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ABSTRACT 

 The advancement of technology is changing the way colleges and universities 

operate.  In order to meet the needs of the students, many if not most instructors will have 

to alter traditional teaching methods.  Many higher education institutions have moved 

part of their course delivery system to online instruction and many others are moving to 

online and hybrid instruction.  This research study investigated student and instructor 

expectations as well as student success and satisfaction in online instruction.  

The purpose of this research was to study student and instructor expectations in 

online instruction.  Specifically, focus was directed towards student success and 

satisfaction.  Participants, students and instructor, in an introduction education course 

participated in the study.   

A qualitative case study format was utilized to allow the reader and the researcher 

the opportunity to reflect the perspective of the participants involved.   Data collection 

included questionnaires and student and instructor interviews.  Additional data collected 

was through documents and records in the form of student class assignments and 

discussion threads.  

The findings from this study have the potential to benefit higher education 

instructors by influencing how they conduct their classes and future classroom teachers in 

how they receive and implement educational instruction.  In addition teacher preparation 

programs may benefit from gaining a better understanding in how they are preparing the 

next generation of teachers.  Finally, the university where the study was conducted at 

received feedback regarding success and satisfaction in their online, education course. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

“Our progress as a nation can be no swifter than our progress in education.  The 

human mind is our fundamental resource,” (Kennedy, 1961, p.1).  John F. Kennedy may 

have been before his time when he stated his view of the importance of education.  The 

United States continues to struggle six decades after Kennedy’s remark with finding ways 

to improve the education of our children.  Twenty years later, Ronald Reagan, perhaps 

remembering Kennedy’s words, formed the National Commission on Excellence 

(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983).  In 1983 that commission 

published A Nation at Risk which spoke not only about public education, but also about 

the preparation of teachers (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983).   

 Today’s trends continue to imply that our nation is focusing on what so many 

assume to be the weak preparation of today’s teachers (Schrecker, 1999, p.2). No Child 

Left Behind recognized the need for a “highly qualified” teacher to be in all classrooms 

by 2005-2006 (Learning Point Associates, 2007).  This law directly changed the 

expectations and requirements of all programs designed to prepare aspiring teachers.  

Reacting to these reforms, many states developed guidelines to require their universities 

to examine their teacher preparation programs.  “The institution shall establish adequate 

procedures for planning and evaluation, defined in measurable terms its expected 

educational results and describes how those results will be achieved,” (Texas 

Administrative Code (TAC), 2008).  The private southwestern university where I am 

employed has adopted a strict interpretation of the TAC. This decision is evident in their 

constant search for innovative ways to measure and improve their teacher preparation 
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program.  One way the university is implementing the TAC is by examining their current 

teacher preparation program through their course offerings and course delivery methods.  

In addition the university is looking for ways to meet the changing learning needs of 

college students through expanding their use of technology driven courses.   

In addition to constantly evaluating their teacher preparation programs, 

universities continually search for ways to improve students’ college experiences.  One 

recurring improvement strategy used in preparation programs is the expansion of 

education courses into online formats.  According to the National Center for Educational 

Statistics (2011), the United States is experiencing a rapid and expanding use of online 

education.  In the fall of 2004, 2.35 million students enrolled in online courses (Allen & 

Seaman, 2005).   By 2010 the number of students enrolled in at least one online course 

rose to 6.1 million (Allen & Seaman, 2011).  Carlson (2005) notes part of the reason 

online education is now deemed important when he argues that this generation of college 

students has different needs than the traditional instruction we are so accustomed such as 

face to face instruction.  “Colleges must rethink how they operate; professors need to 

retool the way they hold their classes,” (Carlson, 2005, p.34).  Hence, many professors in 

teacher education programs may need to rethink their pedagogical techniques and their 

traditional delivery methods. 

Statement of the Problem 

Due to trends in society colleges and universities have begun to rethink 

technology, instructional practices, and pedagogical developments (Vonderwell & 

Turner, 2005).  Instructional technology changes the way both students and instructors 

experience their duties and the way they interact in teaching and learning situations 
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(Carlson, 2005).  A new paradigm of teaching and learning has evolved and we should 

consider whether to immerse ourselves and our students into the legitimate implications 

of this paradigm.   

Universities and colleges have begun to examine online avenues to provide 

convenient and quality education to their students.  One of the challenges for professors 

has been to learn about students’ expectations in online courses as educationally 

successful and professionally satisfying.  Another challenge has been to discover how 

instructors view online courses as educationally successful and professionally satisfying.  

Additionally, higher education instructors strive to meet students’ academic and affective 

instructional needs. 

Recently, our university began to look at one of the fundamental education 

courses, required prior to admittance into the teacher preparation program. Consideration 

was given to transforming that course into an online instruction format.  The course 

carries only one credit hour and requirements call for it to be taught by a full-time faculty 

member.  The university established this course as a requirement for acceptance into the 

teacher preparation program. The course is a lower level course and usually has a high 

number of registrants.  The high membership in the course requires that the professor 

dedicate a large block of time teaching and interacting with the students.    

Due to the size of the university full-time faculty members are in constant 

demand, so the institution relies heavily on adjunct instructors to fulfill some teaching 

duties.  Although the university recognized the need of full-time faculty to teach higher 

level courses, the importance of this course and its requirements created reservations 

about transferring it to an online format or to an adjunct instructor.  As one of the only 
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education courses available prior to admission into the teacher preparation program, this 

course has often been used as a buffer to introduce the School of Education to students.  

Concerns arose pertaining to the expectations of students and instructors, their success 

and satisfaction in online instruction, as well as their experiences. 

Purpose of the Study 

The primary purpose of this study was to understand student and instructor 

expectations regarding academic experiences, student success and satisfaction in an 

undergraduate, asynchronous, online education course.  In addition the research explored 

what was necessary for such courses to meet students’ academic and affective 

instructional needs.  With the advancement of technology higher education has begun to 

see an increase in the courses being offered in online formats (Rowley, Lujan & Dolence, 

1998; Allen & Seaman, 2011).  Consideration, however, must be directed toward the 

quality of student success and satisfaction in these courses.  In addition this study has the 

potential to provide teacher preparation programs with a formative measurement of 

online instruction through the students’ and instructors’ viewpoints.  This research should 

provide insight from the students and instructor regarding expectations, experiences, 

success and satisfaction in online delivery of this course, which could enable faculty to 

determine if the students are benefitting from online instruction delivery and if it is a 

viable and effective means of learning for the university population. 

Many quantitative and qualitative research studies have been conducted over 

online instruction.  The majority of these studies have been quantitative in nature and 

focused on simple number calculations to represent student and instructor success and 

satisfaction (Kim & Bonk, 2006; Deneen, 2010; Bender, 2005; Mandernach, 2009; Lear, 
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Ansorge & Steckleberg, 2010; Rodgers, 2008).  Also, most studies have researched 

graduate level students or K-12 students.  Undergraduate students fit into a unique 

category due to their age being considered that of an adult but traditionally without the 

experience and/or maturity.  Knowles (1984) supports the idea that adults learn 

differently than K-12 students with reflection on their life experiences, readiness to learn, 

appropriate orientation to learn and motivation to learn. 

A portion of the existing literature suggested that students generally expected 

their success and satisfaction to be positive experiences in terms of anticipated time spent 

on course assignments and course completion (Rodgers, 2008; Neuhauser, 2002; Rovai, 

2002; Meyer, 2002; & Allen & Seaman, 2005).  These studies reported that students had 

little challenge in implementing online instruction and engaging with one another.  The 

reports also revealed moderate student satisfaction with course execution.  Furthermore, 

course expectations seemed to influence their success and overall satisfaction (Lear, 

et.al., 2010).   

However, another body of literature suggested students who experience online 

instruction suffer from inadequate interaction with classmates and instructor, resulting in 

less course success and satisfaction (Bonk, 2004; Partlow & Gibbs, 2003; Allen & 

Seaman, 2011).  In contrast to student expectations literature suggested that instructors 

tend to experience more reservations regarding not only their own expectations of success 

and satisfaction, but also those of their students (Venable, 2011).  Entering into the 

technological era, many instructors have not explored changes in pedagogy needed for 

online instruction and tend to lower their expectations for course success and satisfaction 

(Venable, 2011).  Thus, this study can help fill the gap in the research by moving beyond 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Scott, August 2013 
 

6 
 

these observations.  My findings shed light in three areas: students’ experiences and 

expectations, instructor experiences and expectations and what is necessary for online 

courses to meet students’ needs.  First, findings focused on the clarification of students’ 

expectations and their online coursework informing their academic experiences and their 

views of success and satisfaction.  Next, instructor expectations and experiences were 

explored in regards to online instruction as a viable vehicle for instruction and building 

learning environments.  Last, students and instructors’ expectations of their online 

experiences were explored to assist us with what is necessary for such course to meet 

students’ academic and affective instructional needs.  

Having personally experienced online instruction from both a student and an 

instructor perspective, I was apprehensive about whether it would provide the students 

and instructor with the success and satisfaction they both expected.  Furthermore I was 

concerned with the possibility of online instruction being utilized as a vehicle for 

effective instruction and building successful learning environments.  Finally, personal 

concerns arose as to whether instructors’ and students’ expectations of their online 

experiences could tell us what is necessary for such courses to meet students’ academic 

and affective instructional needs.       

Research Questions 

This study sought to understand the student and instructor expectations and 

experiences of satisfaction and success in an online, undergraduate education course.  

Therefore, the research questions were: 
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 In what ways do students’ expectations of online coursework 

inform their academic experiences and their views of success and 

satisfaction with asynchronous online education classes? 

 In what ways do instructor expectations in online coursework 

inform their views of success and satisfaction with asynchronous 

online education classes as a vehicle for instruction and building 

learning environments? 

 What can instructors’ and students’ expectations of their 

experiences with asynchronous online instruction tell us about 

what is necessary for such courses to meet students’ academic and 

affective instructional needs? 

Significance of the Study 

Discovering answers to the previously stated research questions has provided 

insight into the quality of online undergraduate courses regarding academic experiences, 

success and satisfaction.  Additionally, these experiences have led to information 

pertaining to necessities for meeting students’ academic and affective instructional needs.  

These findings have the potential to influence higher education instructors, aspiring 

educators, teacher educator programs, and the university. 

Higher Education Instructors.  The realities of today’s society may require many 

higher education instructors to re-evaluate traditional methods of instruction.  As a result 

of this study, more should be known about student and instructor expectations in online 

instruction, as well as student and instructor expectations and experiences of successful 

course completion and personal satisfaction.  The results have the potential to influence 
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strategies and tactics used by instructors to better provide for their students.  The results 

might give insight into assisting instructors in recognizing struggles regarding 

expectations, experiences, success and satisfaction and they can provide ideas for 

improvement.  Instructors have new information to help them decipher what might foster 

or hinder success and satisfaction, enabling them to rethink and reorganize their 

instruction to better meet the needs of their students.  Instructors are provided with data 

relating to expectations, experiences, success, and satisfaction in order to structure future 

courses.   

Aspiring Educators.  Perhaps aspiring educators have the most to gain from the 

research findings.  College students aspiring to be classroom educators had the 

opportunity to experience online instruction as participants, as well as future educators.  

This provided participants with a strong model on to which to base their future learning 

and teaching.  Information about expectations, experiences, success and satisfaction can 

assist the reconstruction of courses and educators to meet the demands and needs of all 

learners. 

Teacher Preparation Programs.  The data from this research has the potential to 

influence the way teacher candidates are educated.  As a result of the increase in online 

instruction, the results from this study have provided teacher preparation programs with 

much needed information and guidance towards offering online courses as a learning 

modality.  In addition to providing information for instructors and students, these 

research findings have the potential to alter the way educator preparation programs are 

designed and delivered.  Directly relating student’s and instructor’s expectations for 

online instruction relating to success and satisfaction has the potential to guide 
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universities towards improvement of teacher preparation programs and the ability to 

individualize pedagogy to meet students’ needs. 

University.  The findings from this research may provide the university where the 

research was done with feedback and a model of online instruction.  This feedback could 

contribute insight from the students and instructor regarding their expectations and 

experiences regarding course success and satisfaction.  These findings could possibly 

provide the faculty part of the information it needs to determine if the students were 

benefitting from online delivery methods as outlined in this research. 

Researcher Assumptions  

 Readers of qualitative research depend heavily on the researcher’s ability to make 

appropriate decisions in the field and to be sensitive to the data (Eisner, 1991; Patton, 

2002).  In this respect researchers have an obligation to represent the data to the best of 

their ability. In doing this the data collected, the analysis, and the story were acquired and 

told through the lens I have used to experience the world.  I felt it imperative that readers 

understand my lens in order to understand how it influenced the research and an accurate 

representation of the research participants.  

I entered the study new to the field of teacher preparation.  In striving to find 

innovative ways to keep up with the changing needs of our students, our university was 

embarking upon offering more online courses as I arrived.  However, this desired change 

of instructional delivery method was met with much trepidation and hesitation by many 

of our faculty.  As career educators we have been taught and trained to create and 

facilitate successful face to face interactions for learning.  We have practiced and 

preached cooperative learning strategies, hands-on manipulations and authentic 
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opportunities for our students.  At first glance online instruction did not support our 

previous protocol for effective learning.  We became concerned about whether online 

instruction would be a viable option to execute effective teaching practices. 

I also entered the study with preconceived notions about what I assumed online 

instruction was, what it represented for instructors, the effectiveness of this delivery 

method and the degree of proposed success and satisfaction.  First, I assumed online 

instruction was not as interactive and engaging as face to face instruction.  As a student, I 

experienced online instruction to be comparable to an independent study where the 

student was given instructions and then left to their own means to achieve.  Regarding 

instructors, I viewed online instruction as not requiring the time commitment or 

dedication and interaction as needed for face to face.  Also, I assumed online instruction 

was most suitable for courses that required little interaction among participants and were 

not concerned with effective, research based teaching practices.   As a result, from a 

student and an instructor’s point of view, I also assumed online delivery was not an 

effective means of learning or providing instruction.  From an instructor’s view point, I 

felt the students would have a void in cooperative endeavors and authentic learning 

experiences.  I feared this would affect their overall success in the course and their 

satisfaction with their learning. Moreover, I did not feel student engagement would be 

desirable or effective in online situations.  Thus, I felt the degree of success and 

satisfaction with the course would be very low and not satisfy the students nor the 

instructor. 
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Operational Definitions 

Asynchronous instruction – communication facilitated by media such as email, and 

discussion threads, supports work relations among learners and with teachers, even when 

participants cannot be online at the same time (Hrastinski, 2008). 

Discussion thread – chain of written ideas or opinions (exchanged among two or more 

participants in an online discussion) linked in the sequence in which they were espoused 

by the participants (Business Directory, 2011). 

Face to face instruction - used to describe the traditional classroom environment where 

the students and the instructor meet synchronously in the same room at a pre-selected 

time (Online glossary of terms, 2011). 

Non-traditional student – students who possess one or more of several characteristics, 

including delayed enrollment, part-time student status, full-time employment, financial 

independence, responsibility for dependents, and enrollment after the twenty fifth 

birthday (U.S. Department of Education, 2005). 

Online instruction – a learning environment in which the instructor and student are 

separated by physical distance (Successful Strategies in Online Education, 2011) 

Student engagement – learner motivation to be involved in his/her own learning 

processes – active, attentive, involved, and adventurous (Venable, 2011). 

Student Satisfaction – relates to perceptions of being able to achieve success and feelings 

about achieved outcomes (Keller, 1983). 

Student Success – determined by academic grades, engagement, learning and interaction 
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Conclusion 

 I was interested in exploring the expectations and experiences of students and 

instructors in online delivery regarding their views and academic experiences of student 

and instructor success and satisfaction.  Furthermore, I looked at the possibilities of 

online instruction as a vehicle for building learning environments and necessary 

requirements to meet students’ academic and affective instructional needs.  This setting 

was in an online undergraduate education course at a small private southwestern 

university.  The findings have the potential to benefit higher education instructors as to 

how they conduct their classes, aspiring educators as to how they are taught, teacher 

preparation programs as to how they are preparing the next generation of teachers, and 

the specific university in providing feedback regarding expectations, experiences, success 

and satisfaction in online instruction. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

History of Online Instruction 

 In the early 1980’s many telephones were still attached to walls, facts could only 

be found in print materials, and music had to be purchased by browsing a record store 

(Hill, 2008).  With the advancement of the “Information Age” many people now have 

immediate access to as much data as they may desire, anytime they want it.  Today online 

instruction is a $34 billion industry (Dunn, 2011).  Anywhere in the United States one 

can see college students walking around using their smart phones to check email, 

message friends, surf the internet, watch videos, and participate in class discussions 

(Cardine, 2008).  Technology is an important part of our lives.  Dunn (2011) estimates 

that by 2019, fifty percent of all higher education courses will be conducted online.  From 

humble beginnings technology has forever changed the way we experience the world.  

Traditional, classroom based courses force students into a traditional model of how our 

forefathers experienced learning through paper-based direct instruction.  Online 

instruction opens up more individualized opportunities for the way students experience 

learning and provides a tailored approach to learning.  “Technology provides an 

electronic learning milieu that fosters the kind of creativity and communication needed to 

nourish engagement,” (Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998, p.7). 

Virtual learning can be traced back as early as the 1700’s when the Boston 

Gazette advertised correspondence short hand courses to be as perfectly instructed as if 

they were in a classroom (Bower & Hardy, 2004).  Another milestone in at-home 

learning surfaced in 1890 when the International Correspondence School was launched 
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by Thomas Foster, a Pennsylvania newspaperman, and became the world’s largest study-

at-home school (Bower & Hardy, 2004). Two years later in 1892 the term “distance 

education” first appeared in a university catalog to describe course offerings   (Berg, 

2005).  

The twentieth century brought many changes to distance education.  In 1953, the 

University of Houston offered the first televised college credit class delivered through 

KUHT, the first public television station in the United States (Houston PBS, 2011).   

Following in 1969, the United States Department of Defense commissioned ARPANET, 

which is the internet as we now know it (Zakon, 2011).  As early as 1970, Bernard 

Luskin, an important pioneer and advocate for computer learning in higher education, 

completed his dissertation identifying and examining the obstacles to the development of 

computer assisted instruction which began much attention, discussion and research 

towards using computers as a learning tool (Luskin, 2010).  Later in 1976, Luskin 

pioneered the first entire virtual college in the United States, Coastline Community 

College (Weinstein, 2008).     

The latter part of the twentieth century brought many advances in technology that 

we are accustomed to today.  In 1991, the World Wide Web was introduced which has 

forever altered how we communicate (A brief history of online education, 2011).  Online 

communication began in the corporate world as a way for employers to train their 

employees and eventually made its way into courses in higher education in 1994 (A brief 

history of online education, 2011).   

Technology has not even begun to slow as it has made its way into the 21
st
 

century.  Higher education has struggled to keep abreast of technology which is crucial to 
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effectively educate new generations.  In 2004, Salman Kahn, an Indian actor, recorded 

the first instruction video on You Tube (Dunn, 2011).  Since then, You Tube has become 

an integral part of many campus based and online instruction delivery methods (Cardine, 

2008).  You Tube has moved past simple “how to” videos for home viewers and into 

academia.  Many college professors utilize this medium to reiterate key points from class 

lectures and to help students better understand demonstrations done in class.  

Furthermore, itunes has joined in on the action.  In June of 2011 Apple itunes store 

offered more than 350,000 college lectures and videos from more than 800 universities 

(Dunn, 2011).  Among participating universities are elite institutions such as Stanford, 

Yale, and Oxford.  As technology has advanced, its influence on education has increased 

greatly.    

Demand for Online Learning 

During most of the twenty-first century higher education has begun to embrace 

and increase the use of technology.  By the fall of 2008, approximately 4-6 million 

United States college students took at least one online course, which doubled from the 

number in 2004 (Allen & Seaman, 2010; Allen & Seaman, 2006).  In 2009 73% of higher 

education institutions in the United States experienced an increase in the demand for 

online courses (Allen & Seaman, 2010).  Over half of U.S. universities perceive that 

growth of online education might become a significant characteristic in their long-term 

instructional strategies (Allen & Seaman, 2010).  Due to the demands, “colleges must 

rethink how they operate…,” (Carlson, 2005, p.A34). 

The presence of online courses is rapidly increasing in United States colleges and 

universities.  89% of public institutions now offer classes in an online format (Parker, 
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Lenhart, & Moore, 2011).  From the same research, only 60% of private colleges and 

universities say that they offer online courses.  University presidents are beginning to 

believe that an online class offers the same value as a face to face class.  The public has 

not come around to the same view, however.  While 51% of college presidents see online 

courses as having equal value, only 29% of the public agrees (Parker, Lenhart, & Moore, 

2011). 

Why has there been such an increase in the demand for online instruction?  

According to Nonis and Fenner (2011) students are registering for online classes because 

of convenience, enjoyment and independence.  In addition these learners are typically, 

“non-traditional, a full-time worker, a parent, living in a rural area, female with children, 

[or] a person with a disability,” (Bataineh, 2001, p.17).  Bataineh (2001) further explains 

students are choosing online interaction because of geographical limitations and reduced 

cost of their transportation.  Additionally, students voice their desire for the ability to 

work at their own pace and learn independently (Chen, Gonyea & Kuh, 2008).  Many 

students are embracing the convenience online instruction offers and the flexibility of 

designing and navigating their own learning. 

Asynchronous instruction utilizes “communication facilitated by media such as 

email and discussion threads…supports relations among learners and teachers even when 

participants cannot be online at the same time,” (Hrastinski, 2008, p.51-52).  A growing 

number of students take online courses due to flexibility and their need to combine their 

education with work, family, and other various commitments (Hrastinski, 2008).  This 

new demand for online courses might require that online educators begin to provide for 

differentiating needs. 
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As new models of teaching and learning advance, so could appropriate tools 

which facilitate, monitor and guide progress.  Moving from face to face to online 

instruction requires innovative ways of teaching, collaborating and evaluating.  

Asynchronous instruction utilizes “communication facilitated by media such as email and 

discussion threads supports relations among learners and teachers even when participants 

cannot be online at the same time,” (Hrastinski, 2008).  A growing number of students 

now take online courses due to the flexibility those courses afford, and their need to 

combine their education with work, family and other various commitments (Hrastinski, 

2008).  This change has created a demand for educators to provide for differentiating 

needs. 

Progressivism, Constructivism & Online Education 

 Progressivism is based on the belief that education should be child-centered rather 

than focused on the teacher or content (Parkay & Stanford, 2004).  Progressivists do not 

believe that the teacher and content are unimportant, but they suggest that teachers should 

facilitate learning through real-life situations which inevitably address core content.  Core 

subject matter is taught through application and active learning.  Progressivists firmly 

assert that “education therefore is a process of living and not a preparation for future 

living,” (Dewey, 1897).  Progressivism promotes active engagement, cooperative 

learning, experiential learning, and problem solving and student construction of 

knowledge. 

 John Dewey, along with John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, were some of 

the most prominent figures of progressivism (Powell, 2012; Hayes, 2007).  They all 

contributed to the initial spread of progressive practices which are still discussed today.  
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Their beliefs are based on three central assumptions: that students’ interests are how the 

content of the curriculum should be derived, that education is about the whole child and 

that learning is active (Powell, 2012).  Dewey supported a balance between structured 

content and experiences that interest, motivate and actively involve students (Powell, 

2012).  Ideally, through this experience, core academic skills such as reading, writing and 

arithmetic are developed through utilizing problem solving techniques.  Dewey strove to 

break down barriers thought to be between a child’s life experiences and their 

experiences in the classroom.  He believed children learn by doing, playing and being 

individuals (Dewey, 1897).  William Kilpatrick (1871-1965), one of Dewey’s students, 

carried on his beliefs to become one of the most effective practitioners of the 

progressivist concept of teaching and learning. 

