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Introduction 

Analysis is one of the initial steps in the instruction-
al design process; it typically involves investigating the 
targeted instructional needs, skills, learners, and/or con-
text to gather information necessary to make effective 
design decisions (Dick & Carey, 1990; Molenda & Bol-
ing, 2008; Smith & Ragan, 1999; Tessmer & Richey, 
1997).  When they are properly understood and ad-
dressed, contextual influences in particular can provide 
crucial support for transferring learning gains to real-
world performance settings, or what is called the trans-
fer context (Tessmer & Richey, 1997).  When training 
is provided in an organizational setting, it is likely that 
many or all of the people involved in the design process 
have some implicit knowledge of the transfer context as 
it is their shared workplace. However, learning experi-
ences often take place in settings removed from transfer 
context.  Higher education is one such example, where 
students go on to work in a broad and disparate array of 
settings outside of academia. For those tasked with cur-
riculum development in higher education – particularly 
developing or refining degree programs or professional 
training – incorporating the transfer context during front
-end assessment and analysis may represent an innova-
tive and effective way to ensure that students’ learning 
experiences are relevant and enduring beyond the class-
room (Kaufman, Watkins, Guerra, 2002).  However, 
there is much to be discovered about how curriculum 
planners and decision-makers can best use front-end 

analysis processes to ensure calibration between the 
curriculum design and the transfer context.  

Given contemporary demands on higher education 
institutions to provide students with skills that will be 
valued in the marketplace, the inclusion of practitioners 
and future employers in a needs assessment (Guerra-
López, 2012), and related analysis processes is a valua-
ble approach for alignment with the transfer context. 
Although generally scarce in the literature, some studies 
have sought to investigate the role of stakeholders from 
transfer contexts in curriculum development for degree 
programs in higher education.  These have included a 
multi-stakeholder model for validating curriculum top-
ics via ranking sheets, surveys, and focus groups (Autry 
et al., 2001); a competency-based model that incorpo-
rates input from industry and faculty representatives 
(Sutcliffe, Chan, & Nakayama, 2005); and needs assess-
ment that mapped competencies for curriculum devel-
opment by integrating employer, practitioner, and aca-
demic input (Jeffrey & Brunton, 2010; Meyer & Bush-
ney, 2008).  

While it is heartening to see an emphasis on these 
stakeholders, the existing studies lacked sufficient detail 
regarding data collection methods (including the types 
of data gathered) and analysis procedures, as well as 
clear alignment between findings and recommendations 
for curriculum decisions. Without sufficient specificity, 
it is difficult to gain insight into how stakeholder data 
can be used or to appreciate the advantages and short-
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comings of particular methods in particular contexts. 
Curriculum design teams in particular may have limited 
resources to conduct comprehensive instructional anal-
yses, so it is especially important to share the challenges 
and solutions that emerge from similar constraints in 
authentic settings. These lessons can also be valuable to 
other instructional designers and practitioners outside of 
academia who may be removed from transfer contexts 
important to their learners, who may have limited re-
sources for thorough front-end analysis but seek to 
make the best use of the data they are able to gather.  

In this case study we describe analysis techniques 
used to define the design requirements for a graduate-
level program within the international development 
sector, with a special focus on stakeholder participation 
to maximize the transfer value of this degree. The anal-
ysis team had an accelerated timeline and constraints on 
data collection, which led to innovative approaches to 
analysis and reporting of findings to make the best use 
of available data. In light of these issues, the key ques-
tion we have sought to address in this case study is: 
assuming multiple methods and multiple stakeholders 
are included in the curriculum analysis process, how 
can the needs analysis team best collect, calibrate, ana-
lyze, and synthesize data to support meaningful deci-
sion-making within given resource constraints? The 
goal for this case study was not to present a textbook 
example of needs analysis or prove a particular hypoth-
esis, but rather to share the insights that emerged from 
the complexities and compromises inherent in real 
world settings.  

 Context 

 The primary client for this case study was a large 
international development organization that was provid-
ing technical assistance to a regional institute with affil-
iations to a major university in Eastern Europe for the 
purpose of developing educational programming in 
food security. The institute works in the food security 
sector in Eurasia, offering interdisciplinary research, 
policy, and technical services in the region with a com-
plementary goal of developing a network of academic 
and research institutions (regional and international) 
that will contribute to improved agricultural and food 
security policies both in Eurasia as well as globally.  
The funding agency had played a key role in the initial 
development of the institute as part of an arrangement 
with the national government of the institute’s host 
country, which included the establishment of a 
knowledge management center and learning program. 
Developing local capacity is an important strategic goal 
for both the funding organization and the institute; thus 
this learning program was intended to build a pool of 
professionals with advanced food security expertise to 
work in the region covered by the institute, in response 
to the international community priorities around ensur-
ing food security.  Research was conducted on the vari-
ous sources impacting food security, and one key area 
identified as a priority was advanced food security ex-
pertise. This was the basis for a recommendations to 
establish a master’s degree program in food security 
with an emphasis on hands-on application.  It is in this 
context that front-end curriculum analysis described 
here occurred.   

