August 10, 2020

Colleagues,
We are asking all faculty to use Blackboard as a key tool for posting course documents and
communicating with students. Using Blackboard will provide a consistent place for students to
locate course information and to communicate with you. In an effort to facilitate the ease of
faculty getting up-to-speed with Blackboard the attached document provides guidance to:
1. Add a course syllabus for ease of accessibility and consistency by students,
2. Upload a course schedule (which can also be embedded within, or attached to, your
syllabus),
3. Provide contact information and virtual office hours, and
4. Create an announcement and email contact via Blackboard.
For faculty teaching an online or hybrid/mixed technology course, it is important to familiarize
yourself with “regular and substantive interactions” to assure protection of students, faculty, and
the institution (see item 5. of the attached document). You may find the excerpt for the
Department of Education’s finding against Western Governors University and the subsequent
financial judgment of interest. Finally, the four elements for regular and substantive interaction
guidance provided to faculty at The Ohio State University may be beneficial. Elements include
interaction initiated by the instructor, regular and frequent interactions, meaningful interactions
of an academic nature, and interaction initiated by academic personnel that meet accrediting
body standards.
We hope you will utilize this document to assist you with your preparations. As always, we
thank each of you for your expertise and your support of our students. If you have any questions,
do not hesitate to contact me. Thank you for your continual support of our students.
Sincerely,
Barbara J. Johnson, Ph.D.
Vice President for Academic Affairs
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1. Syllabus
The first step to include the syllabus in your course Blackboard shell is determining where to place it.
Several options are available, none of which are incorrect. The key is ease of accessibility by the student.
The most common options are Content and Information. For this example, we will place the syllabus in
the Information section.
Step 1: Click on Information to open the
section.

Step 2: Click the Build Content drop down
arrow. Click on Syllabus.
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You are now on the Add Syllabus page. We are working with the assumption your syllabus is prepared
and saved on your computer.

Step 3: For Syllabus Name, enter the text
you want to be visible to the student (e.g.,
TECH 1001 Syllabus).
Next, click Use Existing File.
Navigate to the syllabus file location by
clicking Browse My Computer. Select the
file.

Step 4: Verify you have uploaded the
correct file by reviewing the File Name.
Click Submit to proceed.
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You are now on the Content Information page. You may add any additional information you desire to
convey to your students regarding the syllabus.

Step 5: After you enter information (not
required), click Submit. Additional action
is not necessary.

The syllabus is now available to students in the Information section of Blackboard.

Should you need to change the file or edit the guidance to students, click the drop-down arrow next to
the name of the syllabus and select Edit.
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2. Course Schedule
If your detailed course schedule is embedded within (or attached to) your syllabus, you do not need to
take any additional action; however, you may want to include guidance to students on where to find the
course schedule in the syllabus description above.
If you prefer to upload your course schedule as a separate document, follow the syllabus guidance above.

3. Contact Information and Virtual Office Hours
Your contact information and guidance for office hours will be included in your syllabus; however, it is a
best practice to make this information readily accessible to students. As with the syllabus and course
schedule, the two primary choices for entry are Information and Content.
For the purposes of the example, select Information.

Step 1: Click the Build Content drop down
arrow. Click on Item.
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Step 2: Enter your information
in the text box. Click Submit.

After adding your syllabus and contact information, your Information section now appears as follows.
Should you choose, you can enter or upload any additional information or guidance you desire to make
available to your students.
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4. Announcements and Email Contact via Blackboard
When you post announcements in Blackboard, and you select to also deliver the announcement via
email, you deliver the information in two modalities and create a permanent record of the distribution
to your students.
First, click on Announcements in the left-hand menu of your Blackboard course. Next underneath the
Announcements guidance, click Create Announcement.

Enter the subject of your announcement (e.g., Module 1 Readings and Assignments).
Next, enter your guidance to students in the text box.
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Once your text is entered in the Message field, you will select your Web Announcement Options.