 Another highlight of Dewey’s beliefs was that schools should be based on 

democracies (Covaleskie, 1994).  He felt that democracy flourishes when fundamentals 

such as individuals interacting, socializing, communicating, challenging, debating, 

supporting and achieving together form the basis of the system (Dewey, 1897).  “True 

education comes through the stimulation of the child’s powers by the demands of the 

social situations he finds himself,” (Dewey, 1897).  Dewey proposed that understanding 

the underlying principles of democracy and supporting those practices in our schools was 

a successful avenue to social reform (Dewey, 1897).  He expressed dismay because he 

felt most schools reproduced elements of society rather than reforming them (Westbrook, 

1991). 

 Under the influence of progressivism, the constructivist paradigm can be found.  

Constructivism represents utilizing cognitive processes to construct meaning and 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Scott, August 2013 
 

19 
 

understanding of the world around (Parkay & Stanford, 2004).  Constructivists believe 

that it is individuals who are the key to learning, not content.  This belief focuses on the 

process of learning rather than on the end product.  Active learning, child-centered focus 

and the idea that new concepts are based upon current/past knowledge of the learner are 

all key concepts of the constructivist approach (Kearsley, 1994).  Learning is organized 

through meaning and experience allowing the learner to go beyond the basic intent of the 

given information.  Students can then transfer and apply their learning to other situations. 

 Many qualitative researchers adhere to the principles associated with the 

constructivist orientation (Higgs, 2001).  Constructivists believe that since human beings 

construct their own meanings of reality based on their individual experiences and 

backgrounds, no single perception is right or more real than another (Glesne, 2006).  In 

addition constructivist researchers feel that realism should be flexible because time, 

people and situations are in a constant state of change (Glesne, 2006).  Constructivists 

want to learn about the world and the different people that inhabit it.  They do not attempt 

to construct a reality, but merely to understand living (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 

 Perhaps constructivism is an ideal approach to online instruction.  Constructivism 

challenges individuals to construct understanding and discover knowledge regarding 

themselves and their surroundings (Parkay & Stanford, 2004).  This approach supports 

student-centered curriculum and instruction rather than teacher-centered principles.  

Essentially, the student is responsible for learning, since the teacher’s role is primarily to 

facilitate.  Constructivism is an active, mean-making process for the students; whereas, 

the teachers must influence and facilitate with students’ prior knowledge, experiences, 

attitudes and social interactions (Parkay & Stanford, 2004).  According to Woo and 
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Reeves (2007), instructors who embrace this theory will engage learners in authentic 

learning tasks, create opportunities for meaningful collaboration among the instructor and 

students, engage the students in various perspectives, employ collaboration and assure 

that students have access to the instructor and to one another.  Constructivist theory 

guides much of adult learning design by promoting students working collaboratively and 

focusing on problem solving which influences joint construction among peers (Stewart, 

Bachman & Babb, 2009).  The goal of the instructor can be to assist students in setting 

goals and facilitate self-directed learning.  Special guidance is needed regarding time 

commitment and the role the student will assume in the learning process (Lundberg, 

2003). 

Characteristics and Needs of Today’s Learners 

Due to trends in society, colleges and universities must rethink technology, 

instructional practices and pedagogical development (Carlson, 2005; Vonderwell & 

Turner, 2005).  A new paradigm of teaching and learning is evolving, and today’s 

educators must discover ways to immerse their students in this knowledge.  Carlson 

(2005) argues that upcoming generations of college students have different needs than the 

traditional instruction that most people have been accustomed to. The failure of colleges 

and universities to provide this change could hinder educational progress for students.  

“Lack of acceptance of online instruction by faculty is a significant barrier to the large-

scale implementation of online courses,” (Allen & Seaman, 2006, p.13).  According to 

Kester, Kirschner and Corbalan (2006) interaction is a crucial part of online instruction; 

however, “educators do not yet know what forms of interaction people need, want, or 

expect to support their learning; and until we fully understand what it is about face to face 
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interactions that enhance learning, we cannot know what features are required for an 

online system,” (Wanstreet, 2006).  Faculty, administrators and students express concern 

regarding the lack of interaction, technology, and increased workloads anticipated in 

online courses (Beard & Harper, 2002). 

Many of the progressive and constructivist principles can be appropriately applied 

to learning and teaching in both campus based and online instruction.  Many of the same 

theories can be utilized in both delivery methods.  Approaches to teaching, however, will 

differ due to the dissimilar settings of online and campus based instruction.  Bandura 

(1977) proposed that learning should take place in a social situation where novice 

learners are able to model more experienced learners.  He emphasizes the importance of 

teachers modeling behaviors, attitudes and emotional reactions to others.   

Learning would be exceedingly laborious, not to mention hazardous, if people had 

to rely solely on the effects of their own actions to inform them what to do.  

Fortunately, most human behavior is learned observationally through modeling: 

from observing others one forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed, 

and on later occasions this coded information serves as a guide to action. 

(Bandura, 1977).   

Obviously, the logistics of observing and modeling are complicated by the online 

environment.  One way to combat this might be through pre-recorded, video-based 

technology or through avenues such as Skype where learners can interact via 

synchronous internet connections.  Instructors are not as transparent in virtual 

environments as they are in campus based settings.  Instructors might consider using 
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highly effective verbal communication in order to compensate for the lack of nonverbal 

cues. 

“What perhaps differentiates earlier technological changes from todays is the 

current emphasis on educational applications,” (Merriam & Brockett, 1997, p.113).  One 

of our greatest challenges with the advancement of technology is determining what 

learners need in order to be successful.  Knowles (1984) suggests that before an adult 

student can be successful and self-directed, as needed in online instruction, he/she must 

possess certain intrinsic characteristics.  These characteristics include the ability to reflect 

upon life experiences, readiness to learn, appropriate orientation to learn and motivation 

to learn (Knowles, 1984).  Eastmond (1998) and Ginsburg (1998) add their support and 

point out that self-direction allows the learner to modify and supplement instruction 

individually to meet their specific needs.  A recurring desire among adult learners is to be 

made aware of learning expectations (Ausburn, 2004).  Adult learners often see 

themselves as more vulnerable and feel that they have more to lose. The success of these 

learners depends heavily on the instructor’s expression of what is expected with regard to 

assignments, interactions and outcomes. 

Researchers measure student success in myriad ways; some researchers support 

easing into online instruction and explain that success relates directly to the institution 

organizational structure (Fain, 2012).  Another portion of the literature suggests the main 

components leading to online success are time spent on task, technology experience, 

individual competence, personal initiative, and previous grade point average 

(Mandernach; Donnelli; & Dailey-Hebert (2006, July). Other studies have found that the 
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most important characteristics for online success are related to self-discipline and 

motivation (Schrum & Hong, 2002; Waschull, 2005). 

The attitudes which faculties have toward their interactions with adult learners 

have an enormous impact on the success of moving towards technological innovations 

(Hall & Hord, 2001).  Hall and Hord (2001) present principles of change which can assist 

with the transformation between campus based and online instruction.  To begin, 

instructors and learners must understand that change is a process, not a solitary event.  

This ongoing process requires both acknowledgment and action by all of the individuals 

involved.  Facilitating change is a team effort in which leadership can be crucial to 

success.  Participants must also understand the difference between the development of 

change and the implementation of change (Hall & Hord, 2001).  Developing change is 

nothing more than devising a plan.  Implementation of change requires action towards 

putting a plan into practice. 

College students are often in a transition period between adolescence and 

adulthood.  According to their age, many of them are considered adults, but their learner 

characteristics may still be progressing between adolescence and adulthood.  One of the 

noticeable differences between adolescence and adult learning is that adults tend to resist 

change.  Humans are creatures of habit and the very idea of change can create anxiety.  

Hord, Rutherford, Austin, & Hall (1987) have identified seven stages adults experience 

regarding their concern for innovation and their willingness to change.  These 

considerations could influence the way we teach adults.  Just as children develop in 

various stages, so do adults when introduced to change.  The first stage identified is 

awareness of the innovation or change.  Next, adults seek to obtain information regarding 
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the change.  Basic facts are gathered relevant to what will be entailed.  Next, adults 

inquire how the innovation will personally affect them.  Will it alter anything in their 

personal lives on a reoccurring basis?  Then, adults usually consider the management 

techniques the innovation will require.  What additional energy or effort will they have to 

put forth to manage successful change and be able to keep up with it?  Consequences are 

considered next.  What will happen if they do not embrace the innovation?  What 

consequences may surface if they do embrace the change?  After consequences are dealt 

with, the adult learner contemplates collaboration.  Who will work with them towards the 

change and what support will they receive?  The final stage is aimed at making the effort 

to refocus.  At this point, the adult learner has spent an enormous amount of time and 

energy contemplating whether the innovation is a viable asset for them.  They tend to 

experience degrees of overwhelming confusion and frustration.  Here the learner must 

redirect and refocus on the importance of the innovation in their life.  The instructor’s 

responsibility is to recognize these stages and effectively coach their learners to achieve 

change. 

 Online instruction also lends itself to providing opportunities for individualized 

instruction (Dziuban, Moskal & Hartman, 2005).  Course instructors can individualize 

instruction through specific assigned activities, allowing students to explore material at 

an individualized pace or providing individualized interaction.  Mandernach (2009) 

focuses on integrating more opportunities for authentic learning and personal 

connections.  Activities such as reflective journaling, authentic experiences and case 

studies also carry extra benefit for online learners (Vonderwell & Savery, 2004; Kim & 

Bonk, 2006).  Creating these various learning experiences are the role of the instructor in 
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both methods of delivery; however, research suggests that in a virtual environment the 

instructor may need to make special efforts to engage their students (National Survey of 

Student Engagement, 2008).  That same survey given in 2009 additionally found that 

online learners required greater course management tools to satisfy their need to interact.  

One way to provide those course management tools is by having the instructor 

incorporate structure into the course (Ausburn, 2004).  Structure can be created by having 

materials planned in advance and remaining consistent throughout the course.  In 

addition, course structure is enhanced when the instructor includes assignments that 

require interaction and collaboration.  Chen (2007) also discovered user-friendly 

technology to be an influential aspect in student success.  Hands-on activities and prompt 

instructor feedback were also mentioned to influence course success. 

Many effective teaching strategies used in face to face instruction also can be 

effectively practiced in online instruction.  However, due to the physical distance 

between the learner and the content, specific considerations should also be taken into 

account.  Just as in campus based instruction, different learning styles should be 

encouraged to increase online engagement (Rodger, 2008; Vonderwell & Savery, 2004).    

Just as in face to face, an instructor should teach to accommodate all learning styles and 

provide learning opportunities to reach all students.  Perhaps this could easily be done in 

online instruction due to the individuality of the structure itself.  Additional activities can 

be added to support verbal learners, visual learners and kinesthetic learners.  Such 

activities could include narrated presentations, video images and outside physical activity 

requirements. 
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Support for Online Instruction in Higher Education 

Numerous quantitative studies have been published comparing the differences 

between online and face to face instruction.  The majority of research supports 

asynchronous instruction to be just as effective, if not more so, than face to face 

(Neuhauser, 2002; Rovai, 2002; Meyer, 2002; Allen & Seaman, 2005).  Hrastinski (2007) 

believes students may spend more time and thought in their contributions than when in a 

typical classroom atmosphere.  Online instruction provides more opportunities for 

students to become independent, self-directed, self-regulated and self-reflective (Singh, 

O’Donoghue & Worton, 2005 & Vonderwell & Savery, 2004).  However, replacing a 

lecture with a power point presentation is not a suitable means of altering instruction for 

online delivery.  Redesign relates to a fundamental shift in attitudes and strategies in the 

overall understanding of learning (Sharpe, Benfield, Roberts & Francis, 2008). 

Although technology does not promote learning, it can enhance it.  According to 

Burge (1994); Cahoon (1998); Eastmond (1998) and Field (1997) technology has the 

potential to increase flexibility, provide access to expertise, facilitate discussion, reduce 

feelings of isolation, increase learner autonomy and support and promote constructivist 

and collaborative learning.  Suggestions for structuring online environments include 

items such as organizing a place students can interact online in a non-threatening 

atmosphere.  Also important is providing fast, productive assistance and feedback from 

the instructor.  Technology allows the learner to be provided with both independent and 

interdependent activities (Burge & Carter, 1997).  Students voice their need for learning 

materials to be accessible through technology rather than having to purchase them 

separately (Sharpe, Benfield, Roberts & Francis, 2005).  For the instructors more 
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advanced planning and thought towards choosing resources could be required.  

Researchers also discovered that online students easily experience document overload 

which leads to frustration, affecting both their engagement and their learning.  Sharpe, 

Benfield, Roberts and Francis (2005) suggest providing notes to assist with instruction 

including voice-overs or video to supplement instruction.  Another crucial requirement 

for effective learning is building in activities such as discussion boards and group 

collaborations, or any other functions to support student interaction (Auburn, 2004). 

 Instructors and students must both be aware of their roles in order to achieve 

effective online instruction.  They must understand that the ways in which they interact 

with each other and the content of the course are often positive predictors of their level of 

engagement (Lear, et.al, 2010).  “Active participation is critical to student success and 

quality of online education, developing feelings of belonging or sense of community that 

will lead to learner engagement,” (Lear, et.al., 2010, p.71). 

Whether delivered face to face or online, instructional engagement has been 

linked to activities as teacher-student interaction, peer collaboration and active learning 

(Brown, 2006; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Graham et.at., 2001; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005; Richardson & Swan, 2003).  In a quantitative study done by Chen, 

Gonyea, and Kuh (2008) distance learners showed higher engagement than their campus 

based peers.  From the same study, online students were more satisfied with their 

educational experiences, had a higher level of academic challenge, spent more time 

personally reflecting and gained more practical competence including personal and social 

development.  Chen, Gonyea, and Kuh (2008) also report that distance learners asked 

more questions, participated in more community based class projects and discussed more 
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with their peers than the classroom based students.  This increase in the offering and 

demand for online classes inspires much of my research. 

Doubts about the Efficacy on Online Instruction in Higher Education 

Whereas many researchers point out the popularity and success of online 

instruction, critics have a different view.  “Only 29% of the public says online course 

offer an equal value compared with course taken in a classroom,” (Parker, Lenhart, & 

Moore, 2011).  One obvious concern is that the educational experience will be less rich 

than face to face and be more related to an independent study (Gatlin & Alexander, 

2009).  Chen, Lehman, and Armstrong (1991) found that achievement test scores were 

most often lowest for students in online courses as compared to face to face and 

correspondence delivery methods.  In addition, speculation has been made that 

independent learners experience difficulty in time management and rely heavily on 

instructor guidance to complete assignments (Samarawickrema, 2005). 

Those striving to hold to the conventional methods of face to face instruction 

argue that a virtual environment does not allow participants to read nonverbal cues from 

the students such as body language, pauses and inflections in voice and facial expressions 

(Venable, 2011).  Others contend that the distance created between participants in online 

instruction can lead to isolation, lack of interaction, frustration, and distraction (Venable, 

2011; Neuhauser, 2002).  A recent critique of the use of online courses in higher 

education concerns the platform which many students receive their course materials.  

Lennett and Kehl (2013) assert that online courses might quickly become too expensive 

for students with only broadband connections.  Watching video lectures could cause 

students to exceed their providers’ data cap, resulting in much higher monthly bills. 
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Another concern of online learning is the idea of higher drop-out rates from 

students when compared with face to face courses.  Frankola (2001) contends that 

students often enter into online situations with unrealistic course expectations which 

leads to a decreased number of course completers.  Between 20% and 50 % of online 

students withdraw due to lack of motivation, lack of time, poorly designed courses or 

lack of instructor support (Frankola, 2001).   

A recent study points out that teachers believe that students are being 

fundamentally changed by their use of technology and that the change is not positive 

(Purcell, 2012).  88% of surveyed teachers felt that their students had “fundamentally 

different cognitive skills” because of their constant exposure to technology (p.7).  59% of 

those teachers rated their students’ research skills as fair to poor.  Today’s students also 

seem to have a problem judging the online content they read.  61% of teachers rated 

students fair to poor in their ability to “assess the quality and accuracy of the information 

they find online” (Purcell, 2012, p.6).  Perhaps because online content has become easier 

to access, students seem less willing to dig for difficult to locate information.  78% of 

teachers rated their students fair to poor in having enough “patience and determination in 

looking for information that is difficult to find” (Purcell, 2012. P.6).  

Bonk (2004) suggested that students who experience online instruction suffer 

from inadequate interaction with classmates and instructor, resulting in less course 

success and satisfaction.  In addition instructors tend to experience more reservations 

regarding not only their own expectations of success and satisfaction, but also their 

students (Venable, 2011).  Entering into the technological era, instructors may have not 

explored changes in pedagogy needed for online instruction and tend to lower their 
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expectations for course success and satisfaction (Venable, 2011).  Others contend that the 

distance created between participants in online instruction can lead to isolation, lack of 

interaction, frustration and distraction (Venable, 2011; Neuhauser, 2002; Hara & Kling, 

2000).  In a similar study, Young (2006) discovered that students recognized effective 

teachers as being actively involved and visible in class.  This concept is not as easily 

accomplished in online formats.   McLoughlin and Marshall (2000) state “effective 

learning does not require a number of skills and cognitive abilities that are not merely 

intuitive, nor can they be assumed in novice university students or those unfamiliar with 

learning online.”  In addition, researchers such as Rosenfeld (2005) contend that students 

in online courses have lower course completion rates than their peers in traditional 

delivery methods. 

Implementing effective asynchronous online instruction presents many 

challenges.  Other researchers link effective online instruction with constructivist 

principles and should be collaborative, rigorous, interactive and relevant (Parlow & 

Gibbs, 2003; Kim & Bonk, 2006; Lear, et.al, 2010).  However, they also found the online 

population spent less time collaborating and jointly preparing for assignments.  Another 

determiner of student engagement can be seen in the comfort level the student possesses 

with the instructor and with their peers (Dziuban, Moskal & Hartman, 2005).  When 

learners experience a satisfying comfort level with the instructor and peers, they 

participate more and engage more deeply with the course material.  Due to impersonal 

distance between learners and instructors in an online environment, satisfying comfort 

levels are more difficult to achieve. 
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Student Engagement 

 Venable (2011) defines student engagement as the motivation learners possess to 

be involved in their learning by being active, attentive, involved and adventurous.  

“Greater online interaction is found to have a positive and statistically significant impact 

on performance,” (Rodgers, 2008, p.143).  Engagement has been found to be directly 

related to grades and student satisfaction (Chen, Gonyea & Kuh, 2008).  Shulman (2002) 

argues that since student engagement is a precursor to constructing knowledge and 

understanding; it is both prerequisite and desired outcome.  Engagement involves more 

than active learning.  Engagement includes a combination of personality, positive effect, 

motivation, self-confidence and persistence applied to the learning process, as well as the 

students’ effort to overcome obstacles in learning (Ruhe, 2006).  Engaged learning moves 

the instructor from a position of authoritarian and into a position of facilitator and guide 

(Rovai & Jordon, 2004).   

  Much research has been done on what student engagement should look like in 

online formats.  Bart (2011) relates online engagement to an increase in images, audio, 

video, and other visuals. These items become necessary because varied learning styles 

respond differently to various stimuli.  Rowland (2006) contends voice narration assists 

with online engagement.  Mandernach (2009) focuses on integrating more opportunities 

for authentic learning, personal connections, and facilitating the process of learning.  

Also different learning styles should be taken into consideration to encourage 

engagement (Rodgers, 2008; Vonderwell & Savery, 2004).  Activities such as reflective 

journaling, authentic experiences and assessments, and case studies are suggested 

(Vonderwell & Savery, 2004; Kim & Bonk, 2006).   
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Although specific activities are not available for reflection, Meltzer and Hamann 

(2004) suggest three strategies for supporting student engagement: making connections 

with the students’ lives, interaction among all participants and a responsive class 

atmosphere.  Ideas and questions were initiated by the authors and adapted to pertain to 

campus based and online delivery.  Whether face to face or online instruction, students’ 

needs must be met for them to experience successful engagement.  These learners must 

experience relevant opportunities, authentic interactions with people and objects and 

experience differentiated instruction.  

Meltzer and Hamann (2004) first suggest initiating engagement by connecting to 

students’ lives.  This connection can be achieved by asking specific questions about 

backgrounds, dreams, goals and aspirations.  Both methods of delivery could satisfy this 

suggestion with some type of biographical assignment.  Face to face students can present 

their assignments in class, whereas online students can upload their assignments through 

an online share server and could be required to respond to each other’s biographies with 

comments and feedback. 

Next, tasks should be cooperative, collaborative and interactive (Meltzer & 

Hamann, 2004).  Students should work together for a common purpose while 

authentically interacting.  Traditionally educators are able to accomplish this much more 

easily in a campus based classroom.  However, avenues for closely mimicking this 

interaction in an online setting can be achieved.  One activity to be considered is 

classroom observation.  Adjustments could be made to classroom observation 

requirements.  If campus based students were to be required to observe a K-12 classroom 

in a neighboring public school district and complete observational and reflective 
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questions, online participants could satisfy this requirement by participating in live video 

streaming and/or Skype.  Students would have access to a live classroom despite 

geographic boundaries.  If live video streaming is not feasible, pre-approved recorded 

video based observations can be utilized for participation in classroom observations.  

Another relevant activity is classroom discussion.  In face to face delivery, class 

discussion is naturally integrated into almost every class period.  The lack of this type of 

integration creates void for online participants.  However, as a substitute for this 

interaction, online students can participate in online discussion threads.  Instructors post 

discussion topics relevant to class readings.  Students are required to post a reaction and 

reply to one another’s reactions.  Researchers such as Ho and Swan (2007) remark that 

online instruction has the capacity to create more interaction and dialogue than face to 

face due to the inability for individuals to dominate interaction. 

The final strategy Meltzer and Hamann (2004) suggest for increasing student 

engagement is the creating of responsive atmospheres for learning.  The use of 

differentiated instruction could be employed in this setting.  “Each student is a unique 

individual and has different learning needs.  Differentiating instruction means that 

students work at their own level in ways that they can be successful and demonstrate 

success,” (Meltzer & Hamann, 2004).  The central concept in differentiated instruction is 

that all students end up at the same finish, but vary in how they arrive.  These differences 

surface due to student’s individual needs (Tomlinson, 1999).  Online delivery can be a 

conduit for the use of differentiated instruction.  Online delivery provides a privacy 

element and encourages verbal and written communication, making it easier for an 
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instructor to modify and specialized instruction.  Moreover, the immediacy of interaction 

is void, enabling more time and thought to be put towards individualized instruction. 

 “Student engagement is not the sole purpose of education, but an essential part of 

overall student achievement and school success,” (Jones, 2009).  The education 

profession works diligently at finding ways to improve student engagement.  Yet, little 

literature is available regarding tools to measure engagement.  Before improvement can 

take place, an effective and efficient means of measurement must be adopted.  The 

International Center for Leadership in Education has constructed various tools for 

measurement based on data driven engagement (Jones, 2009).  These tools are designed 

to monitor engagement, long term growth and improvement.  The tools are intended to be 

modified for each individual setting for which they are adopted.  Engagement is 

measured with indicators gathered from attendance rates, participation rates, student 

perceptions and observations.  To begin, attendance and participation rates are gathered 

using quantitative methods.  Attendance also takes into consideration whether a student 

was late (and how often) and if they frequently leave early.  Participation rates can be 

gathered by looking at various assignments for completion and mastery. 

