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Editorial 

Exceeds Expectations 
Donald G. Perrin 

 

Levels of quality vary between courses, instructors, and institutions. In days gone by, we 

compared our educational institutions with local schools and universities and we set up 

and adhered to state and national standards. As the world became smaller, new nations 

joined the global economy and both jobs and employees became more mobile. As a 

result, regional standards were replaced by global standards. Competition raised the 

benchmarks even higher. Today, job applicants face competition from around the world. 

How do we prepare learners for a competition where they face the best-of-the-best?  

It has been said that students are rarely better than their teachers. This does not allow for 

entrepreneurs and geniuses. Under the old paradigm, the teacher exercised so much 

control that they inadvertently constrained the more able learners. This is where the new 

paradigm is different. Instruction materials replace teachers, are the primary delivery 

system. The teacher can diagnose and prescribe, counsel, guide, tutor, coach, or consult 

as a resource person. The student is in control and responsible for his or her own learning. 

Materials can team produced and improved based on feedback. They can be used to 

motivate, pre-organize, and lead students step-by-step. They can be used with groups of 

any size or with individuals. They can be interactive and responsive to individual needs. 

They are transportable by electronic communications to be used at any time in any place. 

Potential number of users is very high, while replication and distribution cost is very low. 

Television and the Internet share the best teachers and learning materials. Teaching is no 

longer a folk art that mimics the way we were taught. It is a science based on motivation 

and learning theory and successful “best practices.” It requires relevant goals and up-to-

date subject matter supported by rigorous assessment, design, implementation and 

evaluation. Instructional design is more than design of instruction. It has its own 

architecture based on performance objectives, taxonomies, presentation methods, and 

evaluation. Add a learning management system and you have liberated both teacher and 

student to do what they do best. 

The other major paradigm shift is mastery learning. A rubric tells you when the criterion 

is achieved. This replaces letter grades because everyone is supported to reach the 

standard or benchmark (time is a variable, learning is a constant). If you need a higher 

grade to distinguish top performers, consider adding “exceeds expectations” wherever it 

applies in the student’s portfolio. 
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Editor’s Note: Teaching/Learning experiences may sometimes extrapolate well from a face-to-face live 

classroom to the distance learning experience. The bibliography for this paper is of special interest – widely 
varied and creatively demonstrated? 
 

A Case Study on Effectiveness of Debriefing as an 
Instructional Strategy in Web-Based Instruction 

Cheng-Chang Pan, Michael Sullivan 
USA 

Abstract 

This investigation is concentrated on the use of debriefing in a graduate distance education course 

within three semesters from a southern state university in the United States. Using content 

analysis, six themes are identified: learned decisions, reinforcement, reciprocity, anticipation, 

perception change, and positive attitude. Results suggest that debriefing be considered 

instrumental in sustaining students’ endeavors and allowing for group synergy. 

Keywords: Debriefing, instructional strategy, online course, elearning, distance education, distributed 

learning, Web-based instruction, synchronous communications. 

Introduction 

The present study is intended to explore the potential use of “debriefing” as an instructional 

strategy in an online graduate practicum course within a state university in southern Texas, USA. 

The problem that we encounter as cyber instructors is the lack of efficacy for learner reflection, 

which is considered a personal process and may or may not involve a dialogue with an enabler or 

a peer.  

The goals of this investigation are twofold: first, we want to examine how “debriefing” is used in 

other disciplines, e.g., military and corporate; second, we wish to examine how debriefing 

strategies can be used in an online course in order to ascertain what potential benefits, if any, can 

be gleaned for students, instructors and the instructional package itself. Cyber instructors and 

course developers/instructional designers are expected to benefit from this study/presentation. 

Literature Review 

Let us begin by asking ourselves, “What is debriefing?” 

We can begin by defining debriefing by a quick look at its origins as a means for gathering and 

sharing information in an interactive fashion, in a variety of situations. Debriefing originated with 

the United States Air Force during World War II, and is still a commonly used means by which 

pilots are interviewed after returning from an assigned mission and an account of their operation 

is then elicited (Colby, 1980). In the medical field, debriefing is adopted as a widely accepted 

intervention for traumatized victims (Deahl, 2000; Smith & Roberts, 2003). Additionally, health 

professionals regard debriefing as common practice in a focus group dealing with using 

adolescents as standardized patients (Blake, Gusella, Greaven, & Wakefield, 2006).  

Debriefing is also seen in the corporate world, particularly in the training area (Chernick, 1992; 

Geber, 1994). Chernick (1992) states that upon completion of a telecommunication training 

course, a debriefing session is usually held. The debriefing session tends to include a group of 

participants who respond to a pre-defined list of unstructured questions altogether. Such activity 

can be followed by a clarification session if needed. Two frequently asked questions during the 

debriefing are, “What worked well?” and “What would you change to make it [the course] better 



International Journal of Instructional Technology and Distance Learning 

September 2008                   Vol. 5. No. 9. 4 

(Chernick, 1992, p. 72)?” Further specifics of an algorithmic approach were prescribed by 

Thiagarajan (as cited in Gebber, 1994) in which he proposes five stages of debriefing (p. 11):  

Stage One: How do you feel? 

Stage Two: What happened? 

Stage Three: Do you agree? 

Stage Four: Has this ever happened to you in the workplace? 

Stage Five: What if?… 

Advocates of debriefing seem to go beyond personal reflection practice and emphasize a 

purposive conversation (as opposed to a casual conversation or an intrapersonal dialogue) within 

a group setting. 

An important distinction is made by Andrusyszyn and Yankou (2004) who go to great length to 

distinguish debriefing from reflection. The two Canadian researchers state that reflection is an 

intrapersonal activity which is generally used to enable an individual learner to review his/her 

courses of conduct and to clarify his/her own experience of interacting with the external world. 

Debriefing is a different activity and for different purposes than the reflective gaze in the mirror 

of one’s psyche. Debriefing, for them, is a specific form of reflection for a particular purpose that 

may involve a group. It also serves as a strategy to foster reflection. Drawn from the experiential 

learning theory, Menaker, Coleman, Collins, and Murawski (2006) acknowledge the significance 

of revisiting personal experience and its influence on both the individual and group levels. They 

further assert that such practice can allow learners to strengthen their knowledge, skills, and 

attitude and to promote deep learning. 

Russell (as cited in Collis, De Boer, and Slotman, 2001) separates debriefing from feedback. 

According to Russell, feedback is a process of measuring learner performance on standards. This 

process is a type of comparison that occurs in a learning context where a pre-determined set of 

correct or incorrect answers exists. Conversely, debriefing does not deal with “a guaranteed 

outcome and the purpose of debriefing is to explore options” (p. 307). These options suggest a 

new understanding of the learning experience.  

Apparently, literature appears to suggest that debriefing can be an effective method for learning 

transfer--the optimal objective of most course (activity) designs. 

Method 

This inquiry is a qualitative study in nature. Three classes of graduate students (with a total of 38 

students) enrolled in the practicum class between Fall 2006 and Summer 2007 within an online 

graduate program participated in the study. The practicum course is only offered to those who are 

finishing the last six hours in the 36-hour Educational Technology program within a state 

university in southern Texas. The course is delivered via Blackboard course management system 

(CMS) through a state telecourse department that coordinates with other campuses with the same 

state university system and makes this joint offering of a completely online MEd a reality. The 

state university confers the degree of Master’s of Education in Educational Technology.  

Data were collected from students’ biweekly reflective writing assignments. Only those reflection 

papers submitted right before and immediately after the scheduled midterm debriefing are 

selected for further analysis. A total of 17 papers are selected because midterm debriefing was 

mentioned in the writing. Two of them were submitted before the midterm debriefing. Data were 

analyzed using content analysis. The content analysis procedure consisted of taking all written 

reflections and “color coding” key words, phrases, examples of self dialogue (or self 
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questioning), questions to the instructor (classified as wanting further clarification, advice on 

possible changes in strategies and directions of individual projects), etc. The results of the content 

analysis revealed six major themes which will be briefly discussed at the conclusion of this paper. 

A description of the course content and course activities follows. 

Course Description and Design 

Below is the course description adapted from the course in Spring 2007: 

This is your “capstone” course for the Educational Technology program. In this course 

you will synthesize your skills and conceptual background you have gained (or refined) 

as you have progressed through the program. You will produce both a product and 

demonstrate a process. The product will be a topic of your choosing. In the event you 

cannot select a topic, or would prefer not to select a topic for your project, the instructor 

will do so for you. Please refer to the “Projects” link for further information about what 

is expected for your project. The process upon which this course will focus is self-

reflection. This course will ask you to answer the question, “How will you continue your 

education after you have completed your formal coursework and have your Master‟s 

degree?” By systematically reflecting upon how you identify problems and develop 

strategies, how you gather and relegate resources, and how you monitor your progress 

as you grapple with a solution to an instructional problem, you will be able to identify 

your areas of strength, and those areas you may want to further develop after you have 

obtained your degree. Please see calendar and refer to the “Reflections” link for further 

information on this part of the course. 

As far course design goes, the practicum class entails two required meetings: midterm debriefing 

and final oral presentation in Horizon Wimba Live Classroom, a conference management system. 

Voluntary meetings are also scheduled, and they are orientation (at the beginning of the semester) 

and Design Document meeting (scheduled in between midterm debriefing and final oral 

presentation). Unscheduled meetings are available in response to emerging needs of class 

participants. For instance, two of the three classes had an unscheduled meeting on conducting 

instructional (task) analysis and diagramming selected tasks. 

Regarding the coursework, the course consists of one capstone project and six reflection papers, 

plus the two mandated meetings. The capstone project is divided into three parts: 

Part 1:  Proposal 

Part 1 Project is a proposal where students identify a performance problem with an 

instructional solution to it. A template is furnished (see Appendix A). Students will 

present their proposal to the instructor for approval in the first two weeks. 

Part 2:  Instructional materials (i.e., deliverables) and design document 

The next 12 weeks are used to develop Part 2 project, which is the bulk of the capstone 

project. Using the Dick and Carey model (Dick, Carey, & Carey, 2006) as a guide, 

students will proceed with the proposal accordingly. A grading system is provided for 

students in advance. 

Part 3:  Lessons learned 

Part 3 Project is concerned with the lessons learned. An 800-word formal writing is 

assigned, which is a synopsis of the practicum project and summative reflective writings. 

No colloquialism, slang, or idioms are allowed. A grading system is also provided for 

students to prepare this document. 
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The two mandatory meetings, midterm debriefing and final oral presentation were facilitated 

using Horizon Wimba Live Classroom, embedded in this Blackboard practicum course. Using 

VoIP technology, the conference management system enables the class to speak, present their 

PowerPoint slides, and share the desktop of their computers with other class members. Typically 

class members would convene for approximately 90 minute to 150 minute sessions. In “round 

robin” style, class members would present their project and answer a set of questions, designed as 

a format to debrief presenters. Debriefing exercises were not “tied” to the preset question bank, 

and the debriefing was purposely designed to be open-ended if the exercise moved away from the 

prepared question set. The questions prompting the midterm debriefing follow. 

Midterm debriefing 

One week prior to the scheduled meeting, students received the following lead questions from the 

instructor: 

1. What is the terminal or ultimate goal of the project (within the timeframe of this course)? 

Tell us again what you plan to accomplish by April 11, 2007. 

2. What does the deliverable look like now? Is it taking shape? What does your end-product 

look like at this point? 

3. How is the culminating project going? If you recall, you are also putting together a 

website that demonstrates all the reflections and projects. The website serves as a portal, 

where viewers can click and read your work. How is this part going? 

4. What lessons have you learned? 

5. What is the chance of finishing the project in about a month? 

6. Is there any other concern or issue that may interest the class as a whole? 

These questions are intended to assist the students in preparing for the midterm debriefing. 

Final oral presentation 

1. Below are questions sent by the instructor to the students one week before the scheduled 

meeting: 

2. What is the terminal or ultimate goal of the project (within the timeframe of this course)? 

Tell us again what you planned to accomplish. 

3. What have you accomplished in your Part II project? Describe it. 

4. How does the end product differ from your initial plan? 

5. Tell us about your rationale for the instructional design by using one of your 

lessons/modules as an example. 

6. What lesson(s) have you learned from this capstone project? 

Likely, these questions are intended to lead the students at the final presentation. 

It is worth noting that, although the class orientation is involuntary, students are greatly 

encouraged to take part in the event on the first day of the class or manage to listen to the 

archived session. Due to the nature of this cyber class, reminders are provided at the event: 

1. Stick to the goal. 

2. Keep up with the timeline. 

3. Inventory available resources and assets. 
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4. Use a previously learned repertoire of skill sets. 

5. Anticipate multi-tasking. 

6. Prepare for the unexpected. 

7. Seek support from others. 

8. Stay focused. 

9. Remain calm under all circumstances. 

10. Allow time for self-reflection. 

Results and Interpretation 

With the help of the midterm debriefing, students acquired a new understanding of the purpose of 

the practicum course. Their overall perception of this type of instructional strategy was positive. 

Our preliminary analysis suggests that six themes have emerged. 

Learned Decisions 

The midterm event allowed for learned decisions. For instance, Student A made the following 

remarks in the reflection assignment: 

“After feedback from my last reflection paper and comments made during the midterm 

debriefing I realized that I need to elaborate further on the development of this 

project…” 

At the debriefing, not just the feedback from the instructor and the peers but also questions they 

asked made the student realized that something needed to be changed or fine-tuned. This 

realization may have happened as a result of self reflection or metacognition because of the 

debriefing. This is a case where the student was a presenter. 

From a participant’s (listener’s) perspective, another female student (Student B) reported the 

following in the assignment: 

“I have also learned a lot from the previous mid-term meeting. While listening to others 

speak about their project, I was able to picture how other projects were being created 

and managed. I originally was creating everything on PowerPoint, but quickly realized 

that most of my classmates were creating their projects on the internet. I decided to also 

add some interaction to the project and can only hope for a thriving project for this 

course.” 

Apparently, she participated in the debriefing and listened carefully to how her peers developed 

and managed the capstone project. She then decided to change her courses of action by switching 

to PowerPoint and adding more interaction design features to her work. All of this change was in 

a hope for a successful experience. 

Reinforcement 

This individual learner (Student C) viewed the debriefing as an opportunity to determine his 

progress in relation to others‘ and he was assured that compared to others, he had made 

substantial progress. This reinforcement not only strengthened his self confidence for the 

completion of the project but also empowered him intellectually to try out new ideas on the 

project. The debriefing event seemed to reinforce his cognition and affection associated with this 

capstone project (see below). 

“The midterm debriefing was a good check point to see where I stood and to have a sense 

of what other people were doing and how they felt about the project. I feel like I‟m doing 
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pretty well on my project. I have a lot of the work done but there is a lot more to be 

done.” 

Another male student (Student D) made a similar comment: 

“…The ability to see other formulations and foundations has sparked other ideas that I 

plan to implement on my project, too. This is true, I was able to benefit from the mid-term 

debriefing and reflect upon my ideas. This process has directed me in a path that will 

continue to add on to my final vision.” 

Reciprocity 

Benefit from the debriefing should not be exclusively for the presenter or the participant 

(audience). As a matter of fact, the midterm debriefing appeared to benefit both sides. Student E 

made the following comment in his reflection paper: 

“It was good to see the other projects at the mid-term debriefing. I will be able to use 

their work to guide me as I create my own project and hopefully mine will provide some 

assistance for them.” 

