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Abstract

In this research, the author will discuss evaluation and assessment of online distance education programs and classes.  The focus of this research is on evaluation of the effectiveness and success of online classes and programs as well as assessment of the content.  Assessment and evaluation are pivotal components of any education program but because of the continuing evolution of distance education, vigilance in this area is even more vital.  Courses and programs must determine successes to build on and failures to correct.  Evaluation and assessment to benefit the students through course improvement should be the primary concern, but assessment and evaluation is also necessary to demonstrate to critics of distance education, the quality, equality, and effectiveness of any time any place education.  The nature of the programs, the courses and the participants are unique thus establishing a single approach “cookie cutter” type assessment is not feasible.  This paper presents a development of direction for building assessment and evaluation.  This assessment and evaluation process should be customized to the particular course or program and therefore its validity would remain more pertinent to the program it is designed for.
Subject Terms : COURSE Assessment; ASSESSMENT; FORMATIVE Assessment; SUMMATIVE Assessment; STUDENT Evaluation; INSTRUCTIONAL Technology; DELIVERY System 
Evaluating Course Evaluation
Chapter 1.  Introduction

Course evaluation is an integral part of the educational process and carries a greater weight with distance learning.  According to LaPointe (2000), effective distance learning depends on an effective monitoring and evaluation system.  The evaluation process encompasses not only the summative evaluation (end of course evaluation) but the formative evaluation (assessments conducted at intervals throughout the course).   SREB (2001) states that the use of distance learning is growing in the middle schools and high schools and the identification of high quality and effective web based courses are essential.  The Southern Regional Education Board outlines three “essential principles of quality” that should be a part of accomplishing this assessment but state that ultimately the achievement of the students is the best indicator.  These essential principles of quality will be discussed later in this paper.      
This research will endeavor to answer the questions: 
1. What is the value of assessment?

2. How do we assess the online course?

3. What do we do with the findings? 
Chapter 2. Literature Review
According to Hallett & Essex (2002), course evaluation, whether for an on campus face to face class or distance learning, serves to provide instructors, administrators, and other stakeholders information on the value of the course, this includes as well, programs with regard to student satisfaction and student learning.  
Course assessment according to Porter (2004), should begin during the planning for the design of the course and should include considerations of: 

· that the course is appropriate and supportive of the curriculum

· availability of resources 

1. time

2. money

3. staff resources and commitment

4. course materials

· student support and interest

  Hardy (1997) notes that The International Council for Distance Education states that the focus for designing quality distance learning should be on the content, the learner, and the learning outcome. 
Hillesheim (1998), states that student success, faculty success, and program success are only achieved by the assurance of the quality of the program.  This author further states that historically the focus for quality standards and evaluation has been on pedagogical factors.

Rosie (2000) describes in his study of WBT “Topclass”, approaching assessment by having the students establish a personal learning outcome in addition to the outcomes outlined in the program.  The author states that this allows the student to determine what their personal needs are and to pursue meaningful content.  Rosie (2000) points out that in one particular instance the student moved from simply “learning about” to a more advanced understanding and eventually to a fully researchable topic.  Rosie (2002) notes there are risks with this because the student could not move past the lower level cognitive approach.  He also points out that much time was spent in the online discussions helping students to clarify their learning outcomes and how they could learn from each other.  Edelstein & Edwards (2002) state that it is important to assure that the learner is in fact keeping pace with the activities of the course and achieving the desired learning outcomes.  Meeting standards doesn’t necessarily equate to learning.
This author agrees with the value of self-direction and assessment but feels that this would be successful only with motivated learners, older learners, and learners at higher levels of education.  In a middle school, high school, or even at the undergraduate level, most students are not self directed enough to be able to assess themselves.  The problem of students not being able to determine their learning outcome would appear to be more evident at the lower levels.

Rosie (2000) discusses that in addition to the modified assessment described that they  adhered to the traditional method of assessment which was an essay and two hour exam. The essay was modified somewhat.  Students were give ten passages early in the semester and provided with test questions throughout the semester relating to those passages.  For the essay, students were asked to write their personal learning outcome goal at the top and relate some of the passages to their learning outcome.  The author states that this allowed the student to express their ideas and changes in ideas.  In addition to the assessment of knowledge, an online survey was completed.  Students agreed that the value in the online learning was in helping them to develop individual ideas.  Noted concerns in this article involved the time demands related to student queries and monitoring student progress.  The conclusion was that development of an “expert” system would be beneficial.     

