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EVALUATING COLLEGE STUDENTS’ EFFORTS 
IN ASYNCHRONOUS DISCUSSION
A Systematic Process

Dave S. Knowlton
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville

This paper delineates a systematic process for integrating evaluation of students’ efforts into asynchronous
discussion. Specifically, this process depends on establishing clear criteria as a basis for evaluating students.
These criteria should be educationally useful to students and consistent with the types of discourse found in
online discussion. Also, the process is based on formal self- and peer-evaluations as a precursor to profes-
sor-centered evaluations. Within this process, professors also should offer formative feedback throughout a
discussion. This formative feedback becomes a basis of summative evaluation and grading. Importantly,
while practical, this process is grounded in cognitive theories of learning. This process also is grounded in the
writing-across-the-curriculum literature. At the end of the article, the author offers implications for further
theory development and empiricism.

INTRODUCTION

Whether distributed as a listserv or cen-
trally-located on a bulletin board, asynchro-
nous computer-mediated discussion can be a
valuable component of the higher education
classroom. Superficially, in Web-based
instruction, asynchronous discussion serves as
a reminder to students that they aren't alone in
the educational process (Weiss, 2000). More
substantively, through asynchronous discus-
sion, students have an opportunity to develop a
more thorough understanding of course con-

tent. As students share their ideas, perspec-
tives, and experiences, they are broadening
their classmates’ frame of reference for inter-
preting course content (Jonassen, Davidson,
Collins, Campbell, & Haag, 1995; Morrison &
Guenther, 2000). As Hacker and Neiderhauser
(2000) note, this type of collaboration makes
learning more “deep and durable” (p. 53) and
can increase student motivation.

However, evaluating students’ efforts in
online discussion is sometimes awkward.
After all, a valuable online discussion is based
on students’ initiative—their willingness to
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share their understandings of course content
and react to their classmates’ understand-
ings—so it should be no surprise that students
view professor-centered evaluations as anti-
thetical to the very types of initiative that make
online discussions educationally sound. Also,
evaluating students’ efforts is awkward
because online learning environments don’t
always “support” authentic assessment (Marra,
2002). Because of the limitations of many
online learning environments, evaluation does
not happen naturally in asynchronous discus-
sion. Rather, designers of online environments
and professors who use asynchronous discus-
sion must integrate evaluation strategies into
asynchronous discussion.

In this paper, I offer a process-based frame-
work for evaluating students’ efforts in online
discussion. Importantly, this framework is sys-
tematic in that it is based on inputs and corre-
sponding outputs (see Table 1 for a summary).
These inputs and outputs create a cyclical pro-
cess. Professors’ and students’ inputs lead to
analysis of evaluation criteria and application
of those criteria. Analysis and application lead
to outputs, which can further inform students’
participation in the asynchronous discussion
itself. Thus, evaluation is not tacked on to the

end of the discussion; it is integrated into the
discussion process and designed to improve
the quality of the discussion itself (see Figure 1
for a summary of this cycle). Both the system-
atic and cyclical elements of this process are
derived from a variety of already-existing liter-
ature—including articles dealing with assess-
ment theory, writing-across-the-curriculum
literature, cognitive learning theory, and con-
structivism.

I begin by delineating criteria for evaluating
students’ contributions to an online discussion.
I then describe processes for implementing
student-centered evaluations and profes-
sor-centered evaluations. Throughout this
paper, implications for online pedagogy will
be relatively obvious; so, in the last section of
this paper, I offer implications for future theo-
retical and empirical endeavors.

CRITERIA FOR EVALUATING 
STUDENTS’ CONTRIBUTION TO 
ASYNCHRONOUS DISCUSSION

Professors should establish criteria for evaluat-
ing students’ efforts in online discussions and
communicate those criteria to students. Profes-

TABLE 1
Inputs and Outputs of Asynchronous Discussion Evaluation

Professor’s Inputs Students’ Inputs Education Outputs

• Criteria for evaluating students'
efforts in online discussion

• Negotiating meaning of abstract cri-
teria

• Operationalized criteria

• Resources for helping students
understand criteria

• Completing checklists for self and
peer evaluations

• Broadened understanding among
students of the educational value of
discussion

• Design of activities for helping stu-
dents understand criteria

• Synthesizing students' own contribu-
tions to online discussion with eval-
uation criteria through generative
self evaluations or “tags”