Tools for Measurement 

Although qualitative research is not intended to measure data, some quantitative 

tools will be referenced to assist in gathering data and identifying emerging themes.  

Jones (2009) has developed multiple tools to assist in measuring student perceptions.  

Both tools require interaction between the student and an observer to gather data.  This 

instrument is constructed to be completed by someone other than the students’ classroom 

teacher.  This tool is extensive and requires verbal collaboration between student and 
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observer.  It is broken into five separate categories perceived to represent learning.  The 

categories include: individual attention, clarity of learning, meaningfulness of work, 

rigorous thinking and performance orientation.  Students are asked a series of questions 

under each category.  The students’ responses reflect their perceptions regarding a 

particular component of class.  A scale ranks their answers from very high, high, 

medium, low, or very low.  For example, a student might be asked what they are 

supposed to do if they need extra help in class.  The student would respond, and an 

individual other than the teacher, would rate whether they perceive the students’ answer 

to reflect very high, high, medium, low, or very low levels of engagement. 

The second tool is quick and informal.  Designed around a five-point scale, it 

measures basic student responses regarding a particular topic.  This instrument measures 

overall basic impressions and attitudes rather than specifics.  For example, if a student 

responds that class was boring and moved slowly, a low level of engagement would be 

assumed and recorded.  A student response rating the class as being good would result in 

moderate engagement for at least a portion of the class.  A student expressing  desire for 

more class time is generally associated with a high level of engagement for the majority 

of class time (Jones, 2009). 

Exploring the degree the participant interacts “in order to better understand the 

students’ thinking” represents one measure to assess engagement in discussion threads 

and reflective journals (Surbeck, Han, Moyer, 1991, p.26).  Surbeck, Han, and Moyer 

(1991) have devised a three pronged evaluation to assist with assessing reflective 

responses in journals and online discussions; reactions, elaboration, and contemplation.  

The reaction category refers to responses that include opinions regarding feelings, basic 
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report of information, or personal concern regarding participation.  Elaboration includes 

the reaction category, but also requires the participant to expand on particular situations, 

compare their reaction to other times or experiences, or generalize with specific 

reference.  The contemplation category encompasses reaction and elaboration, in addition 

to personal focus, professional focus, or social/ethical focus (Surbeck, et.al, 1991). 

The reaction category refers to students’ initial responses to situations or stimuli.  

These usually include personal opinions regarding positive or negative feelings, basic 

reports of information, personal concern regarding participation or issues referring to 

educational problems or knowledge.  An example of reaction is: We gave our 

presentation.  It did not go well.  The student is simply reporting information without 

deep thought, expansion, or problem solving (Surbeck, et.al., 1991). 

The elaboration category requires expansion.  An individual participant might 

mention the reaction and then explain personal feelings, verify their thinking, give an 

example, or make a reference to a similar situation.  Within the elaboration category, 

student responses can be concrete, comparative, or generalized.  A concrete elaboration 

expands on the specific situation from which the reaction derived.  Comparative 

elaboration refers to the student comparing their reaction statement to other situations 

and/or experiences.  Generalized elaboration uses the student reaction to compare a 

general principle or theory (Surbeck, et.al., 1991).  A possible example of student 

elaboration could be: (Reaction) We gave our presentation.  It did not go well.  (Concrete 

Elaboration) It did not go well because our technology did not work, we ran out of time 

and we did not incorporate manipulatives like we were supposed to.  (Comparative 

Elaboration) Last time I gave a presentation was in math class.  It was easy to come up 
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with manipulatives to use to engage students.  They interacted and everything went as 

planned.  (Generalized Elaboration) Chapter 13 specifically goes into detail regarding 

why hands-on activities and manipulatives are so important in presenting.  Dewey 

discussed the importance of child-centered, active learning. 

Contemplation is the final stage of reflection identified by Surbeck, et.al. (1991). 

This stage encompasses reaction and elaboration, in addition to personal focus 

professional focus, or social/ethical focus.  The personal focus relates to students’ 

thoughts about themselves or particular personal issues.  The professional focus 

concentrates on professional problems, issues, theories, teaching methods, future goals, 

attitudes and abilities.  Contemplation regarding the social/ethical focus recognizes the 

writers’ thoughts about social issues, ethical problems, or moral concerns. (Surbeck, 

et.al., 1991).  An example of contemplation is: (Reaction) We gave a presentation.  It did 

not go well.  (Elaboration) Last time I gave a presentation was in a math class.  It was 

easy to come up with manipulatives to use to engage them.  The students interacted and 

everything went as planned.  (Personal Contemplation) I found myself wanting to re-work 

the presentation when we were in the middle of it.  (Professional Contemplation) I don’t 

know if it was because the group was too large and had too many students doing various 

things, but I feel overwhelmed.  I think 10 students would have been an ideal number to 

present to.  (Social/ethical Contemplation)  If our schools are going promote hands-on, 

large group instruction, then we need more assistance on how to do it.  I love the whole 

idea of it, but how do you juggle that many learners while providing differentiated 

instruction?   
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Conclusion 

Online instruction has a long history dating back to correspondence courses 

offered in the 19
th

 century.  In the 21
st
 century demand for online courses has increased 

dramatically.  These new courses seem to align with constructivist practices and they can 

be tailored to meet the changing characteristics of today’s learners, who have grown up 

with the internet, Iphones, and Facebook.  Across the nation more and more universities 

are offering more and more online courses.  Some doubt, though, has been cast on the 

effectiveness of online courses.  Some instructors are reluctant to offer their classes 

online.  As technology marches on, though, universities need to prepare for offering their 

students courses which are convenient, effective, and engaging.  
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Methodology 

A qualitative research approach fit best for exploring the questions to be answered 

in this study.  “Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the 

world.  It consists of a set of interpretative, material practices that make the world 

visible,” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p.3).  Denzin and Lincoln (1994) used descriptors as 

multi-method, naturalistic, and interpretative to describe the qualitative approach.  I 

studied online education course participants and their interactions with the course and 

each other.  The online environment will be considered their natural setting for the course 

since this is where the learning should take place.  This will attempt to make sense of, 

and interpret, the meanings the participants brought to the study.   

Various research tools summarized from qualitative authors: Bogdan and Biklen, 

1982; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002; Ellis, 2004; and Eisner, 1991 were 

incorporated into this study.  However, it is important to note that as the researcher, I was 

the main research instrument and therefore, all data is interpreted through the lens of my 

individual and cultural subjectivities (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  Next, I utilized the 

participants’ natural setting of online instruction to gather, describe and interpret.  I did 

this to enhance the probability of natural occurrences within the virtual classroom not 

being filtered or subjected to change (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  Third, I employed the 

use of thick description to assist with discovering emergent themes in the data and to 

authentically represent it.  The reader should be able to develop an understanding of the 

data through my descriptors without being directly involved with the setting itself.  

Finally, inductive data analysis was utilized.  As my findings came together, themes 
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emerged and meaning for individual participants were discovered (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). 

This research was performed and presented in a descriptive case-study format that 

included five individual participants.  This case study research was not only in-depth and 

descriptive, but sought to provide experiences through real-life context to reflect the 

perspective of the participants involved (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2007).   These methods 

involved gathering enough information about the students and the instructors’ 

expectations of online coursework, their academic experiences and their views of success 

and satisfaction with the assigned asynchronous education course.  In addition this case 

study approach enabled me to obtain data through questionnaires, interviews, documents 

and records regarding online instruction as a vehicle for instruction and building learning 

environments.  Last, instructor’s and students’ expectations and experiences with 

asynchronous online instruction were considered according to what was necessary for 

such courses to meet students’ academic and affective instructional needs. 

Carolyn Ellis (2004) has proposed that research can be categorized on a 

continuum.  One end of the spectrum is represented by a scientific orientation where 

findings are considered to be discovered independent of the researcher.  On the opposite 

end an impressionist or interpretative and artistic orientation is represented.  This type of 

research focuses solely on the researcher studying themselves and describing the 

findings.  The middle ground is characterized by the researcher’s being the data gatherer 

instrument while having interaction and engagement with the world around them and 

telling the story through the lens they use to view the world.  The difference between the 

middle ground and the artistic end is that the researcher’s emotional truths or 
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subjectivities are what are being examined rather than his/her “factual” perceptions of a 

situation or context.  The middle of the continuum is where this research study was 

appropriate due to the researcher gathering and presenting the data through the real life 

contexts and perspectives of the participants (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2007). 

A descriptive case study closely mimics what Ellis (2004) refers to as the middle 

ground on the qualitative research continuum.  Case study research is not only in-depth 

and descriptive, but also strives to provide experiences through real life context to reflect 

the perspective of the participants (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2007).  Participants were studied in 

the natural setting of their online course.  Denzin and Lincoln (2005) see natural settings 

as an avenue for performing an intensive analysis of a specified individual person, group 

or event within their natural context.  “One of the advantages of case studies is that the 

researcher can bring a case to life through thick description, which is not possible using 

the statistical methods of quantitative research,” (Gall, et.al., 2007, p.484).  The case 

study format also allowed the researcher and the reader to obtain more than informative 

data.  It enabled them to acquire details, understanding and view the research holistically 

rather than in segregated parts.  Through data collecting I recreated a description of the 

online course environment as the participants experienced it.  I gathered information 

through questionnaires, interviews, researcher journal and other class documents to 

construct my interpretation of students’ online reality. 

Context of the Study 

The context of the study was an introductory education course.  The course was 

delivered in an online format for eight consecutive weeks in January through March.  The 

School of Education used this specific class as one of the beginning courses offered prior 
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to students’ admission into the teacher preparation program.  Approximately 40 students 

register for this course each semester, and it is taught in three different sections.  Each 

section usually has between 10 and 15 participants.  The School of Education requires 

this course which carries a value of one credit hour.  The specific class used for the study 

had eleven members.   

The course was taught at a small, private, religious affiliated, southwestern 

university.  Student enrollment hovered around 1400 for the semester studied, with 267 

of those students already having been accepted into the teacher preparation program.   

The year’s demographics mirrored those of the university as a whole in that 58% of 

students are Caucasian, 19% are Latino/Hispanic, 16% are African American, and the 

remaining 7% are Asian, American Indian, multi-racial, or unknown.  Overall, the 

university usually has a high number of non-traditional students.  The university strives to 

maintain a teacher/student ratio of 1:14. 

I was a new faculty member at the participating university.  The leadership of the 

School of Education charged me with helping to find ways of better serving our students 

who were taking a course which was the gateway to entering the teacher candidate 

program.  One way which had been discussed was to increase our online offerings in the 

school of education.  I was not the instructor of record of the course being researched, but 

having taught the course in the past, I had interaction and understanding through the 

researcher’s lens.  The instructor participant was a voluntary, full-time faculty member of 

the university.  Inclusion criteria included completion of the consent form, minimal 

experience teaching online courses, but significant experience teaching the specified 

education course in a traditional face to face delivery method.  Additionally, the 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Scott, August 2013 
 

43 
 

instructor held a master’s degree with progress towards completion of a doctorate in 

curriculum and instruction.  The instructor also possessed limited experience with 

teaching online courses.  Having prior knowledge of the organization and requirements of 

the course gave me a deeper understanding of the data.  I had access to all artifacts and 

assignments of the course including discussion threads which were made available 

through the instructor at the conclusion of the semester course. 

Student participants were college student volunteers who were enrolled in the 

specified online education course.  Five students were recruited from the eleven who 

volunteered to participate in the study.  Inclusion criteria included completion of the 

consent form, convenient access to the university campus and a maximum variation of 

age, gender, classification, ethnicity and online experience.  In addition I considered 

whether the students were employed and/or participated in extra-curricular activities 

outside of their regular school day.  This consideration was examined due to the amount 

of time required to participate in these activities.  

 Completion of the consent form was important in order to ensure the participants 

had an understanding of the research expectations and purposes.  The participants' 

convenient access to the university campus assisted with the facilitating of interview 

scheduling and member-checking.  Maximum variation of age, gender, school 

classification, employment and online experience were important considerations when 

selecting participants for the study.  Attention to these factors would ensure that the data 

collected and interpreted appropriately represented the diversity and the reality of the 

online course. 
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The majority of all of the research available regarding expectations of success and 

satisfaction in online instruction utilizes quantitative methods for gathering data and 

reporting their findings.  I chose the qualitative paradigm because I wanted to explore 

human interactions and engagements that were taking place.  I was directly involved with 

the context of the research in order to interpret the satisfaction and success of the 

participants.  I also focused on participants’ expectations and experiences of student and 

instructor success and satisfaction.  I utilized the “material practices that make the world 

visible,” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p.311). 

Data Sources and Collection Methods 

In doing research, data can be collected in numerous ways.  “Data collection is the 

process of gathering evidence and clues that form the basis of analysis,” (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1998, p.106).   Among the many options, questionnaires, interviews, researcher 

journal, documents and records were the primary sources used to gather data.  The 

specific documents and records used for this study consisted of individual student 

journals, discussion threads, chapter quizzes and an educational autobiography.    

Triangulation was employed in an attempt to relate numerous data sources so as to 

counteract the threats to dependability identified in each source individually (Strauss, 

1987).  Purposeful sampling was also used because “the logic and power of purposeful 

sampling leads to selecting information-rich cases for study in-depth,” (Patton, 2002, 

p.230).  Criteria for student research participants included three aspects.  First, 

participants had to be registered in the specified Introduction to Education course at the 

university. Second, participation in the research was on a volunteer basis.  Third, students 

were informed that participation, or lack of, would not affect their grade in the course.  I 
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entered the study with five student participants and the instructor of the course who were 

all within “the inclusions” of the study.  

Two participant recruitment strategies were employed, one for the instructor and 

another for the students.  Recruitment of an instructor was conducted in two stages.  First, 

the researcher sent an email to those instructors who met the inclusion criterion (see 

Appendix B) and were scheduled to teach the introductory education course to determine 

if one or more were interested in participating in the study.  Second, the researcher set up 

separate meetings with two instructors who met the inclusion criteria and discussed 

further details of the study and answered any questions they had.  In those meetings, I 

used a script to raise several key questions (see Appendix B) of each potential volunteer 

in order to help identify the most appropriate instructor participant.  Next, I selected one 

volunteering instructor to participate.  Preference was given to the instructor with 

minimal online experience and significant face to face experience to help ensure their 

understanding and comfort with basic instructional procedures.  All possible instructors 

were contacted via email and thanked for their willingness to participate and informed 

that a selection had been made. 

The recruitment of student participants was a three-fold process.  First, the 

selected course instructor emailed students enrolled in the specified course and provided 

them information regarding the study.  The email provided details of the study (see 

Appendix C) and provided potential participants with the recruitment handout (see 

Appendix D) and student consent form (see Appendix G).  Interested students were asked 

to complete their consent form and return it to the researcher by email or deliver it to a 

designated campus mailbox.  They were also asked to email the researcher with questions 
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they may have had prior to signing and returning the consent form.  Second, upon 

receiving consent forms and questions from inquiring students, I contacted each one via 

email to answer their questions and thank them for their interest and/or participation.  

Possible participants were chosen based on variations in their age, gender, school 

classification, ethnicity, employment and online experience.  Third, after volunteer 

participants were selected, they were notified by email (see Appendix E).  In addition 

volunteers who were not selected as participants were contacted through email and 

thanked for their willingness to participate in the study (see Appendix F).  Recruitment 

materials can be found in Appendix B-F and consent forms can be located in Appendix G 

and H. 

The instructor participant was a voluntary, full-time faculty member of the  

university.  Inclusion criteria included completion of the consent form, minimal 

experience teaching online courses, but significant experience teaching the specified 

education course in a traditional face to face delivery method.   Additionally, as part of 

the “inclusions” of the study, the instructor held a master’s degree.   

Student participants were college student volunteers who were enrolled in the  

specified online education course.  Five were recruited from among those who 

volunteered to participate in the study.  Inclusion criteria included completion of the 

consent form, convenient access to the university campus and maximum variation of age, 

gender, school classification, ethnicity, employment and online experience. 

I also employed maximum variation as recommended by Lincoln and Guba 

(1985).  This stage of maximum variation sampling should be utilized to provide the most 

extensive range of information possible.  It allowed for all participant perspectives and 
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the uncovering of multiple realities (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  I aimed at choosing 

participants who represented the broadest range of students.  Considerations included 

male/female, single/married, traditional/non-traditional, varying experiences with online 

course, varying time commitment to employment or extra-curricular activities and 

varying ethnicities. This wide range of data, reaching across multiple backgrounds, 

experiences, and motivations provided an accurate interpretation of the participants’ 

stories since consideration was given to multiple data sources. 

Questionnaires.  The study utilized questionnaires to gather demographic 

information and explore a phenomenon that was not directly observable.  “Questionnaires 

are used extensively in educational research to collect data about phenomena that are not 

directly observable: inner experience, opinions, values, interests, and the like,” (Gall, 

Gall & Borg, 2007).  Some of the questions were structured with pre-defined responses, 

while others required that the responses be open-ended responses.  These were first 

executed at the beginning of the study and then again at the conclusion.  Both 

questionnaires were similar in structure and questions, although the initial one included 

more demographic information and questions about personal assumptions towards 

student and instructor expectations.  The final questionnaire focused primarily on student 

and instructor reflections over the online experience and their success and satisfaction 

(See Appendix I, J, K).  These instruments were an integrated part of the course and were 

developed through Survey Monkey for convenient access and student anonymity.  

Interviews.  “Conversations with a purpose,” is how Berg (2007) defines 

interviewing (p.89).  Interviewing provided access to the context of people’s behavior 

and provided a way for the researcher to understand the meaning of the behavior (Siebert, 
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2005).  Denzin and Lincoln (1994) suggested that interviews need to be reflexive and 

portray the performative aspect of life and social sciences. 

 Interviews for this study were semi-structured.  According to Spradley (1979) 

semi-structured interviews are most appropriate for qualitative research due to their 

flexibility to structure the interview as it progresses.  Some of the questions were 

constructed in advance with follow-up questions developed on the spot in light of 

participants’ interactions and responses.  The purpose of the interviews was to provide 

information, check for clarification, and assist with developing understanding of student 

and instructor expectations regarding success and satisfaction in online instruction.   

My instructions informed the instructor and student participants that they could 

skip any interview or questionnaire items they chose not to answer and that they may quit 

or terminate participation at any time.  Participants were asked to voluntarily sign the 

consent form which would be returned to the researcher.  The volunteers’ names, email 

addresses, and phone numbers were used to establish interview times and locations 

convenient to the participants.  I employed face to face interviews for both students and 

instructor.  The names of the participants and their information were kept confidential 

and pseudonyms were used.  Guided by an interview protocol (see Appendix I, J, K) the 

interviews were semi-structured to allow for conversation and flexibility so both the 

researcher and the participants could explore their responses.  The structure of the 

interviews was intended to gain an understanding of participants’ backgrounds, 

expectations, successes, and satisfactions with online learning.  The researcher took 

additional field notes during the interviews.  Notes were written on only one side of the 

paper to allow room for researcher feelings and questions to be recorded on the other side 
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for further exploration.  The information gathered was based on the interview questions 

and the discussion as it developed individually with each participant followed by 

clarification and member checking.   

One instructor and five students participated in two interviews each in the spring 

of 2013.  Each interview lasted approximately 30 minutes.  The first interviews involved 

gathering background information about the participants (see Appendix I).  Second 

interviews focused more on the details and reflections on the participants’ experiences 

(see Appendix J).  The instructor interview was conducted at the end of the course (see 

Appendix K).  The instructor was interviewed after final grades for students had been 

submitted.   

 Since in the setting of this course all communication between participants took 

place online, interviews became an important part of the data.  Student interviews took 

place at the beginning of the study, prior to engagement and interaction, and then again at 

the conclusion of the study and after grades were submitted.  The instructor interview 

took place near the conclusion of the study.  Each interview lasted approximately 30 

minutes and was conducted on the university campus.   

Researchers’ Journal.  Although usually considered as a type of document and 

record, the researcher’s journal deserves special mention since it plays a large role in the 

development of the study’s emerging themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  The 

researchers’ journal was created by the researcher to record and remember behaviors, 

activities and events of the culture, setting and social situation being observed (Cohen & 

Crabtree, 2006).  The field notes created an understanding of what was observed and 

interpreted.  My memos or notes served to help “capture these analytic thoughts when 
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they occur” (Glense, 2006, p.148).  Miles and Huberman (1994) state that memos “tie 

together different pieces of data into recognizable cluster, often to show that those data 

are instances of a general concept” (p.72).  Contents of my researcher’s journal included 

initial perceptions and beliefs about online instruction.  In addition I recorded reflections 

of my thought process as I conducted the constant comparison and open coding methods.  

Researcher notes enabled me to refer back to the data, interpret it, organize it and 

categorize it by emerging themes.  The contents of the journal shaped the research 

project. 

 The course consisted of asynchronously meeting for eight consecutive weeks at 

the beginning of the semester.  All assignments were posted in advance but with specific 

weekly due dates.  During the course of the class students participated in online reading, 

chapter quizzes, online video viewing, journal writing, interactive discussion threads and 

other various written assignments.  Researcher notes were made each week regarding the 

interaction and participation taking place.  I wrote field notes and later typed them 

labeling each week with a number to assist with later analysis. 

 I made note of which students participated and interacted in each assignment.  In 

addition, I had access to records showing whether the participants interacted with each 

other and/or the instructor.  These memos were transcribed and assigned identifying 

numbers for referencing.  The transcriptions were then read and an initial analysis was 

formed based on the interactions of and between participants.  This initial analysis was 

important in forming the beginning of emerging themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 

Creswell, 2009; Seidman, 2005).  Throughout the study I reread these initial analyses for 

emerging themes. 
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Documents.  The third type of data collected for this study was student records 

and documents.  Documents were originally produced for some special limited audiences, 

but can often convey important and useful information related to research (Berg, 2007).  

These items can help the researcher uncover meaning, develop understanding and 

discover insights relevant to the research problem (Merriam, 2009).  Documents took the 

form of individual student journals, discussion threads and other various assignments.  

All documents and records gathered for this research were regular assignments required 

in the course, regardless of research participation.  Documents and records were not 

gathered until the course had commenced for the semester.  

In addition to student journals, data was collected through discussion threads, 

chapter quizzes and an assignment pertaining to students’ educational autobiographies.  

All documents and discussion threads were a regular part of the course.  The instructor 

collected written assignments, chapter questions and discussion threads from the 

participants throughout the course.  The instructor provided the requested student 

materials to the researcher after all grades had been submitted at the close of the 

semester.  Following the completion of the semester, the instructor was made aware of 

participants so that, if needed, the instructor could “black-out” non-participating students 

in the discussion threads.  In addition, the instructor did not provide the researcher with 

assignments completed by non-participating students. 

Data from student journals was gathered at the conclusion of the study and 

reflected success and satisfaction in off-site classroom observations.  As part of the 

course students were required to observe in a public school PK-12 classroom for 5 hours.  

In addition students were provided topics to and questions to answer as they observed in 
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the field.  These topics were not as pertinent for understanding the data as the perceptions 

and interpretations the students made throughout the observation and recording process.  

The observation responses were utilized as part of the data.  Observation topics may be 

found in Appendix L.   

Other student assignments included a quiz and a written report identified as 

chapter quiz and educational autobiography.  These items were used to understand 

whether participants’ expectations regarding success and satisfaction translated into 

achievement. This course required students to compose an educational autobiography.  

