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The CTSI Quercus Home Page Foundations (QHPF) is a self-paced, asynchronous learning program designed for University of Toronto (U of T) instructors developing or refining their Quercus (Canvas) course home page. Whether you are setting up a course home page for the first time or refreshing an existing one, this resource will guide you through principles and strategies for designing an accessible, inclusive, and welcoming student experience.

We know instructors often look for examples of "good" home pages—and we also understand that building a welcoming course space can feel daunting. While QHPF offers guiding principles and practical tools, be sure to check with your hiring division or department for any specific recommendations or templates related to Quercus course setup.

Looking for practical guidance on Quercus course home page layouts and features? Module 2 offers hands-on strategies for selecting your course layout, structuring and formatting content, and enhancing accessibility and usability.

[bookmark: _Toc222897722]Start Small

If you're not sure where to begin, start small. Tobin and Behling's (2018) Plus-One Strategy reminds us that meaningful improvement can start by choosing just one element to make more inclusive, accessible, or welcoming. Small, intentional choices can make a lasting impact on the student experience.

[bookmark: _Toc222897723]Enrol in QHPF

QHPF is a public resource available to anyone interested in Quercus home page design. U of T instructors may enrol in QHPF to add the program directly to their Quercus dashboard and use built-in accessibility features such as Microsoft Immersive Reader, which allows you to listen to page content, adjust text display (font, spacing, and colour), and personalize your reading experience to suit your preferences.

For technical assistance or accommodation requests related to the QHPF self-paced learning program, please contact q.help@utoronto.ca.
Self-Enrol in QHPF
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QHPF consists of two modules that explore key aspects of welcoming course home page design. Each module takes approximately 60 minutes to complete.

Watch or listen to the two-minute navigation video (opens in a new tab) to learn how to navigate this self-paced program, hosted in Quercus. Use the triangle play icons or module links below to access each module. You can complete the modules sequentially or jump directly to topics of interest. To view a full list of module pages, select the "Modules" link from the Course Navigation Menu on the left.

Enjoy designing—or redesigning—your Quercus course home page!

▶️ Module 1: What Makes a Home Page Welcoming?
Explore key principles like accessibility and presence that shape an effective and welcoming course home page

▶️ Module 2: Creating Your Welcoming Home Page in Quercus
Learn how to select a home page layout, use Quercus tools to build content, and apply strategies to enhance accessibility and presence

▶️ Beyond QHPF
Access teaching supports, explore programming opportunities, and share your feedback on the QHPF self-paced learning program

[bookmark: _Toc222897725]⏸️ Pause for Activities and Reflections

As you move through the QHPF self-paced learning program, take time to engage with the activities and reflection prompts provided. Consider keeping a running document or notes section where you track:

· Home page elements you want to add, adjust, or remove
· Key takeaways for making your home page more accessible, welcoming, and usable
· Questions to revisit or discuss with colleagues or teaching support teams

Prefer an offline version of the program for reflection or future reference? Download the QHPF Content Reader PDF, a consolidated and accessible copy of all module content.
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Welcome to Module 1: What Makes a Home Page Welcoming?

A welcoming home page is more than just a visual entry point—it's your students' first impression of your course and a powerful opportunity to both welcome and orient them. In this module, you'll explore key ideas that shape effective home page design, including accessibility and presence. You'll also be introduced to frameworks like Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and the Community of Inquiry (CoI) to help guide your design choices.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

· Describe how a welcoming home page can support accessibility and foster student engagement;
· Reflect on your goals for the student experience on your home page;
· Apply Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles to support accessibility, inclusion, and usability in your home page design; and
· Identify ways to integrate social, teaching, and cognitive presence through your home page.


[bookmark: _Toc222897729]Module 1 Pages

This module consists of four pages. Use the "Next" and "Previous" buttons at the bottom of the page to navigate through the content.

· 1.1 Introducing Module 1 (you are here)
· 1.2 Designing with Students in Mind
· 1.3 Establishing Presence
· 1.4 Module 1 References and Resources
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On this page:

· What "Welcoming" Means in Home Page Design
· Welcoming Home Page Design Ideas
· Access as a Foundation for Feeling Welcome
· Applying Universal Design for Learning (UDL) to Your Home Page
· Pause for Reflection: Set Your Home Page Goals
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"Do not assume that saying 'welcome' will mean people feel welcome." Maha Bali, Autumm Caines, Rebecca J. Hogue, Helen J. DeWaard, and Christian Friedrich (2019)

A welcoming home page isn't just about visual appeal or branding—these elements can support the experience, but the priority is creating a space where students feel respected, oriented, and ready to learn. While visual design can help set the tone, accessible and inclusive choices ensure that every student can engage fully from the start. Your home page sets the tone for what students should feel, find, and do when they enter your course site.

Each course has its own "personality" (Bali & Zamora, 2022), and your home page is one way to express your teaching philosophy and values, the course's purpose, and your commitment to your students' learning and well-being. In a welcoming course home page, students can:

· Quickly recognize which course they've entered
· Find clear instructions about where to start
· Sense the instructor's presence and the course's purpose or focus
· Access information easily and without barriers

A clear, welcoming home page doesn't just support students—it can benefit you as an instructor, too. It reduces repetitive questions, streamlines communication, and helps establish a strong teaching presence from the outset. When students feel confident navigating your course, you can spend less time clarifying logistics and more time engaging with content and learning.

Start with Purpose

Before you explore specific home page layouts or features, take a moment to reflect on the big picture. A welcoming home page isn't just about appearance—it's a chance to embody your teaching values and set the tone for student learning.

