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Abstract

Using effective assessment techniques can
improve an instructor’s understanding of stu-
dent needs and support learner-centered class-
rooms. Evaluating student learning takes on
a new meaning in online classroom environ-
ment where students and instructors do not
share physical proximity. According to Garrison
(2011), the assessment strategies used to deter-
mine student learning send “a very strong sig-
nal as to what is important and how they should
approach learning” (p. 14). This paper describes
formative assessment techniques used by two
instructors in their respective online courses at
the graduate level. The authors give suggestions
in designing assessment activities to improve
online teaching and learning by making use of
student learning data.
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nline learning invites “the reconstruction

of student and instructor roles, relations

and practices” (Vonderwell, Liang & Al-
derman, 2007). Faculty need to understand the
pedagogical characteristics of online learning
and the tools used to deliver or mediate online
learning. Calibrating assessment to meet the
characteristics of online instruction becomes
an issue, particularly when attempting to adapt
formative assessment techniques used in a tra-
ditional face-to-face classroom. Instructors need

to identify effective assessment methods appro-
priate to online learning and understand the
potential of technology tools for monitoring stu-
dent learning and their own teaching. It is im-
portant to explore how assessment techniques
can be used to make the feedback loop between
instruction and assessment more meaningful
(Mandinach, 2005). Formative feedback can
foster student engagement, improved achieve-
ment and enhance motivation to learn (Crisp &
Ward, 2008).

Assessment literacy is an instructor’s set of
skills focused on the development and imple-
mentation of assessment tools intended to pro-
vide information about students’ growth and
progress (Wilen, Hutchinson & Ishler, 2008).
According to Garrison (2011), assessment has a
“subtle but pervasive influence in shaping inten-
tions and how students approach an educational
experience... How students are assessed sends a
very strong signal as to what is important and
how they should approach learning” (p. 14).
Assessment literacy is an integral part of stu-
dent-centered pedagogy (Wilen, Hutchinson &
Ishler, 2008), thus becoming key to continuous
improvement for both instructors and students
in any teaching and learning system. Instructors
need to view assessment as a multidimensional
process. For instance, “asynchronous online dis-
cussions facilitate a multidimensional process
of assessment demonstrated in the aspects of
discussion structure, self-regulatory cognitions
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and activities, learner autonomy, learning com-
munity and student writing skills” (Vonderwell,
Liang & Alderman, 2007, p. 321). Such compo-
nents in the instructional design process need
to be taken into consideration when developing
and implementing assessment tasks.

The main purpose of assessment relates to
the continuous improvement of instruction in
two important ways: a) it provides the necessary
data for teacher accountability purposes; and b)
as “an integral component of the teaching pro-
cess” (Reynolds, Livingston, & Wilson, 2006,
p. 2), it supports a reflective and pro-active ap-
proach to the whole teaching and learning pro-
cess. “High quality assessment” (Chase, 1999, p.
9) is an essential part of teaching effectiveness
by engaging students and their instructors in
a wide range of learning opportunities that ac-
knowledge student achievement, while inform-
ing changes in instructional plans and strategies,
as well as leading to curriculum improvements.

Assessment includes all activities that teach-
ers and students undertake to get information
that can be used diagnostically to alter teaching
and learning (Black & William, 1998). There is a
distinction between assessment of learning and
assessment for learning. Assessment of learning
is focused primarily on assigning grades as the
principal indicator of student performance, in
a teacher-directed manner. Summative assess-
ment is when the students’ status with respect
to educational variables of interest is determined
(Popham, 2002). The purpose of assessment for
learning is to “enable students through effective
feedback, to fully understand their own learn-
ing and the goals they are aiming for” (Elwood
& Klenowski, 2002, p. 243). William and Black
(2004) call for embedding formative assessment
in the curriculum. Embedded assessments are
intended to focus teaching and learning on the
goals of the curriculum and provide feedback
to students as to how to close the gap in their
knowledge between what they know and what
they need to know (Black & William, 2004). As-
sessment becomes formative when the informa-
tion is used to adapt teaching and learning to
meet student needs (Boston, 2002). Summative
or formative, assessment plays an important role
in the learning process.

