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Using student feedback to evaluate and improve Web design course curricula

Introduction
Technical courses in agricultural communications must equip students with the skills and knowledge necessary to be professionals in an increasingly technology-based work environment. One course vital to this mission that is taught in multiple agricultural communications programs across the country is Web design. In a Web design course, students may be exposed to a range of content, including HTML, cascading style sheets, design principles, site maintenance, and working with clients, depending on the expertise of the instructors, available technology, and overall focus of the academic program. In developing courses that fit these parameters, instructors must constantly assess and compare students’ perceptions of courses with instructional goals and industry requirements. In this project, students’ perceptions of Web design courses at two universities were used to evaluate and improve course curricula.

Methodology
Similar curricula were used in three-hour, semester-long Web design courses at two universities to facilitate examination of the usefulness of assignments and activities intended to increase student retention of Web design skills and concepts. Students’ perceptions of the usefulness of Web design course assignments and activities were gathered using two online questionnaires. The target populations included 16 students enrolled in an upper-level Web design course at University A and 32 students enrolled in an upper-level Web design course at University B. The students enrolled in the courses were predominantly agricultural communications majors, although three students were agricultural education or agricultural leadership majors. The online questionnaires were based on questionnaires used in a previous study of agricultural communications curricula (Naile, Robertson, & Sitton, 2009) and the Web design course curricula. Students were asked to rate the usefulness of course assignments and activities using a five-point Likert scale, with 1 indicating very low, 3 indicating neutral, and 5 indicating very high. Students also were asked to respond to two open-ended questions about what they liked and disliked about the course. Validity and reliability of the scaled items were established by Naile et al. (2009). One questionnaire included assignments and activities completed up to week 9 of the semester, and one questionnaire included all assignments and activities completed during the entire semester. Students were given opportunities to complete the questionnaire at approximately week 9 of the semester and at the end of the course semester. Each survey was conducted for two weeks, with a reminder e-mail sent at the end of the first week. Descriptive data were used to interpret and describe students’ responses, including means, modes, and frequencies.

Results
Response rates for the mid-semester survey were 43.8% and 71.9% for University A and University B, respectively. Response rates for the end-of-semester survey were 37.5% and 53.1% for University A and University B, respectively. In the mid-term survey, the average ratings of the usefulness of assignments and activities were consistent across universities. Students reported a low level of usefulness for quizzes and neutral levels of usefulness for Web critique 1, Web critique 2, exploring websites activity, and lab assignments about using Adobe Creative Suite programs, cascading style sheets, and project predesigns. Students also reported a neutral rating for the midterm exam. Assignments rated highly useful included the digital résumé/HTML lab and portfolio website. In the final survey, students across University A and University B again rated assignments and activities consistently, except for Web critique 1 and Web critique 2. In addition, the average ratings for nearly all assignments and activities also increased across both universities. Quizzes were rated as low in usefulness, with neutral levels of usefulness reported for the exploring websites activity, Adobe Creative Suite lab, client site proposal, client site presentation, and final exam. Assignments rated highly useful included the digital résumé/HTML lab, CSS lab, portfolio predesign lab, portfolio site, midterm exam, and client site. For Web critique 1 and Web critique 2, the average rating was consistent for University A but decreased for University B. Overall, more applied assignments and activities such as digital résumés, portfolio sites, the midterm practicum, and client sites received higher ratings than assignments and activities focused on basic content knowledge. The students’ ratings of the assignments and activities as well as their comments provided invaluable feedback in determining which assignments and activities should be modified, added, and removed from the curricula.

Future Plans and Advice
The results suggest that students perceive practical assignments in Web design to be more beneficial in learning how to creating websites, which supports the instructors’ approaches to planning curricula to include lower-order and higher-order levels of thinking. A course in website creation should be experiential and involve assignments and projects that can be a foundation for expanding knowledge about Web design. Practical assignments can be a way of enabling the creative side of the student that “provides a way to develop their professional communication and literacy skills” (Armstrong, Tucker, & Massad, 2009). In addition, group interaction offers increases learning opportunities for students (Armstrong et al., 2009). Examination of Web design course curricula will continue at University A and University B with the goal of maximizing students’ preparedness to enter the workforce as professional communicators and educators. In examining course curricula, instructors must balance professional needs identified through position announcements and interactions with industry professionals with students’ willingness and capabilities to capitalize on course experiences. In addition, instructors should facilitate students’ understanding of why assignments and activities are necessary steps in skill and knowledge development by providing examples of real-world applications of course content, particularly in Web design courses that include abstract and highly technical material. Obtaining student feedback consistently and constantly provides checkpoints for instructors to ensure they are reaching students as effectively as intended and provides opportunities for instructors to make adjustments to course curricula that reflect students’ perceptions of the course. 

Resources Needed
The primary cost associated with offering cutting edge content in a Web design course is industry-standard software, which can cost up to $1,800. The software already was available at University A and University B, so direct costs for restructuring course content in this project were minimal. Indirect costs, however, included course preparation time for instructors and teaching assistants before and during the semester. In this project, preparation time was not quantified by the instructors, although the instructors devoted approximately the same amount of time to their Web design courses as to other three-hour courses they have led. Future work on Web design curriculum development will include additional consideration of this cost. 
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