Keeping the following questions in mind as you move through the two modules can help ensure that every design decision serves your broader pedagogical aims:

· Who are my students? (e.g., new undergrads, working professionals, multilingual learners)
· What do I want them to feel, understand, or do when they land on this page?
· How can the home page reflect the course's learning outcomes and teaching approach?
· What choices—tone, layout, media, links—will support clarity, connection, and confidence?
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What are the first things—text, images, multimedia—you want students to engage with when they land on your home page? What you highlight communicates what you value most about the course and the student experience (Denial, 2024)—and your choices can help support accessibility, engagement, and inclusion. Here are some approaches instructors are using to create a welcoming home page:

· A welcome message (text or video): Introduce yourself, share your motivation for teaching the course, describe your teaching style or approach, and communicate your commitment to student learning (Addy et al., 2021)
· A course-related image or multimedia element: Feature a simple, relevant visual (such as a photo, graphic, or short video) that reflects the course's topic, theme, or field of study
· Easy access to key course materials: Provide prominent links to essential resources students will need to get started (such as the syllabus) and revisit throughout the course
· Featured links to supportive resources: Highlight relevant resources such as learning strategies, academic supports, or wellness tools
· Clear and consistent organization and language: Use intuitive structure, clear language, and a welcoming tone to help students easily find information and feel confident navigating the page
· Multiple means of presenting information: Offer content through a mix of text, visuals, and/or audio, when appropriate, to engage diverse learners and improve accessibility

In Module 2, you'll explore how to bring these ideas to life using Quercus tools—selecting a home page layout, incorporating multimedia, and applying accessibility strategies to design a welcoming, student-centred space.
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True welcoming design starts with access. Before students can engage, connect, or learn, they need to be able to enter and navigate the course space with ease. Accessibility means creating learning environments where every student—regardless of ability, device, or learning need—can participate fully from the very first click.

Accessible design choices, such as using clear headings, providing text alternatives for images, and ensuring strong colour contrast, help remove barriers before they arise. Module 2 will offer guidance on enhancing accessibility using the Rich Content Editor and incorporating multimedia in Quercus.

While Quercus offers many flexible design options, some features—such as embedded multimedia without captions or the use of colour-coded icons—may present accessibility challenges for some students. Being aware of these limitations can help you make more informed, inclusive design choices from the start.

Accessibility and Universal Design for Learning (UDL) go hand-in-hand: while accessibility focuses on removing barriers, UDL builds on this foundation by proactively designing for the diverse ways students engage, perceive, and express their learning.

Prioritizing access on your home page sets the tone for an inclusive, welcoming course experience. Learn more about creating accessible learning environments.
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a proactive approach for designing learning environments—including your Quercus course home page—that reduces barriers and welcomes learner variability. UDL considers the why, what, and how of learning to make learning experiences more inclusive and accessible.

UDL Strategies for Home Page Design

Explore the strategies below and identify one or more that align with your home page goals.

Engagement: The "Why" of Learning

Goal: Foster student motivation and inclusivity.

· Offer a welcome message and an invitation for students to introduce themselves
· Highlight student support resources (e.g., help forums, office hours, academic and wellness services)
· If appropriate, include a brief "Meet the Team" section to introduce TAs or co-instructors and humanize the course experience

Representation: The "What" of Learning

Goal: Provide multiple ways for students to access content.

· Enhance understanding and engagement through multiple forms of media (e.g., text, images, audio, video) when appropriate
· Provide alt text, captions, or text summaries for images and multimedia
· Structure and organize content clearly to support readability and easy navigation

Action & Expression: The "How" of Learning

Goal: Support diverse ways for students to participate and demonstrate learning.

· Provide clearly labeled buttons or descriptive text links to key course areas and materials
· Offer multiple ways for students to navigate the course (e.g., through the home page or Course Navigation menu)
· Anticipate potential challenges by clearly sharing where students can go for help or troubleshooting
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Before you move forward, take a moment to reflect: What do you want students to feel, find, and do when they land on your course home page?

· Feel welcomed and included?
· Know where to start and how to navigate?
· Feel motivated to explore and engage?

Jot down a few words or ideas—these goals can guide your design decisions to create a home page that is welcoming, accessible, and inclusive as you move into Module 2.
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On this page:

· What Is "Presence"?
· Establishing Presence on Your Home Page
· Pause for Reflection: Integrate Presence on Your Home Page
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Presence can mean many things. As Elizabeth A. Norell (2024) notes, "presence" can refer to:

· Physical presence
· A perceived force within a space, even without physical evidence
· Intellectual engagement

Building a welcoming home page in Quercus involves establishing presence—whether physical, emotional, intellectual, or a combination—so that students feel connected to you, the course, and each other.

One helpful framework for thinking about presence is the Community of Inquiry (CoI) model, which describes three types of presence that support meaningful learning:

· Social presence
· Teaching presence
· Cognitive presence

Watch or listen to the two-minute video embedded below for a quick introduction to the CoI framework. Select "CC" for closed captions.

[bookmark: _Toc215472457]"Community of Inquiry (CoL) Model" Video Captions

The Community of Inquiry (CoI) model is made up of three interdependent elements, which are social presence, teaching presence and cognitive presence. And according to Garrison, the three presences when combined form a meaningful learning environment which sets the stage for learning, and Garrison calls this the Community of Inquiry.

The relationship of these presences contributes to the educational experience in online learning by facilitating a community where learners are collaboratively engaged. Social presence involves building community and creating an environment or climate for student engagement. Teaching presence includes the instructional design, facilitation, and direct instruction provided that create meaningful educational experiences. And cognitive presence refers to learners' connection to content to construct and confirm meaning. This is facilitated through continuous reflection and discourse. 

Together, the social presence, teaching presence, and cognitive presence interact to build and sustain effective educational experiences.

UDL and CoI work together. The Community of Inquiry framework aligns well with principles of Universal Design for Learning (UDL). For example, UDL's emphasis on multiple means of engagement supports the development of social presence, while its focus on representation and action and expression complements strategies that enhance teaching and cognitive presence. Both frameworks encourage inclusive, intentional design that fosters meaningful learning and connection.
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Explore the strategies below and consider how your home page could integrate one or more types of presence. A welcoming home page often weaves together all three: social, teaching, and cognitive presence.