The delivery mode of instruction does not
alter the fundamental principles of assessment
(Benson, 2003, p. 71). Assessment leading to
continuous improvement is important for the
development of an engaged community of learn-
ers in the online environment (Beebe, Vonder-
well, & Boboc, 2010). At the same time, assess-

ment data guide the design of online courses
by using a variety of tools, both traditional
and alternative, such as self assessment and
peer assessment, as well as tasks that encour-
age student critical thinking and collaboration
(Herron & Wright, 2006). Under these circum-
stances, a wide range of assessment strategies to
provide multiple opportunities for learners and
instructors to evaluate learning at different en-
try points in the complex instructional process.
“Effective assessment techniques can improve
an instructor’s understanding of student needs
and provide the development of a learner-cen-
tered classroom” (Beebe, Vonderwell, & Boboc,
2010, p. 6).

Formative assessment techniques can also
provide ways for the instructor in assisting stu-
dents in their help-seeking process as an impor-
tant metacognitive skill (Nelson-LeGall, 1981;
Newman, 1994). In their study, Beebe, Vonder-
well, and Boboc (2010) found that online learn-
ing requires greater initiative on the part of both
instructor and students in the process of the
assessment of learning. Instructors who teach
online felt that if students do not ask questions,
they did not have sufficient informal ways of un-
derstanding whether student learning is taking
place or not. Integrating formative assessment
techniques, formal or informal, can assist stu-
dent in their help-seeking process and enable
self-regulatory conditions and activities such as
self-assessment and reflection.

Given the increasing complexity of require-
ments for a relevant curriculum preparing stu-
dents for work in the 21st century world, assess-
ment strategies need to balance out traditional
and alternative approaches to evaluation of stu-
dent performance. Under these circumstances,
formative assessment provides instructors with
a more accurate representation of student gains
in terms of knowledge and skills by using vari-
ous strategies during the instructional process.
Consequently, active learning is promoted by
means of accommodating students’ different
learning styles, preferences, needs, and inter-
ests. At the same time, self-assessment, peer-as-
sessment, collaborative work, and project-based
learning are at the core of instruction, leading to
a greater involvement of students in the evalua-
tion of their own work and progress over time
(Manning & Bucher, 2005; Powell, 2005).

The following examples represent select in-
structional practices by the two co-authors who
have been using formative assessment to inform
their own teaching and curriculum development.
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Formative Assessment
Examples in Online Learning

Online Journaling

Used to evaluate student learning and prog-
ress, online journaling could be completed by
students either individually, or in dyads, or even
in small teams. Teaming students could be trou-
blesome for some individuals, especially if jour-
naling relies on peer input. In this case, pairing
up should take into account the complexity and
frequency of journal entries, how they could be
tied to other course assignments, their over-
all weight toward a final grade, as well as prior
student-to-student interactions. This may re-
quire gradual implementation and proper mod-
eling of online journaling before students can
fully engage in the learning opportunity. If on-
line journaling is done in teams, assigning roles
(such as chairperson/leader or devil’s advocate,
etc.) could help increase student responsibility
and reflective critical thinking.

The questions that are used in online jour-
naling need to be structured well. Careful at-
tention needs to be paid not to overwhelm stu-
dents by journaling that becomes too frequent.
If online journaling is to be used frequently, the
topics of discussion or guiding questions should
be identified from a range designed to prevent
repetition. At the same time, these discussion
topics of guiding questions should be based on
the course content and its learning goals.

