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One specific recommendation the authors make to promote active learning is that faculty should ask 
students to present their work to the rest of the class electronically.  Addressing the principle of prompt 
feedback the authors note that two types of feedback are required.  Faculty should give immediate 
acknowledgement feedback upon receipt of an assignment since the student lacks the assurance of having 
physically “handed-in” the assignment.  Prompt information feedback regarding the content of the 
student’s work is necessary as well. 
 
To encourage students’ time on task faculty should give structured assignment deadlines throughout the 
term.  Assignments should require resources that are easily accessible to the online student. To 
communicate high expectations in an online class the authors recommend that faculty provide examples 
to students of exemplary online performance such as bulletin board discussions. Faculty should also 
provide periodic feedback to individuals and groups on their own performance.   The authors gave no 
medium-specific recommendations for ways to respect diverse talents and ways of learning.  

 
Dr. James W. King [13], who currently teaches strategies for distance education at the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln, amplifies the use of Chickering and Gamson’s Seven Principles by offering 
suggestions for applying them to both regular and distance education classrooms.   He urges that pictures 
of both faculty and students be posted and that students be assigned to problem-solving teams where 
possible to encourage their interaction.  He also encourages online debates to facilitate active learning. 
Achieving these goals, he acknowledges, requires careful planning.  Among the providers of help in that 
planning is the Flashlight Program [10], which provides an online resource to aid institutions in their 
planning of educational uses of technology.  
 
Another literature source that specifically addresses online teaching, and, therefore, provides important 
foci for evaluation is Principles of Effective Teaching in the Online Classroom, edited by Renee E. Weiss, 
Dave S. Knowlton, and Bruce W. Speck [22].   In this edition Douglas J. Hacker and Dale S. 
Niederhauser elaborate the following five principles, supported by research, for evaluating durable 
learning in the online classroom: 

1. Does the class encourage a student’s active participation in his/her own learning? 
2. Is learning grounded in effective, i.e. contextual, authentic, case-based, examples? 
3. Is collaborative problem solving encouraged? 
4. Is feedback commensurate with performance? 

Is instruction embedded with motivational components for self-efficacy and challenge? 
 
Allison Brown [4], an instructional designer at Murdoch University in Australia, affirms number one 
above, that learners’ being active participants is an essential feature of an effective online course. Note 
that questions one and three above are already addressed in the Seven Principles for Good Practice in 
Undergraduate Education discussed earlier.  The three remaining questions are newly addressed in this 
research.  A “contextual, authentic, case-based” example in mathematics, the authors write, would 
indicate, for example, that a problem dealing with one’s own budget would be more effective than one 
figuring the budget for sending a rocket to the moon.   
 
In elaborating on question number four in Principles of Effective Teaching in the Online Classroom [22], 
Hacker and Niederhauser argue that online student learning can actually be hampered by too much 
feedback as well as by too little.  They suggest that students online may just wait for the helping prompt 
rather than exert maximum individual effort.  They do find, however, that consciously communicating 
encouragement to the online student promotes learning, an elaboration of question number five above.  
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Table 1 shows that eleven questionnaires or eighty-five percent of the thirteen sample evaluation 
instruments addressed the amount of student-faculty contact that took place during the course.  A distant 
second, forty-six percent, asked about the student’s time on task.  Only one of the instruments asked if the 
student received prompt feedback.  None of the other four “best practices” were assessed by any of the 
sample evaluation instruments.  
  
Next, following a review of the Principles of Effective Teaching in the Online Classroom [22], 
the researchers generated the following questions to assess the utility of the instruments in 
examining students’ experiences in online courses: 

1. Were the course goals, learning objectives and outcomes made clear to you at the beginning of 
the course? 

2. Did you have the necessary technological equipment and skills required for this course? 
3. Was there adequate technical support if you encountered difficulties? 
4. Was the format and page design of the online course easy to use? 
5. Were there sufficient instructions given for you to complete all assignments?  
6. Did you feel hindered in your online course experience any way?  Please describe. 
7. Were standards for evaluation of assignments made clear? 
8. Did you receive prompt feedback on your completed assignments? 
9. Did you participate in online conversations with your instructor during the course? 
10. Did you participate in online conversations with your classmates during the course? 
11. What learning activities most influenced your learning in this course?  

