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Abstract 
 
 Learning online as a means to providing post-secondary adult education has seen 

exponential growth over the past decade and continues to see steady increases in 

enrollment. Within this context of learning, institutions have overwhelmingly labeled the 

development of online learning as strategically significant to their goals of outreach, 

increasing student population, and revenues. However, institutions and online learning 

developers continue to follow learning theory and models of practice concerned primarily 

with the delivery of content, technology application, and achievement. The purpose of 

this study was to focus on the aspect of the experience of learning online and examine 

identified experiential characteristics of adult learners for their possible influence on their 

expression of past experience and future preference for the experience of learning online 

in the hopes of informing practice. Results of the study did not identify any influence 

with identified experiential characteristics on preferences, however did find evidence of 

influence on past expression. While the results fall short of identifying experiential 

factors that influence preferences learning online, evidence is present that suggests 

further inquiry is needed. Suggestions for future research and practical implications with 

the current findings are provided. 
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Chapter 1  
 

Introduction 

 The use of online learning is exponentially on the rise and is annually becoming a 

critical component to providing adult education and training within institutions of higher 

education. Recent demographic statistics on post-secondary adult learners have indicated 

that enrollment in online courses within the United States has seen double-digit growth 

annually over the past decade with a percent of total enrollment up from 18.2% in 2005 

to 31.3% in 2010 (Allen & Seaman, 2011). Of those enrolled in online courses in the fall 

of 2006, the vast majority were undergraduates of nearly 2.1 million, and with 

approximately 1.25 million pursuing graduate degrees (Snyder, Dillow, & Hoffman, 

2007). Among undergraduate learners, enrollment in at least one online course witnessed 

an increase from 8% in the year 2000 to 20% in the year 2008 (Radford & Weko, 2011). 

While this growth has been strongly trending upward over the past decade, something 

that has remained rather constant has been the indication of the online learner being well 

into adulthood. According to Radford and Weko (2011), 56% of all online undergraduate 

learners were more than 24 years of age. Similarly, the National Survey of Student 

Engagement (2006) identified the median age of first-year online learners as that of 25 

years of age with those in the final year of their programs as that of 32 years of age. 

 Institutionally, online education is a powerful opportunity for increased outreach, 

enlargement of the student population, and even as a method for increasing revenues. 



Texas Tech University, Jason L. Torres, May 2013 

 2 

Along with these institutional benefits and others such as rate of degree completion, 

student retention, and increased student diversity, it was found by Allen and Seaman 

(2007), that institutions offering opportunities for online learning overwhelmingly view 

online education as strategically significant with importance being rated at 70% or 

higher. 

 Provided these facts regarding the composition of the current online learning 

population, and with an understanding that their success is of significance to institutions, 

it becomes important for all stakeholders in the success of online offerings to examine 

and understand how best these online services may be provided. Towards reaching this 

understanding, it is first vital to consider aspects of what these learners present beyond 

areas of study, degrees sought, and other descriptive information revealing of their 

backgrounds. Instead, something that may be important to recognize is that the majority 

of these learners were born after 1980 and so those termed as individuals being digital 

natives by Prensky (2001). According to Prensky (2001), these learners may be described 

as living lives that are immersed in technology and this heavily influences the skills and 

interests they pursue in their education. The result for institutions and those responsible 

for the design and development of their experiences of learning online is a need to 

recognize that these learners in particular bring into the space of learning online a great 

deal of relevant and useful technological experience. 

 Traditional thought in instructional design has been detached from the experience 

of the learner whether instruction is designed for a face-to-face or online environment. 
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This removal from the experience of the learner is often for concerns such as the 

promotion of equality across all participants, or to meet a desire to plan for individual 

differences of learning. Furthermore, this detachment may be seen in attempted 

definitions of the field. Richey (1986) for instance, defined instructional design as a 

science of creating specifications for the development, evaluation, and maintenance of 

situations that facilitate learning. And later, McArdle (1991) defined instructional design 

as the use of a systematic process towards understanding human performance, then 

developing a plan of action in assisting its development. Definitions such as this, outline 

instructional design as a field of study interested in a systematic approach to learning. 

The idea of a systematic approach was then described by Kozma (1994) as having the 

goal of describing patterns between relationships among a system and its components 

with outside events through their interaction and defining of one another. Nonetheless, in 

practice Cercone (2008) noted that the systematic approach is rather better identified as 

an instructivist approach in how once performance objectives are established, the design 

for the delivery of learning content is done independent of the learner. 

 It has been said “that the task of the designer is to use the capabilities of the 

medium to create objects that generate interesting and effective conversations–ones that 

influence learning” (Kozma, 1994, p.17). However before this can be done, the designer 

must select an instructional method that as Salomon (1979) described, may shape 

information in ways that activates, supplants, or compensates cognitive processes needed 

for achievement and/or motivation. The goal then of the instructional designer is to 
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specify the need for and the type of instructional methods required for support of the 

learners (Clark, 1994). It then goes that with a method selected, a medium for the 

delivery of content may be defined, and appropriate technologies may be addressed. 

Nevertheless, what often becomes an absent thought through this systematic approach are 

those for which the instruction is being designed, or rather, those whom the designer is to 

produce interesting experiences for influencing learning. 

 All learning is an experience, but influential learning moves a learner to evolve in 

their understanding, as well as seek more learning experiences. In the case of an 

environment for learning online, the learning experience is defined for the learner through 

the concerted use of design structures and activities as experiential categories that 

together establish the design of the learning environment. Examples of such categories 

have been identified through the literature as technology use, teacher support, student 

interaction and collaboration, personal relevance, authentic learning, student autonomy, 

equity, enjoyment, and asynchronicity. Such experiential categories are sometimes 

termed differently or closely related to other experiences, yet have been the focus of 

various studies and developed instruments regarding learning online (Fraser, Fisher, & 

McRobbie, 1996; Taylor, Fraser, & Fisher, 1997; Walker & Fraser, 2005; Aldridge, 

Fraser, Fisher, Trinidad, & Wood, 2003). Nonetheless, it is through categories such as 

these that environments and instructional methods of concern to Clark (1994) and Kozma 

(1994) found their opportunities to influence learning. 
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 Current online learners, and those in the future, will continue to bring into their 

learning environments a broad range of technological experience. As noted, this 

experience will influence their pursuit of various skills and interests. What is more, this 

experience will likely motivate to some extent how they choose to engage content and 

other individuals within the spaces of environments for learning online. Moving forward, 

as instruction is designed for online delivery to these audiences, it would be beneficial to 

do as Roach and Lemasters (2006) suggested and learn what aspects of design are most 

important for successful online instruction. 

Statement of the Problem 
 The embrace of learning online as an acceptable means for pursuing degree 

completion in higher education continues to trend upward. A recent survey of statistics 

examining online learners within higher education in the United States, found that in the 

fall of 2010 there were approximately 6.1 million higher education learners taking at least 

one online course, and that 31% of all higher education students are taking at least one 

online course during any given term (Allen & Seaman, 2011). Because of the ease of 

access and opportunity for on-demand learning by students, as well as institutional desire 

for increasing outreach, it is likely that the population of learners online will continue to 

grow to numbers more substantial than what is seen today. 

 In considering the increasing demand and the need to design ever more 

environments for learning online, previous research has tended to disregard significant 

focus on the viewpoints of learners as derived from their individual characteristics and 
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past experience, towards various experiential categories that make-up online course 

design. Along with this, research has also paid little attention to understanding adult 

learners' future preferences for a learning experience across experiential categories that 

assist with activities of the overall learning experience. What is more, the research does 

not often take into consideration the adulthood of the online learner and relevancy of the 

individual characteristics as part of their experiences that they bring into spaces of 

learning online. 

 A number of studies have sought to examine the preferences of online learners 

with regard to features of design for instruction that are part of environments for learning 

online (Aragon, Johnson, & Shaik, 2002; Cuthrell & Lyon, 2007; Simsek, Alper, & Balta, 

2007). While such studies have pursued an understanding of learner views towards 

benefits of established environments for learning online, other researchers have identified 

and suggested a need for the design of environments done so with guidance from adult 

learning theory (Blondy, 2007; Huang, 2002; Koohang & Durante, 2003). However, there 

have been a limited number of studies that have examined online learners' past 

experience of learning online, and their preferences for the design of future environments 

with the learning experiences they entail (Sims, 2003; Trinidad, 2005). What stands out, 

is that the current body of research examining learners views on various experiential 

categories within online course design, does not hold learner input as equal in relevance 

to other front-end concepts characteristic of systematic development for the design of 

instruction. As such, what may be seen in practice is a noticeable degree of variance in 
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the design of environments for learning online and their entailed experiences of learning 

within and across many institutions. 

 Previous research minimally addresses influential factors related to the past online 

experience and preference for a future online experience of online learners as a guiding 

element towards design and development for an experience of learning online. Some 

studies that exist in exploring past and future phenomenon, typically seek to understand 

what aspects of the current environments are challenging or behave as barriers for online 

learners in their learning activities (Muilenburg & Berge, 2005; Song, Singleton, Hill, & 

Koh, 2004). Rather than examining online learner influential factors on past experience 

and preference for experience in the future with various experiential categories utilized in 

a design for instruction, a vast majority of studies seek to examine the effectiveness of 

various media and mediums for instruction. Studies such as this often find their interest in 

the effects of communicating content across different modes of delivery, as well as in the 

effects on learning associated with interactions between people, computing devices, and 

computerized user interfaces. In short, the focus lies not with the experience of learning 

within. 

 In addition to the research, dominant models of instructional design used for the 

systematic design and development of environments for learning online, place very little 

emphasis on the consideration of learner input. Instead, widely used systematic models 

generally focus on the development of objectives, methods, and strategies for the delivery 

of instruction. While such models do advocate an effort to address the needs and 
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characteristics of their audience, in research and practice, consideration, identification, 

and inclusion of online learner opinions towards the design and development of their 

instructional experiences online are sparse. 

 Given these insufficiencies in the research, and apparent limitations within 

dominant models of instructional design, what is needed in the research is an extension of 

work done on learner evaluations of environments for learning online to include an 

elevation of consideration for learner opinions regarding the presence of experiential 

categories associated with instructional practice. This is needed to inform practice of the 

design and development of learning online experiences, as opposed to primarily 

environments for learning online, and utilizing learner preferences for creating more 

learning online that is learner-centered. In short, we need to know more about what 

experiential factors influence experienced online learners' past experience and their 

preferences towards the design of future environments for learning online and the 

learning experiences they entail. Finally, with this information we need to know how 

their input may be utilized as an element within a process of systematic development. 

 By examining the contexts of online learner past experience and preferences for 

future design and development of environments for learning online, institutions, faculty, 

and instructional designers, can better understand how to create virtual spaces of learning 

that participants learning online view as meeting their needs. Additionally, researchers 

may begin to explore paths for the evaluation of the value learner input may offer into the 

design and development of environments for learning online, as well as the value their 
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input may have in helping to create institutional uniformity with regard to presentation 

and organization of offered experiences learning online. 

Background 
 The act of learning is something that comes natural to all human beings. 

However, it is not something that receives equal diligence across each learning 

experience for all individuals. While some of the burden lies with the individual seeking 

knowledge, another part lies with those creating and providing the experiences of 

learning. In many cases what the latter fails to remember, is that “[l]earning should be 

one of the most pleasant and gratifying experiences in life; it is, after all, the way people 

can achieve their full potential” (Cooper, Henschke, & Isaac, 2003, p.3). 

 As an increasing number of formal learning activities come into spaces of 

learning online, those responsible for designing, developing, and delivering instruction 

online often elect to focus on the provision of opportunities for learning. In their efforts, 

they attempt to provide an environment akin to a four-walled space, yet with greater 

flexibility in terms of resources to be explored and utilized. Examples of this may be seen 

in the use of virtual learning environments, such as Second Life (Livingstone & Kemp, 

2008; Warburton, 2009), and more commonly, the use of a Learning Management 

System (LMS) to provide a one-stop place of learning (Grob, Bensberg, & Dewanto, 

2004; Weaver, Spratt, & Nair, 2008). In these cases, a great deal of emphasis is being 

placed on the creation of the learning environment and in turn lost is the understanding 
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that much of what makes instruction and learning successful is the experience of learning 

shared by all of those involved. 

 The action of designing and developing for learning online is many times done 

from a mechanistic approach. This is due in part to the systematic models of instructional 

design used for guidance but also due to the behaviorist and cognitivist roots of 

instructional design. The embrace of constructivism and its viewpoint that learners 

construct knowledge depending on what they know and the kinds of experiences they 

have had, in addition to how they have organized those experiences (Jonassen, 1998), has 

helped to move the field of instructional design closer to one that is learner-centered. Yet 

tremendous concern is provided for the effectiveness of instruction in light of prevailing 

theories such as Operant Conditioning (Skinner, 1938), Information Processing (Miller, 

1956), and Cognitive Load (Sweller, 1988). In the case of designing for learning online, 

the above theories in combination with prevailing models of instructional design often 

stress in practice an environment and experience of learning online leaning towards 

opportunities to achieve learning objectives. In doing so, often lost sight of in practice is 

that much of the learning experience is artful and fluid. 

 This is reflected in the body of literature. Some lines of research, found in the 

study of instructional design for learning online, are as follows: (a) what participants 

view as pros and cons, or successes and challenges online (Song et al., 2004); (b) what 

instructional strategies, often guided by pedagogy work best (Ali, Hodson-Carlton, & 

Ryan, 2004); (c) content adaptation for individual learners through multiple interfaces 
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and modalities (Inan & Grant, 2008; Moreno & Mayer, 1999); (d) possible uses for 

various technology tools (Brown & Green, 2007; Huang, 2000); and even (e) physical 

responses to digital content stimulation (Grier, 2004). The gap in the current body of 

literature then lies in examining the learner participant points-of-view with what has 

occurred, what they prefer to occur in their experience of learning online, and what may 

be influencing this. Such study into the affective domain is not entirely absent as there 

have been a few researchers to explore online learners perceptions and experiences 

(Althaus, 1997; Richards & Ridley, 1997; Sullivan, 2002). However, such a line of 

inquiry is limited. What has been observed as needed with the growing demand for 

opportunities to learn online, are “studies of learners' perspectives of online 

environments… in order to build more effective web-based instruction that can optimize 

the learning experience” (Song et al., 2004, p.60). 

 Consideration of the learner is an aspect often undervalued in the practice of 

instructional design. Yet as Tallent-Runnels et al. (2006) observed, it is a basic tenet to 

understand learners' goals, needs, and motivations, so as to then carefully weigh these 

characteristics in the creation of true instructional spaces. As previously noted, the age of 

the typical online learner range is between 25 and 32 years of age. In more focused 

observations, Bocchi (2004) found that online business learners range between 30 and 35 

years of age. With a clear understanding that the average online learner is one well into 

adulthood, it has been argued by some that adult theory of learning - andragogy - ought to 
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be used for approaching the design and development of environments for learning online 

(Blondy, 2007; Burge, 1988). 

 Much of the research into the various benefits and drawbacks of learning online 

has been done from the perspectives of the faculty and administration involved in the 

process (Ali, Hodson-Carlton, & Ryan, 2004). It has been assumed that online learners 

are dependent on those who design, develop, and conduct online courses. Yet the 

research has indicated that successful online learners often exhibit qualities of self-

discipline and self-directedness (Bocchi, 2004; Kearsley, 2002; Ludwig-Hardman & 

Dunlap, 2003). With the success and continual growth of learning online, it may be 

reasonable to surmise that online learners are by and large self-disciplined and self-

directed. In a theory of adult learning, referred to as andragogy, Knowles, Holton, and 

Swanson (2005) made six assumptions of adult learners that together outline individuals 

who are ready, want, and motivated to learn, plus offer a well of life experience that 

effectively separates them from child learners. It is thought that because of these factors 

adults will know what kind of learning experience works for them because they are self-

directed. However in practice, learning environments attended by adults and the 

experiences they entail have remained largely guided by concepts of pedagogy (Sims, 

Dobbs, & Hand, 2002), or child learning. What is effectively occurring is the pushing 

aside of the wealth of experience adult learners bring with them. Because of this what is 

increasingly needed is the involvement of learners in more aspects of their learning so as 
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to have them be active in the creation of a climate most fruitful to their learning (Houle, 

1996). 

 With concern for this apparent gap in the research base, as well as the 

misidentification of the likely characteristics of most online learners, this research will 

seek greater depth of understanding into these learners past experience of learning online. 

In addition, it will seek to understand what aspects of experience these learners prefer 

their experience of learning online to include. A key idea behind the direction of this 

research is the notion that there is a slight difference in meaning between the 

terminology, experience of online learning and the experience of learning online. It is 

thought that the former lends greater focus to one's experience functioning in a virtual 

environment with the use of various technology tools while seeking to learn. The latter 

however, remains focused on the inner impressions or influence of learning that just 

happen to be online. Learning is an internal process and it is the view of the process from 

the perspective of the one doing it that is of interest to this research. Adults with the 

experience they bring and their ability to know how they learn may be powerful judges of 

practices in environments for learning online. As such, past experience and future 

preference for experience of practice related to learning activities are valuable elements 

of consideration with adults towards the creation of meaningful learning environments 

that enable them to achieve their learning goals. Provided this desire to understand past 

experience and future preference of learning by adult learners participating in 
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environments for learning online and factors influencing their opinions, the objectives of 

this research are the following. 

• To describe the past experience of adult online learners in terms of various 

experiential categories common of environments for learning online. 

• To reveal possible relation and/or influence between experientially based 

characteristics of adult online learners and preferences for experiences learning 

online. 

• To provide recommendations for creating a learner-centered experience of 

learning online for the adult learner. 

Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of this study is to examine whether experientially based 

characteristics of adult learners with prior experience of learning online, have a possible 

influence on the expression of past experience and future preference for experience of 

learning online at a college of education. Utilizing learners who have completed at least 

one online course and are studying across various disciplines, numerous points-of-view 

with regard to past experience and preference for an experience of learning online will be 

revealed. Ultimately, the goal of this study will be to influence instructional designers, 

faculty, and administration towards a need for greater consideration of online learners as 

partners in the design and practice of learning online. 
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Research Questions: 

 Through the course of conducting this research, four questions will be studied. 

These questions are the following. 

1. How do undergraduates differ from graduates in terms of past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online? 

2. How does online course completion relate to past experience and future 

preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

3. How does learning commitment relate to past experience and future preference 

for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

4. How does self-identified technology proficiency relate to past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

 As previously discussed, experiential categories are those design structures and 

activities of a learning environment that are used in concert to create the experience of 

learning. While each is by itself important to activities of learning, together experiential 

categories offer a complete experience that maybe most opportunistic for influencing 

learning. 

 Towards answering these questions, a quantitative study will be conducted 

utilizing a modified version of the Online Learning Environment Survey (OLES) by 

Trinidad, Aldridge, and Fraser (2005). While this modified survey and the original are 

discussed in greater detail in chapter 3, each is designed to inquire into the past 

experience and future preference for experience of learning online through the 
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measurement of responses to the presence of various experimental categories common of 

environments for learning online. This kind of approach will be useful for providing 

descriptive information of learner points-of-view for the design and development of 

future environments for learning online and a revision of existing ones. 

Significance of the Study 
 With the ever-increasing number of adults taking part in online education, this 

study will aid institutions of higher education and other business and government entities 

responsible for training on aspects of online learner points-of-view for creating and 

facilitating experiences of learning online. For meaningful learning experiences to occur 

online, it is necessary to have an environment that emphasizes the activities of learning 

over the provision of opportunities for learning. Yet for the active experience of learning 

online to be effective, the past experiences of learners should be considered in the 

creation of environments for learning online (Simsek, et al., 2007). As previously 

indicated by recent statistics, the typical online learner is one well into adulthood. The 

adult learner found online is one balancing complexities of life beyond the classroom in 

their responsibilities to family and work, and situations of income, children, and 

transportation (Cercone, 2008). However, notable is that research has found that adult 

learners are highly motivated in their learning activities (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; 

Kormos & Csizér, 2008). Towards understanding adult learning and how adults differ 

from children in their learning Malcolm Knowles outlined key assumptions of the 

learners in that they have a need to know, are independent and self-directed, utilize their 
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experience in all aspects of learning, take ownership and come ready to learn, are 

oriented to learning for application, and are internally motivated to succeed (Knowles, 

1980; Knowles et al., 2005). 

 Given those characteristics outlined by andragogical assumptions it may be said 

that it is their motivation and experience that could have significant value towards the 

design of online environments supportive of active learning experiences. According to 

Koohang and Durante (2003), adult learners are characteristically independent and self-

directed in establishing the goals of their learning. Combined with their experience they 

become reasonably familiar with what they need and what works for them when learning 

online. For this reason, a design approach that is instructivist fails the adult learner while 

one that is constructivist provides experiences of learning that are meaningful to adults. 

Nonetheless, while the characteristics of the learning experience should optimally align 

with characteristics of the learners, this cannot occur unless the learning environment is 

informed with participant input. On these grounds, this research will be significant for 

organizations and adult educators by helping to fill a gap discussed by Ausburn (2004a) 

of understanding what learning environment design features identified by adult learners 

are most important to their learning. In accomplishing this, this research will reveal the 

past experiences and future preferences for experience of adult learners in the design of 

their learning experiences within environments for learning online. 
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Assumptions and Limitations 
 As with any research study, this study will contain a number of assumptions and 

limitations. The assumptions involved in this research generally relate to the would-be 

survey participants. The following are the study assumptions. 

1. All participants are truthful in having experience with at least one online course 

through its duration. 

2. The participants are generally representative of the broader learning population 

involved with environments for learning online. 

3. All participants are mature enough to commit adult-like reflection and evaluation 

of previous experience of learning online in order to express preferences with 

learning experiences. 

 While the above said assumptions lie with participant truthfulness of experience, 

population representation, and characteristics indicative of adult learners, this study faces 

some natural limitations with being conducted inside a college of education at a large 

research institution. The following are the potential study limitations. 

1. The inclusion of traditional undergraduate learners as adult learners. This is being 

done because legally, and by American social norms, these individuals are adults. 

Additionally, many of these learners have or are currently, taking part in learning 

online. 
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2. With the use of a survey for data collection, reported scores with regard to past 

experience and future preferences for experience of learning online will be a 

snapshot in time. 

3. Not all participants are full online learners. With experience of at least one online 

course through its duration as the determining factor of qualification, some 

participants may not be currently involved with online course, or may so but at a 

limited capacity. This may affect their reflections on the past. 

4. All participants are education majors, thus possibly limiting relation of results to 

other disciplines. 

5. All participants are within a college of education that widely employs 

opportunities for learning online and as such the results may be narrowly 

generalized. 

6. By including participants diverse in culture and nationality, it is impossible to 

define all by a single standard of adult maturity or “adult characteristics”. 

 In conclusion, this study is one that will be focused on investigating the past 

experience and future preference for experience of learning online of adult learners. 

While it will be limited in scope to participants in higher education, because the quality 

of data collected is in part based upon research to find characteristics of adult learners, 

lessons learned from the results will be transferable across fields and domains. 
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Definition of Terms 
 The following explanations of common terms used though this chapter and those 

that follow, are an effort to put each into a context of use throughout. It is important to 

remember that while some - namely the third and fourth - may seem quite similar in their 

meaning, they are separated here because of how the definitions that precede them are 

shown as different in their meaning. 

Learning Online - A term used in this study meant to draw reference to the environment 

of learning activity. However, this term remains closely similar to the more common 

online learning that according to Yoon (2003) has emphasis on the technology and tools 

used. Furthermore, this kind of learning is described by Urden and Weggan (2000) as 

learning that occurs via the Internet, or an intranet, or extranet that includes the use of 

text and graphics, exercises, testing, record-keeping, animations, simulations, discussion 

groups, links to networked material, and the use of audio and video sequences. 

Experience of Learning Online - A term used with regard to the experiences of learning 

within an online environment. Focus is with the events of interaction between 

participants and content, and the change within an individual from it. 

Learner-Centered - "The perspective that couples a focus on individual learners (their 

heredity, experiences, perspectives, backgrounds, talents, interests, capacities, and needs) 

with a focus on learning (the best available knowledge about learning and how it occurs 

and about teaching practices that are most effective in promoting the highest levels of 
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motivation, learning, and achievement for all learners)" (McCombs & Whisler, 1997, p. 

9). 

Learner Preferences - Those views of online learners having to do with ideal experiences 

of activities used to support learning. These may also be closely related to instructional 

preferences described by Sadler-Smith and Riding (1999) as having to do with learners 

'comfort and fit' with various learning methods such as lecture, independent study, 

discussion, etc. 