Reflection Paper

Reflection can be used as an assessment and
learning component. Instructors can assign stu-
dents a reflection paper at the end of an asyn-
chronous or synchronous discussion for analy-
sis and reflection of the discussion content. In
multi-threaded discussions, students may not
be able to read all of the student and instruc-
tor postings on a discussion board. A reflection
paper can include summary of the discussion,
reflecting on classmates’ posts and learning.
Reflection papers allow students to internalize
what they have learned through the discussions
(Clark, 2000). Instructors can use student reflec-
tion paper as a way to formatively build on the
following discussion and learning materials.

The Minute Paper

The (One) Minute Paper is a classroom as-
sessment technique used for obtaining regular
feedback from learners about their learning
(Angelo & Cross, 1993). Student responses and
reflections can provide instructors with a means
to identify learning needs in their classrooms,

based on which to improve instruction. The
(One) Minute Paper in an online classroom
can provide an essential way for the instructor
to check student progress and understanding.
As online learning requires the reconstruction
of student and instructor roles, relations and
practices, instructors need to be aware of ap-
propriate formative assessment strategies they
can use to improve communication and stu-
dent engagement.

Angelo and Cross (1993) suggest using two
main questions in the (One) Minute Paper for
classroom assessment: the first one directs learn-
ers to focus on what is being learned, while the
second question seeks to determine how well
student learning is proceeding. Below are two
examples of Minute Paper questions:

a) What is the most important thing

you learned today?

b) What question(s) do you still have

in mind?

A variation of the (One) Minute Paper is the
Muddiest Point assessment technique (Mosteller,
1989). One question that is asked in the Muddi-
est Point paper is “What was the muddiest point?”
which intends to find out what students find most
confusing or least confusing about the lesson.

Vonderwell (2004) used the Minute Paper
format for online journaling with her students in
her 10-week course. She wrote: “.. implement-
ing the online journals helped the instructor as-
sess student learning and her own teaching and
opened a communication line between the in-
structor and the students. Teacher and teaching
presence was provided so the students would not
teel they were secluded.” (p. 30). One caution is
to use diverse questions or goal-oriented ques-
tions rather than asking the same questions or
implementing the Minute Paper in a timely fash-
ion, thus avoid fatigue and information overload.
Vonderwell (2004) further noted that writing for
the journal was tedious for the students particu-
larly towards the end of the semester.

Role Play

Instructor can assign students roles that
they can assume in their discussion and study
in an online class. Role play can help students
to assess self and peer learning. Vonderwell and
Zachariah (2005) found that assigning roles to
students in online discussions such as facilita-
tor, critical reflector (or respondent), and sum-
marizer enabled students to monitor their peers’
learning and progress. Students volunteered for
the roles each week based on discussion topics.
The instructor provided assessment criteria and
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guiding questions to students to act as meta-
cognitive guides. One finding indicates that the
facilitator role enabled students to learn while
mediating the online peer discussion.

Hook Questions

Based on a common pre-requisite reading,
students are asked to come up with several ques-
tions that they could use to engage in a conver-
sation on a topic selected from their reading
material. The online instructor could identify
the full range of interests students share by their
choice of topics in which to ground the hook
questions. At the same time, instructors could
analyze these hook questions to determine the
level of complexity along Bloom’s taxonomy
— factual/lower level vs. interpretative or prob-
ing/higher level. In case the online class features
synchronous chat, the hook questions can be
posted prior to a chat session as a way to pre-
pare students for some of the focal points to be
discussed. An analysis of the synchronous chat
could also be posted once the session is over,
thus emphasizing students’ responses to the top-
ics expressed by them as hook questions. Ad-
ditionally, an analysis of hook questions may
reveal misconceptions or confusion that would
inform instructional planning for future online
interactions either as part of an asynchronous
discussion or a synchronous chat.