Social Presence

Social presence refers to creating opportunities for students to connect, communicate, and build relationships within the course community (Garrison, 2009). A strong sense of social presence helps students feel welcomed, valued, and part of a supportive learning environment.

Ideas to foster social presence on your home page:

· Include a welcoming message from you
· Add a personal introduction or "Meet the Team" section
· Link to an "Introductions" discussion thread
· Share a story, fun fact, or meaningful quote related to the course topic
· Encourage early engagement and interaction among students

Teaching Presence

Teaching presence refers to how instructors design, guide, and support the learning experience to help students achieve meaningful outcomes (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001). Teaching presence is grounded in two core functions: design—encompassing content selection, activity, and assessment design—and facilitation, which focuses on supporting student learning (Bertram Gallant & Rettinger, 2025). A strong teaching presence helps students feel oriented, supported, and motivated to engage actively with the course content.

Ideas to foster teaching presence on your home page:

· Provide clear "Start Here" instructions
· Link prominently to key course areas and materials
· Highlight important information such as instructor contact details, course learning outcomes, and important dates
· Share links to supportive resources like learning strategies, academic supports, or wellness tools
· Set clear expectations for participation and communication

Cognitive Presence

Cognitive presence refers to how learners make sense of ideas, deepen their understanding, and build knowledge through reflection and ongoing discussion (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 1999). A strong sense of cognitive presence invites students to think critically about course concepts, ask meaningful questions, and apply their learning in thoughtful and reflective ways.

Ideas to foster cognitive presence on your home page:

· Highlight guiding questions, "big ideas," or major course themes
· Link to a Q&A forum or a space where students can seek help and troubleshoot challenges
· Provide access to key introductory readings, case studies, or foundational resources
· Connect students to tools and materials that support deeper exploration
· Identify spaces and opportunities where students can collaborate and engage with one another
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Based on your goals for your home page, reflect on how you might integrate social, teaching, and cognitive presence into your home page design.

· Social Presence: How can you help students feel welcomed and part of a learning community?
· Teaching Presence: How will you guide students clearly through the course structure and expectations?
· Cognitive Presence: How will you encourage curiosity and engagement with course ideas?

Jot down a few ideas—these reflections can help guide your design choices in Module 2.
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You have completed Module 1: What Makes a Home Page Welcoming?. Your course home page is more than a digital doorway—it's an invitation. Throughout this module, you explored key ideas that shape effective home page design, including accessibility and presence.

By completing this module, you have:

· Described how a welcoming home page can support accessibility and foster student engagement;
· Reflected on your goals for the student experience on your home page;
· Applied Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles to support accessibility, inclusion, and usability in your home page design; and
· Identified ways to integrate social, teaching, and cognitive presence through your home page.
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The following list includes references cited in this module, as well as optional resources you may find helpful as you continue designing or refining your Quercus course home page. These materials are not required, but they can support deeper learning and serve as a reference for future home page development.

· Addy, T. M., Dube, D., Mitchell, K. A., & SoRelle, M. (2021). What inclusive instructors do: Principles and practices for excellence in college teaching. Stylus Publishing.
· Anderson, T., Rourke, L., Garrison, D., & Archer, W. (2001). Assessing teaching presence in a computer conferencing context. Online Learning, 5(2).
· Bali, M, Caines, A., Hogue, R. J., DeWaard, H. J., & Friedrich, C. (2019). Intentionally equitable hospitality in hybrid video dialogue: The context of virtually connecting. eLearn Magazine.
· Bali, M., & Zamora, M. (2022). Intentionally equitable hospitality as critical instructional design. In J. Quinn, M. Burtis, S. Jhangiani, & C. J. Denial (Eds.), Designing for care. Hybrid Pedagogy Inc.
· Bertram Gallant, T., & Rettinger, D. A. (2025). The opposite of teaching: Teaching for integrity in the age of AI. University of Oklahoma Press.
· CAST. (2024). Universal Design for Learning guidelines version 3.0.
· Denial, C. (2019). A pedagogy of kindness. Hybrid Pedagogy.
· Garrison, D. R. (2009). Communities of inquiry in online learning. In P. L. Rogers, G. A. Berg, J. V. Boettcher, C. Howard, L. Justice, & K. D. Schenk, Encyclopedia of Distance Learning (2nd ed.) (pp. 352–355). IGI Global.
· Garrison, D. R., Anderson, T., & Archer, W. (1999). Critical inquiry in a text-based environment: Computer conferencing in higher education. The Internet and Higher Education, 2(2–3), 87–105.
· Garrison, D. R., Cleveland-Innes, M., & Vaughan, N. (n.d.). CoI Framework.
· Norell, E. A. (2024). The present professor: Authenticity and transformational teaching. University of Oklahoma Press.
· Ricevuto, J., & McLaughlin, L. (Eds.). (2022). Engaging virtual environments: Creative ideas and online tools to promote student interaction, participation, and active learning. Stylus Publishing.
· Tobin, T. J., & Behling, K. T. (2018). Reach everyone, teach everyone: Universal Design for Learning in higher education. West Virginia University Press.

U of T Resources

· CTSI Accessibility Guidelines for Teaching and Learning
· CTSI Community of Inquiry (CoI) Model Video (01:28)
· CTSI Teaching with Universal Design for Learning at U of T
· CTSI Universal Design for Learning
· CTSI Universal Design for Learning Foundations (UDLF) Self-Paced Program
· UTSC CTL Quercus and the Community of Inquiry (CoI) Framework


[bookmark: _Toc222897743]2. Creating Your Welcoming Home Page in Quercus

[bookmark: _Toc222897744]2.1 Introducing Module 2

[bookmark: _Toc222897745]Welcome

Welcome to Module 2: Creating Your Welcoming Home Page in Quercus.