Past Experience - In the context of this study, this term relates to the prior experience of 

adults with learning online. This prior experience represents the well of meaningful 

experience discussed by Knowles et al. (2005) as part of a critical aspect of adult learning 

theory. 

Future Preference - In the context of this study, this term relates to the desires and wants 

of adults experienced with learning online towards various activities that comprise the 

experience of learning online. 

 It is important to note that while this research draws distinction between online 

learning and learning online, the two are inseparable from one another in the practice of 

web-based or electronic learning. For one to exist and to be understood, it must be done 

so in the context of the other. Nonetheless, it is within this duality that more attention has 

been paid to the online environment and delivery systems, with less attention given to 

instruction and learning online (Tallent-Runnels et al., 2007). With this in mind, this 

research will remain focused on the concept of learning online. 
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Summary 
 Over the past two decades, the embrace of learning online as a means to achieve 

postsecondary education has led to some dramatic changes. Of these, traditional 

postsecondary institutions have become part of a multibillion-dollar learning industry 

(Cappelli, 2003), and as of the fall of 2009 for-profit online degree granting institutions 

began to hold the first and second highest enrollments according to the United States 

Department of Education (2011). For these reasons and others, traditional institutions of 

higher education face strong competition for the large numbers of nontraditional adult 

learners appearing online, as well as a heightened importance to identify the needs and 

wishes of these learners so as to address their preferences in the design and delivery of 

environments for learning online (Ausburn, 2004a). 

 With these facts and other reasons discussed throughout chapter 1 in mind, this 

research aims to ultimately inform and speak to the needs of recognizing the independent 

characteristics of the adult learner along with gathering and utilizing their input as a 

front-end element of online instructional design. Keeping in mind that the individual 

experience of learning and the change it brings is vital to a constructivist model of 

learning, the design and qualities of the online environment towards the effectiveness of 

learning activities are not of interest to the study. Instead the focus will be on a 

quantitative analysis of past experiences formed from experiences learning online and the 

preferences towards similar experiences that may ideally occur in a future environments 

for learning online. 
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 In the following chapter, a review of the literature will be conducted of past 

research into the design and development of environments for learning online; relevant 

learning theory, in particular constructivism and andragogy; instructional design models 

and the assessment of learner characteristics included; the idea behind the learner-

centered approach; variables relevant to understanding preferences for experience of 

learning online; what can be done to reform the practice of preparing for the delivery of 

an experience of learning online; and characteristics of adults relevant in terms of 

influence they may have with concern for assessment on learning experience. 
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Chapter 2  
 

Introduction 

 In postsecondary education the Internet and the various technologies that are 

employed to utilize it have become mainstays in the ways individuals communicate, find 

and share resources, and even go to class. Because of this what is found across 

institutions has been the replacement of correspondence learning with more immediate 

learning online. With the ease and flexibility such a format for providing educational 

opportunities afford, learning online continues to grow in use and enrollments annually. 

However, it is in this rapid adoption by educational institutions, concerns exist with the 

practice of learning online. 

 Half a century ago Theodore Levitt (1960) coined the term marketing myopia to 

describe the idea that businesses fail because they lose sight of the business they are 

actually in. Under this idea a movie studio for example will have lost sight of its purpose 

if it sees itself as a producer of films and DVDs [product oriented] rather than a provider 

of entertainment [customer oriented]. In recognition of the widespread adoption of 

learning online and increasing push by educational institutions to broaden its use, 

Herrington, Reeves, and Oliver (2005) contend that in this push institutions and educators 

are shifting to a role of providers of information with their focus on the content [product 

oriented] rather than the process of educating the student [customer oriented]. As such, 

the mindset superficially appears to be one inline with Miller's (2000) four G's of the 
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information industry - generate, gather, group, then give. Provided post secondary 

institutions are in the education industry, this rather keen interest in information delivery 

common in the practice of learning online appears to find conflict with providing concern 

for experiences of learning. It is in this light that there is reasonable concern as to what 

industry postsecondary institutions aim their options for learning online to fulfilling. 

 Conceptually, the process of education is full of experiences each tied to some 

interaction with content, a teacher, a peer, and when online, an interface. But there is also 

an interaction within an individual that Sutton (2001) termed as vicarious interaction. 

These interactions and the experiences of learning they entail are - both within and 

without - equally important towards the overall objective of individual growth. With the 

process of learning in mind, Dewey (1938) outlined an experience as an influential force 

that moves individuals by curiosity to take the initiative and purposefully grow. For 

Dewey, learning involved the interplay of experience within one's mind and with the 

world at large. Accordingly, it was the responsibility of the teacher as a learning group 

member and leader to provide an appropriate structure for those learning experiences 

formulated by their expertise and insight into the needs of learners for developing 

understanding (Dewey, 1938). With these insights in mind it is clear that learning is 

rather simply just another experience. Yet it is the quality of the experience provided and 

the environment in which it occurs that may ultimately determine the value and success 

of learning. 
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Past Research 
 In a seminal discussion around the design of instruction in the information age, 

Clark (1994) and Kozma (1994) argued the merit and role of various media as an 

influential factor on learning. On the one hand, Clark (1983) had previously argued that 

various media and technologies were no more than delivery instruments for learning 

content and in no way influenced actual learning achievement. In response, Kozma 

(1994) presented a counter argument that attempted to demonstrate that the question of 

media influence should not be one of any absolute, but rather one of discovering under 

what contexts influence was present. While on the surface the positions may seem in 

opposition they do in fact offer a slightly similar concern. Where Clark (1994) seemingly 

concedes that many kinds of media may serve the same cognitive goals, and Kozma 

(1994) proposes that research should identify what specific media impact cognitive 

processes, the lesson that may be taken is that media and various technologies probably 

do have an impact on learning just what is left to be identified is how. 

 Following this discussion much of the literature into environments for learning 

online has delved into examining the effectiveness, readiness, and contexts with which 

various technologies may be used to transmit information and achieve desired learning 

objectives. For example, there have been numerous studies that have examined 

discussions (Gilbert & Dabbagh, 2005; Girasoli & Hannafin, 2008; Schellens, Van Keer, 

& Valcke, 2005; Wu & Hiltz, 2004), audio (Evans, 2008; Hampel & Hauck, 2004; 

Woods & Keeler, 2001), video/animation (Reed, 2005; Wang, 2006; Zhang, Zhou, 
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Briggs, & Nunamaker, 2006), text (Curtis & Lawson, 2001; Lapadat, 2006), and 

interfaces (Cheon & Grant, 2009; Swan, 2004) all to the extent of their role as delivery 

instruments for learning content. Along with specific focus that has been paid to the 

above said media and technologies, the research has sought to examine the readiness of 

learners for learning online (Dray, Lowenthal, Miszkiewicz, Ruiz-Primo, & Marczynski, 

2011; Hung, Chou, Chen, & Own, 2010; Watkins, Leigh, & Triner, 2004), and more 

recently contexts of learning online that involve the access of content through the use of 

mobile devices (Corbeil & Valdes-Corbeil, 2007; Kukulska-Hulme, 2007; Stockwell, 

2008). What has been consistent across the studies has been an underlying belief that the 

various media and technologies involved do affect learning. As such, much of the past 

research has sought to examine the effectiveness of various technological tools and prior 

knowledge with use of various technologies tethered and untethered to a personal 

computer for achieving learning outcomes. In short, the literature reflects strong attention 

given to demonstrating a measured effectiveness on learning achievement. 

 Beyond examining how various media and technology may be effective towards 

learning objectives other studies have sought to examine the effectiveness of instruction 

from the viewpoint of learners taking part in environments for learning online. For 

instance, Simsek et al. (2007) examined the opinions learners online had towards 

environments for learning online as a means for content delivery and related activities. In 

their findings it was found that more than two-thirds did not desire to take part in the 

online format repeatedly, citing boredom and personal isolation as the main reasons. In 
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another example of examining the viewpoint of online learners, Cuthrell and Lyon (2007) 

sought to understand online learner preferences for various instructional strategies. This 

study spanned across six modules and involved online learners utilizing different content 

delivery instruments - computer presentation, discussion, audio, video, text - to consume 

information then respond utilizing text individually or in a group. In the end, it was found 

that no content delivery instrument or strategy stood out as more preferred than another. 

And yet in another study, Aragon et al. (2002) explored the relationship between learning 

style preferences and learning success between online and face-to-face learners. 

Participants were compared on factors of motivation, task engagement, and cognitive 

processing habits within their respective environments. At the conclusion of the study, no 

significant difference was found between the two groups and as such no technological 

effect on learning was observed. 

 The single commonality between each of these studies is that they all demonstrate 

a collection of learner viewpoints at the conclusion of online instruction. This reflects 

what is most often seen in practice whereby learners complete end-of-course evaluations 

with institutions and educators ideally then using them to revise course design and 

practice. Two issues however arise in this approach to understanding the value of learner 

points-of-view and experience. The first is that it demonstrates an inequality between the 

learner and the course instructor. Ideally a learning environment should consist of 

learning partnerships so as to equalize relationships and encourage shared leadership 

(Cercone, 2008). Second and possibly more important, this order of approach to 



Texas Tech University, Jason L. Torres, May 2013 

 29 

examining viewpoints does so from a pedagogical perspective that suggests learners are 

not thought to necessarily know what is best for their learning. In consideration of any 

group of postsecondary online learners this approach to evaluation at the conclusion 

becomes problematic for designing and developing future online courses and even 

revising those that already exist. Because of this, a number of researchers have stated or 

suggested a need for the design of environments for learning online done so with the 

guidance from adult learning theory (Aragon et al., 2002; Blondy, 2007; Huang, 2002; 

Koohang & Durante, 2003). 

 In recognition of the value of experience through the process of learning, a limited 

number of studies have sought to examine learner perceptions of past experience, and 

learner preferences for experience in the future with the aim of informing environment 

design for the experience of learning. One such study by Sims (2003) investigated online 

learners perceptions of interactivity and the extent to which they believed value was 

added to the learning process. Using a qualitative approach, participants were asked to 

indicate the benefits they found in interactivity, their perceived major characteristics of 

interactivity, and define what they thought made an educational multimedia product 

interactive. Through these questions the researchers sought to identify learner 

expectations of interactivity in the context of learning online. In the end, it was revealed 

that communication and control were qualities most valued in an interactive learning 

experience. Of further interest from the findings was the suggestion that increased prior 

learning experience may lead to the desire for increased control. In other research done to 
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inform the design of environments for learning online, Trinidad (2005) specifically 

sought to examine the past experience and future preference for experience of online 

learners towards the presence of various experiential categories within online course 

design. Combining elements from a number of previously designed learning environment 

instruments a new instrument was formed. Utilizing participants learning in their second 

language, the study revealed that learners desired receiving teacher support and a learning 

experience that is authentic and permitting of autonomous activity. 

 To date, studies such as these are indicative of the kind of work that has been 

done to evaluate possibilities for using learner input to directly influence the design of 

environments for learning online. Outside the scope of direct study, proactive evaluation 

of environments for learning online from a user perspective has also been explored. In 

work done by Sims et al. (2002) a framework for proactive evaluation was proposed 

whereby learners evaluate strategic intent, the content, learning design, interface design, 

interactivity, assessment, learner support, utility of content, and learning outcomes during 

the design and development phase of learning environments. While untested, such a 

framework represents a strong move towards practically realizing the concept of learning 

partners through an equalization of the roles and responsibilities of instructors and 

learners. What is more, it represents a commitment towards achieving learner-centered 

instruction. 

 In exploring the past research, what becomes clear is affection for understanding 

the effectiveness of various media and technologies on learning. On the occasion that 
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learner points-of-view are explored, it is often from a reflective perspective whereby their 

opinions are gathered on previously designed materials, strategies, and learning 

environments utilized in learning activities. Seldom is there recognition of individual 

experience and its value for learning situations. Touched on but largely overlooked has 

been adult learner perceptions of their past experience of learning online. And as a result, 

any future preferences they may have for experience in a context of characteristics they 

have part of their experience. It is to this end that limited study exists. 

 Of study present in the literature there is seemingly a common theme of 

understanding learner viewpoints so as to influence the experience of learning online. For 

instance, Song et al. (2004) recognized a need to study specific areas of the learning 

experience online in addition to overall perceptions. In turn, they conducted a mixed 

methods study that aimed to identify helpful and challenging components of an 

experience of learning online through inquiry into past experience. The results indicated 

strong agreement among participants that course design, motivation, time management, 

and comfort with technology influenced success in a learning online experience. In a 

similar study whereby researchers sought to understand student opinions of what led to 

success online, Lao and Gonzales (2005) found that among graduate students 

effectiveness of online courses depended upon strength of community, instructor 

availability, and access to proper technology. What is more, in their conclusions Lao and 

Gonzales (2005) argued for an awareness of learner past experience so as to prepare 

experiences of learning online in the future that meet their needs. Building upon this 
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suggestion, Young and Norgard (2006) sought to develop a survey whereby online 

learner opinions on past experience of learning online could be collected along with 

various preferences for learning online. While the survey developed and tested was 

limited in scope the results indicated preference for consistency in presentation and high 

technical support. 

 In summary, while cases in study exist of attempting to understand adult online 

learner points-of-view they are much less common compared to study into what makes 

learning online effective. As noted by Song et al. (2004), few studies have explored 

learners' perspectives. Yet as indicated, attempts have been made to regard learner insight 

as valuable for the design of meaningful learning experiences through their past 

experiences and desires for experiences in the future. 

Relevant Learning Theory 
 Every individual has a natural inclination to learn. On occasion this natural 

activity is muted by a lack of desire or motivation. Yet it remains in large measure 

because of the continually occurring experiences that require some level of cognitive 

processing. As previously discussed, much of the research into the learning online 

experience is concerned with the effectiveness of various technological tools on learning. 

Rooted in behaviorism, the mindset has been one about how to get into the mind and see 

if learning is occurring, as well as identifying evidence that it has. However, with 

learning being something that is a natural human activity we may reason that learning is 

occurring and that what is needed is continual insight and understanding of the learning 
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processes occurring inside the mind. Furthermore, insight may help to identify how these 

processes may be assisted. 

 Central to any process of learning are the experiences of interaction that occur. 

Within any formal context of learning those interactions continually occurring are 

learner-instructor, learner-learner, and learner-content (Moore, 1989). Furthermore, 

within the space of learning online a fourth interaction exists between a learner and an 

interface (Hillman, Willis, & Gunawardena, 1994). But there is also a fifth interaction 

that is often overlooked termed by Sutton (2001) as vicarious interaction. According to 

Sutton (2001), a vicarious interaction is one that occurs when a learner observes the 

interactions between other participants (and participating elements) then within oneself 

processes the observation. This act of witnessing and internal processing then becomes 

another learning experience. So while these elements of interaction outside of an 

individual are always of concern, what may be equally important are the interactive 

experiences within an individual. 

 The role of experience prior to and within activities of learning has long been 

recognized as central to human development. For example, Dewey (1938) recognized 

experience as the starting point for any educational process, as well as the element that 

directly contributes to any genuine education. For Piaget (1964), experience was vitally 

useful for engaging in activities of learning because of how it acted to orient an 

individual to concepts and operations under study. And for Vygotsky (1984), experience 

was something that served to represent an individual in their relationship with the 
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environment. While conceptually viewed as different, experience is something that has 

been recognized as unique among individuals and central to the internal processes of 

learning. 

 In considering the processes of learning occurring inside the human mind, Dewey, 

Piaget, and Vygotsky each proposed that individuals learn actively and construct new 

knowledge from prior knowledge and experience (Huang, 2002). This kind of learning is 

generally known as constructivism and most simply suggests that individuals construct 

new knowledge through a process of experiencing and reflecting. More specifically 

however, it is the idea that an individual's perception of reality is constructed in their 

mind through interpretation of events, objects, and perspectives; and within an active 

filtering process of those inputs, learners make interpretations and construct their 

personal realities (Jonassen, Davidson, Collins, Campbell, & Huang, 1995). Within 

situations of knowledge construction it is assumed that learners are active in their 

learning experiences and knowledge building processes. Furthermore, in these processes 

instructors act as partners or rather facilitators to the learners in their activities. With this 

in mind, it is clear that knowledge is based on an active learning experience. However the 

general idea of constructivism is understood, Huang (2002) noted important differences 

in the view Dewey and Piaget held that facilitators guide learning experiences from 

Vygotsky's view that learning experiences are guided by social interaction. Additionally, 

from a learner-focused view it was Piaget's opinion that learners construct new 

knowledge through action on their world as opposed to Vygotsky's view that learners 
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construct new knowledge through social understanding (Cole and Wertsch, 1996). 

Despite these observed differences in the opinions of knowledge construction, what 

remains important is the consensus that knowledge construction relies on interactions 

involving a learning experience promoting human activity. 

 Much of the research in education involves pedagogy and its application across 

learning environments. While applicable for many learners across many situations, 

Lyman and Sally (2009) argued that within a context of postsecondary education 

instructional content and pedagogy are in need of reformulation to meet the increased 

variation in skills and experience of recent learners. Instead of reformulation what may be 

needed is recognition of the adult learner and the need for use of an adult theory of 

learning. 

 An adult can be a difficult term to define. As described by Knowles et al. (2005), 

a definition for an adult may be described by biological, legal, social, and psychological 

standards. The problem therein is that none of these may be definitive across societies or 

cultures. Yet across all human societies there is the acknowledgment of a point when one 

passes into an age of maturity where they are self-directed enough to fulfill their 

responsibilities as an individual. While often maturity may also be variable across adults, 

it is commonly acknowledged that the patterns of behavior and thinking widely exhibit 

different characteristics with age. 
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Nearly a century ago, Lindeman (1926) made the following statement: 

Adult education is a process through which learners become aware of 

significant experience. Recognition of significance leads to evaluation. 

Meanings accompany experience when we know what is happening and 

what importance the event includes for our personalities (p. 169). 

In this brief paragraph, learning as it occurs for adults is described as seemingly a process 

that mirrors the process of knowledge construction through experience and reflection 

outlined within constructivism. In the same work, Lindemann (1926) went on to 

formulate five key assumptions of adult learners as follows: (a) they are motivated to 

learn as they experience needs and interests that learning will satisfy, (b) their learning 

orientation is life-centered, (c) their experience is their richest resource, (d) they have a 

deep need to be self-directing, and (e) their differences among others increased with age. 

With these assumptions as a basis for understanding the adult learner, decades later 

Malcolm Knowles expanded on Lindeman's work and proposed a theory of adult learning 

called andragogy, which may be likened as pedagogy for adults. 

 There are six assumptions, or rather principles of andragogy for the adult learner 

(Knowles et al., 2005). The first principle is that adults need to know how they will learn, 

what they will learn, and why it is important. Second, adults are self-directed and are able 

to take control of techniques and situations presented for their learning. Third, adults 

bring into their learning a great volume of experience that is their richest resource and 

influences every activity they participate in. Fourth, adults enter learning experiences 
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ready to learn and are willing to manage and cope with the various situations of their 

lives. Fifth, because adults are life-centered, they are oriented to learning so as to solve 

problems in their lives. And finally sixth, adults are intrinsically motivated to learn. (See 

Table 2.1.) When contrasted with pedagogy the differences become sharp, for as Blondy 

(2007) observed under pedagogy learners are dependent with little or no experience; 

content is guided, sequence, and subject-centered; and learners or externally motivated. 

Quite simply, andragogy outlines a major break in the process of learning and the overall 

value of experience as compared with pedagogy. 

Table 2.1 
Principles & Assumptions of the Adult Learner (Ozuah, 2005) 

Principle Description 

Need to Know Want to know the utility and value of content before 
pursuing learning it. 

Learners Self-Concept Is self-directing and autonomous; Need to be seen and 
treated by others as capable. 

Role of Experience Is the richest resource available and should be utilized in 
learning activities. 

Readiness to Learn Ready to learn upon belief in a need to know or belief in 
relevance towards real-life situations. 

Orientation to Learning Oriented towards solving real problems or achieving 
immediate goals in life. 

Motivation Mostly driven to success by internal desires for self-
esteem and goal attainment. 
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 In addition to describing experience as the starting point for educational 

processes, Dewey (1938) argued that every learning experience should prepare one for 

experiences in the future. With regard to learning and experience, Dewey's focus was on 

the present and the meaning of activity in it for the future. But critical to adult learning 

are the experiences they bring with them that effectively create a wide range of individual 

differences, provide a rich resource, occasionally create biases, and above all listen to 

one's self identity (Knowles et al., 2005). For constructivists, all experience is relevant 

towards learning to solve the challenges and problems needing a solution. In an attempt 

to provide a simplified view of the constructivist approach to learning, Savery and Duffy 

(1996) outlined the following eight principles of constructivist instruction: (a) anchor 

learning activities to a larger task or problem, (b) support the participant in developing 

ownership for the problem or task, (c) design authentic tasks, (d) design tasks to reflect 

the complexities of reality, (e) give participant ownership of situation development, (f) 

design environment to challenge thinking, (g) encourage testing of alternative views, and 

(h) provide opportunity for reflection. Considered against one another parallels can be 

found between principles of constructivism and andragogy. For Knowles et al. (2005) 

those parallels are evident in how both emphasize learner ownership of learning 

processes, problem solving, and experiential learning. Moreover, it can be observed that 

these two ideas value the possible contributions of experience in learning, as well as 

contributing to the formation of the space in which it occurs. Nevertheless, in 

consideration of the adult learner it is shown across the relevant learning theory that the 
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experience of the learner, both prior to and within situations of learning, is immensely 

valuable. 

 Taken together, constructivism and andragogy outline adult learners as 

experienced and self-directing participants that need to be provided an opportunity for 

control and ownership over the experiences of their learning. In a space of learning online 

with adults, the pedagogical approaches typically applied within these contexts challenge 

meaningful instruction of mature learners and their evaluation. What is more, the 

principles of learning and learners as outlined by constructivism and andragogy present a 

challenge to the models of systematic design used for online instructional design. 

Instructional Design, Models, & Learner Characteristics 
 Instructional design is seemingly a paradoxical term that on one end implies 

organization and structure, and on the other creativity among the flow of ideas. 

Considering what is meant by instruction, Smith and Ragan (1992) described it as goal 

focused conduction of activities. With instruction representing an action directed towards 

a specific end, design may be reasonably thought of as a process to that end. Yet in fact, 

design is more of a problem and one that Jonassen (2004) described as among the most 

meaningful and ill-structured problems because of the challenge to establishing clear 

criteria for evaluating success. Furthermore, problems of design become more complex in 

an attempt to satisfy the needs of individuals being served (Jonassen, 2004). Accordingly, 

instructional design has been defined by Richey (1986) as a science of creating 

specifications for the development, evaluation, and maintenance of situations that 
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facilitate learning. And from another perspective, McArdle (1991) defined instructional 

design as the use of a systematic process towards understanding human performance, 

then developing a plan of action in assisting its development. 

 In practice, instructional design is a combination of curriculum and standards with 

variations in tools for presenting and delivering content, along with a necessity for 

consideration of participants and learning environments. Furthermore, it is within this 

process that it is also essential for designers to consider how individuals learn, in addition 

to how learning takes place (Shih & Mills, 2007). It is quite simply, a complex process 

involving the dynamics of planning, creativity, and action. Yet given the complexity and 

problematic nature of design, how it is understood for practical purposes is critical. 

 Instructional design is partly rooted in the General Systems Theory of Bertalanffy 

(1968) that advocates a holistic approach to demonstrating interaction between various 

sciences to help create understanding. From this General Systems Theory, Gustafson and 

Tillman (1991) formulated underlying principles of instructional design that detail the 

environment and process of instruction. These principles are as follows: (a) design of the 

system involves an integrated set of interacting elements that when one is changed causes 

others to change, (b) planning for the use of a system requires analysis of elements 

interaction and coordination between planners, (c) systematic design resembles an 

orderly yet flexible sequence, (d) procedures are based on research as well as common 

sense, (e) instructional plans should be tested for improvement, and (f) the end result 

should be measured against objectives and instructional goals. Together these principles 



Texas Tech University, Jason L. Torres, May 2013 

 41 

outline a process that aims to produce instruction that systematically addresses learning 

objectives. Considering the aspect of design next to such principles Smith and Ragan 

(1999) described the challenge of design as something that “implies a systematic or 

intensive planning and ideation process prior to the development of something or the 

execution of some plan in order to solve a problem” (p. 4). In sum, it may easily be seen 

how instructional design is generally understood in practice as a discipline for the 

systematic design of instruction. 