 The needs analysis team was brought in at the 

point when relevant, documented data about the needs 
of transfer-context stakeholders could support and ac-
celerate the design and development of the curriculum. 
The clients were able to articulate the basic goals of the 
analysis; they were not, however, able to define the best 
approach to accomplish those goals.  Particular areas of 
interest to the curriculum development team included 
content topics, program structure, pedagogy, delivery 
format (specifically online vs. face-to-face settings), 
and capacity for e-learning. Tasks for the needs analysis 
team included identifying the skill and knowledge needs 
of transfer-context stakeholders and other relevant 
benchmarks; analyzing and integrating the resulting 
data; and presenting curriculum recommendations driv-
en by the evidence and analysis.  

Methodology & Findings 

The stakeholder analysis approach described here 
consists of reiterative rounds of data collection and 
analysis.  Phase 1 consists of needs identification based 
on input from end-users, which provided the framework 
for the second phase of the curriculum analysis. While 
phase 1 was focused on identifying the actual learning 
needs, key tasks for Phase 2 included further data col-
lection and analysis to support the generation of recom-
mendations related to: curriculum topics; e-learning 
capacity; curriculum format and delivery; content and 
pedagogical issues; and language of instruction. 

Phase 1: Needs Identification and Analysis 

The initial phase of the needs analysis was centered 
on identifying needs that the institute’s educational pro-
gram was intended to address.  One important consider-
ation from the outset was ensuring that external stake-
holders from the five countries targeted by the institute 
for this program were given a substantial voice to repre-
sent the transfer context.  As mentioned earlier, the in-
stitute’s mission includes a commitment to building 
professional and educational networks within the re-
gion, and a driving purpose of this project was to devel-
op professional capacity in the region via graduate-level 
training in food security. In order to effectively achieve 
this, it was necessary to understand the perspective of 
end users (including potential employers of future grad-
uates of the program), to identify the skills and 
knowledge that they believed were necessary to build 
the field as well as the perceived obstacles to participa-
tion. As such, the team decided to use prospective end-
users, potential employers of graduates, and food secu-
rity professionals already working in the field as an-
chors for the data collection during the identification 
phase, augmenting their opinions with expert reviews as 
well as competitor benchmarking.  Prospective end-
users consisted of a variety of individuals that may have 
been working within food security in the public or pri-
vate sectors, with some education and experience in 
relevant fields, but who lacked a professional or special-
ized level of technical knowledge, skills, and expertise 
in food security.  Potential employers were identified as 
mid to high-ranking officials and policy-makers from 
relevant government ministries, development agencies, 
and private sector companies.  Targeted experts includ-
ed researchers and practitioners from various Eurasian 
universities and food security institutes and outreach 
organizations working directly with farmers in the field. 
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Rather than turning first to faculty and using their 

opinions to set the template for further data collection 
and analysis, this needs analysis project worked from 
the outside in, using end-user data as the framework for 
the curriculum analysis, then moving inward to contex-
tualize findings to the specific academic setting (in this 
case one major university in Eastern Europe) to ensure 
close alignment between market demand and supply.   

Initial data collection took place during a series of 
face-to-face workshops with 28 participants who were 
practitioners and five participants who were faculty at 
various universities in the region. Participants in this 
convenience sample were selected to include a range of 
professions relevant to food security including govern-
ment officials, policy makers, researchers, program 
managers, private sector leaders, technical specialists, 
and trade association leaders.  Because people in these 
positions would be the future employers and colleagues 
of the target audience (as well as potential students 
themselves), their input would provide the necessary 
data to align curriculum recommendations with the 
needs of the professional workplace.  Without their 
voice, the analysis would be relying on assumptions and 
perceptions of faculty and/or the development team 
members who may be biased based on their own area of 
expertise or country of origin. Essentially, the curricu-
lum would be driven by supply (of current researcher 
and faculty expertise and preferences), rather than the 
needs of the region.  The three-day workshops were 
held in a central city to minimize travel burdens, ensur-
ing that attendees from all target countries would be 
represented; distribution ranged from two to seven sub-
jects per country.  Participants were organized into 
workshop groups by country (four country-specific 
groups in total, as one group included a smaller group 
of representatives from two countries); a fifth group 
included international professionals in the international 
development sector with expertise in food security.  
Each workshop was approximately two hours of 
roundtable discussion, facilitated by an experienced 
professional with both an academic and practitioner 
background in front-end assessment and analysis of 
learning and performance, with assistance from two 
junior facilitators who also took notes during the work-
shop to capture participant ideas and recommendations 
for later analysis.  

