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ONLINE TEACHING OF CAREER DEVELOPMENT: 

Evaluating Our Effectiveness 

by Debra S. Osborn 

Career development is one of the eight core curricular areas for training 

of qualified counselors outlined by the Council for Accreditation and 

Related Educational Programs (CACREP; 2009). Studies have shown  

that counseling programs are increasing their use of distance education, 

whether for 100% online coursework, hybrid courses, or as means to sup- 

plement traditional face-to-face (F2F) courses (Quinn et al., 2002; Wantz, 

Tromski, Mortsolf, Yoxtheimer, et al., 2004). 

Reasons for teaching online may include a desire to enhance course 

quality through the use of technology, building the technological skills  

of students, making the course available to more students, and increas- 

ing flexibility of one’s schedule (McKenzie, Mims, Bennett, & Waugh, 

1999). Other reasons for online teaching might include engagement of 

all students, continued growth of the instructor, convenience for students 

and instructor, and a philosophy that online teaching provides opportuni- 

ties for effective instruction (Osborn, 2008). 

Researchers have examined students’ experiences in and preferences for 

online courses, and have found that students prefer distance education 

(Wuensch, Aziz, Ozan, Kishmore, & Tabrizi, 2008; Poirier and Feldman, 

2004). Students , especially distance-learning students (Andrusyszn, 

Cragg & Humbert, 2001), enjoy using various technologies, such as text 

messaging (DuVall, Powell, Hodge, & Ellis, 2007), clickers (Trees & 

Jackson, 2007), chatting (Elicker, O’Malley & Williams, 2008), instant 

messaging (Contreras-Castillo, Perez-Fragoso, & Favela, 2006; Weller, 

Pegler, & Mason, 2005), working on virtual teams (Goold, Augar, & 

Farmer, 2006), blogging (Armstrong & Retterer, 2008; Oomen-Early & 

Burke, 2007), and emailing (McDonnell & Achterberg, 1997) or receiv- 

ing emailed lectures (Smith, Whiteley, & Smith, 1999). When given 

the choice of submitting papers and receiving feedback either online or 

printed out and handed back, 93% of students preferred the online feed- 

back (Bridge & Appleyard, 2008). 



 

Graduate career development courses tend to focus on career theories, 

career assessments, ethics, diversity, career information, career counsel- 

ing techniques, and career program development. Accrediting bodies  

such as the Council for the Accreditation of Counseling and Related Edu- 

cational Programs (www.cacrep.org) and professional organizations such 

as the National Career Development Association (www.ncda.org) have 

identified standards of career counseling competence. By understanding 

what should be taught, an instructor is then equipped to (a) ensure that it 

is being taught, and (b) evaluate whether it is being learned, whether in a 

face-to-face (F2F) or online environment. 

Teaching Content Online 

Ensuring that content is taught is easier than ensuring that material and 

skills have been learned. Content can be taught by assigning specific 

readings on a topic, or providing a video or audio lecture or demonstra- 

tion, where the instructor includes video/audio of herself or himself or a 

guest presenter lecturing or providing a demonstration on a given topic. 

Feedback from 24 students enrolled in my summer 2008 graduate career 

development course indicated that students liked the video lectures, but 

preferred them to be in shorter segments (about 15 minutes), and that the 

videolectures gave them the sense of being in a traditional class. Students 

also mentioned that they appreciated having guided notes (in the form 

of incomplete PowerPoint slides) to accompany the video lecture, and 

they also liked that they could stop the lecture and view it multiple times. 

A second method for presenting content would be experiential, where  

the student interacts with the information. I have found that while brief 

video lectures serve the purpose of highlighting key concepts, they don’t 
ensure that learning has occurred any more than standard lecturing does. 

Experiential learning increases that likelihood. 