Students were given direction concerning specific questions to assist in creating their 

biography.  This assignment was analyzed using a specific rubric constructed by the 

instructor regarding successful completion and depth (See Appendix M).  The 

autobiography consisted of students choosing predetermined questions prompting them to 

describe and explain various memories from their PreK-12
th

 grade school experiences.   

In addition four instructor-adapted, short answer quizzes were given throughout 

the length of the course. These quizzes contained basic information taught in the course 

pertaining to chapters read, discussions and other assignments.  Quizzes were utilized to 

check students’ understanding and comprehension.  The third one was used in gathering 

data (See Appendix N).  As with student journals questions and answers were not as 

important to understanding the data as were the effort of the students and the outcome of 

the assignment. 

 According to the Business Directory (2011), discussion threads are a “chain of 

written ideas or opinions, exchanged among two or more participants in on online 

discussion, linked in the sequence in which they were espoused by the participants.” 
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Many researchers recognize discussion threads as being an effective part of online 

instruction (Kassop, 2003; Northrup, 2002).  In an online course discussion threads were 

one of the only options for students to interact with each other.  Much of their 

engagement took place through discussion. 

For the length of this study students responded to a topic of discussion once each 

week.  They were expected to react to the topic, as well as to at least two of their 

classmates’ entries.  Discussion topics were related to other class materials and 

interactions and focused on students’ opinions towards various educational trends, issues 

and practices (See Appendix O for a list of discussion thread topics).  The topics of the 

discussion threads were not as relevant for the purposes of this study as the manner in 

which the students participated and interacted with them. 

Data Analysis 

 “The analysis of qualitative data is best described as a progression, not a stage; an 

ongoing process, not a one-time event,” (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993, 

p.111).  Analysis took place throughout the length of this study during all phases of the 

research and interaction.  Analysis began the first contact I had with the research 

participants during the recruitment process and continued throughout presenting the 

findings.  Bogdan and Biklen (1982) recognize qualitative data analysis as working with 

data, organizing it, breaking it into manageable units, synthesizing it, searching for 

patterns, discovering what is to be learned and deciding what you will tell others.  All 

data was read multiple times to facilitate organizing the data into meaningful categories.  

Inductive data analysis was also used; meaning themes emerged from the gathered data 

(Patton, 2002).  These themes were first developed through open coding which according 
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to Berg (2009) is “the central purpose of which is to open inquiry widely.  Although 

interpretations, questions and even possible answers may seem to emerge as researchers 

code data, it is important to hold these tentative at best” (p.353).  Open coding was 

utilized to constantly modify and perfect emerging themes (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  

These themes began as commonalities among participants and were vague in nature.  As 

the study progressed, the number of themes decreased and their concentration narrowed.  

Although the research was designed to understand participants’ expectations, 

experiences, success and satisfaction in an online university course, emerging themes 

were acknowledged and considered for future research.  

After each questionnaire, interview interaction and review of various documents 

and records, data was entered into the computer, organized by the type of data and date.  

Each line of each document and transcribed interview was assigned a number to assist 

with referencing.  This method enabled me to devise an audit trail for identifying data 

chunks according to their speaker and their context and assist with future referencing 

(Hoepfl, 1997).  At this point, the raw data was separated into logical meaningful 

categories which were vague and simple.  Categorizing the data was primarily done 

through assigning certain themes a specific highlighter marker color and then color 

coding the data.  As the data was re-examined multiple times, categories and themes 

became more descriptive and multidimensional helping to refine interpretations that were 

used as the emerging themes of the study.  This analysis was ongoing and ever-changing 

and coextensive with gathering the data.  As analysis was completed, the product was 

used to create the story representing the reality of the participants. 
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Trustworthiness.  “The basic question addressed by the notion of trustworthiness 

is simple, how can an inquirer persuade his or her audiences that the research findings of 

an inquiry are worth paying attention to?” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.293).  Perhaps this 

is one of the greatest challenges associated with qualitative case studies.  Through 

reading the research a reader must be able to determine the trustworthiness of the 

research along with the researcher.  This trustworthiness can usually be enhanced through 

using multiple data sources and constantly checking for participant understanding, having 

enough research details to apply to other situations, the use of documentation for 

consistency and the neutrality used by the researcher when representing and presenting 

data.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) have also identified four specific naturalistic terms to 

assist with judging the quality of qualitative research: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability. 

Credibility serves as an evaluation of whether or not the research findings 

represent a “credible” conceptual interpretation of the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  I 

exhibited credibility through numerous avenues.  First, triangulation was employed by 

collecting data using multiple data sources; questionnaires, interviews, researchers’ 

journal and documents/records.  The idea of triangulation is using multiple data sources 

and coming up with similar findings the researcher and the reader can be more confident 

with the results.  The use of triangulation resulted in analyzing the various data for 

emerging themes, as well as, ensuring the data collected closely represented the realities 

of the participants.  Second, constant comparison was utilized by observing the data 

during various points of the data collection and analysis process.  Next, I addressed 

credibility by supplying my raw data for analysis by one of my colleagues, as well as by 
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one of my doctoral candidate peers, Gaelyn McInroe.  This allowed me to gain new 

perspectives regarding portions of my data.  Last, I engaged in “member checking”.  This 

occurred when participants were asked to verify the researchers’ interpretation of the 

findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  This was done during the interviews by constantly 

paraphrasing the participants’ responses and checking for their agreement.  Following 

transcription of each interview, a copy was emailed to the participants to confirm my 

interpretations of the data. 

Transferability is the degree to which the findings of specific inquiry can be 

applied or transferred beyond the project.  However, Lincoln and Guba (1985) also point 

out that in the naturalistic paradigm, the researcher cannot specify the transferability of 

the findings, but can provide sufficient information that can then be used by the reader to 

determine whether the findings are applicable to a new situation.  Transferability is more 

likely to occur when purposeful sampling and thick description are incorporated within 

the research study.  In the end, transferability is determined by the reader, not the 

researcher.  Thick description was used in describing student and instructor expectations 

regarding success and satisfaction of online instruction.  Purposeful sampling was utilized 

through direct choice of participants enrolled in the specific undergraduate, education 

course with a conscience effort made towards maximum variation. 

Dependability was also achieved throughout this study by addressing the 

assessment of the quality of the integrated processes of data collection, data analysis, and 

theory generation (Hoepfl, 1997).  Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed one measure to 

enhance the dependability of qualitative research; inquiry audit.  Inquiry audits are 

intended to examine both the process and the product of the research for consistency.  I 
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ensured dependability by continually analyzing and examining my process of data 

gathering and analysis.  I did this by creating an internal audit.  I utilized reference 

numbers to quickly locate and identify my raw data.  Overlapping data collection 

methods, such as the questionnaires, the interviews, the researchers’ journal and the 

documents/records, enhanced the dependability of the study. 

Confirmability was achieved through examining the degree to which the 

researcher demonstrated the neutrality of the research interpretations.  This aspect of 

trustworthiness provided an audit trail consisting of raw data, analysis notes, 

reconstruction and synthesis products, process notes, personal notes, and preliminary 

developmental information (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Like other aspects of 

trustworthiness, confirmability relied on an effective audit trail, which was documented 

through reference numbers assigned to the raw data.  In addition, triangulation was 

utilized.  Triangulation consisted of employing multiple methods to gather data to 

strengthen the study.  As previously mentioned, the data collection methods consisted of 

questionnaires, interviews, researchers journal and documents/records. 

Conclusion 

I employed qualitative inquiry using questionnaires, interviews, researchers’ 

journal and documents/records to gather data regarding student and instructor academic 

expectations and experiences regarding success and satisfaction in an online, 

asynchronous, undergraduate, education course.  Attention was given to confirmability, 

dependability, credibility, and transferability.  Data analyzed provided insight for teacher 

preparation programs, future educators, higher education instructors, and the specific 

university where the study is taking place. 
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CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 
 

 The primary purpose of this study was to understand student and instructor 

expectations regarding academic experiences, student success and satisfaction in an 

undergraduate, asynchronous, online education course.  In addition the research explored 

what was necessary for such courses to meet students’ academic and affective 

instructional needs as a viable vehicle for instruction and building learning environments. 

 The following research questions framed the study: 

  In what ways do students’ expectations of online coursework inform 

their academic experiences and their views of success and satisfaction 

with asynchronous online education classes? 

 In what ways do instructor expectations in online coursework inform 

their views of success and satisfaction with asynchronous online 

education classes as a vehicle for instruction and building learning 

environments? 

 What can instructors’ and students’ expectations of their experiences 

with asynchronous online instruction tell us about what is necessary 

for such courses to meet students’ academic and affective instructional 

needs? 

Context of the Researcher 

 Having completed the majority of my college education prior to the advancement 

and popularity of online technology, I was unaware of the processes and capabilities of 

online instruction.  I had many reservations whether online learning could be an effective 
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and viable means for achievement and success.  Being a career educator only intensified 

my dislike of online learning.  I simply could not fathom how an industry dedicated to 

modeling and hands-on learning could welcome the idea of instruction being delivered 

through a computer. 

 As I began my career in higher education, I quickly learned of the intense push 

toward online instruction.  Higher education institutions were beginning to discover the 

cost effectiveness and efficiency of offering more of their traditional face to face courses 

through online delivery, and at the same time students seemed to embrace the idea of 

learning through a computer.  This produced ill feelings, questions and anxiety on the 

part of long time faculty members.  I was no different. 

 The day arrived in a department meeting when the dean announced the School of 

Education would join the push towards online education at our university.  At that 

moment my decision to find out more about online instruction was made.  I decided that I 

would convert one of the classes I taught to an online format.  I selfishly set out to “prove 

everyone wrong” that online instruction was not an effective and viable option for our 

university.  I continued to teach one section of the course in a traditional face to face 

format while adapting another section to adhere to online procedures which aligned with 

the universities goals and mission. 

 As I began to research and develop my online course, I started to see the 

similarities online learning had to face to face delivery.  Although many of the 

pedagogical techniques were different, many of the practices and outcomes seemed to be 

similar.  This similarity intrigued me.  As the semester progressed, the students in my 

online course began to outperform the students in my face to face course.  I found myself 
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needing to explore what influenced success and satisfaction in the online courses. I also 

wondered if personal perceptions of the students and the instructor played a significant 

role in the students’ success and satisfaction. 

Overview of the Study 

 A qualitative research approach was used to explore this descriptive case study.  

“Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world.  It 

consists of a set of interpretative, material practices that make the world visible,” (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2005, p.3).  First, I acted as the research instrument by gathering and 

interpreting all of the data through the lens of my individual and cultural subjectivities 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  Next, I utilized the participants’ natural setting to gather, 

describe and interpret the data.  This was done to enhance the probability of natural 

occurrences within the virtual classroom not being filtered or subjected to change 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  Third, I employed the use of thick description to assist with 

discovering emergent themes.  The reader should be able to develop an understanding of 

the data through my descriptions without being directly involved with the setting itself.  

Finally, inductive analysis was employed to assist with meaning for individual 

participants (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

 Data collection took place during the first eight weeks of the spring semester 

between January and March.  The context of the study was an introductory education 

course delivered in an online format.  The class consisted of 13 students, with five who 

met the inclusion criteria and were chosen to participate in the study.  Those five student 

participants included three females and two males.  The students’ school classifications 

consisted of one freshman, two sophomore and two junior standings.  One of the females 
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was married with two children, and one of the males had a child of his own.  Both fit the 

definition of non-traditional students.  Participants ranged in ages from 19-32.  Ethnicities 

included Caucasian and Hispanic. The participants’ experience taking an online class 

varied from this being their first online course to this being their fourth or fifth.  In 

addition, two of the students were employed full-time and one was an athlete on one of 

the university sports teams. 

 The instructor participant was a volunteer and a full-time faculty member of the 

university.  Inclusion criteria included completion of the consent form, minimal 

experience teaching online courses and completion of a master’s degree in education.  I 

was not the instructor of record for the course being researched, but having taught the 

course in the past, I had deep interaction and an understanding through the researcher’s 

lens.  The instructor had been employed with the university for five years prior to this 

study.  Her first degree was obtained from a small, church-supported college.  Before 

coming to the university she was employed as a public school teacher for numerous years 

in various grades and at various schools around the state.  Her area of expertise was 

diagnostic reading.  The instructor had a reputation as a helpful advisor who had good 

rapport with her students.   Although she had taught numerous years at the collegiate 

level, this course was her first online class to teach.  As a doctoral student she had 

experienced minimal online instruction from the student perspective which looked very 

different from an instructor’s perspective.  I had access to all artifacts and assignments of 

the course including discussion threads and other various interactions which were made 

available through the instructor at the conclusion of the semester course. 
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 Data was collected through several avenues, the first being questionnaires.  These 

were structured to allow the participants to respond in an open ended manner, and they 

were utilized to gather demographic and background information.  In addition an 

instructor questionnaire prompted the instructor to share personal views of the course 

expectations, experiences, successes and satisfactions (see Appendix K).  Student 

participants received two questionnaires.  The first was given at the beginning of the 

semester in January and consisted of demographic information, background information 

and basic open-ended questions pertaining to the students expectations regarding the 

course (see Appendix I).  The demographic information included the students’ school 

classification, living on or off campus, age, employment status, ethnicity, traditional or 

non-traditional, experience with online classes and reason for taking the specific course 

in the online format.  The first questionnaire also addressed students’ expectations for the 

course.  These prompts included time expected to be spent interacting with others each 

week, time expected working on class assignments each week, expected or perceived 

personal strengths or weaknesses for this course format and expectations the instructor 

would do to support success in the class.  Last, Questionnaire One asked the students 

what they thought student engagement should look like in an online course and what they 

thought would increase it or decrease it.   

The second student questionnaire was administered at the end of the course in 

March.  This list of questions provided opportunity for open-ended questions and 

responses focusing on the students’ course experiences, successes and satisfactions (see 

Appendix J).  Questionnaire Two focused on the time the students spent interacting and 

working on assignments each week, their personal strengths and weaknesses for the 
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course format and what the instructor did, if anything, to help them be successful in the 

course.  In addition the second questionnaire asked what student engagement looked like 

in the online format and ideas for increasing or decreasing that engagement.  The final 

portion of the second questionnaire invited students to share their reflections about the 

course.  Students were prompted to expand on what they would do differently, which 

assignment was most beneficial and their description of success and personal satisfaction 

in the course.   

Field notes were written in the researcher’s journal following the completion of 

the questionnaires.  Notes focused on similarities and consistencies between the 

participants’ responses.  These commonalities were an integral part of the emerging 

themes the data produced.  Audit trails were also used to organize data.  These were 

composed of raw data, analysis notes, reconstruction and synthesis products, process 

notes, personal notes and preliminary developmental information (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  Data was first organized by participant and then by the method it was obtained.  

Numbers were then assigned to the data for reference purposes within the findings (see 

Appendix P). 

 Interviews were also an important avenue in data collection.  These semi-

structured interviews allowed flexibility between the researcher and the participants and 

occurred face to face.  The information sought was based on interview questions and on 

the discussions that developed individually with each participant.  One instructor and five 

students participated in two interviews each.  Initial interviews covered background 

information about the participants and took place at the beginning of the semester in 

January (see Appendix I).  First interviews closely mimicked Questionnaire One.  This 
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included background information such as students’ school classification, living on or off 

campus, age, employment status, ethnicity, traditional or non-traditional, experience with 

online classes and reason for taking this specific course in the online format.  The first 

interview also addressed students’ expectations for the course.  Expectations included 

time to be spent interacting with others each week, time expected working on class 

assignments each week, expected or perceived personal strengths or weaknesses for this 

course format and expectations of what the instructor would do to support success in the 

class.  Last, Interview One asked the students what they thought student engagement 

should look like in an online course and what they thought would increase or decrease it.   

Second interviews focused more on the details and reflections of the participants’ 

experiences and happened near the end of the course in March (see Appendix J).  

Interview Two reflected on the time the students spent interacting and working on 

assignments each week, their personal strengths and weaknesses for the course format 

and what the instructor did, if anything, to help them be successful in the course.  In 

addition the second interview asked what student engagement looked like in the online 

format and ideas for increasing or decreasing that engagement.  The final portion of the 

second interview consisted of student reflections of the course.  Students were prompted 

to expand on what they would do differently, the assignment that was most beneficial and 

their description of success and personal satisfaction in the course.  During all interviews 

field notes were taken and later transcribed to reflect the human element of the 

participants’ perceptions. 

In addition two interviews prompted the instructor to share background 

information, personal views of expectations, experiences, successes and satisfaction 
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related to the course.  The first instructor interview focused on background information, 

demographics, expectations and engagement in the course.  Background information 

included where she grew up, details about her immediate family and their time 

involvement outside of school, her time employed with her current university, her 

experience with online instruction and the educational degrees she held.  Another aspect 

of Interview One was the instructors’ expectations for the course.  This included the time 

she expected to interact and work on assignments each week, her personal strengths and 

weaknesses for this online format and any expectations of similarities or differences to 

her face to face classes.  Also discussed was the subject of student engagement, what it 

should look like in an online format and possible course interactions that she believed 

would increase or decrease engagement. 

The second interview the instructor participated in covered the time she spent 

interacting and working on assignments each week, personal strengths and weaknesses 

for this online format and her perceived similarities and differences to her other face to 

face courses.  In addition she shared her perceptions regarding student engagement in the 

online format and what would increase it or decrease it.  The instructor was also asked to 

elaborate on what she would do differently in the course, any changes she would make, 

her view of which assignment was the most beneficial for her students and her 

description of student success and satisfaction in the course.  She also shared an overview 

of each student participant.  She included her interpretations of their participation and 

success in the course.  

 Data was also gathered through the use of a researcher journal.  This journal was 

created to record field notes to help understand what was being observed and interpreted.  
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Contents included initial feelings and beliefs about online instruction in addition to 

personal reflections throughout the length of the study.  These reflections included the 

students’ participation in online reading, chapter quizzes, online video viewing, journal 

writing, interactive discussion threads, questionnaires, face to face interviews and other 

various written assignments.  Researcher notes focused on student interaction and 

participation. 

 Documents and records served as the final instruments utilized to gather data.  For 

this study documents took the form of individual student journals, discussion threads, a 

chapter quiz and an educational autobiography.  All documents and records gathered for 

this research were regular assignments required of all students, not just those 

participating in this study.  These assignments were not gathered until the course had 

ended for the semester.  Following review of these documents, researcher’s notes were 

compiled for analysis. 

 Students completed journals as they made ten observations of public school 

classrooms.  Five of the observations were done through video technology from a state-

developed training program based on best classroom practices.  The remaining five were 

completed from observations done in face to face public school classrooms in 

surrounding local districts.  Students were assigned a classroom teacher and class to 

observe.  They recorded their reflections from pre-determined topic questions (see 

Appendix L).  Although specific observation topics were not directly relevant to the 

study, they focused on classroom community, classroom management, classroom 

environment, assessments, educational technology and instructional strategies.  The 

instructor conducted discussions once a week and required students to interact with each 
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other regarding assigned topics.  As with the observation topics, specific content was not 

directly relevant to this study as was the manner in which the students responded.  The 

discussion topics focused on teaching and the teaching profession, historical context of 

American education, societal context of education and current trends and issues in 

education.  A chapter quiz was an individual assignment in which the students were 

asked to read a chapter and answer comprehension questions.  Although the content of 

these questions were not relevant to the overall research questions, they assisted with 

measurement of student success.  These specific questions focused on the progression of 

American education in the 17
th

 and 18
th

 century.  Another individual assignment 

consisted of an educational autobiography.  This assignment invited students to respond 

to various instructor prompts regarding previous school memories and emotions.  

 “The analysis of qualitative data is best described as a progression, not a stage; an 

ongoing process, not a one-time event,” (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen, 1993, p.11).  

Analysis took place throughout the length of this study during all phases of the research 

and interaction.  Inductive data analysis was used, meaning themes emerged from the 

gathered data (Patton, 2002).  These themes began as commonalities among participants 

and were vague in nature.  As the study progressed, the number of themes decreased and 

their focus narrowed in which four themes emerged.  Attention was given to credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability to ensure that the research data was 

trustworthy. 

The four dominant themes that emerged from the data were motivation, 

expectations, engagement and success/satisfaction.  These themes became evident 

through numerous avenues.  To begin, student participants’ answers on Questionnaire 
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One and Interview One included much discrepancy even though questions on both were 

similar.  I assumed this occurred due to the setting the students felt most comfortable in 

face to face or online.  In addition all data was gathered and organized by participant and 

by the method used to gather it.  This process allowed all data to be read and re-read 

multiple times in addition to organized and re-organized by themes.  Finally, the data 

being read multiple times and member-checked by participants allowed themes to be re-

organized and consolidated. 

 Themes began as background information, demand for online instruction, 

pros/cons of online learning, student interaction, instructor interaction, success, 

satisfaction, learner characteristics and learner needs.  These were determined by the first 

couple of read-throughs of the data.  After further analysis student and instructor 

interaction were combined due to the complexity of separating the two from each other.  

Much of student interaction was directly related to instructor interaction.  In addition 

success and satisfaction were made into one because the data revealed that many of the 

students interpreted the two as interchangeable.  After more consideration, background 

information was removed as one of the themes since it related more to identifying the 

participants rather than explaining their stories.  In addition learner characteristics and 

learner needs overlapped into background information and motivation for taking the 

course online.  After in-depth review of the pros/cons and demands of taking an online 

course, most responses related to expectations, engagement and success/satisfaction. 

 Motivation began as a scattered theme.  Much was focused on socialization 

among participants.  Many student participants said positive face to face socialization 

from previous school experiences led them to take this course in an online format.  



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Scott, August 2013 
 

69 
 

Participants’ thoughts and actions seem to be contradictory.  However, many students 

later voiced their desire for some face to face meetings, a desire which was shared by the 

instructor.  In addition the instructor wished to invite future students to post a picture 

which seems to reflect the desire for socialization. 

 The theme of engagement was the most obvious to emerge throughout the study.  

To a great extent, student participants and the instructor agreed that engagement was 

reflected in assignments and interaction.  Students mentioned the importance of 

interaction among themselves and the instructor.  Although responses varied in how 

interaction should be accomplished, it was a consistent and strong characteristic of 

engagement. 

 Most expectations discussed by the student participants had to do with time.  

Time related to students’ time on task and time needed to successfully complete each 

assignment.  In addition the habit of procrastination was mentioned by two of the 

students and by the instructor.  They felt that their habits of procrastination hindered them 

with their learning skills.  All participants agreed that time management and self-

discipline were major components of success in an online course. 

 Success and satisfaction ended up as the final theme in the study, but was defined 

in a distinct manner by the majority of the student participants.  Over half of the student 

participants mentioned actions performed by the instructor as influencing their personal 

success and satisfaction in the course.  More specifically, the students were most 

concerned with the instructor’s interaction and the timing of her feedback.  Three of the 

five students felt they could be successful in the online course as long as the instructor 

provided quick feedback and provided frequent reminders of assignment due dates.  
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Another interesting component of success and satisfaction was the students’ mention of 

the observation in the public school classroom.  Several of the student participants said 

the most beneficial part of the course was their observation hours in a real world setting.  

This is ironic considering the course they chose to take existed in the “cyber world”. 

The five student participants varied in age, school classification, gender, marital 

status, ethnicity, number of children, online experiences and involvement in 

extracurricular activities. The study consisted of three females and two male participants.  

