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2. Problem Statement 

Universities attract a number of different applicants from various backgrounds. May they 

be local, regional, national, or international, it goes without saying that these students come into 

the university system with different levels of knowledge, usually normalized by standardized 

testing such as the SAT.  For students that may have uneven prerequisite knowledge - e.g. having 

particularly high reading knowledge, but particularly low mathematical knowledge - remedial 

courses are usually available to develop these skills quickly. Moreover, beyond factual 

knowledge, universities expect a basic level of thinking skills and work ethic to endure the rigors 

of the more independent study environment of higher education. To aid with this, some 

universities, such as New York University (NYU), have pre-freshman programs, which are 

usually summer programs to help students with their transition into university. However these 

are usually on campus and thus limited by space and human resources. Further, some universities 

assign summer reading, such as the University of Pennsylvania’s (Penn) Summer Reading 

Project, which involves reading a book over the summer and having a discussion with peers led 

by faculty about it as a part of freshman orientation.  

As someone that graduated from Penn, I felt ill-prepared for the rigors of academic life, 

despite my prior secondary school education and these programs. The book and discussion did 

not equip me for the level of work expected from my professors as a freshman engineering 

student. I was equipped with factual knowledge, but ill-equipped with adequate levels of 

thinking skills to navigate the vast buffet of knowledge at Penn. What I mean by “thinking 

skills” are critical thinking skills in general, and intelligent reading, writing, speaking, listening, 

and logical skills in particular. Naturally, this is a tall order for any university at any level, no 

less for individual learners. However, having a basic primer of skills - aside from targeted 

remedial coursework - would have been very helpful going in, serving as a tool kit for the novice 
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thinker to complement my factual knowledge. The issue that I am addressing here is student 

preparedness in terms of thinking skills. 

More recently, I have come across a number of books that addressed these very topics. 

For reading, I found How to Read a Book by Mortimer Adler and Charles Van Doren. For 

speaking and listening, I found How to Speak, How to Listen also by Mortimer Alder. For 

writing, I found On Writing Well by William Zinsser and The Elements of Style by William 

Strunk Jr. and E.B. White. For logical thinking, I found Come, Let Us Reason by Norman Geisler 

and Ronald Brooks. From reading these books, I learned some of the core rules of these liberal 

arts which, while extremely helpful now, could have been required reading during university. For 

my project design, I would like to incorporate these books into an online freshman curriculum, 

which can be taken online either during the summer or as a freshman seminar. Each book is 

dense with knowledge, so my focus will be to design a curriculum for How to Read a Book, since 

it teaches intelligent reading, and can help with the other books and any other learning that the 

student will do early on. 

3. Learning Goals / Objectives 

3.1. Learning Goals 

In How to Read a Book, Adler and Van Doren outline “intelligent reading” in terms of 

four levels: 1 - elementary reading, recognizing the words within a text (i.e. basic fluency); 2 - 

inspectional reading, understanding the structure of a text; 3 - analytical reading, understanding 

the author’s intention and meaning of the text; 4 - syntopic reading, comparing a text to others of 

its kind as a metanarrative. With this outline in mind, the goal of this design will focus on getting 

learners proficient with analytical reading, which will in turn improve learners elementary 
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reading and inspectional reading skills, since they build upon each other. Syntopical reading, by 

its comparative nature, requires multiple books of the same subject area and type, and is thus 

excluded as a goal in my design due to its complexity. 

3.2. Learning Objectives 

● Complete reading How to Read a Book and learn about the four levels of intelligent 

reading: elementary reading, inspectional reading, analytical reading, and syntopic 

reading 

● Practice the concepts of the middle two levels of intelligent reading - inspectional reading 

and analytical reading - using the design applying the in-book exercises.   

● Inspectional reading objectives 

○ Practice reading table of contents and index for keywords and structure 

○ Practice cursory reading (i.e. skimming) for general flow of content 

● Analytic reading objectives (adapted from p.95, 134-135,162) 

○ Identify the genre of a type of book (nonfiction v. fiction; history v. science). 

○ Summarizing a book in simplest terms, to find its core message. 

○ Outline the main ideas of a book and its supporting content. 

○ Identify the core terms that an author is using, and the general goal the author is 

trying to achieve via the text. 

○ Critique and agree or disagree with an author in well-formulated and thoughtful 

way. 

○ Understand the forms and limits of external reading aids. 

● Articulate a thoughtful and concise analysis of a book via writing and discussion 

● Reflect on current skills as an analytical reader via peer comparison and discussion 

reviews 

4. Target Audience 

The core audience for this design will be incoming freshmen into university, for example NYU, 

although this can also be used for any student on the undergraduate level. The core assumption is 
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that students are not used to the rigors of university life and work, and thus will have developed 

few preconceptions specific to the school before this online course. However, it remains to be 

seen if this assumption makes any difference, but nonetheless this is being assumed. Also, a high 

school level of reading skill is expected in order to be able to read the core text with minimal 

issues (i.e. move past the elementary stage of reading). Interest is not assumed, since this course 

is intended to be compulsory. 

