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Abstract: The purpose of this qualitative research study is to explore how authentic assessments 
are used by online instructors in an effort to achieve a better understanding of authentic assessment 
strategies, techniques, and processes used for college-level online courses. The study is a result of 
conducting interviews to instructors regarding their experiences in the use of authentic assessments 
in their online courses. The findings strongly suggested that using authentic assessments encourage 
critical thinking and engagement when used in discussion forum, writing assignments, and problem 
based assignments. On the use of authentic assessment for achieving program and institutional 
effectiveness in online learning, the findings in the study strongly suggested that the use of 
authentic assessments contributed to improving credibility at the program and institutional levels. 
The study highlighted the need for institutions to support faculty in developing assessments for 
online courses by providing the needed incentives, training and professional development that will 
help instructors gain fluency in the design and development of authentic assessment that will equip 
online students with critical thinking skills necessary to meet the challenges they will face after 
graduation. 

 
 
Introduction 
 
 The emergence of online distance learning, with its added difficulty of creating assessments that address 
the needs of online students, has added complexity to assessment of student learning outcomes (Kim, Smith, & 
Maeng, 2008; Kearns, 2012). The online learning’s additional layer of difficulty with activities and assessments that 
require the use of interactive and collaborative tools (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Baker, 2011) presented additional 
challenges to faculty in moving their face-to-face courses to online learning (Kearns, 2012).  
 
 Online communities in support of higher levels of learning through sustained online discourse and 
reflection did not do much in improving the process of measuring higher order learning (Garrison et al., 2007) and 
was still a concern to online faculty moving their traditional courses to the online learning environment (Kearns, 
2012). Kim et al. (2008) and Gikandi (2013) claimed that online instructors continue to rely on the types of 
assessments given in face-to-face courses that are mostly at lower level learning skills based on Bloom’s taxonomy.)  
 
 According to Vaughan (2010), faculty has to “make transformational shift in their approach to teaching 
from one of disseminating information to one of creating learning environments where students co-construct 
knowledge through interactions.” The assumption embedded in the use of authentic assessment, given the difference 
with the approach and system in pedagogy, offers educators a new dynamic in looking at assessments for online 
learning (p. 61). Bloom, Englehart, Furst, Hill, and Krathwohl (1956) defined “higher-order thinking skills” (HOTS) 
as skills that delineate cognitive activities that are beyond the stage of understanding and lower levels of Bloom’s 
taxonomy. 
 
  
Need for the Study 
 

Reeves (2000) observed that in higher education, the traditional focus on retention of knowledge is the 
focus of assessment and not the assessment of higher order learning.  Franetovic (2012) claimed that traditional tests 
in online education that used objective type tests did not measure higher order learning outcomes and therefore 
established the need for authentic assessment in online learning environments.  

 



 

Despite the availability of studies conducted by Meyen et al. (2002), Kibby (2003), and Kim et al. (2008) 
that authentic assessments are more appropriate for online courses, the use of objective type assessments that are 
originally designed for their face-to-face classes were still widely used by online instructors in higher education 
online courses (Shelton, 2011). The lack of research in understanding how authentic assessments are used for 
college-level online courses has negatively impacted students because assessments were not designed to achieve 
higher order learning competencies that are much needed for their future jobs and careers (Gikandi, 2013).   

 
Beebe, Vonderwell and Boboc (2010) helped in establishing the need for a qualitative study on the use of 

authentic assessments for online courses by examining the importance of the impact of assessment strategies and 
techniques faculty employ to better understand various instructional practices in face-to-face and online instruction.  
Beebe’s study explored the experiences of seven online faculty in transferring assessment practices from face-to-
face to the online format with the results of data analysis pointing to other areas: time management, complexity of 
content, structure of online medium, student responsibility and initiative, and informal assessment that are also 
important in the design of online assessment.  
 
 
Review of Literature 

 
Assessment is a process that systematically collects, reviews, and uses information about educational 

program with the purpose of achieving an improvement in student learning outcomes (Palomba & Banta, 1999). 
Assessment was further defined by Banta (2002) as the process of providing credible evidence or resources, 
implementation of actions, and outcomes undertaken for the purpose of improving effectiveness of instruction, 
programs, and services in higher education. The term assessment, by Banta’s definition encompasses an entire 
process of evaluating institutional effectiveness in higher education. 

 
Traditional assessment according to Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, and Zvacek (2000) only focuses on 

how students remember what was learned thereby achieving low level learning skills.  Bailey (1998) said that 
traditional assessments such as standardized testing are indirect and inauthentic, one-shot, speed-based, and norm 
referenced. These types of assessments are mostly choosing the correct answer and true or false questions. These 
traditional assessment tools are used for types of assessments with the least of thinking skills expectations. In a study 
by Cirit (2015) of pre-service teachers, traditional assessments were viewed negatively due to their inability to 
assess practical skills or application of knowledge and did not pay attention to the individual needs and interests of 
students.  