Your Quercus course home page is often the first point of contact students have with your course. A well-designed home page supports student orientation, communicates instructor presence, and promotes accessibility from the very beginning. In this module, you'll explore practical strategies for building a welcoming home page using the tools and features available in Quercus.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

· Identify and compare the five Quercus course home page layout options;
· Use the Rich Content Editor to format and organize accessible content;
· Apply accessible practices for using multimedia; and
· Evaluate and refine your Quercus course home page using Student View and a design checklist.
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This module consists of six pages. Use the "Next" and "Previous" buttons at the bottom of the page to navigate through the content.

· 2.1 Introducing Module 2 (you are here)
· 2.2 Quercus Course Home Page Options
· 2.3 Leveraging the Rich Content Editor
· 2.4 Designing Multimedia for Accessibility
· 2.5 Finalizing Your Course Home Page
· 2.6 Module 2 References and Resources

[bookmark: _Toc222897747]2.2 Quercus Course Home Page Options

On this page:

· Quercus and Canvas
· Home Page Layout Options
· Sample Home Page Layouts
· Pause for Reflection: Which Layout Option
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Quercus is powered by Canvas, a learning management system developed by Instructure. You may notice that some support materials refer to "Canvas"—this is simply the platform behind Quercus. While U of T customizes Quercus for our teaching and learning context, much of the underlying functionality remains the same.

One of the first design decisions you'll make in your course site is selecting a Course Home Page layout. Quercus provides five layout options, each offering different benefits depending on how you want to structure your course and support your students.
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Below is a comparison table of the five Course Home Page layout options available in Quercus. Each layout name links to setup instructions and visual examples. If you'd prefer a quick audiovisual overview, you can also watch or listen to the embedded two-minute video. Select "CC" for closed captions.

	If you want your home page to…
	Use This Layout Option
	What It Does
	Pros and Considerations

	Offer a welcoming, structured entry point that reflects your course tone and structure
	Pages Front Page
	Displays a custom, instructor-designed page using the Rich Content Editor. If you'd like to use a custom Page as your home page, you must publish it first and set it as the Front Page before selecting it as your Course Home Page. This is one of the most common and effective options at U of T. This self-paced program uses the Pages Front Page layout.
	· Pros: Offers full control over design and tone; supports multimedia, buttons, and course links
· Considerations: Requires setup and manual updates; must be published and selected as Front Page

	Provide clear, linear access to weekly or topic-based course content
	Course Modules
	Shows students the course modules directly. You can also create a Pages Front Page that links to the modules list.
	· Pros: Clear, linear navigation; integrates with progress tracking and prerequisites
· Considerations: Requires consistent module setup and publishing to avoid confusion

	Keep students up to date with frequent course activity and fast-paced communication
	Course Activity Stream
	Shows the most recent course updates (e.g., announcements, discussions, new assignments).
	· Pros: Keeps students up-to-date; no design work required
· Considerations: May feel cluttered or disorienting to students; does not show core course structure or instructor presence

	Focus students on upcoming deadlines and deliverables
	Assignments Lists
	Lists all graded activities—quizzes, assignments, discussions—by due date and point value.
	· Pros: Keeps students focused on due dates and expectations
· Considerations: Lacks context or instructor presence; students may not see how tasks connect to course goals or structure

	Give students quick access to your syllabus via the default course navigation
	Syllabus
	Displays content added using the Syllabus tool, which also uses the Rich Content Editor. For a more welcoming and structured entry point, consider using a Pages Front Page instead.
	· Pros: Appears clearly in the course navigation as "Syllabus"; quick to access
· Considerations: May confuse students if the auto-generated Course Summary is left visible—turn off the Course Summary option to ensure students refer to your syllabus for all important dates
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In this video, we will share the different options available in Quercus for your course home page, which is the first thing that students see when they enter your course site. For the purpose of this video, I am demonstrating in my personal sandbox course. 

If you select the "Choose Home Page" button, a pop-up box will appear that will allow you to choose your home page type. 

The first option is the "Course Activity Stream." This is a summary of recent activities from your course, including announcements, discussions, assignments, and conversations. 

The next option is the "Pages Front Page." I'll get back to this towards the end of the video. 

The next option is the "Course Modules." When your course home page is set to your modules, this will be the first thing that students see. There are no visual elements, so it is a bit straight to business and may not be as welcoming as you would like. 

The next option is the "Assignments List," which is a collection of your assignments in your Quercus course. Like the course modules, there's no visual element, so it may not be as welcoming as you would like. 

And lastly, the final option is the "Syllabus," which means that you need to already be using the built-in syllabus tool within Quercus. We typically do not recommend using the syllabus tool. Instead, we encourage instructors to make a copy of their syllabus available through modules or pages. 

Back to the Pages Front Page. We typically recommend using this option as it allows you to use the tools available in the Rich Content Editor, which we explored in Unit 2, to create a custom home page that is specific to your course and establishes a welcoming presence. Thanks for watching.
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Looking for inspiration? Below are a few examples of course home page layouts created by instructors at U of T and beyond. Each takes a different approach based on the course goals, teaching context, and student needs. Use these examples as a starting point to spark ideas for how to structure and personalize your own.

· Quercus Idea Board, from Arts & Science
· Sample Home Pages Video (01:51), select "CC" for closed captions
· Canvas Home Pages That Welcome Students, developed by Dr. Brian Chen
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Reflect on your course goals, your students' experience, and the kind of tone and structure you want to establish from the very first click. What format might best support your course goals and your students' needs?

· Do you want students to follow a weekly structure?
· Would a personalized welcome page help orient them?
· Do you prefer that students immediately see assignments and deadlines?