During each workshop, in-depth discussions lasting 
approximately two hours each were held around perfor-
mance requirements, job tasks, skills and knowledge, 
required resources, and learning formats.  For each top-
ic covered in the workshops, the semi-structured con-
versation explored elements of an ideal or desired state 
(what skills, knowledge, and job roles would be essen-
tial to ensure the performance requirements were met) 
as well as current challenges faced by participants in 
realizing the exemplary state.  Each workshop group 
articulated content needs in a manner unique to the na-
tional and professional perspectives of the participants.  
In order to integrate the resulting data sets, four lenses 
were used to view participant perceptions including: 
current job tasks (duties or expertise as described by 
individual participants in relation to their own profes-
sional roles and requirements); necessary skills (tasks or 
expertise identified as important, desired, or critical for 
supporting food security); gaps/anticipated needs (tasks 

or expertise identified as particularly deficient either 
currently or in the future food security); and desired 
content (any topics that participants specifically men-
tioned they would like to see included). In addition, the 
workshops included discussions of available resources 
and barriers to participation in such learning programs, 
particularly in relation to e-learning possibilities. 

As mentioned, participant opinions were recorded 
by a junior facilitator, translated into English (four of 
the five focus groups were conducted in Russian), and 
then validated by the facilitator as well as development 
agency observers who had sat in on the workshops and 
spoke both Russian and English.  A qualitative inquiry 
approach was applied to the resulting notes in order to 
code and integrate major themes that emerged from 
each of the five workshops.  This involved a reiterative 
process of reading the workshop minutes, taking notes, 
and then rereading the data to identify prominent ideas 
and issues.  A thematic content analysis was conducted, 
which consisted of categorizing topics into three major 
areas: course content, course format, and resources.  
Subsequently, additional conceptual domains were de-
veloped within each area to provide a framework for 
grouping individual topics within the theme. As an ex-
ample, within the course content area, five conceptual 
domains were identified: socio-political topics; manage-
ment and leadership topics; monitoring and evaluation 
topics; bio-physical topics; and farmer outreach.  Simi-
larly important themes relating to course formats, deliv-
ery modalities, and existing resources and challenges 
were also identified. Workshop notes were then re-
viewed again and each mention of a topic was recorded 
in a master matrix under the appropriate country and 
discussion lens (as described above) to track how often 
topics and conceptual domains were mentioned overall, 
as well as frequency counts per country and per lens for 
topics and conceptual domains.  Two additional food 
security experts that did not participate in the work-
shops, but were asked to review the initial findings and 
suggested additional curriculum topics that were poten-
tially relevant to the program.  

Once the initial data analysis had been completed, a 
preliminary report was prepared to outline preliminary 
needs as identified by participants.  These included 94 
potential course topics spread among the five conceptu-
al domains.  In terms of delivery options, many partici-
pants expressed an interest in e-learning formats 
(including fully online and blended courses) as well as 
options for both short- and long-term courses with op-
tions for either certification or a formal graduate degree 
as potential program outcomes. Pedagogy was another 
important concern, with participants emphasizing hands
-on instruction with opportunities to apply skills and 
knowledge; integrated international experiences; user-
friendly technologies; inclusion of the most current data 
and tools; and a sensitivity to local and national con-
texts and issues within the region. Although e-learning 
was a preferred option, concerns were also raised re-
garding a lack of technology infrastructure in target 
countries, along with inadequate educational equipment, 
shortage of qualified instructors, lack of familiarity with 
distance learning for the general population, time com-
mitments required of students who likely will have full 
time jobs, keeping students in the region after program 
completion in order to meet regional needs, and diffi-
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culties arising from limited finance options for students. 
Finally, language issues were also raised as a potential 
challenge, with some participants advocating for in-
struction in Russian while others preferred English or 
their main national language.  

Phase 2: Second Round Analysis 

 Based on the identification of the actual learning 
needs in Phase 1, key tasks for Phase 2 included further 
data collection and analysis to support the generation of 
recommendations related to: curriculum topics; e-
learning capacity; curriculum format and delivery; con-
tent and pedagogical issues; and language of instruc-
tion.  Given the constraints of reality such as a limited 
timeline and resources as well as access to a wider 
range of data, there were some limitations on the team’s 
ability to collect and analyze data in an ideal fashion, 
particularly related to e-learning capacity. At the same 
time, these limitations provide a valuable opportunity to 
demonstrate how front-end analysis can still generate 
useful, evidence-driven recommendations when the 
realities of time and money are obstacles to a model-
perfect process.  

