolios, field-based projects, licensure outcomes,
or alumni reports of professional application. Dogan
and Harris (2024), for example, evaluated a fully
online graduate program by examining changes in
graduates’ reported professional practices aligned
with program-level student learning outcomes. This
kind of evidence is useful because it connects
program design to how learners apply their learning
in professional contexts.

If a program claims to support adult learners, the

evidence profile should include indicators that

reflect adult learner needs. Baker and Tukhvatulina

(2023) suggest the importance of clarity, feedback,

communication, consistency, flexibility, and

relevance. These dimensions can be measured

through learner surveys, course evaluations,

advising data, LMS engagement patterns, and

gualitative feedback. If a program claims to support

professional advancement, alumni surveys, career

progression data, employer feedback, or post-

completion outcomes may be especially important. If

a program claims to support equitable access, the

measures should be disaggregated where possible to

determine whether diverse groups of learners are

experiencing comparable opportunities to persist,

achieve, and complete.

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
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The measures should also connect to curriculum
mapping. A curriculum map shows where outcomes
are intended to be developed. Learner success
evidence shows whether students are
demonstrating that development. When a map
shows that a program outcome is introduced,
reinforced, assessed, and mastered across multiple
courses, the program should be able to identify
evidence from those points in the pathway. If the
program cannot identify meaningful evidence, the
map may document intent more than learning. In this
way, measures of learner success help assess
whether alignment is present not only in design
documents but also in learner performance and
experience (Frost & Ackrill, 2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016;
Smith & Chittams, 2024).
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ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLE:
CONNECTING DESIGN AND EVIDENCE

Suppose a program outcome requires
students to use evidence to defend a
professional decision. The map locates
guided analysis in a foundations course, a
decision memo with feedback in a midpoint
course, and a capstone assessment of
independent judgment. Faculty examine
capstone work using shared performance
criteria and find that students’
recommendations are stronger than their
evidence-based justification. They compare
earlier assignments, feedback, and learner
comments to investigate whether evidence
appraisal received sufficient practice. If that
review identifies a preparation gap, the
team adds an evidence appraisal checkpoint
at the midpoint of the course, assigns
responsibility for implementation, and
records which cohorts experience the
change. After those cohorts reach the
capstone, faculty review the same criteria
using calibrated scoring, alongside learner
feedback and contextual changes. Improved
results would support further inquiry into
the revision’s contribution; they would not
alone establish causation. This hypothetical
sequence illustrates how maps,
performance evidence, interpretation,
revision, and reassessment can

work together.
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Interpreting Learner
Success Evidence Over Time

Learner success evidence becomes more meaningful
when interpreted over time. A single year of data
may signal a concern, while evidence across
successive years can help programs distinguish
isolated fluctuations from persistent patterns.
Ongoing evaluation of progression, completion, and
longer-term outcomes supports this broader
understanding of learner success (Bryan et al., 2021;
Hakkarainen et al., 2024). An assurance of learning
cycle gives this review a purposeful structure:
programs gather evidence, compare results with
expected learning outcomes (Dogan & Harris, 2024),
implement improvements, and reassess outcomes.
The cycle should allow sufficient time for curricular
revisions to reach relevant student cohorts and for
their effects to be examined, while providing
opportunities for further refinement. Its timing
should reflect program length, cohort size, and the
scope of the changes being evaluated.

As a practical starting point, the author recommends
examining three consecutive years of comparable
evidence when available. This is not a minimum
established by the cited studies, and three
observations alone do not establish a reliable trend
or demonstrate that a revision caused improvement.
Programs should use shorter windows for timely
monitoring and longer windows when program
length, small cohorts, or the timing of revisions
warrants them. Record when changes were
implemented, which cohorts experienced

them, and other contextual changes before

interpreting differences.
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Interpretation should begin with a clear threshold. A
threshold identifies the level of performance the
program expects learners to meet. The threshold
may be based on institutional expectations,
disciplinary standards, accreditation expectations,
historical program performance, national
benchmarks, or a locally defined improvement goal.
For example, a program might expect a defined
percentage of students to persist from the first term
to the second term, complete gateway courses
successfully, meet or exceed expectations on a
capstone performance criterion, or report that
coursework is relevant to their professional goals.
The threshold should be ambitious enough to
support quality improvement but realistic enough to
account for the learner population, program context,
and available resources.

Programs should also identify benchmarks.
Benchmarks provide context for interpreting
whether results are strong, concerning, or
warranting further investigation. Some benchmarks
may be external, such as national data, disciplinary
norms, licensure pass rates, accreditation
expectations, or comparable programs. Others may
be internal, such as institutional averages, historical
program trends, performance in similar modalities,
or prior review cycles. The benchmark does not
replace program judgment. Instead, it helps program
teams interpret whether results are meaningful and
whether action is needed.

Table 7 presents five complementary interpretation
lenses. Notice that trends describe patterns,
thresholds express local expectations, benchmarks
provide comparison, and equity and alignment
questions guide further inquiry; none independently
establishes the cause of aresult.
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Interpreting learner success evidence

Interpretation
Lens

Trend

Threshold

Benchmark

Equity

Alignment
diagnosis

Guiding Question

Is the measure improving, declining, or remaining
stable across comparable cohorts and an appropriate
time window?

Did the program meet the level of performance it
defined as acceptable or aspirational?

How do the results compare with institutional,
disciplinary, accreditation, or national reference
points?

Are outcomes consistent across learner groups, entry
points, course sections, or other meaningful
categories?

What does the evidence suggest about content,
learning experiences, assessment, support,
communication, or the review and improvement of
alignment?
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Why It Matters

Trends help distinguish isolated variation
from recurring patterns that require program
attention.

Thresholds clarify how the program judges
whether learners are succeeding according to
its own definition.

Benchmarks provide context and prevent
programs from interpreting data in isolation.

Disaggregation helps programs identify
whether some learners face barriers that
overall averages may hide.

Learner success data should prompt
questions about the pathway's design, not
only conclusions about student performance.

Note. An author-created interpretation framework informed by the cited evaluation and mapping literature. Review windows and

thresholds require local judgment.

The final lens, alignment diagnosis, is especially
important. When students do not meet a learner
success measure, programs should not begin by
assuming the problem lies with student motivation
or ability. Instead, the program should ask whether
the pathway gave learners what they needed to
succeed. Were outcomes clearly communicated?
Were students given enough opportunities to

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

practice before being assessed? Did the learning
activities prepare students for the expected level of
performance? Were the performance criteria
transparent before submission? Was feedback timely
enough to support improvement? Were support
resources visible when needed? Were accessibility
practices consistent across courses? Were faculty
interpreting and assessing outcomes in similar ways?
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Interpretation should therefore move from data
description to design inquiry. It is not enough to
report that a percentage increased or decreased.
Program teams should explain what the result
means, why it may have occurred, how it relates to
the learner success definition, and what changes will
be made in response. This is where curriculum maps,
assessment reports, student feedback, faculty
deliberation, and quality review processes come
together. Each measure becomes part of an evidence
cycle that helps the program determine whether
alignment is supporting learners as intended.

From Evidence to Reform:
Closing the Alignment Loop

Learner success evidence has value only if it leads to
informed action. Programs should use evidence not
merely to demonstrate quality, but to improve it.
Closing the alignment loop means reviewing data on
persistence, completion, outcome mastery, learner
perception, and professional application in relation
to the curriculum map and translating them into
specific reforms. These reforms may involve
curriculum sequencing, course design, assessment
strategy, faculty development, student support,
technology, accessibility, advising, or communication
(Bryan et al., 2021; Smith & Chittams, 2024).

The goal is not to respond to every data point with a
large-scale redesign. Some findings may call for
targeted adjustments. Others may reveal deeper
structural issues. A single course with declining
completion may require clearer assignment
directions, improved feedback timing, or embedded

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

36

support links. A recurring pattern of weak capstone
performance may require a program-level review of
how the relevant outcomes are introduced and
reinforced. A learner survey showing that students
do not understand the relevance of assignments may
require better learner-facing alignment language
throughout the program. A pattern of unequal
success across groups may require an equity and
accessibility audit.

Bryan et al. (2021) illustrate ongoing improvement
through formative, summative, confirmative, and
meta-evaluation in an RN-to-BSN program seeking
Quality Matters Program Design certification. Their
account includes course review and faculty
development already underway, as well as plans for
longer-term evaluation. Curricular revisions
required restarting the collection of retention,
graduation, and satisfaction data, so the article
presents an evolving evaluation process rather than
a completed longitudinal cycle. The continuous
evaluation section and Table 9 explain how

these four functions can support ongoing review

and improvement.

A strong reform process should include
documentation. Programs should record what
evidence was reviewed, what interpretation was
made, what change was selected, who is responsible
for the change, when implementation will occur, and
what evidence will be used to evaluate the change.
This documentation supports accountability, but its
larger purpose is learning. It helps the program
remember why a change was made and whether the
change improved the learner pathway.
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Closing the loop also requires faculty deliberation.
Lam and Tsui (2016) argue that curriculum mapping
is not only a technical process but also a deliberative
one in which faculty clarify shared meanings around
outcomes, assessments, content, and expected levels
of learning. This matters because reforms are more
likely to succeed when faculty understand the
evidence, agree on the nature of the problem, and
participate in designing the response. If faculty
interpret an outcome differently, they may design
different activities, apply different standards, or
assess different forms of performance. Calibration
conversations, shared performance

criteria reviews, assessment retreats, and
course-sequence discussions can turn data into
collective improvement.

Smith and Chittams (2024) add that curriculum
mapping should be planned around a clear purpose
and validated through a defensible process. Their
work is useful because it reminds programs that
maps and measures are not automatically
trustworthy. Faculty expertise is essential, but it can
also introduce bias if expectations, measures, and
protocols are unclear. Alignment reforms should
therefore be based on evidence that has been
reviewed, interpreted, and validated through
appropriate processes. When programs use reliable
maps and meaningful evidence of learner success,
improvement decisions become more credible.

The result of closing the loop is not simply a revised
map. It is a stronger learner pathway. Students
encounter clearer expectations, more intentional
practice, more transparent assessments, better-
timed support, and a more coherent progression
from entry to completion. Alignment evidence
becomes actionable when it helps programs ask not
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only whether students succeeded, but also whether
the program gave them a fair, visible, and well-
supported opportunity to succeed.

Equity, Accessibility, and the Hidden
Curriculum: Design Conditions
and Learner Success Evidence

A program cannot claim full alignment if only some
learners can access the pathway needed to achieve
the outcomes. Equity must therefore be built into
evidence of learner success. It is not enough to know
whether the average student persists, completes, or
demonstrates mastery. Programs also need to ask
whether diverse groups of learners experience
comparable opportunities to succeed. Overall
averages can mask crucial differences in access,
performance, belonging, use of support, and
completion (Baker & Tukhvatulina, 2023; Mead et al.,
2023; Ortagus et al., 2024).

The hidden curriculum refers to the expectations
students are assumed to understand, but that are
not always explicitly taught or communicated. In
online programs, the hidden curriculum can appear
as inconsistent navigation, unstated technology
requirements, unclear norms for participation in
discussion, unexplained academic language, hidden
assumptions about prior writing or research
experience, and assignment directions that do not
explain how the task connects to course or program
outcomes. These hidden expectations can create
uneven burdens for adult learners, first-generation
students, learners with disabilities, students
returning after time away, and learners balancing
coursework with work, caregiving, military service,
or other responsibilities (Baker & Tukhvatulina,
2023; Mead et al., 2023; Ortagus et al., 2024).
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An equity-aligned program, therefore, reviews the
learner pathway before problems appear in outcome
data. It asks whether learners encounter consistent
navigation across courses, whether performance
criteria are available before submission, whether
examples clarify expectations, whether feedback
arrives early enough to support improvement,
whether support resources are embedded at points
of need, and whether course materials meet
accessibility expectations. These questions keep
equity connected to content, learning experience,
and assessment alignment, supported by continuous
improvement rather than treating it as a separate
compliance layer (Akers et al., 2021; Mead et al.,
2023; Rotar, 2022).

The equity purpose of alignment is not to lower
expectations. It is to make expectations reachable
through clear design, sufficient practice, meaningful
feedback, and accessible support. A rigorous online
program can still be equitable when students
understand the pathway and have repeated
opportunities to develop the outcomes the program
promises. Equity-aligned design allows programs to
ask a stronger question than whether all students
were given access to the same course shell. It asks
whether all students were given a fair, visible, and

well-supported opportunity to succeed.

This concern is especially important in fully online
programs. Ortagus, Hughes, and Allchin (2024)
found that students in exclusively online degree
programs had a lower likelihood of completing their
programs, with negative effects across several
student groups. Their findings reinforce the idea that
online access does not automatically lead to online
success. If online programs expand access without
building coherent pathways, visible support,
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meaningful interaction, and strong quality assurance,
students may enter programs without receiving the
conditions needed to complete them. Alignment
must therefore be evaluated not only for structure
but also for equity.

Mead et al. (2023) illustrate why accessibility
evidence should be considered alongside learner
outcomes. Their comparative case study examined
equivalent online and in-person biology degree
programs at one large public research university.
Online students were offered a narrower range of
formal accommodations, although some online
features may provide built-in supports. However,
students registered with disability services in the
online program performed better in course grades
relative to peers without registered disabilities than
did their in-person counterparts. The authors
caution that students’ selection into online study and
decisions to register for disability services may
influence these results. A narrower range of
accommodation types, therefore, does not, by itself,
establish poorer support or outcomes. For program
review, these findings support examining
accessibility, the suitability of accommodations, and
learner outcomes together, rather than judging
support solely by the number of accommodation
types available.

Design review identifies potential barriers before
outcome differences appear. Disaggregated learner
success evidence then helps programs investigate
who is progressing, who is encountering difficulties,
and what conditions warrant closer examination.
Differences prompt inquiry; they do not, by
themselves, establish that misalignment caused

an outcome.
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Equity analysis should begin with disaggregation
where data are available and appropriate. Programs
might examine learner success measures by part-
time or full-time enrollment, first-generation status,
transfer status, adult learner status, military
affiliation, Pell eligibility, disability registration, entry
pathway, course section, or other institutionally
meaningful categories. The purpose is not to label

TABLE 8
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students as deficient. The purpose is to determine
whether the program's design is working equitably
for the learners it serves. Table 8 provides guiding
guestions and potential evidence sources for
examining equitable access to expectations, learning
materials, practice, feedback, support, a sense of
belonging, and completion.

Equity and Accessibility Questions for Learner Success Evidence

Equity Focus Guiding Question

Access to

expectations
dates, and support resources?

Access to learning
materials

Access to practice

assessment?

Access to Is feedback timely, specific, and useful for

feedback improvement across courses and sections?

Access to support Are advising, tutoring, library, technical, accessibility,
and career supports embedded at points of need?

Access to Do learners experience connection to faculty, peers,

belonging program identity, and professional goals?

Access to Are persistence, course success, and graduation

completion patterns equitable across learner groups?

Do all learners receive clear information about
outcomes, assignments, performance criteria, due

Are materials accessible, usable, and available in
formats that support diverse learners?

Do learners have enough low-stakes or scaffolded
opportunities to practice before high-stakes

Possible Evidence

Syllabus review, course design review,
learner surveys, and assignment clarification
patterns.

Accessibility reports, documents, and media

review, captioning status, and student
feedback.

Curriculum map, assignment sequence,
formative assessment data, student
reflections.

LMS feedback timestamps, course
evaluations, performance criteria
comments, and student surveys.

LMS support links, advising data, service use
patterns, and student feedback.

Belonging surveys, discussion participation,
peer mentoring data, and qualitative
feedback.

Disaggregated retention, completion, DFW,
withdrawal, and graduation data.

Note. Author-created equity review questions were synthesized from the cited accessibility and learner experience literature.
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Equity evidence could be interpreted through the
lens of the alignment model. If one group of learners
is less likely to complete a gateway course, the
program could examine course expectations,
navigation, workload, prerequisite knowledge,
technology demands, feedback timing, and support
visibility. If students with disabilities are less likely to
request an accommodation online, the program
could examine whether support pathways are visible
and whether course design already incorporates
accessible practices. If adult learners report difficulty
balancing workloads, the program could examine
pacing, assignment distribution, flexibility, and
communication. If first generation or returning
learners struggle to interpret expectations, the
program could examine whether hidden assumptions
are built into assignment directions, performance

criteria, advising language, or program milestones.

Evidence of equity-centered learner success should
lead to design reform. If disaggregated data reveal
uneven outcomes, the response should not be
limited to additional reminders or generic
encouragement. Programs should ask what can be
redesigned. Can support be embedded earlier? Can
performance criteria be clarified? Can examples of
successful work be provided? Can assignment
sequences include more guided practice? Can
navigation be standardized? Can materials be made
more accessible? Can advising be connected to
course milestones? Can faculty calibrate grading
expectations? These reforms treat equity as a design
responsibility rather than an afterthought.
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When equity is included in evidence of learner
success, alignment becomes more than coherence. It
becomes a commitment to ensuring that all learners
have meaningful access to the opportunities the
curriculum promises. A program is not truly aligned if
outcomes, content, pedagogy, assessment, and
support are connected only for students who already
know how to navigate the system. Alignment is
strongest when every learner can see the pathway,
understand expectations, access support, practice
with feedback, demonstrate mastery, and carry
learning forward.

Learner Success Evidence Cycle

The relationship between alignment and learner
success can be represented as a continuous evidence
cycle (Figure 5). Notice the return to the definition of
success after reassessment: the cycle should refine
both design and evidence decisions. The figure
brings together the preceding guidance on selecting
measures, interpreting evidence, examining equity,
implementing revisions, and reassessing. The three-
to-five measures and three-year window shown in
theillustration are suggested starting points, not
fixed research requirements. Reassessment should
allow revisions to reach relevant cohorts before

conclusions are drawn.

The evidence cycle brings learner success data back
to curriculum and teaching decisions. The preceding
closing-the-loop section describes how teams
document interpretations, assign responsibility, and
evaluate reforms; continuous evaluation provides
the broader quality assurance structure for
sustaining that work.
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FIGURE 5
Learner success evidence cycle
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Note. Author-created practical evidence cycle informed by the cited evaluation literature. Three to five measures and three years
of data are suggested starting points; adapt the window to cohorts, implementation timing, and local needs.
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Continuous Evaluation: Formative, Summative,
Confirmative, and Meta Evaluation

The learner success evidence cycle (Figure 5)
identifies which programs should be measured and
how those measures should be interpreted.
Continuous evaluation provides the quality
assurance structure for acting on that evidence over
time. Alignment should not be treated as something
confirmed once during program approval,
accreditation, or course review. Courses change,
faculty rotate, technologies evolve, professional
expectations shift, and learner needs become visible
through data and feedback. Continuous evaluation
helps programs determine whether the intended,
taught, assessed, supported, and experienced
curricula remain connected (Bryan et al., 2021).

TABLE 9
Evaluation types

Evaluation
Type Primary Purpose

Alignment Questions

Bryan et al. (2021) provide a useful model for online
program quality through their use of formative,
summative, confirmative, and meta-evaluation in an
RN-to-BSN program seeking Quality Matters
Program Design certification. Their model is valuable
because it positions quality as an ongoing process
rather than a single review event. Alignment is
planned before launch, assessed during
implementation, examined through learner and
reviewer evidence, and reconsidered over time in
relation to retention, satisfaction, progression,
graduation, and stakeholder feedback. Table 9
summarizes the purpose of each evaluation

type, the alignment questions it addresses, and
possible evidence sources for guiding review

and improvement.

Possible Evidence

Are outcomes, content, activities,
assessments, performance criteria,
navigation, accessibility, and support
resources aligned before students

Course design reviews, faculty
design meetings, curriculum
maps, accessibility checks, pilot
feedback, informal peer review

encounter the course or program?

Formative Improve design before
evaluation and during
implementation
Summative Judge the immediate
evaluation quality after delivery or

formal review
supportive?

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

Did the course or program meet expected
quality standards, and did students
experience the design as clear and

Formal course review, QM
review results, student
evaluations, assignment
performance, and course
completion data
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Evaluation types (continued)

Evaluation
Type Primary Purpose

Alignment Questions
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Possible Evidence

Confirmative Examine longer-term

Are alignment practices
supporting persistence,
completion, outcome mastery,
satisfaction, and professional

Retention trends, graduation rates,
capstone results, alumni surveys,
progression data, professional
outcomes

application over time?

evaluation value and
sustainability

Meta Review the quality and

evaluation usefulness of the

evaluation process

itself useful, and sustainable?

Are the program’s maps, measures,
review processes, and
improvement decisions credible,

Stakeholder reflection, assessment
committee review, faculty calibration
notes, comparison of evidence
sources, and documentation of
reforms

Note. Adapted conceptually from the evaluation types discussed by Bryan et al. (2021); alignment questions and evidence

examples developed by the author.

These evaluation types can be understood as a
sequence, but in practice, they often overlap. A
program may use formative review when revising a
course, summative evidence after a course runs,
confirmative evidence during annual program
review, and meta-evaluation when determining
whether its assessment and mapping processes
remain useful. The critical point is that each
evaluation type serves a distinct function. Formative
evaluation improves the design. Summative
evaluation examines immediate quality and
performance. Confirmative evaluation asks whether
the design continues to produce value. Meta
evaluation asks whether the review system itself is
helping the program learn.

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

This is why evaluation should return to the map. If
summative evidence shows that students are
struggling with a signature assignment, the program
could examine where the relevant outcomes were
introduced and practiced. If confirmatory evidence
indicates declining persistence, the program could
examine early-course design, support, timing,
workload, navigation, and advising touchpoints. If
learner feedback shows that students do not
understand the relevance of assignments, the
program could strengthen learner-facing alignment
language. If meta-evaluation shows that faculty
interpret outcomes differently, the program could
incorporate calibration and deliberation, as Lam and
Tsui (2016) recommend.
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Implementation Framework:
Building an Alignment System

Building an alignment system requires more than
completing a curriculum map. It requires a shared
purpose, faculty engagement, evidence routines,
external validation, learner-facing communication,
and continuous review. The system should help
students, faculty, instructional designers, advisors,
assessment leaders, and program administrators
understand how the curriculum works and how
learner success is supported (Bryan et al., 2021;
Joshi, 2022; Mariasingam & Hanna, 2006). Table 10
summarizes the implementation steps, key
participants, and primary outputs needed to build

and sustain an online program alignment system.

First, define the purpose and scope of the alighment
work. A map created for accreditation may require
different evidence than a map created for course
redesign, licensure preparation, workforce
alignment, or learner success review. Smith and
Chittams (2024) argue that curriculum mapping
should begin with a clear purpose, appropriate
standards, measures at the correct level of detail,

faculty calibration, and validation processes.

Second, establish shared language around outcomes.