As you reflect, revisit the principles from Module 1—like accessibility, presence, and student-centered design. Consider how each layout can support Universal Design for Learning (UDL) strategies such as clarity, flexibility, and multiple means of access.
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On this page:

· Quercus Rich Content Editor
· Accessibility Tips: Use the Accessibility Checker and More
· Pause for Activity: Try the RCE in Your Sandbox Course
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The Rich Content Editor (RCE) is your content creation hub in Quercus. Whether you're welcoming students with a personalized message, embedding a reading, or designing a media-rich activity, the RCE provides the tools to create dynamic, accessible, and visually engaging course content—no coding required.

The RCE offers a range of features to format content, embed media, and support accessibility. Use the table below to explore what you can create and customize. For a quick overview, watch or listen to the embedded two-minute video. Select "CC" for closed captions.


[bookmark: _Toc215472480]"Quercus Rich Content Editor" Video Captions

In this section, we'll look at how to utilize the Rich Content Editor. The Rich Content Editor in Quercus pages allows you to build and edit a page with text, multimedia, and links to other content or external web pages. 

Using the toolbar of the Rich Content Editor, you can format text to include headings and subheadings. Adjust the font size and use different font colour and highlighting. Emphasize text with bold, italics, and underlining. Add hyperlinks to direct learners to course files or to external URLs. Rich Content Editor allows you to include multimedia, images, and videos and format lists with bullet points or numbers. 

Built into the Rich Content Editor is an Accessibility Checker that will help to check for accessibility concerns within the editor's content. To use this tool, simply select the Accessibility Checker icon at the bottom and a panel will be displayed with the detected accessibility issues for your review. 

For additional formatting customization, the Rich Content editor also has an HTML view where you can include and edit HTML coding for further design options for your content in the editor.

[bookmark: _Toc222897754]Where You'll Use the Rich Content Editor

You'll find the RCE in most content areas of Quercus, including:

· Pages: Build structured content, home pages, and learning materials
· Announcements: Communicate important updates and reminders
· Assignments: Give instructions, add context, and embed materials
· Discussions: Create prompts, format replies, and include resources
· Quizzes: Support question stems with multimedia or formatted text
· Syllabus: Provide course information in a clear, readable format

	RCE Key Features
	What You Can Create and Customize

	Format and Organize Text
	· Apply headings and subheadings to structure your content
· Use bold, italics, and underline for emphasis
· Add strikethrough, superscript, and subscript where needed
· Create block quotes and insert horizontal lines for visual separation

	Insert Links and Documents
	· Add course links to specific parts of the course (e.g., Assignments, Quizzes, Announcements, Discussions, Modules, etc.)
· Link to course files such as PDFs, slides, and templates
· Control how document links preview (in overlay or inline)
· Create a hyperlink to shared files from Microsoft Office 365
· Add external links to websites, readings, and videos
· Use descriptive link text for clarity and accessibility

	Embed Multimedia
	· Embed images from your device or course files
· Record short audio or video clips
· Upload and embed audio or video from your device (due to limited Quercus course storage, this option is best for smaller multimedia files)
· Embed videos hosted on MyMedia or Microsoft Stream

	Create Lists and Tables
	· Use bulleted or numbered lists to improve readability
· Insert tables to organize and compare information
· Customize headers, colours, alignment, and table structure

	Use Advanced Tools
	· Accessibility Checker: identify and fix common accessibility issues
· Equation Editor: insert math symbols or LaTeX expressions
· Icon Maker: create and insert custom icons
· HTML View: fine-tune layout or styling using optional code view
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Accessible design benefits all learners—not just those with disabilities—by improving clarity, navigation, and overall usability. The Rich Content Editor includes a built-in Accessibility Checker to help you identify and fix common issues such as:

· Skipped heading levels
· Missing alt text
· Low contrast text
· Inaccessible tables
· And more

Before publishing, select the Accessibility Checker icon in the toolbar to review your content and apply quick fixes. These improvements not only enhance accessibility—they make your content clearer and easier to navigate for everyone.

Below are tips to help you design accessible course materials. You can also visit the CTSI Accessibility Guidelines for Teaching and Learning for strategies to support accessible course design beyond Quercus.

	Content Area
	Recommended Accessible Practices

	Formatting and Layout
	· Use consistent formatting to make content easier to read and scan
· Apply proper headings (Heading 2, Heading 3, etc.) to structure your content
· Avoid using bold or larger fonts as a substitute for real headings
· When pasting content from Word, use "Paste without formatting" to prevent hidden styling issues that can affect readability and accessibility

	Links and Documents
	· Use descriptive link text (e.g., "Syllabus PDF") instead of "click here"
· Avoid pasting raw URLs directly into the editor
· When adding documents, choose how document links preview (in overlay or inline)

	Images and Media
	· Add alt text to describe important images
· Mark purely decorative images accordingly
· Preview and test all embedded media to ensure it displays as expected
· Add captions to all videos for accessible learning

	Lists and Tables
	· Format steps or ideas using the bulleted or numbered list tools
· Use headers and captions in tables for better navigation and clarity

	Colour and Contrast
	· Choose colours with sufficient contrast
· Avoid relying on colour alone to convey meaning (e.g., "highlighted in red")
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The Rich Content Editor is a powerful, flexible tool—but the best way to learn it is by using it.
In your Sandbox course, create a new Page and explore what the RCE can do:

· Create a short welcome message using headings, bold text, and/or colour
· Add a document link or embed a video or image
· Use bulleted or numbered lists to organize content
· Run the Accessibility Checker to review your content for accessibility issues

As you experiment, reflect on:

· How can formatting help students find important information quickly?
· What types of media might support deeper engagement?
· Are you designing with accessibility in mind?
· How do your content and design choices reflect the goals of a welcoming home page—such as clarity, presence, and student inclusion—as explored in Module 1?

Small improvements to clarity and accessibility go a long way in helping students succeed.
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On this page:

· Intentional Multimedia Use
· Using Multimedia on Your Course Home Page: Why, What, and How
· Sample Multimedia Use: Course Tour Video
· Recording Directly in Quercus
· Tips for Accessible Multimedia
· Pause for Reflection: Consider Multimedia Use
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Multimedia—when used intentionally—can deepen engagement, support diverse learning preferences, and strengthen social, teaching, and cognitive presence in your course. But it's not about adding media just for the sake of it. To be effective, multimedia must be purposeful, accessible, and aligned with your course goals.