 
Table 2 displays the degree to which these eleven questions are addressed in the thirteen sample 
evaluation instruments. None of the collected instruments addressed the question of availability of 
adequate technical support (Question 3).   Neither did any of the instruments ask about clear evaluation 
standards (Question 7), prompt feedback for assignments (Question 8), or participation in online 
conversations (Questions 9 and 10) with either the instructor or with other students..  Question six, 
soliciting open-ended feedback regarding any difficulties the student may have encountered, was also not 
asked.  Only 5 of the 11 questions pertaining to effective teaching in the online environment were 
addressed by the collected instruments. The five items are shown below along with the distribution of 
responses by institutions. 
 

Table 2.    Numbers of institutions whose evaluation instruments assess for the questions suggested in Principles of 
Effective Teaching in the Online Classroom. 

 

Important Questions 
To Ask    

Online 
  (4) 

2-year 
  (2) 

4-year 
  (3) 

Master’s 
    (2) 

Doctoral 
    (1) 

Research 
     (1) 

Per cent 
  (of 13) 

#1 Course goals clearly 
articulated  

   2    2    1      1      1       1    62 % 

#2 Student has skills and 
equipment necessary  

   2    1        23 % 

#4 Format and page 
design easy to use  

   3     1       1      38 % 

#5 Sufficient instructions                   1        8 % 
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given for all assignments 
#11 Satisfaction with 
learning activities  

   4    1    2      1      1       1      77 % 

 
Most of the thirteen instruments asked if course goals were clearly articulated (62%) and to what degree 
the student was satisfied with the learning activities in the course (77%).   Many fewer asked questions 
about having necessary skills and equipment (23%), finding the format easy to use (38%), and having 
sufficient instructions (8%) — questions that are directly related to the online environment.   
 
Next, the instruments were reviewed to identify the inclusion of additional questions not included in the 
focus above.  Table 3 depicts four questions that were not addressed in the literature but were routinely 
asked of students regarding the course. 
 

Table 3.   Numbers of institutions whose evaluation instruments assess these additional questions regarding courses 

 
Other Questions 
Asked 
Regarding the Course 

Online 
  (4) 

2-year 
  (2) 

4-year 
  (3) 

Master’s 
    (2) 

Doctoral 
    (1) 

Research 
     (1) 

Per cent 
  (of 13) 

1. Appropriateness of 
testing methods  

   2    1    2      1      1           54 % 

2. Reasonableness of 
assignments  

   1    1       1      1     31 % 

3. Consistency/fairness 
of grading procedure 

   2    1    2      2      54 % 

4. Overall evaluation of 
the course  

   4    1    2            1     62 % 

 
 
Table 3 reveals that the persons who constructed the evaluation instruments under review seem very 
concerned with students’ perceptions of the appropriateness, reasonableness, and fairness of the course.  
None of these were concerns raised in the literature reviewed for this research, although it is typical for 
course evaluations to ask students their perceptions of both the course and the instructor.  Table 4 
summarizes the questions about the faculty member teaching each of the courses evaluated by the 
collected instrument. 
 

Table 4.   Numbers of institutions whose evaluation instruments assess these additional questions regarding instructors 

 
Other Questions Asked 
Regarding the Faculty 

Online 
  (4) 

2-year 
  (2) 

4-year 
  (3) 

Master’s 
    (2) 

Doctoral 
    (1) 

Research 
     (1) 

Per cent 
  (of 13) 

1. Knowledge of subject 
 

   3    2    3      2                 77 % 

2. Availability for help 
  

   4    2    3      2           85 % 

3. Good job answering 
questions 

   2    2    1      2      1     62 % 

4. Enthusiasm    1    2    1      2      1     54 % 
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5. Overall rating of the 
faculty 

   2    2    1      1      46 % 

 
All of the characteristics addressed in Table 4 are “consistently associated with superior college teachers 
or teaching” according to Kenneth Feldman [9]. Certainly all five questions might be relevant to both the 
face-to-face and the online environment. 
 