Three of the students were considered traditional and two were non-traditional.  School 

classifications included one freshman, two juniors and two sophomores.  All student 

participants’ marital status was single with the exception of one who was married.  Study 

participants were Caucasian and Hispanic, ranging in age from nineteen to thirty two.  

Two of the participants were the primary care giver to dependents.  Three of the five 

participants were either employed full time or involved in extracurricular activities at the 

university.  The course utilized for this study was the first online experience for two of 

the participants.  One participant had taken four online courses, another had taken three, 

while the last had taken one. 

Participants 

Holly was a non-traditional Caucasian female born and raised outside the state the 

study took place (1).  Although Holly was classified as a freshman, she was thirty-two 

years old and married with two children which took her off campus for her living 

arrangements (2).  She had married into a military family and had lived a nomadic 

existence (3).  At the time of the study Holly did not work outside of the home, and her 

major responsibility was being the sole care taker for her two children under the age of 
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ten. She was also a full time college student pursuing a teaching certification in 

elementary education (4).  Holly attended all of her PK-12 grade schooling out of state 

(5).  She graduated high school in a class of a little over one hundred students (6).  

The next student participant was Katie.  Katie was a traditional female full time 

Caucasian college student who lived off campus with her parents and was interested in 

elementary education (44).  She was classified as a junior and was twenty-one years old 

when the study was conducted (45).  Katie grew up in the same community where she 

was attending college (46).  Her marital status was single and she did not have any 

children she cared for (47).  Katie was employed full time outside of school which 

occupied much of her time (48). Katie graduated from high school with a class of 

approximately 300 students within the local community (49).  She also mentioned one of 

her first thoughts when she looks back on her school memories was “socialization” (50).  

She was extremely active as a student and with extracurricular activities.  She recalled 

some of her best memories being surrounded by her friends while they all studied for a 

test or rode to a football game together (51).     

The third participant was a traditional nineteen year old full time college student 

named Julie who was interested in teaching at the secondary level (95).  Julie marked 

“Hispanic” as her ethnicity and was classified as a sophomore (96).  Julie was born 

outside of the state and was attending college far from the security of her family and 

hometown (97).  While participating in the study she was single, housed on campus and 

spent much of her free time involved in two different school-sanctioned competitive 

sporting activities (98).  Even with her athletic responsibility she turned in all of her 
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assignments accurately and completely and received a 96 for her grade in the course (99).  

This course was Julie’s first online experience. 

Patrick was the next student participant in the study.  He lived on the university 

campus, which was not far from his home town (149).  Patrick was considered a 

traditional college student and classified as a sophomore (150).  He was twenty- one 

years old, Caucasian, not married, nor had any children (151).  Patrick was not employed 

at the time the study was conducted (152).  He had experience in one other online course 

which occurred simultaneously with the one used for this research (153). Patrick 

graduated from high school with a class of 38 other students.   

The final student participant was Edward.  He was a twenty- six year old non-

traditional full time college student (195).  At the time of the study he was ranked as a 

junior (196).  He was of Hispanic descent and valued the time and support from his 

family and friends (197).  This online course was Edward’s fourth experience with 

distance learning (198).  Edward graduated from a high school with 700 students grades 

Kindergarten through 12
th

 grade (199).  He felt he was an average student who had to 

work hard to be average (200).  He mentioned making many memories with his friends 

and his teammates from high school but did not share any details (201).   

Interview One with the instructor took place on January 10
th

 and lasted 

approximately one hour.  The second instructor interview convened on March 8 and 

lasted approximately one and a half hours.  Both interviews were held in the instructor’s 

campus office at the university.  The instructor participant was a middle aged female who 

had been employed with the university for over five years at the time of the study (242).  

She was married with children ranging in ages from nine to twenty (243).  The instructor 
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participant grew up in the state where the university was located, but had only lived in 

that particular region of the state for fifteen years (244).  Her family was involved in 

church and other extracurricular activities related to the children’s interests (245).  She 

held a Bachelor of Science, a Masters of Education and a PhD in Language and Literacy 

(246).  Her area of expertise was reading instruction.  Although she had many years 

teaching college level courses, this course was the first one she had taught in an online 

format.  The instructor had experienced a few online courses as a student, but was 

relatively new to the online process (247).   

The five student participants and the instructor spoke about motivation both 

during the two interviews and in the questionnaires.  One motivating factor was being 

able to take a course which, if taken face to face, would have conflicted with other classes 

the students needed.  Previous school memories and positive school experiences were 

another factor leading students to take a course which would set them on their way to a 

career in education.  An opportunity to get a good grade, a chance to work at their own 

pace and the ability to have extra time for non-class activities were also frequently 

mentioned motivators.  Both students and instructor agreed that not having to go to class 

and interesting course material were important considerations in choosing this online 

course.  Information regarding student motivation might be significant for online learning 

to help instructors and universities understand what motivated the students to register for 

online classes and their motivation for success in the course.  This study found that 

convenience, time and working at their own pace seemed to be strong motivating factors 

for participating in this online course. 
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The participants expressed expectations both regarding the amount of time that 

might be required each week and the amount of effort that would be needed to complete 

course assignments.  Over half of the students believed that spending one to two hours 

two days a week would be enough to do well in the class.  A common topic mentioned by 

student participants was an expectation of a high degree of organization on the part of the 

instructor.  The students also expected that the instructor would lead them through the 

course in a step-be-step manner.  Two other expectations were an opportunity for 

interaction with other learners and the ability to do course work at times which were 

convenient for each person.  Understanding student expectations in online learning would 

enable instructors to better provide for the needs of their students whether it is a change 

in curriculum, delivery method or explanation.  Students expected the instructor to be 

organized and efficient in communicating.  Many of the students also expected to be led 

through the course in a step by step manner with opportunities for interaction, which is 

interesting considering that online instruction tends to be mainly independent and self-

directed. 

Another recurring theme was engagement.  Most participants felt that the 

instructor was providing interesting discussion topics and setting up a forum where 

students could express their opinions on those topics.  Interestingly, several of these 

online students spoke of wanting engagement through a few face to face meetings with 

other students and the instructor.  Students also felt that they engaged through completing 

course assignments and e-mail communication from the instructor.  Some students 

thought that engagement was enhanced by the involvement of the instructor.  Knowing 

what the students and instructor feel related to engagement helps with future preparation 
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for success in online courses.  Participants were divided in their thoughts regarding 

engagement.  Some wanted to be left alone to complete assignments which work well for 

an online class structure.  On the other hand, some found themselves wanting more face 

to face interaction which is not as conducive in an online environment.  However, all 

student participants felt that successful engagement was the responsibility of the 

instructor rather than themselves.    

The final and most prominent theme which emerged was the idea of success and 

satisfaction with the course.  The most common determiner of success was the 

completing of course assignments.  Students also felt success and satisfaction from the 

timely communication and feedback from the instructor.  Students listed doing online 

reading, observing in public school classrooms and real-life discussion topics as 

contributing to feelings of satisfaction and success during this online course.  Participants 

underlined the importance of proper planning, successful time management and 

organization skills, all of which led to feeling successful and satisfied.    

In addition to ideas that led to participant success and satisfaction, students had 

thoughts regarding course requirements that hindered their achievement.  Items 

mentioned most frequently included were their discomfort with not personally knowing 

the instructor and what they perceived as redundancy with some of the online 

assignments. In addition participants mentioned their frustration with the difficulty of 

reading online and with student and instructor procrastination.  Impressions and opinions 

of student and instructor participants regarding the online course are important to 

understand what worked in the course and what needs improvement.  This feedback will 
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enable educators to improve their current courses as well as begin plans for additional 

courses with online formats.   

Exploring five student participants and one instructor participant as case studies 

and using these questions as a foundation, I gathered data in which four themes emerged.  

The first theme was focused around student and instructor motivation in regard to 

participating and achieving in an online course setting.  The next theme that emerged was 

the participants’ expectations both about the amount of time that might be required to 

interact each week and the amount of effort that would be needed to complete course 

assignments.  Another recurring theme was engagement.  Engagement was interpreted 

through the concept of course involvement.  The final and most prominent theme which 

emerged was the idea of success and satisfaction with the course.  Each of the research 

questions were answered and elaborated upon using these four themes. 

Motivation 

 Characteristics belonging to online courses such as flexible schedules, working at 

their own pace and increased personal time serve to motivate students to pursue higher 

education.  For the purpose of this study motivation consisted of the students perceptions 

of their reasons for taking the course online rather than face to face.  The students and the 

instructor agreed that the format of the online course allowed them the freedom of 

flexibility in their daily schedules at the university and outside of the university.  

Bataineh (2001, p.17) stated that online learners are typically “non-traditional, a full-time 

worker, a parent, living in a rural area, female with children, [or] a person with a 

disability.”  The participants in this study had differing situations.  Three of the six 

participants had children and of the five student participants only two of them were non-
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traditional.  In addition, two of the students were employed full-time.  Reflecting the 

work of Hrastinski (2008), my participants were motivated by online instruction to take 

college classes because of the flexibility it afforded them in terms of balancing their 

education with work and family commitments.   

Another factor that motivated all of the student participants mentioned that 

convenience was a major consideration of taking this online class.  Although their 

reasons for taking the course online differed, all were based around convenience.  

Bataineh (2001) further explained students were choosing online interaction because of 

reduced cost of their transportation.  This factor was not considered for this study but is 

an idea for future studies. 

 Other factors students recognized as important in their motivation for online 

learning were the chance to work at their own pace and the ability to have extra time for 

non-class activities.  Many students have begun to embrace the convenience online 

instruction offers and the flexibility of designing and navigating their own learning.  

Holly mentioned, “I am great at multi-tasking and working ahead, so I think this format 

will work great for me,” (13).  Chen, Gonyea and Kuh (2008) observe that online 

students’ desire the ability to work at their own pace and learn on their own.  During 

various points in the study all five student participants mentioned a need to work at their 

own pace; however, many of the same participants also voiced their desire for structure 

and specific due dates which seemed to be somewhat contradictory in that they 

mentioned their preference of structure and specific due dates but also wanted to be able 

to work at a pace that was most convenient for them and their personal schedule. 
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Expectations 

 Another theme that emerged from the data revealed that adult learners have strong 

expectations regarding how coursework should specifically meet their needs.  Adult 

learners prefer a setting in which learning expectations are clearly stated (Ausburn, 

2004).  The importance of this theme was communicated by the participants as they 

talked about course time requirements, the amount of effort that would be needed to 

complete course assignments, instructor organization, interaction and convenience.  So 

far, the literature does not say much about the amount of time needed for students to be 

successful in an online course.  However, over half of the students thought that spending 

one to two hours two days a week would be enough to do well in the class.  Patrick said, 

“I will try and do one activity from the week every day or two to keep up with things 

because I usually need extra time to make sure I understand everything,” (165).  Dziuban, 

Moskal and Hartman (2005) proposed that the opportunities that online courses offer for 

individualized instruction should be sufficient for various efforts, expectations and needs 

regardless of the time spent engaged online.  Course instructors also have the flexibility 

to individualize instruction allowing students to explore material at an individualized 

pace and with individualized effort. 

 Student participants also expected a high degree of organization on the part of the 

instructor.  Julie states that she expected “to cover relevant course material and have the 

appropriate tools to do so,” (117).  In many ways, my study reflected The National 

Survey of Student Engagement (2009) which found that online learners require greater 

course management tools to satisfy their need to interact.  My study also showed that one 

way to provide those course management tools was by having the instructor incorporate 
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structure and organization into the course (Ausburn, 2004).  Some tools which instructors 

typically use to promote organization include due dates for assignments, rubrics for 

grading criteria and guidelines for discussing online, all of which were utilized in this 

study.  In addition speculation has been made that independent learners experience 

difficulty in time management and rely heavily on instructor guidance to complete 

assignments (Samarawickrema, 2005).  The previously mentioned literature supports the 

idea that the student participants expected the instructor to lead them through the course 

in a step-by-step manner.  Student participants in this study did express their expectations 

of the instructor’s providing structure, organization and course management tools.  Most 

were pleased with the instructor’s involvement. 

 The literature suggested that faculty, administrators and students expressed 

concern regarding the lack of interaction anticipated in online courses (Beard & Harper, 

2002).  According to Kester, Kirschner and Corbalan (2006) interaction should be a 

crucial part of online instruction.  Many of the student participants, along with the 

instructor were pleased with much of the interaction but found themselves wanting some 

form of face to face interaction or even an occasional class meeting despite their choice 

of taking the course online.  A few of the student participants felt face to face interaction 

on a weekly basis would have been helpful while others felt they would be satisfied with 

an initial face to face meeting at the beginning of the course to get to know their 

classmates.  Bonk (2004) suggested that students who experience online instruction often 

suffer from inadequate interaction with classmates and instructor, resulting in less course 

success and satisfaction.  All participants claimed they were satisfied with course 

interaction but also voiced their need for more face to face contact.  This seemingly 
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contradictory response by the participants was one of the more interesting discovering in 

the study. 

Engagement 

 The next recurring theme involved student engagement.  While some factors that 

generated student engagement were similar to those already existing in the literature, 

participants also indicated that factors such as instructor involvement and interesting 

discussion topics were important.  In this study, engagement was primarily viewed as 

interesting and relevant, interactive discussion topics with specific and required 

participation among students.  Reminiscent of Ruhe’s (2006) work engagement is 

influenced by a combination of personality, positive effect, motivation, self-confidence 

and persistence applied to the learning process, as well as the students’ effort to 

overcome obstacles in learning.  Shulman (2002) argued that since student engagement is 

a precursor to constructing knowledge and understanding; it is both a prerequisite and a 

desired outcome.  Student participants felt that they engaged through completing course 

assignments and email communication from the instructor.  However, typically 

instructors tend to experience more reservations regarding not only their own 

expectations of success and satisfaction, but also their students (Venable, 2011).  The 

instructor in this study seemed to have realistic expectations regarding the students, but 

failed to meet her own personal expectations of herself in relation to the course.  Some of 

the students also thought that engagement was enhanced in the course by the involvement 

of the instructor.  This concept was supported by Dzibun, Moskal and Hartman (2005) 

who stated that a strong determiner of student engagement can be seen in the comfort 

level the student possesses with the instructor and with their peers.  When learners 
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experience a satisfying comfort level with the instructor and peers, they participate more 

and engage more deeply with the course material.  “Student engagement is not the sole 

purpose of education, but is an essential part of overall student achievement and school 

success,” (Jones, 2009).  Students stated that they were satisfied with the overall 

engagement provided by the course instructor. 

 Most student participants also felt that the instructor was providing interesting 

discussion topics and setting up a forum where students could express their opinions on 

those topics.  The instructor noted, “without participation in online discussions, this 

online course did not provide many other suitable opportunities for student engagement,” 

(259).  According to Auburn (2004) a crucial requirement for effective learning is 

building in activities such as discussion boards and group collaborations to support 

student interaction.  All research participants agreed that assigned discussion topics 

enhanced their online experience and their engagement among their classmates.  They 

felt the discussion topics were relevant to their future careers and induced thinking and 

interacting that would probably not have occurred otherwise.  Researchers such as Ho 

and Swan (2007) remarked that discussion threads in online instruction had the capacity 

to create more interaction and dialogue than face to face due to the inability of certain 

individuals to dominate interaction. 

Success and Satisfaction  

 The final and most prominent theme which emerged was that participants 

associated completing course assignments, receiving their grades and timely 

feedback/communication as contributing to their course success and satisfaction.  The 

students and instructor in this study felt success and satisfaction were closely related to 
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proper planning, successful time management and organization.  Participants associated 

completing course assignments and receiving their grade as contributing to their success 

and satisfaction.  Ausburn (2004) stated that the success of adult learners depended 

heavily on the instructor’s expression of what was expected with regard to assignments, 

interactions and outcomes.  Research participants shared that overall they were pleased 

with the expectations, feedback and communication with the course instructor.  

Participants also underlined the importance of proper planning, successful time 

management and organization skills, all of which led to feeling successful and satisfied 

with the course.  Suggestions for structuring online environments from Burge and Carter 

(1997) included items such as organizing a place students could interact online and 

providing fast and productive feedback.  Student and instructor participants expressed 

satisfaction with the degree and quality of communication that took place during the 

study. 

 One of the most common student responses regarding success and satisfaction 

was related to the assignment of public school classroom observations.  “I learned a lot 

from watching real life unfold in the classroom,” (136).  John Dewey (1897) and others 

began the progressivist movement which supported teachers facilitating learning through 

real-life situations which addressed core content that was relevant to what the students 

were learning (Hayes, 2007).  Other researchers such as Vonderwell and Savery (2004), 

Kim and Bonk (2006) and Mandernach (2009) supported Dewey’s approach to include 

reflective assignments and authentic experiences to increase learning.  Observations in a 

public school classroom were a prime example of authentic learning.  Student 
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participants felt engaged when observing in the classrooms and were able to effectively 

interact and apply what they were seeing to their future careers in the field of education. 

 Students also expressed ideas about what they perceived to hinder their success 

and satisfaction with their online learning.  The two most frequently mentioned 

complaints were the students’ not personally knowing the instructor and the college 

student’s typical tendency toward procrastination.  One student mentioned, 

“Procrastination was a trait I didn’t realize I was so good at,” (82).  Online instruction 

usually provides more opportunities for students to become independent, self-directed, 

self-regulated and self-reflective (Singh O’Donoghue & Worton, 2005; Vonderwell & 

Savery, 2004).  Whereas the online participants from this study saw themselves as 

independent, their intrinsic motivation and time management skills did not align with 

their expectations.  In essence, the majority of student participants viewed their own 

motivation and time management skills to be more efficient and effective than they 

actually were.  The distance created between participants in online instruction can often 

lead to isolation, lack of interaction, frustration and distraction (Venable, 2011; 

Neuhauser, 2002).  It was unclear whether this isolation was a factor in this study. 

Conclusion 

 This research regarding online instruction was organized as a qualitative 

descriptive case study.  Data was gathered over an eight week period during the spring 

semester from January to March.  Research participants consisted of five students and 

one instructor. Data was collected through several avenues including questionnaires, 

interviews, researcher journal and various documents and records.  Themes that emerged 

from the data consisted of motivation, expectations, engagement and success/satisfaction.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 

In this chapter I discuss conclusions of this study, analyze data in the light of my 

research questions and suggest possible implications for higher education instructors, 

aspiring educators, teacher preparation programs and the university where the research 

took place.  I also address my recommendations for future research in the field of 

educational online studies.  In addition limitations associated with this research are 

mentioned. 

Due to societal trends, colleges and universities have begun to rethink technology, 

instructional practices and pedagogical developments (Vonderwell & Turner, 2005).  

Instructional technology has changed the way both students and instructors experience 

their duties and the way they interact in teaching and learning situations (Carlson, 2005).  

Universities and colleges have begun to examine online avenues to deliver convenient 

and quality education to our students.  One challenge for instructors has been to 

determine what students’ needs and expectations: “Will they learn enough?” “Can I 

prepare them properly?” “Will I feel as successful teaching this course as I do in a face to 

face course?” Another challenge has been to discover how instructors may perceive 

online courses, particularly their perceptions or expectations of whether such courses can 

be as educationally successful and professionally satisfying as face to face course 

selections.  Also, instructors in higher education realize that in an online course, meeting 

both the academic and the affective needs of their students will be difficult. 

My study explored ways to understand student and instructor expectations 

regarding academic experiences, student success and satisfaction in an undergraduate, 

asynchronous, online education course.  In addition I was interested in what was 
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necessary for such courses to meet students’ academic and affective instructional needs. 

In short, I wanted to understand how an online course could serve as a viable vehicle for 

building instruction and learning environments. 

Three research questions, implications and recommendations were addressed in 

this study as well as explored and interpreted by the data.  Each of the following 

questions were addressed. 

 In what ways do students’ expectations of online coursework inform 

their academic experiences and their views of success and satisfaction 

with asynchronous online education classes? 

 In what ways do instructor expectations in online coursework inform 

their views of success and satisfaction with asynchronous online 

education classes as a vehicle for instruction and building learning 

environments? 

 What can instructors’ and students’ expectations of their experiences 

with asynchronous online instruction tell us about what is helpful for 

such courses to meet students’ academic and affective instructional 

needs? 

Research Question One   In what ways do students’ expectations of online 

coursework inform their academic experiences and their views of success and satisfaction 

with asynchronous online education course? 

 Question one focused on student expectations of coursework and how those 

expectations informed their academic experiences and views of success and satisfaction.  

Many of the students’ expectations seemed to change throughout the length of the course.  
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For example, in Interview One a participant might feel like 5-6 hours was an appropriate 

amount of time to spend engaged in the online course each week; however, by the second 

interview their expectation had changed to 2-3 hours being sufficient for success. These 

expectations seemed to change for all participants and were focused mainly on the time 

and effort needed to be successful in the course.   

A common factor of student expectations was an unrealistic notion of the amount 

of time which would be needed to fulfill course requirements, interact with other 

participants and do what was necessary to be successful in the course.  Many of the 

student participants entered the course with preconceived notions and ideas about what an 

online course should contain and how it should be executed.  Students felt that 5-6 hours 

would be sufficient for interaction each week yet only participated in 1-2 hours.  For the 

most part students overestimated the amount of time needed to successfully interact and 

complete assignments for the course.  However, the same student participants 

underestimated the amount of effort required to be successful.  Students tended to 

procrastinate which was reflected in their quality of work. 

Another popular student expectation for online success was related to instructor 

organization. Students expected course structure, organization and management tools.  

Although most of the students expressed that convenience and independence were factors 

that led them to take the online course, they preferred the instructor to lead them through 

the course step-by-step and provide specific guidelines.  The instructor did provide 

structure and quick feedback through email which pleased the participants.  Many of the 

participants felt a need to depend more heavily on the instructor’s guidance than if they 

had been enrolled in a face to face course. 
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Student participants also expected a level of interaction to be available in the 

online course despite the lack of face to face encounters.  The students wanted interaction 

with each other as well as with the instructor.  When most participants discussed 

interaction, they talked about relevant and engaging discussion thread topics organized by 

the instructor.  Despite participant’s satisfaction with the organized discussion threads, at 

the conclusion of the course most of the students expressed a desire for some type of face 

to face interaction with the other participants and the instructor.     

Research Question Two – In what ways do instructor expectations in online 

coursework inform their views of success and satisfaction with asynchronous online 

education classes as a vehicle for instruction and building learning environments? 

 Question two focused on instructor expectations in online coursework and how 

those expectations inform views of success and satisfaction in online courses.  The 

instructor mentioned her expectations regarding the students’ performance as well as her 

personal performance.  She felt the students would have the tools and motivation to work 

independently mainly because they willingly enrolled in the online course.  The instructor 

found that the participants depended more heavily on her guidance and assignment 

reminders than she anticipated.  She noted that students’ intrinsic motivation was often 

not high enough to improve course performance. 

 Regarding expectations for her, the instructor assumed teaching in an online 

format would allow her more time to prepare for class assignments and time to interact 

with the students.   She felt that since the course was organized and prepared prior to the 

first day of class that her involvement would primarily consist of interacting through 

email and grading course assignments.  In reality the instructor spent much of her time 
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guiding the students through technological issues, sending reminders for due assignments 

and altering the course curriculum to meet the students’ needs.  She found the time she 

had remaining was not sufficient for interacting with the students to the extent she had 

hoped.   

 The instructor also mentioned her discontentment with forming appropriate 

relationships with course participants.  The instructor initially felt that the organized 

discussion threads would provide for all the interaction needed for an online course.  By 

the end of the course she felt that she did not know very much about her students or was 

even able to recognize them outside of the online discussion forums.  The instructor 

voiced that she would prefer some sort of face to face interaction at least at the beginning 

of the course to enable a personal connection between participants. 