5. Context/Setting 

This design is an online course using the book How to Read a Book as its base. Students will log 

into their school’s learning management system (LMS; in NYU’s case, Sakai) to access the 

course. Students will use the course online and interact with each other via a video conferencing 

and chat service such as Google Hangouts. While this serves as a pre-orientation initiative, 

students will have until the end of their semester of matriculation (e.g. end of fall semester) to 

complete the course. 

6. Syllabus / Design Rationale 

There are three portions to this course: reading, exercises, and discussions. 
 

6.1. Reading 

The book How to Read a Book will be sent to students via paperback, instead of the summer 

book. Students will also have an option to acquire a digital copy via Kindle, or with the 

publisher's’ permission, a downloadable PDF. Students will be tasked to read the 21 chapters of 

the book on their own time. This should take about 20 hours of casual reading at a conservative 

rate of 3 minutes per page over its 400 pages. 



Jonathan Hodrick  Designing Online Learning for Higher Ed             Assignment 3 
 

Design Document for an Online Higher Education Course 
Foundations of Navigating Knowledge 

6.2. Initial Exercises 

Exercises are based on those in Appendix B of the source text. They will be adapted into 

digital format, but with extra features to allow for a more controlled environment. The first 

feature is the two panel presentation of the question and source text. Inspired by the side-by-side 

system of Codecademy and Globaloria’s MakeQuest game, students will be able to browse 

through the reading samples and answer the related questions. 

 

 
Globaloria’s MakeQuest Coding Game; code on left side and playable on right; Via: code.globaloria.com 

 
The below sketch lays out how an exercise would look. One the left side is the source text 

of which the learner will be able to review and use for their answers. On the right side is the 

question and the appropriate answer field. Some questions are short answer, while others are 

long answer or multiple choice. 
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The related passage is from Darwin’s ...The Origin of Species. This particular exercise relates to 

closer look at the text; an opportunity to practice analytical reading skills. However, this is not 

simple skill and drill, however, as these answers are saved to the system for later review. 

 Once the students has completed a set of exercises related to the passage, they are given a 

chance to compare their answers to the solution as presented by the authors. 

 

 
 
This review session allows for the learner to compare their answers to what the author had 

intended via the answer key. Some answers have clear right answers, such as multiple choice 

questions, but other longer form answers are more subjective to the learner’s understanding of 

the passage. The side-by-side comparison allows the learners to easily match answers and reflect 

upon differences. In addition to comparing notes with the author, the learner will also have an 
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opportunity to compare answers with other students in their class, possibly grouped 

algorithmically based on relative skill level. 

 

 
 
In both the author and classmate cases, the learner will be able to compare all of their answers to 

their counterparts. In case some students complete the task sooner than others, there will be 

various checkpoint dates to for students to check for other responses. 

6.3. Discussion 

At set dates during the summer and during the school year, students will have 

opportunities to discuss the core book online with one another, facilitated by a faculty member or 

another instructor. The primary goal is to share notes and thoughts acquired from an analytical 

reading. The facilitator will ask some key questions about the text (which have not been written 

at this point), as well as allow for some unscripted discussion. 
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The discussion will be recorded so that the participants can review their discussions at a future 

date and compare their knowledge and delivery. Having a video conference in this way also 

gives the group of participants an opportunity to meet one another, may it be before school starts, 

or during the school year. 

6.4. Assessments 

Assessments can be handled both by the system and via the online discussions. The 

system can measure answers that have concrete solutions, and facilitators will have rubrics for 

the discussions. The scores will be combined and weighed in order to have some metric to 

deliver to the student. This score is not necessarily a grade, but an assessment to help the student 

improve their analytical reading skills going forward. It is a challenge to weigh this curriculum 

heavily as a grade considering the variety of contexts that the students may be in as they take the 

course. Since the course is predominantly online, one cannot assume that all students have equal 

access to the internet over the summer. This is less of an issue during the year, but if this design 

is used as pre-freshman training, this consideration must be acknowledged. However, if the lack 

of grading - and thus the level of urgency - causes a slack in participation, then allowing this 

course to be a normal semester course for credit will help with motivation, although 

implementation (e.g. staffing) may be an issue. 

7. Concerns and Further Considerations 

The core concern at this point is motivation. The question of active participation was 

addressed in the prior paragraph, whereby a low participation rate can be mitigated by making 

the course a normal semester course. Other motivation factors can be considered, such as prizes, 

but extrinsic motivation may conflict with the intrinsic reward with learning to read more 
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intelligently. However, this is a general problem within higher education itself - a potential 

conflict of interest between the students and the educator. 
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