Images, audio, and video can help clarify complex concepts, connect students with your voice and presence, and spark interaction. However, without accessible design, these same tools can create barriers for students using screen readers, relying on captions, or navigating with limited internet access.

As you design, ask yourself:

· Why am I using this image, audio, or video?
· Does it enhance understanding or engagement in support of the course goals?
· Can all students access and benefit from this media?
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Your Course Home Page is one of the first things students engage with—multimedia can help set the tone and build connection. But each item should serve a clear instructional or community-building purpose.

Why Use Multimedia

· Boost teaching presence: A short welcome video can humanize your course and set expectations
· Enhance clarity: Visuals can support understanding of course layout or key processes
· Support diverse learners: Different media formats offer multiple pathways into the material

What to Include

· A short welcome video from you
· A relevant banner image or graphic that reflects the course's tone or theme
· A brief audio message as a personal touch
· A diagram or infographic to guide students in navigating the course
· A screen-recorded course tour or orientation video

How to Use Multimedia Effectively

· Make it accessible: Use captions, alt text, and transcripts
· Keep it optional: Provide alternative formats where possible
· Be mindful of load time: Avoid large files that may not work well on mobile or slower connections
· Stay intentional: Ask how each item supports student learning, connection, and course goals

And don't forget: Quercus supports Microsoft Immersive Reader—a built-in tool that helps students read page content aloud, adjust spacing and font, or translate text. While it doesn't work on embedded tools or videos, it can improve access to your written content.
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One powerful way to use multimedia intentionally is to create a short course tour video. A friendly walkthrough can help students feel more confident about navigating the course, especially early on. Watch how a U of T instructor uses a short course tour to welcome students in the three-minute video below. Select "CC" for closed captions.

[bookmark: _Toc215472491]"Creating a Course Tour" Video Captions

My name is Avi Cohen. I teach ECO105, which is Principles of Economics for non-specialists. I have in the face-to-face section 500 students and then I have an online section of the course that has 400 students. 

In my face-to-face courses over the years, I would usually spend the first class in the face-to-face class going through the website and showing students where things are. It's not fair to assume the students will just find their way, so I want to help them navigate that as quickly as possible. Once I had an online course, I can't do that, right? There is no first class where I'm going to do that, so I had the idea of creating this course tour. 

So it's just a screen capture of me walking through the various online resources and showing students what they are, how they work, and how to most easily navigate them. Creating the course tour is very easy once you have online resources on your LMS page for your course. All you need to do is use screen capture software. There are many different varieties, and they're all easy to use. You turn it on to capture whatever is on the screen of your computer and your voice, and you walk the students through. Okay, here's where this is, here's where this is, here's how you move from this, we're going to use this at this point in the course, etc. It's very easy to edit the beginning and the end of the clip, and you upload it to the MyMedia server. And then, you take the link that the MyMedia server creates and you put it on your LMS page. End of story. 

For the instructor, the main advantage of the course tour is that you no longer get hundreds, because I have 900 students between my two sections, you no longer get endless numbers of questions because they've got it. It's all been laid out for them in a very straightforward way. 

The advice I have for instructors who are thinking about this is: please, just do it. It is so easy, and it has so much impact both for your students but especially for you and for your workload. All you need is screen capture software, which the University provides and a computer, and you're done.
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Did you know you can record a quick video or audio message directly within Quercus? The Rich Content Editor includes a built-in recording tool that lets you:

· Record short webcam videos or voice messages
· Save recordings directly in your course files
· Embed your recording in Announcements, Pages, or Assignments

This is a quick and effective way to personalize your home page or weekly updates—no extra software needed. Just keep recordings under 15 minutes and always add captions or transcripts to make the content accessible to all.

A note about storage: Quercus has a total course storage limit of 3 GB. While it can host small media files, it's not designed as a media repository. For larger or long-term media hosting, we recommend using platforms like MyMedia, OneDrive, or Stream. For more information, visit the Quercus Rich Media Files page.


[bookmark: _Toc222897762]Tips for Accessible Multimedia

Accessible multimedia ensures that all students can engage with your course, no matter how they access it. Here's how to make your media inclusive:

Images 🖼️

· Add alt text that describes the image's purpose or content
· Avoid relying solely on text embedded in images
· Mark decorative images as such so screen readers skip them

Audio 🎧

· Pair audio with a written summary or transcript
· Use audio to convey tone or presence, not essential content on its own
· Keep audio clips short and intentional for better accessibility

Video 🎞️

· Include a descriptive title and video length to help students plan their viewing
· Add accurate captions; review auto-generated captions for clarity
· Provide a transcript to support searchability and offline access

Watch Out for Common Pitfalls

Sometimes, well-meaning media use can unintentionally create barriers. A few things to avoid:

· ❌ Excessive decorative media: Stick to visuals that support your message, not distract from it
· ❌ Autoplaying media: Can overwhelm students using screen readers or navigating by keyboard
· ❌ Uncaptioned content: Even brief clips should include captions or transcripts
Keep your content purposeful, clear, and welcoming.
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As you plan or revise your home page, take a moment to reflect on how multimedia might (or might not) support your course goals and student experience. Consider the following:

· Would a short video, image, or audio message help welcome students or clarify something important?
· How might multimedia contribute to your teaching, social, or cognitive presence?
· If you use media, how will you ensure it's purposeful, accessible, and aligned with your course goals?
· What alternatives could offer the same value if media doesn't serve your goals?

