
 
 

 
Time-on-Task for Online Courses 

 

This document will assist in determining the time-on-task for students enrolled in 
online courses.  This document refers to online courses, but could be used in any 
course. The point is not to focus on the delivery mode, but rather the time it takes 
for a student to complete a learning activity and/or assessment.  Below is the 
language from the New York State Education Department, Office of College and 
University Evaluation in reference to time-on-task.  

Time on task is the total learning time spent by a student in a college course, 
including instructional time as well as time spent studying and completing 
course assignments (e.g., reading, research, writing, individual and group 
projects.) Regardless of the delivery method or the particular learning activities 
employed, the amount of learning time in any college course should meet the 
requirements of Commissioner's Regulation Section 50.1 (o), a total of 45 hours 
for one semester credit (in conventional classroom education this breaks down 
into 15 hours of instruction plus 30 hours of student work/study out of class.)  

"Instruction" is provided differently in online courses than in classroom-based 
courses. Despite the difference in methodology and activities, however, the total 
"learning time" online can usually be counted. Rather than try to distinguish 
between "in-class" and "outside-class" time for students, the faculty member 
developing and/or teaching the online course should calculate how much time 
a student doing satisfactory work would take to complete the work of the 
course, including: 

 reading course presentations/ "lectures"  
 reading other materials  
 participation in online discussions 
 doing research 
 writing papers or other assignments 
 completing all other assignments (e.g. projects)  

The total time spent on these tasks should be roughly equal to that spent on 
comparable tasks in a classroom-based course. Time spent downloading or 
uploading documents, troubleshooting technical problems, or in chat rooms 
(unless on course assignments such as group projects) should not be counted. 

In determining the time on task for an online course, useful information include 

 the course objectives and expected learning outcomes 
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 the list of topics in the course outline or syllabus; the textbooks, 
additional readings, and related education materials (such as software) 
required 

 statements in course materials informing students of the time and/or 
effort they are expected to devote to the course or individual parts of it 

 a listing of the pedagogical tools to be used in the online course, how 
each will be used, and the expectations for participation (e.g., in an 
online discussion, how many substantive postings will be required of a 
student for each week or unit?) 

Theoretically, one should be able to measure any course, regardless of delivery 
method, by the description of content covered. However, this is difficult for 
anyone other than the course developer or instructor to determine accurately, 
since the same statement of content (in a course outline or syllabus) can 
represent many different levels of breadth and depth in the treatment of that 
content, and require widely varying amounts of time.  
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Suggested Guideline for Time-On-Task Determination 

 

The information below is a suggested guideline. The guideline can and should be 
adjusted when better information is obtained from the faculty member teaching the 
course.  

Learning Activity/Assessment  Time-On-Task 
  
Readings – Text – heavy material 25 pages/hour 
Readings – Text – average material 35 pages/hour 
Readings – Text – light material 50 pages/hour 
Readings – PDF 25 pages/hour 
Readings – Online Articles 25 pages/hour 
  
Video – 15 minute duration 20 minutes 
Video – 30 minute duration 40 minutes 
  
PowerPoint Presentations (20 slides) 1 hour 
  
Conference Call Duration of call plus 15 

minutes 
  
Web Conference Duration of conference plus 

30 minutes 
  
Discussions – original post, three response posts 2 hours 
  
Reaction/Reflection Papers 1 hour per page 
  
Research Papers 4 hours per page 
  
Quiz (10 questions) 1 hour 
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Time-on-Task for Online Courses Worksheet 

 

Course Title:  
Course Number:  
Credits: 2 credits 3 credits Other 
Total Number of 
Expected TOT 
Hours: 

 
90 hours 

 
135 hours 

 
Other 

 
Reviewer/Date 

 

 
 

 
 
Module 1 

Learning Activities/Assessments Time on Task  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 
 
Module 2 

Learning Activities/Assessments Time on Task  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 
Module 3 

Learning Activities/Assessments Time on Task  
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Module 4 
Learning Activities/Assessments Time on Task  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 
 
Module 5 

Learning Activities/Assessments Time on Task  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 
Module 6 

Learning Activities/Assessments Time on Task  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 
 
Module 7 

Learning Activities/Assessments Time on Task  
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Module 8 
Learning Activities/Assessments Time on Task  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 
 
Total Time on Task for Course
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