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Abstract:  This study surveyed the ways students interacted with their professors and their peers in both an academic and a social context.  The students perceived their online experience to be neither better nor worse than a traditional class but rather that it was, “just different.” However, most of them stated that they enjoyed taking the online course and that they would recommend it to a friend. The online students were the least pleased with the social interactions with peers.  None of the faculty members interviewed stated that their online courses were better than their traditional counterparts.  
Purpose

This study examined the way that students interacted with their professors and their peers in both an academic and a social context.  Perreault, Waldman, Alexander, and Zhao (2002) examined business schools in the United States and observed that distance-learning students were disappointed with the lack of face-to-face interaction with their professors.  Therefore, it was important to evaluate the communication methods used between students and professor, and students with peers, as this would determine if a perceived disappointment still existed, if so, they could determine how to rectify this shortcoming.  When evaluating these perceptions it was important to note the efficiencies of the tools used and to determine if the faculty and students possessed the necessary skills to use these tools effectively.

Theoretical Underpinnings

Perreault, Waldman, Alexander and Zhao (2002) observed students’ disappointment by the lack of face-to-face interaction with their professors when participating in online courses.  Ettinger & Maitland-Gholson (2004) also found that students who had not previously taken an online course expected that the learning process would be sterile and less engaging than in a traditional face-to-face course.  Traditional teacher presence is comprised of visual and verbal cues.  Many cues such as dress, intonation, vocal inflections, mannerisms, physical appearance, and temperament do not naturally carry over into the online environment.  This is referred to as teacher presence, and for an online course to be engaging, a professor needs to create her/his own online presence (Ettinger & Maitland-Gholson, 2004).

Since there is a lack of face-to-face interaction, professors must rely on other means of staying in contact with their students.  Email and setting online chat or instant messaging times becomes critical.  Expected turnaround times for answering emails and receiving feed back will need to be given to the students by the instructors.  These steps help to eliminate ambiguity between both parties (Perreault, Waldman, Alexander and Zhao, 2002, p. 314).
Bowman (2001) noted in his research that an online course is different from a traditional course even when taught by the same professor.  He focused on how a distance learning course must be more highly organized since it needs to depend less on the dynamic interaction between professor and student.

Inman, Kerwin, and Mayes (1999) explained how the teacher role is different in a distance learning course as compared to the more traditional course.  They suggest that this may represent a loss of control for the instructors. This may also account for the fact that five of the eleven participants in their study said that the class was of lower quality, with none claiming that it was of a higher quality than a traditional class.

Wilson (2001) studied faculty attitudes towards distance education in the Kentucky higher education system.  The findings indicated that faculty were neither sure about the instructional efficacy nor the personal involvement issues in distance learning.  Teachers perceived that they were ill-prepared for online instruction and under-supported, which may be attributed to their feelings of operating under the constraints of limited time (Wilson, 2001).  In Wilson’s study, the results were not statistically significant at the 0.05 level.  Wilson did observe that while teachers had a positive attitude toward distance learning, they were not enthusiastic about their own personal involvement or efficacy.

Methodology

The four faculty members who participated in this study were fulltime professors who taught at least one undergraduate or graduate level online course during the Spring 2005, Summer I 2005, Summer II 2005 or Summer III 2005 semesters.  The 272 students who were invited to participate in this survey were enrolled in at least one online course during the Spring 2005, Summer I 2005, Summer II 2005 or Summer III 2005 semesters.

The Setting

The college is a private, comprehensive, coeducational institution located in downstate New York.  It offers undergraduate degrees in the Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of Science, and Bachelor of Business Administration fields.  At the graduate level, it offers a Master of Arts, Master of Science, Master of Business Administration, and a Doctor of Education.

