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Self-Assessments in 
Contemporary Adult E-Learning

Shalin Hai-Jew
Kansas State University, USA

INTRODUCTION

“If you know the enemy and know yourself, you 
can win a hundred battles without a single loss.” 
– Sun Tzu in The Art of War (6th century BC) 

Knowledge of the self may be hard to come by 
in a range of fields, particularly when the learner 
is a novice or an amateur. However, the current 
electronic learning environment encourages ex-
ploration and requires enriched self-assessment 
feedbacks for modern online learners—in order 
to enhance the online learning experience.

Contemporary adult electronic learning (e-
learning) involves both formal and informal e-
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learning. Formal e-learning for adults involves 
those sponsored by work places and institutions 
of higher learning. These may include full-length 
courses, simulated experiences, project-based 
learning, problem-based learning, and field trips. 
These may include formal training that may earn 
university or college credit for prior experiential 
learning (assessed by professionals in the field 
based on the adult learners’ portfolios). Informal 
e-learning refers to the pursuit of knowledge and 
skills outside any formal workplace or educational 
structure. Amateurs, novices, and experts will 
pursue informal e-learning, which may involve 
automated experiences, modules, and courses; 
educational gaming; virtual simulations; 3D 
immersive spaces; discovery learning spaces 
and exploratoriums; and virtual communities of 
practice around shared interests. Some types of 
informal learning involve casual play, a form of 
entertainment. Contemporary adult learners may 
sample widely across both the formal and the in-
formal, with each type of learning supplementing 
and enhancing the other.

The half life of information is getting ever-
shorter, and the freshly-minted degrees date out 
in terms of their informational value within a 
few years. To function, much less compete, in 
the modern world, people need to learn continu-
ally. This pressure has clashed with another real-
ity—the need for higher education and corporate 
cost-savings. This economic reality has meant 
increasing student-to-faculty ratios in academia. 
Greater demands on faculty time [“the need to be 
seen as ‘research active’, the generation of funding, 
public service, and intra-institutional administra-
tion” (Yorke, 2003, p. 483)] also detracts from 
instructional pursuits. A tougher economy has also 
meant a diminishment of human-facilitated train-
ings and a turning to computer-based trainings.

Recent moves to offer ubiquitous mobile learn-
ing for “anytime, anywhere” learning has focused 
on meeting the needs of busy adult workers. Adult 
learners want hands-on applied learning in real 
context; they want to make decisions about their 

own learning; they tend not to like being assessed 
(Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). This mix of realities 
has led to a great importance of adult e-learner 
self-assessment delivered by Web.
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Self-assessments have played a lesser role in higher 
education than more summative and high-value, 
high-consequence assessments. Self-assessments 
are learner-centered, which means they focus on 
the learning process: how students learn, what they 
are learning, the student retention of learning, and 
their application of the learning in applied situa-
tions. These also focus on the learner’s continuing 
role into the future as a lifelong learner.

Traditionally, self-assessments have been used 
for top-end outliers on a learning bell curve as part 
of scaffolding additional learning projects. They 
have been used to ascertain individual internal 
states—such as attitudes, beliefs, values, emotions, 
and past experiences. They have been employed 
for learners to self-assess their ways of learning to 
enhance meta-cognition: focused autobiographical 
sketches; checklists about interests, knowledge, 
and skills; goal ranking and matching; self-assess-
ments of ways of learning; productive study-time 
logs; punctuated lectures; process analysis, and 
diagnostic learning logs (Angelo & Cross, 1993, 
pp. 281 – 315), all of which may be used online 
in various instructor-facilitated learning contexts. 
Meta-cognition may involve individual senses of 
performance on assessments—as a prediction prior 
to the exam and a “postdiction” after (Murphy & 
Tenenberg, 2005, p. 148).

Assessments also assist learner meta-cognition 
or their thinking about their own thinking, particu-
larly in relation to external standards (McMillan 
& Hearn, 2009). Formative self-assessments may 
surface tacit knowledge in a particular field. Self-
assessments may prime learners for future learning 
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