• Meta-discussion that can provide
insights into students' ontological
and epistemological stances

• Dichotomous and Likert-scale
checklists that can serve as the basis
of self and peer evaluation 

• Describing a plan for improving
their own discussion contributions

• Data defining students' views of the
value of various discussion contribu-
tions

• Generative self-evaluation assign-
ments·

• Evaluating peers' contributions in
the context of peer feedback groups

• Formative data describing profes-
sors' reactions to students' contribu-
tions

• Creation of Peer Feedback groups • Completed rubrics
• Resources that can foster students'

understanding of peer feedback
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sors sometimes assume that criteria and stan-
dards for evaluation are self-evident (Speck,
1998); this assumption is problematic. When
professors fail to communicate standards for
participation, students have no choice but to
revert to their own past experiences to help
them define acceptable levels of performance
(Knowlton & Knowlton, 2001). Therefore,
professors must establish clear criteria that can
serve as the basis of student-centered and pro-
fessor-centered evaluations, which will be dis-
cussed later in this paper. But what criteria
should professors rely on for evaluating the
products of online discussion? I begin this sec-
tion by discussing two mistakes that professors
routinely make when determining criteria as a

basis for evaluation. Then, I offer criteria that
can become a basis for evaluating students.

Mistakes in Selecting Criteria

The first mistake that professors often make
when selecting criteria as a basis for student
evaluation is that they confuse research rigor
with pedagogical rigor. This tradeoff of privi-
leging criteria based in research rigor instead
of criteria that are pedagogically useful can be
destructive. Evaluating students, for example,
from a linguistic perspective (cf. Baym, 1996;
Murray, 2000) or assessing students based on
cultural (cf. Herring, 1999) or social (Rourke,
Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999) factors
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is instructive for researchers and theorists. But
these same criteria are relatively useless for
students who are trying to determine if their
contributions to an asynchronous discussion
evidence an understanding of key concepts
that are specific to a discipline, like literature,
engineering, or biology.

In pointing to the need for professors to
develop criteria that are pedagogically useful, I
am not suggesting that research is unneces-
sary. I am not even suggesting that criteria
related to linguistics, culture, or social factors
are useless. After all, such criteria can provide
students with opportunities to think metacog-
nitively about their participation in asynchro-
nous discussion—a topic addressed later in
this paper. I am suggesting that the primary
criteria that will become the basis of student
evaluation should be useful to students as they
evaluate the degree to which they understand
the content of a course, not the linguistic, cul-
tural, or social cyber-milieu of the discussion
itself.

A second mistake that professors often
make when selecting evaluation criteria relates
to the consistency between the criteria and the
nature of online discourse. For example, Bauer
and Anderson (2000) suggested that professors
focus on the degree to which a student “uses
complex, grammatically correct sentences on a
regular basis.” They also urge professors to
consider whether or not a student “expresses
ideas clearly, concisely, cogently, in a logical
fashion” (p. 68). These criteria suggested by
Bauer and Anderson imply that contributions
to an asynchronous discussion will be revised
and polished into formalized writings, but
online discourse is more similar to conversa-
tion than to formal writing. Students rarely
engage in substantive revision when participat-
ing in online discussion. Typically, students
write a contribution for the discussion, perhaps
read over it once, and submit it to a discussion
forum. In some respects, then, Bauer and
Anderson’s criteria are not consistent with
online discussion contributions.

Similarly, Morrison and Ross (1998) argue
that points should be deducted for off-topic

comments. But online discourse is a type of
writing in which students often learn about
their own perspectives as they write. When
they begin a contribution to an online discus-
sion (and sometimes even as they end one),
students may not know their own exact point.
They are engaged in a type of “writing to
learn” (see Lindemann, 1995, and Adams &
Hamm, 1990, for a discussion of “writing to
learn”). In fact, the more text students generate
in a contribution to discussion, the more likely
those students will generate ideas from which
they can learn. Therefore, criteria for evaluat-
ing students’ contributions to online discus-
sion should encourage students to explore their
ideas in writing even if the exploring creates
digressions and seemingly off-topic com-
ments. In other cases, the relevance and scope
of asynchronous discussion emerge as differ-
ent students contribute. In asynchronous dis-
cussion, knowledge is collectively created and
socially distributed (Moller, 1998). To penal-
ize individual students for seemingly off-topic
comments, then, is to undermine the collective
and social nature of knowledge.