Faculty should clarify what each program outcome
means, what level of learning it requires, where it is
introduced and reinforced, how it is assessed, and
where mastery is expected. Lam and Tsui (2016)
frame curriculum mapping as a form of deliberation

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
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because it helps faculty build a shared
understanding, interpret outcomes, examine
assumptions, and strengthen the curriculum through

collaborative review.

Third, construct linked course maps and a program
overview, then examine their connections within and
across courses. Document outcomes, materials,
learning experiences, assessments, and performance
criteria using shared identifiers. Review internal
alignment within courses, horizontal alignment
among courses at the same stage, and vertical
alignment across successive stages. Record gaps,
overlaps, and uncertain connections that need
investigation (Frost & Ackrill, 2025).

Fourth, use the findings to revise content, learning
experiences, assessments, and learner support.
Faculty and instructional designers can strengthen
materials, practice, feedback, task demands, and
performance criteria where the review identifies a
need. Student support partners can locate advising,
library resources, accessibility services, technology
assistance, and other supports at relevant points in
the pathway. These changes connect instructional
decisions with organizational strategy, staff
development, technology, quality frameworks,

and community (Joshi, 2022; Mariasingam &
Hanna, 2006).
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Fifth, validate the linked maps and their
interpretations. Faculty calibration can establish
shared expectations for outcome coverage, cognitive
complexity, and performance criteria. Peer and
external review can assess whether the documented
connections are clear and supported by course
materials, assessment tasks, and student work.
Validation helps programs distinguish intended
alignment from connections that require further
evidence or revision (Smith & Chittams, 2024).

Sixth, make the pathway visible to learners.
Wijngaards-de Meij and Merx (2018) argue that
curriculum visibility helps students understand
where they are in the larger curriculum, how prior
learning connects to current expectations, and how
skills build over time. Learner-facing tools should
explain the degree pathway, major milestones, each
course’s contribution, opportunities to use feedback,
and available support. Students should be able to see
their online degree program as a coherent pathway,
not a series of disconnected courses. Derive learner-

TABLE 10
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facing tools from validated internal program and
course maps and update them when the underlying

curriculum changes.

Finally, as the author’s practical recommendation,
establish an annual evidence review routine within a
broader cycle of continuous improvement of
alignment. Reviews should bring together
assessment evidence, student feedback, faculty
reflections, accessibility data, course review findings,
and measures of persistence, progression,
completion, and professional application. Programs
should document priorities, assign responsibility for
revisions, and identify when follow-up evidence will
be available. Annual monitoring can identify
emerging concerns, while reassessment of curricular
changes should allow sufficient time for
implementation and learner progression. This cycle
keeps the alignment system responsive to evidence
and changing program needs (Bryan et al., 2021;
Smith & Chittams, 2024).

Implementation framework for building an online program alignment system.

Implementation step Key participants

Define purpose and scope

Clarify outcomes and cognitive levels
assessment lead

Map content, learning experiences,
and assessments; identify support
touchpoints

Review internal, horizontal, and
vertical alignment

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

Program leader, assessment lead,
instructional designer, faculty

Faculty, program coordinator,

Faculty, instructional designer,
librarian, accessibility specialist,
student support staff

Faculty team, instructional
designer, program leadership

Primary output

Alignment project charter and selected
evidence standards

Shared outcome language and Bloom-
related progression expectations

Linked course maps and a program
overview documenting instructional
connections and support locations

Analysis of gaps, unnecessary duplication,
preparation, and progression
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TABLE 10
Implementation framework for building an online program alignment system. (continued)

Implementation step Key participants Primary output
Validate the map Faculty reviewers, external reviewers, Calibration notes, validation sample,
accreditation, or professional standard review findings
experts
Create learner-facing pathway Instructional designer, advisor, faculty, Student pathway map, milestone
tools student success staff language, support touchpoints
Monitor on a locally defined The program quality team and those Updated map, documented action plan,
schedule, implement revisions, and responsible for changes evidence summary, and follow-up
reassess evaluation schedule

Note. Author-created implementation guidance informed by the cited program design and mapping literature. Roles and
schedules should be adapted locally.
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Sustaining Alignment Through Governance and Review

Alignment must have an owner, a process, and a
review rhythm. Without governance, even a strong
curriculum map can become outdated as faculty
change assignments, courses are copied into new
terms, technologies shift, accreditation
requirements evolve, and students’ needs change.
Governance does not mean removing faculty
autonomy. It means creating shared responsibility
for the coherence of the learner pathway (Joshi

& Kantola, 2022; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Smith &
Chittams, 2024).

A sustainable alignment system usually includes
multiple roles. Program faculty define disciplinary
expectations, interpret outcomes, and make
curricular decisions. Instructional designers help
translate those expectations into coherent online
learning experiences. Assessment and accreditation
leaders help determine what evidence is needed and
how it will be interpreted. Student support
professionals identify points in the pathway where
learners need guidance, advising, tutoring,
accessibility support, or career preparation.
Program leaders ensure that alignment review is
scheduled, documented, resourced, and connected
to decision-making.

This shared governance model is consistent with the
systems view of online program quality described in
the first white paper, which argues that quality
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depends on integrating program design, teaching
support, learner support, learner success, and
continuous quality assurance. It also aligns with
Joshi’s (2022) layered view of online degree program
design and Mariasingam and Hanna’s (2006)
emphasis on team-based development that includes
content experts, instructional designers, technology
staff, and learner support partners.

Governance should also clarify the cadence of
review. Some alignment work should occur before a
course launches, such as design review, accessibility
checks, and review of outcome-assessment
alignment. Some should occur during delivery, such
as monitoring student questions, early alerts, and
feedback patterns. Some should occur after delivery,
such as analysis of performance criteria data, course
evaluations, and instructor reflections. The literature
supports ongoing evaluation and validation (Bryan et
al., 2021; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Smith & Chittams, 2024).
To make that work manageable, the author
recommends annual evidence monitoring and a more
comprehensive alignment review every three to five
years, with earlier review when major curricular
changes or emerging concerns warrant it. These
intervals are suggested planning practices, not
intervals established by the cited studies. Adapt
them to institutional requirements, program length,
cohort size, resources, and the time needed to
implement and reassess revisions.
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Alignment Toolkit for Online Program Teams

The alignment toolkit brings together the artifacts
developed in this paper. Teams can use the following

derive learner-facing guidance from validated
internal maps.

tools during design, review, and improvement to

Linked PALS-informed
program and course
maps

I/R/A/M progression
map

Bloom progression
check

Fracture point
diagnostic

Learner-facing pathway
map

Equity and accessibility
audit

Evidence review
calendar

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

Use the architecture described under curriculum mapping to connect detailed
course views with the program overview through shared identifiers. Assign course
and program ownership as described in the governance section.

Use Table 2 during faculty mapping conversations to examine introduction,

reinforcement, assessment, and expected mastery across the degree pathway.

Use Bloom’s taxonomy guidance and Table 3 when reviewing outcomes, learning
activities, assessments, and performance criteria. Examine task demands,

knowledge, and verbs; do not impose a fixed staircase.

Use the four review questions and Table 4 during faculty retreats, curriculum
reviews, student feedback analyses, or external review preparation to connect
findings with corrective actions and follow-up evidence.

Use Figure 4 and Table 5 to develop guidance for orientation, advising, course
welcome pages, milestones, and capstone preparation. Update these tools when
the validated internal maps change.

Use Table 8, which includes LMS reviews, accessibility checks, support planning,
and disaggregated learner success evidence, to examine both proactive design

conditions and experienced barriers.

Record what evidence will be reviewed, by whom, when findings will be
documented, and when revisions can be reassessed. Use the locally adaptable
cadence described in the governance section and the evaluation functions in Table
9.
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Recommendations: Building Alighment
Systems for Measurable Learner Success

The following recommendations translate the

paper’s framework into actions for online

program teams. The preceding sections provide

the supporting rationale, examples, and

evidence qualifications.

Build linked PALS-informed
program and course maps.

Build linked PALS-informed
program and course maps with
shared identifiers and clear
responsibility for each view. Begin
with priority outcomes or courses
and expand as capacity allows. Use
the curriculum mapping
architecture and Table 10 to
organize the work.

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

Make alignment visible
to learners throughout
the online pathway.

Derive learner-facing tools from
validated internal maps and
communicate course purpose,
outcome connections, milestones,
feedback opportunities, and
support throughout the pathway.
Use Figure 4 and Table 5 to select
appropriate visibility practices.

Define learner success
before selecting measures.

Adopt a learner success definition
that reflects institutional mission,
program goals, learner population,
resources, and professional
expectations before selecting
measures. Pay attention to
persistence, achievement of
outcomes, completion, learner
experience, and application beyond

the degree.
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Select a focused evidence
set and interpret results
across an appropriate
review window.

Select a focused evidence set linked
to the adopted definition. Three to
five measures are the author’s
suggested starting point; Table 6
provides a menu rather than a
required set. Include direct
evidence of learning alongside
progression and learner
experience indicators.

For each measure, identify the data
source, its connection to the
learner success definition, the
interpretation approach, and the
cohorts represented. The author
recommends using three
consecutive years of comparable
evidence, when available, as a
starting point, rather than a
research-established minimum.
Adapt the window to program
length, cohort size, data quality, and
the timing of curricular changes
reaching learners. Interpret
patterns using thresholds,
benchmarks, equity, and context;
examine alternative explanations
before attributing improvement to
adesign revision.

Disaggregate learner
success evidence to examine
equity, accessibility, and

the hidden curriculum.

Disaggregate learner success
evidence by institutionally
meaningful categories when data
are available and appropriate. Use
Table 8 to connect differences in
outcomes with inquiry into
accessibility, expectations, practice,
feedback, support, and the hidden
curriculum. Examine design
conditions both proactively and in

response to outcome patterns.

Validate maps and measures
through faculty deliberation,
calibration, and review.

Use structured faculty deliberation,
calibration, and appropriate peer or
external review to validate
outcome interpretations, mapping
connections, and performance
criteria. Clarify protocols and
evidence sources so that maps and
measures are sufficiently credible
to guide improvement (Lam & Tsui,
2016; Smith & Chittams, 2024).
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a Close the loop through
documented reforms and
continuous evaluation.

Evidence of learner success should
lead to action. Programs should
document what evidence was
reviewed, what interpretation was
made, what change was selected,
who is responsible, when
implementation will occur, and
what evidence will be used to
evaluate the change. This
documentation supports
accountability, but its deeper
purpose is continuous learning. It
helps program teams determine
whether revisions improve the
learner pathway (Bryan et al., 2021;
Smith & Chittams, 2024).

Use the distinct formative,
summative, confirmative, and meta
evaluation functions summarized in
Table 9, with ownership and review
schedules established through
governance. Reassess changes after
they have reached the relevant
learners and use the findings to
refine both the pathway and the

review system.
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Conclusion: Alighment as the Bridge
Between Design and Learner Success

Alignment is the structural beam of quality in online
degree programs because it connects what a
program promises to what learners experience.
Outcomes, content, pedagogy, assessment,
feedback, support, accessibility, and review cannot
operate as separate parts if students are expected to
move through a coherent pathway. When these
elements are intentionally connected, online
learners can see where they are, understand why the
work matters, practice the skills they are expected to
demonstrate, receive feedback that supports
improvement, and carry learning into academic,

professional, personal, or civic contexts.

This paper has argued that alignment is more than
documentation. A curriculum map may show where
outcomes appear, but the deeper question is
whether the map reflects a pathway students can
navigate. Alignment becomes meaningful when it
shapes course design, supports learner confidence,

Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes

clarifies expectations, guides assessment,
strengthens feedback, embeds support, and creates
evidence that the program is working as intended. In
this sense, alignment is both a design practice and an
evidence practice.

Building quality through alignment requires a shift in
how online programs understand success. Quality is
not proven by design documents alone. Learner
success is not proven by completion rates alone. The
strongest online programs connect design evidence,
learner experience evidence, and outcome evidence
into a continuous improvement system. When
programs align intentionally, measure thoughtfully,
interpret evidence honestly, and revise responsively,
online learners are better positioned not only to
complete the program, but to understand, apply, and
carry forward the learning the program was

designed to make possible.
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	Intentional design integrates constructive alignment,curriculum mapping, cognitive progression informedby Bloom’s taxonomy, external review, evidence oflearner success, and continuous evaluation tosupport measurable learner success (Frost & Ackrill,2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Loughlin et al., 2021; Smith& Chittams, 2024). This white paper adopts acomprehensive view of intentional design bypositioning alignment as the structural beam thatsupports online program quality. It uses ProgramAlignment for Learner Succe

	When alignment is visible, pedagogically meaningful,faculty-owned, equity-centered, and continuouslyreviewed, online learners are better positioned tounderstand where they are, where they are going,how each learning experience supports their goals,and what evidence shows they are making progress.Alignment, then, is both a design practice and anevidence practice. It helps programs create coherentpathways and determine whether those pathwaysare working. Intentional design offers a frameworkfor supporting thes
	When alignment is visible, pedagogically meaningful,faculty-owned, equity-centered, and continuouslyreviewed, online learners are better positioned tounderstand where they are, where they are going,how each learning experience supports their goals,and what evidence shows they are making progress.Alignment, then, is both a design practice and anevidence practice. It helps programs create coherentpathways and determine whether those pathwaysare working. Intentional design offers a frameworkfor supporting thes
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	Conceptual Framework: PALS, ConstructiveAlignment, and Curriculum Mapping
	Conceptual Framework: PALS, ConstructiveAlignment, and Curriculum Mapping

	Program Alignment for Learner Success (PALS)provides the organizing framework for this paper.PALS is a conceptual model that connects content,learning experiences, and assessments to intendedlearning outcomes within and across courses, whileemphasizing the ongoing review and improvement ofthose connections. As shown in Figure 2, the modelincludes three interconnected dimensions—contentalignment, learning experience alignment, andassessment alignment—and a fourth dimension:continuous improvement of alignment
	Program Alignment for Learner Success (PALS)provides the organizing framework for this paper.PALS is a conceptual model that connects content,learning experiences, and assessments to intendedlearning outcomes within and across courses, whileemphasizing the ongoing review and improvement ofthose connections. As shown in Figure 2, the modelincludes three interconnected dimensions—contentalignment, learning experience alignment, andassessment alignment—and a fourth dimension:continuous improvement of alignment
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	FIGURE 2
	FIGURE 2
	FIGURE 2

	Program Alignment for Learner Success (PALS): Alignment Supported by Continuous Improvement.
	Program Alignment for Learner Success (PALS): Alignment Supported by Continuous Improvement.

	Figure
	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created PALS conceptual model informed by the cited alignment literature; the model is proposed here rather thanpresented as an empirically validated framework.
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	TABLE 1
	TABLE 1

	PALS dimensions and learner success questions.
	PALS dimensions and learner success questions.

	Table
	TR
	TH
	PALS dimension

	TH
	Core alignment question

	TH
	Evidence to review

	TH
	Learner success value


	TR
	Contentalignment
	Contentalignment

	Do topics, readings, media, examples,cases, and resources directly supportstated outcomes?
	Do topics, readings, media, examples,cases, and resources directly supportstated outcomes?

	Course map, reading list,multimedia inventory,module sequence, contentcoverage map
	Course map, reading list,multimedia inventory,module sequence, contentcoverage map

	Reduces unnecessarycontent and helps learnersunderstand why materialsmatter
	Reduces unnecessarycontent and helps learnersunderstand why materialsmatter


	TR
	Learningexperiencealignment
	Learningexperiencealignment

	Do activities, interactions, practiceopportunities, technologies, andfeedback help students connect ideas,build on prior knowledge, and applylearning at the level expected in theoutcomes?
	Do activities, interactions, practiceopportunities, technologies, andfeedback help students connect ideas,build on prior knowledge, and applylearning at the level expected in theoutcomes?

	Activity map, interactiondesign, practice sequence,technology rationale,feedback plan
	Activity map, interactiondesign, practice sequence,technology rationale,feedback plan

	Helps learners buildcompetence throughpurposeful practice,interaction, and feedback
	Helps learners buildcompetence throughpurposeful practice,interaction, and feedback


	TR
	Assessmentalignment
	Assessmentalignment

	Do assignments, projects, exams,simulations, performance criteria, andperformance tasks measure theoutcomes students were taught andpracticed?
	Do assignments, projects, exams,simulations, performance criteria, andperformance tasks measure theoutcomes students were taught andpracticed?

	Assessment blueprint,performance criteriacrosswalk, assignmentdirections, and examples ofperformance evidence
	Assessment blueprint,performance criteriacrosswalk, assignmentdirections, and examples ofperformance evidence

	Creates fair and validopportunities for learnersto demonstratecompetence
	Creates fair and validopportunities for learnersto demonstratecompetence


	TR
	Continuousimprovement ofalignment
	Continuousimprovement ofalignment

	Do review and improvement practicesuse evidence to identify, validate, andaddress alignment gaps within andacross courses?
	Do review and improvement practicesuse evidence to identify, validate, andaddress alignment gaps within andacross courses?

	Curriculum map, reviewcycle, student feedback,faculty calibration notes,external review findings,documented revisions
	Curriculum map, reviewcycle, student feedback,faculty calibration notes,external review findings,documented revisions

	Keeps learning pathwayscoherent and responsive ascourses, standards,technologies, and studentneeds change
	Keeps learning pathwayscoherent and responsive ascourses, standards,technologies, and studentneeds change



	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created synthesis of the PALS framework and cited alignment literature. The learner success column describesintended design value, not demonstrated causal effects.
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	Constructive Alignment Without Compliance Drift
	Constructive Alignment Without Compliance Drift

	Constructive alignment is an approach toinstructional design that connects intended learningoutcomes, learning activities, and assessments. The“constructive” element recognizes that learnersdevelop understanding through meaningfulengagement with ideas and tasks. The “alignment”element requires teaching activities andassessments to support the knowledge, skills, andlevel of thinking expressed in the outcomes. Forexample, an outcome requiring students to evaluateprofessional alternatives calls for opportuniti
	Constructive alignment is an approach toinstructional design that connects intended learningoutcomes, learning activities, and assessments. The“constructive” element recognizes that learnersdevelop understanding through meaningfulengagement with ideas and tasks. The “alignment”element requires teaching activities andassessments to support the knowledge, skills, andlevel of thinking expressed in the outcomes. Forexample, an outcome requiring students to evaluateprofessional alternatives calls for opportuniti

	Constructive alignment, therefore, provides aninstructional foundation for PALS. Loughlin, Lygo-Baker, and Lindberg-Sand (2021), however, cautionthat constructive alignment can lose its educationalvalue when it becomes primarily an audit orcompliance mechanism. Alignment may appear inpolicy documents, templates, validation forms, andquality review materials without meaningfullyshaping what students experience or learn.
	Constructive alignment, therefore, provides aninstructional foundation for PALS. Loughlin, Lygo-Baker, and Lindberg-Sand (2021), however, cautionthat constructive alignment can lose its educationalvalue when it becomes primarily an audit orcompliance mechanism. Alignment may appear inpolicy documents, templates, validation forms, andquality review materials without meaningfullyshaping what students experience or learn.

	This warning is especially important for onlineprograms. A course may document connectionsamong outcomes, modules, assignments, andperformance criteria, yet provide insufficientopportunities for students to connect ideas, build onprior knowledge, use feedback, or apply learning inprofessional contexts. Within PALS, theseopportunities fall under learning experiencealignment: the deliberate design of activities,interactions, practice, and feedback that preparestudents to achieve the intended outcomes. Theirin
	This warning is especially important for onlineprograms. A course may document connectionsamong outcomes, modules, assignments, andperformance criteria, yet provide insufficientopportunities for students to connect ideas, build onprior knowledge, use feedback, or apply learning inprofessional contexts. Within PALS, theseopportunities fall under learning experiencealignment: the deliberate design of activities,interactions, practice, and feedback that preparestudents to achieve the intended outcomes. Theirin

	PALS helps preserve the educational purpose ofalignment by examining content, learningexperiences, and assessments together, supportedby continuous improvement of alignment.Documentation makes intended connections visible;review of student work, feedback, and learningexperiences helps determine whether thoseconnections function in practice. The aim is to usealignment evidence to strengthen students’opportunities to construct knowledge, demonstratecompetence, and progress across the program.
	PALS helps preserve the educational purpose ofalignment by examining content, learningexperiences, and assessments together, supportedby continuous improvement of alignment.Documentation makes intended connections visible;review of student work, feedback, and learningexperiences helps determine whether thoseconnections function in practice. The aim is to usealignment evidence to strengthen students’opportunities to construct knowledge, demonstratecompetence, and progress across the program.

	Constructive alignment and curriculum mappingapply across instructional modalities. Theirapplication here concerns the conditions of onlineprograms: connections among courses, expectations,feedback, and support often need to becommunicated explicitly through the LMS, advising,and program communications because learners mayhave fewer opportunities for informal clarification.The broader principle is curricular coherence; theimplication of online design is to make thatcoherence visible and usable at a distance
	Constructive alignment and curriculum mappingapply across instructional modalities. Theirapplication here concerns the conditions of onlineprograms: connections among courses, expectations,feedback, and support often need to becommunicated explicitly through the LMS, advising,and program communications because learners mayhave fewer opportunities for informal clarification.The broader principle is curricular coherence; theimplication of online design is to make thatcoherence visible and usable at a distance
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	Curriculum Mapping as Visibility,Deliberation, and Evidence
	Curriculum Mapping as Visibility,Deliberation, and Evidence

	Curriculum mapping is the tool that makes alignmentvisible. It documents where outcomes areintroduced, reinforced, assessed, and masteredacross a program. It can show where programlearning outcomes connect to course learningoutcomes, module objectives, content, activities,assessments, and performance criteria. A strongcurriculum map does not simply prove thatoutcomes appear somewhere in the curriculum. Ithelps programs examine whether learning developslogically, whether students have sufficient practicebefo
	Curriculum mapping is the tool that makes alignmentvisible. It documents where outcomes areintroduced, reinforced, assessed, and masteredacross a program. It can show where programlearning outcomes connect to course learningoutcomes, module objectives, content, activities,assessments, and performance criteria. A strongcurriculum map does not simply prove thatoutcomes appear somewhere in the curriculum. Ithelps programs examine whether learning developslogically, whether students have sufficient practicebefo

	Frost and Ackrill (2025) argue that traditionalapproaches to constructive alignment andcurriculum mapping often focus too narrowly onindividual modules or course units. Their frameworkextends attention to cumulative learning acrossthe program. The section on internal, horizontal,and vertical alignment develops these relationshipsin detail.
	Frost and Ackrill (2025) argue that traditionalapproaches to constructive alignment andcurriculum mapping often focus too narrowly onindividual modules or course units. Their frameworkextends attention to cumulative learning acrossthe program. The section on internal, horizontal,and vertical alignment develops these relationshipsin detail.

