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ABSTRACT

Universities need to assess student learning in order to determine if they are reaching the needs of
the students, linking learning to course objectives, and determining if their courses have academic
rigor. While many courses focus on the immediate course learning objectives, the use of final
program projects and program assessments are becoming a key focus point for administrators,
accreditors, instructors, and the business community. What do these final assessments tell them or
not tell them? What are they searching for in order to satisfy their research and daily needs and
questions? In particular, what key program assessments can be useful for these academics, as
well as for the students who select to do certain elected assessments?

The purpose of this paper is to focus on the use of online practicum, which serves an alternative to
a master’s thesis or graduate comprehensive examination. —While some students may elect to
focus on their research skills or opt for the comprehensive examination, other online students tend
to seek other means to have their skills assess and try another area of application. The third
option for these graduate students is an online practicum, which is in a form of blended learning.
The student chooses a particular industry to explore and work in, as well as creating a learning
experience between him or her and a potential employer to apply their current content knowledge
to a real world experience. This experience is in the form of a prescribed learning experience
that is based on online learning, combined with the student’s current skills and content
knowledge, and then applied to a real world environment for implementation of their newly
created learning contract. This paper will examine the process from the creation of the learning
contract to the implementation of the learning experience in this blended learning project. The
key emphasis of this paper will be how the online instructor helps to facilitate the learning from a
virtual platform, while the student moves into the next level of actual application of his or her
skills in a physical working environment and will interact with the virtual instructor through a
variety of learning medias as he or she works between these two types of environment towards
achieving a set number of hours on the final learning experience, as well as preparing an
academic-based, research paper to overview and evaluate the sum of the total learning gained
from the practicum.
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INTRODUCTION

CL t the end of 2006, 38 U.S. states have established state-led online learning programs, policies
L/j\regulating online learning, or both. Out of these states, 25 states have state-led online learning

programs, and 18 states are home to a total of 147 virtual charter schools serving over 65,000
students (http://www.nacol.org). In 2001, 56% of traditional learning institutions offered distance learning

programs. An additional 12% of schools stated they planned on adding distance learning programs to their
curriculum within the next three years (National Center for Education Statistics, 2003).
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While we have seen technology change continuously in many industries and organizations, so does the
skills and abilities of the current and future workforces. Harris (2000) noted that the “new workplace requires a new
type of employee, one who is highly skilled, flexible, creative, and attuned to working as a member of a team” (p.
1). In order to prepare our students, we need to focus on different types of learning activities to help best prepare
them for the current and future workplaces. Education and training in the workplace has changed drastically, and
academia will have to make concessions and implement changes. However, not all educational institutions, or
workplaces, are quick to embrace change (or technological changes). This, in itself, can be the problem that many
people working with such organizations, or potentially to receive some contact with them, will need to face.

Thus, we can see more universities and colleges striving to achieve better academic standards, as well as
achievement results, they are considering different approaches to both their teaching and learning approaches. The
Centre for the Study of Higher Education (2011) noted that “many academics are seeking to diversify assessment
tasks, broaden the range of skills assessed and provide students with more timely and informative feedback on their
progress. Others are wishing to meet student expectations for more flexible delivery and to generate efficiencies in
assessment that can ease academic staff workloads” (para. 3). The key purpose of this paper will be to focus on
what one university is doing to help “rejuvenate” the learning process, as well as helping to achieve better teaching
and learning experiences for everyone involved in the educational experience. As such, we need to examine how
assessment plays a key role and function in understanding whether our students are learning key theories, concepts,
and principles. Further, we need to discover if they are able to apply this knowledge, or rather content knowledge,
to everyday events in their personal and professional lives. As we progress in this paper, we will look at
assessments in general and in the online learning environment. Also, we will examine how the use of practicums
can be a useful assessment tool for instructors to assess and evaluate their students’ learning.