Determining Appropriate Criteria for 
Evaluation and Communicating Criteria 
to Students

As I’ve argued, criteria for evaluating stu-
dents’ contributions to asynchronous discus-
sion should provide students with an
understanding of the degree to which they
understand key course concepts. Criteria for
evaluation also should be consistent with the
“rough draft” nature of most discussion contri-
butions and enhance the opportunity for rele-
vance to emerge throughout the course of a
discussion. Even with this consideration of
consistency, though, criteria may be idiosyn-
cratic to specific professors and disciplines.
So, the criteria in this section can serve as a
starting point for consideration, not as a defin-
itive list of criteria that will work as a basis for
all asynchronous discussions. After outlining
criteria for asynchronous discussion, I describe
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cognitive approaches for helping students
understand and internalize the criteria.

Criteria for Asynchronous Contributions 
and Replies

When writing initial contributions to a dis-
cussion, professors might urge students to con-
sider the following questions:

• Is the contribution mechanically clear
enough for readers to understand your
points?

• Does the contribution cite assigned
readings or other resources as a means
of addressing the specific topics and/or
questions?

• Does the contribution seem to be based
on factually-correct ideas that are gener-
ally accepted as discipline “truths”?

• Does the contribution contain “critical
thinking” that is indicative of the para-
digms in the field?

Because replies in asynchronous discussion
are unique in their educational purpose, a sep-
arate set of criteria should govern their quality.
For evaluating responses to classmates, profes-
sors might suggest that students consider the
following criteria:

• Does the content of the reply adopt a
respectful tone towards the ideas in the
contribution to which you are replying?

• Does the reply inspire further discussion
among the class?

• Does the reply develop the scope of the
discussion in a meaningful way?

Strategies for Promoting Understanding 
and Internalization of Criteria

Clearly articulating the criteria may not be
enough; professors may need to provide
resources or facilitate educational activities
that will help students understand the nature of
the criteria. For example, critical thinking is
abstract, and students may not know how to

operationalize and apply it in their discussion
contributions. Professors, therefore, may need
to provide a resource that would help students
with their applications. A discipline-based
heuristic that defines critical thinking can help
scaffold students’ thinking about course con-
tent. In economics, for instance, Gwartney and
Stroupe’s (1995) eight guideposts for eco-
nomic thinking can help students gauge the
degree to which they are thinking “like an
economist.”

Sometimes, though, a resource may not be
enough; students may need to participate in
activities to gain a more full understanding of
evaluation criteria. For example, in teaching an
online English composition course, I required
students to participate in an online discussion
that developed strategies for including critical
thinking in their contributions. Some strategies
that students developed were relatively obvi-
ous, but they introduced some novel strategies,
as well. One education major, for example,
introduced the class to Bloom’s cognitive tax-
onomy (Bloom, Englehart, Furst, Hill, &
Krathwohl, 1956). She suggested—and her
classmates and I agreed—that contributions on
higher levels of the taxonomy (application,
analysis, synthesis, and evaluation) might be
more indicative of critical thinking than contri-
butions that only demonstrated knowledge and
comprehension of course content. To some
extent, then, these students were able to opera-
tionalize the criteria to meet their own needs.
Through trying to understand a criterion like
critical thinking, students renegotiated the
scope of that criterion. Anderson (1998) has
suggested the value of this type of negotiation.
Involving participants in discussions about cri-
teria and their scope can help those students
understand the ways that educational goals can
be met through online discussion.

STUDENT-CENTERED 
EVALUATIONS

Professors should actively engage students in
evaluation processes. Students should not only
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be recipients of evaluations, but also they
should serve as evaluators. In this section, I
describe processes for students’ self evalua-
tions and peer evaluations. Within each, I dis-
cuss professor inputs that likely will promote
productive student-centered evaluations.

Self Evaluation

Self evaluation provides students with an
opportunity to critically re-examine their own
contributions to an asynchronous discussion.
Self evaluations are only successful when stu-
dents understand the criteria and practice
applying the criteria to their work (Knowlton
& Knowlton, 2001). Two strategies are partic-
ularly useful for helping students evaluate their
own contributions to a discussion. The first is
the use of checklists. The second is the use of
generative self evaluations.

