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Teaching and Learning Context 
Assessment and Accreditation in Higher Education is designed to provide an understanding of current 
assessment practices, accreditation, and program review in higher education settings. The overarching 
goal of this course is to prepare professionals to develop assessment plans for continuous improvement 
of student learning and operational effectiveness.  The assessment process is framed using examples 
from student and academic affairs (including academic programs).   
 
The majority of students enrolled in this three-hour, 15-week course are pursuing M.Ed degrees in 
Higher Education Administration and Student Affairs, and the balance are from our Ed.S. and Ph.D. 
programs.  Until Spring 2020, the course was offered face to face.  In this brief, I will describe how I 
moved the course online during the pandemic and why I will maintain some of the online components 
even when the course returns to a face-to-face format. 
 
Challenges and Solutions in Switch to Online Teaching 
Even before the pandemic, this course relied on backwards design and performance assessment (also 
called authentic assessment).  The assessments are a key component of the learning experience, 
connecting theory to practice. Moving to the fully online environment during the pandemic provided me 
the opportunity to adjust the assessments and course structure.  The development of asynchronous 
content to increase the impact of synchronous class meetings was a central element to these changes.  
 
Strategy: Course Structure (Blending Synchronous and Asynchronous) 
The fully online class structure relies upon asynchronous and synchronous components.  Prior to class, 
students read assigned materials and watch one or more asynchronous videos.  The videos provide a 
mix of content review, stories from the field, and humor about the realities of assessment and 
accreditation.  The videos also feature assessment experts across the United States who discuss their 
work and showcase innovative or interesting practices.  Keeping the class topics and structure focused 
within the online space was a challenge, as it quickly became apparent that using video opens a whole 
new world of potential guest speakers! 
 
The focus of the synchronous class sessions (via Zoom or Microsoft Teams) is application.  We begin 
each meeting by going through the questions raised by the videos and readings (collected via quiz, 
described shortly).  The remainder of the class session is devoted to activities—either working on 
upcoming assignments or engaging in activities to practice the knowledge and skills for the module 
(sample below).  Example activities include critiquing and re-writing outcomes, survey items, and data 
presentations.  Students also create new outcomes, design descriptive rubrics, compare and contrast 
measures, and evaluate accreditation evidence. 
 
 



 
 
The synchronous class meetings presented a challenge in the online environment.  In short, I was seeing 
a lot of blank tiles and weak engagement.  This made sense, as students have different levels of comfort 
with technology, varying available internet bandwidth, and prefer to engage in different ways (e.g., 
speaking in breakouts vs. full class, chat vs. un-muting).  Through trial and error, four tactics seemed to 
make the online synchronous sessions more engaging: relying on breakout groups (to make the class 
feel smaller), keeping the active learning sessions short (followed by full-class share outs), providing 
detailed instructions for each activity, and using class time for project work.  Because the course 
revolves tightly around the assessments, using synchronous class time for them made students feel 
better supported.  

 
Strategy: Adjusting Assessments 
As previously mentioned, the assessments are a crucial means for practice in this course.  The move to 
the online environment led me to work with a colleague to replace some of the course assessments.  I 



replaced a large project with a series of module-specific quizzes.  Students complete the quizzes after 
reviewing the asynchronous content for each module.   

 
These low-stakes quizzes provide a sense of how well students understood concepts and processes 
(knowledge levels: recall, understand, apply) and allow me to adjust instruction to meet students’ 
needs.  The quizzes, due shortly before class, also require the submission of a question based 
asynchronous content.  The student-generated questions are the basis of the beginning of each 
synchronous class session.  
 
The project (assessment plan) remained largely the same but additional collaboration was introduced.  
Previously a solo project, students now work in pairs to design their assessment plan (outcomes, 
measures, plans for data presentation, plans for closing the loop) for an office, unit, or program on 
campus.  The plan is submitted in pieces, with revisions occurring after each submission.   

 



The accreditation simulations (new for the online environment) require students to evaluate (real) 
assessment plans and accreditation evidence against standards. Both simulations occur during a 
synchronous class meeting (sample below).  The assessment plan project and simulations both measure 
higher-level thinking (knowledge levels: apply, analyze, evaluate, create).   
 

 
 
Results and Plans 
Data collected in Spring 2021 (N = 27) revealed most students reported a high level of knowledge of 
assessment.   



 
This finding was particularly exciting, because this means post-course knowledge (and growth from 
beginning to end) was the same as when the course was offered face-to-face in previous semesters.  
Further, more than half of the class indicated the video quizzes were very useful or extremely useful. 
Even if this class returns a face-to-face delivery, I plan to keep the asynchronous components. 
 
An instructor considering making a similar change should consider three points.  First, consider the 
interaction between course content and assessments.  Strategic use of assessment can deepen learning, 
especially in an online context.  Authentic assessments serve as direct evidence of learning and provides 
students with a meaningful artifact of their own knowledge and skills.  Second, consider what your 
audience might value in asynchronous content.  In this course, students always ask “but how does this 
look in real life?”  So that became the focus of the asynchronous videos.  Third, use your synchronous 
class time for active learning and allow students to work on their projects.  By doing so, you can provide 
students with instant support as they put their learning into action.  While these changes took 
significant time, they led to strong student learning and growth. 