Things to Keep in Mind

These brief student messages are supposed
to provide the instructor with a summary of a
common pre-requisite reading that relies on
one or more topics that students connect the
most with. These messages could be posted on-
line prior to a synchronous chat session which
could be concluded by using some of them in
an attempt to use student voices to support per-
tinent arguments made during the chat. More-
over, these “things to keep in mind” could be
used as a list updated periodically, based on
which subsequent online chat sessions could
reiterate or reinforce particular topics. If these
two strategies are to be used in tandem, stu-
dents may be asked to connect the “Things to
Keep in Mind” to the Hook Questions” they
generated on the same reading material, very
much in a pre-/post-test manner.

Questions Wall

A Questions Wall represents a distinct dis-
cussion forum in the online learning environ-
ment that could feature different questions from
students and instructors. The main rationale
behind using such an interactive tool is to al-
low students to create discussion threads based

on topics of interest to them, both related to
the class content as well as its co-requisites
and more general issues (some of which could
be technical or logistical in nature). One rea-
son for which a Questions Wall works well is
the fact that traditional divisions between in-
structors and students disappear, thus enhanc-
ing online communication and interactivity.
Therefore, there is no preset requirement in
terms of frequency or topic of postings on the
Questions Wall, which preserves its intended
informal, non-structured nature.

Checking in with Students

Each synchronous chat session can start
with instructors informally identifying any
problems students may have had with a com-
mon pre-requisite reading, based on which the
online chat dynamic may be changed to ad-
dress that student feedback. In case the online
chat agenda is already set, instructors could
note student input on areas of progress as well
as difficulty, which could be addressed sepa-
rately upon the conclusion of the chat session
or as part of an asynchronous discussion. As an
alternative, instructors could review students’
posted Hook Questions and/or Things to Keep
in Mind, which would allow them to structure
the online chat along topics to be revisited,
reinforced, or investigated. In this particular
case, it is very important to manage the size
of the online chat group, so that each student
could contribute to the conversation, thus pro-
viding the instructor with accurate informa-
tion about his/her progress.

Considerations for the Design and
Use of Formative Assessment Strategies
in Online Classes

There are a few things to keep in mind when
designing online classes to include formative as-
sessment strategies as a way to maximize stu-
dent participation and learning. First of all, it
is very important for instructors to determine
how much time they have to devote to these
strategies, how frequently they are to be used,
and how they are to be correlated to the official
grading policy for the course. The purpose of
these formative assessment strategies is to maxi-
mize student progress by offering frequent and
relevant feedback to learners. Therefore, allow-
ing for revisions to student work should also be
factored into the time management plan for the
whole class. For instance, if the course is to run
for sixteen weeks with one 3-hour session each
week, then the frequency of formative assess-
ment strategies would be quite different com-
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pared to a different class offered over
eight weeks featuring longer sessions
meeting more than once each week.
In the latter case, the more condensed
way of delivering curricula would
suggest manageability as a primary
criterion in the sequencing of such
evaluative tools focused on student
learning and interaction in the online
environment. While early in the quar-
ter or semester, formative assessment
could be offered more frequently to
establish the instructor’s digital pres-
ence in the online classroom, later
on the formative feedback offered to
students could taper off to focus on
students whose performance is not up
to par or on topical strands of asyn-
chronous conversations that could be
connected to main course concepts,
themes, theories, etc. By “checking in
with students” via e-mail, asynchro-
nous discussions, and/or online chats,
instructors could make a determina-
tion related to students’ pre-requisite
knowledge base and skill set necessary
to be successful in a given learning or
assessment task, based on which to of-
fer appropriate formative feedback.
Liang and Creasy (2004) stud-
ied instructors’ assessment practices
in online classes. They found that
evaluating students’ writing skills was
confounded with more generic per-
formance assessment, which made
objective assessment quite problem-
atic. In this case, instructors need to
be mindful about distinguishing be-
tween the assessment of whether or
not course objectives have been met
by determining mastery of content
and the assessment of student writing,
which happens to be part of a course
objective, but not the entire set of
course objectives. One way in which
the objective evaluation of overall stu-
dent performance could be enhanced
is to use scoring rubrics. At the same
time, these evaluative tools could rep-
resent a meta-cognitive guide for stu-
dents. By extrapolation, scoring ru-
brics could help both instructors and