First, both Likert-scale and dichotomous
checklists can help students evaluate their own
contributions to a discussion. For example, by
marking a scale ranging from “strongly agree”
to “strongly disagree,” a student can react to a
criterion statement: “My contributions to the
discussion contain critical thinking.” Or, by
simply marking a “yes” or “no,” students can
check that they referenced assigned readings in
their contributions. Checklists can be advanta-
geous because they help students focus specif-
ically on the salient criteria. That is, the
close-ended nature of the checklists can help
students evaluate their contributions in narrow
and discrete terms. A disadvantage of check-
lists, though, relates to this same close-ended
nature. Students easily can become entranced
with simply checking positive responses, with-
out closely analyzing the fit between their con-
tributions to the discussion and the criteria
(Knowlton, 2001).

Second, students can be asked to complete a
generative self-evaluation. Because generative
self-evaluations take more time than complet-
ing a checklist, they should be used sparingly.
But, at key points during the span of a discus-
sion, professors might require students to write
a paragraph demonstrating how they met each

criterion in past discussions or how they will
change their participation to better meet that
criterion in future discussions. Professors even
might require students to cut and paste
excerpts from their contributions as evidence
of meeting the evaluation criteria. Similarly,
some discussion environments might allow
students to “tag” their discussion contributions
with additional comments—similar to the
“comment” function in word processing. This
type of tagging would create a type of
meta-discussion that could be seen easily by
both students and the professor. A generative
self-evaluation moves students beyond pas-
sively marking a checklist. Generative
self-evaluations obligate students to actively
synthesize their own contributions to a discus-
sion with evaluation criteria.

Lin (2001) argued the need for strategy
training as a means of promoting metacogni-
tion among students. I am arguing that a gener-
ative self evaluation is one such strategy that
would be useful in online discussion. Genera-
tive self evaluations can extend students’
thinking beyond the immediate content and
engage them in issues of ontology and episte-
mology. They consider what they really do
know and how they have come to know it. As
students engage in generative self evaluations,
they are thinking about their own thinking.
This approach is consistent with Prestera and
Moller's (2001) discussion of evaluation
because it forces students to examine their own
process, not just their products. Such an
approach is also consistent with Marra’s
(2002) vision that online discussion has “the
potential to call into question learners’ existing
epistemic beliefs” (p. 23).

Peer Evaluation

Online discussion creates a self-contained
rhetorical context (Anderson, Benjamin,
Busiel, & Parades-Holt, 1998) and gives stu-
dents an authentic audience (Fabos & Young,
1999) that can provide feedback in ways not
typical of other writing contexts (Kemp,
1998). To some extent, then, the natural devel-
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opment of an online discussion is a form of
peer evaluation. By reading responses to their
contributions, students learn about the quality
of their own ideas and gain insights into how
others receive those ideas.

Though online discussion does have a type
of built-in peer feedback mechanism, students
also can benefit from more formalized peer
evaluations that require students to focus spe-
cifically on the pre-established evaluation cri-
teria. Obviously, checklists similar to those
described for self-evaluation can be used for
peer evaluations. Also, students could be
required to complete a generative analysis by
answering open-ended questions about their
classmates' participation. But, peer evaluation
in itself should involve discussion and signifi-
cant exchange of ideas. For example, profes-
sors can create “peer feedback groups” to
allow participants to achieve more depth in
evaluating each other’s contributions to asyn-
chronous discussion. The smaller the peer
feedback groups, the stronger the opportunity
for obtaining depth in peer evaluations; the
more often professors require students to par-
ticipate in peer feedback group, the more spe-
cifically students will be able to refine their
own understanding of how to contribute to
asynchronous discussions.

As professors themselves give feedback in
online discussion—a topic discussed in the
next section of this paper—they certainly
should act as model evaluators. Students can
learn how to give feedback by being the recip-
ient of carefully-constructed feedback. Beyond
modeling, though, professors might find it
helpful to scaffold students’ abilities to give
constructive feedback to their peers. For some
students, direct practice of peer evaluation can
be useful. To this end, professors can ask stu-
dents to evaluate fictional students’ contribu-
tions to a discussion as a means of providing
non-threatening practice for peer evaluation.