SREB (2001) states The Southern Regional Education Board approaches assessment through the delineation of “essential principles of quality” of web based courses.  These principles are to be the guidelines for middle school and high school web based instruction.  The intention of these principles is to assure that practices of good teaching and learning are addressed during the development and delivery of electronically based courses.  According to SREB (2001), assessment of the quality of web based courses focus on:

A. curriculum, instruction, and  student assessment
B. management

C. evaluation of delivered courses 
The Southern Regional Education Board defined characteristics of each of the three  principles and according to SREB (2001), if these characteristics are met, web based courses will meet the needs of the students and will be “at least” the same quality as traditional courses.
1) Curriculum, instruction, and student assessment
A. The course content and assessments are aligned with the states academic standards.

B. The course engages students in learning activities that address various learning styles. 

C. The course provides students the opportunity for abstract thinking and critical reasoning.

D. The course structure provides fair, adequate and appropriate methods to assess students’ mastery of content

E. Each course will provide teacher-to-student interaction to include timely feedback concerning the student’s progress.

F. Each course will provide appropriate student-to-student interaction and a plan for monitoring interaction.

G. The teacher of the web based course will adapt learning activities to accommodate students who have disabilities.

H. Students will have access to resources that enrich the course content.

I. A complete written syllabus is available for review.

J. Issues associated with copyrighted materials are addressed.

2) Management
A. School systems will review the course to insure the quality before it is used.

B. The school or district where a student is enrolled or lives will accept the course for credit.
C. Students are monitored to insure academic honesty.

D. A teacher or other educator will coordinate and assist the students with instructional, technical, and management requirements.

E. The company or organization that offers the web based course will provide the course teacher with technical and course assistance.

F. Relevant materials are available to help the students meet the course requirements.

G. Course provider has identified prerequisite technology skills for students.

H. Technical requirements are in place for acceptable access.

I. The teacher and students receive technical support to insure easy use of the course.

3) Evaluation

A. Success of the course should be measured by the achievement of the students involved.

B. The course is evaluated over time by an outside agency. For example, a state agency or the State Board of Education.

C. New courses will provide documentation that will prove its reliability and completeness.

D. If the company who is providing the course has taught this course, evidence of effectiveness, reliability, and completeness should be provided.

E. Each teacher of the web based course shall be evaluated at least once a year.

F. The school and state can verify the student’s participation and performance during the course and upon its completion.

This author finds these “essential principles of quality” to be good indicators for the design of an evaluation instrument.  There is however no exact and explicit guidelines of how to design the evaluation instrument or what the format of the instrument should be.  One of the concerns is that these standards are more self-evaluative and there is no evidence of comparative state, regional, or national standards.  These standards address the logistics of the course but do not address the content.  Possibly the use of benchmark tests in concert with the guidance of such principles would prove productive.  The field of education has moved toward the use of benchmark tests to validate the alignment of curriculums.  
Dooley, Bhimanagouda, & Lineberger (1999) note that using a systematic approach to instructional design will naturally lead to evaluation and should raise questions regarding the effectiveness.  These authors were involved in the assessment of a distance education class on “Phytochemicals in Fruits and Vegetables to Improve Human Health”.  The course used many different presenters from different fields such as chemistry, plant pathology, and medicine from many different geographic areas.  Students were asked to complete an online survey throughout the semester.  The authors state that the numbers of weekly responses were low but they felt it was important to get a weekly snapshot of the courses.  One of the conclusions was that in the future, taking the surveys only once or twice during the semester would be needed and it was believed that this would improve the number and consistency of responses.  Dooley et al. (1999) noted the importance of making a differentiation between the technology and ineffective teaching techniques.  The authors concluded that media doesn’t make the difference in the success of the course, it is the teaching techniques.  This author felt that collecting data throughout the course with a focus on content specific and technology specific concerns would be better addressed.  Open ended responses were used as a part of the evaluation.  The authors stated that this was more beneficial to improving the course presentation and content.  Other significant findings from this study are that these authors found that teaching at a distance takes more preparation and development time and expertise.  A summary finding from this study was that professionals need to embrace a team approach and help design distance education templates for effectiveness and efficiency.  This author would agree with the need to embrace a team approach but designing a template for distance education is not possible.  Each course is different and a “one size fits all” would diminish the effectiveness and quality.        
Meyer (2002) agreed with Dooley et al. (1999) stating that there is nothing inherent in technology that causes improvement rather it is the instructional method.  This author states that redesigning the course to include the technology can improve the course and therefore the learning outcomes.  As courses are assessed for strengths and weaknesses, Meyer (2002) states that the correct question may not be what technologies are best but what combination is best.
Kwisnek (2004) states the assessment of online learning must focus on the learner’s experience.  This assessment could take the form of observations, quizzes, tests, or surveys.  The online discussion might also be used as an assessment tool in the online environment.  Edelstein et al. (2002) suggests use of a rubric to evaluate online discussion.  The thought is that a rubric would be more objective and consistent.  Furthermore, the learner would know how the work will be assessed and would be given performance and expectation benchmarks.