Experiential Learning and Active Learning Strategies 

Experiential learning includes the purposed use of a variety of peda- 

gogical tools or active learning strategies (ALS) to actively engage the 

student with the materials. Research has repeatedly shown that the use of 

active learning strategies increases critical thinking (Burbach, Matkin, 

& Fritz, 2004); positively impacts recall and learning (Huxham, 2005); 

increases test performance (McCarthy & Anderson, 2000; Yoker, 2005) 

and comprehension (Russell, Hendricson, & Herbert, 1984); and yields 

higher ratings as compared with lectures not using ALS (Huxham, 2005). 

Examples of active learning strategies include think-pair-share, case 

studies, jigsaws, concept wheels, mix-n-match, and Socratic questioning. 

For detailed descriptions on using these in F2F and online courses, see 

Osborn (2008). 



 
 

Examples and Outcomes of ALS in Online Classes 

Work Groups/Learning Teams 

One way to manage large classes is to create smaller work groups or 

learning teams. I’ve had teams as small as two members per team and as 

large as eight. Why create learning teams? Consider that if you provide a 

case study and ask for comments on a general discussion board, after 

about four or five posts, there isn’t much left for the remaining students 

to say. Using the same question but having students respond in their work 

groups, and limiting the number of initial responses for each student  

(e.g., allowing additional responses only after each member has posted 

two initial thoughts) eliminates this problem. An instructor could ask 

a different question for each work group and cover more material. For 

example, an instructor could give one case study and assign each group 

to analyze that case from a different career theory. As a higher-order 

thinking strategy, I then ask one member of the group to summarize   

the group’s discussion and post this on the main discussion board, and 

tell the students that they are responsible for reading all the posts on 

that main board. This strategy also decreases grading time and exposes 

students to more material, as I can quickly scan through the individual 

posts in work groups to make sure each person made two original posts, 

and then limit my responding to the work group summaries on the main 

board. 

Goold, Augar and Farmer (2006) examined students’ reactions to online 

work groups, and found that students liked the flexibility of when to post, 

provides a record of communication and participation, and was seen as  

an efficient way of working. Fifteen percent did not like the online group 

work experience, and what they disliked most was when group members 

waited until the last minute to post. This seems to echo a common com- 

plaint of group members in traditional classes, when members can differ 

greatly in their work ethic and motivation. 

Threaded Discussion Boards 

A threaded discussion board allows students to post responses to ques- 

tions posed by an instructor, see other students’ responses and reply to 

those responses. Discussion questions may be designed to require critical 

thinking skills (Newman, Webb & Cochrane, 1995), and can provide 

multiple perspectives on a topic or issue. For example, instead of asking 

students to choose a personality disorder and describe various ways that 

disorder might be expressed at work, I ask the students to read the char- 

acteristics of a certain disorder and compose a poem from that person’s 

point of view about their career concern, and then ask them to respond to 

one other person’s post, providing counseling suggestions. Vonderwell 

(2003) asked students for feedback about threaded discussion boards that 



 

were used in class, and found that students felt uncomfortable talking 

with students they didn’t know prior to the class, and they didn’t like the 

delay in communication that happened with the discussion boards. On 

the plus side, they did feel that the use of discussion boards helped them 

to learn content, and recognized that the composition and publishing of 

their thoughts required careful consideration. 

Research has shown that students who were more active on threaded 

discussion boards reported being more satisfied with the online course 

(Pelowski, Frissell, Cabral, & Yu, 2005) and had higher final course 

grades when paired with prior academic ability (Palmer, Holt, & Bray, 

2008). Evaluating discussion board contributions can be difficult. Knowl- 

ton (2003) provided several suggestions for grading posts and replies, 

such as considering whether the post is clear and respectful, uses as- 

signed readings, reflects critical thinking and inspires further discussion. 

Synchronous Chat 

Synchronous chat involves a group talking online at the same time. I 

have used both text chats and verbal chats, and find the latter prefer- 

able. Text chats present the challenge of keeping up with written text as 

students respond to a question. Slower typers can easily get left be- 

hind, and the conversation can quickly become difficult to follow when 

students begin responding to each other at the same time. A verbal chat 

requires that one person talk at a time, and some verbal chat tools allow 

the instructor to create breakout rooms for pairs or smaller groups, create 

quizzes or surveys, share desktop applications, upload PowerPoint pre- 

sentations or go on web-tours. In my online course, I require two hours 

for online chatting for work groups (with around 8 in a group) at various 

times in the semester. I identify specific tasks for the students to accom- 

plish during this time. 