	Frost and Ackrill’s concept of fracture points isespecially useful for online program quality. Fracturepoints are gaps or breaks in alignment that disruptcurricular coherence. These fracture points may beactual, such as when content, pedagogy, andassessments do not support the stated outcomes.They may also be perceived, such as when students,faculty, reviewers, or accreditors interpret the sameoutcome differently. This distinction mattersbecause a program may appear aligned in its formaldocumentation, yet l
	Frost and Ackrill’s concept of fracture points isespecially useful for online program quality. Fracturepoints are gaps or breaks in alignment that disruptcurricular coherence. These fracture points may beactual, such as when content, pedagogy, andassessments do not support the stated outcomes.They may also be perceived, such as when students,faculty, reviewers, or accreditors interpret the sameoutcome differently. This distinction mattersbecause a program may appear aligned in its formaldocumentation, yet l

	Lam and Tsui (2016) add another important layer byframing curriculum mapping as a form ofdeliberation. Mapping is not only a technical codingprocess. It is also a professional conversation inwhich faculty develop shared meaning aroundoutcomes, assessment tasks, course content, and thedepth of learning expected across a program.Through structured mapping conversations, facultycan clarify what outcomes mean, determine wherethey are introduced and reinforced, and examinewhether students have sufficient opportu
	Lam and Tsui (2016) add another important layer byframing curriculum mapping as a form ofdeliberation. Mapping is not only a technical codingprocess. It is also a professional conversation inwhich faculty develop shared meaning aroundoutcomes, assessment tasks, course content, and thedepth of learning expected across a program.Through structured mapping conversations, facultycan clarify what outcomes mean, determine wherethey are introduced and reinforced, and examinewhether students have sufficient opportu

	Wijngaards-de Meij and Merx (2018) furtherstrengthen the learner success argument byemphasizing curriculum visibility. They begin with afamiliar problem: students often report that theyhave not encountered a concept or skill before, evenwhen faculty believe it was addressed earlier in theprogram. This disconnect suggests that alignment isnot only about what faculty design. It is also aboutwhat students can see, remember, activate, andapply. A curriculum map that sits in a program filemay help with accredita
	Wijngaards-de Meij and Merx (2018) furtherstrengthen the learner success argument byemphasizing curriculum visibility. They begin with afamiliar problem: students often report that theyhave not encountered a concept or skill before, evenwhen faculty believe it was addressed earlier in theprogram. This disconnect suggests that alignment isnot only about what faculty design. It is also aboutwhat students can see, remember, activate, andapply. A curriculum map that sits in a program filemay help with accredita
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	Smith and Chittams (2024) extend the alignmentconversation by emphasizing that curriculummapping should be planned around a clear purposeand validated through a defensible process. Theirnursing curriculum mapping study illustrates howprograms can compare curriculum coverage to anexternal benchmark, identify gaps and overlaps, andevaluate the reliability of the mapping processthrough repeated review. This approach is especiallyrelevant for online programs that must demonstratealignment to accreditation stand
	Smith and Chittams (2024) extend the alignmentconversation by emphasizing that curriculummapping should be planned around a clear purposeand validated through a defensible process. Theirnursing curriculum mapping study illustrates howprograms can compare curriculum coverage to anexternal benchmark, identify gaps and overlaps, andevaluate the reliability of the mapping processthrough repeated review. This approach is especiallyrelevant for online programs that must demonstratealignment to accreditation stand

	A manageable alignment system can use linked viewsrather than one all-inclusive matrix. The program-level map summarizes program outcomes, coursecontributions, progression, signature assessments,and major support checkpoints. Course-level mapsprovide details that connect course outcomes andmodule objectives to materials, practice, feedback,assessments, and performance criteria. Sharedoutcome and assessment identifiers link the views sochanges can be traced without duplicating everydetail. Faculty and instru
	A manageable alignment system can use linked viewsrather than one all-inclusive matrix. The program-level map summarizes program outcomes, coursecontributions, progression, signature assessments,and major support checkpoints. Course-level mapsprovide details that connect course outcomes andmodule objectives to materials, practice, feedback,assessments, and performance criteria. Sharedoutcome and assessment identifiers link the views sochanges can be traced without duplicating everydetail. Faculty and instru

	Alignment Across Organizational,Pedagogical, and Program Layers
	Alignment Across Organizational,Pedagogical, and Program Layers

	Alignment also extends beyond individual courses.Joshi (2022) argues that online degree programdesign should be understood across organizational,pedagogical, and online-degree-program layers. Theorganizational layer includes strategy, digitalcompetence, quality frameworks, and internalcollaboration. The pedagogical layer includesteaching and learning environments, staff training,curriculum, course design, and programcommunication. The online degree program layerincludes support, education, and community. Th
	Alignment also extends beyond individual courses.Joshi (2022) argues that online degree programdesign should be understood across organizational,pedagogical, and online-degree-program layers. Theorganizational layer includes strategy, digitalcompetence, quality frameworks, and internalcollaboration. The pedagogical layer includesteaching and learning environments, staff training,curriculum, course design, and programcommunication. The online degree program layerincludes support, education, and community. Th

	Similarly, Mariasingam and Hanna (2006) argue thatquality online degree programs require a systematicapproach to planning and delivery. Their modelemphasizes defining program need and mission,specifying learning outcomes, developing conceptmaps that connect outcomes, courses, and modules,and using a team approach that includes contentexperts, instructional designers, technology staff,and librarians. They also stress that program deliverymust account for target learners, technologies, andboth academic and no
	Similarly, Mariasingam and Hanna (2006) argue thatquality online degree programs require a systematicapproach to planning and delivery. Their modelemphasizes defining program need and mission,specifying learning outcomes, developing conceptmaps that connect outcomes, courses, and modules,and using a team approach that includes contentexperts, instructional designers, technology staff,and librarians. They also stress that program deliverymust account for target learners, technologies, andboth academic and no
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	Mapping Outcomes and Reviewing Internal,Horizontal, and Vertical Alignment
	Mapping Outcomes and Reviewing Internal,Horizontal, and Vertical Alignment

	Outcome mapping begins with a clear distinctionbetween program outcomes and course outcomes.Program outcomes describe the knowledge, skills,and attributes that students should developthroughout the degree. Course outcomes describewhat students should know or be able to do withinan individual course. Mapping the relationshipsbetween these levels establishes each course’scontribution to the program pathway (Frost &Ackrill, 2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Wijngaards-de Meij& Merx, 2018).
	Outcome mapping begins with a clear distinctionbetween program outcomes and course outcomes.Program outcomes describe the knowledge, skills,and attributes that students should developthroughout the degree. Course outcomes describewhat students should know or be able to do withinan individual course. Mapping the relationshipsbetween these levels establishes each course’scontribution to the program pathway (Frost &Ackrill, 2025; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Wijngaards-de Meij& Merx, 2018).

	A strong outcome map makes the learner pathwaytransparent by showing where each programoutcome is introduced, reinforced, assessed, andmastered. Table 2 illustrates a learner-facingcurriculum map that makes this progression visibleacross foundations, midpoint, advanced, andcapstone courses. This type of mapping helps facultyand students see whether learning develops withappropriate depth over time. For example, a programoutcome related to data-informed decision-makingmight be introduced in an early foundati
	A strong outcome map makes the learner pathwaytransparent by showing where each programoutcome is introduced, reinforced, assessed, andmastered. Table 2 illustrates a learner-facingcurriculum map that makes this progression visibleacross foundations, midpoint, advanced, andcapstone courses. This type of mapping helps facultyand students see whether learning develops withappropriate depth over time. For example, a programoutcome related to data-informed decision-makingmight be introduced in an early foundati
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	TABLE 2
	TABLE 2

	Sample learner-facing I/R/A/M curriculum map. I = Introduced, R = Reinforced, A = Assessed, M = Masteryexpected.
	Sample learner-facing I/R/A/M curriculum map. I = Introduced, R = Reinforced, A = Assessed, M = Masteryexpected.

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Program learning outcome

	TH
	Foundations

	TH
	Midpointcourse

	TH
	Advancedcourse

	TH
	Capstone


	TR
	PLO 1: Apply disciplinary concepts to authenticproblems
	PLO 1: Apply disciplinary concepts to authenticproblems

	I
	I

	R
	R

	R/A
	R/A

	M
	M


	TR
	PLO 2: Use evidence to support decisions
	PLO 2: Use evidence to support decisions

	I/R
	I/R

	R
	R

	A
	A

	M
	M


	TR
	PLO 3: Communicate professionally for variedaudiences
	PLO 3: Communicate professionally for variedaudiences

	I
	I

	R/A
	R/A

	R
	R

	M
	M


	TR
	PLO 4: Evaluate ethical and inclusive implications
	PLO 4: Evaluate ethical and inclusive implications

	I
	I

	R
	R

	A
	A

	M
	M


	TR
	PLO 5: Integrate learning in a culminating project
	PLO 5: Integrate learning in a culminating project

	I
	I

	R
	R

	M/A
	M/A



	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created illustrative progression map informed by Frost and Ackrill (2025) and Lam and Tsui (2016). I = introduced; R= reinforced; A = assessed; M = mastery expected. Codes indicate planned opportunities, not verified student mastery.

	Transparent outcome pathways also support equityby making expectations explicit rather than requiringlearners to infer them. The equity section examinesthis design responsibility alongside accessibility, thehidden curriculum, and evidence of learner success.
	Transparent outcome pathways also support equityby making expectations explicit rather than requiringlearners to infer them. The equity section examinesthis design responsibility alongside accessibility, thehidden curriculum, and evidence of learner success.

	Internal, Horizontal,and Vertical Alignment
	Internal, Horizontal,and Vertical Alignment

	Internal, horizontal, and vertical alignment makeprogram coherence visible across the full learnerjourney. Internal alignment examines connectionswithin an individual course, ensuring that content,learning activities, assessments, performancecriteria, and feedback support the intended courselearning outcomes. Horizontal alignment examineshow courses at the same point in a program worktogether through complementary expectations andcoordinated development of shared outcomes.Vertical alignment examines how lea
	Internal, horizontal, and vertical alignment makeprogram coherence visible across the full learnerjourney. Internal alignment examines connectionswithin an individual course, ensuring that content,learning activities, assessments, performancecriteria, and feedback support the intended courselearning outcomes. Horizontal alignment examineshow courses at the same point in a program worktogether through complementary expectations andcoordinated development of shared outcomes.Vertical alignment examines how lea
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	FIGURE 3
	FIGURE 3
	FIGURE 3

	Internal, horizontal, and vertical alignment across a program sequence.
	Internal, horizontal, and vertical alignment across a program sequence.

	Figure
	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created illustration of internal, horizontal, and vertical alignment, informed by Frost and Ackrill (2025).


	Internal alignment supports learner success byconnecting what students are expected to achievewith what they study, practice, and demonstrate. Forexample, a course outcome requiring students toevaluate alternative solutions should be supportedby relevant content, opportunities to practiceevaluation, feedback on their reasoning, and anassessment that measures their judgments usingclear performance criteria. These connections helpstudents understand how course materials andactivities prepare them for assessed
	Internal alignment supports learner success byconnecting what students are expected to achievewith what they study, practice, and demonstrate. Forexample, a course outcome requiring students toevaluate alternative solutions should be supportedby relevant content, opportunities to practiceevaluation, feedback on their reasoning, and anassessment that measures their judgments usingclear performance criteria. These connections helpstudents understand how course materials andactivities prepare them for assessed

	Horizontal alignment supports success by reducingunnecessary variation across courses. This does notmean that every course should look identical. Rather,courses at the same level should use a sharedlanguage for expectations, contribute intentionallyto program outcomes, and avoid unnecessaryduplication or contradiction. Adult learners inasynchronous online programs have reportedvaluing consistent course design, clear links betweenassignments and learning objectives, constructivefeedback, regular communicatio
	Horizontal alignment supports success by reducingunnecessary variation across courses. This does notmean that every course should look identical. Rather,courses at the same level should use a sharedlanguage for expectations, contribute intentionallyto program outcomes, and avoid unnecessaryduplication or contradiction. Adult learners inasynchronous online programs have reportedvaluing consistent course design, clear links betweenassignments and learning objectives, constructivefeedback, regular communicatio
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	Vertical alignment supports learner success byensuring that students are prepared before they areexpected to perform at higher levels. A foundationalcourse may introduce terminology, concepts, andtools. A mid-program course may ask students toapply those tools to authentic cases or discipline-specific problems. A later course or capstone mayask students to synthesize evidence, defenddecisions, design solutions, or demonstrateprofessional judgment. This type of progressionhelps students build confidence beca
	Vertical alignment supports learner success byensuring that students are prepared before they areexpected to perform at higher levels. A foundationalcourse may introduce terminology, concepts, andtools. A mid-program course may ask students toapply those tools to authentic cases or discipline-specific problems. A later course or capstone mayask students to synthesize evidence, defenddecisions, design solutions, or demonstrateprofessional judgment. This type of progressionhelps students build confidence beca

	A program can review vertical and horizontalalignment through a sequence of practical questions.Where in the program is each outcome introduced?Where does the learner receive guided practice?Where is performance assessed? Where does thelearner receive feedback before a high-stakesdemonstration? Which courses at the same level usesimilar expectations, performance criteria, ormilestone language? Where is repetition intentionalbecause it deepens learning? Where is repetitionunintentional because faculty are un
	A program can review vertical and horizontalalignment through a sequence of practical questions.Where in the program is each outcome introduced?Where does the learner receive guided practice?Where is performance assessed? Where does thelearner receive feedback before a high-stakesdemonstration? Which courses at the same level usesimilar expectations, performance criteria, ormilestone language? Where is repetition intentionalbecause it deepens learning? Where is repetitionunintentional because faculty are un
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	Bloom’s Taxonomy as a Tool forProgression, Rigor, and Equity
	Bloom’s Taxonomy as a Tool forProgression, Rigor, and Equity

	The revised Bloom taxonomy (Anderson &Krathwohl, 2001) can help programs examinewhether learning outcomes progress in cognitivecomplexity across the degree. Outcome mappingshould not only ask whether an outcome appears in acourse. It should ask what level of learning studentsare expected to demonstrate when they receivepractice and how they are prepared for moreadvanced work. If a program outcome expectsstudents to analyze, evaluate, design, or create, thecurriculum should show where students first gainfoun
	The revised Bloom taxonomy (Anderson &Krathwohl, 2001) can help programs examinewhether learning outcomes progress in cognitivecomplexity across the degree. Outcome mappingshould not only ask whether an outcome appears in acourse. It should ask what level of learning studentsare expected to demonstrate when they receivepractice and how they are prepared for moreadvanced work. If a program outcome expectsstudents to analyze, evaluate, design, or create, thecurriculum should show where students first gainfoun

	Used well, Bloom’s taxonomy strengthens rigor bymaking expectations developmental. Rigor shouldnot be defined only by workload or difficulty. Itshould be defined by the quality and complexity ofthinking students are asked to demonstrate. Bryanet al. (2021) used Bloom’s taxonomy to reviewoutcome wording and measurability. They reported95% QM compliance for measurable programoutcomes and stated that all course outcomes acrossthe ten courses were measurable. This worksupported the development of course- and pr
	Used well, Bloom’s taxonomy strengthens rigor bymaking expectations developmental. Rigor shouldnot be defined only by workload or difficulty. Itshould be defined by the quality and complexity ofthinking students are asked to demonstrate. Bryanet al. (2021) used Bloom’s taxonomy to reviewoutcome wording and measurability. They reported95% QM compliance for measurable programoutcomes and stated that all course outcomes acrossthe ten courses were measurable. This worksupported the development of course- and pr

	Bloom’s taxonomy also supports equity by makingrigor more transparent. When students are expectedto demonstrate higher-order thinking withoutadequate practice, rigor can become hidden anduneven. Students who already understand academicexpectations may infer what is required, while othersmay struggle to decode the task. Bloom’s taxonomycan help faculty make these expectations explicit byclarifying what students are being asked to do andhow that level of learning connects to later success.
	Bloom’s taxonomy also supports equity by makingrigor more transparent. When students are expectedto demonstrate higher-order thinking withoutadequate practice, rigor can become hidden anduneven. Students who already understand academicexpectations may infer what is required, while othersmay struggle to decode the task. Bloom’s taxonomycan help faculty make these expectations explicit byclarifying what students are being asked to do andhow that level of learning connects to later success.

	Bloom’s taxonomy should not become a mechanicalchecklist. It is most useful when paired withprofessional judgment, course context, learnerneeds, and evidence of student performance.Loughlin et al. (2021) caution that alignment loseseducational value when it is reduced todocumentation rather than used as a tool fordesigning meaningful learning activities. In thissense, Bloom’s taxonomy supports learner successwhen it helps faculty design coherent progression,not when it simply labels verbs.
	Bloom’s taxonomy should not become a mechanicalchecklist. It is most useful when paired withprofessional judgment, course context, learnerneeds, and evidence of student performance.Loughlin et al. (2021) caution that alignment loseseducational value when it is reduced todocumentation rather than used as a tool fordesigning meaningful learning activities. In thissense, Bloom’s taxonomy supports learner successwhen it helps faculty design coherent progression,not when it simply labels verbs.

	The revised taxonomy considers both the cognitiveprocess and the kind of knowledge involved. The sixcognitive process categories—remember,understand, apply, analyze, evaluate, and create—offer a vocabulary for reviewing task demands,rather than a requirement that every course movethrough a fixed staircase. An outcome verb alonedoes not establish the complexity of an assessment;the content, context, and performance criteria alsomatter (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001).
	The revised taxonomy considers both the cognitiveprocess and the kind of knowledge involved. The sixcognitive process categories—remember,understand, apply, analyze, evaluate, and create—offer a vocabulary for reviewing task demands,rather than a requirement that every course movethrough a fixed staircase. An outcome verb alonedoes not establish the complexity of an assessment;the content, context, and performance criteria alsomatter (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001).
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	PALS Dimensions in Practice
	PALS Dimensions in Practice

	Content Alignment: SelectingMaterials that Support the Pathway
	Content Alignment: SelectingMaterials that Support the Pathway

	Content alignment examines whether course topics,readings, multimedia, examples, cases, simulations,and resources directly support stated course andprogram outcomes. Content should not be includedsimply because it has always been part of the courseor because it is interesting to the instructor. It shouldhelp learners build the knowledge and skills neededto achieve the intended outcomes. In an alignedonline program, students can see why a reading,video, case, or simulation appears at a particularmoment in th
	Content alignment examines whether course topics,readings, multimedia, examples, cases, simulations,and resources directly support stated course andprogram outcomes. Content should not be includedsimply because it has always been part of the courseor because it is interesting to the instructor. It shouldhelp learners build the knowledge and skills neededto achieve the intended outcomes. In an alignedonline program, students can see why a reading,video, case, or simulation appears at a particularmoment in th

	Content alignment also helps programs manageworkload and cognitive load. Online learners oftenbalance coursework with employment, caregiving,military service, or other responsibilities. Whencourses include excessive or weakly connectedmaterials, students may spend time navigatingvolume rather than building competence. A contentalignment review asks whether each item has a clearpurpose, whether essential content is sequencedbefore application, whether examples reflect variedlearner contexts, and whether mate
	Content alignment also helps programs manageworkload and cognitive load. Online learners oftenbalance coursework with employment, caregiving,military service, or other responsibilities. Whencourses include excessive or weakly connectedmaterials, students may spend time navigatingvolume rather than building competence. A contentalignment review asks whether each item has a clearpurpose, whether essential content is sequencedbefore application, whether examples reflect variedlearner contexts, and whether mate

	A curriculum map can reveal content gaps andunnecessary duplication. Some repetition is valuablewhen it deepens learning. For example, students mayrevisit research methods, ethical decision making,communication, or data interpretation acrossmultiple courses. Repetition becomes misalignmentwhen learners restart the same introductorytask without advancing complexity. Contentalignment helps faculty distinguish reinforcementfrom redundancy.
	A curriculum map can reveal content gaps andunnecessary duplication. Some repetition is valuablewhen it deepens learning. For example, students mayrevisit research methods, ethical decision making,communication, or data interpretation acrossmultiple courses. Repetition becomes misalignmentwhen learners restart the same introductorytask without advancing complexity. Contentalignment helps faculty distinguish reinforcementfrom redundancy.

	Within PALS, content alignment focuses on thematerials students encounter. Learning experiencealignment examines what students do withthose materials, while assessment alignmentexamines the evidence students produce todemonstrate achievement.
	Within PALS, content alignment focuses on thematerials students encounter. Learning experiencealignment examines what students do withthose materials, while assessment alignmentexamines the evidence students produce todemonstrate achievement.

	Learning ExperienceAlignment: PreparingLearners to Achieve Outcomes
	Learning ExperienceAlignment: PreparingLearners to Achieve Outcomes

	Learning experience alignment examines whetheractivities, interactions, practice opportunities,technologies, and feedback prepare students toachieve intended learning outcomes at the expectedlevel. It includes teaching strategies that helplearners connect ideas, build on prior knowledge,develop understanding, and apply learning in newcontexts. Outcomes and assessments can appearaligned on paper, while students have insufficientopportunities to practice the required thinkingor performance.
	Learning experience alignment examines whetheractivities, interactions, practice opportunities,technologies, and feedback prepare students toachieve intended learning outcomes at the expectedlevel. It includes teaching strategies that helplearners connect ideas, build on prior knowledge,develop understanding, and apply learning in newcontexts. Outcomes and assessments can appearaligned on paper, while students have insufficientopportunities to practice the required thinkingor performance.
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	Learning experiences should prepare students forthe thinking and performance required by theoutcomes. When outcomes call for analysis, studentsneed opportunities to examine relationships,compare perspectives, interpret evidence, andexplain their reasoning. When outcomes call forevaluation, students need clear performance criteria,examples, practice making and justifying judgments,and feedback that helps them refine thosejudgments. When outcomes call for creation,students need opportunities to plan, draft, t
	Learning experiences should prepare students forthe thinking and performance required by theoutcomes. When outcomes call for analysis, studentsneed opportunities to examine relationships,compare perspectives, interpret evidence, andexplain their reasoning. When outcomes call forevaluation, students need clear performance criteria,examples, practice making and justifying judgments,and feedback that helps them refine thosejudgments. When outcomes call for creation,students need opportunities to plan, draft, t

	Loughlin et al. (2021) emphasize that constructivealignment loses its educational purpose whenattention shifts from student learning todocumentation. Within PALS, learning experiencealignment keeps attention on students’opportunities to engage with content, test ideas,collaborate, receive feedback, and apply learning inauthentic contexts. A structured online coursesupports learning when its organization enablesthese experiences and makes their purpose clear.
	Loughlin et al. (2021) emphasize that constructivealignment loses its educational purpose whenattention shifts from student learning todocumentation. Within PALS, learning experiencealignment keeps attention on students’opportunities to engage with content, test ideas,collaborate, receive feedback, and apply learning inauthentic contexts. A structured online coursesupports learning when its organization enablesthese experiences and makes their purpose clear.

