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Introduction 

 The idea of a course critique this early in the semester was rather intimidating; however, I 

chose to seize the opportunity to learn about a program I kept neglecting. As a student and 

graduate research assistant, research and data collection are centralized in many aspects of my 

daily life, yet I don’t know how to use SPSS, a program commonly used for analyzing data. 

During a research meeting, I downloaded the software, but I didn’t know how to even understand 

the data provided to me. My lack of SPSS knowledge made me feel obsolete in research 

meetings and undeserving of being a graduate student.  

 To find the course, I searched “UTK Lynda” on google, and I accessed the website by 

using my Net ID. Lynda.com provides many different course options, and I easily searched 

“SPSS” using the search tool on the main page. The search results gave three course options. 

Due to my limited knowledge of SPSS, I chose based on the title (SPSS Statistics Essential 

Training), recommended skill level (beginner), and description offered, which began with “learn 

how to use SPSS” (Poulson, 2014). Additionally, the course page also provides the option to 

share the course within your organization, which is an alternative way to access the curriculum. 

The link is provided in the references but still requires a Net ID for entry. 

 Despite feeling unconfident about my ability to evaluate an online course initially, I 

utilized the “best practices” checklist to guide me through my critique then supported my 

narrative based on the readings and discussions from class. This experience allowed me to reflect 

on the importance of intentionality and appreciate the resources provided within our learning 

environment.  

Experience as Participant 

 Through my personal experience with this SPSS course, I struggled as a student, which 

made it difficult to avoid comparing the course to the instructional technology class. In reality, 
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they differ in format; Lynda.com offers this SPSS course entirely asynchronously compared to 

the blended learning setting of the other. Even though they differ in design, some of the themes 

of blended courses should be acknowledged to stimulate student learning in online instruction.   

Boelens, De Wever, and Voet (2017) describe four key challenges to blended learning; 

however, the challenges were also applicable to this course. The four challenges include 

incorporating flexibility, facilitating students’ learning process, facilitating interaction, and 

fostering an affective learning environment (p. 2-4). In my opinion, the format of the course 

easily incorporated flexibility, but it failed to answer for the latter three challenges. The course 

instruction was given entirely via lecture, and although a course overview was provided at the 

start, no specific learning objectives were stated. I didn’t feel like I had any buy in to the 

information, then there weren’t any practice problems to go back and see what I comprehended.  

Additionally, no contact information was provided for questions or clarity; instead, the instructor 

recommends how to use the help feature on SPSS. I found this extremely frustrating and decided 

I wouldn’t continue to use the course to learn SPSS. In my opinion, these issues limit who can 

benefit from the information, regardless of the flexibility, because presence is nonexistent.   

Three types of presence enhance student experience: social, teaching, and cognitive 

(Boettcher & Conrad, 2016; Conrad & Donaldson, 2012). One way to provide teaching presence 

in this setting would be to implement different learning activities for students. Cognitive 

presence could be achieved through offering instructor contact information, so students can 

discuss and develop their understanding. Finally, social presence would be more difficult since 

there is no course timeline, but a discussion/resources board could provide interactions between 

individuals. Ultimately, presence is significant for learning because it directly affects the learning 

experience, which influences student engagement and their outcomes (Manwaring, Larsen, 

Graham, Henrie, & Halverson, 2017).  
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My personal experience offered me a greater understanding of what I want to implement 

as an instructor because I felt disappointed with the course. I believe it has potential due to its 

functionality and quality of videos, but the clear goal is to relay information easily. To redirect 

the goal towards student engagement, the entire curriculum must created with intentionality and 

would ideally incorporate as many of the ten plus four best practices as possible (Boettcher & 

Conrad, 2016).  

Narrative Description 

 The SPSS Statistics Essentials course provided both positive and negative aspects of 

online instruction worth acknowledging, but I will limit the discussed points to two of each. 

First, two elements needing improvement were the absence of learning outcomes/objectives and 

the lack of resources provided. Next, two practices that worked during the course were short 

videos with time stamps and the closed captioning and transcript auto-scroll.  

Principle 8 of the ten core learning principles recognizes the importance of learning 

outcomes because they allow the instructor to focus on what they want the students to take away 

from the lesson. Then, they can figure out how to best teach them to reach that goal; furthermore, 

assessment should be paired simultaneously with the activity to determine whether the 

instruction is effective (Boettcher & Conrad, 2016, p. 38). Boettcher and Conrad (2016) also 

offer two best practices to support this principle: “11. assess as you go by gathering evidence of 

learning” and “12. rigorously connect content to core concepts and learning outcomes” (p. 58-

59). This means to fix this moving forward, the instructor needs to be more intentional about 

what is being taught and the method then evaluate regularly. For the SPSS course, this could 

mean learning objectives would be laid out at the beginning and quiz check points assess for 

understanding.  
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The lack of resources provided hits on a few different issues. First, students have no way 

to ask for additional assistance about course information. Second, there are no practice problems 

provided for independent exercise. Third, there are no digital resources to compliment the videos 

or reference at a later date. I believe through rectifying these issues, it would meet a few of the 

best practices. Best practice 1 focuses on the importance of presence in the course, and even if 

the class doesn’t follow a time-line, it shows the students support to have someone to reach out 

to (Boettcher & Conrad, 2016). Also, best practice 8 points to the significance of digital 

resources by encouraging student engagement, providing additional formats, and make 

connections (p. 54-55). Through the addition of these two practices, I believe the resource needs 

for the students will be met, and it will provide more of a community within the online course, 

which is best practice 2. To implement these practices in to the SPSS course, instructor (or 

support) information should be provided from the beginning, and there should be a resource 

folder where students can share documents, find practice problems, or post discussions, which 

could be utilized with the non-timeline format.   

 The two positive points I want to acknowledge about the course were the time-stamped 

videos and the closed captioning/transcript auto-scroll. The UT best practices point out that 

videos should be short and related to content, and the SPSS course did this and had most of their 

videos under 7:30. Not to mention, the closed captioning/transcript auto-scroll paired with the 

clips makes them more accessible. According to learning principle 5, these aspects create a 

positive environment for students, in turn, influencing their learning experience and engagement 

(Boettcher & Conrad, 2016; Manwaring et al, 2017).  

Conclusion 

I walked away starving to learn more about successful online learning environments, and 

I found this assignment useful for reflecting on how I could provide a more engaging atmosphere 
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in an asynchronous setting. The frustration I felt during the course also shed light on what I find 

important to the learning environment. Overall, I became more confident from this critique 

assignment because I believe course design is subjective and more about intentionality to help 

the students reach the desired outcomes.  
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The course page with view of transcript auto-scroll and videos with time stamps. 

 

 
They provide a notebook on the course site, which I thought was great since it can be used with 

the videos. 
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This is the course evaluation, which is something, but I think it should be more specific. 
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