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Proposal 
 
Title: 
 

Quality management of e-courses - process, supporting 
development of digital culture in higher education. Estonian case.  

  

Abstract (150 words max): 

  
This paper focuses on quality assurance and recognition process of e-learning courses in 
Estonian higher education institutions. It discusses the evolution of the process, its bottlenecks 
and ways of improvement.  
The evaluation of the learning process is one of the most important parts of institutional 
accreditation. Until this year the focus has been on the effectiveness of teaching, study 
programme development, student assessment, etc. From the learners’ point of view, the 
development of digital teaching materials and their good quality is an important motivator for 
learning. From the educational institutions’ point of view digital teaching materials with high 
quality are important in the development of digital culture. 

  

Text of paper (3000 words max): 

  
Introduction 
Estonian Lifelong Learning Strategy 2020 [1] aims at integrating digital culture into learning process on 
every level of education in Estonia. This means better usage of the possibilities of digital era in the 
learning process and propagating best practices widely in all educational institutions in Estonia. 
  
From the perspective of the learners, the availability of digital learning materials, their quality and 
continuous development of digital skills and competences of users is important. In order to fulfil this goal, 
the advancement of digital culture (digital communication, learning and work culture) is important for 
educational institutions. 
  
Estonian Quality Agency for Higher and Vocational Education, which is responsible for organising 
institutional accreditation in Estonia, has identified the need for a systematic, learner-centered approach 
to higher education institutions as a major guideline [2].  The use of educational methods that support 
the development of digital culture is highly valued and, therefore, the implementation of digital culture 
also plays an important role in the development of e-learning. To support this movement, a whole issue 
of the Estonian Journal of Education was devoted to the development of the digital culture in education 
in 2015 [3]. The development process of creating quality e-learning courses, their assessment and 
propagating best practices at national level is coordinated by the inter-university E-Learning Quality 
Task Force under the roof of Education Information Technology Foundation (hereinafter HITSA). 
  
This paper describes the role of the Quality Task Force in the development of digital culture in Estonian 
education through the implementation of the Quality Label, its awarding process, selection of the “E-
course of the year”, and supporting materials for developing good e-courses like handbooks [4, 5, 6, 7] 
and evaluation rubrics for both the experts and for self-evaluation by the authors [6, 8]. We analyse the 
success factors of the process, challenges encountered and possibilities to implement this successful 
process also in other countries. 
  
E-learning courses in Estonian higher education 
The number of e-courses in higher education institutions in Estonia is growing at a fast pace. In the 
largest Estonian university, the University of Tartu, more than 5,000 e-learning and blended learning 
courses have been created by 2017, with 10-20% new courses being added every year [9]. 35% from 



 
 
all courses took place partly or totally web-based in 2017 [9]. The University of Tartu has also been 
active in the development of MOOCs in Estonia and is already using a number of different MOOC 
courses, part of them in English and available to the whole world, part in Estonian, accessible to Estonian 
speakers. In 2017, nearly 12 thousand students at the University of Tartu participated in MOOCs [9]. 
The University of Tartu offered 15 MOOCs with 27 deliveries in 2017 and there were 10 MOOCs in 
English with 2554 participants all over the world [9]. Eight Tartu University MOOCs have received the 
national Quality Label and two MOOCs have received the „E-course of the year” title. 
  
In the second largest university, Tallinn University of Technology the number of high-quality e-supported 
courses is counted as one of the key indicators of the study process. The university plans to introduce 
a three-step e-course system, where the first step is the creation of e-support for existing courses, the 
second step is the development of e-courses recognised by the HITSA Quality Task Force for  Quality 
Label and the third step - creation of fully-digital courses [10].  
  
Applied higher education institutions are also active in developing of digital technologies. In Tallinn 
Technical University of Applied Sciences 63% of courses were supported with e-courses in 2017 [11]. 
  
Role of e-learning Quality Task Force activities 
  
The activities of the E-Learning Quality Task Force have contributed to the development of the digital 
culture in Estonian education by working out the methodology of evaluating quality of e-courses, 
preparing a number of handbooks [4, 5, 6] and propagating best practices nationally. 
  
The E-Learning Quality Task Force was formed in autumn 2007 by e-Learning Development Centre (the 
predecessor of HITSA) with the following aims [12]: 

-  To create guiding materials for the instructional design process of e-learning and blended 
learning courses, aimed at the teaching staff and educational technologists of higher and 
vocational education organisations. 

-  To publish quality criteria for e-learning courses and design the process of awarding 
"Estonian e-Course Quality Label". 

  
The development of the quality label awarding process coincided with the compilation of the manual for 
teachers which was created on the basis of the “Quality Manual for E-learning in Higher Education”.  
Our manual [7, 8 UUS 4, 5] focuses on how to create an e-learning course with good quality. This is a 
step by step guide on how to create your first e-course or improve the existing and operational ones. 
Essential quality criteria are indicated at the end of each chapter (analysis, creating e-course, conducting 
a course and collecting feedback) of the manual which have to be met in order for the e-course and its 
instructional process to be recognised as fulfilling defined requirements [4, 5]. 
  
In addition to creating the methodology, the Quality Task Force has started an annual evaluating process 
of e-learning courses and awarding them national Quality Labels. The best course is selected as the “E-
course of the year” [12]. The process takes place once a year, usually in spring. The decision to award 
the course with the national Quality Label is valid for 3 years 
  
Methodology of evaluation of e-Courses 
The process of awarding quality labels to e-courses is structured in three steps: 

-     self-assessment level - authors of the course evaluate their course by themselves according 
to the evaluation rubric [12], prepared by the Quality Task Force. The purpose of this 
assessment level is to increase the awareness about the acquired quality criteria. 