	Technology selection is part of learning experiencealignment. A discussion tool may support analysiswhen students compare perspectives and refinetheir reasoning. A simulation may support a learningapplication when students make decisions, observeconsequences, and reconsider their approach. Aportfolio may support reflection and integrationwhen students connect artifacts across courses. Thequestion is whether the technology enablesactivities and interactions that prepare learners forthe intended outcomes, ass
	Technology selection is part of learning experiencealignment. A discussion tool may support analysiswhen students compare perspectives and refinetheir reasoning. A simulation may support a learningapplication when students make decisions, observeconsequences, and reconsider their approach. Aportfolio may support reflection and integrationwhen students connect artifacts across courses. Thequestion is whether the technology enablesactivities and interactions that prepare learners forthe intended outcomes, ass

	Learning experience alignment should also bereviewed across the program. Faculty can examinewhether students receive sufficient opportunities topractice collaboration, communication, research,design, reflection, and professional judgment, asrequired by program outcomes. A program activitymap, practice sequence, and feedback plan canreveal gaps or inconsistent expectations and showwhether learning experiences develop appropriatelyover time.
	Learning experience alignment should also bereviewed across the program. Faculty can examinewhether students receive sufficient opportunities topractice collaboration, communication, research,design, reflection, and professional judgment, asrequired by program outcomes. A program activitymap, practice sequence, and feedback plan canreveal gaps or inconsistent expectations and showwhether learning experiences develop appropriatelyover time.

	Assessment Alignment: FromAssignments to Evidence of Learning
	Assessment Alignment: FromAssignments to Evidence of Learning

	Assessment alignment examines whetherassignments, projects, exams, simulations, portfolios,field experiences, and other performance tasksprovide evidence of intended learning outcomes.Assessments should reflect both the outcomes andthe learning that students have had opportunities topractice. A quiz may appropriately measurefoundational knowledge, whereas a professionalscenario, a complex problem, or a disciplinaryproduct may be needed to demonstrate application,judgment, or creation (Loughlin et al., 2021;
	Assessment alignment examines whetherassignments, projects, exams, simulations, portfolios,field experiences, and other performance tasksprovide evidence of intended learning outcomes.Assessments should reflect both the outcomes andthe learning that students have had opportunities topractice. A quiz may appropriately measurefoundational knowledge, whereas a professionalscenario, a complex problem, or a disciplinaryproduct may be needed to demonstrate application,judgment, or creation (Loughlin et al., 2021;

	Performance criteria are central to assessmentalignment because they identify what counts asevidence of achievement. If an outcome requiresevaluation, the criteria should address judgment, useof evidence, and reasoning. If an outcome requirescreation, the criteria should address the quality andappropriateness of the resulting product.Assignment directions, assessment blueprints, andperformance criteria crosswalks help facultyexamine whether the task and its scoring criteriameasure the intended learning.
	Performance criteria are central to assessmentalignment because they identify what counts asevidence of achievement. If an outcome requiresevaluation, the criteria should address judgment, useof evidence, and reasoning. If an outcome requirescreation, the criteria should address the quality andappropriateness of the resulting product.Assignment directions, assessment blueprints, andperformance criteria crosswalks help facultyexamine whether the task and its scoring criteriameasure the intended learning.
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	Feedback connects assessment alignment withlearning experience alignment. Assessment feedbackcommunicates how performance compares with thecriteria; opportunities to interpret and use thatfeedback support subsequent learning. Baker andTukhvatulina (2023) found that adult learnerswanted constructive feedback, consistent gradingstandards, and clearer connections betweenassignments and objectives. These findings highlightthe importance of making expectationsunderstandable and feedback usable.
	Feedback connects assessment alignment withlearning experience alignment. Assessment feedbackcommunicates how performance compares with thecriteria; opportunities to interpret and use thatfeedback support subsequent learning. Baker andTukhvatulina (2023) found that adult learnerswanted constructive feedback, consistent gradingstandards, and clearer connections betweenassignments and objectives. These findings highlightthe importance of making expectationsunderstandable and feedback usable.

	Authentic assessments can make the relationshipbetween academic learning and professionalapplication visible. Yang, Baldwin, and Snelson(2017) connected persistence in a fully onlineprogram with perceived learning utility, skill mastery,satisfaction with learning outcomes, andprofessional relevance. Dogan and Harris (2024)found that graduates of a fully online graduateprogram reported increases in professional practicesaligned with program learning outcomes. Thesestudies support attention to assessments tha
	Authentic assessments can make the relationshipbetween academic learning and professionalapplication visible. Yang, Baldwin, and Snelson(2017) connected persistence in a fully onlineprogram with perceived learning utility, skill mastery,satisfaction with learning outcomes, andprofessional relevance. Dogan and Harris (2024)found that graduates of a fully online graduateprogram reported increases in professional practicesaligned with program learning outcomes. Thesestudies support attention to assessments tha

	Assessment maps can reveal outcomes assessed onlyonce, assessed too late, or assessed withoutsufficient preparation. They can also identifyinconsistent criteria across courses or capstoneexpectations that students have not previouslypracticed. Table 3 illustrates assessment evidenceand questions to examine its alignment withdifferent outcome requirements. The level oflearning depends on the task’s demands andperformance criteria, rather than its format alone.
	Assessment maps can reveal outcomes assessed onlyonce, assessed too late, or assessed withoutsufficient preparation. They can also identifyinconsistent criteria across courses or capstoneexpectations that students have not previouslypracticed. Table 3 illustrates assessment evidenceand questions to examine its alignment withdifferent outcome requirements. The level oflearning depends on the task’s demands andperformance criteria, rather than its format alone.
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	TABLE 3
	TABLE 3

	Assessment alignment questions by type of learning evidence.
	Assessment alignment questions by type of learning evidence.

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Outcomerequirement

	TH
	Assessment evidence

	TH
	Alignment check


	TR
	Remember orunderstand
	Remember orunderstand

	Quiz, knowledge check, annotated conceptmap, concise explanation
	Quiz, knowledge check, annotated conceptmap, concise explanation

	Does the task measure foundational knowledgeneeded for later application?
	Does the task measure foundational knowledgeneeded for later application?


	TR
	Apply
	Apply

	Case response, problem set, simulationdecision, worked example
	Case response, problem set, simulationdecision, worked example

	Did students practice with feedback before thegraded task?
	Did students practice with feedback before thegraded task?


	TR
	Analyze
	Analyze

	Comparison, diagnosis, critique, datainterpretation, argument map
	Comparison, diagnosis, critique, datainterpretation, argument map

	Are the criteria and examples provided so studentsknow what quality analysis looks like?
	Are the criteria and examples provided so studentsknow what quality analysis looks like?


	TR
	Evaluate
	Evaluate

	Decision memo, peer review, policyanalysis, and defended recommendation
	Decision memo, peer review, policyanalysis, and defended recommendation

	Do the performance criteria measure judgment,evidence use, and rationale rather than onlycorrectness?
	Do the performance criteria measure judgment,evidence use, and rationale rather than onlycorrectness?


	TR
	Create or design
	Create or design

	Capstone project, professional artifact,portfolio, proposal, prototype
	Capstone project, professional artifact,portfolio, proposal, prototype

	Does the program provide earlier practice incomponent skills before the culminating task?
	Does the program provide earlier practice incomponent skills before the culminating task?



	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created examples informed by Anderson and Krathwohl (2001), Biggs (1996), and the cited alignment literature.Task demands and criteria determine cognitive complexity.
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	Continuous Improvement of Alignment:Using Evidence and External Review
	Continuous Improvement of Alignment:Using Evidence and External Review

	Continuous improvement of alignment sustains theconnections among content, learning experiences,assessments, and intended outcomes. It examineswhether review and improvement practices useevidence to identify, validate, and address alignmentgaps within and across courses. This dimensionsupports the other three as courses are revised,faculty change, technologies evolve, professionalexpectations shift, and student needs becomeclearer (Bryan et al., 2021; Frost & Ackrill, 2025;Smith & Chittams, 2024).
	Continuous improvement of alignment sustains theconnections among content, learning experiences,assessments, and intended outcomes. It examineswhether review and improvement practices useevidence to identify, validate, and address alignmentgaps within and across courses. This dimensionsupports the other three as courses are revised,faculty change, technologies evolve, professionalexpectations shift, and student needs becomeclearer (Bryan et al., 2021; Frost & Ackrill, 2025;Smith & Chittams, 2024).

	Curriculum maps, student work, student feedback,faculty calibration notes, and review findings providecomplementary evidence. A map documentsintended connections. Student work helps facultyexamine demonstrated learning. Student feedbackcan reveal whether expectations and pathways areunderstandable. Faculty calibration helps establishshared interpretations of outcomes andperformance criteria. Together, these sourcessupport decisions about where alignmentneeds strengthening.
	Curriculum maps, student work, student feedback,faculty calibration notes, and review findings providecomplementary evidence. A map documentsintended connections. Student work helps facultyexamine demonstrated learning. Student feedbackcan reveal whether expectations and pathways areunderstandable. Faculty calibration helps establishshared interpretations of outcomes andperformance criteria. Together, these sourcessupport decisions about where alignmentneeds strengthening.

	External review contributes an independentperspective on the clarity and credibility ofalignment evidence. Bryan et al. (2021) describe theuse of Quality Matters standards, internal peerreview, faculty development, accessibility training,and course certification to strengthen the quality ofonline programs. Smith and Chittams (2024)emphasize defining the purpose of mapping,orienting faculty, calibrating expectations, managingbias, and validating selected mapping results.These practices support evidence-based
	External review contributes an independentperspective on the clarity and credibility ofalignment evidence. Bryan et al. (2021) describe theuse of Quality Matters standards, internal peerreview, faculty development, accessibility training,and course certification to strengthen the quality ofonline programs. Smith and Chittams (2024)emphasize defining the purpose of mapping,orienting faculty, calibrating expectations, managingbias, and validating selected mapping results.These practices support evidence-based

	External review is most useful when its findingsinform an ongoing improvement cycle. Internalreview can identify priorities before external review;external findings can prompt revisions; andsubsequent evidence can help determine whetherthose revisions addressed the identified gaps.Reviewing schedules, assigning responsibilities, anddocumenting changes make this cycle actionable.
	External review is most useful when its findingsinform an ongoing improvement cycle. Internalreview can identify priorities before external review;external findings can prompt revisions; andsubsequent evidence can help determine whetherthose revisions addressed the identified gaps.Reviewing schedules, assigning responsibilities, anddocumenting changes make this cycle actionable.

	Within PALS, continuous improvement asks bothwhether alignment is documented and whether itfunctions in students’ learning experiences. Whenevidence reveals a gap, faculty can revise materials,strengthen practice and feedback, clarify assessmentcriteria, or adjust the program sequence. The follow-up review then examines whether those changesimproved the intended connections and students’opportunities to achieve the outcomes.
	Within PALS, continuous improvement asks bothwhether alignment is documented and whether itfunctions in students’ learning experiences. Whenevidence reveals a gap, faculty can revise materials,strengthen practice and feedback, clarify assessmentcriteria, or adjust the program sequence. The follow-up review then examines whether those changesimproved the intended connections and students’opportunities to achieve the outcomes.
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	From Mapping to Action: Using AlignmentEvidence to Improve the Learner Pathway
	From Mapping to Action: Using AlignmentEvidence to Improve the Learner Pathway

	Curriculum mapping becomes most valuable when itleads to action. A map can show where outcomes arelocated. Still, the program improvement work beginswhen faculty, instructional designers, assessmentleaders, and student support partners ask what themap means for learners. If an outcome is introducedbut never reinforced, students may reach advancedcoursework without enough practice. If an outcomeis assessed before it is taught, students mayexperience rigor as surprise rather than progression.If two courses re
	Curriculum mapping becomes most valuable when itleads to action. A map can show where outcomes arelocated. Still, the program improvement work beginswhen faculty, instructional designers, assessmentleaders, and student support partners ask what themap means for learners. If an outcome is introducedbut never reinforced, students may reach advancedcoursework without enough practice. If an outcomeis assessed before it is taught, students mayexperience rigor as surprise rather than progression.If two courses re

	A useful alignment review, therefore, moves throughfour questions:
	A useful alignment review, therefore, moves throughfour questions:

	1.
	1.
	1.
	What does the evidence reveal about thelearner pathway?

	2.
	2.
	How might students experience this pattern inthe course or program?

	3.
	3.
	What design change would reduce the barrieror strengthen the progression?

	4.
	4.
	How will the program know whetherthe change improved learning, clarity,or persistence?


	The following examples extend the review questionsto course contributions, cognitive demands, andpreparation for assessed performance. Each call forexamination of the mapped connections alongsidecourse materials and student work.
	The following examples extend the review questionsto course contributions, cognitive demands, andpreparation for assessed performance. Each call forexamination of the mapped connections alongsidecourse materials and student work.

	One diagnostic question is whether course outcomesclearly support program outcomes. Individualcourses may be well designed, while theircontribution to the larger degree pathway remainsunclear. This can lead to duplication, incompletepreparation, or uneven coverage of importantcompetencies. Programs can investigate by mappingcourse outcomes to relevant program outcomes andidentifying where each is introduced, reinforced,assessed, and expected to reach mastery. Programmaps, course maps, assessment plans, and 
	One diagnostic question is whether course outcomesclearly support program outcomes. Individualcourses may be well designed, while theircontribution to the larger degree pathway remainsunclear. This can lead to duplication, incompletepreparation, or uneven coverage of importantcompetencies. Programs can investigate by mappingcourse outcomes to relevant program outcomes andidentifying where each is introduced, reinforced,assessed, and expected to reach mastery. Programmaps, course maps, assessment plans, and 
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	Assessment alignment gaps often emerge when theassessment measures a lower level of learning thanthe outcome requires. For example, an outcome mayask students to analyze, evaluate, design, or create,while the assessment asks students only to recallinformation or identify terms. A Bloom-relatedcognitive review can help faculty compare outcomes,learning activities, assignments, performancecriteria, and student work samples. Whenmisalignment is identified, the assessment should berevised so students are evalua
	Assessment alignment gaps often emerge when theassessment measures a lower level of learning thanthe outcome requires. For example, an outcome mayask students to analyze, evaluate, design, or create,while the assessment asks students only to recallinformation or identify terms. A Bloom-relatedcognitive review can help faculty compare outcomes,learning activities, assignments, performancecriteria, and student work samples. Whenmisalignment is identified, the assessment should berevised so students are evalua

	Pedagogy can also become misaligned whenteaching strategies do not prepare students for theassessment. A course may ask students to solveauthentic problems, collaborate, design a product, ordefend a decision, while the learning activities relyprimarily on reading, videos, or quizzes. In thesecases, students may understand the content but lackpractice with the expected level of performance.Corrective strategies include guided problem-solving, authentic scenarios, collaborativestructures, models, feedback, re
	Pedagogy can also become misaligned whenteaching strategies do not prepare students for theassessment. A course may ask students to solveauthentic problems, collaborate, design a product, ordefend a decision, while the learning activities relyprimarily on reading, videos, or quizzes. In thesecases, students may understand the content but lackpractice with the expected level of performance.Corrective strategies include guided problem-solving, authentic scenarios, collaborativestructures, models, feedback, re

	These questions keep mapping from becoming astatic document. They turn the curriculum map into ashared decision-making tool. Table 4 illustrates howprograms can connect mapping findings to learnerimpacts, select improvement actions, and identifyevidence to review after revision.
	These questions keep mapping from becoming astatic document. They turn the curriculum map into ashared decision-making tool. Table 4 illustrates howprograms can connect mapping findings to learnerimpacts, select improvement actions, and identifyevidence to review after revision.

	TABLE 4
	TABLE 4

	From mapping findings to improvement action.
	From mapping findings to improvement action.

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Mapping finding

	TH
	Learner impact

	TH
	Improvement action

	TH
	Evidence to review afterrevision


	TR
	Outcome isintroduced butnot reinforced
	Outcome isintroduced butnot reinforced

	Students encounter theoutcome once and may nothave enough opportunitiesto build confidence orfluency.
	Students encounter theoutcome once and may nothave enough opportunitiesto build confidence orfluency.

	Add practice opportunities in amid-course module, revise moduleactivities, or create a low-stakesassignment to prepare students forlater performance.
	Add practice opportunities in amid-course module, revise moduleactivities, or create a low-stakesassignment to prepare students forlater performance.

	Performance criteria scores,student reflections, courseevaluations, instructorobservations, and progressionto later assignments.
	Performance criteria scores,student reflections, courseevaluations, instructorobservations, and progressionto later assignments.


	TR
	Outcome isassessed beforeit is taught orpracticed
	Outcome isassessed beforeit is taught orpracticed

	Students experienceassessment as unclear,unfair, or disconnected frominstruction.
	Students experienceassessment as unclear,unfair, or disconnected frominstruction.

	Move assessment later, add guidedpractice, provide examples, andrevise module sequencing sostudents practice before beingevaluated.
	Move assessment later, add guidedpractice, provide examples, andrevise module sequencing sostudents practice before beingevaluated.

	Assignment performance,grade distribution, feedbackthemes, student questions, andrevision quality.
	Assignment performance,grade distribution, feedbackthemes, student questions, andrevision quality.
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	TABLE 4
	TABLE 4

	From mapping findings to improvement action. (continued)
	From mapping findings to improvement action. (continued)

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Mapping finding

	TH
	Learner impact

	TH
	Improvement action

	TH
	Evidence to review afterrevision


	TR
	Multiple coursesrepeat the sameintroductory content
	Multiple coursesrepeat the sameintroductory content

	Students may perceiveredundancy, losemotivation, or fail to seeincreasing complexity.
	Students may perceiveredundancy, losemotivation, or fail to seeincreasing complexity.

	Clarify which course introducesthe concept, which coursereinforces it, and where higher-order application should occur.
	Clarify which course introducesthe concept, which coursereinforces it, and where higher-order application should occur.

	Curriculum map updates,faculty review notes, studentfeedback about repetition,and assessment evidence athigher Bloom levels.
	Curriculum map updates,faculty review notes, studentfeedback about repetition,and assessment evidence athigher Bloom levels.


	TR
	Capstone expectsmastery that is notintentionallyscaffolded
	Capstone expectsmastery that is notintentionallyscaffolded

	Students reach a high-stakes point withoutsufficient priorpreparation.
	Students reach a high-stakes point withoutsufficient priorpreparation.

	Create milestone assignments,portfolio checkpoints, orrecurring skill demonstrationsthat build toward capstoneperformance.
	Create milestone assignments,portfolio checkpoints, orrecurring skill demonstrationsthat build toward capstoneperformance.

	Capstone performancecriteria data, milestonecompletion, facultyassessment notes, andstudent self-assessment.
	Capstone performancecriteria data, milestonecompletion, facultyassessment notes, andstudent self-assessment.


	TR
	Faculty interpret thesame outcomedifferently
	Faculty interpret thesame outcomedifferently

	Students receiveinconsistentexpectations,performance criteria, orfeedback across courses.
	Students receiveinconsistentexpectations,performance criteria, orfeedback across courses.

	Hold a calibration session,develop shared performancecriteria, and create examples ofnovice, developing, proficient, andadvanced work.
	Hold a calibration session,develop shared performancecriteria, and create examples ofnovice, developing, proficient, andadvanced work.

	Inter-rater agreement, sharedperformance criteria use,faculty meeting notes, andstudent perceptions ofconsistency.
	Inter-rater agreement, sharedperformance criteria use,faculty meeting notes, andstudent perceptions ofconsistency.


	TR
	Support appears afterstudents strugglerather than beforehigh-stakes work
	Support appears afterstudents strugglerather than beforehigh-stakes work

	Students may not knowhelp is available untilthey are already behind.
	Students may not knowhelp is available untilthey are already behind.

	Embed support links, advisingprompts, library resources,tutoring, accessibility guidance,or technology help at the point ofneed.
	Embed support links, advisingprompts, library resources,tutoring, accessibility guidance,or technology help at the point ofneed.

	Use of support resources,early alert data, completion ofmilestone assignments,withdrawal, or incompletepatterns.
	Use of support resources,early alert data, completion ofmilestone assignments,withdrawal, or incompletepatterns.



	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created diagnostic examples informed by the cited mapping literature. Learner impacts are possibilities toinvestigate, not established effects.

	The literature in this paper supports this actionorientation. Frost and Ackrill (2025) articulatefracture points that may not be visible in a traditionaloutcome table. Lam and Tsui (2016) show thatfaculty deliberation is necessary because outcomesare interpreted through professional judgment.Smith and Chittams (2024) emphasize that mappingshould begin with a clear purpose and includevalidation so that programs can trust the evidencethey use to improve. Bryan et al. (2021) demonstratehow alignment maps, Qual
	The literature in this paper supports this actionorientation. Frost and Ackrill (2025) articulatefracture points that may not be visible in a traditionaloutcome table. Lam and Tsui (2016) show thatfaculty deliberation is necessary because outcomesare interpreted through professional judgment.Smith and Chittams (2024) emphasize that mappingshould begin with a clear purpose and includevalidation so that programs can trust the evidencethey use to improve. Bryan et al. (2021) demonstratehow alignment maps, Qual
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	From this perspective, the map is not the endproduct. The end product is a better learnerpathway. Programs should document not only wherealignment exists but also what changes were madebased on evidence of alignment. This creates arecord of intentional improvement that can beused for accreditation, Quality Matters review,faculty onboarding, assessment planning, andstudent communication.
	From this perspective, the map is not the endproduct. The end product is a better learnerpathway. Programs should document not only wherealignment exists but also what changes were madebased on evidence of alignment. This creates arecord of intentional improvement that can beused for accreditation, Quality Matters review,faculty onboarding, assessment planning, andstudent communication.
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	Making Alignment Visible to Learners
	Making Alignment Visible to Learners

	Alignment is often designed for faculty, reviewers,and accreditors, but students are the people whomust navigate it. Students should be able to see theironline degree program as a coherent pathway, not aseries of disconnected courses. A curriculum mapthat remains in a program file may supportdocumentation, but it does little to help learnersunderstand the purpose of their work. Learner-facing alignment translates the internal map intolanguage, visuals, and checkpoints that help studentssee what they are bui
	Alignment is often designed for faculty, reviewers,and accreditors, but students are the people whomust navigate it. Students should be able to see theironline degree program as a coherent pathway, not aseries of disconnected courses. A curriculum mapthat remains in a program file may supportdocumentation, but it does little to help learnersunderstand the purpose of their work. Learner-facing alignment translates the internal map intolanguage, visuals, and checkpoints that help studentssee what they are bui

	Students need clear signals of purpose throughoutthe program. A program orientation can introducemajor competencies and milestones. A coursewelcome page can explain how the coursecontributes to the larger degree pathway. A moduleoverview can connect weekly work to courseoutcomes. An assignment prompt can explain theprofessional purpose of a task, while performancecriteria describe what quality work looks like beforestudents submit their work. Feedback can thenidentify the next opportunity to apply or improv
	Students need clear signals of purpose throughoutthe program. A program orientation can introducemajor competencies and milestones. A coursewelcome page can explain how the coursecontributes to the larger degree pathway. A moduleoverview can connect weekly work to courseoutcomes. An assignment prompt can explain theprofessional purpose of a task, while performancecriteria describe what quality work looks like beforestudents submit their work. Feedback can thenidentify the next opportunity to apply or improv

	Three related elements make this pathwayunderstandable. Learning progression shows howknowledge and skills develop through practice andincreasing complexity. Progress evidence andfeedback help students interpret their currentperformance, recognize growth, and identify nextsteps throughout the program. Completion andtransfer show how students integrate their learningin a culminating experience and apply it beyond thedegree. An assessment may contribute to more thanone element, but each serves a distinctcommu
	Three related elements make this pathwayunderstandable. Learning progression shows howknowledge and skills develop through practice andincreasing complexity. Progress evidence andfeedback help students interpret their currentperformance, recognize growth, and identify nextsteps throughout the program. Completion andtransfer show how students integrate their learningin a culminating experience and apply it beyond thedegree. An assessment may contribute to more thanone element, but each serves a distinctcommu

	Learner-facing alignment is especially important inasynchronous programs because students often relyon written structure, LMS organization, assignmentdirections, performance criteria, andannouncements to interpret expectations. Thelearner experience and curriculum visibility findingsdiscussed earlier support the communication ofthese connections throughout the pathway (Baker& Tukhvatulina, 2023; Wijngaards-de Meij &Merx, 2018).
	Learner-facing alignment is especially important inasynchronous programs because students often relyon written structure, LMS organization, assignmentdirections, performance criteria, andannouncements to interpret expectations. Thelearner experience and curriculum visibility findingsdiscussed earlier support the communication ofthese connections throughout the pathway (Baker& Tukhvatulina, 2023; Wijngaards-de Meij &Merx, 2018).