 It is a commonly referred principal for instructors to know characteristics of their 

audience and what motivates them to learn (Bentley, Tinney, & Chia, 2005; Dirksen, 

2012; Zinn & Scheuer, 2006). In the design of instruction for any environment this has 

always been a challenge. Towards designing instruction for any group of learners 

instructional design models have been developed to provide a path that systematically 

considers a number of necessary elements, including characteristics of learners. 

Instructional models are numerous, with Andrews and Goodson (1995) identifying more 

than 60 models for instructional design. However, two well-known and used systematic 

models of instructional design are those commonly referred to as the Dick & Carey 

model (Dick, Carey, & Carey, 2009) and the MRK model (Morrison, Ross, Kalman, & 

Kemp, 2011). Each of these models takes the fundamental principles of instructional 

design and organizes them into a systematic development process. The resulting process 

is according to Reiser and Dempsey (2007), learner-centered, goal oriented, meaningful 

performance focused, able to measure outcomes, empirical and self-correcting, and 
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something best done in collaboration with other educators. 

 The primary reason for the occurrence of any instruction is to solve a problem 

related to a gap in knowledge. To this end, instructional strategies and models are 

utilized. But ultimately instruction is about people, and as such models of instructional 

design include elements that advocate the evaluation of learners. The Dick & Carey 

model presents a linear process to the design of instruction that places an analysis of 

learners after the identification of instructional goals and in parallel with the conduction 

of an instructional analysis. (See Figure 2.1.) According to Dick et al. (2009), the learner 

analysis should consist of gathering information about learners' (a) entry skills and prior 

knowledge, (b) attitudes towards content and delivery systems, (c) academic motivation, 

(d) prior achievement and ability, (e) learning preferences, (f) attitudes towards the 

training organization, and (g) group characteristics. While the authors indicate that this 

information is important they also seemingly dissuade the gathering of it by stating, “data 

collection can be expensive and time consuming, and it may yield information that is not 

very useful” (p. 95). 
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Figure 2.1 The Dick & Carey model: A systems approach for designing instruction. Adapted from "The Systematic 
Design of Instruction" (7th ed.) by W. Dick, L. Carey, & J. Carey, 2009, p. 1. Copyright 2009 by Walter Dick and Lou 
Carey 

Yet a more significant detail in understanding how the model views the learner is in the 

up-front determination of objectives that effectually stipulate the learner follow the 

instructor/designer (Passerini & Granger, 2000). In terms of andragogy there is an 

acknowledgment in the value of experience for understanding new content. Yet in 

consideration of learning preferences concern is paid to modes of learning rather than any 

experience of learning. In effect, learners are not examined as partners but rather as 

participants willing to engage in the content. Discussing this model, Passerini and 

Granger (2000) described it as a one-way instructional model that “consists of a series of 
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events in which the designer establishes learning objectives and creates an instructional 

strategy to accomplish the objectives” (p. 5). In sum, it can be said that the Dick & Carey 

model presents a pedagogical approach meant to guide the learner rather than facilitate 

any transformation. 

 In addition to the Dick & Carey model, there is the MRK model which places 

analysis of learner characteristics after the identification of instructional problems and 

before a task analysis, and according to Akbulut (2007) presents a more adaptable 

process to the design of instruction. (See Figure 2.2.) Building on previous suggestion 

that consideration be given to learning styles and specific entry characteristics of learners 

as part of their general characteristics (Heinich, Molenda, Russell, & Smaldino, 1999), 

Morrison et al. (2011) listed an additional five characteristics to be considered. These 

characteristics are (a) academic information, (b) personal and social characteristics, (c) 

culturally diverse learners, (d) learners with disabilities, and (e) adult learners. Key 

characteristics that differentiate this model from the Dick & Carey model are that it 

presupposes a continuous evaluation of each design and redesign stage, in addition to the 

taking into account of learner characteristics prior to the selection of instructional 

objectives and strategies (Passerini & Granger, 2000).  



Texas Tech University, Jason L. Torres, May 2013 

 45 

 

Figure 2.2 The MRK model: Components of the instructional design plan. Adapted from "Designing Effective 
Instruction" (6th ed.) by G.R. Morrison, S.M. Ross, H.K. Kalman, & J.E. Kemp, 2011, p. 12. Copyright 2011 by John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

 

Furthermore, in addition to acknowledging prior experience designers are called to 

consider an andragogical approach. However the suggestion is tepid at best as Morrison 

et al. (2011) indicate that the degree of principal application should differ among groups 

in planning, media design, and delivery of instruction. Nevertheless, while strong 

attention is paid to learner characteristics in this model such care is by and large only for 

optional consideration. No plan of action is suggested on how to collect information from 
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learners but only a suggestion to contact a subject matter expert (Morrison et al., 2011, p. 

70). 

 Outlined in the previous two models of instructional design is a systematic 

approach that Cercone (2008) criticized as instructivist to the extent of designing for the 

delivery of learning content independent of the learner. Within these processes learners 

are provided little or no ownership, nor is present is any indication that a design for their 

experience of learning would be a priority. In the scope of attempting to meet 

constructivist principles and to provide an approach to instruction that facilitates 

knowledge construction Jonassen (2000) noted that designers often use technologies as 

intellectual partners for learners. In practice, learners then utilize technologies to (a) 

articulate what they know, (b) reflect upon what they have learned, (c) support 

information negotiation of meaning development, (d) construct schema for meaning, and 

(e) support intentional and thoughtful thinking (Jonassen, 2000). Nonetheless, what 

becomes clear in the systematic approaches to the design of instruction is that inputs of 

greater importance in the phase of design and development include objectives, methods, 

and strategies for ensuring the effectiveness of the learning program. While 

thoughtfulness of learners is present, any input from them is less than necessary. 

 When the design of instructional environments along the lines of these 

instructional design models is put into practice the experiences of learning becomes 

technology dependent and may or may not provide interactions useful to adult learners in 

their knowledge construction. What is more, the use of technology often becomes limited 
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by the expertise, comfort, and desire of instructors/designers in its application. Kolb 

(1984) described knowledge construction as the result of transformative experiences. 

Towards achieving learning experiences that transform thinking, learning participant 

input may be valuable for designing learning environments. To this end, broader 

consideration of factors useful to the experience of learning may be key to fulfilling a 

design and development of instruction that is learner-centered. 

Learner-Centered Approach 
 A requirement for the design, development, and implementation of environments 

for learning online, is that educators have knowledge of learning theories and models 

(Trinidad, 2005). However beyond this generally accepted requirement is that instructors 

and designers ought to care about their audience and the learning experience provided. 

With this kind of care learning environments and instruction that is learner-centered may 

be more likely. 

 Towards providing an outline of learner-centered design and instruction, the 

American Psychological Association Work Group of the Board of Educational Affairs 

(1997) has established 14 principles that Schuh (2004) described as providing an 

integrated learning perspective with a holistic view of the learner, and used together 

provide a framework for developing learner-centered designs. The principles established 

span across four factors of (a) cognitive and metacognitive, (b) motivational and 

affective, (c) developmental and social, and (d) individual differences. Across these four 

factors the principles find overlap, and as such the principles and their factors may be 
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summarized in the following: 

• learners are empowered to think, make meaning, and construct new 

understanding; 

• learners are motivated to become curious of understanding by making connections 

to their cares, beliefs, and goals; 

• learners are able to interact and care is given towards their physical, intellectual, 

emotional, and social development; and 

• learners are able to utilize and share their life experience as well as ethnic and 

cultural backgrounds in activities of learning and assessment (American 

Psychological Association Work Group of the Board of Educational Affairs, 

1997). 

(See a list of full principles in Appendix 2.1.) Together it may be reasoned that these 

factors and their principles outline what is meant to occur in a learner-centered learning 

environment. 

 In considering the design of learning environments for adult learning, 

independence of the learner is a key consideration. Towards engaging in learning 

activities, Knowles et al. (2005) indicated that adults need to know how, what, and why 

they will learn something. Then before they begin, Huang (2002) clarified that they need 

high motivation because of the competing interests in their lives. Furthermore, according 

to Cranton (1994) once they are engaged they are highly self-directed in knowing what 

they want to learn, how to set their objectives, find resources, and evaluate their progress. 
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Because of their independence, an appropriate learning environment may be one that is 

focused on them and designed to support their need for control while presenting 

opportunities for application of their experience. Such an environment would recognize 

each adult as a contributor to the learning community and provide opportunities for all 

participants to share their unique expertise (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). 

 As previously discussed, interactions of a learner with content, a teacher, a peer, 

an interface, and vicariously are all part of the learning experience. In practice, each one 

of these may involve participation of a number of individuals interacting with one 

another in a kind of learning community. According to Bielaczyc and Collins (1999) such 

learning organizations typically have the goal of advancing a collective knowledge 

construction through the support of individual knowledge growth. More importantly, 

Tinto (1997) outlined that through various interactions communities of learning have the 

advantage of enhancing learning by enabling collaborative learning experiences. Along 

with this, Petraglia (1998) thought that learning environments that function as 

communities follow the views of constructivists like Vygotsky and Dewey who thought 

individuals learn together, as well as the principal that individuals learn collaboratively as 

expressed in cognitive psychology. Understanding that learning environments designed 

as an interactive community naturally seem to support constructivist learning, it is 

reasonable to acknowledge that collaborative communities in which the individual is 

recognized as a meaningful contributor may lend to describing a learner-centered 

approach for adult learning. 
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 In explaining alignment between principles of andragogy and constructivism 

Knowles et al. (2005) expressed that both shared an emphasis of learner ownership of 

learning processes, problem-solving, and experiential learning. Taken together these 

qualities described a kind of learning conducted by an independent learner and guided by 

instruction interested in facilitation. Towards establishing an environment where these 

principles could exist in parallel would seem to involve approaching design for the 

experience of learning with a learner-centered focus. In considering the design of an 

appropriate learning experience whereby principles and instructional methods for adult 

learning is relevant, Snyder (2009) identified a learner-centered approach as most 

supportive. This may be because as adult learners need to be respected in their 

individuality, diversity, and experience, a learner-centered approach may not only design 

for what is thought learners need, but afford opportunity to take into consideration what 

they prefer individually and collectively to experience as partners. Additionally, when 

practiced a learner-centered approach produces environments that according to Jonassen, 

Peck, and Wilson (1999) engage learners in meaningful learning that is authentic, 

collaborative, constructive, and active. Such types of learning engagement follows suit 

with principles of constructivism and andragogy by promoting interactive learning that 

involves pursuing engagement and understanding of problems that are real. 

 In considering a learner-centered approach to planning and design of instruction, 

Svinicki (1999) outlined that prior knowledge, cognitive processing, personality styles, 

beliefs about learning, and demographics of learners must all be carefully considered. 
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With adult learners this takes on even more significance as principles of andragogy as 

outlined by Knowles et al. (2005) have helped to define adults as different from children 

as well as according to Merriam (2001), outlined a unique field of practice. Towards 

establishing a learner-centered environment and experience of learning for adults, 

Cercone (2008) asserted that instructors/designers must consider learners as unique 

individuals and that while the overall goal for their learning is to bring about a change, 

learners should be respected for the value their expertise may have on and in the learning 

environment. With the benefits of a learner-centered approach involving opportunities for 

participants to take ownership, problem-solve, and utilize their experience in their 

learning, the purpose of such an approach as outlined by some (Polly & Hannafin, 2010; 

Sinha, Khreisat, & Sharma, 2009) is to utilize active learning to promote higher order 

thinking skills, promote a range of interactions, and allow learners to utilize their prior 

knowledge and experience. In summary, with the adult learner in mind research 

seemingly indicates that a design for instruction centered on the experience of the learner, 

maybe most sensible for meeting the needs of adults in their knowledge construction. 

Rethinking Practice 
 Simply stated, instructivist and constructivist approaches are the general avenues 

by which learning theory is practically understood and instruction is designed. Towards 

differentiating the two, an instructivist approach is as Taylor (2004) described pedagogy 

that embodies teacher-focused learning, while constructivist is learner-focused learning 

concerned with individuals reflecting on their experiences and building new 
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understanding. Yet while the core of approaching a design for instruction lies with an 

understanding and belief of how learning occurs, it is valuable to remain aware as 

Cercone (2008) pointed out that no one theory explains all human learning or learning 

within a group (i.e. adults) for that matter, but that theories are important towards 

providing frameworks and/or models for understanding and designing for learning. With 

regard to adult learners, from established principles of their characteristics and 

compatible theory of learning it is evident that as Frey and Alman (2003) noted, 

understanding of principles and compatible theory (such as constructivism) allow 

instructors/designers opportunities to design more meaningful experiences for learners. 

Additionally, for adult learners theory is important according to Merriam and Caffarella 

(1999) for providing a framework for instruction and learning activities, but what is key 

to remember is that learning is a continuous process whereby theory is only a focus once 

real learning has occurred. As such, what becomes clear from the study and foundations 

of theory and principles, is that within the scope of instruction and learning what may be 

of greatest value is examining in what ways learner participation is best included in the 

process of designing for learning and the experience of it. 

 As previously discussed, a learner-centered approach is a strategy for involving 

learners in the learning process by way of allowing them to utilize their prior knowledge 

and experience to take ownership and learn in ways both individually and collectively 

that are meaningful to them. In discussing a learner-centered approach, Cheang (2009) 

described the role of a learner as one responsible for broadly being active, while 
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describing the role of an instructor as that responsible for designing a learning 

environment that creates a climate for experiences of learning interactions. However 

more specific to the role of the instructor, Weimer (2002) notes that in a learner-centered 

approach instructors first connect learners with resources through design of engaging 

activities, then facilitate learning interactions individually and collectively. Yet to reach 

this point, Schuh (2004) indicated a need for instructors to understand the world of each 

learner and design for supporting their already present capacities. Then according to 

McCombs and Whisler (1997), learning objectives are achieved when instructors and 

learners collaborate to determine paths of success based on each learner's unique 

characteristics, abilities, and experience. As such, involvement of learners beyond only 

the processes of learning has been examined for its value in informing some reform in the 

design and development of learning environments for adult learners. 

 In one such example, Sims et al. (2002) took a concept put forth by Owen and 

Rogers (1999) called proactive evaluation used in reference to needs assessments, 

research reviews, and identification of exemplary practice, and took note of how it 

seemingly ran in parallel to the phase of instructional problems in the MRK model 

(Morrison et al., 2011). Building on this, Sims et al. (2002) argued for the design and 

development of online instructional design to include learner participant involvement in 

the form of proactive evaluation in the process of designing and developing an 

environment and experiences of learning so as to ensure quality and common 

understanding in learning online. Such an approach recognizes the role of formative and 
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summative evaluations in instructional design models such as the Dick & Carey model 

(Dick et al., 2009) and the MRK model (Morrison et al., 2011), but also realizes as Sims 

et al. (2002) points out that the online environment is a collaborative space in which 

interactions need to be extended to enable learner-centered activities and participatory 

partnerships. As such, this proposed framework for proactive evaluation has learners 

participate in the development of strategic intent, contents, learning design, interface 

design, interactivity, assessment, learner support, utility of content, and learning 

outcomes of an environment and experience for learning online. Of these categories, 

Sims et al. (2002) state that learning design is of particular importance because it is where 

designers are forced “to conceptualize the development process from the learner's 

perspective” (p. 140) and fundamentally decide between an instructivist or constructivist 

approach recognizing that the rigidness of the former “may degrade the overall 

effectiveness of encounters experienced by the learners” (p. 140). While untested, this 

proposed framework fundamentally lends to recognition of a need to value experience of 

learners in the design and development of environments for learning online possibly prior 

to their completion. Furthermore as Sims et al. (2002) explained, with focus on planning, 

design, and development, proactive evaluation may help to address critical issues with the 

creation of learning resources and environments in an online context, and this increases 

the likelihood of participants gaining meaningful value from experiences of learning 

online. 
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 In another and more significant examination of possibilities for influencing some 

reform in the design and development of environments for learning online, Trinidad et al. 

(2005) developed a survey called the Online Learning Environments Survey (OLES) in 

an effort to capture attitudes of past participation and preference towards future 

applications of various experiential categories common in environments for learning 

online. The basis of this survey's development was in interest of understanding 

psychological factors related to activities involved in environments for learning online. 

As past research by others (Fraser, 1994; Goh, Young, & Fraser, 1995) had indicated an 

existing link between the quality of learning environments and learner outcomes, a 

guiding notion behind the survey's development was understanding how to improve 

learner outcomes by understanding the needs of learners. Furthermore, in recognition of 

work done into learning experience and factors associated with it, Trinidad et al. (2005) 

sought to address factors of infrastructure, quality of content and assessment, quality of 

learner support systems, assumptions made by learners and educators about the 

experience itself, and peer support networks for learners and educators as identified by 

Macnish, Trinidad, Fisher, and Aldridge (2003). 

 In its final version, the OLES gathers attitudinal information related to past 

experience and future preferences of environments for learning online pertaining to 

categories related to use of technology, interaction, authenticity, control, support, and 

satisfaction. Put into use across a number of studies (Trinidad & Pearson, 2004; Pearson, 

2005; Trinidad, 2005; Pearson & Trinidad, 2005), researchers were able to identify gaps 
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between actual and preferred learning experiences where learning participants were 

regarded as adults and constructivist principles were utilized in the design of instruction. 

However, while the survey and the information it collected shed light on an alternate 

approach for informing environment for learning online design and development to care 

for learner opinions on future learning experience, it did not bridge possible application 

for use prior to the establishment of a learning environment. 

Adult Characteristics of Influence 
 As previously noted, a common line of inquiry into spaces of learning online as 

well as the participants of learning within the spaces, has been the outcomes of learning 

provided the use of various technologies and strategies. Towards understanding and 

planning for the impact of environments on success, strategies such as proactive 

evaluation (Owen & Rogers, 1999; Sims et al., 2002) have been proposed and 

instruments such as the OLES (Trinidad et al., 2005) have been developed and utilized. 

Conversely, research has also engaged in seeking understanding of the failures of 

environments for learning online and the experiences within them by examining adult 

learners who drop-out and what possible factors contributed to this decision (Frankola, 

2001; Park & Choi, 2009; Willging & Johnson, 2004). However, while these 

investigations have helped to move understanding forward limitations have remained for 

gaining insight into what adult learners prefer online and what may be influencing their 

preferences. 
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 Taken as a whole, research into learning online is limited with regard to 

understanding what adult learners prefer of their learning experiences online. Of study 

done along these lines, Ausburn (2004b) examined aspects of course design most valued 

by adult learners and uncovered strong preference for the ability to express opinions, 

personalize the environment, and feel as a part of a learning community. Additionally, 

this research was able to reveal support for basic principles of adult learning theory by 

way of alignment between andragogical principles and preferences. In other study, 

specific attention has been given to the use of adult learning theory for developing 

environments for learning online for adult learners. In one such study, Cercone (2008) 

examined various learning theories along with andragogy for ways in which they may be 

applied to environments for learning online with adults. And in another, Huang (2002) 

sought to explore the overlap between constructivism and andragogy in an effort to 

outline instructional design guidelines for use when designing environments for adults 

online. 

 While studies such as these move in the direction of attempting to understand 

what adult learners prefer and what may work for them online, they do not consider the 

characteristics of adult learners that may influence preference for an experience of 

learning online. Instead, learner characteristics according to Lim, Morris, and Yoon 

(2006) have been most commonly examined as predictors of success or planning for 

success in environments for learning online. Examples of learner characteristics studied 

to this end have been age, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and geographic region 



Texas Tech University, Jason L. Torres, May 2013 

 58 

in one such study by Contreras (2004) into the relationship between success with learning 

online and self-confidence with technology use. In other studies, adult online learner 

characteristics have been more broadly defined. For instance, Dabbagh (2007) outlined 

the following characteristics as important to success: (a) strong academic self-concept, 

(b) fluency in use of online learning technologies, (c) interpersonal and communication 

skills, (d) valuing interaction and collaboration, (e) self-directed, and a (f) need for 

affiliation. And in another example, Swan (2004) identified characteristics thought to be 

“more supportive of learning online than are other learning characteristics” (p. 13). These 

are as follows: (a) field independence, (b) high motivation, (c) high self-efficacy, and (d) 

mature epistemological beliefs. 

 Provided each of these characteristics described above are in fact qualities of the 

adult online learner and do have some bearing on the success and failure of these 

individuals online, many of these characteristics share a commonality as characteristics 

not rooted in adult experience. Fundamental to the theory of adult learning set forth by 

Knowles et al. (2005), is the role of experience and how it influences adults in their 

decision-making and activity. It is in this light that research into adult learning online has 

noticeably not sought to characterize adults based on their experience. This continues as 

research seeks answers for promoting success among these learners while not 

investigating their preferences for an experience of learning online. As a result, while 

many characteristics of adult learners online have been established, many are not 

concerned with the past or present experience of these learners. Because of this, 
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predicting success or failure online may be more difficult as a fundamental inquiry into 

the influence of characteristics shaped by past and/or present experience onto preferences 

for a future learning experience has not been established. 

 To this end, characteristics of adult online learners rooted in past and/or present 

experience such as those gained through social, workplace, and educational encounters, 

are the sort that have relevance on an adult learners' preferences and expectations in 

learning situations (Ausburn, 2004b). Furthermore, it is these kinds of individual 

differences that Fellenz and Conti (1989) noted as influential on adult preferences for 

various approaches to accomplishing tasks related to learning. Along these lines, the 

influence of adult characteristics rooted in experience on preferences related to learning 

online may offer valuable insight into the ultimate goal of improving success learning 

online by way of satisfying participants. 

 Examples of experiential characteristics with possible influence on past 

experience expression and future preference for a learning experience among adult online 

learners include previous online course completion, learning commitment in terms part-

time or full-time, and self-evaluated technology proficiency. Each of these characteristics 

is defined by one's prior experience, as well as hold some influence on the preferences for 

a future learning experience and the possible outcomes from that experience. Throughout 

the research, each of these characteristics has been used as a part of study in various 

ways. For instance, Picciano (2002) noted previous (online) course completion as 

important to be considered when examining adult and distance learning. As such, 
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consideration for course completion has been seen in examination of adult success in 

distance learning (Biner, Bink, Huffman, & Dean, 1995; Muilenburg & Berge, 2005) and 

incidence of online course dropout (Dupin-Bryant, 2004). Yet another characteristic of 

adult online learners that has been examined is that of the commitment to learning in 

terms of part-time or full-time. Noted by Conceicao (2007), such a commitment is a near 

universal characteristic of adult online learners, and as such has seen used towards 

investigating perceptions of subject workloads (Lizzio, Wilson, & Simons, 2002) and 

better understanding of isolation and community online (McInnerney & Roberts, 2004). 

Lastly, a more thoroughly documented experiential characteristic of adult online learners 

has been that of technology proficiency. Given some proficiency with technology is 

required to even participate in an online learning environment, implications for the 

influence of this factor have significance across all aspects of experience learning online. 

Because of this, technology proficiency has been investigated for its influence on online 

course interaction (Vrasidas & McIsaac, 1999), influence on achieving course outcomes 

(Lim et al., 2006), and influence on the inclusion and use of various course design 

elements utilizing software for activity (Ausburn, 2004a). 

As a whole, the experience that adults bring into situations of learning makes 

them incredibly diverse and broad in terms of individual differences. Furthermore, the 

research demonstrates towards understanding and planning for their success a multitude 

of factors may be considered. However, as experience is outlined as necessary to consider 
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with regard to the adult learner there is a clear gap indicating a need to examine 

characteristics rooted in experience that might influence preferences for learning online. 

Summary 
 In considering the creation of learning environments and experiences of learning 

for the adult online learner, it is clear from the research that any instructor/designer must 

consider a wide range of input from learning theory, models, and ideas of characteristics 

present in the audience. Specifically considering the principles of adult learners outlined 

by Knowles et al. (2005) andragogical assumptions, they are not perfect. For instance, not 

all adults are self-directed, but as Brookfield (1995) noted, self-direction may be seen as a 

goal of adult learning. Towards implications for creating learner-centered environments 

and experiences, Burge (1988) reports that instructors/designers may find assistance 

through andragogical assumptions and be able to understand their audience better. 