-     organisational level - the educational organisation (university/vocational school/ secondary 
school) gives a brief assessment of the e-course; their main task is to assess the content 
according to the organisation’s quality criteria, and communicate student feedback, 
collected by the organisation. 

-   expert level - three e-learning experts evaluate the course according to the rubric for experts 
[12], prepared by the Quality Task Force; experts have to reach consensual decision - either 
the course is worth the quality label or not and give consensual feedback about the 
strengths and weaknesses of the course to the author, and, if possible, advise the author, 
how to improve the course. It must be noted that the process evaluates only the criteria 



 
 

related to e-learning design and elements and not the content of the learning materials, as 
the e-learning experts might not be the experts in the field of the content of that particular 
course. The quality of the content of the learning materials will be evaluated at 
organisational level. 

  
Figure 1 gives an overview of the number of quality label applicants and the number of awarded labels 
during the last 11 years - the whole period of existence of the quality label awarding period. 
 

 
  
Figure 1. Number of quality label applicants and awarded labels in years 2008-2018. 
  
After the end of the application period the Quality Task Force annually gathers expert teams/evaluators 
and conducts a two-day training for them. Every year about 40-50 volunteer experts (mostly educational 
technologists from different universities and vocational schools) are involved. Experts evaluate the 
courses being guided by the evaluation rubrics and give the balanced feedback to the authors. The goal 
is to outline good practices and constructive suggestions for improving the course. 
 
In order to manage the whole process, a technological environment has been created where the 
teacher/course author can first give his course a self-assessment and present his course to the annual 
recognition process. The first special software was implemented in 2012. The new upgraded version of 
the software was implemented in year 2017.  
  
 
  
 



 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Screenshot of software homepage, self-evaluation form 
  
At self-evaluation level, the applicant has questions and can answer them using radio buttons. For 
experts, the software enables individual evaluation first where each evaluator gives an independent 
assessment to the e-course. In the second round at group level, the software generates the evaluation 
draft on the basis of group members’ individual feedback, so that the group members can use this during 
discussion and forming a consensual feedback to the course authors. 
  
Every year feedback about the process is collected from both parties, course authors and expert 
evaluators in order to improve the whole process and make it as useful as possible for developing the 
learning process in organisations. The comments / suggestions made are taken into account and each 
year some changes have been made both in the recognition process and in the guidance material to 
improve the evaluation process.  
  
The evaluation process ends with a joint event that brings together all the authors of the courses, 
recognises the best e-course authors, and shares best practices. Also the winner of the title “E-course 
of the year” is announced and an award is given to the authors of that course. 
  
Conclusions and Discussion 
  
Quality process strength. 
So far the Quality Task Force activities have been focusing on e-courses, blended courses and lately 
also MOOCs development. Through our activities, we have created a community that values the quality 
of e-learning. The teachers’ feedback to the quality process confirmed that the majority of teachers were 
interested in expert feedback to their courses. The quality label itself was only the second motivator. 
This confirms the good news that teachers are willing and motivated to improve their courses according 
to the feedback suggestions. The involvement of more and more members of the teaching staff and 
evaluation experts will be important in the near future. It will extend the spread of good practice at all 
levels of Estonian education, especially in higher education. 
  
As shown in figure 1, the percentage of quality courses among the applicants is increasing and, in recent 
years most of the courses, presented to the quality process, have been recognised with a Quality Label. 
We attribute this positive trend partly also to the activities made by the Quality Task Force. 



 
 
  
Challenges and/or possible weaknesses of the process 
A major challenge is to find knowledgeable and impartial evaluators for the expert level of the quality 
label process. Assessment requires the ability to manage with the various e-learning environments, 
objectivity and provide feedback to the author to help them improve the e-course. As the work is 
voluntary and requires quite a lot of evaluators' free time, it is also important to create a motivational 
package for assessors. Experts try to give the balanced feedback to the authors. Nevertheless, in recent 
years we have had to deal with the quality of feedback.  
Second challenge is that In our quality process we are not evaluating the content of the courses at expert 
level. This is mainly due to the lack of experts, capable to evaluate both the content and the e-quality of 
the courses. The last content quality filter is at organisational level. We are aware that in the case of bad 
coincidence, the course with doubtful content quality might receive a quality label. A possible solution 
to respond to this challenge is to include content experts in expert teams. 
  
Implementation in some other country? 
Estonia has tested the quality process of e-courses more than ten years. It has proven to be a good 
motivator for teachers to make their courses better and a good way for students to know which digital 
courses are the best. If there are interested countries to implement the similar process, Estonian Quality 
Task Force is ready to share the knowledge and we are very interested in the experience of other 
countries. 
  
Future plans? 
The use of digital learning environments and digital learning materials will also open up new 
opportunities for analysing the learning process [3]. Based on the recorded data, one can monitor 
learning activities and analyse student learning. The handling of these problems has already become a 
separate field of study - learning analysis. This is one direction where E-learning Quality Task Force is 
planning to move. 
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Discussion questions: 
  
The percentage of quality courses among the applicants is increasing and the discussion question are 
how to develop the process; how to attract more university lecturers.  Another issue could be how to 
better link e-courses quality assessment process to the development of digital culture in higher 
education institutions.  Is it possible implementation the process in other countries.  

  

 