	Figure 4 illustrates how programs can make theseconnections visible, from orientation and coursepurpose to learning progression, evidence ofprogress, and application beyond the program.Embedded support checkpoints are distributedalong the pathway, making assistance visible beforemajor transitions and high-stakes work. Table 5describes the purpose of each visibility element andprovides examples of implementation. Theseelements are complementary practices that recuracross the learner journey.
	Figure 4 illustrates how programs can make theseconnections visible, from orientation and coursepurpose to learning progression, evidence ofprogress, and application beyond the program.Embedded support checkpoints are distributedalong the pathway, making assistance visible beforemajor transitions and high-stakes work. Table 5describes the purpose of each visibility element andprovides examples of implementation. Theseelements are complementary practices that recuracross the learner journey.
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	FIGURE 4
	FIGURE 4
	FIGURE 4

	Program visibility pathway.
	Program visibility pathway.

	Figure
	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created pathway illustration informed by the cited learner experience and curriculum visibility literature.


	TABLE 5
	TABLE 5

	Program visibility practices.
	Program visibility practices.

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Visibilityelement

	TH
	What learners need to understand

	TH
	Implementation example


	TR
	Programorientation
	Programorientation

	The purpose of the program, the programoutcomes, and the overall degreepathway from entry to completion.
	The purpose of the program, the programoutcomes, and the overall degreepathway from entry to completion.

	A program orientation page or visual pathway thatintroduces the major competencies, required courses, keymilestones, support points, and culminating experiences.
	A program orientation page or visual pathway thatintroduces the major competencies, required courses, keymilestones, support points, and culminating experiences.


	TR
	Pathway map
	Pathway map

	The course sequence, importantmilestones, and transitions across thedegree.
	The course sequence, importantmilestones, and transitions across thedegree.

	A learner-facing curriculum map showing how coursesconnect and where outcomes are introduced, reinforced,assessed, and mastered.
	A learner-facing curriculum map showing how coursesconnect and where outcomes are introduced, reinforced,assessed, and mastered.
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	TABLE 5
	TABLE 5

	Program visibility practices. (continued)
	Program visibility practices. (continued)

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Visibilityelement

	TH
	What learners need to understand

	TH
	Implementation example


	TR
	Course role inthe program
	Course role inthe program

	How each course contributes to theprogram outcomes and connects to priorand future learning.
	How each course contributes to theprogram outcomes and connects to priorand future learning.

	A course homepage explaining why the course matters,which program outcomes it supports, and how it preparesstudents for subsequent coursework.
	A course homepage explaining why the course matters,which program outcomes it supports, and how it preparesstudents for subsequent coursework.


	TR
	Learningprogression
	Learningprogression

	How knowledge and skills developthrough practice and increasingcomplexity.
	How knowledge and skills developthrough practice and increasingcomplexity.

	A progression guide showing the movement fromfoundational concepts and guided practice to independentapplication and advanced performance.
	A progression guide showing the movement fromfoundational concepts and guided practice to independentapplication and advanced performance.


	TR
	Progressevidence andfeedback
	Progressevidence andfeedback

	What their work demonstrates aboutcurrent achievement, how it compareswith expectations, and what to improvenext.
	What their work demonstrates aboutcurrent achievement, how it compareswith expectations, and what to improvenext.

	Annotated examples, shared performance criteria,portfolio checkpoints, and feedback prompts that helpstudents recognize growth and plan subsequent practice.
	Annotated examples, shared performance criteria,portfolio checkpoints, and feedback prompts that helpstudents recognize growth and plan subsequent practice.


	TR
	Embeddedsupportcheckpoints
	Embeddedsupportcheckpoints

	Where help is available, how to access it,and when to use it before majortransitions or demanding assignments.
	Where help is available, how to access it,and when to use it before majortransitions or demanding assignments.

	Advising prompts, tutoring resources, technology help,accessibility guidance, library assistance, and careersupport are embedded before major transitions and high-stakes assignments.
	Advising prompts, tutoring resources, technology help,accessibility guidance, library assistance, and careersupport are embedded before major transitions and high-stakes assignments.


	TR
	Completion andtransfer
	Completion andtransfer

	How culminating work demonstratesprogram outcomes and how thatlearning can be applied beyond thecredential.
	How culminating work demonstratesprogram outcomes and how thatlearning can be applied beyond thecredential.

	A capstone, portfolio, applied project, or reflectionconnecting demonstrated achievement to professional,academic, personal, or civic goals.
	A capstone, portfolio, applied project, or reflectionconnecting demonstrated achievement to professional,academic, personal, or civic goals.



	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created implementation examples informed by the cited learner experience and curriculum visibility literature.

	When alignment is made visible, students canparticipate more actively in their own success. Theycan monitor progress, connect earlier work to laterexpectations, use feedback to guide improvement,and seek support before difficulties accumulate. Thisvisibility also strengthens trust by helping studentsunderstand how the program’s elements fit togetherand contribute to their goals (Baker & Tukhvatulina,2023; Wijngaards-de Meij & Merx, 2018).
	When alignment is made visible, students canparticipate more actively in their own success. Theycan monitor progress, connect earlier work to laterexpectations, use feedback to guide improvement,and seek support before difficulties accumulate. Thisvisibility also strengthens trust by helping studentsunderstand how the program’s elements fit togetherand contribute to their goals (Baker & Tukhvatulina,2023; Wijngaards-de Meij & Merx, 2018).
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	Measuring Success: From DesignEvidence to Learner Outcomes
	Measuring Success: From DesignEvidence to Learner Outcomes

	Alignment matters because it shapes the conditionsunder which students persist, achieve, graduate, andapply what they learn beyond the program. Learnersuccess should not be reduced to end-of-programstatistics alone. Grades, retention, progression,completion, satisfaction, and career outcomesmatter, but they are most useful when interpretedalongside evidence of the design studentsexperienced. A program should ask not only whetherstudents succeeded, but how the design supportedor hindered that success (Dogan 
	Alignment matters because it shapes the conditionsunder which students persist, achieve, graduate, andapply what they learn beyond the program. Learnersuccess should not be reduced to end-of-programstatistics alone. Grades, retention, progression,completion, satisfaction, and career outcomesmatter, but they are most useful when interpretedalongside evidence of the design studentsexperienced. A program should ask not only whetherstudents succeeded, but how the design supportedor hindered that success (Dogan 

	The Online MBA example discussed in BuildingQuality from the Ground Up illustrates this broaderview of quality (Grincewicz, 2025). The programused a unifying Responsible Leadership theme, analigned curriculum and quality review, and program-level QM certification to support coherence, rigor,career readiness, and measurable quality standards(Grincewicz et al., 2022, 2023; Grincewicz &Simunich, 2024). These practices document designand quality review; assessment results and learnerfeedback are needed to exami
	The Online MBA example discussed in BuildingQuality from the Ground Up illustrates this broaderview of quality (Grincewicz, 2025). The programused a unifying Responsible Leadership theme, analigned curriculum and quality review, and program-level QM certification to support coherence, rigor,career readiness, and measurable quality standards(Grincewicz et al., 2022, 2023; Grincewicz &Simunich, 2024). These practices document designand quality review; assessment results and learnerfeedback are needed to exami

	An alignment-centered evidence model begins with aclear definition of learner success and selectsmeasures of progression, achievement, completion,and application. It interprets evidence acrosssuccessive cohorts, connects findings to revisions,and examines equity. The recommended number ofmeasures and review intervals in this paper are theauthor’s implementation guidance informed by theliterature and professional practice; they are notuniversal research standards.
	An alignment-centered evidence model begins with aclear definition of learner success and selectsmeasures of progression, achievement, completion,and application. It interprets evidence acrosssuccessive cohorts, connects findings to revisions,and examines equity. The recommended number ofmeasures and review intervals in this paper are theauthor’s implementation guidance informed by theliterature and professional practice; they are notuniversal research standards.

	Defining Learner Success in anAlignment-Centered Program
	Defining Learner Success in anAlignment-Centered Program

	For alignment work, learner success can be definedas follows:
	For alignment work, learner success can be definedas follows:

	DEFINITION: LEARNER SUCCESS
	DEFINITION: LEARNER SUCCESS

	In an intentionally aligned online degreeprogram, learner success means thatstudents can enter a clearly structuredpathway, persist through well-supportedlearning experiences, achieve the programoutcomes through meaningful practice andassessment, complete the credential, andapply their learning in ways that advancetheir academic, professional, personal, orcivic goals. Learner success isdemonstrated through multiple forms ofevidence, including persistence,completion, mastery of outcomes,learners' perception 
	In an intentionally aligned online degreeprogram, learner success means thatstudents can enter a clearly structuredpathway, persist through well-supportedlearning experiences, achieve the programoutcomes through meaningful practice andassessment, complete the credential, andapply their learning in ways that advancetheir academic, professional, personal, orcivic goals. Learner success isdemonstrated through multiple forms ofevidence, including persistence,completion, mastery of outcomes,learners' perception 
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	This definition matters because online learners donot enter programs with identical goals, resources,responsibilities, or prior educational experiences.Some learners may be returning to higher educationafter years away. Some may be balancingcoursework with full-time employment, caregiving,military service, or professional licensureexpectations. Some may be seeking promotion,career transition, advanced practice, or personaltransformation. A meaningful definition of learnersuccess must therefore be consistent
	This definition matters because online learners donot enter programs with identical goals, resources,responsibilities, or prior educational experiences.Some learners may be returning to higher educationafter years away. Some may be balancingcoursework with full-time employment, caregiving,military service, or professional licensureexpectations. Some may be seeking promotion,career transition, advanced practice, or personaltransformation. A meaningful definition of learnersuccess must therefore be consistent

	A narrow definition of success can unintentionallydistort program design. If success is measured solelyby enrollment growth, programs may prioritizeaccess without ensuring students have a clear,supported pathway to completion. If success ismeasured only by grades, programs may overlookwhether learners can apply what they have learnedin authentic contexts. If success is measured only bygraduation, programs may miss whether graduatesleave with the competencies, confidence, andprofessional readiness that the d
	A narrow definition of success can unintentionallydistort program design. If success is measured solelyby enrollment growth, programs may prioritizeaccess without ensuring students have a clear,supported pathway to completion. If success ismeasured only by grades, programs may overlookwhether learners can apply what they have learnedin authentic contexts. If success is measured only bygraduation, programs may miss whether graduatesleave with the competencies, confidence, andprofessional readiness that the d

	This definition positions learner success as both anoutcome and a design responsibility. It does notplace the full burden of success on the learner.Instead, it asks whether the program has created theconditions for diverse learners to understandexpectations, access support, practice importantskills, receive feedback, demonstrate competence,and apply their learning beyond the course.
	This definition positions learner success as both anoutcome and a design responsibility. It does notplace the full burden of success on the learner.Instead, it asks whether the program has created theconditions for diverse learners to understandexpectations, access support, practice importantskills, receive feedback, demonstrate competence,and apply their learning beyond the course.

	Selecting Measures of Learner Success
	Selecting Measures of Learner Success

	Once learner success is defined, programs need asmall set of meaningful measures that can showwhether students are succeeding according to thatdefinition. The most useful measures are not merelyconvenient data points. They are indicators thatconnect directly to the program’s mission, goals,outcomes, learner population, and theory of success.A program that defines success by persistence,mastery, completion, and professional applicationshould not rely on a single metric. It should use abalanced evidence set t
	Once learner success is defined, programs need asmall set of meaningful measures that can showwhether students are succeeding according to thatdefinition. The most useful measures are not merelyconvenient data points. They are indicators thatconnect directly to the program’s mission, goals,outcomes, learner population, and theory of success.A program that defines success by persistence,mastery, completion, and professional applicationshould not rely on a single metric. It should use abalanced evidence set t
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	For most online degree programs, a focused set ofthree to five learner success measures can provide amanageable and meaningful evidence profile. Thisnumber should be understood as the author’spractical implementation guidance rather than afixed research standard. The scholarly foundation isthe need to use multiple, purposeful indicators thatreflect the multidimensional nature of learnersuccess. Too few measures may oversimplify learnersuccess by reducing it to a single indicator such asgrades, retention, or
	For most online degree programs, a focused set ofthree to five learner success measures can provide amanageable and meaningful evidence profile. Thisnumber should be understood as the author’spractical implementation guidance rather than afixed research standard. The scholarly foundation isthe need to use multiple, purposeful indicators thatreflect the multidimensional nature of learnersuccess. Too few measures may oversimplify learnersuccess by reducing it to a single indicator such asgrades, retention, or

	TABLE 6
	TABLE 6

	Alignment-based measures of learner success.
	Alignment-based measures of learner success.

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Learner SuccessMeasure

	TH
	Possible Data Source

	TH
	Connection to the LearnerSuccess Definition

	TH
	Interpretation Question


	TR
	Persistence orretention
	Persistence orretention

	Institutional enrollmentdata, term-to-term or year-to-year continuation, stop-out patterns
	Institutional enrollmentdata, term-to-term or year-to-year continuation, stop-out patterns

	Shows whether learners canremain on the pathway afterentering the online program.
	Shows whether learners canremain on the pathway afterentering the online program.

	Are students continuing throughthe program at rates that indicatethe pathway is navigable andsupport is timely?
	Are students continuing throughthe program at rates that indicatethe pathway is navigable andsupport is timely?


	TR
	Coursecompletion orgateway coursesuccess
	Coursecompletion orgateway coursesuccess

	Course pass rates, DFWrates, withdrawal rates, LMSgradebook data, studentinformation system data
	Course pass rates, DFWrates, withdrawal rates, LMSgradebook data, studentinformation system data

	Shows whether learners aresuccessfully moving throughkey courses withoutavoidable design or supportbarriers.
	Shows whether learners aresuccessfully moving throughkey courses withoutavoidable design or supportbarriers.

	Are particular courses creatingbarriers to progression, and dothose barriers suggest alignment,workload, clarity, or support issues?
	Are particular courses creatingbarriers to progression, and dothose barriers suggest alignment,workload, clarity, or support issues?


	TR
	Programcompletion orgraduation rate
	Programcompletion orgraduation rate

	Institutional completiondata, time to degree reports,and degree audit data
	Institutional completiondata, time to degree reports,and degree audit data

	Shows whether learners aresupported through the fullpathway to credentialcompletion.
	Shows whether learners aresupported through the fullpathway to credentialcompletion.

	Are students completing withinexpected timelines, and how docompletion patterns compare withinstitutional or disciplinarybenchmarks?
	Are students completing withinexpected timelines, and how docompletion patterns compare withinstitutional or disciplinarybenchmarks?
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	TABLE 6
	TABLE 6

	Alignment-based measures of learner success. (continued)
	Alignment-based measures of learner success. (continued)

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Learner SuccessMeasure

	TH
	Possible Data Source

	TH
	Connection to the LearnerSuccess Definition

	TH
	Interpretation Question


	TR
	Program learningoutcome mastery
	Program learningoutcome mastery

	Signature assignments,capstone performance criteria,portfolio assessments,assurance of learning data,licensure, or certificationresults, where applicable
	Signature assignments,capstone performance criteria,portfolio assessments,assurance of learning data,licensure, or certificationresults, where applicable

	Shows whether learners areachieving the competenciesthe program promises.
	Shows whether learners areachieving the competenciesthe program promises.

	Are students demonstrating theintended level of learning, andare outcomes introduced,reinforced, assessed, andmastered across the curriculum?
	Are students demonstrating theintended level of learning, andare outcomes introduced,reinforced, assessed, andmastered across the curriculum?


	TR
	Learnerperception ofvalue andprofessionalrelevance
	Learnerperception ofvalue andprofessionalrelevance

	End of program surveys, alumnisurveys, exit surveys, courseevaluations, focus groups,employer, or field supervisorfeedback, where available
	End of program surveys, alumnisurveys, exit surveys, courseevaluations, focus groups,employer, or field supervisorfeedback, where available

	Shows whether learnersexperience the program ascoherent, relevant,supportive, and applicablebeyond the classroom.
	Shows whether learnersexperience the program ascoherent, relevant,supportive, and applicablebeyond the classroom.

	Do learners understand thevalue of the pathway, seeconnections among courses, andreport that learning supportstheir goals?
	Do learners understand thevalue of the pathway, seeconnections among courses, andreport that learning supportstheir goals?



	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 An author-created menu of possible measures was synthesized from the cited learner success literature. The five measuresare examples, not a required set.

	The selection of measures should also reflect thelevel at which the program is making claims. If aprogram claims to prepare graduates forprofessional practice, then course grades alone areinsufficient. The program should include evidence ofapplied performance, such as capstone work,portfolios, field-based projects, licensure outcomes,or alumni reports of professional application. Doganand Harris (2024), for example, evaluated a fullyonline graduate program by examining changes ingraduates’ reported professi
	The selection of measures should also reflect thelevel at which the program is making claims. If aprogram claims to prepare graduates forprofessional practice, then course grades alone areinsufficient. The program should include evidence ofapplied performance, such as capstone work,portfolios, field-based projects, licensure outcomes,or alumni reports of professional application. Doganand Harris (2024), for example, evaluated a fullyonline graduate program by examining changes ingraduates’ reported professi

	If a program claims to support adult learners, theevidence profile should include indicators thatreflect adult learner needs. Baker and Tukhvatulina(2023) suggest the importance of clarity, feedback,communication, consistency, flexibility, andrelevance. These dimensions can be measuredthrough learner surveys, course evaluations,advising data, LMS engagement patterns, andqualitative feedback. If a program claims to supportprofessional advancement, alumni surveys, careerprogression data, employer feedback, or
	If a program claims to support adult learners, theevidence profile should include indicators thatreflect adult learner needs. Baker and Tukhvatulina(2023) suggest the importance of clarity, feedback,communication, consistency, flexibility, andrelevance. These dimensions can be measuredthrough learner surveys, course evaluations,advising data, LMS engagement patterns, andqualitative feedback. If a program claims to supportprofessional advancement, alumni surveys, careerprogression data, employer feedback, or
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	The measures should also connect to curriculummapping. A curriculum map shows where outcomesare intended to be developed. Learner successevidence shows whether students aredemonstrating that development. When a mapshows that a program outcome is introduced,reinforced, assessed, and mastered across multiplecourses, the program should be able to identifyevidence from those points in the pathway. If theprogram cannot identify meaningful evidence, themap may document intent more than learning. In thisway, measu
	The measures should also connect to curriculummapping. A curriculum map shows where outcomesare intended to be developed. Learner successevidence shows whether students aredemonstrating that development. When a mapshows that a program outcome is introduced,reinforced, assessed, and mastered across multiplecourses, the program should be able to identifyevidence from those points in the pathway. If theprogram cannot identify meaningful evidence, themap may document intent more than learning. In thisway, measu

	ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLE:CONNECTING DESIGN AND EVIDENCE
	ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLE:CONNECTING DESIGN AND EVIDENCE

	Suppose a program outcome requiresstudents to use evidence to defend aprofessional decision. The map locatesguided analysis in a foundations course, adecision memo with feedback in a midpointcourse, and a capstone assessment ofindependent judgment. Faculty examinecapstone work using shared performancecriteria and find that students’recommendations are stronger than theirevidence-based justification. They compareearlier assignments, feedback, and learnercomments to investigate whether evidenceappraisal recei
	Suppose a program outcome requiresstudents to use evidence to defend aprofessional decision. The map locatesguided analysis in a foundations course, adecision memo with feedback in a midpointcourse, and a capstone assessment ofindependent judgment. Faculty examinecapstone work using shared performancecriteria and find that students’recommendations are stronger than theirevidence-based justification. They compareearlier assignments, feedback, and learnercomments to investigate whether evidenceappraisal recei
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	Interpreting LearnerSuccess Evidence Over Time
	Interpreting LearnerSuccess Evidence Over Time

	Learner success evidence becomes more meaningfulwhen interpreted over time. A single year of datamay signal a concern, while evidence acrosssuccessive years can help programs distinguishisolated fluctuations from persistent patterns.Ongoing evaluation of progression, completion, andlonger-term outcomes supports this broaderunderstanding of learner success (Bryan et al., 2021;Hakkarainen et al., 2024). An assurance of learningcycle gives this review a purposeful structure:programs gather evidence, compare re
	Learner success evidence becomes more meaningfulwhen interpreted over time. A single year of datamay signal a concern, while evidence acrosssuccessive years can help programs distinguishisolated fluctuations from persistent patterns.Ongoing evaluation of progression, completion, andlonger-term outcomes supports this broaderunderstanding of learner success (Bryan et al., 2021;Hakkarainen et al., 2024). An assurance of learningcycle gives this review a purposeful structure:programs gather evidence, compare re

	As a practical starting point, the author recommendsexamining three consecutive years of comparableevidence when available. This is not a minimumestablished by the cited studies, and threeobservations alone do not establish a reliable trendor demonstrate that a revision caused improvement.Programs should use shorter windows for timelymonitoring and longer windows when programlength, small cohorts, or the timing of revisionswarrants them. Record when changes wereimplemented, which cohorts experiencedthem, an
	As a practical starting point, the author recommendsexamining three consecutive years of comparableevidence when available. This is not a minimumestablished by the cited studies, and threeobservations alone do not establish a reliable trendor demonstrate that a revision caused improvement.Programs should use shorter windows for timelymonitoring and longer windows when programlength, small cohorts, or the timing of revisionswarrants them. Record when changes wereimplemented, which cohorts experiencedthem, an

	Interpretation should begin with a clear threshold. Athreshold identifies the level of performance theprogram expects learners to meet. The thresholdmay be based on institutional expectations,disciplinary standards, accreditation expectations,historical program performance, nationalbenchmarks, or a locally defined improvement goal.For example, a program might expect a definedpercentage of students to persist from the first termto the second term, complete gateway coursessuccessfully, meet or exceed expectat
	Interpretation should begin with a clear threshold. Athreshold identifies the level of performance theprogram expects learners to meet. The thresholdmay be based on institutional expectations,disciplinary standards, accreditation expectations,historical program performance, nationalbenchmarks, or a locally defined improvement goal.For example, a program might expect a definedpercentage of students to persist from the first termto the second term, complete gateway coursessuccessfully, meet or exceed expectat

	Programs should also identify benchmarks.Benchmarks provide context for interpretingwhether results are strong, concerning, orwarranting further investigation. Some benchmarksmay be external, such as national data, disciplinarynorms, licensure pass rates, accreditationexpectations, or comparable programs. Others maybe internal, such as institutional averages, historicalprogram trends, performance in similar modalities,or prior review cycles. The benchmark does notreplace program judgment. Instead, it helps 
	Programs should also identify benchmarks.Benchmarks provide context for interpretingwhether results are strong, concerning, orwarranting further investigation. Some benchmarksmay be external, such as national data, disciplinarynorms, licensure pass rates, accreditationexpectations, or comparable programs. Others maybe internal, such as institutional averages, historicalprogram trends, performance in similar modalities,or prior review cycles. The benchmark does notreplace program judgment. Instead, it helps 

	Table 7 presents five complementary interpretationlenses. Notice that trends describe patterns,thresholds express local expectations, benchmarksprovide comparison, and equity and alignmentquestions guide further inquiry; none independentlyestablishes the cause of a result.
	Table 7 presents five complementary interpretationlenses. Notice that trends describe patterns,thresholds express local expectations, benchmarksprovide comparison, and equity and alignmentquestions guide further inquiry; none independentlyestablishes the cause of a result.