Anticipation 

Students’ anticipation for the midterm debriefing had a symbolic meaning. Their expectation 

suggested an intrinsic value of the instructional event. It is worth noting that these students were 

not instructed to discuss specifically the midterm debriefing in the biweekly assignment. Yet, 

they talked about it, which suggests they be interested in the debriefing and looking forward to it. 

Below are quotes from two students’ reflection papers prior to the scheduled event: 

“As the mid-term debriefing draws near, I am interested to see the class projects that will 

be introduced on Wednesday of this week. This process will guide me in the proper 

direction and will help me complete my vision.” (Student E) 

“My short-term objectives for this next two weeks are first to start working on the 

performance objectives and then prepare for the mid-term [debriefing] presentation. I 

think it will be interesting to see where the other students in class are within their 

projects.” (Student F) 

They were interested in the event partially because they were able to take advantage of the event 

and to check or confirm where they were standing in the project. These students used this event as 

a feedback to (re)adjust and (re)affirm their work experience. 

Perception Change 

Students’ perception may have changed due to the debriefing. Student G mentioned in her 

reflection paper that the class unanimously recognized the gravity of this practicum project. 

Because there were a great number of little pieces of work involved in this project, students 

initially encountered difficulty in keeping track of the pieces. The midterm debriefing helped 

these students re-examine the basics of the project and stick to the approved proposal (blueprint). 

It could be this collective understanding of the nature of the project that changed these students’ 

perception that this humongous task is achievable. Here is what Student G said, 

“The best thing I‟ve learned since the last reflection is that I‟m not alone. There seemed 

to be an echo in the room when we were doing our Midterm Debriefing….The more I do, 

the more it seems I need to do… I stated in my first reflection that I thought I had 

possibly bitten off more than I could chew, but it is becoming more achievable as I 

continue to work on it. Like XXX [Another classmate] said, „The pieces are coming 

together.‟” 
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Furthermore, this change of perception may, in turn, have increased the students’ confidence 

level. Below is how Student H described his thoughts in this regard: 

“What did I learn this past two weeks? The first thing I learned is that it is possible to 

complete this project. Even though I said it with confidence in the mid-term debriefing, I 

was not confident that I would finish. Now I believe that I can see the light at the end of 

the tunnel.” 

Positive attitude 

Debriefing appeared to promote a positive attitude of students toward the capstone project. The 

midterm activity did convey a message to the class: “Indeed, it is a lot of work, and you are not 

alone” (see Student G’s comment previously mentioned). Although overwhelmed, students 

encouraged one another to accept the emotional setback, turn it around, and make a positive 

breakthrough. Student I presented her comment on this: 

“I was unable to participate in the midterm debriefing with the class live but I did listen 

to the archived session the next evening. I actually felt better about my progress as I feel 

that we all are feeling that we are in the same boat.” 

Student J’s reflection below also supports our interpretation here. She even patted herself and her 

classmates on their backs by acknowledging the hard work they had accomplished thus far. 

“I have learned after Monday‟s debriefing that I am not alone in this endeavor and that 

all of us are working diligently and laboriously. I will continue to work on the rest of the 

project with intentions to finish it by this weekend.” 

Summary and Conclusions 

This qualitative study has two major purposes. First, we intend to explore how psychological 

debriefing is used in the other disciplines. Second, we are interested in investigating to what 

extent a debriefing strategy can be incorporated in an online practicum course as an instructional 

activity in light of benefit for our students. Three graduate classes during Fall 2006 and Summer 

2007 participated in the research with a total of 38 students. The students’ biweekly reflection 

papers were reviewed. Seventeen of the papers were selected for further content analysis. 

Six major themes emerged: Learned decisions, reinforcement, reciprocity, anticipation, 

perception change, and positive attitude.  

 Students reported that the midterm debriefing activity enabled them to make learned 

decisions thanks to all the information being presented during the session by the class and 

the instructor.  

 Students’ thoughts of the project design were reinforced by listening and picturing what 

their peers did to their own work. For some, debriefing was associated with a mutual 

benefit for the development of the capstone project. Both participants and presenters 

benefited from this reciprocal activity.  

 Results also indicate that students considered the debriefing activity potentially 

instrumental, so they had a keen expectation for this event to assist them in guiding them 

and completing the project.  

 Students’ perception may have changed due to the class event. The class gathered for the 

debriefing close to the midterm of the semester during which each student was informing 

and being informed of the fundamental issues related to the capstone project. In the 

process, a collective perception of the achievement of this project is (re)affirmed.  
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 Lastly, the debriefing was able to promote a positive attitude change. This practicum 

project was intended to allow students to demonstrate all the competences they have 

acquired throughout the Educational Technology program. The capstone project was 

expected to be more extensive than any other previous project in terms of its scope and 

size. All this suggests that the practicum can be overwhelming for some. Regardless, the 

midterm activity seemed to exert a positive influence on students in regard to their 

attitudes toward the capstone project itself. Instead of taking an emotional “hit” by the 

workload of the project, students turned the hit around and made the best out of it. 

We learned that students generally favored psychological debriefings as an instructional strategy. 

They came to the debriefing session with an eager expectation to learn from the group and to 

explore new options to cope with problems to come. While they were presenting their unfinished 

projects, they were holding back one step and looking at what they did. This is a matter of 

reflection. While they were listening to others’ presentations, they were comparing and 

contrasting their works with one another. The comment students provided for one another not 

only guided their projects but also helped them explore new methods to deal with content-specific 

issues. And that is what debriefing can offer.  
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Appendix 
 

Capstone Project: Part I Proposal Template 

EDTC 6332 Practicum  

Performance problem 

Identify a real life performance situation. Determine a performance gap that has a potential 

instructional solution in nature. State the problem in detail and describe the context. 

Viable solution 

State two of the most viable solutions that are instructional in nature. Fully describe the two 

solutions. 

Compare and contrast the two and choose one that is more promising than the other. Use SWOT 

analysis to fill out the following table. 

 Solution 1 Solution 2 

Description of the solution 

 

  

Internal (personal) strengths in 

relation to the solution 

 

  

Internal (personal) weaknesses 

in relation to the solution 

 

  

External (environmental) 

opportunities in relation to the 

solution  

 

  

External (environmental) threats 

in relation to the solution 

 

  

Your chosen solution  

 

 

 

Reasons 
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Deliverables 

Please describe your deliverables. What does the final project look like? What is the final project 

made up of? 

Instructional Goals and Objectives 

Using Bloom’s taxonomies, state the instructional goal. Translate the goal into at least three 

terminal objectives. (Please note that this practicum project is more extensive than any other 

course project you did before in its size, scope, and depth.) Each terminal objective should 

include at least three enabling objectives. Use the following table to organize the objectives. 

Goal Terminal Objective Enabling Objective 

Goal Statement 

 

Terminal Objective 1 

 

Enabling Objective 1.1 

 

 

Enabling Objective 1.2 

 

 

Enabling Objective 1.3 

 

 

Terminal Objective 2 

 

Enabling Objective 2.1 

 

 

Enabling Objective 2.2 

 

 

Enabling Objective 2.3 

 

 

Terminal Objective 3 

 

Enabling Objective 3.1 

 

 

Enabling Objective 3.2 

 

 

Enabling Objective 3.3 
 

 

This information may be subject to the output/results of your instructional/task analysis. 
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Action plan 

Use the following table to design the instruction. 

Objective Activity Technology Assessment 

Terminal Objective 1  

 

State student’s 

activities and the 

instructor’s activities 

side by side. 

Select appropriate 

media/technology. 

 

Enabling Objective 1.1 

 

   

Enabling Objective 1.2 

 

   

Enabling Objective 1.3 

 

   

Terminal Objective 2 

 

   

Enabling Objective 2.1 

 

   

Enabling Objective 2.2 

 

   

Enabling Objective 2.3 

 

   

Terminal Objective 3 

 

   

Enabling Objective 3.1 

 

   

Enabling Objective 3.2 

 

   

Enabling Objective 3.3 

 

   

 

Timeline 

After reviewing your objectives and our course calendar, create a timeline for all the milestones 

of this capstone project. Please note that an effective timeline should reflect your personal work 

scheduled during the timeframe of this course and it should allow for the unexpected. 
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Editor’s Note: Because we are a society of consumers to be satisfied and rewarded, marketing has become 

as significant in “selling” education as in selling any other commodity. 
 

Effective Tools for Marketing Education  
Based on Adopted Customer Service Models 

Helen Madden-Hallett, Henry Wai Leong Ho 
Australia 

Abstract 

The purpose of the paper is to confirm the existence of a customer service model within the 

provision of on-line marketing of education.  Previous studies relating to customer service models 

were adapted to determine the efficacy of the constructs in the education context.  The data set 

comprised 328 responses from a questionnaire survey of undergraduate students enrolled in 

marketing subjects.  The major finding is that five factors were found relating to the use of 

WebCT as an on-line education tool.  These factors in order of weightings are ease of use, level 

of enjoyment and positive self-image, time saving elements, usefulness and its helpfulness as an 

administration tool.  The study clearly signposts areas of development of WebCT as a learning 

tool for future use in marketing education.   

Keywords: WebCT, marketing education, education as a service 

Introduction 

This paper looks at the roll out of WebCT as a dissemination and communication tool in an 

undergraduate business degree in the Western region of Melbourne, Australia and is relevant for  

other tertiary education providers using electronic teaching tools. 

The last decade saw the inception and growth of web-based learning (Aggarwal, 2000). Most 

web-based learning environments use some individual face to face teaching as a featured aspect 

of the program and contain both static and interactive materials.  Some advantages of web-based 

learning include universal accessibility, ease in updating content, and hyperlink functions that 

permit cross-referencing to other resources (Aggarwal, 2000; McKimm, Jollie, & Cantillon, 

2003).   

In Australia, most tertiary institutions use web-based learning to facilitate teaching and learning 

for most on-campus degrees. This use of technology supports students becoming lifelong learners 

by enabling them to be pro-active in their learning by independently utilizing materials available 

on-line (Clarke & Hermens, 2001).  Specifically, WebCT has become a popular tool for web-

based teaching and learning across institutions. 

Literature Review 

WebCT 

WebCT is an online management teaching tool that works within an Internet browser. Its many 

capabilities include housing documents,  asynchronous communication between teacher and 

student, a grade tracking module, and a calendar (Merron, 1999).  Students are able to 

conveniently download materials and access bulletin boards and other materials posted by the 

teacher. 

Criticism has been levelled at WebCT because materials are so easily retrieved electronically and 

easy access it is argued results in poor attendance, because students believe access to materials is 

all that is required to complete subjects successfully. This is supported by Edwards and Usher 
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(2001) who suggest that the Internet and other forms of electronic interface provide students with 

learning flexibility and a lessening of the need to attend formal learning centres.  The assumption 

in this paper is that attendance has an important bearing on a student‘s academic performance and 

this view is supported by Woodfield et al. (2006) who state that attendance is ‗the strongest 

predictor‘ of students‘ academic success when measured with several other variables.  This is 

confirmed by Gump (2005) who indicates that attendance is one of many variables affecting 

student learning and this view is further developed by Jacobson (2005) who suggests that 

attendance may have a causal relationship with learning.  

Education as a Service 

Student communities expect materials to be provided on-line and information technology is a 

strong teacher to student interface to facilitate learning (Barraket, Payne, Scott, & Cameron, 

2000).  Students undertake paid employment whilst studying (Watts & Pickering, 2000).  The use 

of information technology to assist students in accessing information relating to their subject 

reduces the time taken to do so.  In this way, the secondary effects of paid employment, such as 

fatigue and having chronic time shortage  for study could be managed more effectively with 

remote downloading (from home or work), 24 hour access to the materials and fast download 

times. 

The on-line aspects of educational support mimic some aspects of on-line customer service.  

Although a traditional university education is dissimilar from pure business operations, the 

philosophies of new age universities are however more aligned to the business perspective of 

viewing students as customers to be managed using customer service principles.  These principles 

include such aspects as customer expectation and management‘s perspective of customer 

expectation (Cox & Dale, 2001).  Whilst the purpose of the ‗traditional‘ universities such as the 

creation and examination of new ideas (King, 1995), and social, personal and economic growth 

(King, 1995; McKenna, 2001; Phenix, 1965) and a civilizing effect on society (McKenna, 2001) 

have not necessarily been ousted, this paper examines various constructs relating to students as 

customers with certain learning expectations more likely aligned to the use of knowledge to 

generate wealth after graduation (Prince & Stewart, 2002). 

The questionnaire was developed on the basis of previous studies looking at customer internet 

service.  The constructs of  ―most relevance‖ were examined and those which related specifically 

to the financial markets were omitted. Maenpaa (2006) and Jun and Cai (2001) consider ease of 

use particularly relevant when using information technology as a service media, followed by the 

enjoyment aspect (Maenpaa, 2006; Waite & Harrison, 2004).  The time saving construct is also 

noted as important and Maenpaa (2006) suggests that this allows customers in the banking 

industry to spend more time with family and friends.  Considering the ―time poor‖ nature of 

students who are working and studying, it was thought to be an important consideration and 

worth including in this study.  Additionally, Alfansi and Sargent (2000) suggest that relationships 

are important in terms of customer support and security from the provider.  They go further and 

suggest that interpersonal off-line relationships significantly affected customers.  In the context of 

students using WebCT some aspects are relevant such as the importance of building on-line 

relationships to achieve mutually beneficial goals. 

Web-based learning in an institution is often integrated with conventional, face to face teaching. 

This is normally done via an intranet, which is usually ―password protected‖ and accessible only 

to registered users. Thus it is possible to protect the intellectual property of online material and to 

support confidential exchange of communication between students (McKimm, Jollie, & 

Cantillon, 2003).  Alfansi and Sargent (2000) identified ‗security of their banking relationship‘ as 

important. However, in the context of this study, an acceptable minimum level of security is 

provided in the operation of universities in Australia, as Federal Government institutions.  This 

area, though an important consideration, was not investigated in this study.   
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Customer service was also considered an important construct because of the nature of higher 

education which is heavily dependant on human resources.  The nature of university education 

has changed over the decades in Australia with more students enrolling in higher education 

courses and class sizes increasing (McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001).  Additionally, typical 

undergraduates fit into generations X and Y, both of whom are considered to be demanding in 

their customer service requirements.  As a consequence academics are required to offer higher 

levels of customer service with shrinking resources.  Information technology (WebCT) is 

important in alleviating this resources short-fall by providing on-line, easy to use, relevant 

personal service for enrolled students. 

Auxiliary services are closely aligned to customer service in this context in that the provision of 

any additional materials would be seen to be a higher level of provision.  The on-line offering at 

this university did not make allowance for subject web site developers to provide auxiliary 

services such as results calculators and an intelligent search agent. WebCT however has provision 

to include these types of advanced features if desired by the developer and wanted by users. 

The construct of convenience was also considered because of the high incidence of economic and 

social disadvantages as compared with neighboring regions.  It was felt that, because WebCT 

allows students to access a plethora of relevant subject materials at any time with on or off 

campus, access convenience was an important aspect to investigate.  WebCT as a ―one stop shop‖ 

is likely to contribute to an increase in students‘ leisure time and their perception of being more 

highly satisfied with the level of service than if this facility were not available. 