students to manage assessment tasks
and sequence the associated content.
As far as formative feedback is con-
cerned, multiple drafts of a course as-
signment could be discussed based on
a scoring rubric during synchronous
online meetings. Two of the examples
shared in this paper - Hook Questions
and Things to Keep in Mind - could
be used to brainstorm ideas related to
a major assignment, in which case the
formative feedback to these two types
of student online postings could in-
clude references from relevant scoring
rubric items. This would introduce the
evaluative tool to students, while ne-
gotiating with the instructor the con-
tents of the major assignment related
to the Hook Questions and Things to
Keep in Mind that spurred the interest
in a topic to write about.

Of equal importance to instruc-
tors should be the identification of
appropriate ways to increase student
participation in formative assess-
ment strategies by means of self- and
peer-assessment opportunities. This
becomes not only a matter of inclu-
sion in the management of an online
class, but also one of determining how
to connect self- and peer-assessment
to the final grade. In other words, it
has to be very clear to students how
much of such feedback to themselves
and their peers is to be taken into
account toward the final evaluation
of their course work. For example, a
course that offers no extra credit op-
tion may include peer reviews of a
major assignment that is submitted
for summative evaluation by the in-
structor. A different strategy would be
to use discussion for a where students
could post their Reflection Papers
mentioned earlier as a way to elicit
formative feedback from peers. In this
case, the instructor could guide the
ensuing asynchronous conversation
by identifying emerging patterns and/
or by requesting clarifications or evi-
dence from student to support their
postings. A different variation of the

Reflection Paper could be used sum-
matively by asking students to select a
number of previous Reflection Papers
they wrote for the course and focus on
what appears to stand out to them in
terms of growth and development in
the academic content area(s) of the
class. For instance, the prompt for
the final Reflection Paper could em-
phasize some of the course-specific
knowledge base or skills that students
think they gained the most from. As
an alternative, students could be asked
to reflect summatively on what con-
cerns they may still have with regard
to the class content area(s) and what
plans they may have to pursue these
“questions not yet answered.”

Instructors need to use diverse
and a variety of assessment meth-
ods as well as questioning strategies
and should be cautious not to use re-
dundant methods. The time element
and the duration of the assessment
method can influence instructor and
student motivation in participating
in those assessment activities. The
type of the questions asked is as im-
portant as the assessment strategy,
particularly based on Bloom’s tax-
onomy. For example, if Role Play is
to be used every single session, after
a while students may lose interest in
participating effectively. A good ped-
agogical rule of thumb would be nev-
er to abuse any instructional strategy.
At the same time, instructors could
keep track of which of their strategies
seem(s) to work well with a given
group of students in preparation for
future instructional planning and
curriculum design.

Instructional design and techni-
cal considerations are interdependent,
meaning that the online learning plat-
form has to accommodate the nature
of the class and its requirements for
student success. An integral part of
this planning process relates to the use
of a comprehensive range of assess-
ment strategies. Generating an assess-
ment plan for the whole online class
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helps instructors to map out their
pedagogical strategies and materials.
Consequently, student engagement
and overall online interactivity are
enhanced. In this case, it is useful to
be aware of students’ connectivity op-
tions, so that we do not heighten the
digital divide by asking students to
use technological tools that could not
be readily available to them. One ex-
ample that comes to mind has to do
with the speed of Internet connection,
especially when there are required on-
line chats featuring multimedia pre-
sentations and synchronous tools of
student engagement that rely on an
adequate bandwidth not necessarily
available to all students in a class. In
this light, course requirements—both
academic and technological—have to
be clearly identified and communi-
cated to students to allow them to
find ways to maximize their course
participation.
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