	Div
	Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
	© 2026 Quality Matters

	Div
	Figure
	Measuring Success
	35

	TABLE 7
	TABLE 7

	Interpreting learner success evidence
	Interpreting learner success evidence

	Table
	TR
	TH
	InterpretationLens

	TH
	Guiding Question

	TH
	Why It Matters


	TR
	Trend
	Trend

	Is the measure improving, declining, or remainingstable across comparable cohorts and an appropriatetime window?
	Is the measure improving, declining, or remainingstable across comparable cohorts and an appropriatetime window?

	Trends help distinguish isolated variationfrom recurring patterns that require programattention.
	Trends help distinguish isolated variationfrom recurring patterns that require programattention.


	TR
	Threshold
	Threshold

	Did the program meet the level of performance itdefined as acceptable or aspirational?
	Did the program meet the level of performance itdefined as acceptable or aspirational?

	Thresholds clarify how the program judgeswhether learners are succeeding according toits own definition.
	Thresholds clarify how the program judgeswhether learners are succeeding according toits own definition.


	TR
	Benchmark
	Benchmark

	How do the results compare with institutional,disciplinary, accreditation, or national referencepoints?
	How do the results compare with institutional,disciplinary, accreditation, or national referencepoints?

	Benchmarks provide context and preventprograms from interpreting data in isolation.
	Benchmarks provide context and preventprograms from interpreting data in isolation.


	TR
	Equity
	Equity

	Are outcomes consistent across learner groups, entrypoints, course sections, or other meaningfulcategories?
	Are outcomes consistent across learner groups, entrypoints, course sections, or other meaningfulcategories?

	Disaggregation helps programs identifywhether some learners face barriers thatoverall averages may hide.
	Disaggregation helps programs identifywhether some learners face barriers thatoverall averages may hide.


	TR
	Alignmentdiagnosis
	Alignmentdiagnosis

	What does the evidence suggest about content,learning experiences, assessment, support,communication, or the review and improvement ofalignment?
	What does the evidence suggest about content,learning experiences, assessment, support,communication, or the review and improvement ofalignment?

	Learner success data should promptquestions about the pathway's design, notonly conclusions about student performance.
	Learner success data should promptquestions about the pathway's design, notonly conclusions about student performance.



	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 An author-created interpretation framework informed by the cited evaluation and mapping literature. Review windows andthresholds require local judgment.

	The final lens, alignment diagnosis, is especiallyimportant. When students do not meet a learnersuccess measure, programs should not begin byassuming the problem lies with student motivationor ability. Instead, the program should ask whetherthe pathway gave learners what they needed tosucceed. Were outcomes clearly communicated?Were students given enough opportunities topractice before being assessed? Did the learningactivities prepare students for the expected level ofperformance? Were the performance crit
	The final lens, alignment diagnosis, is especiallyimportant. When students do not meet a learnersuccess measure, programs should not begin byassuming the problem lies with student motivationor ability. Instead, the program should ask whetherthe pathway gave learners what they needed tosucceed. Were outcomes clearly communicated?Were students given enough opportunities topractice before being assessed? Did the learningactivities prepare students for the expected level ofperformance? Were the performance crit

	Div
	Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
	© 2026 Quality Matters

	Div
	Figure
	Measuring Success
	36

	Interpretation should therefore move from datadescription to design inquiry. It is not enough toreport that a percentage increased or decreased.Program teams should explain what the resultmeans, why it may have occurred, how it relates tothe learner success definition, and what changes willbe made in response. This is where curriculum maps,assessment reports, student feedback, facultydeliberation, and quality review processes cometogether. Each measure becomes part of an evidencecycle that helps the program
	Interpretation should therefore move from datadescription to design inquiry. It is not enough toreport that a percentage increased or decreased.Program teams should explain what the resultmeans, why it may have occurred, how it relates tothe learner success definition, and what changes willbe made in response. This is where curriculum maps,assessment reports, student feedback, facultydeliberation, and quality review processes cometogether. Each measure becomes part of an evidencecycle that helps the program

	From Evidence to Reform:Closing the Alignment Loop
	From Evidence to Reform:Closing the Alignment Loop

	Learner success evidence has value only if it leads toinformed action. Programs should use evidence notmerely to demonstrate quality, but to improve it.Closing the alignment loop means reviewing data onpersistence, completion, outcome mastery, learnerperception, and professional application in relationto the curriculum map and translating them intospecific reforms. These reforms may involvecurriculum sequencing, course design, assessmentstrategy, faculty development, student support,technology, accessibilit
	Learner success evidence has value only if it leads toinformed action. Programs should use evidence notmerely to demonstrate quality, but to improve it.Closing the alignment loop means reviewing data onpersistence, completion, outcome mastery, learnerperception, and professional application in relationto the curriculum map and translating them intospecific reforms. These reforms may involvecurriculum sequencing, course design, assessmentstrategy, faculty development, student support,technology, accessibilit

	The goal is not to respond to every data point with alarge-scale redesign. Some findings may call fortargeted adjustments. Others may reveal deeperstructural issues. A single course with decliningcompletion may require clearer assignmentdirections, improved feedback timing, or embeddedsupport links. A recurring pattern of weak capstoneperformance may require a program-level review ofhow the relevant outcomes are introduced andreinforced. A learner survey showing that studentsdo not understand the relevance 
	The goal is not to respond to every data point with alarge-scale redesign. Some findings may call fortargeted adjustments. Others may reveal deeperstructural issues. A single course with decliningcompletion may require clearer assignmentdirections, improved feedback timing, or embeddedsupport links. A recurring pattern of weak capstoneperformance may require a program-level review ofhow the relevant outcomes are introduced andreinforced. A learner survey showing that studentsdo not understand the relevance 

	Bryan et al. (2021) illustrate ongoing improvementthrough formative, summative, confirmative, andmeta-evaluation in an RN-to-BSN program seekingQuality Matters Program Design certification. Theiraccount includes course review and facultydevelopment already underway, as well as plans forlonger-term evaluation. Curricular revisionsrequired restarting the collection of retention,graduation, and satisfaction data, so the articlepresents an evolving evaluation process rather thana completed longitudinal cycle. T
	Bryan et al. (2021) illustrate ongoing improvementthrough formative, summative, confirmative, andmeta-evaluation in an RN-to-BSN program seekingQuality Matters Program Design certification. Theiraccount includes course review and facultydevelopment already underway, as well as plans forlonger-term evaluation. Curricular revisionsrequired restarting the collection of retention,graduation, and satisfaction data, so the articlepresents an evolving evaluation process rather thana completed longitudinal cycle. T

	A strong reform process should includedocumentation. Programs should record whatevidence was reviewed, what interpretation wasmade, what change was selected, who is responsiblefor the change, when implementation will occur, andwhat evidence will be used to evaluate the change.This documentation supports accountability, but itslarger purpose is learning. It helps the programremember why a change was made and whether thechange improved the learner pathway.
	A strong reform process should includedocumentation. Programs should record whatevidence was reviewed, what interpretation wasmade, what change was selected, who is responsiblefor the change, when implementation will occur, andwhat evidence will be used to evaluate the change.This documentation supports accountability, but itslarger purpose is learning. It helps the programremember why a change was made and whether thechange improved the learner pathway.
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	Closing the loop also requires faculty deliberation.Lam and Tsui (2016) argue that curriculum mappingis not only a technical process but also a deliberativeone in which faculty clarify shared meanings aroundoutcomes, assessments, content, and expected levelsof learning. This matters because reforms are morelikely to succeed when faculty understand theevidence, agree on the nature of the problem, andparticipate in designing the response. If facultyinterpret an outcome differently, they may designdifferent ac
	Closing the loop also requires faculty deliberation.Lam and Tsui (2016) argue that curriculum mappingis not only a technical process but also a deliberativeone in which faculty clarify shared meanings aroundoutcomes, assessments, content, and expected levelsof learning. This matters because reforms are morelikely to succeed when faculty understand theevidence, agree on the nature of the problem, andparticipate in designing the response. If facultyinterpret an outcome differently, they may designdifferent ac
	course-sequence
	 discussions can turn data intocollective improvement.

	Smith and Chittams (2024) add that curriculummapping should be planned around a clear purposeand validated through a defensible process. Theirwork is useful because it reminds programs thatmaps and measures are not automaticallytrustworthy. Faculty expertise is essential, but it canalso introduce bias if expectations, measures, andprotocols are unclear. Alignment reforms shouldtherefore be based on evidence that has beenreviewed, interpreted, and validated throughappropriate processes. When programs use rel
	Smith and Chittams (2024) add that curriculummapping should be planned around a clear purposeand validated through a defensible process. Theirwork is useful because it reminds programs thatmaps and measures are not automaticallytrustworthy. Faculty expertise is essential, but it canalso introduce bias if expectations, measures, andprotocols are unclear. Alignment reforms shouldtherefore be based on evidence that has beenreviewed, interpreted, and validated throughappropriate processes. When programs use rel

	The result of closing the loop is not simply a revisedmap. It is a stronger learner pathway. Studentsencounter clearer expectations, more intentionalpractice, more transparent assessments, better-timed support, and a more coherent progressionfrom entry to completion. Alignment evidencebecomes actionable when it helps programs ask notonly whether students succeeded, but also whetherthe program gave them a fair, visible, and well-supported opportunity to succeed.
	The result of closing the loop is not simply a revisedmap. It is a stronger learner pathway. Studentsencounter clearer expectations, more intentionalpractice, more transparent assessments, better-timed support, and a more coherent progressionfrom entry to completion. Alignment evidencebecomes actionable when it helps programs ask notonly whether students succeeded, but also whetherthe program gave them a fair, visible, and well-supported opportunity to succeed.

	Equity, Accessibility, and the HiddenCurriculum: Design Conditionsand Learner Success Evidence
	Equity, Accessibility, and the HiddenCurriculum: Design Conditionsand Learner Success Evidence

	A program cannot claim full alignment if only somelearners can access the pathway needed to achievethe outcomes. Equity must therefore be built intoevidence of learner success. It is not enough to knowwhether the average student persists, completes, ordemonstrates mastery. Programs also need to askwhether diverse groups of learners experiencecomparable opportunities to succeed. Overallaverages can mask crucial differences in access,performance, belonging, use of support, andcompletion (Baker & Tukhvatulina,
	A program cannot claim full alignment if only somelearners can access the pathway needed to achievethe outcomes. Equity must therefore be built intoevidence of learner success. It is not enough to knowwhether the average student persists, completes, ordemonstrates mastery. Programs also need to askwhether diverse groups of learners experiencecomparable opportunities to succeed. Overallaverages can mask crucial differences in access,performance, belonging, use of support, andcompletion (Baker & Tukhvatulina,

	The hidden curriculum refers to the expectationsstudents are assumed to understand, but that arenot always explicitly taught or communicated. Inonline programs, the hidden curriculum can appearas inconsistent navigation, unstated technologyrequirements, unclear norms for participation indiscussion, unexplained academic language, hiddenassumptions about prior writing or researchexperience, and assignment directions that do notexplain how the task connects to course or programoutcomes. These hidden expectatio
	The hidden curriculum refers to the expectationsstudents are assumed to understand, but that arenot always explicitly taught or communicated. Inonline programs, the hidden curriculum can appearas inconsistent navigation, unstated technologyrequirements, unclear norms for participation indiscussion, unexplained academic language, hiddenassumptions about prior writing or researchexperience, and assignment directions that do notexplain how the task connects to course or programoutcomes. These hidden expectatio
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	An equity-aligned program, therefore, reviews thelearner pathway before problems appear in outcomedata. It asks whether learners encounter consistentnavigation across courses, whether performancecriteria are available before submission, whetherexamples clarify expectations, whether feedbackarrives early enough to support improvement,whether support resources are embedded at pointsof need, and whether course materials meetaccessibility expectations. These questions keepequity connected to content, learning e
	An equity-aligned program, therefore, reviews thelearner pathway before problems appear in outcomedata. It asks whether learners encounter consistentnavigation across courses, whether performancecriteria are available before submission, whetherexamples clarify expectations, whether feedbackarrives early enough to support improvement,whether support resources are embedded at pointsof need, and whether course materials meetaccessibility expectations. These questions keepequity connected to content, learning e

	The equity purpose of alignment is not to lowerexpectations. It is to make expectations reachablethrough clear design, sufficient practice, meaningfulfeedback, and accessible support. A rigorous onlineprogram can still be equitable when studentsunderstand the pathway and have repeatedopportunities to develop the outcomes the programpromises. Equity-aligned design allows programs toask a stronger question than whether all studentswere given access to the same course shell. It askswhether all students were gi
	The equity purpose of alignment is not to lowerexpectations. It is to make expectations reachablethrough clear design, sufficient practice, meaningfulfeedback, and accessible support. A rigorous onlineprogram can still be equitable when studentsunderstand the pathway and have repeatedopportunities to develop the outcomes the programpromises. Equity-aligned design allows programs toask a stronger question than whether all studentswere given access to the same course shell. It askswhether all students were gi

	This concern is especially important in fully onlineprograms. Ortagus, Hughes, and Allchin (2024)found that students in exclusively online degreeprograms had a lower likelihood of completing theirprograms, with negative effects across severalstudent groups. Their findings reinforce the idea thatonline access does not automatically lead to onlinesuccess. If online programs expand access withoutbuilding coherent pathways, visible support,meaningful interaction, and strong quality assurance,students may enter 
	This concern is especially important in fully onlineprograms. Ortagus, Hughes, and Allchin (2024)found that students in exclusively online degreeprograms had a lower likelihood of completing theirprograms, with negative effects across severalstudent groups. Their findings reinforce the idea thatonline access does not automatically lead to onlinesuccess. If online programs expand access withoutbuilding coherent pathways, visible support,meaningful interaction, and strong quality assurance,students may enter 

	Mead et al. (2023) illustrate why accessibilityevidence should be considered alongside learneroutcomes. Their comparative case study examinedequivalent online and in-person biology degreeprograms at one large public research university.Online students were offered a narrower range offormal accommodations, although some onlinefeatures may provide built-in supports. However,students registered with disability services in theonline program performed better in course gradesrelative to peers without registered d
	Mead et al. (2023) illustrate why accessibilityevidence should be considered alongside learneroutcomes. Their comparative case study examinedequivalent online and in-person biology degreeprograms at one large public research university.Online students were offered a narrower range offormal accommodations, although some onlinefeatures may provide built-in supports. However,students registered with disability services in theonline program performed better in course gradesrelative to peers without registered d

	Design review identifies potential barriers beforeoutcome differences appear. Disaggregated learnersuccess evidence then helps programs investigatewho is progressing, who is encountering difficulties,and what conditions warrant closer examination.Differences prompt inquiry; they do not, bythemselves, establish that misalignment causedan outcome.
	Design review identifies potential barriers beforeoutcome differences appear. Disaggregated learnersuccess evidence then helps programs investigatewho is progressing, who is encountering difficulties,and what conditions warrant closer examination.Differences prompt inquiry; they do not, bythemselves, establish that misalignment causedan outcome.

	Div
	Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
	© 2026 Quality Matters

	Div
	Figure
	Measuring Success
	39

	Equity analysis should begin with disaggregationwhere data are available and appropriate. Programsmight examine learner success measures by part-time or full-time enrollment, first-generation status,transfer status, adult learner status, militaryaffiliation, Pell eligibility, disability registration, entrypathway, course section, or other institutionallymeaningful categories. The purpose is not to labelstudents as deficient. The purpose is to determinewhether the program's design is working equitablyfor the
	Equity analysis should begin with disaggregationwhere data are available and appropriate. Programsmight examine learner success measures by part-time or full-time enrollment, first-generation status,transfer status, adult learner status, militaryaffiliation, Pell eligibility, disability registration, entrypathway, course section, or other institutionallymeaningful categories. The purpose is not to labelstudents as deficient. The purpose is to determinewhether the program's design is working equitablyfor the

	TABLE 8
	TABLE 8

	Equity and Accessibility Questions for Learner Success Evidence
	Equity and Accessibility Questions for Learner Success Evidence

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Equity Focus

	TH
	Guiding Question

	TH
	Possible Evidence


	TR
	Access toexpectations
	Access toexpectations

	Do all learners receive clear information aboutoutcomes, assignments, performance criteria, duedates, and support resources?
	Do all learners receive clear information aboutoutcomes, assignments, performance criteria, duedates, and support resources?

	Syllabus review, course design review,learner surveys, and assignment clarificationpatterns.
	Syllabus review, course design review,learner surveys, and assignment clarificationpatterns.


	TR
	Access to learningmaterials
	Access to learningmaterials

	Are materials accessible, usable, and available informats that support diverse learners?
	Are materials accessible, usable, and available informats that support diverse learners?

	Accessibility reports, documents, and mediareview, captioning status, and studentfeedback.
	Accessibility reports, documents, and mediareview, captioning status, and studentfeedback.


	TR
	Access to practice
	Access to practice

	Do learners have enough low-stakes or scaffoldedopportunities to practice before high-stakesassessment?
	Do learners have enough low-stakes or scaffoldedopportunities to practice before high-stakesassessment?

	Curriculum map, assignment sequence,formative assessment data, studentreflections.
	Curriculum map, assignment sequence,formative assessment data, studentreflections.


	TR
	Access tofeedback
	Access tofeedback

	Is feedback timely, specific, and useful forimprovement across courses and sections?
	Is feedback timely, specific, and useful forimprovement across courses and sections?

	LMS feedback timestamps, courseevaluations, performance criteriacomments, and student surveys.
	LMS feedback timestamps, courseevaluations, performance criteriacomments, and student surveys.


	TR
	Access to support
	Access to support

	Are advising, tutoring, library, technical, accessibility,and career supports embedded at points of need?
	Are advising, tutoring, library, technical, accessibility,and career supports embedded at points of need?

	LMS support links, advising data, service usepatterns, and student feedback.
	LMS support links, advising data, service usepatterns, and student feedback.


	TR
	Access tobelonging
	Access tobelonging

	Do learners experience connection to faculty, peers,program identity, and professional goals?
	Do learners experience connection to faculty, peers,program identity, and professional goals?

	Belonging surveys, discussion participation,peer mentoring data, and qualitativefeedback.
	Belonging surveys, discussion participation,peer mentoring data, and qualitativefeedback.


	TR
	Access tocompletion
	Access tocompletion

	Are persistence, course success, and graduationpatterns equitable across learner groups?
	Are persistence, course success, and graduationpatterns equitable across learner groups?

	Disaggregated retention, completion, DFW,withdrawal, and graduation data.
	Disaggregated retention, completion, DFW,withdrawal, and graduation data.