THE ROLE AND FUNCTION OF ONLINE LEARNING AND ASSESSMENTS
Virtual University Design & Technology (2010) notes that a good assessment should:

Measures meaningful learning outcomes

Does so in a far, reliable, accurate way

Is easy to administer, score, and interpret

Informs the teacher about student performance and how they are interpreting course experiences
Results in a meaningful feedback to the learner

is itself a learning experience (VD&T, 2010)

The question is whether we are offering quality assessments in regular brick-and-mortar classrooms or are
we offering better assessments in our online (virtual learning environments). If we look at the role and function of
assessment, we also have to examine whether the assessment is doable and achievable by our students given their
skills, location, and time allotments. Many people can remember taking various assessments during different levels
of their education. However, the key question that will be tantamount in our paper’s discussion is whether or not
people can actually benefit from some assessments and learning that will be sustainable for their current and future
career endeavors.

The Centre for the Study of Higher Education (2011) stated that “Successful on-line assessment is most
likely if that assessment is aligned with teaching and learning objectives. In other words, there should be a strong
relationship between the purpose of on-line assessment task(s) and the intended outcomes of the subject” (p. 6). As
noted above, the key purpose of learning is to achieve a given set of objectives and be measureable by some form of
assessment. Further, the end result is whether the student can walk away from the course with something that is
measureable and particularly useful and memorable for future use. Why is this so critical? While there has been
considerable debate as to the value of online learning versus face-to-face learning, one key difference that we have
seen is the emphasis of technology in the online learning environment. Thus, many online schools have been
focused on offer more interactive and engaging learning activities.

Sewell, Frith, & Colvin (2010) stated that “an effective online instructor orchestrates a number of
interactive learning and assessment activities to guide and document the learning process” (p. 297). Why is this a
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mission for instructors, in particular online instructors, has become a key question for curriculum developers,
administrators, and accrediting officials. In the online learning environment, instructors need to meet a certain level
of academic standards, as well as engaging the student as if they were in a live face-to-face classroom. As such,
there is a set of academic standards for both types of learning environment to achieve and maintain a certain level of
academic learning and provide a stimulating learning environment. One way in which these instructors can
determine if their students are learning according to the learning objectives is the use of various types of learning
assessments. Angelo and Cross (1993) explained that classroom assessment is “an approach to help teachers find
out what students are learning in the classroom and how well they are learning from it” (p. 4). One way to find out
more about the learning and the levels of learning is to examine type of assessments.

Huba and Freed (1999) developed eight characteristics of exemplar assessments.

Authentic — reflects real life experiences

Challenging — stimulates the learner to apply knowledge

Coherent — serves as a guide for the student to achieve the learning goal

Engaging — attracts the learner’s interest

Respectful — sensitive to the individual learner’s beliefs and values

Responsive — includes a feedback mechanism to assist the student in the learning process
Rigorous — requires applied understanding of learning to achieve a successful outcome
Valid — provides information that is useful to meet the intended learning comes (p.300).

While not all of these characteristics may be found in all types of learning, a healthy mixture of these characteristics
can help to provide more substance and variety in the learning process. As more educational institutions strive
towards achieving more variety in their assessment instruments, they are also concerned with the need to help
students gain more content knowledge and be able to apply their new set of learning skills and knowledge. As a
result in their search for different variety of assessments, some universities and colleges are actually reinventing or
“freshening up” current assessments to meet today’s needs of business and their students. One such assessment iS
the practicum, which is being offered now in the online learning environment.

PRACTICUMS AND PRACTICAL APPLICATION

Practicums have been used a final assessment by many educational institutions, both on the undergraduate
and graduate level. Spring Arbor University (2011) notes that a practicum should:

provide an opportunity to professionally apply recent and current learning in a work situation. The experience is
intended to encourage personal growth through structured goal setting and the opportunity to integrate the several
disciplines of the major. A practicum may be the first “real world” experience for a traditional student and can
offer him (or her) a means to investigate a potential career field and work with professionals in that field (pagel).

As noted above, this “real world” experience may play an important step in the student’s current and future career
aspirations.  Also, it may serve as a stepping stone of learning for both the student and instructor.
Even though, many instructors need to follow a certain set of learning objectives, they may not stray (or have
enough of time) to discover additional pathways for assisting the student in learning more on their own and apply
such knowledge.