During the Spring 2005 semester, the college’s enrollment exceeded 7,000 full-time and part-time students.  Forty-three percent of the enrollment was comprised of students at the undergraduate level.  Most students who attend the college live in a suburban environment.  International students account for four percent of the total enrollment.  The reported ethnic distribution was: White/Non-Hispanic 64%, Black/Non Hispanic 9%, Hispanic 8%, Asian 3%.  The full-time female to male student ratio is 3:2.  The average age of students at the undergraduate level is 28, at the graduate level it is 34, and at the doctoral level it is 45 (College website, 2006).  A normal class size is between six and twenty five students.  Internships and thesis preparations are exceptions where only one student is enrolled in a course.
Data Gathering Techniques

Study results were measured using a mixed methodology.  The quantitative assessment consisted of an online questionnaire administered to students enrolled in at least one online course during the Spring 2005, Summer I 2005, Summer II 2005 or Summer III 2005 semesters.  The students were sent an email containing a link directing them to the online survey.  The content of the email also introduced the researcher, stated the purpose for doing the research, contained an assurance that responses would be kept confidential, and projected the amount of time expected to complete the survey.  The quantitative instrument was created by taking an existing survey created by Perreault, Waldman, Alexander & Zhao (2002) designed to measure student learning experiences with business distance education courses and combining it with questions gathered from reading the literature centered around online learning.  The qualitative aspect of the study was derived by taking the quantitative student survey and transforming it into an interview protocol.  Faculty members chosen for the research consisted of four full-time tenured faculty members who had volunteered to participate.  Each faculty member was invited to participate in the study.  Each faculty member was individually interviewed.

Survey Instrument


The quantitative student instrument contained several sections and examined: factors for taking an online course; training; technology usage and desired usage; online course experience as contrasted with traditional course experience; and online experiences contrasted with traditional experiences involving communication within both academic and social environments.  Additionally, the instrument collected demographic data, which included gender, current student status, employment status, and level of course work pursued.  The information gathered was for potential use by the college. In this paper, we will focus our discussion on the following portion of the survey of the dissertation “Web Based Distance Learning Training And Technology Needs As Perceived By Faculty And Students: A Contrast Between Web Based And Traditional Classrooms” (Franza, 2006).
Faculty Interview

The faculty instrument was developed by taking the quantitative student questionnaire and changing the questions from closed-ended to open-ended.  The first question of the interview was designed to be a warm-up question.  While it did ask some demographic questions, it was primarily designed to put the professor at ease rather than just starting directly with the questions that pertained to the variables in the study.  Questions two and three were designed to address technologies that the professors used in class and how well those technologies met their needs.  Question four was a partially guided question, because it dealt with tools that the professor might have wanted to use.  Since the students had a list of choices, the faculty members needed the same choices in order to make it possible to match student and professor opinions.  The students did have a box where they could put other technologies that they may have wanted to use.  After reading the choices and giving the professors time to respond, they were asked if there were any other tools that they might have wanted to use for future classes that were not included on the list.
Table 1: Please indicate your reactions to the following statements regarding online courses.
	
	Strongly Disagree

1
	Disagree

2
	Slightly Agree

3
	Agree

4
	Strongly Agree

5

	8 I enjoy taking distance education courses.
	
	
	
	
	

	9 Distance education professors are more enthusiastic than those in the traditional classroom.
	
	
	
	
	

	10 Distance education students are more enthusiastic than those in the traditional classroom.
	
	
	
	
	

	11 The quality of online courses is better than traditional classroom courses.
	
	
	
	
	

	12 I would recommend taking online courses to my friends.
	
	
	
	
	

	13 The technology used was reliable enough for me to complete all aspects of a course successfully.
	
	
	
	
	


In the following areas, how would you compare your online learning experience to that of a traditional course?

	
	Considerably

Worse

1
	Worse

2
	Slightly 

3
	Better

4
	Considerably Better

5

	14. Student/teacher communications - academic
	
	
	
	
	

	15.Student/teacher communications - social
	
	
	
	
	

	16.Student/student communications – academic (team projects if any)
	
	
	
	
	

	17.Student/student communications - social
	
	
	
	
	

	18.Ability to access research resources
	
	
	
	
	

	19.Ability to take tests
	
	
	
	
	

	20.Ability to complete assignments
	
	
	
	
	


21. Are there are any other ways that you would compare your online learning experience to that of a traditional course?______________________________________________