 In addition, the instructor was disappointed with the level of understanding she 

had regarding her students and their assignments at the end of the course.  Her initial 

expectations were that she would have some type of relationship and understanding with 

each student at the end of the course.  She also hoped to be able to informally measure 

their level of understanding of the course content.  The instructor mentioned that she felt 

disconnected with the students most likely from the lack of face to face interaction.  She 

also mentioned her frustration in not having a solid understanding of the students’ 

reaction to the content or their level of understanding and comprehension at completion 

of the course.  

Research Question Three – What can instructors’ and students’ expectations of 

their experiences with asynchronous online instruction tell us about what is helpful for 

such courses to meet students’ academic and affective instructional needs? 
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Instructors’ and students’ expectations in this study have led to many helpful 

suggestions for what is needed to meet students’ academic and affective needs.  To begin, 

instructors must work towards understanding that most online students perceive their 

technological skills, time management skills, motivational skills and work ethic skills to 

be more efficient and effective than they actually are.  Since students seem to have a 

skewed interpretation of their skills, it is up to the instructor to provide guidance towards 

success with these skills as well as understanding when creating and executing course 

content and interaction.     

The same structure and organization that an instructor puts into a face to face 

course is even more vital to the success in an online class.  Students feel more 

comfortable when structure and organization are present.  The presence of these two 

factors helps to enable student success and satisfaction.  Online instructors must pay 

attention to the organization and structure both with content and meeting the needs of 

students. 

Another beneficial expectation for online courses is the addition of some type of 

face to face interaction.  Students and instructors agree that some form of face to face 

contact adds to the cohesiveness and collaboration of the group.  As a result this can lead 

to deeper understanding and engagement among the participants.  Many participants in 

this study mentioned the benefit of having one initial face to face meeting to be familiar 

with each other before the class interaction begins. 

Participants in this study also voiced their opinion regarding their expectations of 

relevant assignments.  Students felt strongly about the need for assignments to be relevant 

to the future career.  They also mentioned the importance of the discussion thread topics 
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being applicable to their future.  Students seemed to participate more effectively in topics 

that were controversial or directly related to their field of study.   Also included with 

relevant assignments was the idea of authentic learning.  Authentic learning is often more 

difficult to achieve in an online setting due to the lack of face to face contact and 

interaction.  Instructors may need to adopt new pedagogical and teaching techniques to 

achieve authentic learning. 

The last helpful expectation discovered was the idea of instructor involvement.  

Both the instructor and the student participants felt that having the online instructor 

actively involved in the course to be beneficial to all course participants.  Participating in 

the course entailed not only the planning and executing of the curriculum but also 

participating actively for course engagement.  The students seemed to appreciate the 

feedback of the instructor and the instructor was able to develop a deeper understanding 

of student needs.         

Implications 

 Discovering answers to this study’s research questions has provided insight into 

the extent to which online undergraduate courses address student needs such as academic 

experiences, success and satisfaction.  In addition these experiences have led to 

information pertaining to necessities for meeting students’ academic and affective 

instructional needs.  These findings may impact higher education instructors, aspiring 

educators, teacher educator programs and the university where the study took place. 

 Higher Education Instructors.  The realities of today’s society require higher 

education instructors to re-evaluate traditional methods of instruction.  As a result of this 

study, more is known about student and instructor motivations, expectations, 
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engagement, success and satisfaction in online instruction.  The results of this study have 

the potential to positively influence changes in instructor’s teaching strategies and tactics.  

The results give potential insight into teaching online by assisting instructors in 

recognizing struggles regarding expectations, experiences and success/satisfaction.   

 To begin, instructors should be able to realize their significant role in online 

instruction.  Online students seem to need more guidance than those in face to face 

courses.  These students tend to rely heavily on communication and other feedback from 

the instructor in order to be successful.  Since online instruction is typically structured 

without the class meeting for face to face interaction, online students require more 

structure and organization to compensate for the lack of frequent face to face engagement 

and interaction.  Instructors should also be aware that students preferred relevant 

discussions and some type of “real-life” experience incorporated into their online 

learning.  Higher education instructors can also benefit from hearing about the positive 

attitudes that students and other instructors have toward virtual learning.  This positive 

feedback has the possibility to ease skeptical faculty members into the process of online 

learning while providing a successful model for them to follow. 

 Aspiring Educators.  Perhaps aspiring educators had the most to gain from the 

research findings.  College students aspiring to be classroom educators had the 

opportunity to experience online instruction as participants, as well as future educators.  

This provided participants with a strong model on to which to base their future learning 

and teaching.  Information regarding expectations, experiences and success/satisfaction 

can assist them in providing online instruction to students they may teach in the future 

and meet the demands and needs of diverse learners. 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Scott, August 2013 
 

92 
 

 As a result of this data, aspiring educators have the opportunity to better 

understand the intrinsic motivation students possess and require in order to be successful 

in online learning environments which can also help them see that some students lack 

intrinsic motivation and that they may need more attention or feedback in order to raise 

their levels of success.  In addition aspiring educators must understand what is needed 

and how a model for strong communication for themselves and their students was created 

and maintained.  They must also learn how to be responsible for their own learning in 

online instruction and teach their students how to share that responsibility.  Another 

important characteristic of online learning was efficient time management skills.  

Learning to use these in their planning and teaching practices is important for aspiring 

educators.  The students also have the potential to achieve deeper learning and 

understanding through both student and teacher perspectives. 

  Teacher Preparation Programs.  The data from this research has the potential to 

influence the way future teachers are educated.  As a result of the increase in online 

instruction, the results of this study have provided teacher preparation programs with 

much needed information and guidance towards offering online course as a viable 

learning modality.  In addition to providing information for instructors and students, this 

study has the potential to alter the way educator preparation programs are designed and 

delivered.  Teacher preparation programs might better be able both to relate student and 

instructor expectations regarding success and satisfaction and to individualize pedagogy 

to meet student needs.   

 Teacher preparation programs will benefit by understanding the needs, motivation 

and expectations of the students as they are entering courses.  New approaches to 
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pedagogical and instructional techniques can be determined.  Programs must be designed 

with the needs of students and the advancement of technology in mind.  The findings 

from this study indicated that online interaction was not only a viable delivery method for 

successful instruction but also preferred by many of the students in this study.  Teacher 

preparation programs also may need to consider that in offering online courses some type 

of face to face experience and interactive discussion should be incorporated to increase 

the effectiveness of student engagement.   

 Disparities were seen in student perceptions of two concepts.  First, the same 

students who liked the convenience and independence of the online course expressed a 

desire for a few face to face class meetings.  Second, students told the researcher that a 

greater amount of time and effort would be spent on the course than they had stated in 

their questionnaires.  Teacher preparation programs might note these two disparities, the 

first arising from a possibility of unrealistic course expectations and the second perhaps 

the result of seeing the researcher as an authority figure. 

 University.  The findings of this research may provide the university in which the 

study took place with information on how to promote success among online students.  

This data has the potential to contribute insight from the students and instructor regarding 

their expectations, experiences and success/satisfaction.  These findings could possibly 

provide the faculty part of the information they need to determine if the students were 

benefitting from online delivery methods as outlined in this research.      

 This study may assist the university as it seeks to organize and execute successful 

online education courses.  Offering more online courses can allow the university to vary 

its method of course delivery and might also serve as a marketing tool to attract new 
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students.  Another avenue for the university to consider when approaching the data is to 

compare the findings to existing knowledge regarding face to face courses.  This study 

has demonstrated that online courses can offer some of the same benefits as face to face 

courses if organized and approached effectively.  Although online instruction frequently 

has different dynamics than face to face instruction, teaching approaches may need 

reorganization but content can often remain consistent between the two learning 

modalities. 

Future Research  

 This research has the potential to alter the way many teacher preparation 

programs respond to the advancement of online learning.  While the study was nicely 

organized and effective for exploring the research questions, much potential exists for 

further study of online education.  As technology is advancing and changes the way we 

interact as educators, we must keep up with it in order to meet our students’ diverse 

needs.   

 One of the limitations of the study was the length and duration of the course.  The 

research project lasted approximately eight weeks, which was the length of the chosen 

class.  Although this time period was sufficient for this study, it would be interesting to 

compare the results to an expanded version of the study that took place over multiple 

semesters and time frames.  An extended amount of time in varied semesters would 

enable data to be gathered from numerous view points and compared for further studies. 

 Another limitation considered for this study was the chosen course of Introduction 

to Education.  The course was an introductory class that was taken prior to being 

admitted into the School of Education.   Due to the order of courses taken for a degree in 
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education, this introductory course typically contained students with similar maturity 

levels and interest in the field of education.  Performing the study with a different course 

taken later in the students’ program or possibly from another field could lead to varied 

results.   

 One aspect of the study that should receive additional attention is the possibility 

of a comparison of the outcomes from online courses with comparable face to face 

courses.  The course used for this study is taught in an online and face to face format 

simultaneously each semester.  Exploring each course separately would enable a deeper 

understanding of the differences and similarities between the two delivery methods.  This 

could lead to more efficient and effective planning and executing for all participants of 

both online and face to face instruction. 

 Another consideration for future studies would be an examination into if and how 

the cost of transportation and availability and cost of broadband connections impacts the 

motivation of taking online courses.  In this specific study all participants were on the 

university campus for other courses so this was not a consideration.  However, the rising 

cost of transportation and the down- turn in the economy has led to creative finances for 

many.  It would be interesting to know if a student would be more willing to enroll in 

classes if the course could be delivered online. 

 Another area of future study might look at possible differing experiences seen in 

two groups: those who are candidates to teach in elementary school and those who want 

to teach in secondary schools.  University instructors sometimes perceive elementary 

candidates as having distinct personality characteristics such as being compliant, being 

eager to please and willing to follow stated rules.  Secondary candidates often display 
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different traits as learners and future educators, being centered much more on their 

chosen subject matter rather than on pedagogy.  Looking into these differences would 

allow teacher preparation programs to tailor instruction to differing types of students.  In 

this study three of the participants were pursuing a degree in elementary education.  The 

remaining two participants felt they were more suited for the secondary level.  This study 

did not take interest in certification grade or subject area into consideration.    

 Topics with controversial content tended to receive more discussion attention as 

well as more depth and detail from the participants.  Controversial discussion topics are 

another possible future study.  Controversial topics consisted of current trends and issues 

that public school districts are facing in society.  Examples might include violence in 

schools, inclusion of special education students and students’ freedom of speech.  In this 

study, the student participants not only seemed to perform better on controversial topics 

but also seemed to enjoy the interaction and engagement opportunities these topics led to.  

It would be interesting to explore the possibilities of these controversial topics being 

expanded on and increased.  Would the discussions eventually get monotonous?  Would 

these topics increase overall engagement in the course? 

 Whereas the original participants in this research remained consistent throughout 

the length of the study, university faculty members raised concerns that online courses 

could possibly have more course drop-outs than their face to face counterparts.  Literature 

supported a higher rate of online course drop outs compared to face to face courses 

(Frankola, 2001).  The concept of increased drop-outs in online classes would be 

interesting to look further into.  Faculty members at the university where the study took 

place voiced their concern that online instruction does not contain the interaction and 
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engagement that face to face instruction usually consists of and because of that, concerns 

arise pertaining to the loyalty and commitment the students feel towards their learning 

and participating in the class.      

Conclusion 

 Motivation, expectations, engagement and success/satisfaction were the four 

themes that emerged from this research.  The student participants were motivated by the 

convenience of the delivery of online instruction and the ability for them to work at their 

own pace.  However, participants also frequently mentioned their need for course 

structure and organization.  Expectations were mainly concerned with time requirements 

and the organization the instructor was able to provide for the students.  In addition all 

participants voiced their desire for some type of face to face interaction despite the course 

being online.  Students and instructor agreed that course engagement and interaction was 

a direct result of assignment requirements, discussion threads and email communication.  

Overall, students were pleased with the communication and feedback the instructor 

provided.  The students viewed success/satisfaction in the chosen course as completion of 

assignments, the grades they received, communication with the instructor and the public 

school classroom observations. 

 Implications could affect higher education instructors, aspiring educators, teacher 

preparation programs and the university where the study took place.  From this study 

higher education instructors should be able to understand more about online learners, 

their needs and their motivations which could alter pedagogical techniques for those 

instructors.  Aspiring educators have had the benefit of experiencing online learning from 

a student perspective as well as having a strong teaching model to follow when they 
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transition into the classroom as teachers.  This data also has the potential to alter the way 

educator preparation programs are designed and delivered.  Programs can be structured to 

provide for the motivations and needs of online learners.  Given the background of many 

online students, online instruction has the potential to help address the educational needs 

of underserved populations (Carlson, 2005).  The findings of this research may also 

provide the university in which the study took place with information on how to promote 

success among online students as well as recruit new students and retain current ones. 

 Limitations and ideas for future studies were also discussed.  The limitations 

included the length of the study and the course associated with the study.  Ideas for future 

research consisted of comparing findings to comparable face to face courses, influence of 

the cost of transportation and internet connection and participants’ area of certification 

interest.  Also proposed for future study was the idea of controversial discussion topics 

and possible drop-out rates among online students.  
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APPENDIX A 

IRB APPROVAL FORM 
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE SCRIPT TO RECRUIT INSTRUCTOR 

 

Hi, my name is Stephanie Scott and I am conducting a research study through the College 

of Education at Texas Tech University.  The purpose of this qualitative research study is 

to understand student and instructor expectations regarding success and satisfaction in an 

undergraduate, asynchronous, online education course.  If you agree to take part in this 

study, you will be asked to introduce the research project to your class (script provided), 

participate in one face to face interview and provide the requested student assignments 

completed during the course.  This study has been cleared by the Texas Tech University 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects.   The 30-minute 

interview will take place at the conclusion of the semester and will be conducted at a time 

and place of your convenience. 

I have a letter and information sheet outlining your participation and details of the 

research study that I can give to you in person, email, fax, or mail to you.  How would 

you like this sent? I will provide you with a return envelope with the consent form for 

your convenience. 

Thank you again for your willingness to participate.  Again, my name is Stephanie Scott. 

If for some reason you have any questions, please email me at steph.scott@ttu.edu or 

leave a message at this number 325-793-4892.  Also, please know that you can change 

your mind about your involvement in this research project at any time. 

Thank you very much, (name).   
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APPENDIX C 

SAMPLE SCRIPT FOR THE INSTRUCTOR TO INTRODUCE THE STUDY TO 

THE CLASS 

 

Stephanie Scott, a doctoral student at Texas Tech University, is conducting a research 

study.  The purpose of the study is to understand student expectations regarding success 

and satisfaction in online courses.  She has selected our course for her study.  Your 

participation is not required, but will be appreciated.  Your participation will not affect 

your grade in anyway.  In fact, I will not be made aware of your participation or lack 

thereof in the study until after I submit your grades.  If you agree to participate, you will 

be asked to participate in two 30-minute interviews, as well as allowing her to review 

various course assignments.  The results will be able to better our education department 

and improve our teaching methods. 

 

If you are interested in finding out more regarding participation you may contact her at 

steph.scott@ttu.edu. 
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APPENDIX D 

RECRUITMENT HANDOUT FOR STUDENTS 

 

Recruitment Text: At the beginning of the semester, the researcher will give the course 

instructor copies of this material for all students enrolled in the course.  In addition, the 

instructor will provide an electronic version to students.  

 

Hello, my name is Stephanie Scott and I am a doctoral candidate at Texas Tech 

University in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction.  As you are aware, 

technology is rapidly changing how we teach in college.  Most universities are 

experiencing some type of change from traditional face to face instruction to various 

forms of online instruction. I am working on a research study regarding student 

expectations on success and satisfaction with online instruction.  I hope you will 

volunteer to participate and embrace this opportunity for research. 

 

If you choose to participate, the study will consist of two interviews (one at the beginning 

of the course and the other after final grades have been submitted by the instructor) 

lasting no more than 30 minutes each and take place in a convenient place for you.  In 

addition, after final grades have been submitted, I will look at some of your completed 

course assignments including discussion threads, various chapter questions, and other 

written assignments. 

 

Participation is voluntary. You do not have to participate.  If you decide to participate, 

you may also withdraw from the study at any time.  Furthermore, your instructor will not 

be made aware of your participation, or lack thereof, until after final grades have been 

submitted.  Your course grades will be determined by your instructor.  If you do choose 

to participate in the study, all information will remain confidential. In addition to 

assigning you a pseudonym, information in the research project will be stored for three 

years in a locked filing cabinet in the sole possession of the researcher and all electronic 

materials will be in a password secured computer in the sole possession of the researcher.  

 

If you choose to participate, please read, sign and return the consent form (which is 

attached)  to me by January 28
th

.  You may return the signed consent form to me 

electronically through email or by placing it in my campus mailbox, Box 578.  By 

signing and returning the consent form, you are deciding to participate in the study. 

 

If you have any questions please do not hesitate to contact me at 325-793-4892 or 

scott.stephanie@mcm.edu.  In addition, Dr. Douglas Simpson is supervising the study 

and may be contacted at 806-742-1997 ext. 242 or doug.simpson@ttu.edu. 

 

Thanks again for your time.  I look forward to hearing from you. 

mailto:scott.stephanie@mcm.edu
mailto:doug.simpson@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX E 

SAMPLE SCRIPT FOR STUDENT PARTICIPANT SELECTION 

NOTIFICATION 

 

Hello, this is Stephanie Scott.  I am conducting a research study regarding 

expectations, success, and satisfaction in online instruction.  I am calling/emailing you to 

thank you for your interest in participating in the study.  I am excited to let you know that 

you have been chosen as one of the participants in the study.  Do you have any questions 

or concerns about the study?  I will contact you in a few weeks to set up a convenient 

time for our first interview.  Thanks again for your interest.  I look forward to working 

with you.   
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APPENDIX F 

SAMPLE SCRIPT FOR STUDENT NOTIFICATION TO NON-PARTICIPANTS 

 

Hello, this is Stephanie Scott.  I am conducting a research study regarding 

expectations, success, and satisfaction in online instruction.  I am calling/emailing you to 

thank you for considering the possibility of participating in the study.  At this time, your 

assistance will not be required to complete the study.  Again, I want to thank you for your 

time and consideration. 
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APPENDIX G 

STUDENT CONSENT FORM 

 
I am doing a study that is a part of my doctoral program and want to invite you to take part.  This form answers 

questions about the study so that you can decide if you would like to participate.  If you agree to participate, 

please sign on the appropriate line below and return the form to me. 

What is the purpose of this study? 
The study seeks to understand the expectations of students in an online beginning education course.  

Specifically, the research will focus on your success and satisfaction in the online course.   

What will be asked of participants in this study? 
In this study you will be asked to meet to discuss your experiences and expectations of the online course.  

Some questions will be about your expectations, success, and satisfaction in your online course.  Your 

permission will be requested for review of the work that you complete in the course.  Insights gleaned 

from your work will provide data for the study.  You will be asked to meet with me for two 30-minute 

interviews, the first at the beginning of the course and the second at the end of the course. Each interview 

will be conducted at a time convenient for you.  Please realize that your instructor will not be aware of your 

decision whether or not to participate until after the completion of the semester.  If you choose to 

participate, your instructor will provide me with copies of your course assignments and interactions at the 

end of the semester. 

Are there any risks in participating? 
There are no known risks to participating in this study.  All assignments will be required by the course and will not 

be reviewed until your professor has submitted your grades.  

Will my privacy be protected? 
Yes!  All information collected during and after the course will be accessible only to Stephanie Scott and 

my doctoral committee.  Pseudonyms will be used when referring to participants and the university in my 

dissertation and in publications. All paper copies of research materials will be kept in a locked file cabinet 

and all electronic information will be kept in a password secure computer for three years.  

Is this research voluntary? 
Yes!  Your decision is voluntary.  You can decide not to be involved at any point in the process.  If you 

decide you are uncomfortable at any point of the study, you may stop.  You may also decide not to answer 

particular questions and withdraw your permission for me to view your class assignments.                                                                         

Will I receive compensation for taking part? 

No.  Involvement is without pay.                                            

Can I find out the results of this study?  

If you submit a written request, you will be provided a copy of the study.     

Whom should I contact if I have questions?  
You may contact Stephanie Scott at (325) 793-4892.  You may also contact Dr. Douglas Simpson at 

(806)742-1997 ext. 242.  For information about your rights as a participant in this study, you may 

contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office 

of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or via phone (806) 742-

2064.  

Print Name:_______________________________________________________ 

Signature of Participant:_____________________________________________ 

Date:____________________________________________________________ 

This consent form is not valid after August 31, 2013. 
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APPENDIX H 

INSTRUCTOR CONSENT FORM 

 
I am doing a study that is a part of my doctoral program and want to invite you to take part.  This form 

answers questions about the study so that you can decide if you would like to participate.  If you decide to 

participate, please sign on the appropriate line at the bottom of this form and return it to me.  

What is the purpose of this study? 

The study seeks to understand the expectations of the instructor in an online beginning education course.  

Specifically, the research will focus on your expectations of student and instructor involvement, success 

and satisfaction.   

What will be asked of participants in this study? 

In this study you will be asked to meet with me to discuss your experiences and expectations of the online 

course.  Some questions will be about your expectations, your success, and your satisfaction in the online 

course.  At the closure of the semester, your permission will be requested to review the work that your 

participating students completed in the course.  You will not be made aware of student participation until 

after grades have been posted.         

Are there any risks in participating? 

There are no known risks to participating in this study.  All assignments will be required by the course and 

will not be reviewed until after grades have been submitted for the semester. 

Will my privacy be protected? 

Yes!  All information collected during the course will be accessible only to Stephanie Scott and my 

doctoral committee.  Pseudonyms will be used when referring to participants and the university in my 

dissertation and in publications. All paper copies of research materials will be kept in a locked file cabinet 

and all electronic information will be kept in a password secure computer for three years. 

Is this research voluntary? 

Yes!  Your decision is voluntary.  You can decide not to be involved at any point in the process.  If you 

decide you are uncomfortable at any point of the study, you may stop.  You may also decide not to answer 

particular questions and withdraw your permission at any time.                                                                         

Will I receive compensation for taking part? 

No.  Involvement is without pay.                                            

Can I find out the results of this study?  

If you submit a written request, you will be provided a copy of the study.     

Whom should I contact if I have questions?  

You may contact Stephanie Scott at (325) 793-4892.  You may also contact Dr. Douglas Simpson at 

(806)742-1997 ext. 242.  For information about your rights as a participant in this study, you may 

contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office 

of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or via phone (806) 742-

2064.  

Print Name:_______________________________________________________ 

Signature of Participant:_____________________________________________ 

Date:____________________________________________________________ 

This consent form is not valid after August 31, 2013. 
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APPENDIX I 

STUDENT INTERVIEW/QUESTIONNAIRE ONE 

 

Note: The following interview items will be used by the researcher to collect information 

pertinent to the research project. 

1.  Background Information: 

a. School classification 

b. Live on or off campus 

c. Age 

d. Employment Status 

e. Traditional/non-traditional student 

f. Experience with online courses 

g. Reason for taking this course online 

2. Expectations: 

a. Time expected to spend interacting each week 

b. Time expected working on assignments each week 

c. Expected or perceived personal strengths for this course format? 

Weaknesses? 

d. Anything you hope will be similar to your face to face courses? 

Different? 

e. What can the instructor do to help you be successful? 