Merrill (2001) has developed a “First Principles of Instruction” that he deems as prescriptive for the phases of learning.  These principles are methods for instruction. Merrill (2001) states as an instructional program implements more of these principles, there is an increase in the learning outcomes.  As the course is designed and evaluated, the principles this author expounds for course effectiveness are:

1. Is the courseware presented in the context of real world problems?

2. Does the courseware attempt to activate relevant prior knowledge or experience?

3. Does the courseware demonstrate or show examples of what is to be learned rather than just tell what is to be learned.

4. Does the learner have the opportunity to practice and apply the newly acquired knowledge or skill?

5. Does the courseware provide techniques that encourage the learner to integrate or transfer the new knowledge or skill into their everyday life?
This author finds these principles to be applicable to both the on campus and distance learning environment.  These principles would be beneficial in the cognitive assessment of the course but would require additional tools to evaluate the “overall” effectiveness of the course. These are guidelines for the assessment of a course from the faculty view and possibly to a lesser degree the student. 

Hallett & Essex (2002) present a student evaluation model for course assessment.  This model is based on Kirkpatrick’s model of evaluation. 

· Level 1 - Student Satisfaction - obtains the participants reaction to the course and gets a snap shot of the learners’ satisfaction.  

· Identify goals - course development and the instructors identify goal to address student satisfaction such as making the course attractive and making the students feel comfortable and competent with the course.

· Identify Objectives – student satisfaction should be based on objectives with regard to the instructional materials, instructional strategies, and interactions in the course.

· Develop Performance Criteria – appropriate criteria for measuring the success of the instruction based on desired learning outcomes.  Hallett & Essex (2002) state that data collected should show a dichotomy between the instructional technology and the technology delivery system.
· Specify Data Collection Method – evaluation can be either summative (end of term) or formative (midterm).  The authors state that the most common method of collecting data at this level is through a survey to obtain student feedback.
· Level 2 - Student Learning - determines how much the participants learned.
· Identify Goals of the Instructional Effort – Goals for the course should encompass higher order thinking skills (Problem solving; synthesis), basic success skills (reading; writing; speaking), field dependent knowledge and skills (leadership; responsibility; commitment), academic perspectives and values (objectivity; rigor; collaboration), personal development attitudes and skills (responsibility; leadership; commitment).  Hallett & Essex (2002) note that online courses are theoretically equal to the traditional course but in the online course, success dictates some level of mastery of technology skills and must therefore be an important part of the evaluation process.
· Identify Objectives of the Instructional Effort – focus on higher order skills such as discerning the important aspects of the problem; changes needed to solve a problem; or making presentations.
· Develop Performance Criteria – criteria for student demonstration of mastery of content and/or process
· Specify or Review Existing Assessment Methods – establish criteria for traditional written exams, projects and portfolios.  

· Level 3 - Transfer of Learning – evaluates how much of the knowledge or skills are used after the course.  The authors point out that universities do not normally tracking students except through licensure tests or qualifying tests.  
· Identify Goals of Transfer Learning – instruction is normally considered to be sequential skill acquisition.  Skills needed for the next course must be identified.
· Identify Objectives – the evaluation focuses on the student understanding which skills to use and how to use them after the course.
· Develop Performance Criteria – this would involve how the learner implements the knowledge at the next course level or actually takes forward into the work world.  Licensure would be a component of this criteria.  
· Specify Methods to Evaluate Transfer Learning – The authors state that this may be accomplished through a simulation, or through a collaborative team assignment to address a specific scenario.  This might also be accomplished through an internship or if the learner is employed in a job appropriate to assess the skills, an interview with the employer or supervisor.  

· Level 4 - Return on Investment or Business/Academic Impact – this is the level where the student and or the company decide if the course was worth the financial expenditure and time invested.  Admittedly, this is often the hardest domain to determine because the effect is not determined for a period of time after the completion of the course.
· Identify Goals – the authors state that determining goals for the assessment of a course is generally a very individualized undertaking. Some students may be taking the course to include furthering their career, or to obtain a degree, or to increase their salary, or expand job satisfaction. The institution may determine return on investment through accreditation, or program rankings. 
· Identify Objectives – objectives might be set based on the job status of the student or for the institution possibly an increase in enrollment or positions acquired by graduates.
· Develop Criteria for Positive Changes - students would have to set their own personal goals for positive changes.  The institution might decrease non-completion rates or increase enrollment, and in the level of positions of graduates, and possibly the simplest to follow is the licensure rate of graduates. 
· Develop Evaluation Methods – determining whether the student believes the course was “worth it” or they received their return on their investment could be accomplished through a survey or interview.  The institution will realize this through the accreditation, rankings of the program, reputation of the program, and through the number of applications to the program.
The author’s opinion that the major advantage to the Kirkpatrick model is that it stresses an evaluation through a systematic process. Hallett & Essex (2002)  state that most distance learning programs do not evaluate their courses and programs systematically.  The authors feel that distance learning programs fail to effectively assess their programs by emphasizing student satisfaction over the actual learning; concentrating on the technology and not focusing on the learning process; and not considering whether the learning will transfer to the real world.