Nonetheless, it is evident from the research that more should and can be done to include 

adult learners in the design and development of their learning environments and 

experiences. Considering Blondy’s (2007) suggestion that andragogical assumptions 

should be used as a starting point and then guide the development of environments for 

learning online, the inclusion of learner opinions may not imply a radical change to 

instructional design models. Rather including learner opinions may offer them an 

additional option for participation in aspects of designers attempting to identify and better 

understanding their characteristics. With this in mind, the next reasonable step for 

research may be to examine adult online learner past experience and related factors that 
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shape their future preference for a learning experience. Through this it may be possible to 

discover lessons for improving practice. 
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Chapter 3  
 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study is to examine whether experientially based 

characteristics of adult learners with prior experience of learning online have a possible 

influence on the expression of past experience and future preference for experience of 

learning online. Moving towards an awareness of the opinions and attitudes of online 

adult learners, this study will collect data that aims to capture their agreement assessment 

of various experiential categories commonly included in environments for learning online 

in both their past and likely experiences in the future. Analysis will be conducted of their 

agreement assessments along the lines of experiential characteristics of adult learners 

with experience of learning online. This research, will not be focused on measuring the 

effectiveness of technology tools, instructional strategies, or the design of online 

infrastructure, but instead will focus on the influence of various experiential factors of 

adult learners on their preferences for experiences of learning online. 

 While this study does not fall within the mainstream of educational research 

related to learning online, it does seek to contribute to the practice of online instructional 

design like so much past research. Towards contributing to an understanding of the 

experience of learning online Macnish et al. (2003) argued that influential factors of this 

experience include things such as infrastructure (in terms of technologies and objects that 

define the environment), quality of content and assessment, quality of learner support 
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systems, assumptions made by learners and educators about the experience itself, and 

peer support networks for learners and educators. Yet while such factors do influence the 

learning experience, by virtue of not being characteristics, qualities, or matters of 

personal history of the learners themselves, factors of direct relation to the learners may 

be of greater value for understanding future preference for an experience of learning. 

 As learning online options become increasingly relevant to educational and 

training institutions, there has been a tendency to develop environments for learning 

online around content (Trinidad et al. 2005). In reality, the design of the online 

environment ought to consider content. However, in delivering content and the learning 

activities that go with it, it would be beneficial for learning participants if educators and 

instructional designers had insight into expectations of learning participants for providing 

an experience of learning online that is learner-centered and considerate of their 

characteristics related to their experience. In short, in an approach to addressing the 

experience of learning online it may be beneficial to identify experientially based 

characteristics of online learners that may influence their desires for environments of 

learning online so as to possibly achieve their ideal learning experience. 

Research Design and Questions 
 In discussing educational research, Gall, Gall, and Borg (2007) indicated that 

before a phenomenon in education can be explored or changed it first needs a description. 

As such, there has been much educational research aimed at describing environments for 

learning online and aspects of their design that influence learning in these digital spaces. 
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For example, Swan (2004) along with Vonderwell and Zachariah (2005), studied the 

design of interfaces for their importance with promoting online learner participation and 

interaction. Augar, Raitman, and Zhou (2004) in addition to Kim (2008), examined the 

educational use and value of web applications such as blogs and wikis. And many others 

such as Curtis and Lawson (2001) and Murthy and Kerr (2004), have investigated the 

effectiveness of different forms of synchronous and asynchronous communication. 

 As illustrated by these examples, much of the educational research related to 

learning online has found interest in explaining challenges of tool and strategy selection 

within the scope of phenomenon related to content delivery and learning activities. The 

research, as well as the systematic processes of online instructional design have often 

overlooked learner points-of-view as a possible element of input towards the design and 

development of environments for learning online. Provided where the research has been 

and with what is known of the typical online learner as previously discussed, this study 

ventured to understand those experientially based characteristics of adult learners that 

may influence adult learner interpretation of past experience and future preference for 

experience of learning online. 

 To accomplish this, this research identified experientially based characteristics of 

experienced adult online learners, and quantitatively measured the expression of past 

experience and future preference for experience of learning online of these learners 

through the use of a cross-sectional survey design. Creswell (2008) noted that such a 

survey design is advantageous for capturing current attitudes and opinions, as well as 
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allowing for comparison of the captured information between groups of participants. 

While this research desired to reveal findings that may be generalized to the broader 

population of post-secondary online learners it specifically surveyed the attitudes and 

opinions of undergraduate and graduate learners with experience of learning online at a 

college of education where learning online is broadly employed. Minding the interest of 

the past experience and future preference for experience of these adult learners, the 

following questions were studied: 

1. How do undergraduates differ from graduates in terms of past experience and 

future preference for experience? 

2. How does online course completion relate to past experience and future 

preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

3. How does learning commitment relate to past experience and future preference 

for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

4. How does self-identified technology proficiency relate to past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

Research Hypothesis 
With the above said research questions in mind, the following hypothesis are 

provided as expectations for the analysis of data gathered of the population of adult 

online learners. These questions are concerned with a general difference between 

undergraduate and graduate learners/participants and the influence of online course 
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completion, learning commitment status, and technology proficiency on the expression of 

past experience and future preferences for experiences learning online. 

Research Question #1: 

Ho
  - There is no difference between undergraduate and graduate learners in terms of past 

experience and future preference for experience of learning online at a college of 

education. 

HA - There is a difference between undergraduate and graduate learners in terms of past 

experience and future preference for experience of learning online at a college of 

education. 

Research Question #2: 

Ho
  - There is no relationship between online course completion with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

HA - There is a relationship between online course completion with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

Research Question #3: 

Ho
  - There is no relationship between learning commitment with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 
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HA - There is a relationship between learning commitment with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

Research Question #4: 

Ho
  - There is no relationship between technology proficiency with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

HA - There is a relationship between technology proficiency with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

Research Participants 
 Individuals invited to participate in this study were from a college of education at 

a large public institution in the southern United States. The college in which the study 

invited participants strongly utilizes learning online for a number of undergraduate and 

graduate courses. Because of this, the sampling frame offered a diverse population in 

terms of experience of learning online. Upon utilizing unpublished data obtained with the 

assistance of college administration, it was discovered that nearly 2000 adult learners 

took part in learning online during the 2011-2012 academic year. Of these a little more 

than 1200 had some previous experience learning online. In a closer examination of these 

learners as a target population, the following descriptive information was revealed: 
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• 79.4% female and 20.6% male; 

• 73.6% graduate and 26.4% undergraduate; 

• 69.9% of all students were full-time learners, compared to 30.1% of all students 

as part-time learners; 

• the average number of online courses taken for a graduate student was 2.4, an 

undergraduate student 2.5, and for all 2.4; and 

• the average age of all experienced online learners was 34. 

As evident in this data, the population sampled matched well with the established 

research indicating that online learners are those well into adulthood at the age of 34, and 

goal oriented as seen in the full-time learning commitment. Additionally, of great value 

to this research was the online experience that these individuals clearly possessed. 

 Towards gathering a sample of experienced online learners for the study, an 

invitation for participation was extended to all enrolled graduate and undergraduate 

learners of the college during the second summer term and early fall term of 2012. As 

individuals with experience of learning online were sought, participation was sought from 

those enrolled in a face-to-face, hybrid, fully online courses, or no courses at all. All 

participants in the study qualified for their responses to be included in the analysis if they 

had previously completed at least one (1) online course through its duration, and be no 

less than 18 years of age at the time of taking part in the study. (The benchmark for 

establishing 18 years of age as an adult is in line with common legal and social 
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definitions.) In short, as this study endeavored to capture the attitudes and opinions of 

adults with prior experience of learning online, it aimed to gather input from a wide range 

of learners at the site of study. 

Original Instrument Design 
 This study involved the use of a quantitative survey method to measure the 

attitudes and opinions of undergraduate and graduate learners experienced with learning 

online. Towards accomplishing this, the instrument selected for use in this study was the 

Online Learning Environment Survey (OLES) developed by Trinidad et al. (2005). 

According to Trinidad and Pearson (2004), the purpose of the OLES is to provide online 

educators with a means to gather feedback from online participants so as to reflect on the 

learning environment for further development. Although the instrument was originally 

envisioned for use as part of a summative evaluation for a learning experience online, the 

OLES may also be effectively used as a means to gather input prior to the design and 

development of new environments for learning online and/or the revision of existing 

ones. This is possible because the survey is provided in two (2) forms designed to 

investigate participants past experience and future preference for experience of learning 

online. 

 The strength and usefulness of the OLES instrument comes from it being a 

combination of four different instruments each designed to investigate learning 

environments. These four instruments in which the OLES is derived are as follows: (a) 

What Is Happening In this Class? (WIHIC; Fraser et al., 1996), the (b) Constructivist 
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Learning Environment Survey (CLES; Taylor et al., 1997), the (c) Distance Education 

Learning Environments Survey (DELES; Walker & Fraser, 2005), and the (d) 

Technology Rich Outcomes Focused Learning Environment Instrument (TROFLEI; 

Aldridge et al., 2003). The OLES instrument also includes a measure for satisfaction of 

participants with online learning, adapted from Fraser's (1981) Test of Science Related 

Attitudes (TSRA). In study done to validate the instrument, the OLES was found to have 

satisfactory reliability with internal consistency ranging between 0.86 and 0.96 on the 

categories of the form measuring past experience, and 0.89 to 0.96 on the categories of 

the form measuring future preferences for experience learning online (Trinidad et al., 

2005). Furthermore, the same study found the instrument to be valid through use of 

principal axis factor analysis with oblique rotation. The results of this analysis by 

Trinidad et al. (2005) were percentage of variance across past scales from 2.65% to 

32.83% with a total variance of 69.41%; and percentage of variance across future scales 

from 2.20% to 44.95% with a total variance of 77.43%. 

 The original OLES instrument includes a total of 54 items that are identical on 

each form with the inclusion of a series of qualitative questions provided on the form 

concerned with past experience. (Refer to Appendix 3.1 and 3.2.) Items are provided in 

the form of statements on both forms and are arranged across nine (9) categories utilizing 

a 5-point Likert scale on measures of the following: (a) almost never, (b) seldom, (c) 

sometimes, (d) often, and (e) almost always. The categories of interest are those related to 

experiences common of environments for learning online. These categories are computer 
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use (CU), teacher support (TS), student interaction and collaboration (SIC), personal 

relevance (PR), authentic learning (AL), student autonomy (SA), equity (EQ), enjoyment 

(EN), and asynchronicity (AS). In summary, the OLES in its original format offers the 

opportunity for a broad examination of an individual's past and preferred experience for 

learning online. 

Modified Instrument Design 
 The intention with using of the OLES was to capture the attitudes and opinions of 

adult learners in regards to their past experience and future preference for experience of 

learning online. However, in consideration of the length of the original instrument and 

effects it may have for sustained participant effort it was decided to modify the original 

OLES for use in this study. In sum, a total of six (6) modifications were performed on the 

instrument with each being thoroughly considered for its impact on the study. 

 The original OLES consisted of 54 items identically presented as statements 

across the past and future forms of the survey. The first modification made was to reduce 

the number items across each category by identifying and eliminating redundant or 

closely related statements. For example, within the category of teacher support (TS) on 

the original instrument, the item statement - “The teacher gives me valuable feedback on 

my assignments” - was eliminated, and the item statement - “The teacher provides me 

with useful feedback on my work” - was retained. Upon going through a process of 

eliminating redundant and closely related items for each category, the number of item 

statements was reduced from 54 to 28, or a 48% reduction. Of those item statements that 
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were retained, the language and verb use was adjusted so that it made sense for each item 

statement to be considered in the past and future tenses, as well as to be most simply 

understood. 

A second modification made to the original instrument, was to change the 

labeling of the measurement scale for the item statements. While a 5-point Likert scale 

was retained, measures were changed to the following: (a) strongly disagree, (b) disagree, 

(c) neutral, (d) agree, and (e) strongly agree. Third, with a reduction of item statements 

and a simplification of the scale language to agreement, both forms of the original 

instrument were combined into a single form whereby upon reading an item statement on 

the left, a participant would be able to respond on the right first to their agreement on 

their past experience and then with their agreement on an experience in the future. Both 

of these modifications described were done in an effort to simplify the process for the 

participant in their efforts to read, consider, and respond to each item statement presented 

with minimal loss of effort and/or motivation to complete the survey. 

Three other modifications to the original instrument were to remove the original 

qualitative questions as this study aimed to be strictly quantitative; change the title of the 

first category from computer use (CU) to technology use (TU) as the former lent to a 

restriction of participant consideration of technology to a personal computer; and the 

rewriting of the instructions to better direct participants for use of this instrument in the 

study. (To view the modified instrument used in this study, refer to Appendix 3.3.) 

Finally, while not a part of the core measures the original instrument contained a small 
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number of descriptive questions that were irrelevant for use in this study. These questions 

were removed and instead a small descriptive survey was included with questions that 

were in-line with the objectives of this study. (Refer to Appendix 3.4.) Some of the 

questions included in the descriptive survey aimed simply to gather a description of 

survey participants, while others aimed to understand the participants along 

characteristics of their experience. 

Data Collection and Procedure 
 As this study endeavored to capture the attitudes and opinions of adults with 

previous experience of learning online, it sought the participation of any adult learner at 

the site of study that were current students. With care for conducting the study both 

effectively and efficiently, the survey instrument was provided to participants in a web-

survey format so as to allow ease of accessibility. Additional benefits of collecting data in 

this format included the possible reduction of missing data, ease and accuracy of data 

transfer for analysis, sustained availability, and the secure storage of collected responses. 

 Prior to beginning the process of data collection, the intent and subject matter of 

the study was presented to and discussed with the dean at the college of education that 

served as the research site. The intent of this presentation and discussion was to elicit the 

support of the dean, and gain permission to utilize electronic mailing lists for faculty and 

graduate students within the study site. A further objective was to obtain permission to 

distribute the survey invitation through the Office of the Dean. Permission to utilize the 

study site electronic mailing lists was necessary for distribution of the invitation. And 
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while distribution of the survey invitation through the Office of the Dean was not 

necessary, this was requested in the hope that a show of support would benefit response 

rates. In the end, both of these objectives were achieved and utilized as part of the data 

collection strategy. 

 The invitation to participate in the study was delivered via email to all faculty and 

graduate students at the research site through the Office of the Dean. (A direct email to 

all undergraduates was not pursued because an electronic mailing list for them did not 

exist.) The survey participation email delivered to faculty was sent with a header 

indicating the communication as a request for research assistance. As part of the message, 

recipients were asked to forward the invitation to their current students so as to make 

them aware of the opportunity. On the other hand, while the survey participation email 

delivered to graduate students also included a header indicating the communication as a 

request for research assistance, the body of the message addressed them only as possible 

participants and included only the invitation from the researcher. With both messages 

being forwarded through the Office of the Dean each contained a similar call to attention 

and message indicating support from the dean. Statements of support contained in the 

forwarded emails were not supplied by the researcher but instead by the person 

forwarding the communications. (Refer to Appendix 3.5 for emailed invitation to faculty 

and 3.6 for emailed invitation to graduate students.) 

 The emailed survey invitation letter was provided to all recipients as both text and 

as an attachment in portable document format (PDF). (Refer to Appendix 3.7.) Faculty 
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recipients were asked to forward the invitation to their students for their review while 

graduates were simply provided the invitation to review. Within the text and provided 

PDF of the invitation, an active universal resource locator (URL) to the web-form survey 

was provided. Upon clicking this URL participants were taken to the web-form survey 

where they received more information about the study and could elect to participate or 

not. 

 As indicated, the survey for this study was delivered in the format of a web-

survey and was hosted with SurveyMonkey.com, a well-known survey service accessible 

from any computer with an Internet connection. This particular web-survey service was 

selected because of the provided ease for survey design, survey accessibility for 

participants, reliability of the site, and secure storage of all data collected from participant 

responses. 

 Upon a participant finding their way to the web survey using the provided URL in 

the email invitation they were greeted with an Introduction Page that while similar to the 

invitation that detailed the purpose of the study, the importance of the study, the 

importance of their participation, the approximate amount of time required, an assurance 

of confidentiality with responses provided, and an option to quit the survey at any time. 

(Refer to Appendix 3.8.) After reading through the Introduction Page, participants willing 

to proceed were required to check a box labeled “Yes” under text simply stating “Begin 

Survey”. By checking this box, a participant was able to indicate their agreement to 

participate and provide their consent for their responses to be utilized in the study. In the 
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event an individual failed to check this box they could not proceed and were instead 

reminded that they must check the box in order to give their consent and participate in the 

survey. 

 The survey as designed and provided to the participants consisted of two parts. 

Part 1 was a series of 7 descriptive questions and part 2 was the main survey of critical 

importance to the study. (Refer to Appendix 3.9 for Part 1 and 3.10 for Part 2.) For those 

participants who elected to proceed with the survey, they were first asked to complete 

part 1. All responses in this first series were completed through a participant selection of 

the best answer suited to them. Furthermore, as per the completion instructions all 

responses were voluntary. Once a participant had completed these descriptive questions 

to their satisfaction they would then proceed to part 2 of the survey. 

 The second part of the survey consisted of the modified OLES instrument 

discussed in a previous section. In the web-presentation form of this instrument, item 

statements were presented in numerical order without the use of categories. Below each 

item statement participants indicated the level of their agreement regarding past 

experience and preference for experience in the future using radio buttons. Each 

participant repeated the process of reading and answering on their experiences for each 

item statement. Additionally, the presentation of each item statement in both parts of the 

survey was done so without any randomization or variability in use of text. 

 At the conclusion of part 2, participants were offered the option to submit their 

responses for the study. With the submission of their responses participants were taken to 



Texas Tech University, Jason L. Torres, May 2013 

 78 

a final conclusion page where they were thanked for their participation and provided the 

same contact information for the researcher(s) and Institutional Review Board (IRB) as 

provided in the invitation letter. (Refer to Appendix 3.11 for the Conclusion Page and 

3.12 for IRB Approval form.) 

 While the procedures for data collection described above was the standard 

experience of invitation and participation for all students who were invitation recipients, 

for a limited number of possible participants the primary researcher for the study visited 

with them face-to-face. Even though this research was conducted through the use of 

online tools, possible participants were all current students at the study site. Provided that 

this research was conducted during a time of formal session at the study site, the primary 

researcher visited 5 face-to-face classes and met with 2 undergraduate classes and 3 

graduate classes. Each of these visits lasted between 5 and 10 minutes and consisted of 

disturbing a paper copy of the invitation letter, casually reintroducing the study topic and 

purpose for the study, allowing an opportunity for questions, and finally asking for their 

consideration to participate. No class time was taken to complete the online survey and 

each brief presentation had the consent of the course instructor who remained present the 

entire time. 

 After 1 week had passed, a final measure taken to garner participation was to send 

an email reminder to the same recipients of the original invitation - all faculty and 

graduate students. This reminder email was sent halfway through the two (2) week 

duration of the web-form survey being open on the Internet. (Refer to Appendix 3.13 for 
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the faculty reminder and 3.14 for the graduate student reminder.) After this time, no other 

action was taken to encourage participation in the study. 

 Following the initial collection of data during the second half of the 2012 summer 

term at the study site, an initial review of the data was conducted and it was determined 

that the analysis would benefit from increased participation from undergraduate students. 

During the second week of the 2012 fall term a second round of data collection was 

initiated for approximately one week. This round of data collection was focused on 

attaining participation from undergraduate students and followed the procedures 

previously outlined. In this case, individuals invited to participate were all currently 

enrolled students in an undergraduate course entitled EDIT 3318: Applications of 

Technology in Education. Two sections of this course in which students were invited to 

participate were sections taught by the primary researcher. Other sections receiving the 

invitation were taught by different instructors not affiliated with this research. All 

individuals received the invitation to participate via email in text and PDF formats. Like 

other face-to-face courses during the summer term of data collection the primary 

researcher visited with possible participants for a short time (5-10 minutes) to discuss the 

importance and purpose of the study, and to ask for consideration to participate. Like all 

other instances participation was voluntary and anonymous. Finally, individuals invited 

to participate were made aware of a timeframe in which the web-survey would remain 

open for their participation. After which time no further action was taken to elicit 

participation. 
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 At the conclusion of both rounds of data collection, the response data was 

downloaded from the web service hosting the web-survey and combined into a single set 

of data to be organized and prepared for analysis. 

Variables of Analysis 
 Independent Variables – Central to this research was to arrive at an understanding 

with regard to how factors of experience that are common with adult online learners may 

influence expression of past experience and future preference for a learning experience 

online. As indicated in the literature review, three previously identified experiential 

characteristics were previous online course completion, learning commitment in terms of 

part-time or full-time, and self-evaluated technology proficiency. While each of these has 

been examined in the research towards various ends, some such as Song et al. (2004) and 

Liu (2011) had included all three as they sought to understand phenomenon similar to the 

objectives of this study. Along with this and other studies of similar interest in these 

experiential characteristics regarding adult learner perspectives online (Kerr, Ryearson, & 

Kerr, 2006; Lin & Chiu, 2007; Young & Norgard, 2006), questions were included in part 

1 of the study instrument concerned with measuring these characteristics among study 

participants and were utilized as predictor variables in the data analysis. 
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Figure 3.1 This is a graphical depiction of how experiential characteristics of adult learners are thought to have 
influence on both expression of past experience and future preference for learning experience online. 

 

 Independent Variable Measurement – As previously discussed, a web-form 

survey instrument was used to collect data for analysis in this study. This web-form 

survey consisted of two parts whereby in the first part descriptive information was 

collected about the participants and in the second part participants indicated their 

agreement with the presence of various experiences related to learning online in both 

their past and preferred future spaces of learning. Among the seven descriptive questions 
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included in part 1, four of the questions served as independent variables for the study. 

These were on the following: (a) the amount of online courses complete, (b) 

classification, (c) best description of current learning commitment status, and (d) self-

evaluated technology proficiency. Online course completion was measured across six 

levels of which were 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and more than 5. The inclusion of zero (0) was done 

so in an effort to identify if a participant met one of the two basic requirements of having 

complete at least one online course in its entirety, as well as lessen the burden of the 

number of questions asked of participants to complete. Classification was measured 

across two levels, undergraduate and graduate. Description of current learning 

commitment status was measured across five levels that were presented as full-time 

employee and part-time learner, full-time learner with assistantship, full-time learner 

without assistantship, full-time learner and part-time employee, and part-time learner. (It 

may be noted that similarity existed between levels of a full-time learner with an 

assistantship or part-time employment. Care was taken for this in the actual data analysis, 

but these options for answering the question on the survey were presented in this fashion 

to account for any distinction participants may have made between work on or off 

campus.) Lastly, self-evaluated technology proficiency was measured across five levels 

of basic, novice/limited, intermediate/practical, advanced/applied, and expert/authority. 

 Dependent Variables – In the effort to understand the influence of factors based 

upon adult online learner experience on their expression of past experience and 

preference for future learning online, it was necessary for experiences to be defined in 
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which an influence may occur. As previously outlined, the categories of experience 

selected for study in this research follow those selected by Trinidad et al. (2005) in their 

Online Learning Environment Survey (OLES). However, towards reaching this point of 

agreement in variable selection that is consistent with previous research a number of 

previously developed instruments with concern for learner experience or evaluated for 

experiential dimensions and similarity. 

 Over the years is a large number of instruments have been developed to examine 

phenomenon pertaining to experiences associated with learning situations. While some 

has specifically been designed for environments of learning online, all may have an 

appropriate online context. What is more important however, is the overlap in examined 

dimensions that has been observed (Trinidad et al., 2005). Considering this, 15 different 

instruments were examined for their studied experiential dimensions and similarities in 

the effort towards deciding upon experiences of learning online to be considered in this 

study. Provided this the instruments examined were as follows: 

• What Is Happening in This Class? [WIHIC] (Fraser et al., 1996); 

• Distance Education Learning Environments Survey [DELES] (Walker & Fraser, 

2005); 

• Technology Rich Outcomes Focused Learning Environment Instrument 

[TROFLEI] (Aldridge et al., 2003); 

• Constructivist Learning Environment Survey [CLES] (Taylor et al., 1997); 

• Test of Science Related Attitudes [TSRA] (Fraser, 1981); 
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• Assessing the Learning Strategies of Adults [ATLAS] (Ausburn, 2004a); 

• Web-Based Learning Environment Instrument [WEBLEI] (Chang & Fisher, 

2001); 

• Distance and Open Learning Environment Scale [DOLES] (Olugbemiro, Fraser, 

& Curtin, 1995); 

• Learning Environment Inventory [LEI] (Walberg & Anderson, 1968); 

• Classroom Environment Scale [CES] (Fisher & Fraser, 1983; Moos & Thickett, 

1987); 

• Individualized Classroom Environment Questionnaire [ICEQ] (Fraser, 1990); 

• My Class Inventory [MCI] (Fisher & Fraser, 1981); 

• College and University Environment Inventory [CUCEI] (Fraser & Treagust, 

1986); 

• Questionnaire on Teacher Interaction [QTI] (Wubbles & Brekelmans, 1998); and 

• Science Laboratory Environment Inventory [SLEI] (Fraser & McRobbie, 1995). 