Results

The data showed that overall students enjoyed taking the online courses and that they would recommend them to a friend.  Eighty-two and nine tenths percent of the students chose slightly agree, agree, or strongly agree to the statement, “I enjoy taking distance education courses” (Table 2).  Eighty-five percent of the respondents selected the categories slightly agree, agree, or strongly agree for the statement, “I would recommend taking online courses to my friends” (Table 3). The statement, “The quality of online courses is better than a traditional classroom course,” had a mean of 2.59.  This implies that the students would not state that the quality of the online course was better as compared to a traditional course, and only 14.5 % of the students strongly agree or agree with this statement (Table 4).
Table 2:  I enjoy taking distance education courses.
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Strongly Disagree
	3
	5.3
	7.3
	7.3

	Disagree
	4
	7.0
	9.8
	17.1

	Slightly Agree
	5
	8.8
	12.2
	29.3

	Agree
	11
	19.3
	26.8
	56.1

	Strongly Agree
	18
	31.6
	43.9
	100.0

	Total
	41
	71.9
	100.0
	


Table 3: I would recommend taking online courses to my friends.

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Strongly Disagree
	3
	5.3
	7.5
	7.5

	Disagree
	3
	5.3
	7.5
	15.0

	Slightly Agree
	9
	15.8
	22.5
	37.5

	Agree
	12
	21.1
	30.0
	67.5

	Strongly Agree
	13
	22.8
	32.5
	100.0

	Total
	40
	70.2
	100.0
	


Table 4: 
The quality of online courses is better than traditional classroom courses.

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Strongly Disagree
	4
	7.0
	9.8
	9.8

	Disagree
	18
	31.6
	43.9
	53.7

	Slightly Agree
	13
	22.8
	31.7
	85.4

	Agree
	3
	5.3
	7.3
	92.7

	Strongly Agree
	3
	5.3
	7.3
	100.0

	Total
	41
	71.9
	100.0
	


Table 5: The technology used was reliable enough for me to complete all aspects of a course successfully.
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Strongly Disagree
	2
	3.5
	4.9
	4.9

	Disagree
	2
	3.5
	4.9
	9.8

	Slightly Agree
	6
	10.5
	14.6
	24.4

	Agree
	18
	31.6
	43.9
	68.3

	Strongly Agree
	13
	22.8
	31.7
	100.0

	Total
	41
	71.9
	100.0
	


Seventy-five and six-tenths percent of the students selected agree or strongly agree as a response to the statement, “The technology used was reliable enough for me to complete all aspects of a course successfully” (Table 5).  This implies that for a large majority of the students the technology itself was reliable enough to successfully complete the online course.

Table 6: Communications
a.  Student/Teacher Communications - Academic
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Considerably Worse
	4
	7.0
	10.3
	10.3

	Worse
	14
	24.6
	35.9
	46.2

	Slightly Better
	9
	15.8
	23.1
	69.2

	Better
	10
	17.5
	25.6
	94.9

	Considerably Better
	2
	3.5
	5.1
	100.0

	Total
	39
	68.4
	100.0
	


b.  Student/Teacher Communications - Social
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Considerably Worse
	6
	10.5
	15.4
	15.4

	Worse
	15
	26.3
	38.5
	53.8

	Slightly Better
	10
	17.5
	25.6
	79.5

	Better
	7
	12.3
	17.9
	97.4

	Considerably Better
	1
	1.8
	2.6
	100.0

	Total
	39
	68.4
	100.0
	


c.  Student/Student Communications – Academic (Team Projects if Any)
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Considerably Worse
	6
	10.5
	15.8
	15.8

	Worse
	16
	28.1
	42.1
	57.9

	Slightly Better
	11
	19.3
	28.9
	86.8

	Better
	4
	7.0
	10.5
	97.4

	Considerably Better
	1
	1.8
	2.6
	100.0

	Total
	38
	66.7
	100.0
	


d.  Student/Student Communications – Social
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Considerably Worse
	8
	14.0
	20.5
	20.5