V.   CONCLUSIONS 
 
A review of the literature reveals seven principles that should be addressed in assessing good practice in 
undergraduate education and suggests eleven other questions pertinent particularly to gauging the 
effectiveness of education in online classrooms.  Based on course evaluation instruments used with online 
courses or web-enhanced courses from 13 institutions, it was determined that only 8 of the 18 principles 
identified as important to teaching and learning were assessed by those evaluation instruments (see Tables 
1 and 2). Notably missing were questions about cooperation among students and active learning, 
important elements for online learning. None of the course evaluations asked if the student participated in 
online conversations with the instructor or classmates during the course, yet online dialogue is considered 
an important instructional strategy for building an online learning community. Similarly, while one 
instrument did ask about prompt feedback in general, none of the instruments asked about prompt 
feedback on completed assignments, although this is explicitly defined and encouraged for the online 
format.  
 
Of the eight areas of concern that were assessed by the instruments, the most important items, based on 
frequency of inclusion, were student-faculty contact, followed by satisfaction with learning activities, 
clearly articulated course goals, and overall evaluation of the course. While these questions are important, 
much that is important to online teaching and learning is absent from the most frequently asked questions 
on the instruments assessed in this investigation. Only three instruments asked about student skills and the 
necessary technology for online learning and four asked about the ease of use in format and page design. 
 
From 46% to 85% of these sample instruments included other questions assessing students’ perception of 
faculty’s knowledge of the subject, availability, enthusiasm, question-answering ability, and overall 
performance.  All of the questions asked on the instruments may be appropriate; however, the omissions 
are glaring vis-à-vis the recommendations in the literature. 
  
A lesson learned from these observations is that evaluation instruments seem to include what someone 
decides to ask the students at a given time.  It did not appear that the theory of what constitutes best 
practices for good teaching and learning was considered in the design of these evaluation instruments. 
Thus they fail, according to Palomba and Banta’s first criterion that assessment should be preceded by 
explicitly stated outcomes in assessing these best practices [15].  Many of the questions in the sample 
instruments focused on students’ perceptions of faculty performance.  It is unknown whether these 
responses were to be used in formative or summative evaluation of faculty.  
 
Results of this study suggest a need to go back to Cuseo’s guidelines and consciously make them the 
starting point for the construction or revision of any online course or faculty evaluation instrument [8].  
Before creating such an instrument, one might attempt to answer Cuseo’s questions (why, what, who 
when and where).  If the Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education should be 
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addressed in the assessment questions, one should be certain that they are [6].  One might also consider 
using questions suggested by Principles of Effective Teaching in the Online Classroom in order to 
strengthen the usefulness of an instrument for evaluating online courses [22]. 
 
As a result of this research, the evaluation instrument for the Spring 2001 eCore courses was revised to 
include assessment of some of the principles identified in the literature review.  Table five provides 
examples of questions that were included in that revised instrument. 

 
Table 5.   Some examples of how the revised eCore evaluation instrument addresses items identified in the literature. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 Principle    eCore evaluation question* 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

From Seven Principles of Good Practice in Undergraduate Education 
 

#4 Give prompt feedback Timely return of graded assignments was: 
 
#5 Emphasizes time on task The amount of effort to succeed in this course was: 
 The amount of effort you put into this course was: 
 
#7 Respect diverse talents and Encouragement given to students to express  
     ways of learning  themselves was: 
 __________________________________________________________________________            
 
Suggested by Principles of Effective Teaching in the Online Classroom 
 
#1 Course goals and objectives  Explanation of course goals and objectives was: 

 
#4 Page layout The page layout and online navigation of this course 

was: 
 
#7 Standards for evaluation Explanation of grading procedures and standards 

was: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
*Responses are on a five point Likert scale: excellent, good, average, needs improvement, unacceptable, 
and not applicable. 
 
This research found a great disjuncture between the guidelines suggested for effective teaching and 
learning and the principles that were evaluated by the end-of-course evaluation instruments. The absence 
of questions dealing specifically with the online environment suggests that many instruments used in the 
evaluation of online instruction were likely taken from traditional course settings and applied directly to 
evaluate computer-mediated instruction. Questions of reliability and validity of the conclusions are 
immediately asked when questions designed for one environment are used for in a different environment.  
This failure to construct an instrument specific to the educational environment allows much important 
information to escape assessment and may introduce irrelevant questions and erroneous information into 
the evaluation process. Educators and faculty are encouraged to develop end-of-course evaluations 
specific to the online environment and course of study. The specifically designed instruments should go 
through an ongoing process of use and revision to acquire accurate, reliable, and useful feedback 
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concerning online courses and instruction.  Finally, such instruments should be considered only a part of a 
multiple-methods assessment and evaluation process for evaluating courses and faculty. 
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