Across each of these instruments the number and characteristics of the dimensions was 

diverse from as little as 5 to as many as 15. Nevertheless, each instrument and their 

dimensions were examined for areas of overlap. (See Figure 3.2.) The identified 

overlapping areas/dimensions were then considered as experiential features. Yet some of 

these common features by way of phenomenon examined could be considered in meaning 

complete or at least partially synonymous. 
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Figure 3.2 A model for the dependent variable selection in this study. 
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 With this in mind, the experiential categories identified and examined in the 

OLES by Trinidad et al. (2005) was deemed to be most appropriate for this study because 

together the categories offer a holistic view of the experience learning online. Yet as 

factors in themselves, they offer categories that may encompass a number of experiences. 

For these reasons, even though it was possible that a range of experiential categories may 

have been conceived from previous instrument development, the categories represented 

in the OLES provided both a meaningfully encompassing set and previously tested base 

that may underscore the findings of this research. 

 Dependent Variable Measurement – Dependent variables for the study measured 

attitudes of agreement participants had with the presence of the various experiences 

presented through item statements related to learning online in both their past and 

preferred future spaces of learning. In total, there were 18 dependent variables with nine 

across the past and nine across the future series of responses. These variables were 

arranged across nine categories of experiences common of environments for learning 

online measured in part 2 of the web-survey. These categories were technology use (TU), 

teacher support (TS), student interaction and collaboration (SIC), personal relevance 

(PR), authentic learning (AL), student autonomy (SA), equity (EQ), enjoyment (EN), and 

asynchronicity (AS). 

 Among the predictor variables, all were treated in the analysis as categorical. 

Concerning the variable identifying the number of online courses complete, the decision 

was made to classify it as categorical because with the zero (0) response only being used 
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to eliminate participants from the data set, the responses left for analysis did not offer a 

scale with the presence of "more than 5" as a utilized response option. Additionally, 

while the variable regarding technology proficiency may conceivably represent a scale 

and its available responses, in actuality the measurement is more subjective as it largely 

depends upon the participant’s self-concept of technology-related skill. Thus, a 

categorical classification was more appropriate such as observed in study by Muir-Herzig 

(2004) where technology proficiency was measured on a high-low scale from 1 to 4. 

Finally, all outcome variables were classified as continuous as the each measured degree 

of agreement. 

Data Analysis 
 The data analysis was conducted using version 21 of the Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences (SPSS) computer software. For all analyses the alpha level was set at .05. 

Prior to conducting the main analysis of the data concerned with answering the research 

questions, a series of small analyses were conducted to understand and examine the 

quality of the data collected. The first of these was to conduct frequency analysis of the 

levels across the four independent variables of interest - classification, online courses 

complete, commitment status, and technology proficiency - as well as across the nine 

dependent variables of the past series and nine dependent variables of the future series. 

The same analysis was complete for the three other items of part 1 on the web-survey - 

gender, age, and experience. The results from these frequency analyses were used to 

explore measures of central tendency, distribution of scores, skewness, and kurtosis of 
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each measured variable. Furthermore, these results were used to describe the participants 

of the study and draw relevant comparison with the sampling frame. 

 Following the frequency analysis of different variables measured, reliability 

analysis was conducted for scores of the dependent variables as these measures 

represented the modified version of the OLES instrument utilized in this study. Given the 

original instrument had been reduced in the number of items statements and reworded for 

the purposes of this study, a reliability analysis of the scores collected was necessary to 

confirm consistent measurement. Concerning the validity of the modified instrument 

employed in this study, a factor analysis identical to that conducted by Trinidad et al. 

(2005) with the original OLES instrument was considered to establish construct validity. 

However, according to Tabachnick and Fidell (2012), as well as Comrey and Lee (1992), 

a factor analysis is best conducted with a minimal sample size of approximately 300 

participants. Considering that the sample size obtained for analysis in this study did not 

meet the recommended minimal size for factor analysis, this type of validity testing was 

not conducted. Instead, it was believed that as the modified OLES instrument utilized in 

this study attempted to measure identical constructs in type and through similar lines of 

inquiry to the original OLES instrument, the results observed through factor analysis by 

Trinidad et al. (2005) may still be considered valid and applicable in this study. 

 Key to the frequency analysis conducted for each test variable was an 

examination of the skewness and kurtosis formed by the score distributions. These 

measures were of interest because of what they revealed about the normality of each 
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variable. Yet with normality being of concern for the primary analysis, tests of normality 

were conducted for each set of variables across each research question. For instance, the 

first test of normality for research question 1 included classification as the independent 

variable and the mean scores for the nine experiential categories for the past series of 

agreement as the dependent variables. A second test of normality for the same research 

question was conducted with classification as the independent variable and the mean 

scores for the nine experiential categories for the future series of agreement as the 

dependent variables. The same was done for the other research questions, but with their 

respective independent variables (commitment and technology proficiency). Tests of 

normality were conducted under the Explore procedure in SPSS, and of the results the 

Shapiro-Wilk significance levels were utilized because they are more accurate in their 

yielding of exact significance values (Field, 2009). In addition, homogeneity of variance 

for each of the outcome variables was conducted using Levene's test. 

 Across the four research questions of this study, all predictor variables were 

categorical and all outcome variables were continuous as participant attitudes were 

measured with an interval scale. The first research question was interested in identifying 

a difference between groups on both past and future series of outcome variables. The 

second, third, and forth research questions were interested in identifying a relationship 

between variables of experience and both past and future series of outcome variables. 

Given the interest of the latter research questions a correlation analysis would seem 

appropriate. However, because of the categorical nature of the independent variables such 
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an analysis may not be a valid approach (Creswell, 2008). Instead it was decided to seek 

evidence of a likely relationship between the predictor variables rooted in participant 

experience and the outcome variables concerned with past experience and future 

preference. 

 To examine the influence of each independent variable on both the past and future 

series of the dependent variables a one-way MANOVA was conducted for each research 

question. In each instance two analyses were conducted. One with the independent 

variable and the past series of dependent variables, and another with the independent 

variable and the future series of dependent variables. MANOVA was selected as the main 

analysis because through it multiple continuous variables may be predicted by one or 

more discrete independent variables (Creswell, 2008; Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 

2009). Additionally, this kind of analysis was conducted as it had been used in previous 

study with the original OLES instrument (Trinidad & Pearson, 2004; Trinidad, 2005; 

Trinidad et al., 2005) to achieve similar objectives. In conducting the primary 

multivariate analysis, significant results discovered were then followed with a 

discriminant function analysis. According to Field (2009), this procedure is superior to 

post hoc tests as a follow-up to a significant MANOVA because discriminant function 

analysis like MANOVA assumes a correlation between the dependent variables. 

Moreover, unlike multiple ANOVAs a discriminant function analysis "reduces and 

explains the dependent variables in terms of a set of underlying dimensions thought to 

reflect substantial theoretical dimensions" (Field, 2009, p. 605). In the event of a 
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significant MANOVA, discriminant function analysis was conducted to investigate the 

nature of the relationship between the dependent variables and in turn understand the 

effect of this relationship on the multivariate tests. 

Summary 
 Overall, this study presents a small step towards addressing the current gap in the 

literature regarding adult learner participant points-of-view in consideration of the past 

experiences and preference for future learning experiences online. In an effort to 

understand future preferences with an experience of learning, this study undertook an 

analysis whereby relevant personal experiences of the participants were treated as 

possible influential factors on both the expression of past experience and as drivers of 

future preference. 

 The college in which the study was conducted offered a broad and diverse online 

population in terms of age and learning experience. Additionally, approximately 70% 

were highly committed to their learning activities as indicated by their full-time learning 

status. The collection of information from study participants was done through the use of 

a web-survey provided to both undergraduate and graduate learners majoring in fields of 

education, at least 18 years of age, and who had completed at least one online course 

through its duration. The sample obtained was then used for an analysis of experientially 

based characteristics and their possible relation and/or influence upon adult online learner 

preferences for experiences learning online. 
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 In summary, the modified OLES instrument designed for the purposes of this 

study and outlined data analysis for variables of individual and learning environment 

experience offered a suitable approach to understanding differences between groups of 

learners, as well as the possibility for determining any likely relationship between the 

variables of experience. 
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Chapter 4  
 

Introduction 

 The analysis of data collected in this study followed the purpose of examining 

whether experientially based characteristics of adult learners with prior experience of 

learning online possibly have an influence on the expression of past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online. As such, the first research question 

lied in interest of comparing the participating groups – undergraduates and graduates – in 

differences of past experiences and future preferences. The second, third, and fourth 

research questions were then interested in establishing a relationship between a possible 

variable of influence among adult learners on past experience and future preference. Yet 

because of the nature of the variables, the possibility of a relationship was sought instead. 

 Towards keeping in line with the purpose of the study and seeking possible 

answers to the questions guiding this research, a modified web-survey based upon the 

Online Learning Environment Survey (OLES) developed by Trinidad et al. (2005) was 

utilized. This modified instrument consisted of 28 item statements of experience 

presented across 9 categories. For each item statement, participants indicated their level 

of agreement as it related to their past experience and future preferences for a total of 56 

responses. Data on experientially based characteristics of participants was also collected 

in a descriptive survey that gathered participant information on previous online course 

completion, gender, age, classification, relevant experience, learning commitment status, 
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and technology proficiency. All information gathered and analyzed was from 

undergraduate and graduate adult learners experienced with learning online at a college 

of education. 

 Throughout this chapter information is presented on the handling, analysis, and 

results from analysis of data collected. In the sections that follow, a description of the 

participants is provided in comparison with the previously discussed sampling frame and 

the results of the principle analyses are presented. 

Data Preparation and Organization 
 As discussed in the previous chapter, the web-survey used to collect response data 

from participants in this study was developed and hosted with a well-known online 

survey service. All response data was downloaded from the online survey service in 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheet format. Because of the file format and other needs of 

examining the data for all participants satisfying participation requirements, missing or 

incomplete data, and a need for consistent numerical coding, the downloaded data sheet 

needed to be prepared for import into and analysis with the Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences (SPSS) computer software. Furthermore, it should be noted that respondent data 

collection occurred across two separate but relatively close independent collection points. 

The reason for the second collection point was to attempt to increase participation among 

undergraduate participants, as this proved difficult. At each collection point, there was no 

difference in the survey used and all of the data cleaning and organizational procedures 

described in this section were consistent. 
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 The first collection point occurred in the second half of the summer of 2012. 

Download and review of the spreadsheet data for the first set of respondents indicated 

that 123 individuals participated in the survey. Further observation of the spreadsheet 

data indicated that the survey service had provided a number of irrelevant columns (such 

as IP address, time started, and time to complete) that had not been used to collect data, 

as well as responses to the survey items in the textual format of available answers. 

Because of this, the first step taken was to remove irrelevant columns. Next, respondent 

data was reviewed for completion of both parts 1 (descriptives – independent variables) 

and 2 (past and preferred experiences – dependent variables) of the survey and for 

respondents meeting the two basic requirements of the study by having completed at least 

one online course and being older than 18 years of age so as to indicate adulthood. 

Through this review, 10 participants were excluded for having completed only the 

descriptive questions (part 1) and 4 additional participants were excluded for failing to 

have completed at least one online course. No participant responses were removed for 

being less than 18 years of age. 

 As noted, the data as provided by the survey service offered responses to the 

survey items in the text format of available answers. This was problematic for 

quantitative analysis in this study. To correct this, simple numerical codes were assigned 

to item responses across parts 1 and 2 of the survey. In the case of part 1 the following 

coding was applied for analysis: (a) online course completion [study independent 

variable], 1 to 6 with 6 being more than 5 courses complete; (b) gender, 0-female and 1-
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male; (c) age, 1 to 8; (d) classification [study independent variable], 0-undergraduate and 

1-graduate; (e) relevant experience, 0-no and 1-yes; (f) learning commitment status 

[study independent variable], 1-full-time employee/part-time learner, 2-full-time 

learner/part-time employee, 3-full-time learner, 4-part-time learner; and (g) technology 

proficiency [study independent variable], 1-basic, 2-novice/limited, 3-

intermediate/practical, 4-advanced/applied, 5-expert/authority. Of these the sixth item 

concerned with learning commitment status was collapsed from 5 response categories on 

the original survey question to 4 response categories in the analysis. The two possible 

answers collapsed into one, were full-time learner with assistantship and full-time 

learner/part-time employee. The decision was made to collapse these response categories 

to help minimize respondent ambiguity as suggested by Grimbeek, Bryer, Beamish, and 

D'Netto (2005) because the original response categories inquired into similar constructs. 

This was also done to form a more consistent response category set that made clear 

distinctions between full-time and part-time commitment status.  

 With regard to part 2 of the survey, coding was assigned across both series of past 

and preferred experience responses as follows: (a) 1-strongly disagree, (b) 2-disagree, (c) 

3-neutral, (d) 4-agree, and (e) 5-strongly agree. After the assignment of codes to each 

response, the columns representative of each question were separated into their according 

experiential categories for study. These categories represented the dependent variables 

and were established as follows: (a) technology use, item statements 1 to 3; (b) teacher 

support, item statements 4 to 6; (c) student interaction and collaboration, item statements 
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7 to 9; (d) personal relevance, item statements 10 to 12; (e) authentic learning, item 

statements 13 to 15; (f) student autonomy, item statements 16 to 18; (g) equality, item 

statements 19 to 22; (h) enjoyment, item statements 23 to 25; and (i) asynchronicity, item 

statements 26 to 28. In total there were 18 columns representative of the experiential 

categories (or dependent variables) for study with 9 across the past series and 9 across the 

future series of item statements. Each respondent score through the various dependent 

variable columns was calculated by establishing the mean of their responses to both the 

past and future series of item statements within a category. For instance, each participant 

had one response score used as a dependent variable for the past series (item statements 1 

to 3) of technology use and one for the future series (item statements 1 to 3) of 

technology use. 

 Applying this coding to both parts 1 and 2 of the spreadsheet data manually 

presented a challenge with respect to avoiding incorrect entry. In an effort to minimize 

the chance of error, the Replace feature was utilized in Microsoft Excel to locate specific 

text and replace it with the proper numerical code. The only instance this procedure was 

not applied was in the recoding of values for the collapsed column of the independent 

variable for learning commitment status described above. In this case, a new variable 

column was added to the spreadsheet data so as to retain the original data, then through a 

case-by-case examination of the original response codes the new collapsed codes were 

applied to the collapsed variable column. 
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 Once numerical coding of all textual data was accomplished, all rows and 

columns of the spreadsheet were reviewed for missing data. Through this review it 

became evident that the majority of cells were complete. However, two rows of 

participant responses were particularly problematic as one participant failed to respond to 

part 2 items in the past series, and another failed to respond to part 2 items in the future 

series. Because of the extent to which data was missing for these 2 participants their 

responses were excluded. Towards addressing the limited missing data of all other 

participants, mean scores were calculated for each column with the resulting average 

being applied to the respective cells of missing data within that column. Following 

recommendation from Gall et al. (2007), this approach was taken to handling missing 

data as it offered the simplest solution while allowing all participant data to be retained. 

In the end, 28 total cells in the spreadsheet were missing data that were ultimately filled 

with means. These 28 cells represented 0.41% of all data cells. Furthermore, no column 

(or variable) was missing more than 3 cells of data, or 2.8%. In both of these cases, the 

use of means for missing data was well within the acceptable limit of missing data set by 

George and Mallery (2009) at 15% for not altering the overall statistical findings. 

 It was at this point of organization and preparation that the initial data collected 

was imported into SPSS for preliminary analysis. The preliminary analysis was done to 

examine score distributions and run descriptive and frequency statistics. In review of the 

preliminary analysis results it was determined that some of the variables in part 1 

presented an abnormal distribution. Because of this, a second round of data collection 
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was initiated during the early part of September 2012. This round of data collection 

focused on attaining participation from undergraduate adult learners as the first round of 

collection yielded only 22 undergraduates as compared to 84 graduates and 1 unknown 

for analysis. 

 This second collection point produced 39 undergraduate participants. Of these, 1 

was eliminated for starting but failing to complete the survey and 14 were eliminated for 

failing to have met the requirement of completing at least one online course. None were 

eliminated for being less than 18 years of age. The remaining 24 participants who met the 

two basic requirements for participation in the study then had their responses for parts 1 

and 2 of the survey combined with the previously collected data. 

 With the addition of this new data the mean scores used to fill missing 

responses/cells in the original spreadsheet data was not applicable. Because of this, the 

data was combined with a previously saved spreadsheet in which missing data had not yet 

been addressed yet all other preparation steps had been complete. The new data then went 

through the preparation steps as previously described. Across all participants in the 

combined data a total of 31 cells were missing data. This accounted for 0.38% of all data 

cells in the spreadsheet and again well within the acceptable limits of missing data as 

outlined by George and Mallery (2009). At this point, new mean scores were calculated 

then applied to the missing cells. 

 In summary, the resulting data prepared and organized for analysis contained a 

total of 131 usable participant responses – 46 undergraduates, 84 graduates, and 1 
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unknown. This was equivalent to an 80.9% usable response rate for those who began and 

completed the web-survey. The missing data that were present was all handled through 

the use of variable means, and the final data sheet prepared for use with SPSS contained 

only numerical values for the quantitative analyses. The only apparent limitation to the 

analysis was the inequality of groups – graduates and undergraduates – at nearly two to 

one. For this reason, the comparison analysis should be noted to likely yield results that 

may be considered with caution. 

Analysis for Assumptions 
The primary analyses for the collected data consisted of parametric tests across 

each of the research questions and hypotheses. These tests consisted of a series of 

MANOVAs followed-up with discriminant function analysis for any revealed 

significance. According to Field (2009), there are four assumptions that must be 

examined for the type of parametric test used and they are as follows: (a) independence, 

(b) random sampling, (c) multivariate normality, and (d) homogeneity of variance and 

covariance matrices. Because of this, care was taken prior to the analysis of the response 

data to examine the data for satisfaction of these assumptions. 

Independence and Random Sampling – The independence assumption states that 

observations should be independent of one another in terms of influence from one 

participant onto another (Field, 2009). Independence however, just as random sampling is 

largely interested in the technique used to collect data. Keeping in mind that a web-based 

survey form was used to collect data, and that respondent participation was anonymous as 
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well as completed from a place and time of their choosing, it was assumed that the 

assumptions of independence and random sampling were met. 

Outliers – At the onset of conducting any data analysis a series of frequency 

analyses were complete across each dependent variable in both the past and future series 

of responses in an effort to examine skewness, kurtosis, and histograms for each 

independent and dependent variable. In this analysis, it was observed that the kurtosis of 

the experiential category and dependent variable technology use on the future series was 

abnormally positive with a score of 6.123. Because of this the Explore feature in SPSS 

was used to determine if and where a possible outlying score was present. Through this 

feature box plots helped to determine the extreme outlier for removal. However, because 

the variable score on this case was the mean of three item statement responses on the 

survey, the best solution was to remove the participant case from the analysis. With the 

removal of this case, the data analysis lost 1 usable participant response down to 130 – 45 

undergraduates, 84 graduates, and 1 unknown. 

In the process of running tests for analysis of multivariate normality and 

homogeneity of variance and covariance, it was revealed that a number of outliers were 

present that were effecting the variance scores across the dependent variables student 

interaction and collaboration (SIC), personal relevance (PR), and enjoyment (EN). In an 

effort to identify what cases in particular may be outliers, box plots for each dependent 

variable were run. This was followed-up with an analysis using Cook's distance to 

determine which outliers were most influential. Using the box plots and statistics from 
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Cook's distance as a guide, a number of cases behaving as outliers were removed across 

the affected dependent variables. However, this action was found to either weaken 

homogeneity of variance and covariance further across the variables of concern and/or 

across other dependent variables. Because of this outcome, the decision was made to 

retain all cases and instead remove the variables of concern – student interaction and 

collaboration (SIC), personal relevance (PR), and enjoyment (EN) – from the analysis. 

The primary analysis then consisted of six of the nine original dependent variables. 

Across the six dependent variables of analysis – technology use (TU), teacher 

support (TS), authentic learning (AL), student autonomy (SA), equity (EQ), 

asynchronicity (AS) – box plots revealed some outliers. However, the decision was made 

to not remove these as normality and variance statistics were acceptable, and provided 

that according to Tabachnick and Fidell (2012), it is not necessary to remove identified 

outliers if their deletion does not truly alter the results. 

Multivariate Normality – According to Field (2009), this assumption within the 

context of MANOVA is concerned with normal distribution of the scores in the 

dependent variables within groups. Testing for multivariate normality with SPSS was 

problematic because the software does not provide an option to conduct multivariate 

normality testing. However, multivariate normality can be established through testing for 

univariate normality (Field, 2009) and so this approach was taken. In the examination and 

establishment of univariate normality, Shapiro-Wilk tests as well as skewness and 

kurtosis were used. Between Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk normality 
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statistics, the latter statistic was utilized because according to Field (2009) it is generally 

more accurate. Furthermore, the Shapiro-Wilk test was used in combination with 

skewness and kurtosis statistics because as Stevens (1996) noted, Shapiro-Wilk has 

greater power and in combination with review of skewness and kurtosis one may be able 

to determine abnormality wherever present. 

The univariate Shapiro-Wilk statistics revealed mixed results across the 

dependent variables (TU, TS, AL, SA, EQ, AS) with each independent variable 

(classification, completion, commitment, technology proficiency) associated with the 

research questions. Across the past series of dependent variables the Shapiro-Wilk 

statistics revealed significance across all four independent variables used for analysis. 

Additionally, in examination of the future series of dependent variables, the Shapiro-Wilk 

statistics revealed similar significance again across all four independent variables used 

for analysis. These findings indicated that the assumption was violated for the each 

combination of independent and dependent variables used for analysis. 

Despite these violations of univariate normality assumption according to the 

results of the Shapiro-Wilk statistics, skewness and kurtosis statistics ranged between -2 

and +2 as well as approached near to zero. According to Tabachnick and Fidell (2012), 

this range is within limits to be considered normally distributed. Because of this it was 

assumed that the assumption of multivariate normality was met. 

Homogeneity of Variance and Covariance - The assessment of the homogeneity 

of variance assumption was complete using Levene's test for the six dependent variables 
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of the analysis – technology use (TU), teacher support (TS), authentic learning (AL), 

student autonomy (SA), equality (EQ), and asynchronicity (AS) – in both the past and 

future series with the 4 independent variables (classification, completion, commitment, 

and technology proficiency) listed as factors.  

 First, with the independent variable classification, the results found with each 

dependent variable in the past and future series for Levene's test are presented in Table 

4.1. The data indicates, no statistical significance was found with any of the dependent 

variables. 

Table 4.1 
Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variances for Experiential Category Scores by 
Classification 

 Past Future 

Experiential Category 
Levene's 
Statistic 

Sig. Levene's 
Statistic 

Sig. 

Technology Use (TU) 1.974 .143 2.220 .113 

Teacher Support (TS) 1.225 .297 .925 .399 
Authentic Learning (AL) 1.040 .357 1.793 .171 

Student Autonomy (SA) 1.303 .275 .884 .415 
Equity (EQ) .676 .510 1.707 .186 

Asynchronicity (AS) .854 .428 .944 .392 

 
  



Texas Tech University, Jason L. Torres, May 2013 

 105 

 Second, with the independent variable completion, the results found with each 

dependent variable in the past and future series for Levene's test are presented in Table 

4.2. The data indicates, no statistical significance was found with any of the dependent 

variables. 

Table 4.2 
Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variances for Experiential Category Scores by 
Completion 

 Past Future 

Experiential Category 
Levene's 
Statistic 

Sig. Levene's 
Statistic 

Sig. 

Technology Use (TU) 1.164 .331 .378 .863 

Teacher Support (TS) .661 .653 1.662 .149 
Authentic Learning (AL) .700 .625 1.818 .114 

Student Autonomy (SA) .780 .566 1.645 .153 
Equity (EQ) .561 .730 2.242 .054 

Asynchronicity (AS) .743 .593 .888 .491 

 
 Third, with the independent variable commitment, the results found with each 

dependent variable in the past and future series for Levene's test are presented in Table 

4.3. The data indicates, no statistical significance was found with any of the dependent 

variables. 
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Table 4.3 
Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variances for Experiential Category Scores by 
Commitment 

 Past Future 

Experiential Category 
Levene's 
Statistic 

Sig. Levene's 
Statistic 

Sig. 