The final construct is esteem and this is investigated by asking respondents about their perception 

of how they viewed themselves and how they believed they were viewed by others as a WebCT 

user.  Research has shown that self-esteem and online learning are closely inter-related in both 

secondary school and higher education contexts (Department of Education Training and the Arts - 

Queensland, 2006; University of Tasmania, 2007).  There would appear to be a positive 

relationship between esteem and the use of Information Communication Technology (ICT) with 

users reporting greater self-esteem when relationships are developed through electronic means 

(Curtis & Lawson, 2001). 

Case Study – Effectiveness of WebCT in Facilitating Student Learning  
for Undergraduate Marketing Subjects 

This study focuses on on-campus students enrolled in four undergraduate marketing subjects that 

have been using WebCT to facilitate learning.  One of the subjects, Introduction to Marketing 

(BHO1171) is part of the core of the Bachelor of Business at the university. The other subjects, 

Product and Pricing Strategy (BHO2251);  Business to Business Marketing  (BHO2253) and 

Marketing on the Internet (BHO2407) are the second-level subjects in the marketing major and 

electives for other business students.  

The subjects were taught in two hours of lectures, followed by a tutorial of one-hour duration on a 

weekly basis. The course homepage (using WebCT platform) provided current information, such 

as announcements from course instructors, the subject guide, lecture notes, assessment details and 

additional documents related to the subject. 

Method 

Data was collected using a one page questionnaire administered in the final week of the lecture in 

semester 2, 2006. The students were currently pursuing their Bachelor of Business degree at the 

university across three campuses. Students were informed that it was anonymous and not part of 

the assessment regime of the class. Both the survey and protocol were approved by the 

University‘s ethics committee.  
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The survey was designed to cover a range of issues identified in the literature as possibly 

impacting on educational outcomes. Students were asked a total of thirty two self-developed 

questions most of which required a response on a five point Likert scale with ‗strongly disagree‘ 

and ‗strongly agree‘ at the extremes.  This approach has been used previously in the literature 

which examines teaching and learning methods (Harasim, 1999).  The majority of questions 

focused on students‘ perceptions of the value of WebCT in facilitating learning, and as a 

communication tool with the main issues being ease of use, enjoyability, time saving and 

customer service. 

 

Results 

Student Profile 

The response number to the questionnaire survey was 328, composed of students enrolled in four 

marketing subjects (as listed above).  The respondents were also asked to state their age, gender, 

level of experience as a computer user and the subject in which they were enrolled for the 

purpose of their WebCT use.  The results showed that more than 79% of the respondents are 

between 18-24 years of age.  Gender of respondents was evenly distributed, with 55.5% indicated 

for female and 44.5% male.  Level of experience as a computer user, whilst a self-evaluated 

question, was asked because it was felt that, with the current high level of computer use in the 

community, respondents would be sufficiently conversant with computer use to give an accurate 

self-analysis (Nielsen, 2000) .  Seventy percent (70%) of respondents considered themselves to be 

either ‗a bit experienced‘ or ‗experienced‘. 

Factor Analysis 

Confirmatory factor analysis was used to determine whether WebCT would provide students with 

an environment in which they would have the optimum opportunity to achieve their best 

scholastically.  Current literature suggested that students wanted and would benefit from an 

interface that was useful, robust, intuitive and entertaining to use.  Upon further investigation 

more particular aspects of WebCT‘s benefits were built upon to create hypothetical features such 

as a calculator to assist students to estimate future assessment results in order to extrapolate future 

final grades.  Given the current emphasis on time-poor consumers, it was considered important 

that WebCT be examined in relation to how much time students felt they saved by having this 

tool.  WebCT was looked at in regard to providing a pleasant and agreeable learning 

environment.  Convenience was also considered relevant given the context of the modern 

generation and their desire for easy availability of products and services and the time saving 

aspects that allow them more time for leisure.  Esteem was reported as being influenced in a 

learning environment through development of relationships (Curtis & Lawson, 2001). 

There were 32 statements of which 26 used a five point Likert scale.  These statements cover a 

broad range of topics including effort and performance expectancy, social influence, and attitude 

toward using technology (Viswanath, Morris, Gordon, & Davis, 2003).   These topics are built 

upon the constructs of ease of use (Adams, Nelson, & Todd, 1992), enjoyment (Liao & Cheung, 

2002), esteem (Viswanath, Morris, Gordon, & Davis, 2003), time saving (Viswanath, Morris, 

Gordon, & Davis, 2003),  and convenience (Liao & Cheung, 2002; Viswanath, Morris, Gordon, 

& Davis, 2003). 

Of the 32 statements, 12 were adapted from previous research by Maenpaa (2006).  The original 

study focused on consumers‘ perceptions of Internet banking services whilst this study examines 

education under secure internet access.  Therefore, those questions in the prior study (Maenpaa, 

2006) that dealt with convenience of managing loans, security, personal finances and investment 

were considered inappropriate for this study and thus were deleted.   
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Table 1 

Rotated Component Matrix 

  

Component 

1 2 3 4 5 

It was easy for me to familiarize myself with WebCT's functions 

and information sites. 0.858     

My interaction with WebCT was clear and understandable. 0.831     

I found WebCT user friendly and easy to use. 0.830     

Learning to operate WebCT was easy for me. 0.798     

I would like to read versatile daily news about WebCT.  0.799    

Sometimes it is fun just to browse around and see what can be 

found in WebCT.  0.704    

By using WebCT I stand out from ordinary people who use 

traditional methods.  0.639    

By using WebCT I give a modern impression of myself to other 

people.  0.571    

It would be fun to have more visually interesting multimedia 

materials available on WebCT.  0.514    

By using WebCT I have more time for my 

family/friends/hobbies.   0.762   

By using WebCT I get better service than from the face - to - 

face lecture.   0.755   

Using WebCT shortened the amount of time I spent on my study.   0.674   

I get all the information I need for taking care of my study more 

conveniently from WebCT than from the face - to - face lecture.   0.660   

Using WebCT for my studies improved my study performance 

and effectiveness.   0.491   

When I need more support or advice from the lecturer or tutor, I 

prefer email or on-line chatting services in WebCT.   0.343   

It would be useful to have a search agent in WebCT that would 

search for me information about topics I have chosen.    0.730  

It would be useful to have a calculation tools     0.691  

It would be useful to have a calculation tool so that I can tally my 

progressive results.    0.671  

It would be useful if I could view all my assessment results.    0.497  

It would be useful to exchange opinions with other colleagues or 

instructors under 'Who's online' about topics related to subjects in 

which I am enrolled.    0.495  

It would be nice to have different voice effects in WebCT, for 

example signalling that the course instructor or any colleagues 

logon to WebCT.    0.409  

It would be useful if I could be provided with information about 

other subjects that are similar in some way to one of the subjects 

in which I am enrolled.     0.798 

It would be useful if I could view other subjects offered by the 

Faculty of Business and Law, on WebCT in which I am not 

enrolled.     0.702 
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The 23 statements used had an inter item scale reliability (alpha) co-efficient of 0.861. The 

eigenvalues produced in the extraction were examined on a scree plot and revealed a clear cut-off 

point with five factors.  The five factors with eigenvalues greater than one are reported here.  A 

principal components analysis with varimax rotation was used to investigate whether these items 

loaded in an orderly way on five components.  Five factors, explaining the 48.68 percent of the 

variance were extracted and are identified in Table 1.  The five factors, and the variables which 

loaded on them, are described in Table 2: Rotated Component Matrix. 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  

Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. 

Based upon these loadings, five factors were named and they are presented in Table 2, Factor 

Names. 

a) Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings 

b) Rotation sums of squared loadings 

The individual factor scores had inter-item scale reliability (Cronbach‘s Alpha) co-efficients 

ranging from 0.892 to a low of 0.703.  Given that coefficients above 0.70 are considered 

acceptable (Furnham, Steele, & Pendleton, 1993), the five factor model is sound.  The model 

reflects similar factors as those proposed by Maenpaa (2006) with some movement of items 

across the developed factors.  Although this model is not as comprehensive as that of Maenpaa 

(2006) there are strong similarities.  Maenpaa‘s factor of ‗entertainment‘ is here split across the 

factors of ‗enjoyable and positive self image‘ and ‗usefulness‘. 

Table 2 

Factor Names 

Factor Number Factor Names %Variance a % Variance b Maenpaa’s factors 

Factor 1(α=.892) Ease of use 23.909 12.942 Convenience (α=0.643) 

Factor 2 (α=.768) Enjoyable and 

positive self-

image 

11.086 10.768 Status (α=0.602) 

Entertainment (α=0.670) 

Factor 3 (α =.765) Time saving 7.494 10.287 Convenience (α=0.643) 

Factor 4 (α =.724) Usefulness 38.480 9.958 Auxiliary features (α=0.643) 

Entertainment (α=0.670) 

Factor 5 (α= .703) Auxiliary features 2.346 4.727 n/a on these items  

 
Conclusion and Future Research 

Society has entered an era in which web-based learning is fundamentally changing our culture 

and impacting upon every aspect of life, including how people learn. Knowing how to critically 

and strategically use web-based learning tools is becoming an ever-increasing part of being 

literate, as information technology has become the pen and paper of current times and the lens 

through which society experiences much of its world (Warlick, 2006), and the communication 

channels of choice for many. This paper set out to confirm the work of Maenpaa by adapting their 

model from Internet banking to on-line education support.  The results indicate that the service 

framework and the corresponding adaptation appear to be a viable model for educators to 

conceptualise the way students respond to using these technologies. 
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This was an exploratory study identifying the effectiveness of WebCT in facilitating student 

learning for undergraduate marketing subjects. Further research is needed to expand the scope of 

this paper and to see whether these results can be generalised in other university settings, 

including postgraduate programs. It would be interesting to research whether postgraduate and 

undergraduate students have similar perceptions or whether their views and needs are different. 
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Editor’s Note: This is a valuable area of research. Until Distance Education courses can demonstrate 

comparable student retention rates compared to face-to-face it will be difficult to demonstrate parity in quality 
of instructional formats. The configuration of pressures on the distance learner may play a significant and 
critical role in retention. 
 

Preparing and Retaining Students in Online Courses 
Chris Brittan-Powell 

USA 

Abstract 

This study evaluated the effect of a student instructional technology training program on college 

student retention in an online course.  Results showed that the training program had a significant 

impact on students‘ successful completion in the course.  Furthermore, the training improved 

students‘ academic performance. 

Addressing Student Retention in Online Courses 

A vast number and types of instructional technologies are now available to colleges and 

universities.  Therefore students are now often able to choose whether to take a course in either a 

traditional face to face (f2f) classroom setting or in a distance education (DE) learning context via 

the internet.  This change has led to many opportunities within the educational environment 

principally because it increases student access, but has also exposed some concerns as well, 

especially with the issue of student retention.   

While there are many positive features, DE courses have lower retention rates than f2f courses 

(Diaz, 2002; Parker 1995; Snyder, 2001).  Lynch (2001) reported that, in comparison to f2f 

courses, dropout rates in fully online courses are as high as 35 to 50%.  There may be many 

reasons to explain this phenomenon, including the need for greater formative student training in 

the instructional technology (IT) used (Ashby, 2004).  From this perspective, a key reason that 

many students fail to complete an online course is because they do not perceive themselves as 

being adequately competent in using the IT to engage in the learning process.  In such cases, 

rather than facilitating student learning, IT encumbers their learning.  My own DE students have 

told me of their struggles with and/or withdrew from one of my courses for this reason.  While 

anecdotal, this data supports the concerns regarding IT found in the literature (Ashby; Deka & 

McMurry, 2006; Diaz; Fozdar, Kumar, & Kannan, 2006).   

It seemed logical therefore to develop an intervention that could potentially mediate the impact of 

students‘ actual and perceived efficacy in using the course specific IT.  Specifically, it appeared 

that an IT orientation and support program might positively impact student retention in a DE 

course.  The belief was if students felt more competent utilizing the IT involved in the learning 

process, then they might more fully engage in that process and thereby increase their learning.   

Such a process might also help mediate the differences in student retention between f2f courses 

and DE courses.  Given this reasoning, the specific research questions guiding this study were: 

1. Does the implementation of a pre-semester student IT training program for academic 

coursework positively affect the percentage of DE students who complete the course as 

well their academic performance (grades)? 

2. Do students perceive the use of a pre-semester student IT training program as enhancing 

their performance in a DE course? 
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Method 

Participants and Procedures 

This study was conducted at a moderately sized Historically Black College/University (HBCU) 

where the majority of students (approximately 79%) are women.  Data was obtained across three 

consecutive semesters.  In each respective semester, a different format of the same advanced 

undergraduate class (Psychological Research) was offered: 1
st
) traditional f2f seminar style, 2

nd
) 

via DE without a pre-semester training, and 3
rd

) via DE with training.  All semesters used the 

identical set of lecture materials, textbook, assignments, f2f office hours, and grading method.  

The f2f course section was taught in a traditional classroom setting.  A Course Management 

System (CMS) (Blackboard®) was used to post relevant course information to students, but 

student usage of the CMS was not required.  The DE sections of the course were primarily 

delivered using Blackboard (Bb
©
) and a Lecture Capturing System (LCS) (Tegrity®).  The LCS 

allowed the instructor to create, and post for student viewing, audio-visual digital recordings of 

all PowerPoint based lecture materials.  Students had access to the online course 24 hours a day – 

seven days a week via the internet.  For all course delivery formats noted above, exams were 

delivered in a closed book/notes f2f setting. 

Traditional f2f Students   The ages of the traditional f2f students ranged from 19 to 44 years (M = 

23.22 years, SD = 1.57 years, n=34), 84 percent were women, and all participants self identified 

as Black.  Retention data from this group was included to provide a general comparison for the 

Fully Online format. 

Fully Online (No-Training) Students  These students took the course in an online format but did 

not receive a pre-semester IT training program.  The average age of these students was 22.19 

years (SD = 1.33 years, n=33).  All but three of these students were women, with two identifying 

themselves as White and the remainder designating themselves as Black. 

Fully Online Pre-Semester Instructional Technology Training Program Students This group was 

required to participate in the pre-semester training program described below.  The mean age of 

this set of students was 22.81 years (SD = 2.46 years, n=37), the majority of this group‘s 

participants were women (85%), and most participants identified themselves as Black (95%), 

with the remaining (5%) identifying as White.   

Pre-Semester Instructional Technology Training Program 

This training program was implemented for the course in response to second semester students‘ 

feedback regarding their perceived readiness to utilize the IT associated with the online course 

format.  Therefore, a mandatory training was established for all students in which they met with 

me to go over how to successfully utilize the IT.  The workshop was offered at various times and 

days and consisted of two key parts which lasted a total of approximately 90 to 100 minutes.  In 

the first half of the training, I modeled for students how to: a) log into and maneuver in the CMS 

in general and the manner that they should for this specific course, b) download and print 

PowerPoint lecture files, c) take online quizzes, d) post notes in discussion board areas, e) and 

view lectures using the LCS.  The second half of the training consisted of students performing 

these actions themselves.  I made sure to answer all questions and to have handouts for all 

necessary IT related course activities. 

Measures 

Training Effectiveness.  At the conclusion of the DE with training semester, this section of 

students was asked to rate on a seven point Likert scale (1 – not helpful at all to 7 – extremely 

helpful) the degree to which the pre-semester IT training program aided their ability to effectively 

function in the DE class. 
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Academic Performance.  The final course numerical grade served as the measure of academic 

performance and could range between 0 and 100.  All students, across all three conditions, 

received identical midterm and final exams in a f2f setting.  In addition, all students received an 

identical set of 10 quizzes during the semester and were taken through the CMS under identical 

conditions while test security was maintained throughout the study.   