Pepperdine University Graziadio School of Business and Management (2011) noted that “practicums
provide you with real-world field experience working with professionals from different cultures and backgrounds.
You will apply knowledge from the foundation courses and skills developed in the intensives in real time interaction
with clients guided by faculty and alumni mentors” (para. 5). The American Public University’s graduate Practicum
and Integration Project “examines complex organizations from a level of analysis perspective developing
competence in organization analysis, management theory and practice, strategy formulation and execution,
leadership, human resources management, technology and global issues related to management, and other related
areas. . . . . This program aims to educate professionals for management and business practice in global military,
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government and business environments” (APUS, 2011). Since it has been established here that the application of
knowledge is important for assessment of learning, let us now look at possible applications for the practicum
experience.

Spring Arbor University (2011) offered a list of possible practicum experiences to include, but not limited
to the following.

Preparing a market analysis

Developing a policy manual

Reorganizing accounting procedures

Setting up a computer records system for a church
Coordinating a fund-raising campaign

Creating an inventory system

Being an office assistant

Managing a local retail shop

Writing a business plan (p. 1)

While the above list offers a variety of possible applications, some educational institutions go a step further to
narrow down learning events or offer the student some exploration on their own to discover and propose what they
might seek in a practicum project. On another note, some practicums are selected by students as another avenue to
complete their graduate-level program in lieu of the common comprehensive examination or master’s thesis. While
not all students may test well with examinations or excel in writing research projects, the use of practicums offer
another level of assessment for students.

CREATING ONLINE PRACTICUMS TO VIRTUAL PRACTICUMS

How do we create an online practicum that will serve the interests of the student both in the real world and
online learning environment? The American Public University has been successful in meeting these needs with the
creation of an online practicum course that helps students to evaluate their current level of learning and work with
them to create a beneficial practicum learning project to assess their level of learning, engage in a real world
situation, and to reflect on the overall process. This section will examine how this university has created a workable
of assessment for final graduate-level learning, as well as providing a real work application project.

During the first part of the practicum experience, the instructor and student work together to determine a
potential set of practicum experiences, as discussed earlier in this paper. Once the student has identified a practicum
experience in terms of a potential organization and contact person to work with in this project, the instructor starts
the first segment of a coaching session. During the course, there are several coaching sessions. At this juncture of
the practicum experience, the instructor sets up a coaching session in which the student and instructor write up a set
of learning objectives for the practicum experience. The main focus of this first coaching session is to determine
what is the goal of the practicum? Also, both the instructor and student will discuss how the student will proceed
with the creation of the learning experience.

Once the first coaching session is completed, the student will proceed to work with the organization’s
contact person and commence with the practicum work. During this time the student will work on an activity report
log to record his or her hours and document the various tasks completed, along with learning events and happenings
that occur during this time. It should be noted that each practicum student is required to have completed 120-150
work hours with their selected (approved) organization. Why is this important? During this time the student will
start to reflect on the learning activities and events during the practicum as he or she starts to work on a reflective
final project for this course.

The final project for this course will consist of 25-page reflective analysis paper. This paper will describe

the student’s learning experience, supplemented by current theory and literature applied in the practicum experience.
They will examine and explore how this theory and the current literature are applicable to their learning, as well as
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how it might be used in their future career endeavors. Prior to the completion of this final project, there is a second
coaching session for the instructor to follow-up with the student and answer any questions or concerns. The final
coach session occurs during the final week and when the student is finishing up his or her final reflective analysis
paper. This final session offers a final assessment tool in which the instructor and student can openly dialogue about
the practicum experience in terms of the strengths and weakness of this experience and how it might be improved
upon in future offerings of the course.

CONCLUSION

While not all assessments will fit all environments, academic standards are still a requirement for all
accredited learning environments. However, with the use of technology and various needs of business and industry,
educators and administrators must adjust and adapt to these changing needs. As more and more colleges and
universities work towards changing their teaching methods and learning activities, practicums are becoming a
welcomed and useful form of learning and final assessment for many educational programs. As noted in this paper,
there are many different possibilities for practicums in terms of learning experiences and as a form of assessment.
The key factor in using practicum is whether or not it fits the needs of the intended program of study for the student,
and whether the student can benefit from the use of a practicum versus other conventional forms of final assessment.
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