Technology Use (TU) 1.881 .136 1.844 .143 

Teacher Support (TS) .594 .620 .785 .505 
Authentic Learning (AL) 1.682 .174 2.644 .052 

Student Autonomy (SA) 1.259 .291 .352 .788 
Equity (EQ) 1.077 .361 1.373 .254 

Asynchronicity (AS) 1.846 .142 1.383 .251 

 
And finally, with the independent variable technology proficiency, the results 

found with each dependent variable in the past and future series for Levene's test are 

presented in Table 4.4. The data indicates, no statistical significance was found with any 

of the dependent variables. 
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Table 4.4 
Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variances for Experiential Category Scores by 
Technology Proficiency 

 Past Future 

Experiential Category 
Levene's 
Statistic 

Sig. Levene's 
Statistic 

Sig. 

Technology Use (TU) .938 .459 2.235 .055 

Teacher Support (TS) 1.749 .128 1.337 .253 
Authentic Learning (AL) 1.732 .132 1.682 .144 

Student Autonomy (SA) .969 .439 .961 .444 
Equity (EQ) 1.366 .242 .958 .447 

Asynchronicity (AS) .883 .883 1.053 .390 

 
 Overall, provided the non-statistically significant results of the Levene’s test 

across each dependent variable in the past and future series of dependent variables with 

each independent variable for analysis, it was assumed that the assumption of 

homogeneity of variance had been met. 

 Towards assessing the homogeneity of covariance, Box’s M test was utilized. 

With the independent variable classification, the following results of Box’s M test were 

found with the dependent variables of the past series: F (21, 30736.473) 1.485, ns. Next, 

the following results of Box’s M test were found with the dependent variables of the 

future series: F (21, 30736.473) 1.340, ns. 

 Second, with the independent variable completion, the following results of Box’s 

M test were found with the dependent variables of the past series: F (105, 3398.412) 
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1.237, ns. Next, the following results of Box’s M test were found with the dependent 

variables of the future series: F (105, 3398.412) 1.362, p < .05. Thus, Box’s M test was 

violated for the future series. 

 Third, with the independent variable commitment, the following results of Box’s 

M test were found with the dependent variables of the past series: F (42, 7700.614) 

1.628, p < .05. Next, the following results of Box’s M test were found with the dependent 

variables of the future series: F (42, 7700.614) 1.807, p < .05. Thus, Box’s M test was 

violated for both the past and future series. 

 And finally, with the independent variable technology proficiency, the following 

results of Box’s M test were found with the dependent variables of the past series: F (42, 

1177.277) 1.187, ns. Next, the following results of Box’s M test were found with the 

dependent variables of the future series: F (42, 1177.277) 1.761, p < .05. Thus, Box’s M 

test was violated for the future series. 

 As indicated, Box’s M test was violated with the past dependent variables and the 

independent variable commitment, as well as with the future dependent variables and the 

independent variables completion, commitment, and technology proficiency. While this 

would normally suggest a violation of homogeneity of covariance it is most likely that the 

unequal group sizes of 45 undergraduates and 84 graduates contributed to the 

significance. According to Tabachnick and Fidell (2012), Box’s M test is highly sensitive 

and in cases where significance is revealed and unequal group sizes are present it may be 

ignored. Because of this it was assumed that the unequal group sizes were the cause of 



Texas Tech University, Jason L. Torres, May 2013 

 109 

significance and that in fact that the assumption of homogeneity of covariance had been 

met. 

Descriptive Characteristics of the Respondents 
After the organization and preparation of response data collected through the 

web-form survey, 130 participants were found to qualify for the analysis by having met 

the basic criteria for participation as being at least 18 years of age and having previously 

completed at least one online course through its duration. Of the 130 participants 

included in the study, the majority were graduate learners by nearly two to one over 

undergraduates. Of these, more than 80% were female. In consideration of the survey 

participants being invited from a college of education the gender distribution weighing 

heavily in female participation was not surprising. Nevertheless, beyond gender 

participants were rather young with 56.9% being 34 years of age or less and 43.1% being 

35 years of age or more. (See Table 4.5.) 

In chapter 3, the sampling frame at the college of education in which this survey 

invited participants was described. Data used to draw this description indicated that 

approximately 80% were female, approximately 70% were graduate learners, and the 

average age of all experienced online learners was 34. In comparison between the sample 

for analysis and these basic characteristics of the population from which it was gathered, 

it is noteworthy that there is relative similarity between the sample attained and the 

sampling frame on these basic characteristics of classification, gender, and age. 
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Table 4.5 
General Characteristics of Survey Participants 

General Characteristic Percent (%) Number (n) 

Classification   

 Undergraduate 34.6 45 

 Graduate 64.6 84 
 Unknown 0.8 1 

Gender   

 Male 16.9 22 

 Female 83.1 108 

Age   

 19 – 24 28.5 37 
 25 – 29 16.2 21 

 30 – 34 12.3 16 
 35 – 39 6.9 9 

 40 – 44 8.5 11 
 45 – 49 11.5 15 

 50 or more 16.2 21 

 
In addition to establishing these basic characteristics of survey participants, 

questions were asked in part 1 of the survey that aimed to establish a description of 

different areas of experience among respondents. These experiences were critical to the 

overall study as it sought to understand if there was any influence of personal experiences 

on learning experiences both in the past and future. The first of these asked participants 

how many online courses they had previously completed. In response to this, 14.6% (n = 

19) indicated 1 course, 19.2% (n = 25) indicated 2 courses, 13.1% (n = 17) indicated 3 
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courses, 5.4% (n = 7) indicated 4 courses, 6.9% (n = 9) indicated 5 courses, and 40.8% (n 

= 53) indicated more than 5 courses. 

Along with number of completed online courses, participants were asked whether 

they did or did not have work experience in their area of study. Provided responses 

indicated that 20% (n = 26) did not, 78.5% (n = 102) did, and of 1.5% (n = 2) it was 

unknown. The third area of experience inquired into was on their commitment status to 

learning activities. Responses to this indicated that 44.6% (n = 58) were a full-time 

employee and part-time learner, 40.8% (n = 53) were a full-time learner and a part-time 

employee, 13.1% (n = 17) were a full-time learner, and 1.5% (n = 2) were a part-time 

learner. 

Finally the fourth area of experience inquired into was participants’ technology 

proficiency. Of the provided responses, participants indicated their skill levels as 0.8% (n 

= 1) basic, 0.8% (n = 1) novice/limited, 39.2% (n = 51) intermediate/practical, 49.2% (n 

= 64) advanced/applied, 6.2% (n = 8) expert/authority, and of 3.8% (n = 5) it was 

unknown. (See Table 4.6.) 
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Table 4.6 
Experientially Focused Characteristics of Survey Participants 

Experiential Characteristic Percent (%) Number (n) 

Online Courses Complete   

 1 14.6 19 
 2 19.2 25 

 3 13.1 17 
 4 5.4 7 

 5 6.9 9 
 more than 5 40.8 53 

Learning Commitment Status   

 FT Employee / PT Learner 44.6 58 

 FT Learner / PT Employee 40.8 53 
 FT Learner 13.1 17 

 PT Learner 1.5 2 

Self Reported Technology Proficiency   

 Basic 0.8 1 
 Novice/Limited 0.8 1 

 Intermediate/Practical 39.2 51 
 Advanced/Applied 49.2 64 

 Expert/Authority 6.2 8 
 Unknown 3.8 5 
Note: These experiential characteristics were used as independent variables in the primary analysis. Online courses 
complete was studied in research question 2. Learning commitment status was studied in research question 3. And self 
reported technology proficiency was studied in research question 4. 
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Of these four areas of experience in which participants described themselves, three were 

of particular interest to the direction of the study. These were completion, commitment, 

and technology proficiency. As such, these areas served as independent variables across 

the second, third, and fourth research questions. 

Research Questions and Hypothesis 
 Considering the previous research, a gap was identified in the understanding 

between adult online learner experiential characteristics and adult online learner points-

of-view pertaining to their past experience and future preference for experience of 

learning online. With interest in shedding light on this gap in the literature base this study 

sought to understand any possible influence of adult experiential characteristics on the 

expression of past experience and future preference for experience of learning online. 

Accordingly, the following research questions were of interest to this study. 

1. How do undergraduates differ from graduates in terms of past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online? 

2. How does online course completion relate to past experience and future 

preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

3. How does learning commitment relate to past experience and future preference 

for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

4. How does self-identified technology proficiency relate to past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 
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 With the above said research questions in mind, survey participants responses to 

questions about their experiential characteristics and expression of their past experience 

and future preference for the experience of learning online across six experiential 

categories was analyzed against the following hypotheses. 

Research Question #1: 

Ho
  - There is no difference between undergraduate and graduate learners in terms of past 

experience and future preference for experience of learning online at a college of 

education. 

HA - There is a difference between undergraduate and graduate learners in terms of past 

experience and future preference for experience of learning online at a college of 

education. 

Research Question #2: 

Ho
  - There is no relationship between online course completion with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

HA - There is a relationship between online course completion with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 
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Research Question #3: 

Ho
  - There is no relationship between learning commitment with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

HA - There is a relationship between learning commitment with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

Research Question #4: 

Ho
  - There is no relationship between technology proficiency with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

HA - There is a relationship between technology proficiency with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

Reliability and Validity of Survey Instrument 
 Before conducting the main analysis, the modified OLES survey instrument 

utilized in this study was examined for reliability and validity. In order to assess the 

consistency of responses with each item statement across the six dependent variables 

examined – technology use (TU), teacher support (TS), authentic learning (AL), student 

autonomy (SA), equity (EQ), asynchronicity (AS) – internal consistency reliability was 

calculated for past and future series of measures. The results were that for the past scales 
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of the modified instrument, internal consistency (Cronbach alpha reliability) estimates 

ranged from .821 to .853 with an overall Cronbach alpha of .859. And concerning the 

future scales of the modified instrument, internal consistency (Cronbach alpha reliability) 

estimates ranged from .838 to .873 with an overall Cronbach alpha of .873. (See Table 

4.7.) Considering all of these estimates were in the range of .8 to .9, these alpha statistics 

were good according to George and Mallery (2009) and were thus considered acceptable. 

Table 4.7 
Internal Consistency Reliability of Past and Future Scales 

  Alpha (α) Reliability 

Experiential Category # of Items Past Future 

Technology Use (TU) 3 .847 .873 
Teacher Support (TS) 3 .821 .853 

Authentic Learning (AL) 3 .836 .840 
Student Autonomy (SA) 3 .823 .838 

Equity (EQ) 4 .828 .839 
Asynchronicity (AS) 3 .853 .862 

Total Items 19   

Overall Scale Alphas (α)  .859 .873 

 

 Towards assessing the validity of the modified instrument, content validity was 

established through a review of the original instrument and proposal for modifications to 

the instrument by an advisory committee to this study. However, construct validity 

through use of factor analysis identical to that conducted by Trinidad et al. (2005) with 
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the original instrument was considered as part of the analysis. Yet because the size of the 

sample collected for analysis in this study did not reach the suggested minimum size of 

300 for factor analysis (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2012; Comrey & Lee, 1992), a factor 

analysis was not conducted. Nevertheless, while the survey instrument utilized in this 

study was a modified version it remained identical to the original version in the type of 

constructs measured and through similar lines of inquiry. Because of this results observed 

through factor analysis with the original instrument were considered to be applicable to 

the study. 

 In work done to validate the original instrument, Trinidad et al. (2005) performed 

principal axis factor analysis with oblique rotation utilizing a sample size of 325. In their 

analysis, oblique rotation was used as opposed to more commonly used orthogonal 

rotations because oblique rotations can assume a correlation between factors (Coakes & 

Steed, 2001). Factors were loaded across eight scales with a total of 52 items and thus 

confirmed the model. The results of the factor analysis of the past constructs indicated a 

range of variance between 2.65% and 32.83% with a total variance of 69.41%. And on 

the future constructs the results indicated a range of variance between 2.20% and 44.95% 

with a total variance of 77.43%. 

Results of the Primary Analysis 
 The main analysis of this study consisted of at least two analyses for each 

research question. Each analysis consisted of one categorical predictor variable and six 

continuous outcome variables. Provided the nature of the variables and an assumed 
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correlation between the outcome variables, MANOVA was selected because it is more 

appropriate to detect effects then a test such as ANOVA (Huberty & Morris, 1989). 

Regarding observation any revealed significance in the multivariate tests, Pillai's trace 

was selected as the reported test statistic over the more common Wilks' lambda because 

of the relatively small sample size compared to other study done with the original 

instrument, and as suggested by Field (2009) with unequal group sizes. In the event that 

no statistical significance was revealed by a MANOVA procedure, the analysis stopped 

and only the MANOVA findings were reported. However, in cases where statistical 

significance was revealed the significant test statistic was followed by a discriminant 

function analysis. According to Field (2009), a discriminant function analysis is more 

appropriate as a follow-up test than a series of ANOVAs for MANOVA because it 

accounts for relationships between the dependent variables and helps to explain 

underlying dimensions in the data. 

Research Question 1 Results – 

 The first series of analyses conducted were interested in identifying any 

significance between undergraduate and graduate learners across the past and future 

series of experiential categories. 

Research Question 1 – How do undergraduates differ from graduates in terms of past 

experience and future preference for experience of learning online? 

 The statistical analysis utilized for this research question was that of a one-way 

MANOVA with classification as the independent variable and the six experiential 
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categories - technology use (TU), teacher support (TS), authentic learning (AL), student 

autonomy (SA), equity (EQ), and asynchronicity (AS) as the dependent variables. The 

analysis was conducted twice with the first examination utilizing the past series of the 

dependent variables, and the second examination utilizing the future series of the 

dependent variables. In the event of no statistical significance revealed with the Pillai's 

trace test statistic, the analysis stopped. However, where statistical significance was 

revealed a discriminant function analysis was used as a follow-up test to further examine 

the significance. 

Ho – There is no difference between undergraduate and graduate learners in terms of past 

experience and future preference for experience of learning online at a college of 

education. 

 The results of the multivariate analysis on the past series of dependent variables 

revealed that there was a significant effect of classification on technology use (TU), 

teacher support (TS), authentic learning (AL), student autonomy (SA), equity (EQ), and 

asynchronicity (AS), V = .164, F(12, 246) = 1.829, p < .05. However on the future series 

of dependent variables, the multivariate analysis revealed that there was no significant 

effect of classification on the outcome variables, V = 1.20, F(12, 246) = 1.304, p > .05. 

(See Tables 4.8 and 4.9.) Thus, the null hypothesis was rejected on the past series 

because the revealed statistical significance provided evidence that between 

undergraduates and graduates classification was possibly meaningful for explaining 

differences between the groups on the dependent variables (i.e. experiential categories) of 
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study within a reflective context. However, the null hypothesis was accepted on the 

future series because evidence was not present that between the two groups classification 

had any relevance for explaining group differences on the dependent variables of study in 

a preferential context. 

 Because of the statistical significance revealed on the past series, a discriminant 

function analysis was performed to better understand the revealed significance in the 

context of the relationship between the dependent variables in that series. This procedure 

revealed a single discriminant function. 
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Table 4.8 
MANOVA Descriptive Statistics for Classification 

  Ave. Item Mean Ave. Item σ 

Experiential 
Category Form UG Grad. UG Grad. 

TU Past 3.30 3.62 .84 .75 

Future 4.29 4.31 .57 .50 

TS Past 3.35 3.83 .79 .84 

Future 4.15 4.36 .64 .61 

AL Past 3.53 4.02 .74 .70 

Future 4.14 4.35 .66 .59 

SA Past 3.47 3.89 .87 .74 

Future 4.11 4.22 .64 .64 

EQ Past 3.61 4.13 .75 .68 
Future 4.07 4.31 .58 .64 

AS Past 3.89 4.04 .71 .77 
Future 4.13 4.15 .70 .73 

Note: Undergraduate learner (UG); Graduate learner (Grad); Technology Use (TU); Teacher Support (TS); Authentic 
Learning (AL); Student Autonomy (SA); Equity (EQ); Asynchronous (AS). 
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Table 4.9 
Multivariate Test Results for Past and Future Series on Classification 

Series Test Statistic F Sig. Eta2 Power 

Past Pillai's trace 1.829 .044 .082 .886 

Future Pillai's trace 1.304 .216 .060 .724 

 

This single function explained 100% of the variance and canonical R2 = 1.49. 

Furthermore, the discriminant function significantly differentiated the experiential 

categories, λ = .851, x2(6) = 20.217, p = .003. The correlations between outcomes and the 

discriminant function revealed that equity (EQ), authentic learning (AL), teacher support 

(TS), and student autonomy (SA) all loaded highly on the function (r = .850 for EQ, r = 

.780 for AL, r = .659 for TS, r = .620 for SA). Regarding the outcomes technology use 

(TU) and asynchronicity (AS), these loaded weak on the function (r = .446 for TU, r = 

.222 for AS). A discriminant function plot could not be established because the analysis 

only revealed a single function. However, the group centroids on the identified function 

were -.562 for undergraduates and .308 for graduates. (See Table 4.10.) 

Table 4.10 

Resulting Structure Matrix for the Discriminant Analysis with Classification on the Past 
Series 

 Past Series 

Function EQ AL TS SA TU AS 

1 .850 .780 .659 .620 .446 .222 
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 Provided the significance of the MANOVA it can be understood that 

classification does have a significant effect on the expression of past experiences learning 

online. The results of the discriminant function analysis suggest that one underlying 

dimension is most likely responsible for all of the significance. It is apparent that 

classification does offer a meaningful explanation of the difference between groups on 

the expression of past experience. But the revealed dimension and its meaning is unclear 

and difficult to identify or explain in a simple manner. This is because four variables in 

particular each meaningfully contribute to its composition. To further complicate the 

meaning of this important dimension, two of the variables in particular – teacher support 

(TS) and student autonomy (SA) – appear to be in practice at odds with one another. In 

short, while the discriminant function analysis does offer an explanation for further 

understanding of the revealed significance by the MANOVA, it still leaves room for 

interpretation of what is responsible for the significant effect with classification. 

 In consideration of the results of each MANOVA performed on the past and 

future series of dependent variables, the null hypothesis was rejected for the past series 

and accepted for the future series. As such, while the results of the multivariate analysis 

suggests a significant effect on the past series of experiential categories with the variable 

classification the results of the discriminant function analysis offer an unclear explanation 

as to the cause of the significance. Because of this, the results indicating statistical 

significance between undergraduate and graduate learners on their expression of past 

experience of learning online may be taken with uncertainty. 
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Ha – There is a significant difference between undergraduate and graduate learners in 

terms of past experience and learning online at a college of education. 

Research Question 2 Results – 

 The second series of analyses conducted were interested in identifying any 

significant influence that may indicate a relationship with online course completion and 

the past and future series of experiential categories. 

Research Question 2 – How does online course completion relate to past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

 The statistical analysis utilized for this research question was that of a one-way 

MANOVA with completion as the independent variable and the six experiential 

categories – technology use (TU), teacher support (TS), authentic learning (AL), student 

autonomy (SA), equity, and asynchronicity (AS) – as the dependent variables. The 

analysis was conducted twice with the first examination utilizing the past series of the 

dependent variables and the second examination utilizing the future series of the 

dependent variables. In the event of no significance revealed with the Pillai's trace test 

statistic, the analysis stopped. However, where significance was revealed a discriminant 

function analysis was used as a follow-up test to further examine the significance. 

Ho – There is no relationship between online course completion with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 
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 The results of the multivariate analysis on the past series of dependent variables, 

revealed that there was no significant effect of completion on technology use (TU), 

teacher support (TS), authentic learning (AL), student autonomy (SA), equity (EQ), and 

asynchronicity (AS), V = .321, F(30, 615) = 1.407, p > .05. Furthermore, on the future 

series of dependent variables the multivariate analysis revealed that there was no 

significant effect of completion on the outcome variables, V = .295, F(30, 615) = 1.286, p 

> .05. (See Tables 4.11, 4.12, and 4.13.) Because of the non-significance revealed on both 

of the past and future series of outcome variables, the analysis stopped. 
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Table 4.11 
MANOVA Descriptive Statistics for Completion on Past Series 

 Experiential Category 

 TU TS AL SA EQ AS 

Ave. Item Mean 
1 3.44 3.16 3.37 3.51 3.59 3.60 

2 3.36 3.55 3.68 3.60 3.84 4.07 
3 3.55 3.51 3.76 3.49 3.72 3.69 

4 3.52 3.71 3.95 3.86 4.11 4.10 
5 3.96 4.52 4.48 4.19 4.36 4.26 

>5 3.53 3.80 4.00 3.87 4.14 4.12 

Ave. Item σ 

1 .98 .86 .67 .88 .88 .62 
2 .73 .83 .64 .89 .74 .66 

3 .69 .91 .70 .58 .61 .85 
4 .94 .93 .91 .72 .72 .96 

5 .61 .56 .78 .84 .59 .62 
>5 .80 .74 .70 .78 .67 .74 

Note: Technology Use (TU); Teacher Support (TS); Authentic Learning (AL); Student Autonomy (SA); Equity (EQ); 
Asynchronous (AS). 
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Table 4.12 
MANOVA Descriptive Statistics for Completion on Future Series 

 Experiential Category 

 TU TS AL SA EQ AS 

Ave. Item Mean 
1 4.35 3.98 4.00 4.07 4.07 3.91 

2 4.26 4.39 4.24 4.25 4.20 4.31 
3 4.18 4.08 4.14 3.77 3.96 3.82 

4 4.19 4.22 4.10 3.95 3.89 4.05 
5 4.37 4.67 4.41 4.33 4.42 4.26 

>5 4.35 4.33 4.43 4.31 4.39 4.25 

Ave. Item σ 

1 .46 .49 .68 .45 .55 .67 
2 .54 .72 .60 .69 .63 .62 

3 .59 .69 .51 .55 .46 .80 
4 .54 .51 .92 1.01 1.01 1.01 

5 .39 .47 .72 .60 .60 .62 
>5 .54 .61 .54 .63 .60 .69 

Note: Technology Use (TU); Teacher Support (TS); Authentic Learning (AL); Student Autonomy (SA); Equity (EQ); 
Asynchronous (AS). 

Table 4.13 
Multivariate Test Results for Past and Future Series on Completion 

Series Test Statistic F Sig. Eta2 Power 

Past Pillai's trace 1.407 .075 .064 .977 

Future Pillai's trace 1.286 .143 .059 .961 
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 Considering the results of each MANOVA performed on the past and future series 

of dependent variables the null hypothesis was accepted for both series. This was done 

because evidence was not present that online course completion may lend to any 

meaningful influence upon the expression of past experience or future preference for 

experience learning online within these experiential categories. 

Research Question 3 Results – 

 The third series of analyses conducted were interested in identifying any 

significant influence that may indicate a relationship with learning commitment status in 

the past and future series of experiential categories. 

Research Question 3 – How does learning commitment relate to past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

 The statistical analysis utilized for this research question was that of a one-way 

MANOVA with commitment as the independent variable and the six experiential 

categories – technology use (TU), teacher support (TS), authentic learning (AL), student 

autonomy (SA), equity, and asynchronicity (AS) – as the dependent variables. The 

analysis was conducted twice with the first examination utilizing the past series of the 

dependent variables and the second examination utilizing the future series of the 

dependent variables. In the event of no significance revealed with the Pillai's trace test 

statistic, the analysis stopped. However, where significance was revealed a discriminant 

function analysis was used as a follow-up test to further examine the significance. 
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Ho – There is no relationship between learning commitment with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

 The results of the multivariate analysis on the past series of dependent variables 

revealed that there was a significant effect of commitment on technology use (TU), 

teacher support (TS), authentic learning (AL), student autonomy (SA), equity (EQ), and 

asynchronicity (AS), V = 2.65, F(18, 369) = 1.983, p < .05. However on the future series 

of dependent variables, the multivariate analysis revealed that there was no significant 

effect of commitment on the outcome variables, V = .119, F(18, 369) = .848, p > .05. 