 
The emerging prevalence of using non-traditional or alternative type assessments resulted from the belief 

that learning should be interactive and participative, much different from the objective type of measures of student 
learning (Anderson, 1998; Calfee & Heibert, 1991). Alternative assessment tools allows students to put their real life 
experiences to use and provide a platform for authentic assessment activities that are needed in facing real problems.  
By doing so, students are motivated to apply what they have learned in different settings and participative work 
environment (Hamayan, 1995). 

 
Authentic assessment is based on the assumption that there is a much wider spectrum of student 

performance that can be displayed than that limited by traditional assessments of short-answer, standardized tests 
(Hamayan, 1995; Gikandi, 2013). Authentic assessments involve approaches for finding out what students know or 
can do other than through the use of objective type multiple choice testing. According to Gulikers, Bastiaens, and 
Kirschner (2004), authentic assessment is “an assessment requiring students to use the same competencies, or 
combination of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that they need to apply in the criterion situation in professional life” 
(p. 69).  
  
Opposing Philosophical Views on Assessment 
 

There are two main philosophical views on assessment, the objectivist utilitarian view and the subjectivist 
intuitionist view.  The objectivist utilitarian view on assessment is associated with the scientific movement in 
education that began in the early part of the twentieth century (Ewell, 1989; Merwin, 1969).  The subjectivist 
intuitionist view is associated with professional authority that formed the foundation of accreditation when it was 



 

first devised in 1920 and advanced by the North Central Association of Schools and Colleges (Stufflebeam, 2001). 
Ralph Tyler (1949) pioneered the concept of an objective based approach to educational evaluation. Tyler (1949) 
suggested that educational outcomes should be described in terms of student behaviors, “which then serves as 
objectives for teaching and as a basis for testing.” 
 

Based in the objectivist (utilitarian) perspective, educational outcomes are described as those behaviors that 
can be observed and measured directly as established in behavioral objectives. The Cartesian or positivist (Michaels 
& Karnes, 1950) believes learning can be measured by comparing what students have before they have been 
exposed to and have achieved some level of proficiency based on what has been fed to them through the regular 
transmission of teaching. Learning is measured in bits and pieces based on the increments achieved from students’ 
learning incidents. The subjectivist intuitionist ethics approach gives importance to implied learning by experts 
gained from their prolonged exposure to their field of expertise. Student learning is much less explicit in the 
subjectivist view (i.e., since tacit knowledge is valued), descriptions are conceptually clear, specific, concrete 
however – more vague, general, abstract, non-behavioral and focus on whole range of knowledge and values 
(Anderson, 1998).  
 
Traditional and Alternative Assessments 
 

Traditional assessment that is based on the objective utilitarian perspective is regarded as those observed by 
measurable facts and cannot be influenced by opinions while alternative assessments are affected by personal 
opinions and beliefs and subject to interpretations. Objective type exam measures student’s ability to remember the 
content as provided from the lecture delivered by the instructor. Traditional assessments are provided by outside 
experts and practitioners (e.g., test banks developed by expert test preparers employed by textbook publishers) who 
are thought of to have sufficient knowledge on their field of expertise.  With availability of such expertise given 
their extensive practice in their field, there is an existing belief that the need for further inquiry is not anymore 
required (Short & Burke, 1991).  

 
Alternative assessment or non-traditional assessments uses the subjective (i.e., intuitionist) view wherein 

student learning is much less explicit (i.e., since tacit knowledge is valued), descriptions are conceptually clear, 
specific, concrete however – more vague, general, abstract, non-behavioral and focus on whole range of knowledge 
and values (Anderson, 1998).  In alternative assessment, unlike the traditional objectivist approach, educational 
outcomes are performance based and it is influenced heavily by the constructivist learning theory in which teaching 
and learning are not only dependent on the content of instruction but is also shaped by the student’s context.  

 
The Shift from Traditional to Alternative Assessments 
 

In the early 1990’s, a national movement calling for a shift from traditional to alternative assessment 
emerged (Gomez, Graue, & Block, 1991; Mclaughlin & Vogt, 1996).   The movement called for a 
reconceptualization of how learning should happen in the classroom. The movement also argued that the heavy 
use of lecture, the traditional transmission technique used in the classroom, focuses on memorization and 
promotes passive learning.  Because of the one-way transmission from teachers to students, students are either 
not paying attention or daydreaming.  The study conducted by Pintrich, Smith, Garcia and McKeachi (1991) 
showed that at the early stages of a lecture session, students would be able to retain about two-thirds of the 
learning materials presented but towards the remaining ten minutes of the session, students would online 
remember about a one-fifth of the presentation. Objective type tests were used to evaluate students in a lecture 
based classroom because lectures are fact-based information.  But, according to the advocates of the 
reconceptualization movement, objective tests were better served if, instead of a one-way lecture and 
presentation sessions where teachers monopolize the learning activity and students stay passive and disengaged, 
they are complemented with participative and interactive activities that involve collaboration, exchange of ideas 
and experiences, group work, writing and problem solving activities, and other dynamic and progressive work 
that will help students learn critical thinking skills (Sternberg, 1994). 