Duration: You may set the duration the announcement is available by selecting “Date Restricted”;
however, if you select “Not Date Restricted” the announcement remains visible for the duration of the
term, or until you choose to remove it.
Email Announcement: By selecting “Send a copy of this announcement,” all users enrolled in your course
(students, graduate assistants, etc.) will receive an email duplicating the announcement.
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Here is how the email will appear to all users in your course.

Click Submit to post and email the announcement. Click Cancel should you choose not to proceed.
As you post additional announcements during the term, your most recent announcements will appear
at the top.
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5. “Regular and Substantive Interactions”
Should circumstances require the migration to a 100% virtual delivery model during the fall term, it is
critical for each course to meet the Department of Education’s “regular and substantive interactions”
standard (which the Department of Education has yet to formally define). Though they do not provide a
definition or a singular test to prove the presence of “regular and substantive interaction” with students;
this standard is the test utilized by the Department of Education to differentiate between distance
learning (i.e., online courses) and correspondence education.
In 2020, the Department of Education offered the following draft regulatory language addressing three
key terms: instructor, regular, and substantive.
Source: https://wcetfrontiers.org/2020/04/03/new-regs-review-1-regular-substantive-interaction/
**Note: These are definitions/additional information.
Distance education: Education that uses one or more of the technologies listed in paragraphs (1)(i)
through (1)(iv) of this definition to deliver instruction to students who are separated from the instructor
or instructors, and to support regular and substantive interaction between the students and the instructor
or instructors, either synchronously or asynchronously.
1. The technologies that may be used to offer distance education include —
1. The internet;
2. One-way and two-way transmissions through open broadcast, closed circuit,
cable, microwave, broadband lines, fiber optics, satellite, or wireless communications
devices;
3. Audio conferencing; or
4. Other media used in a course in conjunction with any of the technologies listed
in paragraphs (1)(i) through (1)(iii) of this definition.
2. For purposes of this definition, an instructor is an individual responsible for delivering course
content and who meets the qualifications for instruction established by the institution’s
accrediting agency.
3. For purposes of this definition, substantive interaction is engaging students in teaching, learning,
and assessment, consistent with the content under discussion, and also includes at least two of
the following:
•

Providing direct instruction;

•

Assessing or providing feedback on a student’s coursework;

•

Providing information or responding to questions about the content of a course
or competency;

•

Facilitating a group discussion regarding the content of a course or competency; or,
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•

Other instructional
accrediting agency.

activities

approved

by

the

institution’s

or

program’s

4. An institution ensures regular interaction between a student and an instructor or instructors
by, prior to the student’s completion of a course or competency—
1. Providing the opportunity for substantive interactions with the student on a
predictable and regular basis commensurate with the length of time and the amount
of content in the course or competency; and
2. Monitoring the student’s academic engagement and success and ensuring that
an instructor is responsible for promptly and proactively engaging in
substantive interaction with the student when needed, on the basis of such monitoring, or
upon request by the student.

Why is this important to Arkansas Tech University? The 2017 Western Governors University case (see
below) demonstrates the risk to the institution.
“For many observers, the issue came to light via an investigation begun during the Obama
administration, one that didn’t bear fruit until September 2017, when an audit by the
Education Department’s Office of Inspector General found that most of the courses
offered by the nonprofit Western Governors University failed to meet the “regular and
substantive interaction” standard. The audit called for WGU, which utilizes a competencybased model, to pay back at least $713 million in federal financial aid. It also said the
university, which enrolls more than 100,000 students, should be ineligible to receive more
federal aid.
The audit found that 62 percent of WGU students enrolled in 2014 took at least one of 69
courses that failed to meet the requirements. In its report, OIG said none of the 69 courses
“could reasonably be considered as providing regular and substantive interaction
between students and instructors.”
Source:

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/08/08/newdebate-regular-and-substantive-interaction-between

On the following page, please find clear and concise guidance The Ohio State University offers to its
faculty regarding regular and substantive interaction.
Source:

https://resourcecenter.odee.osu.edu/course-design-and-pedagogy/regular-and-substantiveinteraction-online-and-distance-learning
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