An example of using the breakout rooms in a chat would be to send pairs 

into breakout rooms to discuss a case study and answer specific questions 

(case conceptualization, recommended career assessment, and suggested 

career intervention) from an assigned career theory for 10 minutes, and 

then having them report back to the main group. As one group is report- 

ing, I ask for a volunteer from the other groups to list key points of the 

presentation they are hearing onto the whiteboard. Chat topics have in- 

cluded interpreting a sample career assessment result, roleplaying career 

counseling sessions, responding to a case study, discussions with career 

development professionals as guest speakers, and for student presenta- 

tions of career programs they have designed. Pre and post quiz results in 

my online class have indicated increases in the post quizzes following 

these chats, with higher scores for those who engaged in the ALS as op- 

posed to just taking a quiz following an online lecture during the chat. 



 
 

Jin (2005) found that students enjoyed the interactive nature of chats and 

felt like more than one chat should be required. Liebowitz (2003) had 

students roleplay different scenarios while in the chatroom, and had them 

complete a self rating of skills. In comparison with self-ratings of the 

same skills from traditional versions of the same experience, students in 

the chatroom rated themselves higher. In addition, Liebowitz noted the 

high quality of students interactions online during the roleplays and de- 

termined that this was evidence of the effectiveness of using the roleplay 

in an online chat. 

Online chats have also been used for office hours and tutorials. McK- 

eage (2001) used an online chat for virtual office hours, and reported 

that the majority of students appreciated the convenience of online office 

hours but still felt welcome in the instructor’s actual office. Ling (2007) 

examined transcript of an online synchronous tutorial chat and found that 

teaching, social and cognitive elements deemed as essential elements for 

a successful online experience were accomplished. Others (Schwier & 

Balbar, 2002) found that synchronous chatting provided a stronger sense 

of community and continuity of information than asynchronous forms of 

communication. 

WIKI 

A WIKI is basically a webpage that multiple users can edit. In my gradu- 

ate career development class, I used the WIKI in place of a written paper 

or team presentation. Twenty-four students worked in four groups to 

cover a group-selected career topic that was not covered in class, linking 

to career development theory and practical application of service deliv- 

ery. My evaluation of using the WIKI as a tool is that it provides appli- 

cation and extension of course content, addresses higher-order learning 

by having students create something new out of existing information 

(Bloom, 1956), is learner-focused in that students identify a topic rel- 

evant to them, and is easier and more enjoyable to grade than a lengthy 

paper. Farabaugh (2007) also noted several benefits of using a WIKI in 

her Shakespearean classroom, including extending group work beyond 

class time, allowing students to structure their own discussions and 

conceptualizations of a topic and providing an easy and more interesting 

approach to shorter written assignments. 



 

Sample Student Wiki: 

SAMPLE WIKI GRADING RUBRIC 

INDIVIDUAL GRADE: 

20 Individual Contribution: Averaged by group rating of individual 

members’ contribution and instructor rating. The group must include a 

link to a page of acknowledgements on which individuals list their con- 

tributions. This grade will be determined by averaging instructor rating 

(0-10 points) with averaged group rating of individual members’ contri- 

bution (0-10 points). 

GROUP GRADE: 

20 Content: Covers the topic in depth with details, demonstrations, ex- 

amples, images, etc. Include factually accurate. Demonstrates complex- 

ity of the topic. APA citations used appropriately and correctly, when 

paraphrasing, quoting or summarizing, in text and in references. 

10 Organization: Content is well-organized, uses headings or bulleted 

lists as well as a table of contents. 

10 Hyperlinks to sources: Provide working, appropriate hyperlinks to 

sources that provide additional information about the topic. 

