
EDUCATING FOR EQUALITY

BEST PRACTICE PRINCIPLES 
FOR ONLINE LEARNING

Many universities worldwide have invested in short online modules 
to improve students’ knowledge of consent and sexual assault, and 
to encourage people to take action when they witness sexism and 
sexual harassment. 

There is not yet enough evidence they have a 
lasting, positive effect on people’s behaviour. 
We encourage universities to evaluate their online 
offerings for changes in attitudes, skills and 
behaviour to add to the evidence base.

Key messages in online modules need to be 
reinforced and reiterated through other channels 
and contexts in which students and staff study, 
work, live and play. To get the most out of online 
modules, they need to sit within a whole-of-
university approach to prevent gender-based 
violence. Universities should also consider 
alternative formats for online learning and 
evaluating these.



Play to their strengths 

Online modules are best used as part of a whole-of-
university approach to:

• refresh material learned as part of other 
prevention training and programs 

• reinforce university behaviours and 
expectations

• encourage people who are already motivated 
and engaged to consolidate their learning and 
take further action

• collect data for monitoring and evaluation.

It is not enough to rely on online modules to 
change attitudes and behaviours at the scale 
needed to reduce rates of gender-based violence. 
Research shows it is difficult to get students to 
engage with online modules, and training tends to 

attract the already-motivated rather than students 
who the university may really want to target (see 
References for further information). There is no 
substitute for genuine engagement, and making 
the completion of online modules mandatory 
can backfire. Forcing uninterested individuals 
to undertake training can cause ill-will that is 
detrimental to the gender equality cause.

If the purpose is to reach as many people 
as possible and achieve meaningful change, 
universities can use lighter-touch forms of digital 
engagement – such as a digital communications 
campaign. Educating for Equality: A Guide to Digital 
Engagement can help ensure your university’s 
digital engagement strategy is comprehensive and 
effective. 

CONSIDER:

• How does your online module sit within your whole-of-university approach?
• What are the links between your module and other prevention activities, programs, training or 

curriculum across the university?

Use online learning as a scaffold for ongoing engagement 
and learning 

There is a strong link between program duration, 
intensity and impact.

Although many online modules are designed to be 
completed in a single sitting, one-off interventions 
have not been shown to be effective at changing 
behaviour. The most promising results come from 
online learning tools (up to 36 hours of contentthat 

encourage people to return for further learning 
and reflection across multiple sessions over a long 
period of time.

Consider using online tools and platforms to link 
to learning opportunities across a student’s whole 
university degree – and across staff’s professional 
careers – rather than as a one-time induction activity.

CONSIDER:

• How does your university build on content delivered in online platforms as students progress 
throughout their degree? 

• How do you reinforce messages on campus, in curriculum, through campaigns and in other online 
forums?
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Put user experience at the centre 

Conventional online modules and learning 
management systems can limit your engagement 
with students and staff. Students report an 
inconsistent user experience, too much static 
content, crowded curriculum and interfaces, 
and inaccessibility through mobile devices.

At minimum, all online content needs to be 
accessible through mobile devices. Consider 
whether information conveyed in static text, 

pre-recorded lecture or quizzes can be made 
more interactive and dynamic. Meaningfully 
engaging with students in the design of online 
learning modules can improve the relevance of 
online learning to their needs and experiences and 
increase the likelihood of success. It is important 
to consider users’ needs and experience when 
designing the online learning tools and platforms, 
rather than retrofit user experience considerations. 

CONSIDER:

• What are your key learning objectives? Can they be achieved within the module? 
• Is there a way for content to be accessed via mobile devices? Can the content be accessed without 

logging in?

Tailor the content for your users

Create content that is personally relevant to the 
user or targeted towards specific groups, such as 
those who are more likely to experience or use 
violence. Many of our students are part of groups 
that experience other forms of inequality and 
discrimination that may affect their experience of 
violence – including young women, LGBTIQ+ people, 
people with disability and Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people.