Student Retention.   This variable was operationalized as the percentage of students who 

completed the course to those who were enrolled. 

Results 

This study sought to address several questions about the effectiveness of IT.  From an IT 

perspective, the most important question was whether the implementation of a f2f pre-semester 

student instructional technology training program influenced the percentage of students who 

completed the course.  The respective retention rates for the various course delivery modalities 

were found to be: f2f 73% (which approximately is the same as this HBCU‘s institutional 

average), DE (No-Training) 76%, and DE (Training) 87%.  This showed that the IT training had a 

positive impact on student retention.  Furthermore, the IT training program was found to have a 

positive impact on student academic performance (grades) between the two DE courses, with the 

group that received IT training doing better (t (68) = 7.08, p < .01 (two-tailed)).  The respective 

mean average course grade for the DE (No-Training) course was = 82.43 (SD = 4.54, n = 33), and 

for the DE (Training) course was 86.62 (SD = 3.92, n = 37).   

The last research question investigated whether DE students who received the pre-semester 

training perceived it as beneficial to their performance in the course.  For this question, students 

were asked a single seven-point Likert question to this effect.  Students‘ average rating of this 

question was 6.21 (SD = .82, n = 35).  Students perceived the training to be helpful (t (33) = 8.43, 

p < .001 (two-tailed)).   

Discussion 

This study principally sought to evaluate one strategy for advancing students‘ success in DE 

courses.  Prior to the study being initiated, substantial numbers of students had made requests to 

me that a required advanced undergraduate course be offered in a DE format to offset otherwise 

competing demands and scheduling conflicts that made it difficult for them to regularly attend the 

course and matriculate through the departmental program. These are common retention issues at 

many HBCUs.   Furthermore, student retention in the f2f modality of this advanced 

undergraduate course had historically been problematic and therefore their suggestion to change 

the course format to DE was heeded.  However, review of the exigent literature shows that 

retention has historically been a problem area in DE courses (Ashby, 2004; Deka & McMurry, 

2006; Diaz, 2002; Fozdar et al., 2006, Lynch 2001; Parker 1995; Snyder, 2001).  In the case of 

this study, the retention of students who had taken the course in a f2f format (73%) was roughly 

equal to when the DE format was offered without training (76%).  This finding is notable and 

different than prior research that showed that the retention in DE courses tends to be lower than 

f2f courses, and may be at least partially due to the use of the LCS.  LCS are not currently used in 

the typical DE course and students have told me make it much more dynamic in nature.  Further 

research on the impact of LCS on retention and grades is currently being conducted. 

A common theme in students‘ concerns during the first semester that the course was offered via 

DE was that students had difficulty effectively using the IT.  They stated that by the time they 

might have adequately mastered the IT, they had fallen too far behind in the coursework and were 

at a higher risk for dropping the course.  Therefore, in the subsequent semester, IT pre-semester 

training intervention was incorporated into the course.  There was substantial change in the 
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retention rate for this semester (86%), suggesting that prior IT training had a positive impact on 

student retention in fully online courses.  Furthermore, grades improved when they had taken the 

pre-semester IT training.  As a group, online students who had such training had statistically 

significant higher grades than those who did not.  These data suggest that not only does the IT 

training help online students remain in the course, but they learn more from this modality.  This 

interpretation is supported by the online (IT trained) students themselves reporting that the 

training had a significantly positive impact on their course performance.  Given these findings, it 

is reasonable to conclude that the inclusion of pre-semester IT training into an online course may 

be beneficial to student retention and academic performance. 

These findings should be understood within the context of limitations of this study.  One 

limitation was that the analysis of one of the retention variables was restricted to use of 

descriptive statistics due to the sample size issues and based on the sections of a single instructor.  

A much larger study, potentially consisting of close to 100 academic course sections, would be 

needed to meet the assumptions of an inferential analysis. Replications across courses and 

instructors would be beneficial and are ongoing. 

In summary, this investigation provides strong support for incorporating pre-semester IT training 

programs into DE courses.  This study found such training to be positively associated with 

students‘ retention, grades, and IT self-efficacy.  With the great rise in DE courses offered in 

higher education, the implementation of such course IT training may soon become an ethical 

imperative.  Furthermore, while replication of these findings is merited before larger action is 

taken, the call for serving our students more effectively should be heard not only by instructors 

but by departments, schools, and universities as a whole, so that institutionally coordinated 

programs are offered and the onus is not left simply upon individual instructors. 
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Editor’s Note: Adult learners are veterans of a traditional education system. Adults have different needs, 

and different subject matters attract student with different learning styles who are often involved with work, 
families, travel, and adult responsibilities. Some methods used for younger students may not be appropriate. 
Adult learning should be “open and flexible” to facilitate the schedules and responsibilities of adult life. 
 

The Role of Adult Learning-Using Technology for Learning 
Myra Sellers 

USA 

Who exactly is considered an adult learner and how does one become a member in this exclusive 

club? Johnstone and Rivera‘s (1926) definition comes to mind: ―the adult education participant is 

just as often a woman as a man, has completed high school or more….and is found in all parts of 

the country‖ (Merriam and Caffarella, 1999, p. 47).  One of the most rapidly developing areas 

within education is the study and practice of education for and about adults. How can education 

continue to meet the needs and enhance the education process for adults? 

The notion of learning through life is hardly new, as a glance at Plato's Republic reveals. Plato's 

relevance to modern day informal educators can be seen at a number of levels. First, he believed, 

and demonstrated, that educators must have a deep care for the well-being and future of those 

they work with. Educating is a moral enterprise and it is the duty of educators to search for truth 

and virtue, and in so doing guide those they have a responsibility to teach.   

Second, there is the 'Socratic teaching method'. The teacher must know his or her subject, but as a 

true philosopher he or she also knows the limits of their knowledge. It is here that we see the 

power of dialogue - the joint exploration of a subject - 'knowledge will not come from teaching 

but from questioning'.  

Third, there is his interpretation of the differing educational requirements associated with various 

life stages. In his work the classical Greek concern was for body and mind. There was importance 

of exercise and discipline, of storytelling and games. Children enter school at six where they first 

learn the three Rs (reading, writing and counting) and then engage with music and sports. Plato's 

philosopher guardians then follow an educational path until they are 50. At eighteen they are to 

undergo military and physical training; at 21 they enter higher studies; at 30 they begin to study 

philosophy and serve the polis in the army or civil service. At 50 they are ready to rule. This is a 

model for what we now describe as lifelong education (indeed, some nineteenth century German 

writers described Plato's scheme as 'andragogy'). It is also a model of the 'learning society' - the 

polis is serviced by educators. It can only exist as a rational form if its members are trained - and 

continue to grow (Smith, 2001).  

Distance learning has become the catalyst for adult learning in the 21
st
 century. Many adults are 

taking advantage of learning via the Internet. As family obligations and work obligations become 

more mobile, the technology has advanced and become more mobile. R. D. Waller (1956), in his 

book A Design for Democracy, describes a report from the Adult Education committee of the 

British Ministry of Reconstruction: ―Adult education must not be regarded as a luxury for a few 

exceptional persons here and there, nor as a thing which concerns only a short span of early 

manhood, but that adult education is a permanent national necessity, an inseparable aspect of 

citizenship, and therefore should be both universal and lifelong‖ (1919: 55). This theme was also 

broadened in Eduard Lindman‘s (1926) The Meaning of Adult Education. Along with his friend 

and colleague, John Dewey, Lindman argued that: 

1. Education is life: 'not merely preparation for an unknown kind of future living...The 

whole of life is learning, therefore education can have no endings. This new venture is 

called adult education not because it is confined to adults but because adulthood, 

maturity, defines its limits...' (p. 4-5). 

http://www.infed.org/thinkers/et-plato.htm
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2. Adult education should be non-vocational: 'Education conceived as a process 

coterminous with life revolves about non-vocational ideals... adult education more 

accurately defined begins where vocational education leaves off. Its purpose is to put 

meaning into the whole of life' (ibid.: p. 5). 

3. We should start with situations not subjects: 'The approach... will be via the route of 

situations, not subjects... In conventional education the student is required to adjust 

himself to an established curriculum; in adult education the curriculum is built around the 

student's needs and interests' (ibid.: p. 6). 

4. We must use the learner's experience: 'The resource of highest value in adult education 

is the learner's experience... all genuine education will keep doing and thinking together' 

(ibid.: p. 6-7).   

For many adults, learning is an ongoing and important part of their lives. With the development 

of a self-consciously 'adult education' came the view that education should be lifelong. 

Experience plays a huge role in whether or not the learning will continue to be important in their 

life.  The perception of learning in certain groups and individuals has greatly varied. In the past, 

adults aged fifty or older viewed learning as of little value and working beyond sixty or sixty-five 

as unwarranted unless finances dictated. Health, environment, ethnic differences all played a part 

in the viewpoint of whether continued learning was necessary and still plays a part. Many of these 

attitudes were linked to a study by Moody (as cited in Lowy and O‘Connor, 1986) suggesting that 

adults perceive learning from the vantage point of approximately how much time is left to live. 

Although never exact, this perspective of time dramatically influences educational goals of the 

adult. 

Though clearly convenient for the learners, Jorgensen (2002) and others have questioned: Is 

distance learning an effective substitute for face-to-face teaching? Also, does this impersonal 

mode of teaching deprive students of quality instruction? Online classes demand a different type 

of approach from a student from the traditional face-to-face classroom. Students must 

demonstrate a high degree of autonomy and motivation (Ladyshewsky 2004). Using tools that 

enable both synchronous and asynchronous interactions, the instructor can create learningcontent, 

and students can participate, communicate, and collaborate. Instructors can deliver automatically 

scored assessments and surveys, thereby giving students immediate feedback (Blackboard 2004). 

Technology is important in students‘ review of their learning experiences and what is expected 

from the instructor. The shifting demographics, new technologies, the entrance of commercial 

organizations into higher education, the changing relationships between colleges and the federal 

and state governments, and the move from an industrial to an information society. In addition, the 

convergence of publishing, broadcasting, telecommunications, and education is blurring the 

distinction between education and entertainment. A variety of knowledge producers will compete 

to create courses and other educational services, to develop new ways to distribute knowledge, 

and to engage larger audiences. (Levine, 2003). 

The appeal of online learning and e-learning for institutions and policy-makers is that it frees 

learners from a rigid timetable of attendance at a college or other learning institution; it enables 

self-paced learning and is purported to be more cost effective (Gatta 2003). 

Many adults, aged sixty to seventy, grew up in the pre-World War II era. Learning was taught, to 

a great extent, by the instructivist method, by a teacher and knowledge was in the possession of 

the teacher. Lesson plans were put into motion by the teacher and the material was learned and 

processed by the student. The student was assessed on their remembering the materials and the 

skills they possessed. Many students in this era by the seventh grade had dropped out of school 

out of necessity to go to work and help support their families. Many of these same students were 

called into armed services and went to serve their country during World War II. Some of the 
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knowledge obtained especially the reading and writing skill, was helpful during this time and was 

used by students in their jobs. But mastery of knowledge and schooling was not the most 

important thing in many families‘ minds. Survival was and many students never returned to the 

classroom. 

Whether based in traditional or virtual settings, higher education is going through a 

transformation, where the focus is shifting from a teaching environment to one of learning 

(Levine, 2003). The old model, based on a pedagogical structure, emphasized a commonly shared 

process where instruction was calculated by ―seat time, or the amount of time each student is 

taught. Students study for a defined number of hours, earn credits for each hour of study, and, 

after earning a specified number of credits, earn a degree‖ (p. 21).  Students will come from 

diverse backgrounds and will have a widening variety of educational needs. New technologies 

will enable them to receive their education at any time and any place—on campus, in the office, 

at home, in the car, or on vacation. Each student will be able to choose from a multitude of 

knowledge providers the form of instruction and courses most consistent with how he or she 

learns. (Levine, 2003, p. 20)  

Adult education is on the rise as is the demand for programs that are beneficial to the adult 

learner. Adult learners, for the most part, ask themselves self-assessment questions before 

beginning a task. Adults, typically, set for themselves a strategy of learning. The goal for most 

adult learners is that they understand and can apply the new information to their present lives. 

Adult learners will, for the most part, continually ask themselves if they understand the 

information being given them and whether the information meets their needs and expectations.  

Unlike in a traditional course, online students cannot passively listen to a lecture while taking 

notes. Chad Hanson (2000, 1), a professor of sociology, described a familiar classroom scenario. 

When the first discussion date rolled around, I walked into class with genuine 

enthusiasm. . . . I followed in the footsteps of one of my fondest mentors by issuing a 

familiar challenge. „Okay,‟ I said, „who would like to begin?‟ No one began. There were 

no hands in the air. I did not hear the cacophony of voices I had come to know so well in 

graduate school—everyone anxious to support or refute the claims of the author now up 

for discussion. Instead there was silence.. . . Twenty-nine pairs of eyes pointed in my 

direction. So I began. I continued, and eventually I finished the discussion myself. 

Meanwhile while, students wrote in their tablets. They took what looked like detailed 

notes while I talked, and that was gratifying, but not part of my plan. 

“There are two perspectives that educators view with working with adults: the individual 

and the contextual. Until recently, the individual perspective, driven by the psychological 

paradigm, was the predominate way we thought about learning in adulthood. Two basic 

assumptions form the foundation for this perspective. The first is that learning is 

something that happens internally, primarily inside of our heads. In essence, the outside 

environment is given little if any attention in the way we think and learn. Second, this 

perspective is based on the assumption we can construct a set of principles and 

competencies that can assist all adults to be more effective learners, no matter what their 

background or current life situation” (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).  

The first assumption—that learning is something that happens internally, primarily inside our 

heads—was also expressed by Malcolm Knowles in his 1970 book, The Modern Practice of Adult 

Education: Andragogy vs. Pedagogy. He stated:  

“there were four assumptions with adults and learning: self-concept, experience, 

readiness to learn and orientation to learning. The self-concept principle reflects the self-

directing character of the adult learner rather than dependent nature of the child. The 
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principle of experience simply acknowledges the need to draw on the adult's rich source 

of experience. In contrast, the pedagogical framework perceives the child as not 

possessing sufficient life experience to effectively incorporate into the learning 

environment. Readiness to learn indicates that adults differ from children in their 

developmental stage and as a result have special learning needs. The assumption implies 

that adult learning needs tend to focus more towards their social roles. On the other 

hand, pedagogy claims that the learning needs of children are geared towards 

physiological and mental development stages. Orientation to learning assumes that 

adults put more value on being able to practically apply their learning while pedagogy 

suggests that children naturally focus on postponing immediate application for future 

needs. These four sets of assumptions establish significant guidelines for creating adult 

learning environments” (p.39).  

What then is the implication of higher education with respect to adult learning? Patricia Cranton 

(1994) states: "Perspectives on adult learning have changed dramatically over the decades. Adult 

learning has been viewed as a process of being freed from the oppression of being illiterate, a 

means of gaining knowledge and skills, a way to satisfy learner needs, and a process of critical 

self-reflection that can lead to transformation. The phenomenon of adult learning is complex and 

difficult to capture in any one definition‖ (pg. 3).  

Successful distance learners share some distinctive features in their mode of study  

(Littlefield 2005): 

 They work independently, are self-motivated and persistent, and do better without people 

giving them constant guidance. 