 
The national reform efforts continued to challenge the use of traditional assessment methods 

(Anderson, 1998).  The reformists further argued for alternative assessment practices such as performance 
based assessment, portfolio assessment and authentic assessment (Darling-Hammond, 1994).  Specifically, 
the movement pushed for rethinking of first, the excessive use of lecture as a teaching tool and objective type 



 

tests in measuring student outcomes; second, the increasing student diversity in college classrooms; and third, 
the constructivist learning theory. 

 
According to Anderson (1998), instructors find the process of incorporating alternative assessment 

activities to accommodate students’ backgrounds and experiences to be more tedious and time consuming 
compared traditional assessments. Developing content based questions such as multiple choice questions that 
tests content (knowledge level) is less challenging versus higher level assessments that involve higher level 
order thinking like application, analysis, and synthesis of the theories and concepts. Using a more holistic as 
opposed to the granular view of learning, assessments are mostly an integration of everything that is learned. 
Instead of being assessed on what the theories and concepts, they are being assessed on how to apply them. In 
developing alternative assessment activities, instructors need to see how students will be able to use their 
perspective, see the problems in their points of view, and have a sense of how learned concepts and theories 
will apply to their local environment, be it for current use or in achieving their goals in their profession (Harp, 
1991). 

 
Alternative assessments also came about as a response to the changing environment in higher education 

influenced by increased student diversity from minority students and non-traditional students (Hamayan, 1995). In a 
study conducted by Farr and Trumbull (1997), they presented another dimension in promoting the shift from the 
traditional to alternative assessments to address the emerging presence of minority and non-traditional students.  
Farr and Trumbull (1997) advocated that the increasingly diverse population in higher education classrooms 
added another dimension that pushed for the shift from the traditional assessment to alternative assessments. In 
an earlier study conducted by Gomez et al. (1991) on increase of the minority and non-traditional students, they 
argued that using traditional assessments are “culturally biased and tends to favor white- middle class, native-
English-speaking students” and established and therefore needs instructional assessments strategies that address 
diverse learning styles. 
 
Types of Alternative Assessments 
 

Some of the types of alternative assessments that emerged include project/performance based, portfolio, 
and authentic assessments (Anderson, 1998).  The cognitive type of assessment was also another type by Reeves 
(2000).  These alternative assessments as advocated by their proponents are deemed to be more responsive to the 
changing landscape of academia than traditional assessments.  Kramer (1990) claims that alternative assessments are 
more extensive, multi-dimensional, and measures not only the quality of students’ learning but also the extent of 
how students are able to perform in a variety of contexts; get a sense of how the learner manages a relationship with 
peers, express themselves in writing, or conduct an experiment in science.  Additionally, alternative assessments are 
ongoing (e.g., project done throughout the semester), and the picture that emerges about the learner’s proficiency 
reflects the developmental processes that took place over time making students realize both the value of what they 
learn as well as how they learned (Kramer, 1990).  

 
Authentic assessments are viewed as “direct” measures of student performance.  Based mostly on the 

constructivist theory, student learning is highly influenced by their context.  Class activities and assessments include 
the problems encountered by students.  The solutions and strategies are based on what they would do if they have to 
be faced with the real problems that they encounter in their personal and professional life.  Since it is based on the 
subjectivist model, there are no “single correct answers”.  Through the use of technology and student-centered 
design, faculty and students are able to continue and polish student work to arrive at a solution that will eventually 
help them in their professions (Liskin-Gasparro, 1996).  

 
Performance-based or project-based assessments are types of alternative assessments that are deemed to 

solve implementation and management problems encountered in these types of activities in a face-to-face 
environment. Student-centered design, the problem of monitoring and documenting students’ progress is easily 
resolved in a web-based environment whether in a fully online or blended (combination of face-to-face and online 
sessions) environment.    With the use of technology, students are able to store their work while at the same time, 
their work can also be accessed by their instructors to measure student progress at any point in time during the 
development and conclusion of a project. The technology and the student-centered design provide a more conducive 
and effective model of performance or project-based learning which otherwise is very difficult to implement in a 
face-to-face model (Moallem, 2007). 