(See Tables 4.14, 4.15, and 4.16.) Thus, the null hypothesis was rejected on the past 

series because the revealed statistical significance provided evidence that with adult 

learners commitment was possibly meaningful as an influence on the dependent variables 

(i.e. experiential categories) of study within a reflective context. However, the null 

hypothesis was accepted on the future series because evidence was not present that for 

adult learners commitment had any meaning as an influence on the dependent variables 

of study in a preferential context. 
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Table 4.14 
MANOVA Descriptive Statistics for Commitment on Past Series 

 Experiential Category 

 TU TS AL SA EQ AS 

Ave. Item Mean 
FT Emp / PT 
Learn 

3.60 3.96 4.05 3.93 4.21 4.13 

FT Learn / 
PT Emp 

3.39 3.33 3.58 3.47 3.59 3.82 

FT Learn 3.47 3.59 3.88 3.84 4.06 3.88 

PT Learn 4.67 4.67 4.67 4.67 4.88 5.00 

Ave. Item σ 

FT Emp / PT 
Learn 

.77 .75 .68 .69 .57 .72 

FT Learn / 
PT Emp 

.77 .84 .71 .84 .79 .71 

FT Learn .91 .82 .83 .90 .66 .85 
PT Learn .00 .47 .00 .47 .18 .00 
Note: Full-Time Employee / Part-Time Learner (FT Emp / PT Learn), Full-Time Learner / Part-Time Employee (FT 
Learn / PT Emp), Full-Time Learner (FT Learn), Part-Time Learner (PT Learn). 
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Table 4.15 
MANOVA Descriptive Statistics for Commitment on Future Series 

 Experiential Category 

 TU TS AL SA EQ AS 

Ave. Item Mean 
FT Emp / PT 
Learn 

4.34 4.38 4.36 4.24 4.33 4.25 

FT Learn / 
PT Emp 

4.25 4.12 4.12 4.05 4.04 4.02 

FT Learn 4.35 4.37 4.39 4.25 4.35 4.08 

PT Learn 4.17 4.50 4.67 4.67 4.88 5.00 

Ave. Item σ 

FT Emp / PT 
Learn 

.46 .60 .55 .60 .63 .65 

FT Learn / 
PT Emp 

.59 .67 .67 .68 .59 .74 

FT Learn .49 .55 .64 .68 .61 .80 
PT Learn .71 .24 .00 .47 .18 .00 
Note: Full-Time Employee / Part-Time Learner (FT Emp / PT Learn), Full-Time Learner / Part-Time Employee (FT 
Learn / PT Emp), Full-Time Learner (FT Learn), Part-Time Learner (PT Learn). 

Table 4.16 
Multivariate Test Results for Past and Future Series on Commitment 

Series Test Statistic F Sig. Eta2 Power 

Past Pillai's trace 1.983 .010 .088 .978 

Future Pillai's trace .848 .642 .040 .624 
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 Because of the significance revealed on the past series, a discriminant function 

analysis was performed to better understand the relationship between the dependent 

variables in that series. This procedure revealed three discriminant functions. The first 

function explained 84.3% of the variance and canonical R2 = .213. The second explained 

11% of the variance and canonical R2 = .035. And the third explained 4.7% of the 

variance and canonical R2 = .015. In combination of all three functions, these functions 

significantly differentiated the experiential categories, λ = .746, x2(18) = 36.264, p = 

.007. However, removing the first function to a combination between the second and 

third functions did not significantly differentiate the experiential categories, λ = .951, 

x2(10) = 6.226, p = .796. And with the first and second functions removed, the third 

function did not significantly differentiate the experiential categories, λ = .985, x2(4) = 

1.862, p = .761. The correlations between the outcomes and the discriminant functions 

revealed that equity (EQ), teacher support (TS), authentic learning (AL), and student 

autonomy (SA) all loaded highly on the first function (r = .880 for EQ, r = .772 for TS, r 

= .647 for AL, r = .602 for SA) and weaker on the second and third. Regarding the 

outcomes technology use (TU) and asynchronicity (AS), these loaded highly on the 

second function (r = .658 for TU, r = .637 for AS) and weaker on the first and third. The 

discriminant function plot showed that the first function discriminated the full-time 

employee/part-time learner group from the full-time learner/part-time employee group. 

Additionally, the discriminant function plot showed that the second function 

discriminated the full-time learner group from the part-time learner group, as well as 
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from the other two groups. (See Table 4.17.) 

Table 4.17 
Resulting Structure Matrix of the Discriminant Analysis with Commitment on the Past 
Series 

 Past Series 

Function EQ TS AL SA TU AS 

1 .880 .772 .647 .602 .344 .466 

2 -.004 .321 .162 .116 .658 .637 

3 .342 -.291 .159 .453 .461 .045 

 

 Provided the significance of the MANOVA it can be understood that learning 

commitment status does have a significant effect on the expression of past experiences 

learning online. The results of the discriminant function analysis then suggest that among 

three identified underlying dimensions one in particular is most likely responsible for 

most of the significance. From these results it is apparent that commitment does have 

some kind of meaningful influence for adult learners on the expression of past 

experience. But the revealed dimensions and their meaning, is unclear and difficult to 

identify or explain in a simple manner. This is particularly so of the first and more 

meaningful dimension. This is because four variables in particular each meaningfully 

contribute to its composition. To further complicate the meaning of this important 

dimension, two of the variables in particular – teacher support (TS) and student autonomy 

(SA) – appear to be in practice at odds with one another. In short, while the discriminant 
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function analysis does offer an explanation for further understanding of revealed 

significance of the MANOVA, it still leaves room for interpretation of what is 

responsible for the significant effect with commitment. 

 In consideration of the results of each MANOVA performed on the past and 

future series of dependent variables, the null hypothesis was rejected for the past series 

and accepted for the future series. As such, while the results of the multivariate analysis 

suggests a significant effect on the past series of experiential categories with the variable 

commitment the results of the discriminant function analysis leave room for 

interpretation and further study of into the force behind the significance. Because of this, 

while it seems commitment does influence the expression of past experience the exact 

nature of the influence is unclear. 

Ha – There is a relationship between learning commitment with past experience learning 

online among adult learners at a college of education. 

Research Question 4 Results – 

 The fourth series of analysis conducted were interested in identifying any 

significant influence that may indicate a relationship with technology proficiency and the 

past and future series of experiential categories. 

Research Question 4 – How does self-identified technology proficiency relate to past 

experience and future preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

 The statistical analysis utilized for this research question was that of a one-way 

MANOVA with technology proficiency as the independent variable and the six 
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experiential categories – technology use (TU), teacher support (TS), authentic learning 

(AL), student autonomy (SA), equity, and asynchronicity (AS) – as the dependent 

variables. The analysis was conducted twice with the first examination utilizing the past 

series of the dependent variables and the second examination utilizing the future series of 

the dependent variables. In the event of no statistical significance revealed with the 

Pillai's trace test statistic, the analysis stopped. However, where statistical significance 

was revealed a discriminant function analysis was used as a follow-up test to further 

examine the significance. 

Ho – There is no relationship between technology proficiency with past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online among adult learners at a college of 

education. 

 The results of the multivariate analysis on the past series of dependent variables 

revealed that there was no significant effect of technology proficiency on technology use 

(TU), teacher support (TS), authentic learning (AL), student autonomy (SA), equity (EQ), 

and asynchronicity (AS), V = 2.61, F(30, 615) = 1.127, p > .05. Furthermore, on the 

future series of dependent variables, the multivariate analysis revealed that there was no 

significant effect of technology proficiency on the outcome variables, V = .318, F(30, 

615) = 1.394, p > .05. (See Tables 4.18, 4.19, and 4.20.) Because of the non-significance 

revealed on both the past and future series of outcome variables, the analysis stopped. 
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Table 4.18 
MANOVA Descriptive Statistics for Technology Proficiency on Past Series 

 Experiential Category 

 TU TS AL SA EQ AS 

Ave. Item Mean 
Basic 4.33 3.00 3.33 3.00 3.50 3.00 

Novice 4.33 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 
Intermediate 3.33 3.63 3.81 3.59 3.80 3.90 

Advanced 3.64 3.68 3.92 3.89 4.02 3.99 
Expert 3.42 3.86 3.67 3.54 4.13 4.08 

Ave. Item σ 
Basic .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 

Novice .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 
Intermediate .85 .81 .73 .73 .69 .78 

Advanced .73 .84 .73 .82 .80 .73 
Expert .83 .69 .53 .80 .33 .61 
Note: Novice (Novice/Limited), Intermediate (Intermediate/Practical), Advanced (Advanced/Applied), Expert 
(Expert/Authority) 
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Table 4.19 
MANOVA Descriptive Statistics for Technology Proficiency on Future Series 

 Experiential Category 

 TU TS AL SA EQ AS 

Ave. Item Mean 
Basic 4.67 3.00 3.33 3.33 3.50 3.00 

Novice 4.33 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 
Intermediate 4.23 4.25 4.22 4.10 4.10 4.09 

Advanced 4.36 4.27 4.33 4.27 4.32 4.14 
Expert 4.37 4.33 4.13 3.88 4.06 4.29 

Ave. Item σ 
Basic .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 

Novice .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 
Intermediate .54 .55 .62 .61 .63 .71 

Advanced .51 .69 .60 .64 .57 .72 
Expert .27 .53 .59 .85 .83 .65 
Note: Novice (Novice/Limited), Intermediate (Intermediate/Practical), Advanced (Advanced/Applied), Expert 
(Expert/Authority) 

Table 4.20 
Multivariate Test Results for Past and Future Series on Technology Proficiency 

Series Test Statistic F Sig. Eta2 Power 

Past Pillai's trace 1.127 .294 .052 .926 

Future Pillai's trace 1.394 .081 .064 .976 
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 Considering the results of the MANOVA performed on the past and future series 

of dependent variables, the null hypothesis was accepted for both series. This was done 

because evidence was not present that technology proficiency may lend to any 

meaningful influence upon the expression of past experience or future preference for 

experience learning online within these experiential categories. 

Summary 
 Through this chapter the results of the data analysis were presented with some 

unexpected results. However, the modified OLES instrument utilized as the tool for data 

collection exhibited strong reliability across each experiential category of interest. 

Additionally, descriptive information provided by survey participants revealed a sample 

of adult learners very similar to data previously attained and presented about the 

sampling frame at the survey site. As previously outlined the primary statistical analysis 

conducted across each research question was a MANOVA. In cases where this statistical 

test revealed significance a discriminant function analysis was conducted to better 

understand the relationships between the dependent variables and what the significance 

revealed could mean. 

 Overall, key results that may be taken from this chapter include a general lack of 

revealed significance across the future series of experiential categories but the presence 

of some significance on the past series of experiential categories with influential factors 

of classification and commitment. Exploration into the significance with discriminant 

function analysis revealed uncertainty in the significance with classification, yet with 
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commitment revealed the significance may stem from the responsibilities of many adult 

learners with balancing their learning and employment. Maybe most interesting of these 

results however, is the simple finding that experiential characteristics thought to bear 

influence on desires for future learning environments are apparently not influential. 

In the next chapter findings, implications, and thoughts on the future of research 

along these lines will be discussed. Throughout the course of the discussion, the results of 

the data analysis will be expanded upon and ideas will be presented with regard to what 

led to the results of the analysis. 
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Chapter 5  
 

Introduction 

 Key educational theorists such as Dewey (1938), Piaget (1964), and Vygotsky 

(1984) have notably recognized the role of experience as significant in the processes of 

adult learning. This recognition has been manifest into modern educational thought 

through learning theory such as andragogy (Knowles, 1980; Knowles et al., 2005) in 

which experientially based individual differences are thought to have bearing on 

experiences of learning. As such, some have advocated a need for consideration of adult 

experience and adult learning theory (Blondy, 2007; Cercone, 2008) towards designing 

and developing experiences of learning online for adults. 

 While this offers a problem in terms of practical consideration, so too does it offer 

a problem of whether there is significance of influence with experientially based 

individual differences, or characteristics upon experiences of learning in terms of past 

expression and future preference. Given these challenges, problems of interest to this 

study are as follows: (a) insight into viewpoints of experienced online adult learners 

towards various experiential categories that make up online design, (b) understanding of 

adult learner future preferences for an experience of learning online, and (c) the 

implications of experientially based characteristics of adulthood on the expression of past 

experience and future preference. Considering these problems this study purposefully 

sought to understand them through specific individual differences rooted in past and 
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present experience. 

 Through this final chapter of this study into possible implications of factors 

related to individual adult experience on preferences for experiences of learning online 

this research will be summarized and discussed. Accordingly, the findings of the data 

analysis in chapter 4 will be presented along with a reasoned profile of adult online 

learner preferences, possible conclusions, implications, and a discussion on the direction 

of possible future research. 

Summary of the Research 
 The guiding principle of this study was to examine whether experientially based 

characteristics of adult learners with prior experience of learning online had an influence 

on the expression of past experience and future preference for experience of learning 

online. Within a context of designing environments for learning online that meet the 

needs of adult learners by taking into account experience that defines their individual 

differences a gap in research was identified concerning the adult online learner. This 

identified gap was in understanding adult online learner experiential characteristics and 

adult online learner points-of-view pertaining to their past experience and a future 

preference for experience of learning online. As such, the problem that this research 

purposely sought to address was whether there was any significant influence with 

experientially based characteristics upon experiences of learning in terms of past 

expression and future preference. In short, examining this problem had implications 

towards the knowledge base of adult learning online, in addition to practical 
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considerations of designing environments for learning online with adult audiences. 

 In an effort to understand any phenomenon of influence that experientially based 

characteristics of adults may have upon their expression of past experience and 

preference future for experience learning online, the study collected quantitative 

information from undergraduate and graduate participants utilizing a survey instrument. 

The survey instrument was designed to primarily collect the level of agreement 

participants had towards the presence of various experiential categories common of 

environments for learning online. Furthermore, it collected information from participants 

on individual characteristics regarding experience thought to be relevant for possible 

influence on their past experience and likely experience of learning online in the future. 

Data collected with the survey instrument was used to examine the following research 

questions. 

1. How do undergraduates differ from graduates in terms of past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online? 

2. How does online course completion relate to past experience and future 

preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

3. How does learning commitment relate to past experience and future preference 

for experience of learning online for adult learners? 

4. How does self-identified technology proficiency relate to past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online for adult learners? 
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 The experientially based characteristics (or factors) examined in this study as 

potentially having influence upon adult expression of past experience and future 

preference for experience of learning online were online course completion, learning 

commitment in terms of part-time or full-time, and self evaluated technology proficiency. 

Each of these factors was considered valid and possibly influential as previous research 

had been identified where each was considered meaningful in the engagement of activity, 

community, and eventually success or failure when learning online. Because of what past 

research had indicated of the value of these characteristics defined by one's past 

experience these factors were examined for their possible influence upon experiential 

categories common of environments for learning online in contexts of the past and future. 

 The population from which the sample was obtained for analysis was that of 

undergraduate and graduate learners at a college of education in which learning online 

was broadly employed. This population (as described in chapter 3) consisted mostly of 

women graduate students who were full-time learners with an average of more than 2 

online courses previously complete and with an average age of 34 years. From this 

population a usable sample of 130 participants was obtained with an 80.9% usable 

response rate for those who began and completed the survey. 

Profile of Adult Online Learner Preferences 
 As a study interested in uncovering any significant influence of experientially 

based characteristics of adult learners with prior experience of learning online on 

expression of past experience and more interestingly future preference for experience, the 
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results of the analysis offer relevant insight into adult learners. On the one hand, the 

results have implications towards the knowledge base of adult learning online by way of 

no revealed influential relationship between experiential adult characteristics identified in 

the literature with experiential categories present when learning online. Yet on the other 

hand, the results also provide insight into a possible profile of adult online learners that 

has implications for assisting the practice of designing of environments for learning 

online with adult audiences. 

 Descriptive Statistics Overview – First, the descriptive results of responses across 

the six analyzed experiential categories of the primary analysis are presented for data 

collected from both undergraduate and graduate participants. (See Figures 5.1 and 5.2.) 

 

Figure 5.1 Mean experiential category scores for undergraduate (UG) participants across the past and future series. 
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Figure 4.2 Mean experiential category scores for graduate (G) participants across the past and future series. 
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scores of future preferences across the six experiential categories. However, a 
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experience forms a cumulative well by which adults may draw understanding, it is 

possible that graduates simply have more meaningful experience by which to make 
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Table 5.1 
Experiential Category Mean Scores for all Adult Participants 

 Past Future 

Survey Experiential Category Mean σ Mean σ 

Technology Use (TU) 3.52 0.80 4.30 0.52 
Teacher Support (TS) 3.67 0.85 4.27 0.63 

Authentic Learning (AL) 3.85 0.75 4.27 0.61 
Student Autonomy (SA) 3.74 0.81 4.17 0.65 

Equity (EQ) 3.95 0.74 4.22 0.62 
Asynchronicity (AS) 3.98 0.75 4.15 0.72 

 
The mean scores of the categories of experience related to environments of learning 

online indicate that adult learners generally prefer to experience a more favorable level 

with each category of experience. In comparison between the future series and past 

series, future preference is consistently greater across each category with the range of 

difference from positive 0.78 and positive 0.17. Provided the kinds of item statements 

used in the survey to measure participant opinions on the presence of various 

experiences, the data suggest adult online learners desire more engagement with activities 

and opportunities associated with these categories in their experiences of learning online 

in the future than what they have previously encountered. In short, while these future 

series mean scores across the categories of experience confirmed expectations of stronger 

future preferences among adult learners experienced with learning online, what remained 

unclear was what sorts of factors are responsible for influencing this difference. 
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Figure 5.3 Mean experiential category score for all adult participants across the past and future series. 
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characteristics of online course completion, status of learning commitment, and 

technology proficiency were examined for their possible influence on motivating these 

preferences. Furthermore, these factors were examined under the premise that findings of 

statistical significance may inform designers and instructors with recommendations for 

creating a learner-centered experience of learning online for the adult learner. 

 In consideration that participants in this study consisted of two groups of learners 

– undergraduate and graduate – the first research question sought to examine if a 

difference existed between these two groups of adults in terms of past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online. According to the performed statistical 

analysis, there was no indication of a statistically significant difference across the future 

series of experiential categories but there was a statistically significant difference across 

the past series with these groups. According to these results, classification is important as 

a factor for understanding adult experience of learning online in terms of reflection and 

interpretation of past experiences. To understand this, it is important to note that data 

collected in the descriptive series of questions of the survey showed that the average age 

of undergraduate participants was between 19 and 24 years, whereas for graduate 

participants the average lied between 35 and 39 years. By way of an average age 

separating these groups of participants by roughly a decade, it is obvious that graduates 

have clearly had the opportunity for more experience in situations of learning than 

undergraduates. It is possible that an effect of this difference is that graduates are more 

critical than undergraduates when reflecting upon their past experience. This idea may 
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have found support by the results of the discriminant function analysis for the past series 

that revealed a meaningful underlying dimension responsible for the difference. This 

dimension however consisted mainly of an interaction between the dependent variables 

equity (EQ), authentic learning (AL), teacher support (TS), and student autonomy (SA). 

Because of the complexity of the revealed dimension it is difficult to identify the nature 

and meaning of this dimension beyond simple knowledge of its presence and significance 

for the results. In consideration of future preference the gap of experience between these 

two groups has no affect. Their experience regardless of kind or amount simply appears 

to have a general effect of orientation as Piaget (1964) described. This orientation effect 

then may simply be understood to lead them to prefer a greater amount of engagement 

with all experiences learning online. Towards profiling the adult online learner in this 

regard, the results indicate that classification is an important characteristic when seeking 

a critical analysis of past experience of learning online. The information gained by such 

inquiry could then be beneficial for designing, developing, or revising environments of 

learning online for adults that seek to correct deficiencies they had previously 

encountered. 

 In directly addressing experiential factors thought to influence adult preferences 

learning online and what may be revealed about this population of learners, the remaining 

research questions examined online course completion, status of learning commitment, 

and technology proficiency for their likelihood of any influence. As such, the second 

research question focused on examining if there was a likely relationship between online 
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course completion and expression of past experience and future preference for experience 

of learning online. The results of the performed statistical analysis revealed the absence 

of any statistically significant influence from prior online course completion with either 

past or future series of experiential categories. While unexpected, the resulting indication 

that there is unlikely any influential relationship between online course completion with 

past experience and future preference also clarified that online course completion as an 

experiential characteristic of adult online learners should not be considered relevant for 

the design, development, or revision of environments for learning online with this learner 

population. In short, regarding the adult online learner prior online course completion 

does not appear to be a contributing experiential factor to the expression of past 

experience or future preference for experience of learning online. 

 The third research question aimed to examine if there was a likely relationship 

between status of learning commitment and expression of past experience and future 

preference for experience of learning online. According to the performed statistical 

analysis there was no indication of statistical significance with the future series of 

experiential categories, but statistical significance was revealed with the past series. Of 

possible influence towards understanding this is the fact that the majority of adult learner 

participants were a learner and employee concurrently. According to the descriptive data 

collected regarding learning commitment status, 85.4% of participants were both an 

employee and learner. (Refer back to Table 4.6.) Beyond the simple statistics, a 

discriminant function analysis revealed three functions that when analyzed together 
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revealed an underlying dimension that offered a strong explanation for the presence of 

influence from learning commitment on the past series. This dimension however 

consisted mainly of an interaction between the dependent variables equity (EQ), teacher 

support (TS), authentic learning (AL), and student autonomy (SA). Because of the 

complexity of the revealed dimension, it is difficult to identify the nature and meaning of 

this dimension beyond simple knowledge of its presence and significance for the results. 

Quite simply, while statistical analyses revealed the likelihood of a relationship with 

status of learning commitment and the past series of experiential categories learning 

online, what is not clear is the nature of this relationship. For instance, it is possible that 

learning or employment responsibilities are more meaningful than the other. The nature 

of the work or the field of study could also be important. What is clear however, is that 

status of learning commitment is an important characteristic when seeking a critical 

analysis from adult learners of their past experience of learning online. The information 

that is gained through inquiry of active adult learners may be beneficial for designing, 

developing, or revising environments of learning online for adults that seek to correct 

previously encountered deficiencies. 

 The fourth and final research question focused on examining if there was a likely 

relationship between technology proficiency and expression of past experience and future 

preference for experience of learning online. The results of the performed statistical 

analysis revealed that no statistically significant influence was present from technology 

proficiency with either past or future series of experiential categories. Provided these 
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results were unexpected, they do indicate that any likelihood of an influential relationship 

between technology proficiency and either past or future series of experiential categories 

does not exist. Because of this finding, technology proficiency as an experiential 

characteristic of adult online learners should not be considered relevant in the design, 

development, or revision of environments for learning online with this learner population. 

Additionally, regarding the adult online learner technology proficiency does not appear to 

be a contributing experiential factor to the expression of past experience or future 

preference for experience of learning online. 

 Overall Interpretation – In summary, the data collected and analyzed in this study 

revealed adult online learners as critical of past experiences and even desirous of more 

active experiences in the future. In understanding these future preferences, it appears that 

opinions of adult learners are not influenced by the experiential factors of online course 

completion, status of learning commitment, or technology proficiency. However, there is 

indication of influence from one's classification (as an undergraduate or graduate) and 

status of learning commitment on reflection of past experience. Overall, the data fail to 

provide enough evidence that could be used for drawing an effective profile of 

contributing experiential factors of adults to their preferences for experiences learning 

online. 
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Conclusions 
 This research began in recognition of the sizable demand that currently exists for 

the option of learning online and its foreseeable importance in the fulfillment of post-

secondary education for many adult learners. According to various sources, the modern 

post-secondary online learner is one well into adulthood. For instance, the National 

Survey of Student Engagement (2006) identified 25 years as the median age for first-year 

online learners with 32 years as the median age for those in the final year of their 

programs. With an understanding of the obvious adulthood of current post-secondary 

online learners, this study acknowledged the adult online learner as one containing a 

likely wealth of relevant life and technological experience with application to experiences 

learning online. Yet in light of this considerably reasonable assessment, the field of 

instructional design in both research and practice has traditionally only lightly considered 

learner characteristics relevant to experience because of the difficulty with identifying 

them and understanding what they mean for learning environments and experiences. 

 A review of the previous research into consideration for the opinions of adult 

online learners in the design of environments for learning online yielded two general 

observations. The first was that a tendency seemingly existed to disregard any significant 

focus on viewpoints of learners rooted in their individual experiential characteristics and 

past experience. Second, it was further evident that little attention had been given to an 

understanding of adult online learners' future preferences for a learning experience and 

what may motivate this. Instead with regard to preference a number of studies were 
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identified where the scope of study was simply to examine adult learner opinions with 

concern for design features of instruction within environments for learning online 

(Aragon et al., 2002; Cuthrell & Lyon, 2007; Simsek et al., 2007). Beyond this, studies 

generally found interest in efforts on learning outcomes with variations in content 

communication modalities and interactions between people, computing devices, and 

computerized user interfaces. In short, little attention was given to any experience. 