 They seldom procrastinate, realizing that timelines are important and that neglecting to 

turn in their work on schedule may end up delaying completion of their studies. 

 They demonstrate good reading and writing skills, which are essential for acquiring most 

of the course information. Though some distance learning courses offer video recordings 

and audio clips, these are not sufficient to master the competencies. They are able to 

remain on task in spite of relentless distractions, such as frequent interruptions while 

learning at home. 

Although students‘ primary reasons for choosing their course had not been the online mode of 

delivery per se, all acknowledged both the importance of developing and using information and 

communications technology (ICT), e-learning or online learning is one way of overcoming 

barriers. ICT skills and the advantages of learning in the rich, multi-media environment provided 

by online learning (Peng et al. 2006). Learning online transcended geographical, physical, visual 

and temporal barriers to accessing education, and reduced socio-physical discrimination 

(Debenham 2001).  The adoption of ICT in education is being seen throughout the world as a 

means of effectively educating students, and orienting and preparing them for employment (Fox 

2002, MCEETYA 2007b, US Department of Education 2004).  

Research by Matas and Allan (2004) has also indicated the benefits to adult students of using 

online learning portfolios to develop generic skills, transferable to the workplace. Additionally, 

ICT is purported to appeal across the social spectrum and age range. Technology has proven to be 

of great benefit in the teaching of online courses and students choosing to take e-learning classes.  

The adult population has become increasingly more visible mainly because of the increasing size 

of the group. Learning in an aging population has become an afterthought to some in the 

education field. Programs of study are offered as continuing education in community 

organizations, some educational institutions, and churches just to name a few. But the diversity of 

the programs does not compliment what is offered to younger students. Education for adults is 
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seen as an add-on and outside the traditional learning establishment and programs of study 

offered in traditional institutions do not relate to older non-traditional students in general areas of 

interest. While some educational institutions try, many fail to reach the masses. Manheimer, 

Snodgrass, and Moskow-McKenzie (1995) pointed out the lack of a single dominant model of 

older adult education: "Different groups have a stake in older adult education and related policies 

but view older adults and their education differently. For example, some educational 

organizations claim or accept responsibility for education which targets a certain group of 

citizens, older adults being one of them. Aging organizations, on the other hand, claim or accept 

responsibility for older adult programs that happen to be educational" (p. 121). 

Adults want to contribute to their immediate community and society. They want to be seen as 

viable individuals and, because of age and experience, want their contributions to be seen as 

worthwhile. Moody (1976) presented a four-stage model of education for the older adult: (1) 

rejection, (2) social services, (3) participation, and (4) self-actualization. The first stage, rejection, 

reflects the isolation of the aged in modern societies, in which "old people are, functionally 

speaking, nonentities" (p. 3). The second stage, social services, defines older adult education as 

leisure-time activities. The third stage, participation, prepares older adults for new roles in society 

through breaking stereotypes of old age. The fourth stage, self-actualization, focuses on the 

potential of older people to psychologically grow through learning. Moody concluded that the 

most current educational programs were directed at stages three and four, encouraging educators 

to respond to the needs of the least needy aged. Throughout the past decades, how has educational 

programs succeeded? It appears success has not quite happened to the extent some have hoped 

for.  

What can be done to encourage more participation in learning in the adult population? How can 

educators encourage an adult learner to continue in their learning and development of 

knowledge? Encouragement—the definition is, according to Encarta Dictionary, ―support of a 

kind that inspires confidence and a will to continue or develop.‖ The pursuit of an adult learner‘s 

goals is different from a young person. Their learning is often self-directed—learners taking the 

responsibility to learn on their own, to teach themselves something where there is, in many 

instances, lack of the pressure of time. Adult learners, most often have sensible and logical 

abilities for planning and guiding their learning. Charles Hayes (1998) states that ―when we fail to 

take control of our education, we fail to take control of our lives. Self-directed inquiry, the 

process of taking control of your own education... is the lifeblood of democracy‖ (xiv). Taking 

control brings the freedom to choose a path where a person would like to go. 

In its broadest meaning, 'self-directed learning' describes, according to Malcolm Knowles (1975) 

a process: 

... “in which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in 

diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and 

material resources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learning 

strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes” (p. 18).  

Knowles (1975) puts forward three immediate reasons for self-directed learning in adults:  

“They enter into learning more purposefully and with greater motivation. They also tend 

to retain and make use of what they learn better and longer than do the reactive 

learners”(p. 14); 

“An essential aspect of maturing is developing the ability to take increasing 

responsibility for our own lives - to become increasingly self-directed” (p. 15); and 

http://www.infed.org/biblio/b-selfdr.htm
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'Students entering into these programs without having learned the skills of self-directed 

inquiry will experience anxiety, frustration, and often failure, and so will their 

teachers”(15).   

As Merriam and Cafferella (1991) comment, this means of conceptualizing the way we learn on 

our own is very similar to much of the literature on planning and carrying out instruction for 

adults in formal institutional settings. It is represented as a linear process. Learning then 

progresses as 'the circumstances created in one episode become the circumstances for the next 

logical step' (p. 46).  

There has been a shift in much of the literature and policy discussions from lifelong education to 

lifelong learning. There has been an associated tendency to substitute the term adult learning for 

adult education (Courtney, 1989).  One way is to view learning, as a thought process relating to 

the learner that can occur 'both incidentally and in planned educational activities', while, 'it is only 

the planned activities we call…education' (Merriam and Brockett 1997: 6). The shift may, as 

Courtney suggests, reflect a growing interest in learning, 'however unorganized, episodic or 

experiential' (ibid.), beyond the classroom. And as stated by Tom Bentley in The Economist 

(October 9, 1999), ―it requires a shift in our thinking about the fundamental organizational unit of 

education, from the school, an institution where learning is organized, defined and contained, to 

the learner, an intelligent agent with the potential to learn from any and all of her encounters with 

the world around her‖ (pg. 42).  

As the population continues to age and longer life expectancy fuels the education market for 

adults, educators will have to continue to look for new programs and how best to entice the adult 

to continue in their pursuit of lifelong learning or lifelong education whichever term is applicable. 

Educators must continue to strive to help students reach their goals because as Mark Smith (1996) 

states: ―Real poverty comes from settling for dreams defined by others while remaining bereft of 

our own.‖  

According to Arthur Levine (2003), there are ―three basic types of colleges and universities are 

emerging. They are "brick universities," or traditional residential institutions; "click universities," 

or new, usually commercial virtual universities, like Unext.com and Jones International 

University; and "brick and click" universities, a combination of the first two.  If current research 

on e-commerce is correct, the most competitive and attractive higher-education institutions willbe 

"brick and click." While consumers appreciate the convenience, ease, and freedom of services 

online, they also want a physical space where they can interact with others and obtain expert 

advice and assistance face-to-face.  

Who will control the brick-and-click institutions? Will the for-profit sector buy "bricks" –  build 

physical plants -- before traditional colleges develop the capacity to operate in the "click" 

environment? Or will just the opposite occur? And how should each of the nation's colleges 

determine which of the three categories best meets its goals?‖ (Levine, 2003). Technology is 

changing and the role of teaching the adult or non-traditional student must keep up. 
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Editor’s Note: The Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University in Nashik, India determined that 
counselor better describes the instructor role in distance education. The student is responsible for his or her 
own learning under the guidance of a counselor. Diagnostic-prescriptive tools determine individual student 
needs and monitor progress. Interactive multimedia, delivered via a Learning Management System, is 
complemented by individual tutoring and other learning activities prescribed by the counselor. 

Assessment of Counselor’s Training Imparted through 
Multimedia Module in Engineering Programmes of  
Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University  

Sunanda More, Sanjivani Mahale 
India  

Abstract 

Quality of education is a major concern of the Open and Distance Learning Education System 

(ODES) due to globalization of education. Among the various parameters, counseling is said to 

be one important factor in bringing out quality in distance education. The quality of counseling 

and overall performance of ODES can be improved by 1) imparting rigorous training to improve 

the skills required for counseling students, 2) changing the attitude of counselors and students 

towards distance learning and/or 3) using innovative techniques or media for counseling to 

achieve better learning. These efforts will definitely help to improve quality of education and 

reduce the learner‘s drop-out rate in ODES.  

The Distance Education system makes use of counseling in place of teaching to impart various 

educational programmes and the course. Although the self-instructional study material along with 

the audio-video support is provided, one can not eliminate the need of ―human support‖ in 

distance education.  This human support is given by the counselors. One major challenge to 

ODES in the past was how to empower, support and train counselors to provide better counseling 

to the students? Another was how can we make use of technology during training? 

This study was carried out on the counselors of B. Tech. Electronics and Mechanical Engineering 

Programme of the Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University (YCMOU), Nashik, MS, 

India. This programme is offered through distance mode across all the recognized study centers 

scattered in Maharashtra State. Counselors were trained with the help of a multimedia module 

developed on Counseling. 

Research findings are helpful in improving our present system teaching and learning. Research 

findings provide valuable insight for the policy makers, designers and developers of Open and 

Distance Learning Systems (ODES). 

Keywords: Education, Role of Counselor, Role of Student, Learning, Training, ODES, YCMOU, 

Multimedia, Engineering Programmes, Face-to-Face Counseling, Skills of Counseling 

Introduction 

The concept of education is as old as human culture itself. Education plays a vital role in 

development of human potential and thereby in national development. Tripathi & Mukerji (2008), 

described the education system of India as one of the largest education systems in the world. It 

caters to the needs of more than 1,028 million people (as per 2001 Census). Education has been 

accorded prime importance and thus it has found place in the Fundamental Rights (Part III) of the 

Constitution of India.  

Though the expansion of higher education was rapid, only about 10% of the eligible age-group 

(18-24) is getting the benefits of higher education. This picture clearly shows 93-94% student 

population is not part of the higher education in India.  
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This means that the conventional education system has failed to provide equal opportunities to all 

in terms of access, need-based quality education, and cost effectiveness. 

The ―Open and Distance Education System (ODES)‖ is a flexible and learner oriented parallel 

education system supposed to be capable of providing a better quality education and student 

support services directly to the learner at a distance. The distance education system is based on 

three parameters: 1) Self-study, 2) Flexibility and 3) Learner Autonomy. Along with this, 

academic inputs and support services are provided to the students at their study centers by the 

counselor and study centre co-coordinator.  

Due to globalization of education, the issue about quality of education in ODES has become 

imperative. Hence quality of education is a major concern before the ODES. Among the various 

parameters, counseling is said to be one of the important factors in bringing out quality in 

distance education. Quality of counseling and the overall performance of ODES can be improved 

by 1) imparting rigorous training to improve the skills required for counseling the students, 2) by 

changing the attitude of counselors and students towards distance learning and/ or 3) using 

innovative techniques or media for counseling to achieve better learning. These efforts will 

definitely help to improve quality of education and reduce the learner drop-out rate in ODES.  

Background about Electronics Engineering Programme 

The School of Science and Technology of Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University, 

Nashik, started B.Tech. in Electronics Engineering and Mechanical Engineering Programmes in 

the academic year 2004 through the distance mode in India. The School implemented a few 

innovative strategies for making these engineering programmes popular among the society for 

example introduced of various managerial innovations; curriculum was totally revamped to 

ensure relevance to today‘s industry needs, and implemented use electronic media such as e-mail 

and Internet in its Programmes to support the students and study centers. This is the first technical 

academic programme in India offered with Internet-based Learning methodology. Now every 

year student enrolment is increasing; from 2,000 students in 2004 to about 10,000 students in 

2008. All over the state of Maharashtra, about 186-248 counselors at 62 different study centers, 

offer academic support to these students, distributed over 0.3 million km2 (about 800 km north-

south and 600 km east-west). 

Though these programmes are running well and getting student enrollment, School could not 

equip counselors of these engineering programmes by giving proper orientation/ training about 

counseling. 

Hence, there is a need to train counselors to improve their skills so that they could utilize face-to-

face counseling time for effective counseling.  

Need for Research 

Distance education system makes use of counseling in place of teaching to impart various 

educational programmes and the course. Although the self-instructional study material along with 

the audio-video support is provided, one can not eliminate the need of ―human support‖ in 

distance education.   

Those who work for distance education system belong to basically conventional system of 

education. Counselors working in ODES are basically faculties working in conventional system. 

For them, concept of ODES, its philosophy, counseling, how to provide better and effective 

counseling all these aspects are new. They know teaching very well but may not be aware about 

counseling. Hence proper training is required to those who are part and parcel of ODES. 
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The researcher feels that the field of counselor‘s training about counseling has significantly large 

potential yet to be carefully explored. It is hence essential to better support, train and equips the 

counselors for the job of counseling in a Distance Learning environment by giving those 

additional learning inputs and by observing methods of counseling at their study centers. 

Role of Students and Counselor 

Role of Student 

The primary role of the student is to learn. Under the best of circumstances, this challenging task 

requires motivation, planning, and the ability to analyze and apply the information being taught. 

In a distance education setting, the process of student learning is more complex for several 

reasons (Schuemer, 1993). 

There are several reasons for taking courses and drop-out reasons of the distant students.  

Reasons for taking admission in ODES are to: 

1. Obtain a degree for social status 

2. Qualify for a better job 

3. Qualify for  promotion 

4. Satisfy the conditions of employer 

5. Broaden their education 

Reasons for drop-out in ODES are: 

1. Problems related to age, other studies, jobs/self-employment, family, health, etc 

2. Lack of motivation, feeling of isolation.  

3. Lack of immediate support services, rigidity in the system.  

4. Poor quality of instruction by the counselor.  

5. Unskilled counselor and poor quality of learning material. 

Teaching and learning at a distance is demanding. However, learning will be more meaningful 

and ―deeper‖ for distant students if the students and their instructor share responsibility for 

developing learning goals and objectives; actively interacting with other students; promoting 

reflection on experience; relating new information to examples that make sense to learners; 

maintaining self-esteem; and evaluating what is being learned. This is the challenge and the 

opportunity provided by distance education.  

Role of Counselor 

The role of the counselor is to facilitate the process among all the students, provide all kinds of 

resource and act as a resource himself in the classroom. Lastly the role of counselor is that of 

researcher and learner with much to contribute in terms of appropriate knowledge and abilities, 

actual and observed experience of nature learning and organizational capacities. Counseling is 

much more difficult and different than teaching. Some experts say counseling is a difficult task. 

The good teacher may not be a good counselor. Counseling is a technique. The counselor should 

first of all learn this technique. More illustrations and exhaustive thinking is required to practice 

the counseling on the students. Counseling is the backbone of the distance education system and 

is one of the strong and important elements of student support services.  

The counselor is like a teacher in a conventional system. But actually there is a drastic difference 

in teaching and counseling. It has been experienced that a good teacher may not be a good 
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counselor. Apart from content delivery, a counselor needs many more skills than a teacher needs 

for his job of teaching. In that sense, the term ―counselor‖ is much broader and more meaningful.  

The success of the distance education mostly depends on the counselor and his job i.e. 

counseling. Better quality counseling helps the student not only during his/her course of study but 

even in his future career. The role of counselor and counseling is of prime importance and needs 

careful attention. He/ she is the key person who can bridge the gap between the students and the 

system. Certain efforts have to be made to develop various skills and the attitude required for 

better counseling in distance education.  

Objective and Sample for Research Work 

This research study was designed to assess the counselor‘s questionnaire about training on the 

―Generic Module on Counseling‖  

YCMOU offers this Electronics Engineering Programme through distance mode through the 

network of 33 recognized Study Centers spread in 8 Regions of Maharashtra as on March 2006.  