 

The portfolio is a type of alternative assessment is composed of students’ work that are filed in hard copies 
or digitally for possible viewing in the future to present students’ compilation of work over time. Electronic 
portfolios allow students see their own progress and with the compilation of their best work become highly 
motivating.  Although the use of portfolios has been existent in education, arts, and business, the use of electronic 
portfolios as a consequence of the emergence of the Internet and web-based resources became an effective form of 
alternative assessment (Reeves, 2000). 

 
Cognitive assessment measures higher order thinking abilities with the use of concept mapping software 

(e.g. Inspiration Software) that allow students and faculty to pursue very complex activities (i.e. problem solving 
simulations) that otherwise would be very difficult in a face-to-face environment (Reeves, 2000).  
 
Focus on Authentic Assessments 
 

Authentic assessment is any type of alternative assessment that is aligned with the curriculum and requires 
students to demonstrate skills and competencies that realistically represent problems and situations likely to be 
encountered in daily life.  Authentic assessment took a major role during the 1990s education reform (Terwilliger, 
1997).  One the most prolific and convincing proponents of authentic assessment pushed the idea that curriculum 
and testing that promote the use of objective type tests are lacking to help students develop critical thinking skills 
needed by students for facing real life problems (Wiggins, 1993).  Kim et al. (2008) suggested that the use of 
authentic assessments would help student refer to their own background and experiences in relation to acquiring new 
knowledge and overall life challenges.  
 
Strengths and Weaknesses of Authentic Assessment 
 

The strength of authentic assessment include: (a) developing critical thinking skills among students to help 
them when facing real life problem situations (Meyer, 1992), (b) not using objective type multiple choice questions 
that do not help in the development of thinking skills required in analyzing and solving real world problems 
(Wiggins, 1993), (c) allowing students and faculty to weave course materials, instruction, and measures of 
competency towards achieving high level of performance that involve higher order and participatory skills, (d) the 
collaborative and engaging partnership between students and teachers in treating assessment as integrated in the 
process of instruction, (e) the use of self-evaluation processes so that students are part of and aware by which 
standard they are being assessed, and lastly, (f) students’ involvement with their learning resulting from better and 
deeper understanding and appreciation of the value of the goals of instruction (Edger, 2004). 

 
Authentic assessments weaknesses include: (a) the subjective nature of the types and forms of questions 

used to assess learning, (b) the high cost involved due to the complexity in the process of creating and implementing 
assessment activities (Mehrens, 1992), (c) the lack of established guidelines and structured processes for use by 
educators and administrators to analyze students’ work (Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004), (d) the cost involved in training 
faculty and administrators for college wide assessment implementation (Hass & Osborne, 2002), and finally (e) the 
lack of support from educators and administrators in promoting and adopting the use of authentic assessments due in 
part to its lack of standard approach to teaching, learning and evaluating student performance (Terwilliger, 1997). 
 
Authentic Assessment for Online Learning 
 

Reeves (2000) provided the seminal research informing the use of authentic type of assessments as a more 
appropriate type of assessment to the online modality. Reeves (2000) further advocated the use of authentic 
assessment approaches for online learning environment in higher education due to higher education’s traditional 
focus on retention of knowledge as the focus of assessment and not the assessment of higher order learning.  Reeves, 
Herrington, and Oliver (2002) added that tasks must have: “real world relevance, be ill defined, comprise tasks to be 
investigated over time, examine the task from different perspectives, provide opportunity to collaborate, reflect, be 
integrated and applied beyond domain specific outcomes, are seamlessly integrated with assessment, create polished 
products and allow diversity of outcomes.” (p. 564).   

 
 Kim et al. (2008) also came out very strongly on the use of authentic assessments for online learning after 
they reviewed the paradigms of evaluating quality of online programs and compared three online universities that 
looked at how assessment designs are different between face-to-face and online programs. In the same study 



 

conducted by Kim et al. (2008), online courses have mirrored the types of competency measures used in traditional 
classroom setting such as objective type of exams and are not using other types of measures that the authors believe 
are more suitable for the online learning environment.  
 

The strength of authentic assessment include: (a) developing critical thinking skills among students to help 
them when facing real life problem situations (Meyer, 1992), (b) not using objective type multiple choice questions 
that do not help in the development of thinking skills required in analyzing and solving real world problems 
(Wiggins, 1993), (c) allowing students and faculty to weave course materials, instruction, and measures of 
competency towards achieving high level of performance that involve higher order and participatory skills, (d) the 
collaborative and engaging partnership between students and teachers in treating assessment as integrated in the 
process of instruction, (e) the use of self-evaluation processes so that students are part of and aware by which 
standard they are being assessed, and lastly, (f) students’ involvement with their learning resulting from better and 
deeper understanding and appreciation of the value of the goals of instruction (Edger, 2004). 