	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created equity review questions were synthesized from the cited accessibility and learner experience literature.
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	Equity evidence could be interpreted through thelens of the alignment model. If one group of learnersis less likely to complete a gateway course, theprogram could examine course expectations,navigation, workload, prerequisite knowledge,technology demands, feedback timing, and supportvisibility. If students with disabilities are less likely torequest an accommodation online, the programcould examine whether support pathways are visibleand whether course design already incorporatesaccessible practices. If adu
	Equity evidence could be interpreted through thelens of the alignment model. If one group of learnersis less likely to complete a gateway course, theprogram could examine course expectations,navigation, workload, prerequisite knowledge,technology demands, feedback timing, and supportvisibility. If students with disabilities are less likely torequest an accommodation online, the programcould examine whether support pathways are visibleand whether course design already incorporatesaccessible practices. If adu

	Evidence of equity-centered learner success shouldlead to design reform. If disaggregated data revealuneven outcomes, the response should not belimited to additional reminders or genericencouragement. Programs should ask what can beredesigned. Can support be embedded earlier? Canperformance criteria be clarified? Can examples ofsuccessful work be provided? Can assignmentsequences include more guided practice? Cannavigation be standardized? Can materials be mademore accessible? Can advising be connected toco
	Evidence of equity-centered learner success shouldlead to design reform. If disaggregated data revealuneven outcomes, the response should not belimited to additional reminders or genericencouragement. Programs should ask what can beredesigned. Can support be embedded earlier? Canperformance criteria be clarified? Can examples ofsuccessful work be provided? Can assignmentsequences include more guided practice? Cannavigation be standardized? Can materials be mademore accessible? Can advising be connected toco

	When equity is included in evidence of learnersuccess, alignment becomes more than coherence. Itbecomes a commitment to ensuring that all learnershave meaningful access to the opportunities thecurriculum promises. A program is not truly aligned ifoutcomes, content, pedagogy, assessment, andsupport are connected only for students who alreadyknow how to navigate the system. Alignment isstrongest when every learner can see the pathway,understand expectations, access support, practicewith feedback, demonstrate 
	When equity is included in evidence of learnersuccess, alignment becomes more than coherence. Itbecomes a commitment to ensuring that all learnershave meaningful access to the opportunities thecurriculum promises. A program is not truly aligned ifoutcomes, content, pedagogy, assessment, andsupport are connected only for students who alreadyknow how to navigate the system. Alignment isstrongest when every learner can see the pathway,understand expectations, access support, practicewith feedback, demonstrate 

	Learner Success Evidence Cycle
	Learner Success Evidence Cycle

	The relationship between alignment and learnersuccess can be represented as a continuous evidencecycle (Figure 5). Notice the return to the definition ofsuccess after reassessment: the cycle should refineboth design and evidence decisions. The figurebrings together the preceding guidance on selectingmeasures, interpreting evidence, examining equity,implementing revisions, and reassessing. The three-to-five measures and three-year window shown inthe illustration are suggested starting points, notfixed resear
	The relationship between alignment and learnersuccess can be represented as a continuous evidencecycle (Figure 5). Notice the return to the definition ofsuccess after reassessment: the cycle should refineboth design and evidence decisions. The figurebrings together the preceding guidance on selectingmeasures, interpreting evidence, examining equity,implementing revisions, and reassessing. The three-to-five measures and three-year window shown inthe illustration are suggested starting points, notfixed resear

	The evidence cycle brings learner success data backto curriculum and teaching decisions. The precedingclosing-the-loop section describes how teamsdocument interpretations, assign responsibility, andevaluate reforms; continuous evaluation providesthe broader quality assurance structure forsustaining that work.
	The evidence cycle brings learner success data backto curriculum and teaching decisions. The precedingclosing-the-loop section describes how teamsdocument interpretations, assign responsibility, andevaluate reforms; continuous evaluation providesthe broader quality assurance structure forsustaining that work.
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	FIGURE 5
	FIGURE 5
	FIGURE 5

	Learner success evidence cycle
	Learner success evidence cycle

	Figure
	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created practical evidence cycle informed by the cited evaluation literature. Three to five measures and three yearsof data are suggested starting points; adapt the window to cohorts, implementation timing, and local needs.


	Div
	Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
	© 2026 Quality Matters

	Div
	Figure
	Continuous Evaluation
	42

	Continuous Evaluation: Formative, Summative,Confirmative, and Meta Evaluation
	Continuous Evaluation: Formative, Summative,Confirmative, and Meta Evaluation

	The learner success evidence cycle (Figure 5)identifies which programs should be measured andhow those measures should be interpreted.Continuous evaluation provides the qualityassurance structure for acting on that evidence overtime. Alignment should not be treated as somethingconfirmed once during program approval,accreditation, or course review. Courses change,faculty rotate, technologies evolve, professionalexpectations shift, and learner needs become visiblethrough data and feedback. Continuous evaluati
	The learner success evidence cycle (Figure 5)identifies which programs should be measured andhow those measures should be interpreted.Continuous evaluation provides the qualityassurance structure for acting on that evidence overtime. Alignment should not be treated as somethingconfirmed once during program approval,accreditation, or course review. Courses change,faculty rotate, technologies evolve, professionalexpectations shift, and learner needs become visiblethrough data and feedback. Continuous evaluati

	Bryan et al. (2021) provide a useful model for onlineprogram quality through their use of formative,summative, confirmative, and meta-evaluation in anRN-to-BSN program seeking Quality MattersProgram Design certification. Their model is valuablebecause it positions quality as an ongoing processrather than a single review event. Alignment isplanned before launch, assessed duringimplementation, examined through learner andreviewer evidence, and reconsidered over time inrelation to retention, satisfaction, prog
	Bryan et al. (2021) provide a useful model for onlineprogram quality through their use of formative,summative, confirmative, and meta-evaluation in anRN-to-BSN program seeking Quality MattersProgram Design certification. Their model is valuablebecause it positions quality as an ongoing processrather than a single review event. Alignment isplanned before launch, assessed duringimplementation, examined through learner andreviewer evidence, and reconsidered over time inrelation to retention, satisfaction, prog

	TABLE 9
	TABLE 9

	Evaluation types
	Evaluation types

	Table
	TR
	TH
	EvaluationType

	TH
	Primary Purpose

	TH
	Alignment Questions

	TH
	Possible Evidence


	TR
	Formativeevaluation
	Formativeevaluation

	Improve design beforeand duringimplementation
	Improve design beforeand duringimplementation

	Are outcomes, content, activities,assessments, performance criteria,navigation, accessibility, and supportresources aligned before studentsencounter the course or program?
	Are outcomes, content, activities,assessments, performance criteria,navigation, accessibility, and supportresources aligned before studentsencounter the course or program?

	Course design reviews, facultydesign meetings, curriculummaps, accessibility checks, pilotfeedback, informal peer review
	Course design reviews, facultydesign meetings, curriculummaps, accessibility checks, pilotfeedback, informal peer review


	TR
	Summativeevaluation
	Summativeevaluation

	Judge the immediatequality after delivery orformal review
	Judge the immediatequality after delivery orformal review

	Did the course or program meet expectedquality standards, and did studentsexperience the design as clear andsupportive?
	Did the course or program meet expectedquality standards, and did studentsexperience the design as clear andsupportive?

	Formal course review, QMreview results, studentevaluations, assignmentperformance, and coursecompletion data
	Formal course review, QMreview results, studentevaluations, assignmentperformance, and coursecompletion data
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	TABLE 9
	TABLE 9

	Evaluation types (continued)
	Evaluation types (continued)

	Table
	TR
	TH
	EvaluationType

	TH
	Primary Purpose

	TH
	Alignment Questions

	TH
	Possible Evidence


	TR
	Confirmativeevaluation
	Confirmativeevaluation

	Examine longer-termvalue andsustainability
	Examine longer-termvalue andsustainability

	Are alignment practicessupporting persistence,completion, outcome mastery,satisfaction, and professionalapplication over time?
	Are alignment practicessupporting persistence,completion, outcome mastery,satisfaction, and professionalapplication over time?

	Retention trends, graduation rates,capstone results, alumni surveys,progression data, professionaloutcomes
	Retention trends, graduation rates,capstone results, alumni surveys,progression data, professionaloutcomes


	TR
	Metaevaluation
	Metaevaluation

	Review the quality andusefulness of theevaluation processitself
	Review the quality andusefulness of theevaluation processitself

	Are the program’s maps, measures,review processes, andimprovement decisions credible,useful, and sustainable?
	Are the program’s maps, measures,review processes, andimprovement decisions credible,useful, and sustainable?

	Stakeholder reflection, assessmentcommittee review, faculty calibrationnotes, comparison of evidencesources, and documentation ofreforms
	Stakeholder reflection, assessmentcommittee review, faculty calibrationnotes, comparison of evidencesources, and documentation ofreforms



	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Adapted conceptually from the evaluation types discussed by Bryan et al. (2021); alignment questions and evidenceexamples developed by the author.

	These evaluation types can be understood as asequence, but in practice, they often overlap. Aprogram may use formative review when revising acourse, summative evidence after a course runs,confirmative evidence during annual programreview, and meta-evaluation when determiningwhether its assessment and mapping processesremain useful. The critical point is that eachevaluation type serves a distinct function. Formativeevaluation improves the design. Summativeevaluation examines immediate quality andperformance.
	These evaluation types can be understood as asequence, but in practice, they often overlap. Aprogram may use formative review when revising acourse, summative evidence after a course runs,confirmative evidence during annual programreview, and meta-evaluation when determiningwhether its assessment and mapping processesremain useful. The critical point is that eachevaluation type serves a distinct function. Formativeevaluation improves the design. Summativeevaluation examines immediate quality andperformance.

	This is why evaluation should return to the map. Ifsummative evidence shows that students arestruggling with a signature assignment, the programcould examine where the relevant outcomes wereintroduced and practiced. If confirmatory evidenceindicates declining persistence, the program couldexamine early-course design, support, timing,workload, navigation, and advising touchpoints. Iflearner feedback shows that students do notunderstand the relevance of assignments, theprogram could strengthen learner-facing 
	This is why evaluation should return to the map. Ifsummative evidence shows that students arestruggling with a signature assignment, the programcould examine where the relevant outcomes wereintroduced and practiced. If confirmatory evidenceindicates declining persistence, the program couldexamine early-course design, support, timing,workload, navigation, and advising touchpoints. Iflearner feedback shows that students do notunderstand the relevance of assignments, theprogram could strengthen learner-facing 
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	Implementation Framework:Building an Alignment System
	Implementation Framework:Building an Alignment System

	Building an alignment system requires more thancompleting a curriculum map. It requires a sharedpurpose, faculty engagement, evidence routines,external validation, learner-facing communication,and continuous review. The system should helpstudents, faculty, instructional designers, advisors,assessment leaders, and program administratorsunderstand how the curriculum works and howlearner success is supported (Bryan et al., 2021;Joshi, 2022; Mariasingam & Hanna, 2006). Table 10summarizes the implementation step
	Building an alignment system requires more thancompleting a curriculum map. It requires a sharedpurpose, faculty engagement, evidence routines,external validation, learner-facing communication,and continuous review. The system should helpstudents, faculty, instructional designers, advisors,assessment leaders, and program administratorsunderstand how the curriculum works and howlearner success is supported (Bryan et al., 2021;Joshi, 2022; Mariasingam & Hanna, 2006). Table 10summarizes the implementation step

	First, define the purpose and scope of the alignmentwork. A map created for accreditation may requiredifferent evidence than a map created for courseredesign, licensure preparation, workforcealignment, or learner success review. Smith andChittams (2024) argue that curriculum mappingshould begin with a clear purpose, appropriatestandards, measures at the correct level of detail,faculty calibration, and validation processes.
	First, define the purpose and scope of the alignmentwork. A map created for accreditation may requiredifferent evidence than a map created for courseredesign, licensure preparation, workforcealignment, or learner success review. Smith andChittams (2024) argue that curriculum mappingshould begin with a clear purpose, appropriatestandards, measures at the correct level of detail,faculty calibration, and validation processes.

	Second, establish shared language around outcomes.Faculty should clarify what each program outcomemeans, what level of learning it requires, where it isintroduced and reinforced, how it is assessed, andwhere mastery is expected. Lam and Tsui (2016)frame curriculum mapping as a form of deliberationbecause it helps faculty build a sharedunderstanding, interpret outcomes, examineassumptions, and strengthen the curriculum throughcollaborative review.
	Second, establish shared language around outcomes.Faculty should clarify what each program outcomemeans, what level of learning it requires, where it isintroduced and reinforced, how it is assessed, andwhere mastery is expected. Lam and Tsui (2016)frame curriculum mapping as a form of deliberationbecause it helps faculty build a sharedunderstanding, interpret outcomes, examineassumptions, and strengthen the curriculum throughcollaborative review.

	Third, construct linked course maps and a programoverview, then examine their connections within andacross courses. Document outcomes, materials,learning experiences, assessments, and performancecriteria using shared identifiers. Review internalalignment within courses, horizontal alignmentamong courses at the same stage, and verticalalignment across successive stages. Record gaps,overlaps, and uncertain connections that needinvestigation (Frost & Ackrill, 2025).
	Third, construct linked course maps and a programoverview, then examine their connections within andacross courses. Document outcomes, materials,learning experiences, assessments, and performancecriteria using shared identifiers. Review internalalignment within courses, horizontal alignmentamong courses at the same stage, and verticalalignment across successive stages. Record gaps,overlaps, and uncertain connections that needinvestigation (Frost & Ackrill, 2025).

	Fourth, use the findings to revise content, learningexperiences, assessments, and learner support.Faculty and instructional designers can strengthenmaterials, practice, feedback, task demands, andperformance criteria where the review identifies aneed. Student support partners can locate advising,library resources, accessibility services, technologyassistance, and other supports at relevant points inthe pathway. These changes connect instructionaldecisions with organizational strategy, staffdevelopment, tech
	Fourth, use the findings to revise content, learningexperiences, assessments, and learner support.Faculty and instructional designers can strengthenmaterials, practice, feedback, task demands, andperformance criteria where the review identifies aneed. Student support partners can locate advising,library resources, accessibility services, technologyassistance, and other supports at relevant points inthe pathway. These changes connect instructionaldecisions with organizational strategy, staffdevelopment, tech
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	Fifth, validate the linked maps and theirinterpretations. Faculty calibration can establishshared expectations for outcome coverage, cognitivecomplexity, and performance criteria. Peer andexternal review can assess whether the documentedconnections are clear and supported by coursematerials, assessment tasks, and student work.Validation helps programs distinguish intendedalignment from connections that require furtherevidence or revision (Smith & Chittams, 2024).
	Fifth, validate the linked maps and theirinterpretations. Faculty calibration can establishshared expectations for outcome coverage, cognitivecomplexity, and performance criteria. Peer andexternal review can assess whether the documentedconnections are clear and supported by coursematerials, assessment tasks, and student work.Validation helps programs distinguish intendedalignment from connections that require furtherevidence or revision (Smith & Chittams, 2024).

	Sixth, make the pathway visible to learners.Wijngaards-de Meij and Merx (2018) argue thatcurriculum visibility helps students understandwhere they are in the larger curriculum, how priorlearning connects to current expectations, and howskills build over time. Learner-facing tools shouldexplain the degree pathway, major milestones, eachcourse’s contribution, opportunities to use feedback,and available support. Students should be able to seetheir online degree program as a coherent pathway,not a series of dis
	Sixth, make the pathway visible to learners.Wijngaards-de Meij and Merx (2018) argue thatcurriculum visibility helps students understandwhere they are in the larger curriculum, how priorlearning connects to current expectations, and howskills build over time. Learner-facing tools shouldexplain the degree pathway, major milestones, eachcourse’s contribution, opportunities to use feedback,and available support. Students should be able to seetheir online degree program as a coherent pathway,not a series of dis

	Finally, as the author’s practical recommendation,establish an annual evidence review routine within abroader cycle of continuous improvement ofalignment. Reviews should bring togetherassessment evidence, student feedback, facultyreflections, accessibility data, course review findings,and measures of persistence, progression,completion, and professional application. Programsshould document priorities, assign responsibility forrevisions, and identify when follow-up evidence willbe available. Annual monitorin
	Finally, as the author’s practical recommendation,establish an annual evidence review routine within abroader cycle of continuous improvement ofalignment. Reviews should bring togetherassessment evidence, student feedback, facultyreflections, accessibility data, course review findings,and measures of persistence, progression,completion, and professional application. Programsshould document priorities, assign responsibility forrevisions, and identify when follow-up evidence willbe available. Annual monitorin

	TABLE 10
	TABLE 10

	Implementation framework for building an online program alignment system.
	Implementation framework for building an online program alignment system.

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Implementation step

	TH
	Key participants

	TH
	Primary output


	TR
	Define purpose and scope
	Define purpose and scope

	Program leader, assessment lead,instructional designer, faculty
	Program leader, assessment lead,instructional designer, faculty

	Alignment project charter and selectedevidence standards
	Alignment project charter and selectedevidence standards


	TR
	Clarify outcomes and cognitive levels
	Clarify outcomes and cognitive levels

	Faculty, program coordinator,assessment lead
	Faculty, program coordinator,assessment lead

	Shared outcome language and Bloom-related progression expectations
	Shared outcome language and Bloom-related progression expectations


	TR
	Map content, learning experiences,and assessments; identify supporttouchpoints
	Map content, learning experiences,and assessments; identify supporttouchpoints

	Faculty, instructional designer,librarian, accessibility specialist,student support staff
	Faculty, instructional designer,librarian, accessibility specialist,student support staff

	Linked course maps and a programoverview documenting instructionalconnections and support locations
	Linked course maps and a programoverview documenting instructionalconnections and support locations


	TR
	Review internal, horizontal, andvertical alignment
	Review internal, horizontal, andvertical alignment

	Faculty team, instructionaldesigner, program leadership
	Faculty team, instructionaldesigner, program leadership

	Analysis of gaps, unnecessary duplication,preparation, and progression
	Analysis of gaps, unnecessary duplication,preparation, and progression
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	TABLE 10
	TABLE 10

	Implementation framework for building an online program alignment system. (continued)
	Implementation framework for building an online program alignment system. (continued)

	Table
	TR
	TH
	Implementation step

	TH
	Key participants

	TH
	Primary output


	TR
	Validate the map
	Validate the map

	Faculty reviewers, external reviewers,accreditation, or professional standardexperts
	Faculty reviewers, external reviewers,accreditation, or professional standardexperts

	Calibration notes, validation sample,review findings
	Calibration notes, validation sample,review findings


	TR
	Create learner-facing pathwaytools
	Create learner-facing pathwaytools

	Instructional designer, advisor, faculty,student success staff
	Instructional designer, advisor, faculty,student success staff

	Student pathway map, milestonelanguage, support touchpoints
	Student pathway map, milestonelanguage, support touchpoints


	TR
	Monitor on a locally definedschedule, implement revisions, andreassess
	Monitor on a locally definedschedule, implement revisions, andreassess

	The program quality team and thoseresponsible for changes
	The program quality team and thoseresponsible for changes

	Updated map, documented action plan,evidence summary, and follow-upevaluation schedule
	Updated map, documented action plan,evidence summary, and follow-upevaluation schedule



	Note.
	Note.
	Note.

	 Author-created implementation guidance informed by the cited program design and mapping literature. Roles andschedules should be adapted locally.
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	Sustaining Alignment Through Governance and Review
	Sustaining Alignment Through Governance and Review

	Alignment must have an owner, a process, and areview rhythm. Without governance, even a strongcurriculum map can become outdated as facultychange assignments, courses are copied into newterms, technologies shift, accreditationrequirements evolve, and students’ needs change.Governance does not mean removing facultyautonomy. It means creating shared responsibilityfor the coherence of the learner pathway (Joshi& Kantola, 2022; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Smith &Chittams, 2024).
	Alignment must have an owner, a process, and areview rhythm. Without governance, even a strongcurriculum map can become outdated as facultychange assignments, courses are copied into newterms, technologies shift, accreditationrequirements evolve, and students’ needs change.Governance does not mean removing facultyautonomy. It means creating shared responsibilityfor the coherence of the learner pathway (Joshi& Kantola, 2022; Lam & Tsui, 2016; Smith &Chittams, 2024).

	A sustainable alignment system usually includesmultiple roles. Program faculty define disciplinaryexpectations, interpret outcomes, and makecurricular decisions. Instructional designers helptranslate those expectations into coherent onlinelearning experiences. Assessment and accreditationleaders help determine what evidence is needed andhow it will be interpreted. Student supportprofessionals identify points in the pathway wherelearners need guidance, advising, tutoring,accessibility support, or career prep
	A sustainable alignment system usually includesmultiple roles. Program faculty define disciplinaryexpectations, interpret outcomes, and makecurricular decisions. Instructional designers helptranslate those expectations into coherent onlinelearning experiences. Assessment and accreditationleaders help determine what evidence is needed andhow it will be interpreted. Student supportprofessionals identify points in the pathway wherelearners need guidance, advising, tutoring,accessibility support, or career prep

	This shared governance model is consistent with thesystems view of online program quality described inthe first white paper, which argues that qualitydepends on integrating program design, teachingsupport, learner support, learner success, andcontinuous quality assurance. It also aligns withJoshi’s (2022) layered view of online degree programdesign and Mariasingam and Hanna’s (2006)emphasis on team-based development that includescontent experts, instructional designers, technologystaff, and learner support 
	This shared governance model is consistent with thesystems view of online program quality described inthe first white paper, which argues that qualitydepends on integrating program design, teachingsupport, learner support, learner success, andcontinuous quality assurance. It also aligns withJoshi’s (2022) layered view of online degree programdesign and Mariasingam and Hanna’s (2006)emphasis on team-based development that includescontent experts, instructional designers, technologystaff, and learner support 

	Governance should also clarify the cadence ofreview. Some alignment work should occur before acourse launches, such as design review, accessibilitychecks, and review of outcome-assessmentalignment. Some should occur during delivery, suchas monitoring student questions, early alerts, andfeedback patterns. Some should occur after delivery,such as analysis of performance criteria data, courseevaluations, and instructor reflections. The literaturesupports ongoing evaluation and validation (Bryan etal., 2021; La
	Governance should also clarify the cadence ofreview. Some alignment work should occur before acourse launches, such as design review, accessibilitychecks, and review of outcome-assessmentalignment. Some should occur during delivery, suchas monitoring student questions, early alerts, andfeedback patterns. Some should occur after delivery,such as analysis of performance criteria data, courseevaluations, and instructor reflections. The literaturesupports ongoing evaluation and validation (Bryan etal., 2021; La
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	Alignment Toolkit for Online Program Teams
	Alignment Toolkit for Online Program Teams

	The alignment toolkit brings together the artifactsdeveloped in this paper. Teams can use the followingtools during design, review, and improvement toderive learner-facing guidance from validatedinternal maps.
	The alignment toolkit brings together the artifactsdeveloped in this paper. Teams can use the followingtools during design, review, and improvement toderive learner-facing guidance from validatedinternal maps.

	Linked PALS-informedprogram and coursemaps
	Linked PALS-informedprogram and coursemaps

	Use the architecture described under curriculum mapping to connect detailedcourse views with the program overview through shared identifiers. Assign courseand program ownership as described in the governance section.
	Use the architecture described under curriculum mapping to connect detailedcourse views with the program overview through shared identifiers. Assign courseand program ownership as described in the governance section.

	I/R/A/M progressionmap
	I/R/A/M progressionmap

	Use Table 2 during faculty mapping conversations to examine introduction,reinforcement, assessment, and expected mastery across the degree pathway.
	Use Table 2 during faculty mapping conversations to examine introduction,reinforcement, assessment, and expected mastery across the degree pathway.

	Bloom progressioncheck
	Bloom progressioncheck

	Use Bloom’s taxonomy guidance and Table 3 when reviewing outcomes, learningactivities, assessments, and performance criteria. Examine task demands,knowledge, and verbs; do not impose a fixed staircase.
	Use Bloom’s taxonomy guidance and Table 3 when reviewing outcomes, learningactivities, assessments, and performance criteria. Examine task demands,knowledge, and verbs; do not impose a fixed staircase.

	Fracture pointdiagnostic
	Fracture pointdiagnostic

	Use the four review questions and Table 4 during faculty retreats, curriculumreviews, student feedback analyses, or external review preparation to connectfindings with corrective actions and follow-up evidence.
	Use the four review questions and Table 4 during faculty retreats, curriculumreviews, student feedback analyses, or external review preparation to connectfindings with corrective actions and follow-up evidence.