By a sampling method, researchers selected a total of 17 study centers scattered in Mumbai, 

Nashik and Nagpur Regions of Maharashtra to examine the counselor‘s feedback about 

counseling. This sample is about 51.5% of the total population of about 33 study centers.  

Research Methodology  

This research was conducted on a sample of counselors for Engineering Programmes selected 

from three regions. Training was imparted through the ‗Multimedia Module‘ developed by the 

researcher. With this module counselor were given necessary knowledge and skills required 

during real face-to-face counseling.   

The researcher followed standard practice for multimedia content and script development for this 

multimedia module. Content was edited by a subject expert and a distance educator. The content 

was suitably modified as suggested by the experts before the final recording of each module. 

This multimedia module was developed in ―Camtasia Studio‖, and authoring tool designed 

specially for audio-video recording. The developed project is played in Windows Media Player. 

This software is freely and easily available on web. Therefore the multi-media CD developed in 

Windows Media Audio/Video file is very easy to play on a computer system. 

The researcher conducted three workshops at Nagpur, Mumbai and Nashik for the approved 

counselors of B.Tech. Electronics and Mechanical Engineering Programmes. 

A well-structured feedback questionnaire was prepared to collect qualitative responses about this 

module. Accuracy of collected feedback was validated and confirmed during personal interaction. 

This collected data was analyzed to provide the comments, judgments and suggestions. 

Tools Used 

Following instruments or tools were used in this research. 

1. CD based multimedia module 

2. Workshops 

3. Questionnaire  

Development of Research Tools 

A well-structured feedback questionnaire was developed to collect general information on the 

profile of each counselor and about the impact of each counselor‘s training on ODES. Accuracy 
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of collected feedback was validated and confirmed during personal interaction. This collected 

data was analyzed to provide comments, judgments and suggestions. 

Details of questionnaire designed for the counselors are as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Design of questionnaire for Counselors 

Title of Questionnaire Type of Questions 

General Specific 

Questionnaire about Generic Module on ―Counseling for 

the Counselors in ODES‖ 

08 Nos 30 Nos 

 

Steps followed for Development of Training Module 

The development process of the multimedia module consists of following important steps. All the 

steps were followed carefully. 

1. Content outline of each module 

2. Objectives for each module 

3. Script writing for as per the topics 

4. Review and modifications 

5. Content editing for each module by the content and distance educator 

6. Modifications as suggested by experts 

7. Final script  

8. PowerPoint preparation for each module 

9. Screen design and points highlighted on the screen 

10. Preparation figures, pictures, tables, charts in power point or its scanning 

11. Power point module with notes ready for each module 

12. Recording of each module with Camtasia Studio authoring tool 

13. Editing of audio files 

14. Insertion of video files 

15. Vetting and modifications of each module   

16. Creation of final Windows Media Audio Video file  

17. Use of each developed module in training workshops for counselors 

1 September 2008 © Sunanda More, YCMOU. All Rights Reserved. 1989-2006 2

Objectives

Compare Open & Distance Education System with 

Conventional Education System

Explain the term counselling and its type

Differentiate between teaching and counselling

Describe objectives of counselling

List out various methods of counselling

Discuss qualities, skills and roles of a good counsellor

Discuss benefits from face-to-face counselling

Discuss various techniques and tools for counselling
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Development of Generic Module on Counseling  

This generic module is developed for the following objectives. This module is basically useful to 

all the counselors associated with the distance education. Sample of screen is shown above. 

Brief overview of the content covered in this generic module on counseling is as follows. 

Content Outline of Generic Module on Counseling 

 About Type of Education  

o Formal, Non-formal and Informal Education 

 Paradigm Shift in Education  

 Concepts in Education 

o Correspondence, Distance and Open Education 

 About Open and Distance Education System (ODES) 

o Evolution of Open and Distance Education 

o Growth of Open Universities 

o Features of Open and Distance Education 

o Learner Support in ODES 

o Comparison of ODES and Conventional Education System 

 About Counseling 

o Definitions of Counseling and its Description 

o Activities during Counseling 

o Difference between Teaching and Counseling 

o Characteristics of Distant Learner 

o Types of Counseling 

 Counseling Cycle 

 Objectives of Counseling 

 Counselors 

o Basic Qualities of Counselor 

o Personal Qualities of Counselor 

o Skills of Counselor   

o Roles of Counselor 

o Pre-Counseling Activities 

 Methods of Counseling 

o Classification of Counseling 

 Benefits from F-F Counseling 

 Teaching Tools for F-F Counseling 

 Teaching Strategies for F-F Counseling 

 Summary 
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Analysis of Collected Data 

Counselors were trained in three different workshops for the proper implementation of both the 

methods of counseling before collecting the well structured feedback. Accuracy of the collected 

feedback was validated and confirmed during personal interactions. This data was analyzed using 

advanced statistical methods and T-test to ensure high accuracy in data analysis.  

Data Analysis of Counselor’s Feedback 

Profile of Counselors 

Profile of counselors who participated in three different workshops conducted by researcher for 

the counselors are as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Profile of counselors participated in training 

Item Workshop 1 Workshop 2 Workshop 3 Total % 

Place of Training Mumbai Nagpur at Nashik 3 Nos  

No of Counselors 25 29 29 83 100% 

Male 19 22 28 69 83% 

Female 6 7 1 14 17% 

Post Graduate 6 11 18 35 42% 

Under Graduate 19 18 11 48 58% 

SC Head or  

Coordinator 

6 5 14 25 30% 

Counselor 19 24 15 58 70% 

Polytechnic 20 12 7 39 47% 

Engineering 

College 

2 12 19 33 40% 

Other 3 5 3 11 13% 

Upto 5 yrs 

Experience 

20 22 20 62 75% 

Above 5 yrs 

Experience 

5 7 9 21 25% 

 

A total of 83 Counselors attended training on the ―Basic Module on Counseling‖; 83% were male 

and 17% were female counselors. About 58% counselors had Undergraduate qualification and 

42% had Postgraduate qualification in their discipline. In training, 30% had additional 

responsibility like Study Centre Head or Coordinator and 70% were counselors. 47% of 

counselors were associated with polytechnics, 40% with engineering colleges and 13% were 

associated with other types of study centres. 75% of counselors had 0 to 5 years of educational or 

industrial or professional experience and only 25% of counselors had more than 5 years 

experience. Graphical presentation of the profile of counselors who participated in three different 

workshops are shown below. 
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Fig 1: Classification on the basis of gender 
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Fig 2: Classification on the basis of qualification 
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Fig 3: Classification on the basis of position 

 

  

Fig 4: Classification on the basis of SC Category 
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Fig 5: Classification on the basis of counselor’s experience 
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Generic Module on “Counseling for the Counselors in ODES” 

A total 30 questions were asked on the content covered in the Generic Module on ―Counseling for 

the Counselors in ODES.‖ A total 83 counselors participated in three different training cum 

orientation workshops. The generic Module on ―Counseling for the Counselors in ODES‖ was 

played during the workshop, this questionnaire was circulated and at the end, counselors 

submitted their feedback. 

The responses for each statement were on 5-point scale as Strongly Agree, Agree, Strongly 

Disagree, Disagree and No Opinion. From these responses,the responses for Strongly Agree and 

Agree were clubbed together to Strongly Agree (SA). Similarly, the responses for Strongly 

Disagree and Disagree were clubbed together to Strongly Disagree (DA). Since the responses for 

‗No Opinion‘ was negligible, it was ignored. Details of Questions, responses and percentage for 

each question are shown in Table 3. 

Table 3 (a) 

Responses of Counselor 

Q 1: ODES is mixed-mode design of formal, non-formal and informal type of education.  

Q 2: ODES is flexible, open and learner-centric education system. 

Q 3: Counseling means to help, guide and support learners to solve their difficulties.  

Q 4: Counselor should talk more during counseling session.  

Q 5: There is no difference between Counseling and Teaching.  

Q 6: Counseling means Tutoring and Non-academic Counseling.  

Q 7: The job of the counselor is to evaluate learner’s progress and provide feedback. 

Q 8: Objectives of counseling are to master the learner in course content and improve their 

skills by expanding knowledge. 

Q 9: During counseling, the whole syllabus shall be taught by the counselor. 

Q 10: Advance planning and scheduling for counseling helps learners and counselor.  

Responses Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q10 

SA 95% 98% 100% 52% 28% 63% 95% 98% 52% 97% 

SD 3% - - 43% 67% 26% 1% 1% 41% 3% 
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Fig 6 (a): Responses of counselor 
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Table 3 (b)  

Responses of counselor 

Q 11: Use of new technology during counseling is prohibited. 

Q 12: Any well-qualified and experienced person having faith and positive attitude about 

ODES philosophy can function as a Counselor. 

Q 13: Face-to-face counseling in a classroom is an asynchronous method of counseling. 

Q 14: To motivate learner for self-learning is one of the objective of counseling. 

Q 15: Counselor should not be genuine for the learner’s difficulties about the course, 

curriculum, and evaluation. 

Q 16: Counselor mostly has to deal with learners’ feelings and generally have to work on an 

affective level.  

Q 17: During Counseling, learner should talk more with the counselor and among the 

learners to solve their difficulties. 

Q 18: Discussion on the topics shall be avoided during counseling. 

Q 19: Use of humor during the counseling can help the learners to regain.  

Q 20: Counselor shall have good communication, listening and monitoring skill for 

counseling.  

Responses Q11 Q12 Q13 Q14 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q18 Q19 Q20 

SA 17% 89% 55% 96% 19% 87% 91% 18% 87% 100% 

SD 79% 5% 37% - 73% 8% 8% 75% 2% - 
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Fig 6 (b): Responses of counselor 
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Table 3 (c) 

Responses of Counselor 

Q 21: As per the course content, counselor shall decide strategy for counseling. 

Q 22: Counselor shall not use various methods for counseling.  

Q 23: Most of the time distant learners are adult and have previous experience. 

Q 24: During face-to-face counseling learner gets direct and clear knowledge from the 

counselor. 

Q 25: Learner gets psychological and emotional support during face-to-face 

counseling. 

Q 26: During face-to-face counseling, interaction and learning environment motivates 

the learner.  

Q 27: Group learning strategy and model demonstration enhances learning of the 

learner. 

Q 28: Computerized LCD Presentation saves lot of time and energy of counselor and 

learners. 

Q 29: During counseling session, presentation by each group of learner builds 

confidence and knowledge of the learners. 

Q 30: Learners should not ask questions during face-to-face counseling. 

Responses Q21 Q22 Q23 Q24 Q25 Q26 Q27 Q28 Q29 Q30 

SA 99% 17% 82% 87% 91% 87% 99% 92% 98% 11% 

SD 1% 77% 11% 8% 4% 8% 1% 2% - 85% 
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Fig 6 (c): Responses of counselor 

 

From these Tables and Figures, it is clear that. on average. more than 95% of the 

counselors have positive opinions about the counseling in ODES. They could get 

through knowledge about ODES and its philosophy and the difference between 

Distance Education and Open Learning. They understand learning needs of 

heterogeneous group of learner. Their ideas and concepts about how to conduct 

counseling better are clear. They could recognize the difference between teaching 

and counseling. They were aware about different skills and methods required for 

counseling.  



International Journal of Instructional Technology and Distance Learning 

September 2008                    Vol. 5. No. 9. 46 

Conclusions 

 From the selected sample of counselor’s feedback analysis, it was concluded 

that the training imparted through ‘Generic Module on Counseling’ was 

effective. Counselors could receive knowledge and skills about counseling. 

 Though counselors were highly qualified and experienced in Engineering 

discipline, they were aware of only a few things about ODES. They could 

understand concepts and ideas about ODES and how to conduct counseling 

with various skills and methods very well when exposed to this training.  

 Counselors suggested conducting this type of training programmes regularly 

for the counselors and also for students.  

Scope and Limitations of the Study 

This research is focused only on the counselors of B. Tech. in Electronics and Mechanical 

Engineering Programmes of YCMOU. 

Training is imparted only through multimedia module developed by the researcher. 

However.  this study is beneficial to almost all Open and Distance Learning Institutes and 

Universities in India. The inferences of this research may greatly enhance and bring better quality 

counseling with better methods to enhance learning.  
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Editor’s Note: This paper synthesizes a diverse body of research and praxis. It challenges instructors to 

find best practices for their subject matter, teaching style, and student needs. Seemingly trivial findings such 
as “distance learners tend to be attracted to distance education methods” become part of design concepts 
and causal relationships. Compare these ideas with your own teaching and pedagogy, particularly 
statements like” most online students are independent style learners, in contrast to classroom learners who 
are more dependant or collaborative.”  
 

You Can’t Teach That Online 
a Proposal for Consistency 

Eric J. Schmieder 
USA 

Abstract 

You can‘t teach that online! There are many published papers in the field of distance learning that 

accent the differences between online instruction and traditional face-to-face instruction methods. 

While illustrating the differences, it is often stated that online courses are suitable for certain 

types of courses, but not for all types of courses. This paper is the culmination of an extensive 

literature review process and intends to accomplish the following goals: to suggest the hypothesis 

that any course that can be taught in a traditional face-to-face classroom can be effectively taught 

online; to review some of the key trends in distance education as found in the published literature; 

to review student and teacher benefits and challenges related to online learning; to review some 

of the documented arguments about which classes are not suitable for online instruction; to 

suggest a method for online instruction that enables instructors to teach any traditional class 

effectively in an online environment; and finally to discuss future opportunities for research in 

this field. 

Keywords: Online learning, distance education, teaching methods, pedagogy, course development, virtual 

classrooms, web-based instruction, teaching online, online courses, student retention, online education, 

course management, teaching styles. 

Introduction 

Online education is being integrated in to the curriculum structure of many educational 

institutions (Abromitis, 2002) and with that integration threatening the traditional class structure 

and laden with numerous arguments of poor quality and insufficient standards for online courses, 

we find many traditional students and faculty claiming, ―You can‘t teach that online‖. Despite 

this claim, online courses are developed and released nearly daily at institutions around the world 

(Natale II, 2002). 

The problem with many of the courses developed, especially those that are produced in mass 

quantity is that they lack the focus of traditional course development, because the online course 

development process frequently ignores the question ―What do we want our students to be able to 

do at the end of our course?‖ (Wong, Greenhalgh, Russell, Boynton, & Toon, 2003). Without this 

focus and target outcome definition as part of the process, traditional instructors and institutions 

are forced to ―question the suitability of certain courses being online‖ (Hirschheim, 2005). Some 

research claims that a subset of traditional courses are not appropriate for online delivery, with 

specific concerns about instructor‘s teaching methods and student‘s learning styles affecting this 

claim (Wong, Greenhalgh, Russell, Boynton, & Toon, 2003). This paper aims to present the 

assumption that teaching methods and student learning styles are not dictated by the delivery 

method, but rather that teaching is a process that supersedes the method of delivery. 

Hentea, Shea, and Pennington provided an effective definition of the broader concept of teaching 

as ―a process that aims to increase or improve knowledge, skills, attitudes, and/or behaviors in a 
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person to accomplish a variety of goals and generally focuses on the personal growth of the 

learner‖ (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003). Assuming this definition as accurate in describing 

the teaching process, is there really any difference between teaching online versus teaching in a 

face-to-face classroom as suggested in several discussions of the topic (Bailey & Luetkehans, 

1998)? The author believes that the only difference is in the methods used to convey those 

―knowledge, skills, attitudes, and/or behaviors‖ contributing to the growth of the learner. 

