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December 2020

Please share with your faculty:
Designing Online Course Assessments to Promote Students’ Engagement and Metacognitive Thinking Skills  

Keeping students engaged in an online course can be challenging. According to Major, A. (2020), online assessments can be redesigned to promote student engagement and important metacognitive skills.  In her recent article entitled “Keeping students engaged:  How to rethink your assessments amidst the shift to online learning” she provides examples of a variety of assessments organized by different categories that can create a more active and engaging experience for the learner, and in turn facilitate higher-order thinking skills.  For example, she identifies several types of diagnostic assessments that can encourage students to set their own learning goals at the beginning of the course.  Some examples she provides include using polling features to have students define and identify learning goals, or having students preview course content with an online scavenger hunt.  In addition, during or after an online lesson, students can be asked to create their own quiz or discussion questions about online content.   

Major also recommends encouraging students to self-assess their work before submitting it. Providing students with checklists or rubrics to evaluate their own work can be a powerful way to help students develop their metacognitive thinking skills.  

Another way to encourage metacognitive thinking, and to increase students’ engagement in assessments is to have students reflect on their learning and performance on an assessment.  For example, students can be asked to summarize what they felt they learned from the assessment, what was most challenging, what questions they still have, and what they would do differently next time.  

In addition, students can be encouraged to think-aloud in a structured way about their online learning behaviors and the effectiveness of those behaviors while completing an online learning task (Ebner & Ehri 2013; Ebner & Ehri, 2016).  Research that I conducted with 70 graduate students showed that students who were assigned to complete an online vocabulary assignment using a structured think-aloud procedure showed superior performance on the learning task,  and greater metacognitive awareness than students not assigned to think-aloud in a structured way (Ebner, 2013).  

In sum, online learning assessments can be designed to increase students’ active engagement and metacognitive skills in online classes.   It is important to design an online course with varied and multiple assessments that can provide plenty of opportunities for students to demonstrate their knowledge and reflect upon their learning in a course.  
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Please share examples of effective online learning assessments that you have been using in your online course, and I will feature those examples on YU’s Learning Assessment Website. 

Reminder:  Fall 2020 assessment reports will be due on January 8.  Please email me if you have any questions about preparing your report.  
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