Wentling & Johnson (1999) describes a project to design, develop, and implement an evaluation system that would meet the needs of developers and designers of online  programs. The authors’ evaluation system assessed the program or course in three stages: 

· Vital sign assessment that looks at the general health of the online program or class. Such indicators used were 

* Program Demand 

               

- applications requested

   

- applications received

   

- telephone contacts

* Student Satisfaction

- end of course student ratings of program content, quality of instruction, technology used

  

- mid semester student ratings

  

- data on students perceptions of the course interaction and course 
                                    structure

* Faculty Satisfaction – faculty ratings of the technology, interaction with students and quality of student work

* Student Retention – data on dropout rate from beginning to end of course

* Student Learning – self assessment of learning and transfer

            

- course project scores

- quiz and test scores

 

- course grades

* Financial Efficiency – tuition revenue

 

- for program – the unit cost, direct cost, and overhead cost

· In-depth Analysis – at this level data elements from the vital assessment is used to determine weaknesses and problems 

· Program improvement Planning – solutions and strategies are developed and implementation is determined.

 
TLT Group (2005)  in collaboration with Indiana University School of Nursing, University of Colorado Health Sciences Center, and the University of  Kansas School of Nursing has designed an online benchmarking survey that may be generalized to other web based courses.  The survey called the Flashlight/TLT Evaluating Educational Uses of the Web in Nursing (EEUWIN) allows participating programs to compare themselves across 11 indexes of indicators. 


Scale 1 – Technology supports learning

1. Use of technology promotes productive use of time – this indicator evaluates whether course management software, design of instruction, and the course design contribute to efficient use of the student’s time.  Specifically the concern here is that students are not wasting time, on the logistics such as logging in and message retrieval, on activities not directly course related.
2. Convenience – Technology enables students to learn at their own pace and allows students flexibility to complete tasks at their convenience.
Scale 2 – Best Practices in Teaching and Learning
3. Active participation in learning – students participate in discussion boards, and online learning activities to demonstrate course knowledge.

4. Feedback – Helpful comments from instructor in a timely fashion.
5. Student-faculty interaction – Students can communicate with faculty to discuss concerns and needs.

6. Interaction with peers – Students share ideas, information and concerns with each other and work together in teams.

7. Respect for diverse ways of learning –  students have options for choosing learning activities and varied assessment methods.  Instructor responds to student’s needs.
      Scale 3 – Program/Course Outcomes

8. Professionalism – Course content and activities contribute to the growth of professional values, students are prepared for professional practice, and students are introduced to what is expected professionally and in practice. 
9. Satisfaction – Students are pleased with the results of the course and would enroll in this class again.
10. Preference for face-to-face – do students miss the interaction with the traditional class structure?
11. Connectedness – students are pleased with the course and feel they have a relationship with the instructor and other students.

This model further assesses external variables of student support to include:

· Computer Proficiency – Students have the skills to complete the course and do they feel that they possess the skills to be successful. Computer skills increase during the course?
· Orientation to use of technology – students evaluate if the introduction to the technology needed in the course was adequate.  

Conclusion
This author concurs with Meyer (2002) that the factors that affect online learning, such as the technology, the students, and the techniques, are complex.  These complexities keep changing and it will be hard to define a single assessment that will be all encompassing of every course.  As an educator, this author has experienced numerous “trends” over the last twenty five years that were touted as “the” assessment for courses.  Each one of these was directed at the traditional face to face class.  The education field continues to struggle with appropriate, efficient, and accurate evaluation for the traditional coursework therefore expecting to harness the right assessment for distance education will have to continue to be pursued also.  Research proves that there is no one assessment tool or method that is a panacea for course evaluation.  Darbyshire (2004) found that as online educational programs continue to grow, a standard for evaluation continues to be missing.
Findings of this research that have emerged as beneficial are:

1. In designing course evaluation it is important to make a differentiation between the technology and ineffective teaching techniques.
2. A differentiation should also be made between the instructional technology and the delivery system.   
3. Using a systematic approach to instructional design will naturally lead to evaluation and should raise questions about the effectiveness.  This underscores the Kirkpatrick model which is based on a systematic approach to assessment.
4. Both formative and summative assessments may be accomplished through surveys, and individual student interviews, but most consistent and highest response rate is from check off type response surveys.  Despite being the most time consuming form of evaluation, the more thorough knowledge and best “snap shot” of the course is through individual student interviews.
5. Formative assessments are effective but should be minimal or the student response is low and not consistent.
6. Student engagement and levels of interaction are best determined through accessing and analyzing student forums and chat rooms.
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