More directly relevant to the task of peer
evaluation, professors might consider giving
students a job aid that offers guidelines for pro-
ductive peer evaluations. Students can gain
insights from simple advice for avoiding per-

sonal attacks and ideas for using Socratic ques-
tioning as a part of peer evaluations. Effective
job aids also might guide students through the
peer evaluation by including specific questions
for students to consider. These questions might
be fairly straightforward, such as asking stu-
dents to identify three strengths and three
weaknesses of contributions written by class-
mates in their peer feedback group. But, these
questions, though, might be much more spe-
cific and ask students to pick a contribution of
a classmate and evaluate it based on each dis-
cussion criterion.

Professor-Centered Evaluations

Though self-evaluation and peer-evaluation
are important processes that can add consider-
able depth to the quality of online discussion,
the professor holds the ultimate responsibility
of grading. Often, students view a grade—and
the anticipation of receiving a grade—as puni-
tive. Therefore, professors should consider
offering meticulous formative feedback
throughout the span of a discussion. Formative
evaluations will better establish a context for
summative evaluation.

Formative Feedback

As shown in Figure 1, professors should
offer formative feedback throughout the online
discussion, even as students are engaged in
student-centered evaluations. This placement
of formative feedback within the evaluation
system is consistent with the notion that pro-
fessors have the responsibility to “frame” stu-
dents’ online activities (cf. Knowlton, 2000, p.
11). Formative feedback should not only be a
preliminary judgment of students’ contribu-
tions, but also formative feedback should offer
students advice for improving their contribu-
tions. A simple letter grade, number, or other
marking (like a check mark) does not serve the
function of giving students insights into the
strengths and weaknesses of their own contri-
butions. To help students see strengths and
weakness in their contributions, professors
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should explain to students how they reacted—
as an authentic reader—to the student’s contri-
bution. For example, professors might describe
how a student's discussion contribution
inspired them to think more (or differently)
about the topic. Or, the professor might offer
feedback that suggests different connections to
course readings. The professor can describe
how a consideration of a specific reading could
add to the discussion in substantive ways.

My experiences suggest that students ini-
tially will be overwhelmed by authentic feed-
back from a professor. Students often aren’t
accustomed to professors treating their work
with legitimacy. They are more accustomed to
professors handing down clear-cut judgments
that culminate in a grade. Therefore, students
initially may find the authentic feedback to be
esoteric and needlessly obtuse. Over time—
perhaps the course of a semester, for exam-
ple—students will become more adept with
using authentic reactions from a professor to
improve their contributions to the discussions.

Summative Evaluations

Professors should meticulously connect the
grade to established discussion criteria, evalu-
ations from peers, and formative feedback
from the professor. One way to help students
see the relationship between pre-established

criteria and a grade is to use grading rubrics.
For example, in one class that I taught, I used
online discussion as an impetus for connecting
textbook readings with students’ real world
experiences. The criteria used were similar to
the criteria described in section one of this
paper. Table 2 shows the rubric that I used for
summative evaluation of students’ initial con-
tributions to a particular discussion about the
text.

Notably, the issue of a contribution being
“on time” is evident in the rubric. The particu-
lar course in which I used this rubric was
divided into weekly modules. Each discussion
lasted the span of one or two weeks. So, if stu-
dents waited until late in the week to offer their
contribution to the discussion, other students
didn’t have time to respond. That is, the dead-
lines ensured opportunities for interaction
among students.

In this same course, I used a separate rubric
to summatively evaluate students’ replies
within a discussion. This rubric can be found
in Table 3. Importantly, in this particular
course, students were required to offer a mini-
mum of three replies per week. So, a minimum
number of replies is an additional criteria listed
in this particular rubric but not discussed ear-
lier in this paper. As I’ve noted, criteria may be
idiosyncratic to particular professors and
courses.

TABLE 2
Rubric for Evaluating Students' Initial Contributions to a Discussion.

Points Description

10 All of the listed criteria are clearly met, and the insights provided by the discussion contribution offer 
profound insights into reading assignments or the implications of the reading assignments.

7-9 All of the listed criteria are met to some degree.  Insights into the reading assignment are offered, but those 
insights could be more substantive by applying one of the critical thinking strategies developed early 
in the semester.

5-6 Most of the listed criteria are met. The contribution to the discussion does a good job of summarizing the 
key issues in the text, but it stops short of going beyond summary.  That is, the contribution does not 
contain clear evidence of critical thinking.  