Curriculum topics. The team identified the fol-
lowing data as necessary to develop a deeper under-
standing of relevant course content needs: 

 Additional private sector perspectives. Because 
only one private sector representative had been able 
to attend the in-person workshops, individual inter-
views were conducted with four private sector rep-
resentatives following a semi-structured interview 
protocol that covered the major issues that were 
explored during the workshops.  These areas in-
cluded current job tasks, necessary skills, gaps or 
anticipated needs, and desired content.  These inter-
views were analyzed and recorded using the frame-
work that emerged from the workshops  by synthe-
sizing interview data into the broader workshop 
data themes.  

 Benchmarking of existing educational programs in 
food security. A total of twenty existing educational 
programs in food security, ranging from self-paced 
online courses to PhD programs, were reviewed 
(note: 23 programs were identified, but three in-
cluded insufficient information on curriculum to be 
included in the benchmarking data). Drawing on 
published descriptions of courses, curriculum top-
ics were identified and incorporated into the master 
matrix developed during Phase 1.  This benchmark-
ing was intended both to identify current standards 
for curricula in food security as well as uncover 
potential gaps in existing programming that may 
have presented an opportunity for a competitive 
advantage.   

 Individual course topic demand rankings. Once 
interview and benchmarking data had been added 
to the master course topics matrix, a survey was 
developed and sent electronically to all workshop 
participants.  The survey included all potential 
course topics (for example, food security assess-
ment; food security policy, human and rural devel-
opment, monitoring and evaluation, etc.) identified 
in the workshops, interviews, and benchmarking 

survey. Respondents were asked to rank their per-
sonal demand for each topic on a scale from 1 (no 
interest) to 5 (strongly interested/I would register 
for this course). This step was similar to the fold-
back analysis described by Loos (1995), in which 
qualitative findings from initial data are used to 
build quantitative collection instruments in subse-
quent data collection rounds. Twelve subjects out 
of 29 completed the survey, representing a 41% 
response rate.  

The private interviews supplemented the workshop 
data with additional perspectives, while the benchmark-
ing process generated external data from established 
competitors as a gauge for existing performance stand-
ards.  Finally, by surveying workshop participants on an 
individual basis several weeks after the workshop, it 
provided them with an opportunity to not only confirm 
the analysis team’s interpretation of their expectations, 
but to also privately reassess the importance of topics 
raised in the workshop without any influences from the 
group. Taken together, these datasets offer a richer un-
derstanding of curriculum needs than any one might 
offer on its own. Once data collection was complete, it 
became necessary to integrate the three primary data 
pools regarding course topics in order to arrive at rec-
ommendations for the issues that would be most rele-
vant to this food security learning program, given mar-
ket needs and expectations.  

This integration presented a challenge, as the data 
did not share the same scales; the workshop and bench-
marking raw scores represented the number of times a 
topic was mentioned (in discussions or course descrip-
tions), while the raw scores from the individual surveys 
represented the average value that respondents placed 
on a topic.  Furthermore, the low response rate to the 
survey required a cautious approach to weighting its 
results in relation to other data. A ranking system was 
constructed as a way to compare the importance placed 
on curriculum topics across all dataset. In brief, each 
raw score was converted to an ordinal score and sorted 
from highest (most valued) to lowest (least valued) 
within each conceptual domain and each dataset.  The 
top topics within each of the five conceptual domains 
(ranging from one quarter to one third of the identified 
topics, depending on the total number of topics) from 
all three datasets were added to a master matrix.  Next, 
the mean of all three rankings for each topic was calcu-
lated and topics were sorted by mean ranking score to 
determine the most desired courses within each domain. 
The top half of topics in a given conceptual domain, as 
well as any topics ranked first within an individual da-
taset, were identified as being the most valued for a 
food security curriculum. For the socio-political and 
biophysical domains, which had the highest number of 
potential topics, a secondary analysis was performed, 
comparing the findings with curriculum topics included 
in comparable Master’s programs in order to lend an 
additional layer of validity to the subsequent recom-
mendations.  

While this approach does have limitations (in partic-
ular, the ranking hierarchy did not reflect the magnitude 
of difference between two topics, only their position 
relative to each other), it does provide a basis of com-
parison when dealing with diverse datasets. The result-
ing findings were carefully considered within the con-
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text of all relevant data and analysis and the approach 
proved to be reasonable and useful for this situation. 
See Table 1 for  an illustration of each of the ranking 
results for each data source, as well as the integrated 
average of the rankings for each topic, which allowed 
us to provide an overall ranking for each topic, and pro-
vide the basis for a potential order of priority. 