 
Authentic assessments weaknesses include: (a) the subjective nature of the types and forms of questions 

used to assess learning, (b) the high cost involved due to the complexity in the process of creating and implementing 
assessment activities (Mehrens, 1992), (c) the lack of established guidelines and structured processes for use by 
educators and administrators to analyze students’ work (Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004), (d) the cost involved in training 
faculty and administrators for college wide assessment implementation (Hass & Osborne, 2002), and finally (e) the 
lack of support from educators and administrators in promoting and adopting the use of authentic assessments due in 
part to its lack of standard approach to teaching, learning and evaluating student performance (Terwilliger, 1997). 
 
 
Methodology 
 

This study aims to provide an understanding of how authentic assessments are used in college-level online 
courses.  Understanding how online instructors in college-level courses use authentic assessment will help 
practitioners, administrators, and higher education leaders verify if these types of assessments are appropriate in 
developing higher order learning skills for students taking online college-level courses.  
 
Research Question  
 

How do experienced online instructors who have developed authentic and other forms of assessment 
incorporate authentic assessments in online college courses to obtain higher order thinking skills? 
 
Research Sub-Questions 
 

1. What strategies, techniques, and processes do experienced online instructors who have developed 
authentic and other forms of assessment in the past, use when incorporating authentic assessments in 
online college courses? 

2. Why do experienced online instructors use authentic assessments for their online courses? 
3. What resources are available for online instructors in the development and use of authentic 

assessments in online instruction? 
4. What are the supports, necessary or otherwise, provided to instructors by institutions in developing 

authentic assessments for online courses? 
5. What barriers are encountered by online instructors in the use of authentic assessments in online 

instruction? 
6. How do online instructors explain the use of authentic assessments in relation to program and 

institutional effectiveness? 
 

 Research Design 
 

The research study used a qualitative methodology and the basic qualitative research design (Merriam, 
2009). The basic qualitative research was used by the researcher to translate phenomena and the use of authentic 
assessments, in the design and teaching of online courses.  The goal of basic qualitative research is to demonstrate 



 

how people translate the events in their lives, create a world for themselves, and interpret those life events that 
would provide the manifestations of those life events. Data analysis was conducted by organizing data according to 
themes, or reoccurring patterns (Merriam, 2009). The qualitative research design was used to allow the researcher to 
explore the views of an identified group to decipher differing perspectives on how they execute a certain design and 
development process. By uncovering the perceptions of individuals who have had experiences developing and 
designing authentic assessments for online courses, the researcher should be able to gather “multiple perspectives” 
and further understand how authentic assessments were used in the participants’ online courses. With the 
researcher’s attention directed to discovery, insight, and understanding the points of view of those being studied, the 
use of qualitative research offers significant contribution to educational knowledge and practice (Merriam, 2009). 
 
Target Population 
 

The target population for this research is composed of online faculty teaching at the member institutions of 
a Mid-Atlantic States comprehensive university system with experience in developing and teaching online courses 
for at least 3 years. The Mid-Atlantic States comprehensive university system is comprised of higher education 
research universities, academic medical centers, liberal arts colleges, community colleges, colleges of technology 
and an online learning network in charge of the online faculty training, technology infrastructure and support for 
faculty and students needs of its member institutions.   
 
Sample 
 

From the member institutions of the Mid-Atlantic university system, the researcher narrowed the study of 
online faculty from the 33 community colleges listed in their online learning network. The network is designed to 
maximize online-enabled teaching and learning opportunities for all higher education members. The list was made 
available to all the member providing access to the author, a current administrator in one of the institutions in the 
system. The network supports the community of online practitioners by providing assistance to member institutions 
in the design, technology and research for creating, teaching and supporting online courses.  

 
Purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2012) was used to identify online faculty for the qualitative study. The 

participants were selected based on a specific set of criteria (e.g., number of years developing and teaching an online 
course, familiarity with developing authentic assessments in their online courses, etc.) developed by the researcher. 
Selected online faculty became the key informants who discussed their experiences in developing and teaching an 
online course. A key aspect of the interview process was their experiences in the use of authentic assessments and 
their views on how their experiences relate to course and institutional effectiveness. 
 
Participant Selection 

 
The online instructors were derived from the list of institutions listed in the online network of the Mid-

Atlantic States comprehensive university system in charge of technology training and support of the system. The 
researcher identified individual online faculty from the list provided by the network to all participating higher 
education members of the system. The following steps were used to qualify the faculty who volunteered to 
participate in the study (Creswell, 2012): 
 

1. The online instructor was the one who developed the online course that he or she taught.  In the online 
school system environment, most if not all of the online instructors also develop the content for the 
online course they were teaching. 

2. The online instructor taught an online course using authentic assessment for at least 3 years.  The 3 
years teaching online should have given an online instructor confidence in using various forms of 
assessment as well as developing and teaching an online course (Elkind & Smith, 2008). 