	Worse
	20
	35.1
	51.3
	71.8

	Slightly Better
	7
	12.3
	17.9
	89.7

	Better
	4
	7.0
	10.3
	100.0

	Considerably Better
	0
	0.0
	0.0
	100.0

	Total
	39
	68.4
	100.0
	


The data showed that student opinions, comparing the online course to a traditional course with respect to interactions with the professor and peers in social and academic contexts, had mean scores ranging from 2.18 to 2.79.  This implies that student feelings varied from worse to slightly better when responding to the statements on the survey.  The students were the least pleased with the social interactions with peers.  The mean was a 2.18.  The highest mean, 2.79, was for student and teacher communications with regard to academics.  This suggested that the students felt that the interactions with the professor were almost slightly better.  The data strongly suggests that the communications both academically and socially are better in traditional rather than in online courses (See Table 6, a, b, c, d).  Regarding level of enthusiasm, Students do not find differences between professors and students in online courses or traditional courses (See Table 7, a, b).
Table 7: Enthusiasm

a. Distance education professors are more enthusiastic than those in the traditional classroom.

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Strongly Disagree
	5
	8.8
	12.8
	12.8

	Disagree
	16
	28.1
	41.0
	53.8

	Slightly Agree
	11
	19.3
	28.2
	82.1

	Agree
	5
	8.8
	12.8
	94.9

	Strongly Agree
	2
	3.5
	5.1
	100.0

	Total
	39
	68.4
	100.0
	


b. Distance education students are more enthusiastic than those in the traditional classroom.

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Strongly Disagree
	4
	7.0
	10.0
	10.0

	Disagree
	22
	38.6
	55.0
	65.0

	Slightly Agree
	7
	12.3
	17.5
	82.5

	Agree
	6
	10.5
	15.0
	97.5

	Strongly Agree
	1
	1.8
	2.5
	100.0

	Total
	40
	70.2
	100.0
	


Table 8: Resources, Test and Assignments

a. Ability to Access Research Resources
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Considerably Worse
	1
	1.8
	2.7
	2.7

	Worse
	4
	7.0
	10.8
	13.5

	Slightly Better
	18
	31.6
	48.6
	62.2

	Better
	11
	19.3
	29.7
	91.9

	Considerably Better
	3
	5.3
	8.1
	100.0

	Total
	37
	64.9
	100.0
	


b. Ability to Take Tests
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Considerably Worse
	1
	1.8
	2.5
	2.5

	Worse
	8
	14.0
	20.0
	22.5

	Slightly Better
	10
	17.5
	25.0
	47.5

	Better
	17
	29.8
	42.5
	90.0

	Considerably Better
	4
	7.0
	10.0
	100.0

	Total
	40
	70.2
	100.0
	


c. Ability to Complete Assignments
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Considerably Worse
	2
	3.5
	5.1
	5.1

	Worse
	9
	15.8
	23.1
	28.2

	Slightly Better
	9
	15.8
	23.1
	51.3

	Better
	12
	21.1
	30.8
	82.1

	Considerably Better
	7
	12.3
	17.9
	100.0

	Total
	39
	68.4
	100.0
	


Table 8, a shows students opinions regarding the ability to access research resources, 48.6% believe that online courses are slightly better than traditional classes.  They do believe that the ability to take a test is better in online courses (Table 8, b) and finally, the ability to complete assignments there is no major difference (Table 8, c).
None of the faculty members stated that the quality of the online courses was better than the traditional counterparts.  One professor commented that it was about the same.  One professor even stated that for the right type of student and with a student-centered model for teaching, online classes had the potential to be better than traditional classes but went on to say that it was not the class with which he/she was involved.

The positive aspects that online learning had to offer students were predominately time and place flexibility.  The faculty referenced students being able to be out of state or off on a business trip.  They also noted students’ ability to study and get an education that worked around their busy schedules.  The faculty also thought that online courses might be beneficial for shy or less verbal students.  One professor went so far as to proclaim, “It is an equalizer… It is much more of an even playing field.”

The data compiled from the professors’ responses showed that there was little to no social interactions between the faculty and students or between the students themselves.  While the faculty did notice some social interactions among the students, most of the comments about social interaction were relatively anecdotal.
Conclusion and Discussion

The students reported that the quality of the online course was not better than its traditional counterpart; they also did not report that it was worse.  The students did not perceive that online students or professors were any more enthusiastic than in the traditional classroom.  The terminology that was used by more than one student was that the class was neither better nor worse, “just different.”