15 Original, intelligent wording: Provide a summary of key points, 

findings, etc., related to the topic. Do not copy! Always cite appropri- 

ately. 

15 Accuracy (-1 each up to 15 points): No misspellings, grammatical or 

APA errors. No HTML errors in wiki (e.g., broken links, missing imag- 

es). APA citations used appropriately and correctly, when paraphrasing, 

quoting or summarizing, in text and in references. 

10 Visual Appeal: Graphics are used as needed and add to the message. 

Graphics are not distracting and used where needed to further explain a 

topic. If does not look cluttered. 

(~10)  Extra Credit (Up to 10 points): Uses technology in a creative 

way, or in a way that is above and beyond what is expected. For example, 

links to a well designed PowerPoint created by the work group; includes a 

link to a video of one participant demonstrating a particular skill or 

technique. 

Evaluating Online Career Courses 

One of the most common indicators of how good any course is has 

always been end-of-course evaluations completed by students. Student 

satisfaction has been identified as a key variable for perceiving how 

successful a course was (Chen, Lin, & Kinshuk, 2009). However, many 

times these evaluations are not as easily applicable to instructors of on- 

line courses. For example, facilitation of student learning and availabil- 



 
 

ity to help students outside of class time might be difficult for students 

to rate fairly. When exactly is class time? Despite having video lectures, 

demonstrations, case study analyses, click and drag games, a virtual 

scavenger hunt, self-quizzes worth zero points that can be taken multiple 

times, and online chats, facilitation of student learning is one area that is 

consistently marked lower on my evaluations. 

It would appear that an evaluation of an online class must employ more 

complex measures than use the online course evaluations. Some of these 

might include occasional anonymous surveys that address what is and 

is not working well, quiz and test scores as indicators of knowledge, 

peer observations and evaluations of the course (Swinglehurst, Russell, 

& Greenhalgh, 2008), and scores on the career portion of the compre- 

hensive exam. An instructor might also track the number of posts and 

interactions, or present transcripts of chats to showcase the instructor’s 

facilitation of the discussion, as well as the depth of the conversation, as 

evidence of course quality. 

Evaluating My Course - Questions to Ask 

From a personal perspective, I try to use multiple measures to evaluate 

my course. In addition to many of the ideas outlined above, I spend a 

great deal of time organizing my online course, and evaluate my video 

lectures, assignments, discussion questions, chat topics, and quizzes 

before I make them available to students. I have some key questions that 

are always under consideration, including: 

• Am I covering key concepts? 

• Am I addressing various learning styles in my activities and informa- 

tion? 

• Do my quizzes, discussion questions and activities involve higher- 

order thinking? 

• Am I accomplishing the seven principles of good practice, outlined by 

Chickering and Gamson (1999), including encouragement of feedback 

between myself and my students, building reciprocity and cooperation 

among students, active learning, providing prompt feedback, reinforc- 

ing time spent on task, communicating high expectations and showing 

respect for student diversity in their skills and learning styles? 

• Is it fun and am I having fun? 

Implications for Future Research 

The majority of literature presented in this article comes from fields out- 

side of counseling. With the number of hybrid and online career develop- 

ment courses being taught, it is time that researchers look more closely at 

how these courses are being delivered, what tools are being used, how 

they are being evaluated, and how online delivery and the use of specific 

virtual tools impact student performance and satisfaction. 



 

Summary 

An online career development class has the potential to be effective. If 

purposely designed, the course can provide activities and information in a 

way that incorporates various learning styles. Instructor of online career 

development courses should be aware of standards for effective teach-  

ing in general, as well as the expectations of what students should learn 

and be able to demonstrate (i.e., skills) at the conclusion of the career 

development course, no matter how the course is being delivered. As 

empirical research is currently lacking on the topic of delivering a career 

development course online, the onus is on the instructor of that course to 

use the knowledge of what is effective in other courses and evaluate and 

ultimately report on the effectiveness in the career course. 
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