Assuming these opinions and definitions to be true and that the learning process invoked through 

teaching methods, whether online or in traditional face-to-face environments, is the same 

conveyance of knowledge, why do some schools or universities maintain different standards for 

the two delivery methods (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003)? As noted by Kamberg‘s research, 

there are many similarities between the two methods, ―students in online programs have books, 

professors, classmates, tests and finals‖, and one minor difference, ―the whole class doesn‘t have 

to be online at the same time‖ (Kamberg, 2007). Online courses may even have the same books, 

the same professors, the same classmates, and the same tests and finals as their traditional 

counterpart, so should the two sections be treated differently? 

Students in online courses often receive instruction in different ways, but they still expect a level 

of interaction and engagement in the material, both with the instructor and fellow students. For 

some, due to their personal experiences of highly interactive video games and other multimedia 

experiences, there may be an increased expectation for interaction and engagement in the online 

classroom. The traditional online course design, one laden with large amounts of text, resembling 

an independent correspondence course, does little to meet this expectation or student need 

(Crawford, 2006). Incorporating tools that encourage interaction among students in online 

classes, thereby fostering learning communities, gives students ―simultaneous access to the work 

of others to provide comparative models and opportunities to appropriate ideas more advanced 

than they might think of on their own‖ (Saldivar, 2005). Students in online classes expect to 

receive the same core knowledge as their traditional counterparts, but for various reasons find the 

online method more convenient or appealing. However, very few base this choice on a desire to 

avoid the classroom (Aman & Shirvani, 2006). As a result, online instructors must still teach in 

ways that are familiar and accepted. 

Purpose of Study 

Studies indicate that ―online students are missing something that the classroom students are not‖ 

(Ury, 2004) and most of what is missing in the online classes, as identified by research, is 

educational quality (Hirschheim, 2005). This loss is due primarily to a lack of focus on the goals 

for student learning outcomes during the course development process (Wong, Greenhalgh, 

Russell, Boynton, & Toon, 2003). Online students are often left defining their own outcomes and 

goals for a course and pursuing them based on the information provided in electronic form. 

According to one study, ―distance education is just a high-tech and more responsive form of 

correspondence study, relying predominantly on test‖ (Natale II, 2002). 

It is true that online education opens opportunities to integrate technology into the course design 

in different ways, and many online students expect or even demand these technical aspects, 

however, ―a high tech façade is not a substitute for the rigorous application of established 

pedagogical principles (such as setting clear objectives, promoting active learning and so on) to 

the online environment‖ (Wong, Greenhalgh, Russell, Boynton, & Toon, 2003). Online courses 

must be structured in similar fashion to their traditional counterparts with organized class 

schedules, assignments designed with ample time and resources for completion, and tasks that are 

not too easy or too hard to ensure a successful learning experience (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 

2003). Clear expectations are critical to student success and retention as suggested by Crawford‘s 

research noting, ―The reason most often reported by high school counselors to virtual high school 
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teachers for students dropping a course and becoming non-completers has been that the course 

was not what students had expected‖ (Crawford, 2006). 

Another claim of opponents to distance learning is that online courses lack ―the human dimension 

of group interaction‖ (Natale II, 2002). Group interaction through online learning communities 

provides opportunities for students to collaborate, share ideas, compare their results to those of 

others and as a result produce stronger outcomes (Saldivar, 2005), but interaction with other 

students is only part of the equation. Students need and prefer direct interaction with the teacher 

regarding the course material to foster learning (Saldivar, 2005). Interaction with the teacher or 

fellow students can be accomplished in a variety of ways in an online classroom, including email, 

bulletin boards, chat rooms, phone calls, and video conferencing. When these methods are 

implemented in the online classroom higher completion rates are attained as compared to a 

documented 25 percent completion rate in strictly self-paced courses (Osberg, 2002). Such 

interaction among students and with instructors of online courses reduces the distance in this form 

of distance education by fostering a community of online learners within the course environment 

this reduces the barriers of time and space (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003). 

The purpose of this study is to understand the current trends, benefits, and challenges of online 

learning environments as documented in research literature in order to reduce the risk of 

dissatisfaction with online learning. Methods will be proposed for teaching traditional courses 

online in a way that does not lack quality or purpose (Natale II, 2002). To accomplish this 

purpose, the author has taken the approach of a comprehensive literature review to ―explore the 

reasons for the differences in the results and determine what the body of research, taken as a 

whole, reveals and does not reveal about the topic‖ (Angelino, Williams, & Natvig, 2007). 

Background and Literature Review 

Key Trends in Distance Education 

The growth of distance education and online learning in the last decade is staggering as illustrated 

by the research. For distance education as a whole the growth was identified and projected in the 

late 1990‘s with ―an estimated 1,363,670 students enrolled in college-level, credit-granting 

distance education courses in 1997-98‖ and ―an estimated 2,876,000‖ by 2000-2001 (Angelino, 

Williams, & Natvig, 2007). In 2002 the number of students enrolled in at least one online course 

was an estimated 1.6 million with an estimated 578,000 taking all of their courses online (Funk, 

2005). By 2005 this number had been increased to 1.2 million (Kamberg, 2007), and increased 

again to an estimated 3 million just a year later (Picciano, 2006). This represents ―close to 20 

percent of the total higher education student population‖ (Picciano, 2006).  

In a study conducted in 2004, ―50% of the online students would have preferred a traditional 

format‖ (Ury, 2004). One of the key reasons for this trend towards traditional classroom format is 

the level of interaction between students and the instructor. ―There seems to be an overwhelming 

tendency among students to prefer a direct active interaction between the student and the teacher 

and the material being discussed‖ (Saldivar, 2005). It is important that students feel their 

instructor is active in the class and accessible through email, by telephone, or with virtual office 

hours that simulate the contact students would expect from a traditional face-to-face environment 

(Osberg, 2002). 

As broadband Internet service becomes more readily accessible, even in rural areas, online 

education can better emulate the traditional learning experience with  ―rich media, including 

online video, live chat sessions with peers and professors, and live audio to create a quality 

learning experience for their students‖ (Kamberg, 2007). Surprisingly, likely caused by the 

tendency of online courses to avoid implementation of these technologies, students who began 

using digital devices earlier in life and played video games frequently were less likely to 
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complete an online course (Crawford, 2006). To cater to such a market, it is important that online 

courses are developed in a way to engage these learners. 

There is no specific profile of an online student, nor their desires for how the technology 

functions that can simply be applied to all online courses, but the same can be said for traditional 

students; however some preferences and trends do exist. ―In a report of a study about online 

education in Education Daily by Alana Keynes (2002), adult students who have children and who 

attend two-year colleges are more likely to take distance education classes‖ (Funk, 2005). These 

students appreciate and value the flexibility of schedule provided by online courses. Men and 

women also expect different things from technology in general. According to research, ―women 

ask technology for flexibility but…men ask it for speed‖ (Aman & Shirvani, 2006). Regardless of 

the expectations of the students, the assumption exists throughout literature that ―most online 

students are independent style learners, in contrast to classroom learners, who are more dependent 

and collaborative‖ (Funk, 2005), thereby shifting the role of the educator from deliverer to guide 

giving students greater independence and ownership of their own learning process (Hardin, 

2004). 

Even though independent learners tend to be attracted to distance education methods, they do not 

reject guidance from instructors in the learning process (Holmberg, 1989). Knowledge, cannot be 

created in isolation, but rather is created through communication with others and the sharing of 

ideas. Knowledge can be transmitted from one person to another, but individual knowing is the 

result of the interpretation of that knowledge communicated (Dennen & Paulus, 2005). In many 

cases, traditional instructors find the need to communicate lessons differently than they are 

presented in a text book or other source, or to encourage peer communication to foster this 

understanding. This same principal should exist in online environments as well. Studies show that 

―students using computer-mediated, collaborative, Web-based learning perform significantly 

better than the students using only Web-based learning methods‖ (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 

2003). In general, there is ―no significant difference in achievement and satisfaction between 

students in distance education classes and traditional modes of delivery‖ (Hirschheim, 2005). 

Another key trend evident in the literature review is the claim that attrition rates in distance 

education are higher than that of traditional classroom environments, even as great as 10-20% 

(Angelino, Williams, & Natvig, 2007). According to Hislop and Ellis, traditional students took a 

higher average number of courses before quitting than distance students and overall retention for 

the on-campus students was moderately higher than that of the distance students (Hislop & Ellis, 

2006). According to Osberg, the structure of the course can impact attrition rates finding that 

―only 25 percent of employees finish e-learning courses when they‘re strictly self-paced; the 

completion rate is higher when learners are expected to communicate via email, bulletin boards, 

chat rooms, or phone calls‖ (Osberg, 2002). Another study claims that ―84% of students complete 

the online courses in which they are enrolled‖ (Dianis, 2004). Hislop and Ellis noted additional 

findings indicating ―a trend toward a higher graduation rate for the distance students combined 

with a higher retention rate for the on-campus students. These contrasting trends were created by 

a significantly earlier departure from the program by distance students who quit‖ (Hislop & Ellis, 

2006). 

Benefits of Online Learning Environments 

Online courses offer a wide array of benefits to students and teachers including ―flexibility with 

no loss of performance‖ (Ury, 2004). Offering ―freedom from space and time constraints, 

increased interactivity, improved delivery of multimedia, broadened curricula, and personalized 

learning‖ (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003), online courses allow students to learn material in 

innovative ways, at their convenience day or night during the course term. 
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In addition to flexibility of schedule, students have multiple avenues for enhancing 

communication with faculty and peers. ―Students agreed that seven of the nine functions provided 

by the web-based online course management system enhanced their learning: private email 

(92.3%), calendaring (88.5%), course notes (88.5%), discussion forums (84.5%), online grades 

(84.5%), assignment descriptions (80.8%), and online quizzes (80.8%)‖ (Green, van Gyn, Moehr, 

Lau, & Coward, 2004). Additionally, in a recent study, tutor-supported online discussions were 

―consistently identified by students as contributing significantly to their active learning‖  (Wong, 

Greenhalgh, Russell, Boynton, & Toon, 2003). The key to active learning in the online 

environment is student interaction, both with the teacher and other students (Wong, Greenhalgh, 

Russell, Boynton, & Toon, 2003). Research shows that student performance is also positively 

impacted by the incorporation of computer-mediated, collaborative tools in the online classroom 

over online class environments that do not employ such tools (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 

2003). 

While the students can benefit from a more collaborative environment, the instructor cannot 

simply let the course run by itself as ―students expect the instructor to be a presence within online 

courses‖ (Saldivar, 2005). In online classes, however, there is a significant decrease in instructor-

driven communication with indication ―that instructors talk 90 percent or more of the time in the 

classroom, whereas online instructors post fewer than 10 percent of the comments‖ (Hardin, 

2004). The online format encourages participation and communication between students and 

teachers because there are no time constraints limiting questions to a select few students as in a 

traditional, face-to-face environment (Hardin, 2004). As Kamberg stated, ―In an online 

classroom, no one can sit in the back of the room and hide‖ (Kamberg, 2007). 

Instructors also have greater benefits in efficient use of time for future offerings of online courses 

than with traditional face-to-face offerings. Although the initial development of an online course 

can demand more instructor time, especially those who are building familiarity with the course 

development tools, subsequent offerings of the same course require as little, and sometimes less 

time than traditional courses due to the reuse of much of the developed content (Gill, 2005). As 

instructors re-offer their online courses, less time is spent in development and more time can be 

committed to communication with the students and class management processes. 

Challenges of Online Learning Environments 

The biggest challenge in delivering online courses is to ensure that students don‘t feel as though 

they ―‗missed out‘ educationally because they took an Internet class‖ as was reported by 74% of 

the students in the Hirschheim study (Hirschheim, 2005). Unfortunately, not all online courses are 

able to effectively deliver the benefits listed in the previous section. Instead courses are often 

under-developed or under-delivered due to issues like ―lack of staff training and support, 

inadequate course design, lack of software, improper use of emerging technologies, inappropriate 

student selection, and flawed assessment methods‖ (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003). 

Another challenge in developing successful online learning environments is in the establishment 

of human interaction factors inherent to traditional face-to-face courses. Being physically 

separated from the other class members, distance learners may feel isolated, unsupported, and 

disconnected (Angelino, Williams, & Natvig, 2007). ―The loss of a personal touch points to a 

major difficulty with online courses‖ (Aman & Shirvani, 2006). Without this ―personal touch‖ 

online students may feel as though they are ―missing out‖ on part of the classroom experience 

(Ury, 2004). 

Ineffectively designed courses often rely heavily on text-based correspondence and independent 

study resulting in ―just a high-tech and more responsive form of correspondence study‖ (Natale 

II, 2002). In this case students are often unsure of the expectations set for them and develop 

anxiety resulting in negative views of online courses and a preference for traditional lecture-style 
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classes (Green, van Gyn, Moehr, Lau, & Coward, 2004). This dissatisfaction with the delivery 

method and unclear expectations leads to a greater number of non-completers and student drops 

(Crawford, 2006). In order to gain clarity, students resort to higher levels of interaction with the 

professor via email or other forms of communication making it sometimes overwhelming to the 

professor (Hirschheim, 2005). 

In addition to the feelings of confusion and isolation, students often criticize assignments, 

textbooks, hardware and software, and other elements of the online course (Hentea, Shea, & 

Pennington, 2003). These criticisms may be more symptoms of the larger issues of isolation and 

confusion. These feelings are directly related to a lack of communication among students in a 

typical online course as ―even those who have the means of communicating with others in their 

class via online chats or email may not receive any encouragement to do so‖ (Hentea, Shea, & 

Pennington, 2003). 

Online courses are often criticized for being lesser quality than traditional courses, despite their 

provision of convenience and flexibility (Grandon, Alshare, & Kwun, 2005). This is directly 

related to the trend of colleges to choose ―volume-oriented solutions that please the most 

individual customers, rather than quality-oriented solutions that will inevitably displease some 

individual customers‖ (Natale II, 2002). Online courses are often developed and re-run to 

capitalize fully on the potential benefit of time savings in subsequent offerings, but for quality 

purposes, courses need to be updated and renewed and faculty must be motivated to do so (Schell, 

2004). 

―Online courses can tend to make students more dependent on the computer for problem solving‖ 

(Hardin, 2004). Without the in-class discussions, professor and classmate views and perspectives, 

and other facets of traditional face-to-face instruction methods, students are reliant more on the 

computer to fill in the blanks (Hirschheim, 2005). As a result online courses begin to lend 

themselves more to a mass-marketed, pre-packaged product that minimizes the subject matter and 

encourages students to expect top grades with minimal effort and ability (Hirschheim, 2005). The 

lack of flexibility of most course management systems requires the use of supplemental 

technologies not necessarily available to all students (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003) and 

some critics of online learning note the lack of access to students without computers and the 

Internet as an additional barrier (Funk, 2005).  

Other technologies, such as streaming media may be limited by Internet connections and 

available bandwidth (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003) and although ―literature would suggest 

that a preference for graphics presentation of material in all students might be found,… the data 

[in Crawford‘s study] did not support this conclusion‖ (Crawford, 2006). Videoconferencing also 

requires greater amounts of bandwidth than typical Internet services provide (Hentea, Shea, & 

Pennington, 2003). 