3. The online instructor provided various samples of authentic assessments used in his or her online 
course.  

4. The online instructor was given permission to be interviewed for at least two hours duration for a 
single interview and might provide a number of interviews for follow-up questions for clarity of 
previous interview. 

5. The instructional designer or online instructor was given permission to be taped and or notes taken 
during the interview.	  	  



 

Demographics  
 

The fourteen (14) instructors who participated in the study provided responses to 6 demographic questions 
pertaining to their development and teaching of an online course and the use of authentic assessments in those online 
courses. All of the instructors composed of highly experienced online course developers and teachers also teach 
online courses at a community college from a Mid-Atlantic States comprehensive university system. Data shows 
that more than half of the participants have used authentic assessments for more than seven years. Three of the 
respondents were also the administrator functioning as Distance Learning directors. All of the interviewees had at 
least a master’s degree with two having a doctoral degree. One of them was also pursuing a doctoral degree.  All of 
them teach in both face-to-face and online formats.  
 
Data Collection and Analysis 
 

Interviews were conducted with faculty teaching online courses for the member institutions of a Mid-
Atlantic States comprehensive university system to better understand how authentic assessments were being used by 
online faculty in their college-level online courses. The specific interview questions helped in setting structure, 
boundaries, and parameters to the research study.  They were instrumental in generating thick and rich descriptions 
of experiences of online faculty on how they used authentic assessments in their online courses. The questions, 
although open ended by design to generate in-depth and extensive discussions of the experiences, were also very 
specific, thus establishing boundaries and parameters so that extensions and irrelevant responses were minimized. 

 
Steps used in data analysis:  
 
1. The researcher began the data analysis by identifying segments in the interview that are responsive to 

the research questions. The goal is to show the difference between one unit of information to another to 
demonstrate for the occurrence repetition in data.   

2. The researcher used open coding to construct categories by making notations next to bits of data that 
maybe relevant to answering the research question. 

3. The researcher used axial coding, the process of grouping open codes to group them in categories or 
themes that capture recurring patterns that cut across the data. 

4. The researcher used the HyperRESEARCH (hyperresearch.com) software to store, sort, and retrieve 
the data.  

5. The researcher established the categories by looking for evidence in support of final categories at 
which point a saturation point have been reached and no new information is coming from data. 

 
Naming of categories or themes (or findings) was made to be responsive to the research questions 

congruent with the research topic. Terms, concepts, and categories were exhaustive and reflective of the data 
gathered.  Categories were mutually exclusive.  Data that was put in one category only fit that category.  Naming of 
categories was sensitive to what was in the data (Merriam, 2009).  The number of categories depended on the data 
and focus of research.  The researcher opted for fewer categories to achieve greater the level of abstraction and 
greater ease with communicating findings to others (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 
A baseline of 20 interviews was established as the maximum number of interviews to be conducted by the 

researcher for the study.  According to Green and Thorogood (2009) “the experience of most qualitative researchers 
is that in interview studies little that is ‘new’ comes out of transcripts after you have interviewed 20 or so 
respondents” (p. 120).  Using Green and Thorogood baseline for interviews, the researcher discontinued the 
interview on the 14th respondent because the information being generated was becoming repetitive indicating that 
saturation was already achieved. By the 14th interview, the information being generated from the interviews did not 
generate new information.    
 
Interview Questions 
 

Based on the six (6) sub-questions generated from the research question, ten (10) interview questions were 
developed and used for the actual interview of online faculty who agreed to participate in the research. The specific 
interview questions helped in setting structure, boundaries, and parameters to the research study.  They were 
instrumental in generating thick and rich descriptions of experiences of online faculty on how they used authentic 



 

assessments in their online courses.  The questions, although open ended by design to generate in-depth and 
extensive discussions of the experiences, were also very specific, thus establishing boundaries and parameters so 
that extensions and irrelevant responses were minimized.   

 
 The interview questions are as follows:  
 

1. How do you incorporate authentic assessments in your online course? 
2. When are these authentic assessments used in your online course? 	  
3. Why do you choose authentic assessments for your online course?   	  
4. Based on your experience in teaching online courses, what do you see as the advantages and 

disadvantages of using authentic assessments in your online course?	  
5. What are the resources available to you when you develop an online course?   	  
6. How do you use these resources when you develop an online course?  	  
7. How is your institution supporting you in your use of authentic assessments for your online course?  	  
8. Discuss the challenges that you encounter when you are trying to implement the use of authentic 

assessments for your online course?	  
9. How do you perceive your use of authentic assessments in your online course affects the success of 

your degree program? 	  
10. How do you perceive your use of authentic assessments affects the success of your institution?	  
 