	Learner-facing pathwaymap
	Learner-facing pathwaymap

	Use Figure 4 and Table 5 to develop guidance for orientation, advising, coursewelcome pages, milestones, and capstone preparation. Update these tools whenthe validated internal maps change.
	Use Figure 4 and Table 5 to develop guidance for orientation, advising, coursewelcome pages, milestones, and capstone preparation. Update these tools whenthe validated internal maps change.

	Equity and accessibilityaudit
	Equity and accessibilityaudit

	Use Table 8, which includes LMS reviews, accessibility checks, support planning,and disaggregated learner success evidence, to examine both proactive designconditions and experienced barriers.
	Use Table 8, which includes LMS reviews, accessibility checks, support planning,and disaggregated learner success evidence, to examine both proactive designconditions and experienced barriers.

	Evidence reviewcalendar
	Evidence reviewcalendar

	Record what evidence will be reviewed, by whom, when findings will bedocumented, and when revisions can be reassessed. Use the locally adaptablecadence described in the governance section and the evaluation functions in Table9.
	Record what evidence will be reviewed, by whom, when findings will bedocumented, and when revisions can be reassessed. Use the locally adaptablecadence described in the governance section and the evaluation functions in Table9.
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	Recommendations: Building AlignmentSystems for Measurable Learner Success
	Recommendations: Building AlignmentSystems for Measurable Learner Success

	The following recommendations translate thepaper’s framework into actions for onlineprogram teams. The preceding sections providethe supporting rationale, examples, andevidence qualifications.
	The following recommendations translate thepaper’s framework into actions for onlineprogram teams. The preceding sections providethe supporting rationale, examples, andevidence qualifications.

	1
	Build linked PALS-informedprogram and course maps.
	Build linked PALS-informedprogram and course maps.

	Build linked PALS-informedprogram and course maps withshared identifiers and clearresponsibility for each view. Beginwith priority outcomes or coursesand expand as capacity allows. Usethe curriculum mappingarchitecture and Table 10 toorganize the work.
	Build linked PALS-informedprogram and course maps withshared identifiers and clearresponsibility for each view. Beginwith priority outcomes or coursesand expand as capacity allows. Usethe curriculum mappingarchitecture and Table 10 toorganize the work.

	2
	Make alignment visibleto learners throughoutthe online pathway.
	Make alignment visibleto learners throughoutthe online pathway.

	Derive learner-facing tools fromvalidated internal maps andcommunicate course purpose,outcome connections, milestones,feedback opportunities, andsupport throughout the pathway.Use Figure 4 and Table 5 to selectappropriate visibility practices.
	Derive learner-facing tools fromvalidated internal maps andcommunicate course purpose,outcome connections, milestones,feedback opportunities, andsupport throughout the pathway.Use Figure 4 and Table 5 to selectappropriate visibility practices.

	3
	Define learner successbefore selecting measures.
	Define learner successbefore selecting measures.

	Adopt a learner success definitionthat reflects institutional mission,program goals, learner population,resources, and professionalexpectations before selectingmeasures. Pay attention topersistence, achievement ofoutcomes, completion, learnerexperience, and application beyondthe degree.
	Adopt a learner success definitionthat reflects institutional mission,program goals, learner population,resources, and professionalexpectations before selectingmeasures. Pay attention topersistence, achievement ofoutcomes, completion, learnerexperience, and application beyondthe degree.
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	4
	Select a focused evidenceset and interpret resultsacross an appropriatereview window.
	Select a focused evidenceset and interpret resultsacross an appropriatereview window.

	Select a focused evidence set linkedto the adopted definition. Three tofive measures are the author’ssuggested starting point; Table 6provides a menu rather than arequired set. Include directevidence of learning alongsideprogression and learnerexperience indicators.
	Select a focused evidence set linkedto the adopted definition. Three tofive measures are the author’ssuggested starting point; Table 6provides a menu rather than arequired set. Include directevidence of learning alongsideprogression and learnerexperience indicators.

	For each measure, identify the datasource, its connection to thelearner success definition, theinterpretation approach, and thecohorts represented. The authorrecommends using threeconsecutive years of comparableevidence, when available, as astarting point, rather than aresearch-established minimum.Adapt the window to programlength, cohort size, data quality, andthe timing of curricular changesreaching learners. Interpretpatterns using thresholds,benchmarks, equity, and context;examine alternative explanatio
	For each measure, identify the datasource, its connection to thelearner success definition, theinterpretation approach, and thecohorts represented. The authorrecommends using threeconsecutive years of comparableevidence, when available, as astarting point, rather than aresearch-established minimum.Adapt the window to programlength, cohort size, data quality, andthe timing of curricular changesreaching learners. Interpretpatterns using thresholds,benchmarks, equity, and context;examine alternative explanatio

	5
	Disaggregate learnersuccess evidence to examineequity, accessibility, andthe hidden curriculum.
	Disaggregate learnersuccess evidence to examineequity, accessibility, andthe hidden curriculum.

	Disaggregate learner successevidence by institutionallymeaningful categories when dataare available and appropriate. UseTable 8 to connect differences inoutcomes with inquiry intoaccessibility, expectations, practice,feedback, support, and the hiddencurriculum. Examine designconditions both proactively and inresponse to outcome patterns.
	Disaggregate learner successevidence by institutionallymeaningful categories when dataare available and appropriate. UseTable 8 to connect differences inoutcomes with inquiry intoaccessibility, expectations, practice,feedback, support, and the hiddencurriculum. Examine designconditions both proactively and inresponse to outcome patterns.

	6
	Validate maps and measuresthrough faculty deliberation,calibration, and review.
	Validate maps and measuresthrough faculty deliberation,calibration, and review.

	Use structured faculty deliberation,calibration, and appropriate peer orexternal review to validateoutcome interpretations, mappingconnections, and performancecriteria. Clarify protocols andevidence sources so that maps andmeasures are sufficiently credibleto guide improvement (Lam & Tsui,2016; Smith & Chittams, 2024).
	Use structured faculty deliberation,calibration, and appropriate peer orexternal review to validateoutcome interpretations, mappingconnections, and performancecriteria. Clarify protocols andevidence sources so that maps andmeasures are sufficiently credibleto guide improvement (Lam & Tsui,2016; Smith & Chittams, 2024).
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	7
	Close the loop throughdocumented reforms andcontinuous evaluation.
	Close the loop throughdocumented reforms andcontinuous evaluation.

	Evidence of learner success shouldlead to action. Programs shoulddocument what evidence wasreviewed, what interpretation wasmade, what change was selected,who is responsible, whenimplementation will occur, andwhat evidence will be used toevaluate the change. Thisdocumentation supportsaccountability, but its deeperpurpose is continuous learning. Ithelps program teams determinewhether revisions improve thelearner pathway (Bryan et al., 2021;Smith & Chittams, 2024).
	Evidence of learner success shouldlead to action. Programs shoulddocument what evidence wasreviewed, what interpretation wasmade, what change was selected,who is responsible, whenimplementation will occur, andwhat evidence will be used toevaluate the change. Thisdocumentation supportsaccountability, but its deeperpurpose is continuous learning. Ithelps program teams determinewhether revisions improve thelearner pathway (Bryan et al., 2021;Smith & Chittams, 2024).

	Use the distinct formative,summative, confirmative, and metaevaluation functions summarized inTable 9, with ownership and reviewschedules established throughgovernance. Reassess changes afterthey have reached the relevantlearners and use the findings torefine both the pathway and thereview system.
	Use the distinct formative,summative, confirmative, and metaevaluation functions summarized inTable 9, with ownership and reviewschedules established throughgovernance. Reassess changes afterthey have reached the relevantlearners and use the findings torefine both the pathway and thereview system.
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	Conclusion: Alignment as the BridgeBetween Design and Learner Success
	Conclusion: Alignment as the BridgeBetween Design and Learner Success

	Alignment is the structural beam of quality in onlinedegree programs because it connects what aprogram promises to what learners experience.Outcomes, content, pedagogy, assessment,feedback, support, accessibility, and review cannotoperate as separate parts if students are expected tomove through a coherent pathway. When theseelements are intentionally connected, onlinelearners can see where they are, understand why thework matters, practice the skills they are expected todemonstrate, receive feedback that s
	Alignment is the structural beam of quality in onlinedegree programs because it connects what aprogram promises to what learners experience.Outcomes, content, pedagogy, assessment,feedback, support, accessibility, and review cannotoperate as separate parts if students are expected tomove through a coherent pathway. When theseelements are intentionally connected, onlinelearners can see where they are, understand why thework matters, practice the skills they are expected todemonstrate, receive feedback that s

	This paper has argued that alignment is more thandocumentation. A curriculum map may show whereoutcomes appear, but the deeper question iswhether the map reflects a pathway students cannavigate. Alignment becomes meaningful when itshapes course design, supports learner confidence,clarifies expectations, guides assessment,strengthens feedback, embeds support, and createsevidence that the program is working as intended. Inthis sense, alignment is both a design practice and anevidence practice.
	This paper has argued that alignment is more thandocumentation. A curriculum map may show whereoutcomes appear, but the deeper question iswhether the map reflects a pathway students cannavigate. Alignment becomes meaningful when itshapes course design, supports learner confidence,clarifies expectations, guides assessment,strengthens feedback, embeds support, and createsevidence that the program is working as intended. Inthis sense, alignment is both a design practice and anevidence practice.

	Building quality through alignment requires a shift inhow online programs understand success. Quality isnot proven by design documents alone. Learnersuccess is not proven by completion rates alone. Thestrongest online programs connect design evidence,learner experience evidence, and outcome evidenceinto a continuous improvement system. Whenprograms align intentionally, measure thoughtfully,interpret evidence honestly, and revise responsively,online learners are better positioned not only tocomplete the prog
	Building quality through alignment requires a shift inhow online programs understand success. Quality isnot proven by design documents alone. Learnersuccess is not proven by completion rates alone. Thestrongest online programs connect design evidence,learner experience evidence, and outcome evidenceinto a continuous improvement system. Whenprograms align intentionally, measure thoughtfully,interpret evidence honestly, and revise responsively,online learners are better positioned not only tocomplete the prog

	Div
	Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
	© 2026 Quality Matters

	Div
	Figure
	References
	53

	References
	References

	Akers, R., Carter, J., & Coder, D. (2021). Academic advisingat a distance: Proactive programming to assist withstudent success. 
	Akers, R., Carter, J., & Coder, D. (2021). Academic advisingat a distance: Proactive programming to assist withstudent success. 
	Online Journal of Distance LearningAdministration, 24
	Online Journal of Distance LearningAdministration, 24

	(2). 
	https://ojdla.com/
	https://ojdla.com/
	archive/
	summer242/
	akers_carter_coder242.html


	Anderson, L. W., & Krathwohl, D. R. (Eds.). (2001). 
	Anderson, L. W., & Krathwohl, D. R. (Eds.). (2001). 
	Ataxonomy for learning, teaching, and assessing
	Ataxonomy for learning, teaching, and assessing

	:
	A revision of Bloom’s taxonomy of educationalobjectives
	A revision of Bloom’s taxonomy of educationalobjectives

	. Longman.

	Baker, J. T., & Tukhvatulina, S. (2023). Reflections of adultlearners in asynchronous online degree programs.
	Baker, J. T., & Tukhvatulina, S. (2023). Reflections of adultlearners in asynchronous online degree programs.
	Journal of Effective Teaching in Higher Education, 6
	Journal of Effective Teaching in Higher Education, 6

	(1),47-65. 
	http://dx.doi.org/
	http://dx.doi.org/
	10.36021/
	jethe.v6i1.344


	Biggs, J. (1996). Enhancing teaching through constructivealignment. 
	Biggs, J. (1996). Enhancing teaching through constructivealignment. 
	Higher Education, 32
	Higher Education, 32

	(3), 347–364.
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1007/
	BF00138871


	Bryan, C. S., Oberlander, J. F., Reuille, K. M., Lewandowski,K. A., Topp, R., Grothaus, L., & Suh, S. M. (2021).Attaining Quality Matters certification for aregistered nurse-Bachelor of Science in nursingprogram. 
	Bryan, C. S., Oberlander, J. F., Reuille, K. M., Lewandowski,K. A., Topp, R., Grothaus, L., & Suh, S. M. (2021).Attaining Quality Matters certification for aregistered nurse-Bachelor of Science in nursingprogram. 
	CIN: Computers, Informatics, Nursing, 39
	CIN: Computers, Informatics, Nursing, 39

	(9),484-491. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1097/
	CIN.0000000000000711


	Dogan, S., & Harris, K. (2024). Studying changes inteachers before and after a fully online graduateprogramme. 
	Dogan, S., & Harris, K. (2024). Studying changes inteachers before and after a fully online graduateprogramme. 
	Research in Post-Compulsory Education,29
	Research in Post-Compulsory Education,29

	(2), 220-240. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1080/
	13596748.2024.2330779


	Frost, D., & Ackrill, R. (2025). The multiple dimensions ofcurriculum mapping: Designing a comprehensiveoutcomes-based framework. 
	Frost, D., & Ackrill, R. (2025). The multiple dimensions ofcurriculum mapping: Designing a comprehensiveoutcomes-based framework. 
	London Review ofEducation, 23
	London Review ofEducation, 23

	(1), Article 17. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.14324/
	LRE.23.1.17


	Grincewicz, A. M. (2025). Building quality from the groundup: A systemic approach to online degree programs.
	Grincewicz, A. M. (2025). Building quality from the groundup: A systemic approach to online degree programs.
	Quality Matters.
	Quality Matters.


	Grincewicz, A. M., DuBois, C., & DuBois, D. (2023).Business education for responsible leadership:Preparing students. In B. Hokanson, M. Exter, M.Schmidt, & A. A. Tawfik (Eds.), 
	Grincewicz, A. M., DuBois, C., & DuBois, D. (2023).Business education for responsible leadership:Preparing students. In B. Hokanson, M. Exter, M.Schmidt, & A. A. Tawfik (Eds.), 
	Toward inclusivelearning design: Social justice, equity, and community
	Toward inclusivelearning design: Social justice, equity, and community

	.Springer International Publishing. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1007/
	978-3-031-37697-9


	Grincewicz, A. M., & Simunich, B. (2024). Listening andlearning: Using student feedback as a qualityassurance practice in an online degree program. InM. Schmidt, Y. Earnshaw, M. Exter, A. Tawfik, & B.Hokanson (Eds.), 
	Grincewicz, A. M., & Simunich, B. (2024). Listening andlearning: Using student feedback as a qualityassurance practice in an online degree program. InM. Schmidt, Y. Earnshaw, M. Exter, A. Tawfik, & B.Hokanson (Eds.), 
	Transdisciplinary learningexperience design
	Transdisciplinary learningexperience design

	. Springer. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1007/
	978-3-031-76293-2_14


	Grincewicz, A. M., Simunich, B., & DuBois, C. (2022). Thebusiness of online quality: Design approaches andchange management considerations for onlineMBA programs. In S. Kumar & P. Arnold (Eds.),
	Grincewicz, A. M., Simunich, B., & DuBois, C. (2022). Thebusiness of online quality: Design approaches andchange management considerations for onlineMBA programs. In S. Kumar & P. Arnold (Eds.),
	Quality in online programs: Approaches and practicesin higher education
	Quality in online programs: Approaches and practicesin higher education

	 (pp. 64-81). Brill.

	Hakkarainen, T., Salminen, L., Alastalo, M., & Virtanen, H.(2024). Online degree programmes in nurseeducation: Students’ perceptions and academicperformance: An integrative review. 
	Hakkarainen, T., Salminen, L., Alastalo, M., & Virtanen, H.(2024). Online degree programmes in nurseeducation: Students’ perceptions and academicperformance: An integrative review. 
	NurseEducation Today,
	NurseEducation Today,

	 136, Article 106148.
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1016/
	j.nedt.2024.106148


	Joshi, M. S. (2022). Holistic design of online degreeprogrammes in higher education: A case study fromFinland. 
	Joshi, M. S. (2022). Holistic design of online degreeprogrammes in higher education: A case study fromFinland. 
	International Journal of EducationalManagement, 36
	International Journal of EducationalManagement, 36

	(1), 32-48. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1108/
	IJEM-12-2020-0588


	Joshi, M., & Kantola, M. (2022). Teachers’ experiences androle in the design process of online degreeprogrammes in higher education. 
	Joshi, M., & Kantola, M. (2022). Teachers’ experiences androle in the design process of online degreeprogrammes in higher education. 
	Seminar.Net,18
	Seminar.Net,18

	(1), 1-23. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.7577/
	seminar.4698


	Div
	Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
	© 2026 Quality Matters

	Div
	Figure
	References
	54

	Krsmanovic, M., & Foster, H. A. (2025). Sustainability offully online and rapidly growing EdD programs:Using student demographics to improve programoutcomes. 
	Krsmanovic, M., & Foster, H. A. (2025). Sustainability offully online and rapidly growing EdD programs:Using student demographics to improve programoutcomes. 
	The Journal of Continuing HigherEducation, 73
	The Journal of Continuing HigherEducation, 73

	(1), 48-63. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1080/
	07377363.2024.2330118


	Lam, B. H., & Tsui, K. T. (2016). Curriculum mapping asdeliberation: Examining the alignment of subjectlearning outcomes and course curricula. 
	Lam, B. H., & Tsui, K. T. (2016). Curriculum mapping asdeliberation: Examining the alignment of subjectlearning outcomes and course curricula. 
	Studies inHigher Education, 41
	Studies inHigher Education, 41

	(8), 1371-1388. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1080/
	03075079.2014.968539


	Loughlin, C., Lygo-Baker, S., & Lindberg-Sand, A. (2021).Reclaiming constructive alignment. 
	Loughlin, C., Lygo-Baker, S., & Lindberg-Sand, A. (2021).Reclaiming constructive alignment. 
	EuropeanJournal of Higher Education, 11
	EuropeanJournal of Higher Education, 11

	(2), 119-136.
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1080/
	21568235.2020.1816197


	Mariasingam, M. A., & Hanna, D. E. (2006). Quality onlinedegree programs: Steps and requirementsin development and delivery. 
	Mariasingam, M. A., & Hanna, D. E. (2006). Quality onlinedegree programs: Steps and requirementsin development and delivery. 
	EducationalTechnology, 46
	EducationalTechnology, 46

	(5), 39-41. 
	https://www.jstor.org/
	https://www.jstor.org/
	stable/
	44429330


	Mead, C., Price, C., Gin, L. E., Anbar, A. D., Collins, J. P.,LePore, P., & Brownell, S. E. (2023). A comparativecase study of the accommodation of students withdisabilities in online and in-person degreeprograms. 
	Mead, C., Price, C., Gin, L. E., Anbar, A. D., Collins, J. P.,LePore, P., & Brownell, S. E. (2023). A comparativecase study of the accommodation of students withdisabilities in online and in-person degreeprograms. 
	PLOS ONE, 18
	PLOS ONE, 18

	(10), Article e0288748.
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1371/
	journal.pone.0288748


	Ortagus, J. C., Hughes, R., & Allchin, H. (2024). The role andinfluence of exclusively online degree programs inhigher education. 
	Ortagus, J. C., Hughes, R., & Allchin, H. (2024). The role andinfluence of exclusively online degree programs inhigher education. 
	American Educational ResearchJournal, 61
	American Educational ResearchJournal, 61

	(2), 404-434. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.3102/
	00028312231222264


	Pham, L. D., Matthews, G. F., & Cravens, X. (2022). Whatstudents value most: A qualitative examination oflearner experiences in a fully online degreeprogram. 
	Pham, L. D., Matthews, G. F., & Cravens, X. (2022). Whatstudents value most: A qualitative examination oflearner experiences in a fully online degreeprogram. 
	Teachers College Record, 124
	Teachers College Record, 124

	(2), 143-169.
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1177/
	01614681221086460


	Rotar, O. (2022). Online student support: A framework forembedding support in online distance education.
	Rotar, O. (2022). Online student support: A framework forembedding support in online distance education.
	Technology, Knowledge and Learning, 27
	Technology, Knowledge and Learning, 27

	(4), 1147-1166. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1007/
	s10758-021-09532-1


	Shepherd, C. E., & Bolliger, D. U. (2023). Institutional,program, and professional community: Aframework for online higher education. 
	Shepherd, C. E., & Bolliger, D. U. (2023). Institutional,program, and professional community: Aframework for online higher education. 
	EducationalTechnology Research and Development, 71
	EducationalTechnology Research and Development, 71

	(3), 1233-1252. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1007/
	s11423-023-10214-3


	Smith, H. R., & Chittams, J. (2024). Defining best practicesand validation for curriculum mapping. 
	Smith, H. R., & Chittams, J. (2024). Defining best practicesand validation for curriculum mapping. 
	CogentEducation, 11
	CogentEducation, 11

	(1), Article 2342662. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1080/
	2331186X.2024.2342662


	Wijngaards-de Meij, L., & Merx, S. (2018). Improvingcurriculum alignment and achieving learning goalsby making the curriculum visible. 
	Wijngaards-de Meij, L., & Merx, S. (2018). Improvingcurriculum alignment and achieving learning goalsby making the curriculum visible. 
	InternationalJournal for Academic Development, 23
	InternationalJournal for Academic Development, 23

	(3), 219-231.
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1080/1360144X.2018.1462187


	Yang, D., Baldwin, S., & Snelson, C. (2017). Persistencefactors revealed: Students’ reflections oncompleting a fully online program. 
	Yang, D., Baldwin, S., & Snelson, C. (2017). Persistencefactors revealed: Students’ reflections oncompleting a fully online program. 
	DistanceEducation, 38
	DistanceEducation, 38

	(1), 23-36. 
	https://doi.org/
	https://doi.org/
	10.1080/
	01587919.2017.1299561


	Div
	Building Quality Through Alignment: Connecting Course Design to Program Outcomes
	© 2026 Quality Matters









Accessibility Report





		Filename: 

		Second white paper design.pdf









		Report created by: 

		



		Organization: 

		







[Enter personal and organization information through the Preferences > Identity dialog.]



Summary



The checker found problems which may prevent the document from being fully accessible.





		Needs manual check: 2



		Passed manually: 0



		Failed manually: 0



		Skipped: 1



		Passed: 28



		Failed: 1







Detailed Report





		Document





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set



		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF



		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF



		Logical Reading Order		Needs manual check		Document structure provides a logical reading order



		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified



		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar



		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents



		Color contrast		Needs manual check		Document has appropriate color contrast



		Page Content





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged



		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged



		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order



		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided



		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged



		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker



		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts



		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses



		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive



		Forms





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged



		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description



		Alternate Text





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text



		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read



		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content



		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation



		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text



		Tables





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot



		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR



		Headers		Failed		Tables should have headers



		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column



		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary



		Lists





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L



		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI



		Headings





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting










Back to Top