E-learning capacity. Both the project team and the 
end-user workshop participants identified e-learning as 
an important consideration for the proposed project, 
with implications for curriculum format and pedagogy. 
A comprehensive assessment tool for existing e-
learning design and development capacity was devel-
oped in order to better understand these dimensions. 
The instrument assessed faculty availability and experi-
ence in designing and/or delivering e-learning content 
as well as resources available in reference to e-learning 
design, development, marketing, technical needs, and 
incentives for students and teachers. Due to resource 
limitations and limited access to key sources at the uni-
versity (to which the institute was affiliated) that would 
be hosting the program, the instrument was not com-
pleted. As such, it was not possible to identify or vali-
date, data-driven needs in this area.  

In lieu of this, the needs analysis team developed a 
self-assessment tool that the institute could use at a later 
date to assess e-learning capacity in terms of e-learning 
design and development (EDD) experience and time 

commitment (TC); both individual and institutional 
capabilities could be assessed via this instrument.  Users 
could rate themselves (or their institution) as either high 
or low on both dimensions, leading to four scenarios: 
high EDD, high TC; high EDD, low TC; low EDD, 
high TC; and low EDD, low TC.   For each scenario, 
general recommendations and strategies based on best 
practices in the field were developed (3-5 per scenario), 
and a cost-consequence analysis (CCA) was conducted 
(Kaufman and Guerra-López, 2013).  The CCA ana-
lyzed each recommendation in terms of its estimated 
time commitment, potential costs, potential risks associ-
ated with not implementing the recommendation, and 
its potential value or impact on performance. See Table 
2 for a sample of the CCA. Which includes time esti-
mates, cost considerations, risks, and potential value/
cost for each of the recommendations.  

Course duration and delivery.  As mentioned be-
fore, because a primary intention of the program was 
the establishment of a Master’s degree program, the 
context analysis also led the team to identify any institu-
tional requirements that might be relevant to the pro-
gram.  This involved research to uncover any national 
regulations governing the host university as well as re-
gional guidelines outlined by the European Credit 
Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS), as adher-
ence to their requirements would lend further credibility 
to the program and facilitate attendance for students 

*Note: The topics are organized in priority order with the number 1 position (first column) indicating a top 
ranking. 

Socio-political topics 
(aggregated top ten topics 
from each dataset; 1-40 scale) 
  

RANKING 

Workshop,  
interviews,  

internal review 

External 
benchmarking  
(all programs) 

Course  
rankings 

Average  
Rank 

1   Food security policies & policy development 3 2 1 2.00 

2   Food security assessment 14 3 1 6.00 

3   Market analysis/forecasting 1 8 10 6.33 

4   Econ/geopolitical analysis 2 5 19 8.67 

5   Research/research methods 5 8 14 9.00 

6   Human & rural development 15 3 10 9.33 

7   Policy analysis/forecasting 5 21 6 10.67 

8   Legislation (domestic & international) 5 13 19 12.33 

9   Poverty & inequality (factors/influences) 15 13 10 12.67 

10   International trade 11 7 21 13.00 

11   Global food/agriculture systems 15 17 8 13.33 

12   FS strategy & strategy development 3 40 1 14.67 

13   Food security concepts/principles 40 1 5 15.33 

14   Simulation/forecasting methods/tools 6 30 14 16.67 

15   Statistics 6 8 37 17.00 

16   Econometrics 5 30 17 17.33 

17   Policy implementation 12 30 10 17.33 

18   Agriculture in economic development 15 30 8 17.67 

19   Regional issues in food security 40 13 1 18.00 

20   International development 40 5 27 24.00 

21   Resilience in food security 40 30 7 25.67 

Table 1 
 

Topic Rankings in the Socio-Political Conceptual Domain* 
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Recommendations Time Cost Considerations Risk Value/Impact 
Prioritize e-learning offerings in 
the forms of: 

 Self-directed, self-paced, 
individual, interactive e-
tutoring systems 

 Online or CD-based or Mo-
bile app-based tutorials, 
quizzes/tests/exams 

 Web-supplemented e-
learning with the majority of 
teaching and learning activi-
ties in face-to-face settings 

 Peer coaching or peer men-
toring 

This minimizes 
the time com-
mitment re-
quired from  
institute faculty 

Assumption is that there is 
high internal expertise, 
which means that there 
would not be significant 
cost investments other 
than development of 
course materials.  If exper-
tise is low, significant up-
start costs for instructional 
designers and developers, 
as well as development of 
materials (e.g. mobile app 
based tutorials) 

It is not the most 
conducive option 
for developing 
institute faculty 
capacity, as it 
rests on the as-
sumption that 
there is high ca-
pacity already 
within institute. 
  