3. Engagement: 

a. What do you think student engagement should look like in on online 

format? 

b. What do you think would increase engagement? Decrease it? 
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APPENDIX J 

STUDENT INTERVIEW/QUESTIONNAIRE TWO 

 

Note: The following interview items will be used by the researchers to collect 

information pertinent to the research project. 

1.  Expectations: 

a. Time you spent interacting each week 

b. Time you spent working on assignments each week 

c. Personal strengths for this course format? Weaknesses? 

d. Anything that was similar to your face to face courses? Different? 

e. What did the instructor do to help you be successful? 

2.  Engagement: 

a. What did student engagement look like in on online format? 

b. What do you think would increase engagement? Decrease it? 

3.  Reflection: 

a. What would you do differently?  Why? 

 

b. What would you change about the course?  Why? 

 

c. What assignment was most beneficial?  Why? 

 

d. How would you describe success in this course? 

 

e. How would you describe personal satisfaction with this course? 
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APPENDIX K 

INSTRUCTOR INTERVIEW ONE AND TWO 

 

Note:  The following interview items will be used by the researcher to collect 

information pertinent to the research project. 

1.  Expectations: 

a. Time you spent interacting each week 

b. Time you spent working on assignments each week 

c. Personal strengths for this course format? Weaknesses? 

d. Anything that was similar to your face to face courses? Different? 

 

2.  Engagement: 

a. What do you think student engagement should look like in on online 

format? 

b. What do you think would increase engagement? Decrease it? 

 

3.  Reflection: 

a. What would you do differently?  Why? 

b. What would you change about the course?  Why? 

c. What assignment was most beneficial?  Why? 

d.   How would you describe success in this course? What contributed to this? 

e.   How would you describe satisfaction in this course?  What contributed to 

this? 
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APPENDIX L 

OBSERVATION TOPICS 

 

Although, the content of these topics are not relevant to the research questions, 

the manner in which the students’ respond is.  These topics are provided for 

informational purposes. 

Community Classroom 

1. Do students follow and understand routines and procedures? 

2. How do students enter and exit the classroom? 

3. How are the transitions made from one activity to another? 

4. Id the classroom interaction relaxed and supportive? 

Classroom Management 

1. How does the teacher anticipate and avoid behavior challenges? 

2. How does the teacher cope with interruptions and distractions during class 

activites? 

3. What are the consequences for inappropriate behavior? 

4. What motivators are used for positive behaviors? 

Classroom Environment 

1. Is student work displayed? 

2. Where do students work independently? In groups? 

3. What instructional displays are in the classroom? 

4. What do students do when work is done?  What activities are there? 

Assessments 

1. What assessments are utilized? 

2. How often? 

3. How do they affect a student’s overall grade? 

Educational Technology 

1. What technology is present in the classroom? 

2. How is it utilized? 

3. How frequently? 

4. What technology is offered to teachers and students? 

Instructional Strategies 

1. How are lessons structured? 

2. How are lessons designed for learning differences? 

3. How are lessons assessed for success? 
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APPENDIX M 

EDUCATIONAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY 

 

Answer at least 5 questions from below 

At least one page, 12 point font, double spaced 

Thinking about your own story and telling it is an important step in looking back 

and moving forward.  This will help you figure out the type of teacher you want to be.  

Use at least 5 questions from below and then come up with other questions you would 

like to share. 

• Where did you attend school and explain the student population 

• When you think of school what do you think of 

• What types of feelings do you associate with school 

• What was school like for you 

• What kind of student were you 

• What adjectives come to mind with school? Why? 

• Use your 5 senses to describe school (what smells do you remember, what 

sounds do you associate with school, etc.) 

• Who were your friends? What did ya’ll enjoy doing? 

 1 2 4 5 Points 

Organization Sequence of 

information is 

difficult to 

follow 

Reader has 

difficultly 

following work 

because 

student jumps 

around 

Student 

presents 

information in 

logical sequence 

which reader 

can follow 

Information in 

logical, 

interesting 

sequence which 

reader can 

follow 

 

Content Answers 

minimum number 

of questions 

briefly 

Answers 

minimum 

number of 

questions with 

great detail 

Answers more 

than 5 questions 

briefly 

Answers more 

than 5 questions 

with great 

detail  

 

Grammar 

Spelling 

Work has four 

or more errors 

Work has three 

errors 

Work has no 

more than two 

errors 

Work has no 

errors 

 

Neatness Work is illegible 

and scattered 

Work has three 

or more areas 

that are sloppy 

Work has one or 

two areas that 

are sloppy 

Work is neatly 

done 

 

      

   TOTAL  
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APPENDIX N 

COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

 

Although, the content of these questions are not relevant to the research questions, 

student success is.  This is one of the tools to assist with the measurement of success. 

 

1.  Summarize the focus of the 17
th

 century American education in 5 sentences. 

 

2. Describe Thomas Jefferson’s role in 18
th

 century American education. 

 

3. Who was Horace Mann and how did he influence American education? 

 

4. Read the “Letter to the Editor” on p.196 in the chapter.  Answer questions #3 

and #4 regarding the DREAM Act. 

 

5. Explain what progressive education is. 

 

6. Explain the Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education ruling of 1954. 
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APPENDIX O 

DISCUSSION THREAD TOPICS 

 

Although, the content of most of these topics are not relevant to the research 

questions, the manner in which the students’ respond is.  These topics are provided for 

informational purposes. 

Teaching and the Teaching Profession: 

1.  Metaphors are a way for us to better explain and understand the way we 

perceive something.  Teaching can be explained by metaphors as well.  Come 

up with your own metaphor for teaching/education.  Be sure you not only list 

the metaphor, but also explain the meaning. 

2. What do you perceive to be your strengths and weaknesses as a student?  As a 

person?  As a future teacher? 

 

Historical Context: 

3. Explain one lesson America appears to have learned from the past and how 

that lesson is evident in education today. 

4. Explain one lesson America appears to NOT have learned from the past.  

What evidence do you have that the lesson has not changed how public 

education functions today? 

 

Societal Context: 

5. Do you think it is acceptable to address science curriculum through a study of 

a pond, even though standardized tests have no questions about the actual 

pond?  Why or why not? 

6. Which areas of student diversity pose the greatest challenges for you as a 

future teacher?  How will you meet those challenges? 

 

Current Trends and Issues: 

7. Do you believe students miss important experiences not attending a public 

school?  Explain. 

8. Do you think you would like to teach in an inclusive classroom? Why or why 

not? 

9. How does a new teacher establish a sense of authority? 

10. In your opinion, what is the most important thing you can do to establish 

classroom community? 
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APPENDIX P 

AUDIT TRAIL 

 

Number Participant Source Line Number 

1 Holly Interview #1 3, 11 

2 Holly Questionnaire #1 2,3 

3 Holly Interview #1 5 

4 Holly Interview #1 15, 16 

5 Holly Autobiography 1-2 

6 Holly Autobiography 3 

7 Holly Interview #1 15 

8 Holly Autobiography 3,9, 12-13 

9 Holly  Autobiography 9-11 

10 Holly Autobiography 3-6; 12-13 

11 Holly Autobiography 7-9 

12 Holly Autobiography 12-13 

13 Holly Interview #1 21-23 

14 Holly Interview #2 18-19 

15 Holly Interview #2 10-12 

16 Holly Interview #1 19-20 

17 Holly Questionnaire #2 
Interview #2 

1 
3-4 

18 Holly Interview #1 
Questionnaire #1 

18 
9 

19 Holly Questionnaire #1 10 

20 Holly Questionnaire #1 15-16 

21 Holly Interview #1 26-28 

22 Holly Questionnaire #2 3-4 

23 Holly Questionnaire #1 17-18 

24 Holly Researcher Journal p.5, line 14 

25 Holly Researcher Journal p.5, line 14 

26 Holly Interview #2 24-25 

27 Holly Interview #2 2 

28 Holly Questionnaire #1 6 

29 Holly Interview #2 3,4 

30 Holly Interview #2 13-17 

31 Holly Questionnaire #2 1-2 

32 Holly Questionnaire #2 7-9 

33 Holly Questionnaire #1 
Questionnaire #2 

18 
7-9 

34 Holly Interview #2 26-27 

35 Holly Questionnaire #2 13 
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36 Holly Researcher Journal p.25, line 3-6 

37 Holly Interview #2 7-8 

38 Holly Researcher Journal p.17, line 8-10 

39 Holly Interview #2 p.2, line 1 

40 Holly Interview #2 p.2, line 2 

41 Holly Interview #2 7-8 

42 Holly Interview #2 5-7 

43 Holly Interview #2 27-32 

44 Katie Interview #1 2 

45 Katie Interview #1 1,3 

46 Katie Interview #1 2 

47 Katie Questionnaire #1 4 

48 Katie Questionnaire #1 5 

49 Katie Autobiography 2-3 

50 Katie Autobiography 13-14 

51 Katie Autobiography 14-16 

52 Katie Interview #1 4-6; 11,12 

53 Katie Interview #1 9,10 

54 Katie Autobiography 18-20 

55 Katie Autobiography 6-12 

56 Katie Interview #1 9-10 

57 Katie Interview #1 17-19 

58 Katie Interview #2 24-25 

59 Katie Questionnaire #1 13-14 

60 Katie Interview #1 13-16 

61 Katie Interview #1 20-22 

62 Katie Questionnaire #1 19-20 

63 Katie Interview #1 26 

64 Katie Interview #1 23 

65 Katie Interview #1 23-25 

66 Katie Interview #2 3-4 

67 Katie Interview #2 5-6 

68 Katie Questionnaire #2 3-5 

69 Katie Interview #1 p.2, line 2-3 

70 Katie Researcher Journal p.5, line 14 

71 Katie Researcher Journal p.5, line 14 

72 Katie Researcher Journal p.5, line 5,7 

73 Katie Interview #2 3-4 

74 Katie Interview #1 4-5 

75 Katie Questionnaire #2 32 

76 Katie Questionnaire #2 32-35 

77 Instructor Interview #2 6 
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78 Instructor Interview #2 5 

79 Katie Questionnaire #2 7 

80 Katie Questionnaire #2 15-16 

81 Katie Questionnaire #2 8-9 

82 Katie Interview #2 8-9 

83 Katie Researcher Journal p.25, line 7-9 

84 Katie Researcher Journal p.25, line 9,10 

85 Katie Interview #2 p.2, line 7-8 

86 Katie Researcher Journal p.17, line 1-3 

87 Katie Researcher Journal p.17, line 5-6 

88 Katie Interview #2 10-12 

89 Katie Questionnaire #2 37-38 

90 Katie Interview #2 21-22 

91 Katie Questionnaire #2 40-42 

92 Katie Interview #2 14-15 

93 Katie Interview #2 15-16 

94 Katie Interview #2 16-18 

95 Julie Questionnaire #1 4 

96 Julie Questionnaire #1 4 

97 Julie Interview #1 4,5 

98 Julie Interview #1 10-12 

99 Instructor Interview #2 7,8 

100 Julie Interview #1 15-16 

101 Julie Interview #1 10-12 

102 Julie Autobiography 7 

103 Julie Autobiography 5-8 

104 Julie Autobiography 8-9 

105 Julie Autobiography 8-12 

106 Julie Autobiography 15-17 

107 Julie Autobiography 2 

108 Julie Autobiography p.2, line 7-8 

109 Julie Questionnaire #1 14 

110 Julie Interview #1 24 

111 Julie Questionnaire #1 
Interview #1 

11-12 
19-22 

112 Julie Questionnaire #1 
Interview #1 

14-15 
26 

113 Julie Interview #2 34 

114 Julie Interview #2 15-16 

115 Julie Questionnaire #1 17-18 

116 Julie Questionnaire #1 17-18 

117 Julie Interview #2 30-31 
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118 Julie Questionnaire #1 
Interview #1 

17,19 
31,34 

119 Julie Interview #1 43 

120 Julie Questionnaire #2 20-21 

121 Julie Questionnaire #2 
Interview #2 

2-5 
3-8 

122 Julie Researcher Journal p.5, line 14 

123 Julie Researcher Journal p.5, line 4 

124 Julie Researcher Journal p.5, line 3-13 

125 Julie Researcher Journal p.5, line 17 

126 Julie Questionnaire #2 
Interview #2 

7 
8-10 

127 Julie Questionnaire #2 7-8 

128 Julie Questionnaire #2 
Interview #2 

10-11 
22 

129 Julie Interview #2 23-24 

130 Julie Interview #2 24-26 

131 Julie Questionnaire #2 17-18 

132 Julie Interview #2 12-13 

133 Julie Interview #1 39-41 

134 Julie Researcher Journal p.25, line 11 

135 Julie Interview #2 29 

136 Julie Interview #2 29-30 

137 Julie Researcher Journal p.25, line 11-12 

138 Julie  Researcher Journal p.25, line 14 

139 Julie Interview #2 p.2, line 5-6 

140 Julie Interview #2 1-3 

141 Julie Questionnaire #2 32-33 

142 Julie Researcher Journal p.15, line 17-18 

143 Julie Researcher Journal p.15, line 20 

144 Julie Questionnaire #2 25 

145 Julie Questionnaire #2 26 

146 Julie Questionnaire #2 35-36 

147 Julie Questionnaire #2 38-39 

148 Julie Interview #2 p.2, line 7-9 

149 Patrick Interview #1 3 

150 Patrick Questionnaire #1 2,6 

151 Patrick Interview #1 4,5 

152 Patrick Questionnaire #1 5 

153 Patrick Interview #1 7 

154 Patrick Interview #1 8 

155 Patrick Autobiography 11 
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156 Patrick Autobiography 13-14 

157 Patrick Autobiography 15 

158 Patrick Autobiography 3-4 

159 Patrick Autobiography 7 

160 Patrick Autobiography 9-10 

161 Patrick Autobiography p.2, line 5-6 

162 Patrick Questionnaire #2 7 

163 Patrick Questionnaire #2 8 

164 Patrick Questionnaire #1 
Interview #1 

14-15 
10-11 

165 Patrick Questionnaire #1 12-13, 15-16 

166 Patrick Interview #1 18-19 

167 Patrick Interview #1 20-22 

168 Patrick Interview #2 
Questionnaire #2 

2 
2 

169 Patrick Questionnaire #2 3 

170 Patrick  Questionnaire #2 5 

171 Patrick Questionnaire #1 28 

172 Patrick Interview #1 28 

173 Patrick Questionnaire #1 23 

174 Patrick Interview #2 25-26 

175 Patrick Researcher Journal p.5, line 4 

176 Patrick Researcher Journal p.5, line 14 

177 Patrick Researcher Journal p.5, line 19 

178 Instructor Interview #2 9 

179 Instructor Interview #2 10,11 

180 Patrick Questionnaire #1 18 

181 Patrick Interview #1 13 

182 Patrick Questionnaire #1 19-20 

183 Patrick Questionnaire #2 13 

184 Patrick Questionnaire #2 10-11 

185 Patrick Interview #2 15-16 

186 Patrick Interview #2 18-21 

187 Patrick Interview #2 22 

188 Patrick Interview #2 22-23 

189 Patrick Researcher Journal p. 15, line 9-10 

190 Patrick Questionnaire #2 28-30 

191 Patrick Interview #2 8-11 

192 Patrick Interview #2 27-28 

193 Patrick Questionnaire #2 32-33 

194 Patrick Questionnaire #2 35-37 
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APPENDIX Q 

NARRATIVE OF INDIVIDUAL PARTICIAPANTS 

 

Case Study One - Holly 

Holly was a non-traditional Caucasian female born and raised outside the state the 

study took place (1).  Although Holly was classified as a freshman, she was thirty-two 

years old and married with two children which took her off campus for her living 

arrangements (2).  She had married into a military family and had lived a nomadic 

existence (3).  At the time of the study Holly did not work outside of the home, and her 

major responsibility was being the sole care taker for her two children under the age of 

ten. She was also a full time college student pursuing a teaching certification in 

elementary education (4).  Holly attended all of her PK-12 grade schooling out of state 

(5).  She graduated high school in a class of a little over one hundred students (6).  

Motivation.  She chose to enroll in the online section of the course due to the 

availability and it fitting into her schedule (7).  Holly had many good memories and 

experiences associated with going to school (8).  “I was always so excited to go back to 

school shopping, not for the clothes necessarily, but for the supplies! Organizing, 

planning and getting ‘stuff’ together are something I am very good at,” (9).  She 

remembered being very social and having many friends (10).  Holly also mentioned that 

she made good grades, but only in the subjects she enjoyed (11).  She regretted not 

reaching her full potential out of high school and having to wait so many years to realize 

the importance of an education (12).  In addition Holly mentioned, “I am great at multi-

tasking and working ahead, so I think this format will work great for me” (13).  During 

the second interview in late February, she supported this by saying, “I am a much 
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disciplined person by nature so the organization of this class fit right into my 

personality,” (14).  In addition Holly had spent her entire life surrounded by children and 

with two of her own, she felt very comfortable with the content of the course (15).   

Expectations.  Holly completed Questionnaire One on January 23.  Questionnaire 

Two was completed March 6.  Her first interview took place on February 1 from 

approximately 2:15-2:45.  The second interview occurred on February 28 from 

approximately 11:00-11:25.  Both interviews were conducted in a neutral office on the 

university campus.  Holly expressed many of her expectations through Questionnaire One 

and Interview One.  She thought she would interact with either the course instructor or 

her classmates every day (16).  At the time she completed Questionnaire One, she had 

expected to spend a portion of every day working on an assignment for the course (17).  

However, in her first interview Holly expressed her anticipated time spent on 

assignments to be one to two hours a day at least two days a week (18).  Pertaining to the 

course assignments and interaction, her initial expectations aligned closely with her 

performance.  She reported spending almost every day somehow engaged or involved 

with course interactions, assignments or discussions (19). 

Holly spoke of her hope of frequent reminders of assignments from the instructor 

(20) desire for the instructor to be organized and need for the instructor to provide ample 

opportunities for interaction among class participants (21).  Holly appreciated that all of 

the course materials were available the first day of class so she could plan ahead as 

needed (22).   

Engagement.    Holly also mentioned sufficient interaction being provided by the 

instructor through weekly relevant discussion topics. She thought discussions should be 
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designed to be conversational in nature and be structured to move beyond simple “yes” 

and “no” responses (23).  Out of the 10 assigned discussions, Holly posted initial 

responses to all ten discussions.  Two of the topics she replied to with one response 

instead of the required two.  However, on three of them she responded with three replies 

resulting in her response average to be 3.1 (24).  All of her discussion posts and responses 

were appropriate, thorough and included her personal opinion and reflection (25).  She 

also mentioned the possible need for some additional online chats to increase the online 

interaction with other students (26). 

Success/Satisfaction.  Holly completed the course with an average of 96 with this 

experience being her first in the realm of online instruction (27) (28).  Holly was diligent 

in completing her class assignments in a timely manner and participating in assigned 

class discussions (29). She did mention that at times she felt uncomfortable with the 

interaction from the instructor because she did not know the instructor and did not have 

the opportunity to get to know her (30).  Near the conclusion of the course, Holly wrote, 

“I achieved my goal to successfully plan ahead and complete each assignment within the 

instructors’ parameters and my own deadlines,” (31).  “I felt the discussions were real life 

situations that were worth debating,” (32).  When asked about engagement, success and 

satisfaction with the course, Holly stated that the discussion threads played a significant 

role in the course (33).    Holly expressed that she would have preferred the discussion 

topics to be open at the beginning of the course to give participants more time to work at 

their own pace (34).  Overall, she mentioned that to her the most beneficial assignment 

was the five hours of public classroom observations (35).   The journals she kept which 

reflected on the observations were thorough and complete.  Holly wrote in complete 
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sentences and included individual opinions and reflections explaining how she would 

incorporate some of the ideas into her own classroom in the future (36).    

In addition, Holly felt some of the online assignments were redundant and that 

participants’ online time could have been used more efficiently (37).  She disliked the 

idea of the chapter quizzes, although she performed very well on them (38).  Holly 

offered her opinion on how to be successful in this course as mastering the art of time 

management (39).  Her definition of satisfaction with the course was defined by “getting 

an A and having fun,” (40).  She stated that the observations connected the content with 

the real world (41).  “I don’t like reading online and since the chapters were all online 

that made things a little difficult for me.  I had to concentrate harder to get my stuff 

done,” (42).  She seemed glad that the instructor was not a regular part of the discussions. 

“I like that the instructor did not participate in the discussions with us.  If she had I think 

some of the conversations might have gone the way she wanted rather than the way our 

opinions took them,” (43). 

Case Study Two - Katie 

The next student participant was Katie.  Katie was a traditional female full time 

Caucasian college student who lived off campus with her parents and was interested in 

elementary education (44).  She was classified as a junior and was twenty-one years old 

when the study was conducted (45).  Katie grew up in the same community where she 

was attending college (46).  Her marital status was single and she did not have any 

children she cared for (47).  Katie was employed full time outside of school which 

occupied much of her time (48). Katie graduated from high school with a class of 

approximately 300 students within the local community (49).  She also mentioned one of 
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her first thoughts when she looks back on her school memories was “socialization” (50).  

She was extremely active as a student and with extracurricular activities.  She recalled 

some of her best memories being surrounded by her friends while they all studied for a 

test or rode to a football game together (51).     

Motivation.  Katie’s choosing to take the online course was a result of wanting 

more time to devote to her independent photography business and wanting to spend more 

time practicing golf (52).  She had participated in four other online courses prior to the 

one used for this study (53).  She has been familiar with the public school setting for as 

long as she can remember and has participated in many “behind the scenes” classroom 

preparation and practices because she came from a family of educators (54). Katie 

expressed a general optimism associated with school, but tended to self-inflict pressure to 

always make “A’s” and to do the best she could.  Her schoolwork has always been one of 

her top priorities (55).   

Expectations.  Katie’s expectations of personal success were derived from having 

taken numerous online dual credit courses prior to entering college (56).  In Interview 

One she states, “I have the ability to do what I am told to the best of my ability.  I 

typically look at what I must accomplish each week and then figure out what I need to do 

in order to successfully achieve it,” (57).  She also shared that she thought the instructor 

not participating in the discussions was a good idea so people were not swayed by the 

instructor’s views (58). 

Initially, Katie had expectations of spending a minimum of ten hours a week 

working on class assignments and interacting with course participants (59).  During 

Interview One she had changed her assumptions of interacting and assignments to around 
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three hours a week and added in that she would “spend ample time needed to interact in 

order to get everything done in a timely manner” (60).   Katie felt the weaknesses she 

brought to the situation included working full time and preferring to personally interact 

with her teachers.  “I typically ask a lot of questions and online classes hinder me from 

my prominent way of learning,” (61).    

She also mentioned that she was depending on the instructor to “teach her the 

stuff that would make her a great teacher one day,” (62) and to provide her with clear 

organization (63).  Katie began the course “hoping to get a lot out of the material,” (64).  

She shared her expectation of being more efficient in this course due to the fact that the 

time she would have normally been sitting in class she would be able to devote to her 

assignments (65). 

Engagement.  Katie completed Questionnaire One on January 23 and 

Questionnaire Two on March 6. Her first interview occurred on February 1 from 

approximately 11:00 to 11:45.  The second interview happened on February 27 from 

approximately 11:40-12:00.  Both interviews were conducted in a neutral office on the 

university campus.  In her end of course interview she stated that she spent a total of 20 

minutes on interaction with the other participants.  “I am a straight to the point person 

that does not like to spend a lot of extra time contemplating my answers,” (66).  She also 

dedicated two to three hours a week to other assignments.  She felt the time she spent on 

assignments was fair and justified for a one hour class (67).   