Working in partnership with members of these 
groups and the broader university community 
ensures content is culturally appropriate, 
accessible and inclusive. It’s important to do this 
at the outset, rather than adapt resources or 
approaches for particular groups retrospectively. 

CONSIDER:

• How did you engage with students to develop content?
• Does your online module include representation of a wide range of student cohorts, including LGBTIQ+ 

people, people with disability, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people? 
• Can the content reflect the individual university environment?

3 Educating for Equality Best Practice Principles for Online Learning



NOTES

VL Banyard, ‘Improving college campus-based prevention of violence against women: a strategic plan for research 
built on multipronged practices and policies’, Trauma, Violence, and Abuse, 2014, 15(4):339–351, 
doi.org/10.1177/1524838014521027.

S DeGue, ‘Part one: evidence-based strategies for the primary prevention of sexual violence perpetration’, 
Preventing sexual violence on college campuses: lessons from research and practice, report prepared for the 
White House Task Force to Protect Students from Sexual Assault, Centre for Disease Control and Prevention, 
United States Government, 2014, accessed 3 August 2020.

RE Gibbons, The evaluation of campus-based gender violence prevention programming: what we know about 
program effectiveness and implications for practitioners, VAWnet: a project of the National Resource Centre on 
Domestic Violence, 2013, accessed 7 September 2020.

HL O’Brien and EG Toms, ‘What is user engagement? A conceptual framework for defining user engagement with 
technology’, Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 2008, 59(6):938–955, 
doi.org/10.1002/asi.20801.

LM Orchowski, KM Edwards, JA Hollander, VL Banyard, CY Senn and CA Gidycz, ‘Integrating sexual assault 
resistance, bystander, and men’s social norms strategies to prevent sexual violence on college campuses: a call to 
action’, Trauma, Violence, and Abuse, 2020, 21(4):811–827, doi.org/10.1177/1524838018789153.

Our Watch, Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety (ANROWS) and VicHealth, Change the 
story: a shared framework for the primary prevention of violence against women and their children in Australia, 
Our Watch, 2015, accessed 17 April 2020.

CE Short, AL Rebar, RC Plotnikoff and C Vandelanotte, ‘Designing engaging online behaviour change interventions: 
A proposed model of user engagement’, European Health Psychologist, 2015, 17(1):32–38, accessed 9 October 2020.

VicHealth and Behavioural Insights Team, Taking action: empowering bystanders to act on sexist and sexually 
harassing behaviours in universities, Victorian Health Promotion Foundation, Victorian Government, 2019, 
accessed 9 October 2020.

D Zapp, R Buelow, L Soutiea, A Berkowitz, and W DeJong, ‘Exploring the potential campus-level impact of 
online universal sexual assault prevention education’, Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 2018, Advance online 
publication, doi:10.1177/0886260518762449.

This work is licensed under a Creative  
Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. ©️ Our Watch 2021

4 Educating for Equality Best Practice Principles for Online Learning

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1524838014521027
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/298520004_Preventing_sexual_violence_on_college_campuses_Lessons_from_research_and_practice
https://vawnet.org/material/evaluation-campus-based-gender-violence-prevention-programming-what-we-know-about-program
https://vawnet.org/material/evaluation-campus-based-gender-violence-prevention-programming-what-we-know-about-program
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/asi.20801
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1524838018789153
https://www.ourwatch.org.au/change-the-story/
https://www.ourwatch.org.au/change-the-story/
https://www.ehps.net/ehp/index.php/contents/article/view/763
https://www.ehps.net/ehp/index.php/contents/article/view/763
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/media-and-resources/publications/bystander-research-project
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/media-and-resources/publications/bystander-research-project
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0886260518762449
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Educating for Equality
	Best Practice Principlesfor Online Learning
	Play to their strengths 
	Use online learning as a scaffold for ongoing engagement and learning 
	Put user experience at the centre 
	Tailor the content for your users

	Notes