  

Allows institute to 
launch their e-
learning program 
more quickly and 
fully. 

Prioritize e-learning on content 
and subject areas which require 
less frequent updates (e.g., fun-
damental sciences, theories) 

Some time 
commitment 
upfront to 
design and 
develop the 
initial e-
learning ver-
sions.  Little 
maintenance 
time required 

Cost are controlled be-
cause one version of the 
course can last longer, 
with minimal require-
ments of updates (costs 
are incurred primarily 
through “time/labor” and 
to a lesser degree on tech-
nology infrastructure) 

Risk of not pro-
gressing to other 
e-learning topics 

Opportunity to devel-
op full e-learning 
courses from the very 
beginning. These 
could become the 
core of the on-line 
offerings 

Additional teaching and sup-
porting staff 

Alleviates time 
requirements 
from full time 
faculty 

Salaries plus benefits paid 
out 

Additional teach-
ing and sup-
porting staff 
might end up 
with all (or prima-
ry) online respon-
sibilities, and 
deter the online 
capacity building 
of current teach-
ing and support 
staff 

From an implementa-
tion perspective, this 
might be a feasible 
approach to rolling 
out the e-learning 
curriculum, and pro-
vided there is a ca-
pacity development 
plan for current 
teaching and support 
staff that is well exe-
cuted 

Outsourcing e-learning technical 
support for instructors and stu-
dents 

Minimal time 
commitment 
for tech sup-
port. Time can 
be reallocated 
for instruction-
al/ pedagogical 
support 

Vendor fees Outsourcing pro-
vides instant sup-
port, but does 
little to build 
internal capacity. 

From an implementa-
tion perspective, this 
might be a feasible 
approach to rolling 
out the e-learning 
curriculum, and pro-
vided there is a ca-
pacity development 
plan for current 
teaching and support 
staff that is well exe-
cuted 
  

Table 2 
 
Sample Cost-Consequence Analysis (CCA) for E-learning Capacity Recommendations for High Expertise, Low Time  
Commitment Scenario  
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from the five end-user nations.  ETCS regulations pri-
marily address the number of course hours (spent in 
instruction and self-study) required per credit as well as 
the number of credit hours needed for full-time study 
per academic year.  The host country’s regulations also 
addressed the number of credits required for a Master’s 
degree, outlined requirements for the ratio of time that 
courses could spend in lectures vs. other types of in-
struction or self-study, and set a minimum number of in
-residency credit hours. Furthermore, both the client and 
the end-user stakeholders had expressed a desire for 
shorter, more time-intensive courses as it was anticipat-
ed this format would be more viable for potential stu-
dents. In order to make this information useful within 
the context of this project and generate recommenda-
tions for the client, the team developed a matrix that 

compared credit hours, course hours, course duration (in 
weeks), along with best practices for e-learning, to 
make recommendations regarding the best use of 
online, in-person, and hybrid courses given specific 
course duration scenarios.  

Content and pedagogical issues. In light of stake-
holder interest in developing e-learning components, it 
was important to provide recommendations that ad-
dressed what types of content are best suited to online 
vs. face-to-face learning.  Likewise, given end-user and 
client interest in constructivist instructional practices 
with an emphasis on hands-on learning, guidelines were 
needed to help the client identify opportunities to inte-
grate these experiences in online and face-to-face con-
texts. For this portion of the analysis phase, best practic-

Conceptual Domain Topics 

Socio-political Food security policies & policy development 

  Food security assessment 

  Market analysis/forecasting 

  Econ/geopolitical analysis 

  Research/research methods 

  Human & rural development 

  Policy analysis/forecasting 

  Legislation (domestic & international) 

  Poverty & inequality (factors/influences) 

  International trade 

  Food security concepts/principles 

    

Management & Leadership Project planning & management 

  Internal coordination 

  Finance/budgeting 

  Communication/marketing/PR 

  External coordination 

  Food security educational program management 

    

Monitoring & Evaluation Monitoring projects/programs/policies 

  Policy impact evaluation 

    

Biophysical Sustainable development/production 

  Food safety/quality 

  Agricultural production/agronomy 

  Technology 

  Nutrition 

  Hydrology/water systems 

  Food standards/regulations 

  Agricultural R&D 

  Food supply chain 

  GIS 

    

Outreach Farmer training 

Table 3 
 
Final Curriculum Topic Recommendations 
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es for adapting content and pedagogy to specific learn-
ing environments were identified and synthesized in 
order to provide the client with guidelines for future 
decision-making. As further support for sound instruc-
tional decisions, a method-means analysis (Kaufman 
and Guerra-López, 2013) was conducted; this process 
involved recommending course duration options and 
outlining advantages and disadvantage for each option, 
with the goal of helping the client contextualize the op-
portunities and limitations of their solution choices in 
relation to its own goals and resources.   