At the conclusion of the course Katie’s second questionnaire stated that she spent 

ten hours interacting per week and four hours on other course assignments (68).  When 

the interviewer asked about engagement, Katie mentioned the online discussions.  
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“Student engagement should look like discussions to help students and teachers interact 

and help students understand the concept at hand,” (69).  Katie participated in all ten of 

the assigned discussion threads (70).  Katie’s overall discussion thread average was a 2.8 

with all of her feedback being appropriate, thoughtful and containing her opinions and 

reflections (71).  She fulfilled the course requirement of all initial posts and all but two of 

the two response minimum (72).  She also felt that engagement should be directly related 

to the assignments being able to capture the attention of the students and the students 

having fun (73).  “Busy work is the best way to get me disconnected in the course,” (74).   

Success/Satisfaction.  On Questionnaire Two Katie answered that she felt the 

most beneficial assignment of the course was the opportunity to participate in the 

discussions (75).  “I like the discussions the best because you put your opinion down and 

then each other person in class can read what you wrote and write something about what 

you said.  You get to hear lots of different perspectives and ways of thinking,” (76). 

Katie failed to participate in two of the eight online discussion forums and failed 

to complete a few other pertinent class assignments (77).  She ended the course with a 

numerical grade of 75 (78).  Upon completion of the course Katie expressed that much of 

the content shared in the course she was already familiar with because her major area of 

study was early childhood (79).  She felt the amount of work for the one hour online class 

was appropriate and clearly organized (80) and that any shortcomings were a result of her 

waiting until the last minute to do assignments (81).  “Procrastination was a trait I didn’t 

realize I was so good at,” (82). 

The evaluations of the public school observations and quiz questions were not a 

strong part of the course for Katie.  She did not receive full credit on her observation 
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journal due to her lack of expansion, reflection and discussion over the topics (83).  Her 

answers were constructed in complete sentences, but in a very basic manner (84).  The 

quiz questions did not offer much more success for Katie.  She did mention that the 

“chapters were a little hard to read,” (85) but a portion of her grade was affected due to 

her turning the assignment in late (86).  Katie responded with short answers lacking in 

discussion, expansion and reflection (87). 

Katie was pleased with the layout and content of the course.  “This is my area of 

study so I think I had an easier time than someone from another area might have because 

I understood a lot of the background information,” (88).  She felt the instructor facilitated 

the course in a way to assist the students to succeed and become “the best teacher they 

can be,” (89).  The instructor’s quick feedback and communication impressed Katie (90).  

However, it should be noted that she had the same instructor for this course as one of her 

face to face courses.  “I love her in that class.  I can see how much she cares for her 

students and so that makes me enjoy all of her classes more,” (91).  Katie also mentioned 

that she felt she completed the course with a higher level of intrinsic motivation than 

when she began the semester (92).  “I failed my first couple of online courses because I 

didn’t take them seriously,” (93).  “I now prefer online because I am shy and would 

rather be alone.  I think my satisfaction has something to do with my personality traits,” 

(94). 

Case Study Three - Julie 

 The third participant was a traditional nineteen year old full time college student 

named Julie who was interested in teaching at the secondary level (95).  Julie marked 

“Hispanic” as her ethnicity and was classified as a sophomore (96).  Julie was born 
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outside of the state and was attending college far from the security of her family and 

hometown (97).  While participating in the study she was single, housed on campus and 

spent much of her free time involved in two different school-sanctioned competitive 

sporting activities (98).  Even with her athletic responsibility she turned in all of her 

assignments accurately and completely and received a 96 for her grade in the course (99).  

This course was Julie’s first online experience. 

 Motivation.  Julie stated that she preferred online courses because she did not like 

going to class (100).  Julie’s athletic commitment took her away from her college studies 

a minimum of 1-2 days a week and the majority of the weekends (101).  Julie graduated 

from a high school with approximately 1200 students (102).  She began reminiscing 

about her school memories by describing the familiar sight, sounds and smells she 

associated with “back to school” (103).  Julie described her classroom experiences as 

being exciting and fulfilling and believed the small class size and intimate setting played 

a significant role in her success as a student (104).  She reported that she enjoyed school 

and had a relatively easy time achieving in academics and athletics (105).   

Julie mentioned specific positive influences certain teachers had on her drive to 

achieve (106).  The only criticisms she mentioned was the “rant” on school policies her 

teachers would share with the students each year (107).  Julie enjoyed all aspects of 

learning and was serious about making significant progress towards her educational 

endeavors (108).  In addition, she felt working at her own pace would be a strength for 

her in an online setting (109).  She also viewed her organization skills to be in her favor 

for this type of class.  “I am good at keeping up with online work because I am organized 

enough,” (110).   
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Expectations.  Julie revealed some of her expectations through these interviews 

and questionnaires.  She anticipated spending around one to two hours a week involved 

in course assignments and course interactions (111). In both the initial interview and 

questionnaire Julie shared that what she saw as a weakness of the course was the 

unreliability of her internet connection (112).  Julie began the course with hopes of all 

materials being readily available and instruction being understandable (113).  By the 

conclusion she found herself wanting more face to face interaction with the instructor and 

more face to face classroom observation time (114).  

Julie also felt that an online course should offer independent work time (115) not 

associated with interaction or discussion.  In addition, all participants should be 

responsible and respectful of course assignments and their due dates (116).  She further 

expected “to cover relevant course material and have the appropriate tools to do so,” 

(117). 

Engagement.   Julie completed Questionnaire One on January 23.  Questionnaire 

Two was completed March 6.  Her first interview took place on January 31 from 

approximately 11:05-11:15am.  The second interview happened on February 27 from 

approximately 11:00-11:40am.  Both interviews were conducted in a neutral room on the 

university campus.  Julie felt that one of the most important aspects of this online course 

format was communication and interaction among class participants.  Numerous times 

during Interview One and Questionnaire One, she expressed her desire for 

communication between classmates and instructor (118).  Julie felt that online 

engagement directly related to weekly assignments (119).  On Questionnaire Two Julie 

wrote that she would have liked to meet face to face once a week with classmates and the 
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instructor for discussion participation because she felt this meeting would have increased 

group cohesiveness and engagement (120).  At the conclusion of the class she reported 

spending between one to two hours a week on interactions and four to five hours a week 

engaged in course assignments (121).  Her participation in the online discussions 

averaged to be 2.1 out of possible three (122).  Of the ten discussion topics, Julie fully 

participated in one which consisted of one post and two replies (123).  In all other 

discussions she participated with only one post and one reply (124).  The discussion she 

participated in was completed with thoughtful and thorough responses (125). 

 Success/Satisfaction.  Julie also mentioned she was satisfied with the amount of 

time she dedicated to the course.  “I’m very satisfied with the time requirement.  I loved 

the structure and loved being able to work at my own pace,” (126).  As for the technology 

aspect, Julie did experience frustration with the reliability of her internet (127). 

 At the conclusion of the course Julie mentioned her satisfaction with the 

communication she had with the instructor.  She remarked that the instructor 

communicated on a regular basis through email and was approachable (128). Julie also 

mentioned her satisfaction with the course instructor not being a part of the regular online 

discussions (129).  “I felt it was a good thing that she [instructor] was not part of our 

discussions because we were able to discuss openly rather than say what we thought she 

wanted to hear,” (130).   

  Julie enjoyed working at her own pace and did not feel the rush associated with 

completing assignments by a specific class time (131).  She also mentioned that her 

experience with this online course showed her that organization and discipline were 

important in order to be successful (132).   
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 She explained that she thought that assignments should be relevant to a future 

career as a teacher, and that students could increase engagement by “reserving time for 

the class, doing assignments, reading chapters, looking over power points, quizzes, etc.” 

(133).   Julie fully participated in the public school classroom observation assignments 

(134).  She felt, “it is what it needs to be,” (135).  “I learned a lot from watching real life 

unfold in the classroom,” (136).  Her observations were thorough and detailed (137).  She 

included personal opinions and reflection relating to her own future classroom (138).  

During Interview Two Julie shared how much she enjoyed spending time in the public 

school classroom, how relevant it was for her career and how she would rather participate 

in all ten course observations face to face rather than five by video (139).  She also felt 

some of the observation questions were a bit redundant for the classroom and needed 

more depth and detail to achieve appropriate reflection and thought regarding classroom 

practices (140).  Overall, Julie stated that she did enjoy the video observations because 

they represented various perspectives on the teaching profession, but would have 

preferred more interaction inside the actual public school classroom (141). 

  Julie also found relevance in the quiz questions that were part of the course.  She 

answered all questions completely and thoroughly (142).  Her answers contained facts 

and statistics supported by personal opinions and reflection (143).  Julie did write that she 

thought the chapter readings should have been a little shorter and closer related to the 

quiz questions (144).  “Sometimes I felt I was reading stuff that didn’t pertain to what I 

needed to know,” (145).  Julie related course success to her completing assignments and 

making the time and effort to figure out if teaching was the correct occupation for her 

(146).  Her satisfaction in the course consisted of her level of learning.  “I felt satisfied 
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because I learned a lot about how I want to teach and how not to teach and how other 

people think teaching should be,” (147).  Overall, Julie liked the course, found it 

relatively easy and believed that she learned a lot (148). 

Case Study Four - Patrick 

Patrick was the next student participant in the study.  He lived on the university 

campus, which was not far from his home town (149).  Patrick was considered a 

traditional college student and classified as a sophomore (150).  He was twenty- one 

years old, Caucasian, not married, nor had any children (151).  Patrick was not employed 

at the time the study was conducted (152).  He had experience in one other online course 

which occurred simultaneously with the one used for this research (153). Patrick 

graduated from high school with a class of 38 other students.   

Motivation.  Patrick chose the online format for convenient accessibility and his 

self-proclaimed time management skills (154).  “Enjoyable, frustrating and comfortable 

are words I associate my school with,” (155).  Patrick further explained that he enjoyed 

learning at school, but often found himself frustrated with his peers and teachers without 

knowing why (156).  He had mixed emotions regarding his school experiences but said 

he had always loved learning (157).  Patrick enjoyed the small setting of his high school 

and cherished his memories with his close friends and the individual attention his 

teachers were able to give to the students (158).  He mentioned that his personality in 

high school was much about “living in the moment and not worrying what was next,” 

(159).  Patrick carried this attitude with him into college and continued to struggle with 

the path he should take for his career (160).  Although he was not fully committed to the 

idea of pursuing a career in elementary education at the time of the study, he still felt 
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pulled towards teaching (161).  One of his perceived strengths for this online structure 

was being able to participate in all of his assignments from the convenience of his home 

(162).  Patrick’s most notable weakness was procrastination (163). 

Expectations.  Patrick’s first questionnaire was completed January 23.  His second 

questionnaire was answered March 6.  Interviews took place January 11 and March 1.  

Both interviews lasted approximately 20 minutes and were conducted in a neutral room 

on the university campus.  He expected to spend between four and six hours a week 

interacting with online classmates and working on course assignments (164).  “I will try 

and do one activity from the week every day or two to keep up with things because I 

usually need extra time to make sure I understand everything,” (165). 

Patrick’s expectations of personal success mainly focused on what the instructor 

could provide for the students.  He felt personal success was directly related to the 

instructor providing clear and concise expectations and instructions for assignments and 

due dates (166).  He further explained that he hoped for understanding and leniency from 

the instructor since he was busy and had other things going on in his life (167).   

Engagement.  By the conclusion of the course he had spent approximately one 

hour a week interacting with other students (168).  “I spent a minimal amount of time 

interacting with other students, only when required,” (169).  Patrick estimated that he 

spent between two and six hours per week completing assignments for the course (170).  

At the beginning of the class Patrick assumed course engagement would consist of 

thorough readings, student focus on assignments and student participation in discussions 

(171).  He felt his personal engagement would be most enhanced through interactive 

discussions (172).  Patrick liked the idea of discussions to explore other perspectives 
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from the class participants (173).  He supported the instructor’s decision not to be part of 

the class discussions.  “I think I was more honest and open without her [instructor] 

input,” (174).  Patrick only fully participated in one out of the ten discussion topics (175).  

He posted in each discussion, but not to the extent expected by the instructor.  He ended 

the assignment with a 2.0 average out of a possible 3.0 (176).  When he did respond, 

Patrick interacted thoroughly (177).          

 Success/Satisfaction.  Patrick completed the course with a grade of an 86 (178).  

Although most of his assignments were turned in, he failed to fully participate in all of 

the online discussions (179).  In Questionnaire One Patrick felt that one of his strengths 

for an online structure was that he was able to turn in assignments on time and keep track 

of his schedule (180).  However, during Interview One he shared his presumed weakness 

as getting things done on time (181).  Patrick also feared he would have difficulty getting 

and remaining focused in a class without face to face interaction (182). Quick feedback 

from the instructor pleased Patrick (183).  He was disappointed, though, by the remote 

feeling he had because of only having access to the instructor through email (184).  He 

also felt the instructor did well at planning assignments ahead of time and making them 

available for the students all at once (185).  During the second interview Patrick 

discussed how he could have been more organized and involved with the class.  “I think 

if I had to do it over again I would set phone reminders and alarms to remind me of 

assignments a few days before they were due.  I am used to being reminded,” (186). 

As he considered all the class assignments, Patrick felt he benefitted most from 

reading the chapters and answering the assigned quiz questions (187).  “Chapter 

questions caused me to immerse myself in the context of the text and the content of the 
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course,” (188).  Patrick received full credit on his quiz questions but failed to provide 

personal opinions or reflections as expected by the instructor (189). 

Overall, Patrick found success and satisfaction in the course through completing 

the various assignments.  He specifically mentioned the philosophy of education as being 

a strong influence in his thoughts about education and how he hoped to teach in the future 

(190).  He mentioned experiencing some frustration not being familiar with teaching 

prior to the class.  “I have some background with kids but not a whole lot, so it took me a 

little while to understand and comprehend some of the concepts that were addressed.  

Maybe if I had some education experience, it would have been easier for me,” (191).  

Patrick believed the course was relevant and nicely aligned with what he needed for his 

future career in teaching (192).  He felt success in the course could be defined by his 

personal understanding of effective teaching and what it would look like in a face to face 

classroom setting (193).  Patrick’s satisfaction with the course could be described as a 

“basic understanding of issues facing teachers in a modern classroom and my own 

understanding of my strengths and weaknesses so I could continue to work on them,” 

(194). 

Case Study Five - Edward 

The final student participant was Edward.  He was a twenty- six year old non-

traditional full time college student (195).  At the time of the study he was ranked as a 

junior (196).  He was of Hispanic descent and valued the time and support from his 

family and friends (197).  This online course was Edward’s fourth experience with 

distance learning (198).  Edward graduated from a high school with 700 students grades 

Kindergarten through 12
th

 grade (199).  He felt he was an average student who had to 
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work hard to be average (200).  He mentioned making many memories with his friends 

and his teammates from high school but did not share any details (201).   
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Motivation.  Edward was born and raised in the community where he attended 

college and remained close with family and friends there (202).  Edward was unmarried 

but shared custody of his 10 year old son who occupied much of his spare time (203).  He 

resided off campus and was employed full time during the evening hours (204).  Edward 

enrolled in this online course due to the time commitment required of this full time job 

(205).  When asked what adjectives came to mind when he heard the word school, he 

replied, “Great, I think it was a great time in my life.  It was a time that I really enjoyed 

and would not replace it any differently.  There are some people that say if given the 

opportunity to do it all over they would do things differently; I would do them all the 

same.  The reason being is that I would not be the person that I am today if I would 

change my school experience,” (206).  He felt his greatest strength in this online format 

was being able to work at his own paces at times that were convenient for him (207).   

Expectations.  Edward completed Questionnaire One on January 23.  

Questionnaire Two was done March 6.  His first interview took place on January 30 from 

approximately 1:45-2:15.  The second interview occurred on March 1 from 

approximately 9:15-9:45.  Both interviews were conducted in a neutral location on the 

university campus.  Edward began the course with expectations of interacting with his 

classmates a minimum of two hours a week (208).  According to his first questionnaire he 

believed three hours would be an appropriate amount of time working on course 

assignments each week (209).  During Interview One though, Edward expressed that four 

to five hours a week might be more appropriate for working on class assignments (210).  

He also viewed his being able to work at his own pace on the assignments throughout the 

course as a strength (211). 
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Engagement.  At the beginning of the course Edward expressed his opinion of 

what he thought engagement should look like in an online setting.  He felt that 

engagement should be directly related to participation in discussion threads (212).  

Edward also believed that engagement could be increased by knowing more about the 

other participants in the class (213).  He was concerned that negative comments from the 

instructor or classmates would dramatically decrease the level of engagement.  “I think if 

people were to post negative comments then some people might disengage from the class 

discussion. Positive feedback is always a good way to get people to participate,” (214).  

By the end of the course Edward felt that two of the most important aspects of the class 

were online discussions and the feedback from the instructor (215).  However, he also felt 

that adding in a time for a face to face meeting towards the beginning of the course would 

enhance the engagement between all participants and assist them in connecting faces with 

names (216). 

Edward recognized his weakness as simply forgetting about assignments from 

lack of being reminded face to face (217).  “I missed being able to see my professor 

which is an important part of the class to me.  I realized I depended a lot on constant 

reminders.  I had to adjust,” (218).  In addition Edward discussed his expectations for 

personal success in the course.  Many of Edward’s expectations were based on behavior 

and actions the instructor would be responsible for initiating. For example, he specifically 

mentioned that much of his personal success would be directly related to the instructor 

providing detailed instructions of assignments and being available for consultations when 

needed (219).  “At times I felt isolated because I didn’t know who was in the class.  If we 
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couldn’t meet face to face I would have at least liked seeing pictures of everyone to 

connect with,” (220). 

Success/Satisfaction.  Edward turned in all course assignments and participated in 

all online discussions with the exception of two (221).  His final grade in the course was 

an 82 (222).  Edward listed his main challenges as being a weak self-starter and lacking 

discipline (223).  By the end of the course Edward reported his interaction to have been 

between 15-30 minutes a week (224).  “I tended to spend more time on the topics I found 

interesting to me,” (225).  Actual time spent on course assignments for Edward varied 

between one and four hours a week (226).  By the end of the course, Edward was pleased 

with the instructor’s interaction with and quick responses to the students (227).  “I 

received constructive comments through email.  Her comments were always timely and 

helpful.  I felt I had instant access to the instructor when needed,” (228).  Reflecting back 

on the course, Edward felt that being more planned and diligent about being involved and 

staying more organized would have enhanced his personal success in the course (229).  

He did well on the public school classroom observations (230).  He received fifty points 

out of a possible fifty and his observations were thorough and complete (231).  Edward’s 

responses were well-thought out and included personal opinions and reflection (232).     

Edward completed the assigned course discussions with an average of 2.5 out of 

3.0 (233).  He did well at participating with thoughtful responses but only answered 8 of 

the 10 that were assigned (234).  Success and satisfaction for Edward in the online course 

seemed to revolve around engagement and completing assignments.  “I think engagement 

is a big part of success in this course,” (235).  He also mentioned that keeping up with 

assignments and getting good grades was essential to success and satisfaction in the 
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course (236).  Edward liked the chapter quizzes associated with the various chapter 

readings (237) but was not always fond of all of the reading.  “When I was reading, I 

wasn’t always sure of the reason why I was reading,” (238).  He did well on the chapter 

quiz and answered with sufficient thought and elaboration (239).  He also specifically 

mentioned his likeness for the education autobiography assignment.  “I loved the 

educational autobiography.  It made me think back to what school really was like for me, 

besides who doesn’t really like to talk about themselves?” (240).  At the conclusion of 

Edward’s second interview he stated that he was glad the course was done, he did not 

have to spend money on gasoline coming and going to class and he felt he learned 

something that was actually relevant to his future (241). 

Instructor  

 Interview One with the instructor took place on January 10
th

 and lasted 

approximately one hour.  The second instructor interview convened on March 8 and 

lasted approximately one and a half hours.  Both interviews were held in the instructor’s 

campus office at the university.  The instructor participant was a middle aged female who 

had been employed with the university for over five years at the time of the study (242).  

She was married with children ranging in ages from nine to twenty (243).  The instructor 

participant grew up in the state where the university was located, but had only lived in 

that particular region of the state for fifteen years (244).  Her family was involved in 

church and other extracurricular activities related to the children’s interests (245).  She 

held a Bachelor of Science, a Masters of Education and a PhD in Language and Literacy 

(246).  Her area of expertise was reading instruction.  Although she had many years 

teaching college level courses, this course was the first one she had taught in an online 
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format.  The instructor had experienced a few online courses as a student, but was 

relatively new to the online process (247).   

Motivation.  One of the strengths the instructor mentioned pertaining to online 

instruction was  not having to report to a physical classroom at a certain time enabled her 

to spend more time engaged in preparing for class and anticipating questions and 

responses that might occur from the students (248).  The weakness she most associated 

with the online course was remembering to post assignments, grade and provide feedback 

in a timely manner (249).  “It was easy to push the course ‘out of sight, out of mind’.  

This proved to be a severe weakness for me,” (250).   

Expectations.  At the beginning of the course the instructor expected to spend 

between two to three hours a week sending and checking emails and monitoring 

discussions (251).  Her reflection at the end of the course revealed she actually spent 

closer to around five hours a week interacting with class participants (252).  “This was 

more intense than I expected.  Students did not seem confident in the course and required 

more explanation and feedback than I expected,” (253).  She also mentioned her 

expectations of spending approximately one and half hours a week grading assignments 

(254).  According to the second interview with the instructor, this expectation was close 

to accurate (255).     

Engagement.   The instructor perceived successful engagement in the course to be 

based upon three facets; timely attention to assignments, willingness to participate in 

discussions and ability to disagree appropriately with others (256).  She felt that students 

would be able to engage with each other more appropriately if they respected and adhered 

to the due dates and time lines of the assignments set forth in the course syllabus (257).  
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“If students do not adhere to due dates it can have a negative impact on the time and 

ability they are able to participate and engage themselves with others,” (258).  In addition 

the instructor expressed her opinion of the importance of the online discussions relating 

to successful engagement.  “Without participation in online discussions, this online 

course did not provide many other suitable opportunities for student engagement.  I did 

not like not getting to see my students.  Three of them I did not know at all, and without 

discussion they would have been a little more than a name in the grade book.  The 

discussions were what gave them an identity,” (259).  When students participated in 

discussions, the instructor felt that their having the ability to discuss and disagree 

appropriately was an important characteristic of successful engagement (260).  She also 

felt it imperative to choose and structure discussion topics that provoked student interest, 

thoughtful reaction and were relevant to their future aspirations as teachers (261).   

Success/Satisfaction.   Reflecting back on her teaching experience with online 

instruction, the instructor identified a few things she would alter for future online courses.  

She felt one of the things she would change would be to require each class participant to 

upload a picture to share with the class (262).  “I think including a picture might help 

classmates to identify each other and connect.  After all, adding visual representation to 

discussion can assist with solidifying engagement and involvement,” (263).  The 

instructor also considered the possibility of participating in the discussion threads with 

the students.  “I’m thinking being a part of the discussions could help me understand 

more about the students and their needs,” (264).  She also mentioned the possibility of 

adding in more frequent quizzes or other assignments for assessing student progress more 

often throughout the length of the course (265).  She felt that she did not have a clear 
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understanding of the students’ progress until near the conclusion of the course (266).  The 

instructor was also concerned whether the students were able to master the objectives she 

had set for them based on the required assignments (267).  “I don’t feel I had a good 

understanding of whether the assignments I required in the course reflected the objectives 

I intended for them to master.  I would like to figure out a way to ensure this,” (268).   

 