You don't need to include multimedia for its own sake. The most effective choices are those that support clarity, connection, and inclusion.
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On this page:

· Revisit Your Goals and Align Design with Purpose
· Enhance Your Welcoming Home Page
· Use Student View to Test the Experience
· Example in Action: How This Program Models the Same Design Principles
· Plan for Feedback and Continuous Improvement
· Pause for Activity: Home Page Design Checklist
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Your Course Home Page is more than a landing screen—it's your opportunity to create a welcoming and intuitive entry point for students. In this final step of the module, you'll bring everything together: refining your design, testing the student experience, and preparing for future improvements.

Earlier in this module, you explored five layout options for building a Quercus course home page. Regardless of which option you've chosen, your design should reflect your course goals and teaching values.

Before finalizing your page, revisit the same guiding questions from Module 1:

· Who are my students? (e.g., new undergrads, working professionals, multilingual learners)
· What do I want them to feel, understand, or do when they land on this page?
· How does the design connect to the course's learning outcomes?
· Does the home page support clarity, connection, and confidence?

Intentional choices—such as tone, visuals, layout, and links—can go a long way in welcoming students to your course and setting them up for success.
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Once your basic home page layout is in place, small enhancements can make a big difference in the student experience. These finishing touches help students feel more confident navigating your course, staying informed, and engaging meaningfully with the course materials and community. Below are a few ways you can strengthen the clarity, accessibility, and welcoming feel of your Quercus home page.

Customize Your Course Card

Personalize your course card image on the Quercus Dashboard to help students quickly recognize and connect with your course.

· Choose a simple, course-relevant image (avoid text-heavy visuals)
· Recommended image size: 262 x 146 pixels
· To upload: Settings > Course Details > Image > Choose Image > Update Course Details

Simplify Course Navigation

A clean, purposeful Course Navigation menu helps students focus and reduces cognitive load.

· Hide unused tools and links that aren't relevant
· Reorder links to prioritize essential areas (e.g., Modules, Assignments, Library Reading List)
· Ensure key content areas are visible and accessible to students

Display Recent Announcements

You can choose to display the most recent course announcements directly on your home page.

· Share timely information such as important reminders, upcoming deadlines, or course highlights
· Use announcements to create a sense of rhythm and connection, helping students anticipate regular updates
· In Settings > Course Details, enable the "Show recent announcements on Course home page" option and choose how many to display

Offer a Course Tour

A brief course tour—either written or recorded—can reduce student anxiety and promote early engagement.

· Introduce key areas of the course and explain how to navigate
· Highlight where students should start and how to find help if needed
· Provide guidance on academic and learning supports (e.g., libraries, learning strategy supports, writing centres)
· Keep tours concise (e.g., under 5 minutes if video) and accessible (include captions or a transcript)


[bookmark: _Toc222897767]Use Student View to Test the Experience

Once your home page is in place, preview your course using Student View. Student View allows you to:

· Experience your home page and navigation as a student would
· Check for broken or hidden links
· Confirm clarity of instructions and flow
· Test visibility of multimedia, documents, and announcements
· Check how your home page looks and functions on different devices (mobile, tablet, desktop)

Access Student View from most areas in Quercus (look for the "View as Student" button, typically in the top-right corner). You can also reset the Test Student to clear previous submissions and retest as needed.

[bookmark: _Toc222897768]Example in Action: How This Program Models the Same Design Principles

The Quercus Home Page Foundations (QHPF) self-paced learning program applies the same strategies it recommends for designing a welcoming course home page. In the screenshot below, you'll notice how we've modeled:

1. A customized course card image to help learners easily recognize the program
2. A simplified Course Navigation menu that highlights essential content and minimizes distractions
3. A relevant banner image that sets the tone and visually anchors the page
4. A brief course tour video to orient learners
5. Use of Student View during development to test layout, accessibility, and overall user experience

These small but intentional choices help create a clear, welcoming, and accessible experience—just as you're encouraged to do in your own course.

[image: ]
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Your home page doesn't need to be perfect—it needs to be accessible and usable. Improve it over time by gathering feedback from peers and students.

Ideas:

· Share your draft with a colleague, TA, or teaching support staff
· Ask students early in the term: Was the home page helpful? What would improve it?
· Reflect and revise after each semester based on what worked well

Quercus Course Review Service

Want structured feedback on your home page or Quercus course setup?

The Quercus Course Review (QCR) is a formative service that pairs you with a faculty liaison or divisional education specialist. Together, you'll explore how your course uses Quercus and how it could better support your teaching and learning goals.

Learn more and request a Quercus Course Review.


[bookmark: _Toc222897770]⏸️ Pause for Activity: Home Page Design Checklist

Use the following checklist to evaluate your home page design in Quercus, focusing on how it aligns with your course goals, supports accessibility, and enhances the student experience. Reflect on how your home page welcomes, orients, and supports students by emphasizing clarity, accessibility, and presence—no matter which layout option you've chosen. Download the editable Word version of the checklist to check off items and record your notes and reflections.

1. Course Goals and Navigation

Does your home page:

· Clearly identify which course students have entered?
· Reflect the purpose and structure of the course?
· Indicate what students should do first?
· Present a clean and logically organized layout?
· Make essential information visible without excessive scrolling?
· Offer a clear, student-friendly Course Navigation menu?
· Appear ready for students on day 1 of the course? Remember to publish your course.

2. Presence

Does your home page help students experience:

· Social presence by fostering a sense of welcome and encouraging student introductions or connections (e.g., personal introduction, welcoming language, prompt for student introductions)?
· Teaching presence by providing clear guidance and highlighting instructor support and course resources (e.g., "Start Here" instructions, instructor contact information, links to key resources)?
· Cognitive presence by introducing important course ideas and encouraging curiosity (e.g., guiding questions, major course themes, opportunities for early exploration)?

3. Accessibility and Usability

Does your home page:

· Organize materials clearly and consistently?
· Provide descriptive text for all links?
· Add alt text for important images?
· Include accurate captions for videos and multimedia?
· Use the Accessibility Checker to review and correct issues?
· Display and function effectively across different devices (e.g., mobile, tablet, desktop)?