Language of instruction. Finally, an important area 
of concern for all stakeholders was the language of in-
struction to be used in the programming.  The target 
audience spanned five countries with different primary 
languages, with varied capabilities in common lan-
guages such as Russian and English.  To augment lan-
guage preference data gathered during the end-user 
workshops (which showed a near-even split between the 
two common languages), benchmarking data were col-

lected on existing food security education programs 
(described earlier).  These data showed that all but two 
of the 23 programs were conducted solely in English, 
with all eight Master’s programs conducted in English 
only.  Furthermore, concerns had been raised by a few 
end-users that the target student population (under age 
30) in some of the included countries had very low lev-
els of fluency in Russian, and the international develop-
ment agency (the funder) had an established mandate to 
build capacity and sustainability within the institute. 
This information was integrated and used to drive the 
final language of instruction recommendation, which 
was primarily Russian. 

Phase 3: Recommendations 

Drawing on the data collection and analyses con-
ducted during Phase 2, evidence-driven recommenda-
tions were developed during Phase 3.  As noted earlier, 
it was not possible to document specific needs in all 
areas (such as e-learning capacity), so the team used 

Figure 1. E-learning Capacity Self-Assessment Tool 
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available data to provide self-assessment tools based on 
likely scenarios for the client to use in the future.   Rec-
ommendations for curriculum topics, e-learning design 
and development, course duration and credit hours, con-
tent and pedagogical approaches, and language of in-
struction are summarized below.  

Curriculum topics.  Out of a pool of 90 potential 
topics, 30 were identified as being highly rated by 
workshop groups, benchmarking data, and individual 
end-users. Table 3 illustrates the main conceptual do-
mains, along with the specific potential course topics.  
For example, under the socio-political domain, topics 
like food security policies and policy development, food 
security assessment, market analysis/forecasting, Econ/
geopolitical analysis were some of the top topics that 
emerged.    

E-learning design and development capacity.  As 
mentioned, a self-assessment tool was developed for the 

client.   Figure 1illustrates the e-learning self-capacity 
assessment that was developed to determine the level of 
expertise in e-learning design and development (high 
vs. low), as well as the level of time commitment avail-
able to support e-learning (high vs. low).   Figure 2 then 
provides recommendations given each of the four sce-
narios (1) high e-learning design & development exper-
tise-low time commitment;  (2) high e-learning design 
& development expertise-high commitment;  (3) low e-
learning design & development expertise-low time 
commitment;  (4) low e-learning design & development 
expertise-high commitment. 

  In addition to general best practices for e-learning 
that were included in the report, client-specific recom-
mendations were included for developing e-learning 
capacity within the target institute, both leadership and 
faculty. Table 4 presents examples of the recommenda-
tions that were made specifically for the institute leader-
ship and faculty.  For example, a key recommendation 

Figure 2. E-learning Capacity Scenarios and Recommendations 
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for leadership was that expectations for e-learning de-
sign, development, and facilitation be explicitly clari-
fied (who, when, how, etc.). One of the recommenda-
tions made to faculty was that they proactively seek to 
observe other faculty who are more experienced with 
successfully teaching online. 

Course duration and format.  Data on end-user 
preferences and relevant academic regulations were 
integrated with best practices for instructional design to 
develop a matrix illustrating the relationship between 
these variables (see Figure 3) and arrive at recommen-
dations for course duration and format, outlined below.   

Recommendations for Institute Leadership 

  

 Ensure the expectation for e-learning design, development and delivery is shared by all institute leadership and 
faculty, including specific milestones (e.g. which faculty will teach online, which courses, which semesters, 
with what support, etc.) 

 

 Improve EFCS faculty skills and knowledge in e-learning design, development, and delivery through profes-
sional development activities (for example, e-learning design instructional guide and upcoming March 2014 
workshop) 

 

 Provide sufficient time and incentives (e.g. release from teaching other courses during the first year teaching 
online) for institute faculty to devote to the adaptation of their traditional face-to-face courses to e-learning 
courses, which will take significant more effort. 

 

 Provide technical staff that can offer technical support for faculty and students 

 

 Provide instructional design staff that can support the design and development of courses, with the involvement 
of faculty (in order to support faculty capacity to be enhanced).  For example, the instructional design staff can 
support with basic online course structure elements (e.g.  general online course information to students, neti-
quette, discussion, course guide templates, unit content folders, unit agenda templates, etc.) 