An illustration of the relationship of the Research Question, Research Sub-Questions, and Interview 

Questions is shown in Table 1. By the nature of the Research Sub-Questions having been expanded from the 
Research Question, some Research Sub-Questions generated a single interview question and some generated two or 
more interview questions. 
 
Assumptions  
 

There is an assumption in this study that online instructors, especially the inexperienced ones who are 
converting face-to-face courses for the first time, do not use authentic assessments and are more inclined to use 
objective type tests that have been used in face-to-face courses. The researcher of this study believes thereby 
assuming that authentic assessments are more appropriate for online instruction as provided in the writings of 
Reeves (2000) and Kim et al. (2008). The assumption of the researcher is based on the claim of Reeves (2000) and 
Kim et al. (2008) that online courses still rely on objective type tests traditionally given in face-to-face instruction 
instead of the types of assessment methods that are deemed more appropriate for higher order thinking objectives in 
online learning.  Because online courses are catering more to adult students characterized by National Postsecondary 
Student Aid Study (Howell, 2001) as those who are: mostly enrolled in two-year institutions; completed a college 
education in 5 years from the time they started college; more likely to have left school after high school or while 
pursuing college (Howell, 2001), the assumption is that they prefer authentic assessments more than objective type 
tests because they are able to bring in their experiences to the class during discussions and assessments (Cercone, 
2008). 

 
Limitations 
 

The difficulty in reducing words to numbers became evident as a weakness of qualitative studies resulting 
to a limitation of this research study. Due to the subjective nature of qualitative research, the weakness was further 
demonstrated by the difficulty in categorizing the descriptive responses despite the use of the HyperRESEARCH 
filtering software.  Due to the interviews conducted with a limited number of online faculty from community 
colleges of a Mid-Atlantic States comprehensive university system, the results of the research is not representative 
of the member schools as well as all higher education institutions offering online courses. The findings of the study 
therefore only apply to the five community colleges from which the interview participants were employed.  The 
findings can be used as a useful reference in developing future research using quantitative research methods, but the 
findings cannot be used as general findings applicable for other higher education institutions not included in the 
study.   

 
 



 

 
 

Research 
Question 

 

 
# 

 
Research Sub-Questions 

#  
Interview Questions 

 

How do 
experienced 
online 
instructors    
who have 
developed 
authentic and 
other forms of 
assessment 
incorporate 
authentic 
assessments in 
online   college   
courses? 

1 
 
 

What strategies, techniques, and 
processes do experienced online 
instructors who have developed 
authentic and other forms of   
assessment in the past, use when 
incorporating authentic 
assessments in online college 
courses? 

1 How do you incorporate authentic 
assessments in your online course? 

 

2 When are these authentic 
assessments used in your online 
course?   

2 Why do experienced online 
instructors use authentic 
assessments? 
 

3 Why do you choose authentic 
assessments for your online course?   

4 Based on your experience in 
teaching online courses, what do you 
see as the advantages and 
disadvantages of using authentic 
assessments in your online course? 

3 What resources are available for 
online instructors in the 
development and use of 
authentic assessments in online 
instruction? 

5 What are the resources available to 
you when you develop an online 
course?    

6 How do you use these resources 
when you develop an online   
course?   

4 What support do institutions 
provide to online instructors in 
the use of authentic assessments 
for online courses? 

7 How is your institution supporting 
you in your use of authentic 
assessments for your online course? 

5 What barriers are encountered 
by online instructors in the use 
of authentic assessments in 
online instruction? 

8 Discuss the challenges that you 
encounter when you are trying to 
implement the use of authentic 
assessments for your online course? 

6 How do online instructors 
explain the use of authentic 
assessments in relation to 
program and institutional 
effectiveness? 

9 How do you perceive your use of 
authentic assessments in your online 
course affects the success of your 
degree program?  

10 How do you perceive your use of 
authentic assessments affects the 
success of your institution? 

 
Table 1. Research Questions Configuration 

 
 
Summary of the Results 
 

This qualitative study was conducted in order to address six specific sub-research questions to generate 
response to the research question established in the study. Based on the thematic findings that emerged from the 
analysis, each of the six research questions was addressed. The data collected for six questions in turn provided a 
response to address the research question for this research study.  
 

The research question in this research study asked: How do experienced online instructors who have 
developed authentic and other forms of assessment incorporate authentic assessments in online college courses? In 



 

providing the response to the main research question, the responses for the six main research sub-questions provide 
the answers to the research question. 

 
Based on the experience of instructors who have developed authentic and other forms of assessments, they 

use assigning writing assignment and by discussion forum questions as well problem solving and assigning projects.  
Faculty believes that student background and experiences, learning styles, and critical thinking skills are very good 
in gauging which type of assessments are to be used for online courses. Experienced online instructors use authentic 
assessments over objective type because they encourage critical thinking among students and measure higher order 
learning. Faculty use of authentic assessments over objective type encouraged students’ to learn skills for real job 
situations, discouraging them in plagiarizing, and help them use their experience as part of the learning process.  