2-4 Several of the listed criteria are not met.
1 The contribution does not make clear points. Weaknesses in the mechanics of writing are substantive 

enough to impede readers as they try to understand your contribution.
0 The post was not on time.
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IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Establishing clear criteria, creating opportuni-
ties for self evaluation, facilitating peer evalu-
ation, and offering formative feedback can
form the cornerstones of strong evaluation pro-
cedures for online discussion. Notably, con-
structivist, metacognitive, and generative
principles of learning theoretically frame the
evaluation system that I’ve described in this
paper. Perhaps more substantively, this paper
connects asynchronous discussion to the writ-
ing-across-the-curriculum literature by intro-
ducing the idea of pre-established evaluation
criteria, self evaluation, and peer evaluation.
This paper seems to be one of the first to
implement connections between the construc-
tivist nature of online discussion and principles
from the writing-across-the-curriculum move-
ment into a systematic approach to evaluation.

Pedagogically, the approach described in
this paper allows evaluation to become an inte-
gral component of the learning process in
online discussion. No longer is evaluation
tacked on to the end of a discussion; evaluation
contributes to students’ learning and becomes
a part of the educational experience. This idea
of integration of evaluation into discussion
should be useful to designers, professors, and
faculty development specialists. Beyond the
immediate pedagogical implications, the pro-
cess of evaluation described in this paper

raises questions that should be addressed in
future theory and through empiricism.

Theoretical Development

In articulating the role of self-evaluation,
peer evaluation, and professor-centered evalu-
ations, I am making the assumption that the
evaluation process will engage all students; but
just as some students have the propensity to
lurk in online discussion, students may tend to
lurk during peer evaluation. As Lave and
Wenger (1991) have noted, legitimate reasons
may exist for participants to stay on the periph-
ery of educational activities. What are those
reasons? Can learning theory account for
them? Can instructional prescriptions guide
students toward more active participation
throughout the evaluation process? Theoreti-
cians need to address many questions about the
behavior of passive participants. Theoretical
connections between current learning theory
and asynchronous discussion can begin this
question-answering process.

Another area for theoretical investigation
relates to how these evaluation processes tran-
scend disciplinary lines. My pedagogical expe-
riences are mostly in social sciences and
humanities. Does this process that I describe
apply equally well to online discourse in the
hard sciences? Are self evaluations and peer
evaluations appropriate in business courses? I

TABLE 3
Rubric for Evaluating Students' Replies to a Discussion.

Points Description

10 All of the listed criteria are clearly met, and the insights provided by the reply add further legitimacy to the 
original contribution and the direction of the discussion. For example, the reply encourages the original 
writer to clarify or elaborate on the point being made, or the reply adds a unique application of the 
content that has not previously been considered in the discussion.

7-9 All of the listed criteria are met to some degree. The reply does inspire further discussion to some extent, but 
the level of analysis of the reply could be stronger.

4-6 At least three replies were made, but it's unclear how the reply relates to an original post or the general 
direction of the discussion.

2-3 Less than three replies were made.  But, the replies that were offered added to the discussion in a meaningful 
way.

1 There was some "activity" in terms of a reply or follow-up, but the reply did not adequately meet most of 
the listed criteria.

0 The replies were not posted on time.
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argue that they are, but I would suspect that the
processes manifest themselves slightly differ-
ently in various disciplines. Theorists across
disciplines should offer prescriptions for
implementing self evaluation and peer evalua-
tion into online discussion.

Empirical Implications

The systematic evaluation process that I
describe in this paper is based on the assump-
tion that more evaluations in different varieties
will result in improvements to the quality of
the discussion. But, does more evaluation nec-
essarily equal a stronger quality of discussion?
Admittedly, quantity is probably not the issue;
the specific self evaluation and peer evaluation
strategies that are used are probably a stronger
predictor of improvements in discussion qual-
ity. Which self- and peer-evaluation strategies
promote the greatest improvement in students’
contributions to asynchronous discussion?
Quantitatively, different peer evaluation and
self-evaluation strategies need to be compared.
Are dichotomous checklists, for example, any
less effective than generative evaluations?

Qualitatively, researchers should examine
students’ understandings of formative evalua-
tion. Do they understand the formative feed-
back? Do they know how to use it toward the
goal of improving their own work? What types
of feedback do they view as helpful? Part of
this type of empirical investigation should
focus on students’ metacognitive competence.
But, part of this investigation might depend on
gaining an understanding of students’ percep-
tions of the role of a professor in online dis-
course. Rhetorical analysis, students' personal
narratives, and case studies would be useful in
understanding students’perspectives.
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