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Abstract: Optimum online learning environments include student-to-student exchanges, frequent
communications with the professor. discussion forums, problem-based learning. clear expectations
for assignments, prompt posting of grades, challenging course content. and support. This study
examined the actual experiences of three graduate students whose online classes provided limited
opportunities for interactive fearning, no interactions with other students, and [imited interactions
with the professor. Data collection included interviews and examinations of course materials. The
students recount their experiences. their frustrations. and their decisions to persist or withdraw from
the courses.

Research on the design of online learning environments examines the importance of interactions in building
community, facilitating learning, motivating students, increasing satisfaction, and persistence in pursuing online
learning (Bober & Dennen, 2001; Carnevale, 2001; Chang, 2001; Moore & Marma, 2005; Murphy & Mahoney,
2001; Northrup, 2002; Tello, 2002.). Strategies for enhancing student interactivity in online courses include small
group discussion forums, prompt responses to students’ emails, student-to-student exchanges, and opportunities to
participate in problem based learning (Durrington, Berryhill, & Swafford, 2006). Online students expect prompt
posting of grades on assignments, clear expectations for assignments, well delineated grading criteria. and
challenging course content (Mupinga, Nora, & Yaw, 2006). Graduate students in online courses want interactions
that include innovative instructional strategies, peer collaboration, and a support system (Northrup, 2002). Tello
{(2002) found that online students preferred asynchronous interactions including threaded discussions and emails to
synchronous interactions. Mupinga, Nora, and Yaw; Northrup; and Tello found that online students expect
instructors to provide prompt, frequent, and appropriate feedback. These research studies document some of the
optimum conditions necessary for students’ success in online courses.

Tello (2002) examined persistence in online courses and found that instructional interaction was found to
be a key component in students’ persistence in online courses. He found that other reasons for not persisting in
online courses included working more than 40 hours per week, not being in a degree program, lack of instructor
contact, and disappointing course content.

Courses with limited opportunities for interactive, engaged learning do not produce the most effective
online learning environments (Sims, Dobbs, & Hand, 2002). Limited interactions with the instructor and limited or
no interactions with other students enrolled in the class are other factors that contribute to less than optimum



conditions for learning in an online environment. Students enrolled in these online classes experience frustration as
they struggle to comprehend the course materials and deal with feelings of isolation.

Purpose of the Study

This exploratory case study examines the actual experiences of three graduate students participating in
online learning classes with limited instructor-to-student interaction, no student-to-student interactions, and limited
challenging, interactive learning.

Method

This case study examines the experiences of three graduate students enrolled in online courses offered by
universities in two different southern states. The students had not previously enrolled in online courses. Becky has a
doctorate in education and enrolled in a geographic information systems class to pursue her own interest in learning
more about global information systems. She worked independently and did not have contact with any other students
enrolled in the class. Course materials were presented in Blackboard course management software. Josh and Christie
are degree seeking graduate students enrolled in an economics class and pursuing a MBA in International Business.
They interacted with each other regarding the class but did not interact with any other students enrolled in the class.
Course materials were presented in WebCT course management software. All three students have extensive
experience with technology, have access to high-speed Internet connections, communicate well through writing, are
self-motivated, and are self-disciplined.

Data collection consisted of structured interviews, discussions, and examinations of course content
including textbooks, syllabi, and quizzes. The interviews were used to gather data about the students’ experiences
and perceptions of their first online courses. Data was analyzed using the constant comparative method (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). Analysis of the data revealed three themes 1) limited instructor-to-student interactions, 2) lack of
student-to student-interactions, and 3) limited challenging, interactive learning.

Results

Examining the themes that emerged from the data analysis offers insight into the impact of less than
optimal learning conditions on the experiences and perceptions of students participating in their first online courses.
The following sections of this paper examine the actual experiences and perceptions of the students.

Online Undergraduate Global Information Systems Class
Course Content

Course materials included a textbook, software, and assignments posted in Blackboard. The required
assignments came directly from the textbook and were step-by-step instructions for learning to use the course
software. Assignments were completed in a lock step fashion that simply required students to click in the designated
places with little or no explanation as to why they were clicking. This insured that all students’ correct answers
would be exactly the same. The assignments resulted in the construction of a database of information that was not
personally useful to Becky. Creation of a database of information that was not personally relevant and no
opportunities to interact with other students in the class to discuss the usefulness or potential applications of the
various elements of the software meant that learning in this class was simply the rote application of meaningiess
clicks.