 

 Provide student assistant support to assist with course management (taking care that faculty are still leading 
course facilitation in order to support faculty capacity development, rather than transferring online facilitation to 
student assistants, which does little to develop faculty capacity) 

  

Recommendations for Institute Faculty 

  

 Observe or ask for “guest” privileges in online courses taught by faculty with demonstrated expertise and suc-
cess with applying online best practices (in design and facilitation) 

 

 If full instructional design support is not yet available, start with using MOODLE for one or more simple tasks: 
sharing learning materials and readings, testing, submitting homework, etc. 

 

 As an initial step, translate successful face-to-face courses to “shovel ware” e-learning materials: simply digitiz-
ing learning materials and making them available for supplemental e-learning.  This can be done as faculty 
work on developing their e-learning capacity, not as a substitute. 

 

 Build supportive learning communities & communities of practice (COP) by using MOODLE to set up student 
discussion forums and blogs that you can moderate 

 

 As a transition to improved capacity,  focus on the development of relatively short- to mid-term courses (6-8 
weeks) that can better allow you to integrate e-learning  best practices in a smaller scale (relative to a full 20 
semester course) 

 
  

Table 4 
 
E-learning Capacity Development Recommendations for the Institute 



Journal of Applied Instructional Design   ∙   Volume 6   ∙    Issue 1              31  

 

Recommendations for short-term courses 

 For the shorter professional development (non-
degree) courses (from one week to a few weeks in 
duration), a face-to-face delivery approach would 
be a better fit.   

 Courses ranging from four to eight weeks (and be-
yond) are good candidates for a hybrid approach 
that blends face-to-face and e-learning (taking un-
der consideration topics that are appropriate for this 
duration as discussed below).   

Recommendations for Master’s courses 

 Courses that are longer in duration, from 12 weeks 
up to 20 (the latter being the equivalent of a Rus-
sian semester), are generally appropriate candidates 
for full online delivery as they can more feasibly 
incorporate a full range e-learning best practices.   

Course content and pedagogy.  Recommenda-
tions for course content and pedagogy relative to course 
duration and delivery format were developed to address 
end-user preferences for active, hands-on instructional 
strategies while also accounting for how the nature of 
the content might be best matched to the duration and 
delivery. 

Recommendations for short-term courses (face-to-
face delivery): 

 Content is subject to frequent changes or requires 
updating on a regular basis in order to stay mean-
ingful and relevant. 

 Content can be covered in the given short-term 
duration (ranging from 4 days to 4 weeks) OR con-
tent can be divided into smaller topics that can be 
delivered in individual modules; depending on the 
nature of the content, the modules may be offered 
independently or as part of a linked series with all 
required to meet a competency. 

 Content delivery will benefit from hands-on or 
practical pedagogical strategies. 

Recommendations for Master’s length courses (online 
or hybrid delivery): 

 Content is fundamentally static and does not 
change substantially from year-to-year. 

 Content is lengthy, complex, and/or difficult to 
subdivide in a meaningful way. 

 Content requires a minimum of six weeks (and be-
yond) to be effectively delivered using best instruc-
tional practices. 

 Content can be effectively taught without hands-on 
or applied teaching approaches OR with applied 
learning activities that students can complete on 
their own (such as case studies) OR in a blended 
delivery format, with the face-to-face components 
focused on hands-on pedagogical strategies. 

 

Conclusion 

This case study illustrates one approach to conduct-
ing stakeholder-driven learning analysis while working 
within data collection and timeline constraints. This 
case study begins with the selected solution (i.e. a learn-
ing program), and delves more deeply into the specific 
learning needs and expectations held by stakeholders in 
the transfer context in order to articulate specific solu-
tion requirements that will be a critical input for design 
and development ((Tessmer & Richey, 1997).   

As higher education institutions face mounting pres-
sures to meet market needs by developing relevant de-
gree programs that will position graduates for meaning-
ful employment (Guerra & Rodriguez, 2005; Kaufman, 
Watkins, & Guerra, 2002), it will be critical for institu-
tional leaders and instructional designers to consider 
using an outside-in approach as demonstrated in this 
case study.  Instead of relying on assumptions or per-
ceptions that may be inadvertently biased with an ex-
cessive “supply” lens (what the faculty can and want to 
offer), design teams would contribute greater value by 
involving external stakeholders (including those in the 

Figure 3. Course Duration and Format Matrix 
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position to hire future graduates) in the definition of 
needs and requirements.  This would become a key in-
put to drive the design and development process. The 
resulting offering, will only be as good as the decisions 
that are made throughout the process, and those deci-
sions will only be as good as the evidence that informs 
them (Guerra-López & Norris-Thomas, 2011).   
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