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Introduction


Number of technology-mediated distance education programs increased by 72 percent between 1994 and 1997


	Over 1.6 million students were enrolled in distance education courses in 1997-98 



	Web-based learning is most common distance learning method



	Relevance and interest to professors of educational research


	Internet provides a dynamic source of information on research-related topics.  


	Ability to personalize instruction to address students’ interests across disciplines


	May promote an active learning environment that is also non-threatening for students





	Educators are challenged to find ways to evaluate online learning



Quality on the Line: Benchmarks for Success in Internet-Based Distance Education


	Research-driven report released in 2000 by Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP)



	IHEP commissioned by National Education Association and Blackboard



	Produced through in depth case studies of six leading higher education institutions



	Report identifies 24 quality measures for distance learning in higher education organized under 7 domains


	Institutional Support 

Course Development 
Teaching/Learning 
Course Structure 
Student Support 
Faculty Support 
Evaluation and Assessment 


	Used in this study to compare instructor and student perceptions about Internet education over the course of a semester


Purpose of the Study and Research Questions


	Instructors and students enter the electronic arena with expectations about the nature of the educational experience.  



	If instructor and student expectations are not aligned, their experiences are likely to be unfavorable.



	Likelihood that either group will engage in further online learning experiences may be compromised.  



	Primary purpose:  to use the IHEP standards as a basis for comparing student and instructor expectations about a web-based course at three points in time – before instruction begins, half way through the course, and at the conclusion. 



	Secondary purpose:  to examine response rates between mailed questionnaires and Internet delivered questionnaire. 


	Research questions:


	Is there a difference in response rate between mailed questionnaires and Internet delivered questionnaires? 


	How do student and teacher perceptions of Internet instruction compare before, during, and at the completion of a 16-week course?


	How do student final ratings of an Internet course compare with the IHEP benchmarks? 










Methods

Participants and Course Description 

	37 graduate students enrolled in two sections of a required introductory course in research methods


	Instructor controlled enrollment in the course; each section limited to 20 students


	Pre-contact telephone interview required of all students prior to registration


	Second time the instructor taught the course online 


	Course content and instructional strategies were developed entirely by the instructor and offered through WebCT


	Instructor and students never met face-to-face.



Data Collection Instrument

	22-item instrument was developed based on three domains of the IHEP Benchmarks. 


	Teaching and Learning Process 	10 questions

Course Structure 			  7 questions
Student Support 			  5 questions

	7-point Likert scale “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”  



Data Collection Procedures 

	First and third authors managed all aspects of the data collection and analysis process  


	One section randomly assigned to mailed questionnaire; other section received online questionnaire  


	Questionnaires administered 2 weeks prior to semester, half-way through, and end of semester 


	Instructor completed the questionnaire at the same time; not provided with feedback until after course concluded and grades submitted


Data analysis

	Item level descriptive statistics (i.e. means and standard deviations) for each question 


	Student and teacher responses were compared at three data collection points 


	Effect sizes used  to quantify magnitude of differences between the comparisons


Questionnaire

Teaching and Learning Process
1. My interaction with the instructor is facilitated through a variety of ways.
2. My interaction with other students is facilitated through a variety of ways.
3. Feedback about my assignments and questions is provided in a timely manner.
4. Feedback is provided to me in a manner that is constructive and non-threatening.
5. The course is separated into self-contained modules that can be used to assess my mastery before moving forward.
6. The modules are of varying lengths determined by the complexity of the learning outcomes.
7. Each module requires me to engage in analysis, synthesis, and evaluation as part of the course assignments.
8. Email addresses and a course message board is provided to encourage students to work with each other and the instructor.
9. The course is designed to require students to work in groups utilizing problem-solving activities in order to develop topic understanding.
10. Course materials promoted collaboration among students.

Course Structure
11.	I am provided with supplemental course information that outlines course objectives, concepts, and ideas
12.	Specific expectations are set for me with respect to a minimum amount of time per week for study and homework assignments
13.	The instructor grades and returns all assignments within a certain amount of time.
14. Sufficient online resources are available to me.
15.	I have been instructed in the proper methods of effective research, including assessment of resource validity.
16.	Before starting the course, I was advised about the course to determine if I have the self motivation and commitment to learn at a distance.
17. Learning outcomes for the course are summarized in a clearly written, straightforward manner.

Student Support
18. I am able to obtain assistance to help me use electronically accessed data successfully. 
19. I have been provided with hands-on training and information to aid me in securing materials through online databases.
20.	Written information is supplied to me about the course
21. Easily accessible technical assistance is available to me throughout the duration of the course
22. A structured system is in place to address my concerns



Results

Response Rates for Mailed vs. Internet-Delivered Questionnaires

	No statistically significant difference between response rates for mailed and Internet questionnaires  


	Responses combining responses across methods of administration 


	56 percent response rate prior to the start of the semester

68 percent response rate mid-semester
65 percent response rate at the end of semester

	Evidence of possible response bias not strong


Student and Teacher Perceptions of Internet Instruction

	Teaching and Learning Process


	As the semester progressed the students’ and the instructor’s ratings converged 


	Overall, students gave high ratings to the Teaching and Learning benchmarks  


	Students’ end-of-semester ratings of the Teaching and Learning Process increased compared to their initial expectations of the course


	Nearly all features of the course met or exceeded IHEP benchmarks 


	Course Structure


	As the semester progressed students’ and the instructor’s ratings converged


	Overall, students gave high ratings to the Course Structure benchmarks.


	Students’ end-or semester ratings increased modestly but consistently compared to initial expectations 


	All features of course that promoted Course Structure met or exceeded IHEP benchmarks


	Student Support   


	As semester progressed students’ and instructor ratings of Student Support converged


	Overall, students gave high ratings to the Student Support  benchmarks


	Students’ end-of-semester ratings did not vary much from their initial expectations


	Overall, features of the course the promoted Student Support exceeded IHEP benchmarks



Discussion


	Online course evaluations are less expensive to create, distribute, administer, analyze than mailed questionnaires. 


	Compared to face-to-face classrooms, response rates to online course evaluations may be diminished enough that response bias becomes problematic


	Representative responses from course evaluations are important 


Instructor and student communication about the characteristics and expectations of online instruction is an effective strategy, and may contribute to high student retention rates

	Students’ positive Internet experiences may be attributed to a number of factors:


	Overall quality of instruction 

Characteristics of learners
Increased comfort with Internet learning over time 