Perreault, Waldman, Alexander and Zhao (2002) reported that students were disappointed in the lack of face-to-face interactions with their professors.  Ettinger & Maitland-Gholson (2004) also observed students reporting that they found a lack of teacher presence and a lesser degree of engagement in their online classes than in their traditional courses.
The current data demonstrated that while the students, for the most part, were not displeased, there was room for improvement.  An open-ended question asked students if there were any other ways that they might compare their online learning experience to that found in one of their traditional courses.  Most of the respondents who were positive toward traditional classes focused on an online class’s lack of interaction either with the professor or between the students.  One of these students also stated, “It made me feel uncomfortable.”

Another challenge, one that Perreault, Waldman, Alexander and Zhao (2002) observed, was the instructor’s responsibility to foster student-to-student communication.  “Collaboration and team projects are standard components of college classes” (Perreault, Waldman, Alexander, and Zhao, 2002, p. 314).  Seventy-five percent of the instructors surveyed only fostered student-to-student communications via the discussion boards.  Only one professor required the students to do a team project.  None of the professors provided a space for the students to interact socially.  One way to help add value to the online courses would be to use the findings provided by Perrault, Waldman, Alexander, and Zhao (2002); this would have the faculty foster collaboration and student-to-student communication within the online courses in order to help build a sense of community.  This fostering of student-to-student and student-to-professor communications could best be served through a use of the tools that the students had expressed a desire to use in the survey.  These tools were chat groups, simulations, and two-way live video and two-way audio over the internet. 
Even with this room for improvement, the vast majority of students, 70.7%, reported that overall they enjoyed taking the online course, and 62.5% responded they would recommend it to a friend.  While this may sound counter-intuitive, it can be concluded that the advantages an online course offers students is time and place flexibility, which outweighs the lack of, or desire for, more face-to-face interaction.

None of the faculty members stated that the quality of the online course was better than its traditional counterpart.  One professor stated that the quality was about the same.  These findings coincide with Wilson’s (2001) study, which concluded that the professors were not sure about the instructional efficacy of online courses in higher education.
Inman, Kerwin, and Mayes (1999) explained how the teacher’s role is different in a distance learning course as compared to the more traditional course.  They suggest that this may represent a loss of control for the instructors.  These findings are not completely concurrent with what the professors in this study reported, but one professor did state, “It is much less egocentric online.” The professor went on to add, “You do not get that buzz of approval … I have really gotten through,” thereby alluding to experiencing a perceived loss of control in an online course.

All of the professors expressed a common concern about the lack of face-to-face interaction in the online courses.  This, too, was similar to Wilson’s (2001) study in which faculty members were not convinced about personal involvement in distance learning.
Wilson (2001) also observed that while teachers frequently expressed a positive attitude toward distance learning, they were not enthusiastic about their own personal involvement.  One of the professors interviewed agreed with these findings by stating that for the right type of student and with a student centered model for teaching, online classes had the potential to be better than traditional classes but then went on to say that it was not the case for that class.

Bowman (2001) focused on how a distance learning course must be more highly organized since it needs to depend less on the dynamic interaction between professor and student.  This vast difference in pedagogy could explain why the professors had a negative view of online courses. One professor stated, “Any time a person is in front of you, it is easier to elicit the questions they have.”  The professor went on to say that this type of face-to-face interpersonal dynamics between the professor and students cannot be achieved technologically.  These perceptions attest to a need for a greater degree of effort on a professor’s part to be both more adaptable and more highly organized in order to compensate for this lack of interaction.
The data compiled from the professors’ responses in this study showed that there were little to no social interactions between the faculty and students or among the students themselves.  While the faculty did notice some social interactions between students, most of these comments were anecdotal.  The faculty also reported that they did not provide any avenues, outside of class topic based discussion boards, for the students to interact.  Perreault, Waldman, Alexander, and Zhao (2002) had previously noted that it was the responsibility of the instructor to foster student-to-student communication.
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