 Accordingly, the gap in the current body of literature was identified to be adult 

learner points-of-view with what has occurred online, what they prefer to occur in their 

experience of learning online, and what may be influencing this. In particular, needed is 

to understand what factors are influential and how that may be applied within the process 

of systematic development. To address this need, this research sought to explain the 

following through quantitative analysis. 

• A description of adult online learner experience in terms of various experiential 

categories common of environments for learning online. 

• Display of likely relationships that are influential between adult experientially 

based characteristics and preferences for experience of learning online. 

• Recommendations for creating a learner-centered experience of learning online 

for the adult learner. 

 Theory to Practice – Guiding theories related to formulating ideas pertaining to 

the needs of adult learners are those of constructivism and andragogy. According to 

Huang (2002), constructivism is a concept common in the ideas of learning across 
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Dewey, Piaget, and Vygotsky that knowledge is something built within each individual 

through engagement with prior knowledge and experience. Experience for its part is not 

something limited to the past, but is instead something with continuous implications for 

interpreting the past, perceiving the present, and formulating preference for the future. 

Constructivism, while by itself may assist with understanding the needs of adult learners 

finds increased relevance when coupled with the theory of andragogy. According to 

Knowles et al. (2005), andragogy most basically outlines the adult learner as 

characteristically needing to know about what they are to learn, comfortable with self-

direction, wanting to utilize their experience, ready to actively engage, oriented towards 

problem-solving, and intrinsically motivated. Among these however, it is experience that 

has been recognized as having the most meaning for learning (Cercone, 2008; Kolb, 

1984; Lindeman, 1926) and for drawing upon in helping learners to relate and/or engage 

in learning activities in a way that helps them to focus on the process of learning (Blondy, 

2007). The result upon taking into account constructivism, andragogy, and even 

systematic models of instructional design (e.g. the Dick and Carey model, or the MRK 

model – see Figures 2.1 and 2.2), is that need is a learner-centered approach to designing, 

developing, and implementing learning. 

 According to Weimer (2002), a learner-centered approach focuses entirely on the 

activity of learning by way of considering what and how one is learning, whether content 

presented is being retained and applied, how learning is positioning one for the future, 

and most importantly under what conditions one is engaging in learning (i.e., the learning 
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environment). To the ends of establishing the conditions most suitable to adult learning 

involves a rethinking of instructional design practice away from the instructivist approach 

of pedagogy with teacher-focused learning (Taylor, 2004). Instead, approaches that may 

be taken to facilitate the provision of learner-focused environments where learner 

experience is valued in its application are those of proactive evaluation (Owen & Rogers, 

1999; Sims et al., 2002) and/or the measurement of learner participant attitudes towards 

various experiential categories common in environments for learning online (Trinidad et 

al., 2005). Gathered opinions from both approaches can then be applied in the design, 

development, or revision of existing of learning environments. 

 In either of these cases and likely others where included as part of a systematic 

instructional design approach interested in the facilitation of knowledge construction and 

concern for adult learner characteristics, designers of learner-focused environments need 

an idea of what specific experiential adult characteristics are most influential for 

determining preferences related to experiencing learning. Such information is useful for 

tailoring learning environments to adult learner needs and expectations, as well as 

facilitative to their independence when engaging in learning activities. Whether learning 

occurs face-to-face or online it is likely that many kinds of experience will have some 

validity. While this research was interested in the online environment this aspect of 

experiential overlap revealed itself in the identification of experiential characteristics 

thought to be most influential with adult learners. Nevertheless, experiential 

characteristics identified in the literature with presumable influence on expression of past 
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experience and future preference for experience of learning online include previous 

online course completion (Picciano, 2002; Biner et al., 1995; Muilenburg & Berge, 2005; 

Dupin-Bryant, 2004), learning commitment in terms of part-time or full-time (Conceicao, 

2007; Lizzio, Wilson, & Simons, 2002; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004), and technology 

proficiency (Vrasidas & McIssac, 1999; Lim et al., 2006; Ausburn, 2004a). 

 Interpretation of Findings – The first objective for this study sought to provide a 

description of adult online learner experience in terms of experiential categories. 

Response data collected from participants across selected experiential categories common 

in environments for learning online effectively demonstrated that in reflection of past 

experience along with consideration for future preference, adult online learners described 

their prior experience as one that had fallen short of their expectations. Expecting that 

adult online learners would have increased future preferences for an experience of 

learning online, experiential characteristics of prior online course completion, learning 

commitment in terms of part-time or full-time, and technology proficiency were each 

examined for the likelihood of influential relationships. However, along with this the 

classification of participants was examined for any significance in difference with the 

study experiential categories. 

 Concerning the first research question, analysis of descriptive information 

indicates that between undergraduate and graduate adult online learners there is a 

difference in opinions towards experiential categories of environments for learning 

online. In each categorical instance across past and future series graduates have stronger 
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opinions. Because of this, it was thought that the two groups would be found to have 

statistically significant differences. However, statistical significance in difference was 

only found across the past series of experiential categories. This revelation is the reason 

for the rejection of the null hypothesis. A follow-up discriminant function analysis 

revealed a single function that is thought to help explain the difference between the two 

groups. But because of the complexity of the underlying dimension in terms of the 

number and nature of the dependent variables that it consists, it is hard to pinpoint and 

draw definitive conclusions from the results. This difficulty can be further understood in 

reflection of Figure 3.2. Through this model the complex nature of the dependent 

variables is presented from how they are found to relate to each other and other variables 

of interest found in the literature pertaining to learner experience. Overall, these findings 

are surprising because of the lack of any statistically significant difference across the 

future series (or future preferences). Yet while statistical significance can not be 

established for future preferences, the results are considered to be practically significant 

in the sense that the results suggest both undergraduates and graduates are oriented by 

their past experience to generally prefer stronger experiences in the future. Nevertheless, 

the results appear to show a difference in how these two groups critically analyze past 

experience. And because of this, the results are meaningful to further research and 

practice with interest in learning experience evaluation between undergraduates and 

graduates. 
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 The second research question inquired into the possibility of an influential 

relationship with the experiential characteristic of prior online course completion with the 

online experiential categories of interest. Of the three experiential characteristics 

examined it was thought that this would be one with a clear influence because of all 

participants the mean score of their prior completion was rather high at 3.93. Yet no 

statistical significance was revealed with either the past or future series of experiential 

categories. Despite suggestion from Picciano (2002) of the importance of this experience, 

it does not appear from these findings that prior online course completion is of 

importance when considering environments of learning online for adults. Quite simply, 

this experiential characteristic is seemingly irrelevant towards an understanding of adults 

past experience or future preference. 

 The third research question also inquired into the possibility of an influential 

relationship with the experiential characteristic of learning commitment in terms of part-

time or full-time with the online experiential categories of interest. Analysis of 

descriptive information, reveal that the most frequent status of commitment is full-time 

employee/part-time learner. However, the data also reveal that more than 80% have dual 

responsibilities as an employee and learner. Because of the split time that is common 

with adult learners and reflected in the data, it was expected that commitment status 

would be an influential factor for adult learners experiencing learning online. Instead, 

statistical significance with this factor was revealed along past experience but not with 

future preference. A follow-up discriminant function analysis on the past series revealed 
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three functions that together revealed statistical significance as a single dimension. While 

this revealed dimension was meaningful as it offered support and insight into influence of 

learning commitment, it remained ambiguous as to what exactly could be inferred from 

the results. This is because the complexity of the underlying dimension in terms of the 

number and nature of the dependent variables that it consists makes it difficult to draw 

definitive conclusions from the results. As previously discussed, this difficulty may be 

understood through the model provided in the Figure 3.2. This model demonstrates the 

complex nature of the dependent variables as presented from how in the literature they 

are found to relate to each other and other variables of interest with regard to learner 

experience. From these analyses, it is thought that what is influencing the statistical 

significance on the past series is possibly a status that involves full-time learning or 

learning with other strong commitments. Overall, what can be taken from these results is 

that increased responsibility leads to stronger critical analysis. Yet surprisingly this does 

not appear to influence preference. The reason for this is unclear. But from the results it is 

clear that learning commitment is relevant to understanding of adult online learners' 

reflections and opinions involving past experience of learning online. 

 The fourth and final research question further inquired into a likely influential 

relationship with the experiential characteristics of technology proficiency with the online 

experiential categories of interest. Between the influential factors examined, this factor 

was considered to very likely have some influence on expression of past experience and 

future preference. This is because with the data indicating the average age of participants 
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at 32 years these participating adult learners were what Prensky (2001) termed as digital 

natives. This was further supported by little more than 90% of participants identifying 

their proficiency as either intermediate/practical or advanced/applied. However, no 

statistical significance was revealed with either the past or future series of experiential 

categories. This result was unexpected, but it indicates that this experiential characteristic 

is irrelevant towards understanding either the past experience or future preference of 

adult online learners. 

Implications 
 As part of the systematic design for instruction an element is usually present that 

calls for attention from the designer on aspects of the learner/audience that ought to be 

considered. For instance, within the Dick & Carey model (Dick et al., 2009) for the 

systematic design of instruction an element included in this process is the analysis of 

learners and contexts. (Refer back to Figure 2.1.) According to Dick et al. (2009), this 

analysis should gather information on the skills and prior knowledge of learners, as well 

as attributes towards content and technology, motivation, achievement, learning 

preferences, attitudes towards institutions, and group characteristics. In addition to the 

Dick & Carey model is the more flexible MRK model for the systematic design of 

instruction (Akbulut, 2007). Within this model is an element included in the process 

labeled learner characteristics. (Refer back to Figure 2.2.) And as part of this element, 

Morrison et al. (2011) advocated that designers consider learning styles and specific entry 

characteristics, as well as characteristics related to academic achievement, personal, 
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cultural, disabilities, and even whether they are an adult or not. 

 Across both of these well-known models of instructional systems design, is a 

clear concern for a multitude of factors that define the audience. However in a practical 

sense, these models do little with regard for calling into consideration past experiences of 

learning, future preferences for experiences of learning, or what special experiential 

characteristics are of influence on the learners. In fact, in deeper explanation they both 

outwardly dissuade such complex consideration. In addition to these deficiencies has 

been a more noticeable critique. Along with calling for increased attention to the use of 

adult learning theory and the design of instruction, Cercone (2008) criticized the 

systematic design of instruction as primarily an instructivist approach by way of 

designing instruction separate from the learner/audience. Because of this separation 

learners have no ownership and their experience is not a priority. Furthermore, produced 

learning environments that aim to facilitate learner activities and knowledge construction 

end up falling short in providing a preferred learning experience by doing as Jonassen 

(2000) noted of using technologies as intellectual partners. 

 Focusing on the Learner – For experiences of learning online with adult learners 

to satisfy facilitative knowledge construction and be the transformative experiences that 

Kolb (1984) described it is necessary that design of instruction place emphasis on a 

learner-centered experience. To establish this it is necessary to provide adult online 

learners opportunities at the front-end of design, development, and revision of 

environments for learning online using systematic design models, to provide input based 
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on their experience. Collection of this information can be done in a post-secondary 

education setting through the use of surveys at points of entry into a degree program, 

mid-degree completion, and exit of degree program. In other areas of business or 

government, information regarding adult learner experience could be collected at the 

point of job entry and/or prior to the start and conclusion of training. As part of this 

collection, learner participants may help to define what characteristics of themselves 

rooted in some experience are also the most motivational to them. This information could 

then be pooled into a database where instructional designers could better understand the 

past experience of their audience and how to plan for a satisfying experience in line with 

their preferences for learning online. 

 More specifically, it is clear from this research that adult online learners of 

different classifications critically view past experiences differently. Furthermore, adult 

online learner status of learning commitment has additional influence on the critical 

analysis of past experience. With consideration of these two bits of information, one 

practical suggestion for creating learner-centered experiences online is to inquire into the 

past experiences of participating learners prior to the design, development, or revision of 

a learning experience for them. Specifically, inquiry should concentrate on experiential 

categories such as those in this study. However, instead of focusing on only the six 

categories presently analyzed, any inquiry should be into all nine – technology use (TU), 

teacher support (TS), student interaction and collaboration (SIC), personal relevance 

(PR), authentic learning (AL), student autonomy (SA), equity (EQ), and asynchronicity 
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(AS). It would then be likely that with a broad line of inquiry and with just a few hundred 

participants instructional designers could have a better idea of where improvements or 

enhancements are of desire. 

 Another suggestion would be that emphasis be given to identifying adult online 

learners with both learning and employment responsibilities. Focusing on these particular 

learners inquiry should then be made into the strengths and weaknesses of their past 

experience as well as what they would like to experience in the future. The findings in 

this study lend to the perception that busy learners are more critical of their prior 

experiences learning online. As such, these particular learners are likely to reveal useful 

insight of previously encountered learning environments. 

 Finally, a practice oriented suggestion for instructional designers of adult learning 

experiences online would be that steps be routinely taken to bolster and/or update the 

tools by which learners experience the different categories discussed in this study. They 

may do so by incorporating communications and collaborative technologies that are easy 

for learners to access and use for focusing on learning activities. Steps could even be 

taken at the middle and end of learning modules to analyze the rank of tool usage, what 

features are most commonly utilized, and whether or not learning participants believe 

their experiences have been enhanced. Such practice would be learner-centered, 

considerate to the needs of busy learners, and concerned with their experience. 

 In summary, these suggestions may be accomplished through the combined use of 

surveys and proactive evaluation on the part of learning facilitators. In gathering opinions 
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in this manner, attention should be given to the learner participant to remind them of the 

opportunity for them to take ownership. Additionally, with regard to the practice of 

systematic instructional design such activities of learner experience analysis and 

application of measures to fulfill presumed expectations can only help clarify any 

analysis of learner characteristics. Eventually, this two-tiered approach of inquiry and 

testing may lead to the consistent consideration of developing facilitative learner-centered 

environments where experience of learners is valued as a critical factor. 

Future Research 
 The opening chapter of this study noted that within the current literature a gap 

was present with concern for the examination of learner participant points-of-view with 

what has occurred, what they prefer to occur in their experience of learning online, and 

what sorts of factors may be influencing this. According to the adult learning theory 

andragogy as well as the literature relating to constructivism and learner-centered 

environments and experiences, the experience that an adult learner brings with them and 

that offers itself as part of their characteristics is a resource of the utmost value. A review 

of the literature into the design of environments for learning online often reveals a 

concern for instructor focused pedagogy in addition to examinations into the 

effectiveness, readiness, and contexts with which an array of technologies may be 

employed to transmit information and achieve desired learning outcomes. With this, the 

experience and opinions of adult learners is pushed aside and because of this offers a 

clear gap indicating a need for the examination of adult characteristics rooted in 
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experience that may have an influence on both the expression of past experience and 

future preference for experience of learning online. 

 Scope of the Study – In an effort to contribute some understanding to this 

identified gap, this research examined a possible difference on the expression of past 

experience and future preference learning online between undergraduate and graduate 

participants. Additionally, it looked into the likelihood of an influential relationship with 

three experiential characteristics on past experience and future preference. In brief, the 

resulting analyses found statistical significance with only the past series of experiential 

categories of a learning online experience with variables of classification and learner 

commitment status. However, this study was meant to be a small step into revealing adult 

characteristics rooted in experience that influence reflections/expressions of past 

experience, and more importantly, future preferences for experience of learning online. 

With that in mind, the design of this study could be improved upon to more effectively 

identify those factors of adult characteristics that influence expression of past experience 

and preference for the future learning online. Because of this, suggestions are presented 

for future research into this area of study. 

 Suggestions for Future Study – The first suggestion in further effort of this line of 

research would be to step back from examining differences between undergraduates and 

graduates and instead examine them as two separate groups. Gaining undergraduate 

participation proved to be more difficult than anticipated in this study. In fact, it was 

largely because of this difficulty that a second data collection point was needed. In the 
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end, even though the overall number of participants (n=130) was thought to be 

satisfactory, of the participant data able to be utilized graduates outnumbered 

undergraduates by roughly two to one. It is believed that related to this imbalance are the 

problems encountered with satisfying the homogeneity of variance assumption with the 

experiential categories of student interaction and collaboration (SIC), personal relevance 

(PR), and enjoyment (EN) that led to their removal from the study. 

 With this in mind, it would be better to examine factors of influence on 

experiential categories learning online with these two groups of adults as two separate 

kinds of adult groups. This study considered all participants over 18 years of age as adults 

and equal. However, a review of the data reveals two notable points. One, undergraduates 

consistently scored lower than graduates across the measurements of study. And two, 

there is a wide gap in the mean age difference between the groups. Because of this, future 

research should utilize factors of influence with adult learners from a classification 

perspective by levels of achievement. Doing this should help with identifying relevant 

influential factors by helping to control for age differences and opportunities for learning 

experience. And from a practical sense, any experiential characteristics identified as 

influential for various adult groups may be better applied to future design, development, 

and revision of learning environments. Lastly, by dividing adult learners into groups as 

described it would be easier to draw distinction between the two with regard to both 

experiential characteristics of influence and relevant experiential categories when 

learning online. 
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 A second suggestion that ought to be applied in a future line of this research 

would be to conduct a study across different colleges and areas of study. As previous 

noted, the aim of this study was to be a small step into revealing adult experiential 

characteristics that influence expression of past experience and future preference for 

experience of learning online. Designed as a small study, all invited to participants were 

from a college of education. Because of this, the results of this study may be considered 

only representative of a population of adult learners in fields of education. However, 

learning online is broadly used across a variety of colleges and their respective 

disciplines at most post-secondary institutions. (This broad use is also true among 

institutions of government and business.) 

 Conducting this next step in the research would be most beneficial for gathering a 

broader sample with more diverse experiences. On the one hand, this may help with 

identifying any influence with the experiential characteristics examined in the study. Yet 

on the other hand, combined with qualitative measures previously unconsidered 

experiential characteristics may be revealed and/or currently examined experiential 

characteristics may be confirmed as irrelevant. Finally from a practical consideration, any 

experiential characteristics identified as influential across a broader study population may 

find the most benefit in efforts by institutions to present a more consistent experience of 

learning online across all departments and programs with online offerings. 

 A third and final suggestion towards forwarding this line of research is to seek to 

identify more experiential characteristics of possible influence on past expression and 
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future preference for experience of learning online. The results from the data analysis in 

this study with the experiential characteristics of prior online course completion, status of 

learning commitment, and technology proficiency, indicated that for this population these 

experiences are irrelevant. However, the findings may be due to the imbalance in the 

sample or are just correct. Whatever the case, preferences are consistently stronger than 

past experience and the influence needs to be identified. Thus, it is suggested that through 

either further review of the literature or better through qualitative measures additional 

adult characteristics rooted in experience may be identified and examined for possible 

influence. 

 This is of particular consideration with factors such as status of learning 

commitment. Analysis in this study suggests that within this factor are possible 

characteristics that are of influence. For instance, overall influence may be a function of 

the kind of employment or area of study one is currently engaged. With this knowledge it 

is reasonable that the factor be examined for relevant subcategories. However this may 

prove beneficial, it is likely that multiple experiential characteristics may be relevant. 

 Broadening the base of experiential characteristics is needed because of how it fits 

in the context of the relevance of experience in adult learning theory and constructivism, 

as well as for the possible implications for practice. Quite simply, the more instructional 

designers know about what perspectives adult learners are experiencing content the more 

likely experiences of learning online can be designed for relevancy for groups and/or 

individuals. 
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 Overall, additional research into this line of inquiry ought to be done for the sake 

of improving the online learner experience and the practice of systematic design of 

instruction. As for the experience of learning online for the adult learner this is of 

particular importance in the application of adult learning theory combined with seeking to 

fulfill learning objectives that are associated with constructivism. Furthermore, more 

information is needed towards filling the gap of understanding with adult learner points-

of-view with what has occurred, what they prefer to occur in their experience of learning 

online, and what may be influencing this. 

Summary  
 The purpose of this study was to examine whether experientially based 

characteristics of adult learners with prior experience of learning online have a possible 

influence on the expression of past experience and future preference for experience of 

learning online. This research was conducted at the college of education at a large 

research institution that widely employs opportunities for learning online. All adult 

learners who participated in this study were over 18 years of age and had prior experience 

of learning online through the completion of at least one online course. Additionally, in 

the specific examination of influence from experiential characteristics, all adult 

participants – undergraduate and graduate – were held equal in their provided 

information. 

 The primary analysis of this study looked for any difference between 

undergraduates and graduates in terms of past experience and future preference, as well 
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as any possible influence of experiential characteristics assumed to be of importance to 

adult learners from the literature. Through each research question dependent variables 

utilized in the examination consisted of six experiential categories common of 

environments for learning online across past and future series of experience. The findings 

of each research question across the past series of experiential categories, revealed 

statistical significance with only the independent variables of classification and learning 

commitment status. With regard to the future series of experiential categories no 

statistical significance was revealed with any of the independent variables. Of interest in 

these findings however, is the contrast with descriptive data that revealed higher overall 

future scores across each experiential category that was seemingly an indication of 

greater preference. 

 The study however small was able to offer some general evidence that adult 

online learners do likely prefer more experiences related to the studied experiential 

categories in their future experiences learning online than they have previously 

encountered. However, provided the absence of any statistical significance on the future 

series of experiential categories with experientially rooted adult characteristics it is not 

clear what characteristics of adult online learners are influencing their overall 

preferences. With statistical significance found on the past series between undergraduates 

and graduates, in addition to the revealed likely relationship of influence between status 

of learning commitment and the past series of experiential categories, it is likely that 

these particular findings are a starting point for the future. Overall, while the findings of 
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the study make clear a need for more research along this line of inquiry they do also help 

to contribute towards clarifying aspects of learner characteristics to be considered in the 

systematic design of instruction. 
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Appendix
 

Appendix 2.1 

14 Principles of Learner-Centered Instructional Design 
 
 
Cognitive and Metacognitive Factors 
 
1. Nature of the learning process.  The learning of complex subject matter is most 
effective when it is an intentional process of constructing meaning from information and 
experience.  
 
2. Goals of the learning process.  The successful learner, over time and with support and 
instructional guidance, can create meaningful, coherent representations of knowledge.  
 
3. Construction of knowledge.  The successful learner can link new information with 
existing knowledge in meaningful ways.  
 
4. Strategic thinking.  The successful learner can create and use a repertoire of thinking 
and reasoning strategies to achieve complex learning goals.  
 
5. Thinking about thinking.  Higher order strategies for selecting and monitoring mental 
operations facilitate creative and critical thinking.  
 
6. Context of learning.  Learning is influenced by environmental factors, including 
culture, technology, and instructional practices. 
 
 
Motivational and Affective Factors 
 
7. Motivational and emotional influences on learning.  What and how much is learned is 
influenced by the motivation. Motivation to learn, in turn, is influenced by the 
individual's emotional states, beliefs, interests and goals, and habits of thinking.  
 
8. Intrinsic motivation to learn.  The learner's creativity, higher order thinking, and 
natural curiosity all contribute to motivation to learn. Intrinsic motivation is stimulated by 
tasks of optimal novelty and difficulty, relevant to personal interests, and providing for 
personal choice and control.  
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9. Effects of motivation on effort.  Acquisition of complex knowledge and skills requires 
extended learner effort and guided practice. Without learners' motivation to learn, the 
willingness to exert this effort is unlikely without coercion.  
 
 
Developmental and Social Factors 
 
10. Developmental influences on learning. 
As individuals develop, there are different opportunities and constraints for learning. 
Learning is most effective when differential development within and across physical, 
intellectual, emotional, and social domains is taken into account. 
 
11. Social influences on learning. 
Learning is influenced by social interactions, interpersonal relations, and communication 
with others. 
 
 
Individual Differences Factors 
 
12. Individual differences in learning. 
Learners have different strategies, approaches, and capabilities for learning that are a 
function of prior experience and heredity. 
 
13. Learning and diversity. 
Learning is most effective when differences in learners' linguistic, cultural, and social 
backgrounds are taken into account. 
 
14. Standards and assessment. 
Setting appropriately high and challenging standards and assessing the learner as well as 
learning progress -- including diagnostic, process, and outcome assessment -- are integral 
parts of the learning process. 
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Original OLES Instrument 

[Actual Form – Past Experience] 
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Original OLES Instrument 

[Prefer Form – Future Experience] 
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Modified OLES Instrument 

[Dissertation Presentation] 
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Appendix 3.4 

Descriptive Survey 

[Dissertation Presentation] 
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Web-Survey Introduction Page 
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Web-Survey Part 1 – Descriptive Survey 
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Web-Survey Part 2 – Main Survey 
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