―Perhaps the most controversial pedagogic issue associated with online learning environments is 

the nature of the class interaction‖ (Picciano, 2006). Knowing the limitations of the students 

regarding technology available for their independent efforts is important when structuring an 

online course. 

Social interaction among students is an important aspect of learning that is not always present nor 

promoted in the online learning environment (Grandon, Alshare, & Kwun, 2005). Without such 

interaction the spontaneity element of the lecture situation is lost (Hirschheim, 2005). Lecture 

situations lead students to think of questions, and the immediate availability of an instructor 

response encourages students to ask more questions in class (Hirschheim, 2005). Further, ―the 

flow of questions in a class allows a professor to adapt content and pace to the rate at which the 

students understand the material‖ (Hirschheim, 2005). This dialog nature of face-to-face classes is 

important to ensure that valuable feedback is provided to indicate whether learners have properly 
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understood the material presented (Osberg, 2002). Although online students do not have the 

immediate availability of the instructor for face-to-face communication, the expectation of 

availability when questions arise is still present in online learners and through email ―students 

now expect a professor to be available 24 hours a day‖ (Hirschheim, 2005).  

Technology-based innovation, such as online learning, is often perceived as lower quality by 

traditional academic environments (Wong, Greenhalgh, Russell, Boynton, & Toon, 2003). With a 

focus on retention of students, quality becomes a greater issue in the field of distance learning 

assuming that such ―quality (or lack of quality) of the product that has an impact on students‘ 

willingness to ‗stay the course‘‖ (Natale II, 2002). Education institutions should be cautious in 

their decisions regarding this delivery method to be sure that the immediate economic benefits do 

not cost them future market share and student retention by sacrificing quality in their online 

programs (Aman & Shirvani, 2006). 

You Can’t Teach That Online 

―Academics question the suitability of certain courses being online‖ (Hirschheim, 2005). The 

importance of human contact in the education process, limitations for those who don‘t have 

access to the Internet or computers, and the overall value of the education system are three 

reasons some educators discredit online learning (Funk, 2005). In Hirschheim‘s study, ―the 

elements of traditional university instruction affected in some way by online delivery, as 

identified by study participants, were: loss of lectures; loss of information delivered in visual and 

verbal formats; loss of a professor‘s views and perspectives; loss of classroom discussion; 

different type of access and relationship to the professor; loss of questions on course content; 

easier access to administrative information; increased level of group problems; an expectation 

that course work should be individual in nature, not group based; expectation that all reading 

materials be online; higher level of self-sufficient learning; and changes in student motivation‖ 

(Hirschheim, 2005). Students often find such missing features compensated by increased reading, 

exercises, and assignments in the online classroom while accommodating for lack of interaction, 

technology problems, and connection issues. With such challenges in the environment, ―it is 

much easier to fall behind in the online courses and a student must be self-motivated with a 

strong sense of personal responsibility and possess tremendous commitment to succeed in the 

online environment.‖ (Ury, 2004). Teachers are also faced with challenges in teaching certain 

classes online, such as hands-on chemistry or biology laboratory activities, as these activities are 

presented through simulation and not in person in an online learning environment (Picciano, 

2006). 

When students who would not take another class online were asked to identify why, the most 

common response was ―I prefer in-class instruction‖ (Aman & Shirvani, 2006). The reason in-

class instruction is preferred is for the group interaction perceived to be only available in that 

format and unavailable in a distance learning environment (Natale II, 2002). ―Adult learners need 

feedback to know whether they‘ve properly understood the material and mastered the skills‖ 

(Osberg, 2002). Feedback in a traditional classroom comes in many forms including social 

interaction that may not be directly related to the course content but lends to group process 

learning (Natale II, 2002). Wong, et. al.  claim that to effectively teach online, adaptations must 

be made to maintain the learning process and not all staff are capable of making these 

adjustments to their tutoring skills (Wong, Greenhalgh, Russell, Boynton, & Toon, 2003). In 

reality the only thing that requires change is the method of delivery, not the tutoring skills of the 

staff. Online courses are still the same course, ―the difference is that the whole class doesn‘t have 

to be online at the same time‖ (Kamberg, 2007). 

It is further assumed that online students are somehow different from classroom learners in that 

―most online students are independent style learners, in contrast to classroom learners, who are 
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more dependent and collaborative‖ (Funk, 2005). Differences are also cited that the nature of a 

traditional lecture environment encourages greater participation by students in the form of asking 

questions (Hirschheim, 2005). In contrast, ―survey results reported by several researchers indicate 

that online courses offer flexibility with no loss of performance‖ (Ury, 2004) and a number of 

studies show the two forms of delivery to be comparable (Picciano, 2006). 

Traditional learning positions students objectively in the learning process with the assessment 

based on how much of the material they are able to learn and demonstrate (Dennen & Paulus, 

2005). If online learning communities are to foster knowledge creation through collaboration 

among online students and faculty, ―there must be a significant change in how courses are 

presented and course materials selected. What works in the traditional class is not always as 

effective online as evidenced by several findings‖ (Hirschheim, 2005). In order to create an 

effective online learning community, communication opportunities must be readily available and 

information sharing should be encouraged (Osberg, 2002).  

Proposed Method for Online Instruction 

In order to increase retention of students and lower attrition in online classes, the students must be 

engaged in the learning process. ―Course dropout rates decrease when people who are learning 

the same subject engage‖ (Osberg, 2002). According to research, the two aspects of online 

courses to promote this active learning process are‖1) participating in structured, tutor-supported 

online discussions and 2) writing conventional essay-style assignments‖ (Wong, Greenhalgh, 

Russell, Boynton, & Toon, 2003). Students must be encouraged to use the communication tools 

available to them in the online classroom, whether by discussion board, online chat or email, 

students need to communicate with each other to promote a sense of community and reduce the 

feelings of isolation and confusion that come from being disconnected in an online class (Hentea, 

Shea, & Pennington, 2003). Simply put, ―Require that students interact with the materials, their 

classmates and you‖ (Hardin, 2004). By doing so, learning will occur more freely and through 

interaction will be more effective (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003). 

As the instructor, step back. By giving students the opportunity to respond to each other, rather 

than providing all of the answers immediately as the instructor, knowledge is constructed through 

the learning process, rather than simply being delivered (Hardin, 2004). ―The learner-centered 

approach ‗demands more active forms of classroom instruction that engage the student in the 

process of learning and that rely on student input for shaping instructional objectives‘‖ (Angelino, 

Williams, & Natvig, 2007). By providing opportunities for student-to-student interaction and 

communication, social interaction and group processes, valuable in face-to-face teaching, can be 

established in the online environment (Natale II, 2002). Establish opportunities for students to 

communicate in real-time through synchronous activities, such as chat sessions, that are topic 

focused and part of the overall learning experience (Saldivar, 2005). By integrating 

communication tools (i.e. chat sessions, threaded discussions, and virtual classrooms) into the 

learning community, learner interaction and feedback systems are fostered and e-learners are 

encouraged to stay online and active in the class (Osberg, 2002). 

Step back doesn’t mean step out. As the instructor it is your job to be available for students and 

students expect you to maintain a presence in the online classroom (Saldivar, 2005).You can be 

part of the discussion without dominating the discussion. Students will not develop 

communication channels among themselves if the instructor always provides the answer, but 

valuable ―discussions with instructors and other learners increase the likelihood that an online 

course will be completed—and knowledge will be retained‖ (Osberg, 2002). To encourage 

understanding beyond basic comprehension, ―ask questions that require application, analysis, 

synthesis and evaluation‖ and ―help students construct knowledge, not simply transmit 

information‖ (Hardin, 2004). Your input as an instructor to the discussion can help to clarify, 

redirect, encourage, and maintain productive lines of student-based communication channels. 
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Use the tools effectively and remember the purpose for their use. ―Distance educators must 

incorporate ways to establish and maintain community among distance learners into the design of 

their courses; technology should be a tool to facilitate interaction, reduce the barriers of time and 

space, and therefore foster community‖ (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003). Feedback from 

students in online classrooms is different from that in a traditional environment and ,with the 

exception of videoconferencing methods, facial expressions and other body language, feedback is 

unavailable online, however, valid and timely feedback is necessary to ensure that students are 

learning (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003). Saldivar went into great detail in his 2005 article, 

―Chat Transcripts: Once the Chat is Over, is it Really Over?‖ about how chat session logs can be 

used to reinforce the learning that takes place in a chat session by guiding, teaching, elaborating, 

and making students realize that what they say can be important (Saldivar, 2005). Regardless of 

the tools used in your online classroom, be sure that the technical aspects do not ―substitute for 

the rigorous application of established pedagogical principles (such as setting clear objectives, 

promoting active learning and so on) to the online environment‖ (Wong, Greenhalgh, Russell, 

Boynton, & Toon, 2003). 

Learning online should not be any different than learning in a classroom. ―The concept of a 

learning community in a virtual environment may be seen to be aligned with the way people learn 

and interact in the physical world‖ (Sheard, 2004) and therefore must cater to different types of 

learners by employing a variety of teaching styles (Aman & Shirvani, 2006). The right way to 

teach your traditional course is probably still the right way to teach your online course. If you 

have fully developed an effective, high-quality curriculum for your traditional course, find ways 

to integrate that same curriculum into the online instruction model (Ury, 2004). Due to the 

asynchronous nature of online learning, it is important that instructors ‖organize the delivery of 

content as well as anticipate things that might go wrong and plan ahead accordingly‖ (Picciano, 

2006) to reduce frustrations and problems that would be otherwise handled in a face-to-face 

classroom. Traditional lesson plans are based on targeted skills and clearly stated objectives, 

online courses should be as well (Bailey & Luetkehans, 1998). Online instruction (as with 

traditional instruction) requires time, effort and planning, all of which are common criticisms 

from instructors in moving their classes online, but ―we should focus our efforts on meeting the 

needs of the learner; not on what is easy to deliver‖ (Angelino, Williams, & Natvig, 2007). 

Just because the learning stays the same, doesn’t mean the delivery can. ―Technical 

components must be combined with instructional knowledge in order to produce DLEs [(distance 

learning environments)] that achieve the twin standards of success: learning improvement for 

student users, and cost effectiveness, in terms of time and effort for instructors and funds 

expended for administrators‖ (Champeny, et al., 2004). If there is a better way to deliver the 

content, change the delivery method. Many students choose online learning for the conveniences 

and technology-based enhancements that this method brings to the education process. ―Courses 

that are ‗data dumps‘ of old lecture notes scanned or word-processed into Web pages will suffer 

from lack of student interest and poor student reviews‖ (Abromitis, 2002). Lecture can still be 

delivered, but in ways that build a participative environment for students and teaching staff 

(Sheard, 2004) that uses the technology available to maintain the interests that students have in 

the traditional lecture format. Lectures can be delivered through chat sessions, recorded videos, or 

live videoconference sessions, but regardless, they should engage the students in the learning 

process, not the technology, (Hardin, 2004) while meeting the students‘ expectations of high 

quality online learning experiences (Grandon, Alshare, & Kwun, 2005). 

Manage your classroom and maintain quality in teaching. ―The role of the educator…has 

traditionally been the owner and deliverer of the knowledge, now his role is shifting to a guide 

and facilitator…to give the students ownership in their own learning process‖ (Hardin, 2004). 

Online learning environments provide less opportunity for direct synchronous delivery of 
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knowledge to students than traditional face-to-face classrooms, but as mentioned earlier, students 

are provided the opportunity for knowledge creation through an online learning community and 

interaction with peers and teachers in other ways. The convenience of the online learning 

environment, one of the noted benefits of the method, should not offset the quality of teaching 

conducted in the online classroom (Grandon, Alshare, & Kwun, 2005). Deadlines, due dates, and 

quality assignments that encourage students to do more than simply re-state facts all aid in the 

development of quality forms of online instruction (Hardin, 2004).   

Be active in the learning process. Engage your students by participating in the conversation. 

―There is ample evidence that online learning has a better chance for success if teachers interact 

in synchronous communication activities‖ (Saldivar, 2005). With active participation, students 

are able to share their thoughts and work while gaining ―simultaneous access to the work of 

others to provide comparative models and opportunities to appropriate ideas more advanced than 

they might think of on their own‖ (Saldivar, 2005). This level of interaction will be better 

received than traditional presentation of material by students who are accustomed to a high level 

of engagement and interactivity in video games and other technologies (Crawford, 2006). Explore 

the benefits of incorporating online video or live chat sessions into your online courses to further 

engage the students, especially now that broadband Internet services are more prevalent and 

accessible for students (Kamberg, 2007). Live lecture formats through these technologies can 

capitalize on the instructor‘s personality and natural ability to capture student‘s interest (Hentea, 

Shea, & Pennington, 2003). 

Forget the distance. Take the ―distance‖ out of distance education and online learning. As a 

faculty member office hours are likely available to your traditional students, be sure that they are 

virtually available to your online students as well. ―The second most-mentioned request [of polled 

people who had recently completed online courses] was active correspondence with an online 

facilitator who has frequent virtual office hours‖ (Osberg, 2002). Expect your students to perform 

in the same way you would the traditional face-to-face students and remember that the only real 

difference is the timing of when they ―come to class‖ (Kamberg, 2007). Keep up with your 

content and the tools available to deliver your courses more effectively in this online environment 

(Schell, 2004), focus on quality of instruction as you would in a traditional face-to-face 

environment, and remember that online students are still students and the course content is still 

the course content, regardless of delivery method. 

Discussion 

By this point hopefully it is clear that the 1998 suggestion that ―Teaching and learning in on-line 

environments is very different from face-to-face instruction‖ (Bailey & Luetkehans, 1998) no 

longer holds true. Advancements in technology over the last decade have produced tremendous 

opportunity for teaching to simply be teaching, regardless of the method used to foster the 

development of knowledge. As noted earlier, ―Students in online programs have books, 

professors, classmates, tests and finals. ‗The difference is that the whole class doesn‘t have to be 

online at the same time‖ (Kamberg, 2007). 

Be careful not to simply post your lecture notes or traditional coursework on the Internet as 

modern day students demand greater levels of interaction and engagement as they have become 

accustomed to in other forms of technology (Angelino, Williams, & Natvig, 2007). Remember 

the benefits of online learning from the student perspective such as convenience and comfort 

(Picciano, 2006) when designing your courses. Establish learning communities that foster 

interaction among students and with you as the instructor (Saldivar, 2005), but begin to shift roles 

from educator to facilitator in an effort to pass ownership of the learning process to your students 

(Hardin, 2004). 
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Continue to focus on the needs of the learner, not necessarily what is easiest to deliver as the 

instructor (Angelino, Williams, & Natvig, 2007), and work to design a course with structure, 

schedule, deadlines, and assignments which are neither too easy nor too hard (Hentea, Shea, & 

Pennington, 2003). Maintain quality in your instruction regardless of delivery method 

(Hirschheim, 2005) and maintain the same standards for distance education as for traditional 

classes (Hentea, Shea, & Pennington, 2003). Decrease the focus on the technology (Hardin, 2004) 

and provide greater focus on fostering a collaborative learning environment and by doing so you 

should be able to teach any course online. 

Future Opportunities for Research 

Many opportunities for study exist in the field of instructional design relative to online course 

delivery methods. Case studies of specific courses assumed to be unsuitable for online delivery 

adapted for effective online teaching is one opportunity. Another suggestion for research is to 

consider the impact successful adoption of online learning methods have on the traditional 

classroom and the methods used in those environments to foster better learning. 
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