[bookmark: _Toc222897771]2.6 Module 2 References and Resources

[bookmark: _Toc222897772]Congratulations!

You have completed Module 2: Creating Your Welcoming Home Page in Quercus. Throughout this module, you explored practical strategies for designing a home page that supports student orientation, communicates instructor presence, and promotes accessibility—all using the tools and features available in Quercus.

By completing this module, you have:

· Identified and compared the five Quercus course home page layout options;
· Used the Rich Content Editor to format and organize accessible content;
· Applied accessible practices for using multimedia; and
· Evaluated and refined your Quercus course home page using Student View and a design checklist.


[bookmark: _Toc222897773]References and Resources

The following list includes references cited in this module, as well as optional resources you may find helpful as you continue designing or refining your Quercus course home page. These materials are not required, but they can support deeper learning and serve as a reference for future home page development.

· Chen, B. (n.d.). Canvas and course websites developed by Dr. Brian Chen.
· Instructure. (n.d.). Canvas instructor guide.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I add an image to a course card in the Dashboard?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I add and modify text in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I change the Course Home Page?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I create a hyperlink from Microsoft Office 365 in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I create an icon using the Rich Content Editor Icon Maker as an instructor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I create hyperlinks to course or group content in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I create hyperlinks to external URLs in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I create hyperlinks to user, group, or course files in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I embed media from an external source in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I insert a table using the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I link to a document from Canvas in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I manage alt text and display options for images embedded in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I manage Course Navigation links?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I record media using the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I set a Front Page in a course?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I show recent announcements in the Course Home Page?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I upload and embed a media file from my computer in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I upload and embed an image in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I use the Accessibility Checker in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I use the Assignments Index Page?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I use the Course Activity Stream as an instructor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I use the HTML view in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I use the math Equation Editor in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I use the menubar in the Rich Content Editor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I use the Microsoft Immersive Reader in a course as an instructor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I use the Modules Index Page?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I use the Syllabus as an instructor?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). How do I view a course as a test student using Student View?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). What is the Rich Content Editor (RCE)?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). What are Announcements?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). What are Assignments?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). What are Discussions?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). What are Pages?.
· Instructure. (n.d.). What are Quizzes?.
· WCAG. (2025). Master the art of accessible link text.
· WebAIM. (n.d.). Contrast checker.
· WebAIM. (n.d.). Typefaces and Fonts.
· Zaza, C. (2024). Postsecondary course accessibility guide. University of Waterloo.

U of T Resources

· Accessibility Information for U of T
· A&S Quercus Idea Board
· CTSI Accessibility Guidelines for Teaching and Learning
· CTSI Quercus Home Page Foundations: Reflection Checklist (docx) 
· CTSI Captioning Recorded Videos
· CTSI Creating a Course Tour Video (02:11)
· CTSI Quercus Course Review Service
· CTSI Quercus Home Page Layout Options Video (01:44)
· CTSI Quercus Modules and Pages
· CTSI Quercus Rich Content Editor Video (01:33)
· CTSI Quercus Rich Media Files
· CTSI Sample Home Pages Video (01:51)


[bookmark: _Toc222897774]Beyond QHPF

[bookmark: _Toc222897775]What’s Next?

[bookmark: _Toc222897776]Congratulations!

You've completed the Quercus Home Page Foundations (QHPF) self-paced learning program. Throughout the program, you explored principles and strategies for designing an accessible, inclusive, and welcoming Quercus course home page.

As you finalize your home page, use the Home Page Design Checklist (docx) to generate ideas for enhancing your current and future designs. You might also consider inviting a colleague to review your home page or requesting a Quercus Course Review (QCR) for formative feedback and additional insights.

Prefer an offline version of the program? The QHPF Content Reader PDF provides a single, accessible document containing all module content for future reference.

Thank you for your commitment to creating welcoming, accessible learning environments at U of T.

[bookmark: _Toc222897777]QHPF Feedback Survey

Please share your feedback about your learning experience in this brief, anonymous survey. Your feedback will help us enhance the program and design future programming.

This survey will take approximately 5–7 minutes to complete. Your name and email address will not be recorded. Contact q.help@utoronto.ca for technical assistance and accommodation requests for the QHPF self-paced learning program.

Start the QHPF Feedback Survey


[bookmark: _Toc222897778]Supports and Resources

The Centre for Teaching Support & Innovation (CTSI) and U of T teaching support offices offer various services and expertise to support your teaching endeavours. Book a consultation and/or join a programming session to enhance your course design.

Explore the links below to identify the next steps for your teaching context. We look forward to connecting with you soon.

Useful Links

· CTSI Consultations
· Teaching Feedback Services
· Course Evaluations
· Educational Technology
· Resource Library
· Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) Support
· Teaching Award Support
· Teaching with GenAI at U of T
· Teaching with UDL at U of T

Programming Series

· U of T Teaching and Learning Calendar
· CTSI Workshops and Programs
· Course Design Institute
· Peer-to-Peer (P2P) Faculty Mentoring for Teaching
· Reflecting on Your Teaching at U of T
· Self-Paced Learning Programs
· Teaching and Learning Symposium
· UDL Conversations Series
· UDL Express

U of T Teaching Support Offices

· Centre for Community Partnerships
· Centre for Faculty Development, Temerty Faculty of Medicine
· Centre for Teaching and Learning, UTSC
· Education Technology Office, Faculty of Applied Science & Engineering
· Institute for the Study of University Pedagogy, UTM
· Robert Gillespie Academic Skills Centre, UTM
· Teaching and Learning Office, Faculty of Arts & Science
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QHPF is part of CTSI Self-Paced Learning Programs. Let us know what other programs and resources you would like to engage with in our QHPF feedback survey available near the top of this page.

Thank you for completing the QHPF self-paced learning program. Visit the CTSI website for resources and upcoming events. We look forward to connecting with you again soon.
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