 
With regards to advantages in using authentic assessments for online courses, students’ development of 

critical thinking is the main advantage in using authentic assessments while authentic assessments also encourage 
more engagement where students relate to the lives of students more compared to objective type tests. On the other 
hand, assessment is disadvantageous due to  more work for instructors. Longer time to grade which is similar to 
more work for instructors and difficulty monitoring students were also cited as minor disadvantages.    
 

The resources available to faculty in developing authentic assessments include access to training and 
conference and the presence of an instructional designer. Learning new technologies for online course and creation 
of PowerPoint and live teleconference materials and the availability of a librarian and a sample course also helped. 
Compensation is provided by the institution for developing online courses but not for developing authentic 
assessment. Compensation.  In using the available resources, faculty created videos, static course content, and also 
used the resources in getting feedback from an instructional designer and librarian. 

 
With regards to the role of the institution in developing authentic assessment for online courses, faculty is 

totally independent in their decision to use authentic assessments.  The institution does not encourage or get in the 
way of using them for online courses. The availability of an instructional designer, support of department heads and 
senior faculty and the presence of a curriculum committee helped in developing authentic assessments for their 
online courses.  
 

The barriers encountered by online instructors in the use of authentic assessments in online instruction are 
more demand and work for faculty and some faculty not receptive to trying new strategies. Students being used to 
objective type tests and the lack of student doing quality work served as minor barriers. 

 
The ability of authentic assessment to improve critical thinking skills of students and make them better 

prepared for a career or jobs affect the success of program and lead to institutional effectiveness. Faculty use of 
authentic assessment improves the institution’s program and school credibility and therefore affects the success of 
their institution. Authentic assessments also prepare students better for higher level courses and degrees but 
participants do not believe achievement of student learning outcomes necessarily help in achieving institutional 
success. 

 
 

Findings 
 

Below are the significant findings from the responses to six sub-research questions by way of the 10 
interview questions.  The responses were tabulated resulting into findings that were listed from highest to lowest. 
Findings that earned 20% and above were categorized as significant findings and those below are categorized as less 
significant or minor findings. 
 

1. Significant findings show participants incorporate authentic assessments to online courses by way of 
writing assignments and discussion forum while minor findings show participants use authentic 
assessment to measure progress of students, make project presentations, and conduct problem solving 
activities;  

2. Significant findings show participants agree on the use of student background and experiences of 
students when developing authentic assessments for online courses while minor findings show the use 



 

of learning styles and student’s level of critical thinking skills as the basis for creating authentic 
assessments for online courses;	  

3. Significant findings show the use of authentic assessment over objective type tests to encourage critical 
thinking skills and measure higher order learning skills while minor findings include achieving 
learning skills for real job situations, avoid plagiarism and the use of experience for discussions;	  

4. Significant findings show participants view authentic assessment as an advantage because they help 
develop critical thinking skills, encourage more engagement, and help students relate to the questions 
while minor responses indicate that authentic assessment discourage cheating and help develop writing 
skills.  Significant findings show participants view authentic assessment as a disadvantage because of 
the demand for more work from instructors and students’ lack of skills to enable them to participate in 
class while minor findings include longer time to grade, difficulty monitoring students, and more work 
for students;	  

5. Significant findings show the resources available to online faculty include access to training and 
conferences and the availability of an instructional designer while minor findings include availability 
of library resources and sample courses, compensation, and technical resources; 	  

6. Significant findings show the use of available resources to create videos and video threads and static 
course content and getting feedback from an instructional designer and librarian while minor findings 
include learning new technologies and creating PowerPoint presentations and live teleconferences;	  

7. Significant findings show participants believe that faculty do not get any support from administration 
and is totally independent on the choice of the type of assessment used for their online courses while 
minor findings show instructional designers, department heads, senior faculty, and academic 
committees provide varying degrees of support in developing authentic assessments;	  

8. Significant findings show barriers in using authentic assessment include work demand from faculty 
and resistance from students who have been used to objective type test assessment while minor 
findings include the lack of student interest to do quality work, low level of reading and writing skills, 
and faculty’s lack of interest in trying new strategies; 	  

9. Significant findings show that authentic assessment help influence the success of a degree program 
because authentic assessment improves critical thinking skills and prepare students for careers and jobs 
while minor findings show the improvement of writing skills, better prepared students for higher level 
courses, and lower failure rates; and lastly, 	  

10. Significant findings show participants believe the use of authentic assessments affect the success of 
their institution because authentic assessment help improve program and school credibility, help 
prepare students for higher level courses and degrees, and help prepare students for careers and jobs 
while minor findings include the achievement of student learning outcomes and better writing skills.	  
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