Interactions
Blackboard allows students to interact through discussion boards, group work areas, email and online chat

sessions. Discussion boards, groups and chat sessions were not configured by the instructor and were therefore not
available for student use. The course discouraged interaction between students in the class. Assignment answers



were objective. Each assignment contained a reminder at the bottom of the document reminding students of their
commitment to the university honor code. Therefore, discussion of assignments with other students could be viewed
as violating the university honor code. No class projects or group discussions to facilitate students’ understanding
and learning the course content were assigned. The instructor typically emailed assignment clarifications and due
date reminders. Assignments were submitted through email attachments or Blackboard’s digital drop box. Although
grades were posted in the Grade Book in Blackboard the instructor provided no feedback on incorrect answers.

Quizzes

The course was designed with two due dates per week. Weekly assignments would be due on Monday
night with a quiz on Thursday night. Quizzes were objective and similar in format to the course assignments.
Quizzes were scheduled for a specific window of time on Thursday night. In this regard, the course was as date and
time sensitive as a face-to-face class. Becky dropped the class just before the mid-term examination.

Online Graduate Economics Class
Course Content

Course materials included an economics textbook, textbook study guide, a novel coauthored by the
professor, and PowerPoint slideshows posted in WebCT. The optional textbook study guide contained chapter
summaries, practice problems, multiple choice questions, and true/false questions. Course content did not include
any activities, projects, or lecture notes to facilitate learning economics. Since there were no lecture notes that
highlighted sections and topics from the book Christie felt like she only got a big picture with no deep understanding
of the content. There were no homework assignments and no midterm or final exam. There were instead
approximately 30 module quizzes and all were timed except for the first few. Students could take the quizzes as
many times as they wanted, however, only the grade on the first one counted. Students were required to take half of
the quizzes by the midterm and the remainder of the quizzes by the end of the class.

PowerPoint slideshows for each chapter were posted in WebCT. The content of the slideshows did not
correspond to the material in the textbook, study guide, or the novel nor was the material included in the quizzes.
The slideshows presented supplemental information that was not useful in understanding course content or passing
the quizzes. The numerous pictures and diagrams in the slideshows indicated that a great deal of time had been spent
creating them. Once Josh and Christie realized that the material in the slideshows did not appear on the quizzes they
quit spending time viewing them.

The novel attempted to incorporate economic principles as the story unfolded, which proved somewhat
helpful in understanding the implementation of economic principles. The novel content was considered offensive,
which was deemed a hindrance in learning the course content.

Interactions

WebCT provides email and a discussion board, which could have been used for student-to-student
interactions. The students did not use these components and the instructor neither required nor encouraged students
to use them.

The professor emailed the students articles from the Wall Street Journal on topics pertinent to the class. The
articles were never discussed nor did the information in the articles appear in quizzes. The students surmised that it
was the professor’s way of helping them connect economics to the real worid.

The professor sent one or two emails to the whole class urging them to take the quizzes and not wait until
the last minute as one half of the quizzes were to be completed by midterm and the other half of the quizzes were to
be completed by the end of the semester. Students’ expectations were that the professor would provide feedback and
answers to questions similar to that received in face-to-face classes.

Quizzes



Quizzes on the textbook consisted of approximately 20 multiple choice and true/false questions, which
students were given 1 hour to complete. The questions and answers came from the study guide and were one third of
the grade for the class. The questions on the quizzes were randomly generated so students received individually
constructed quizzes. When students finished these quizzes they immediately received their grades. This prompt
feedback was important to Josh and Christie. As students in the class took the quizzes their scores were posted
within ranges for others in the class to see. The students’ individual grades were not posted but they could determine
how many students had scored As, Bs, etc. Christie expected the quizzes to be more challenging then in class
monitored exams. And in reality the quizzes were more challenging then other business exams she has taken in the
classroom environment. Since the answers were in the study guide Christie merely read the text but did not make
any effort to memorize or fully understand the content. Without the study guide she commented that she would have
had to put in more time studying. The quizzes insured that the students focused on the key points in the chapters.

Quizzes on the novel contained 6 to 10 short answer questions written by the professor. These were timed
quizzes and students were given one to two hours to complete them and were two thirds of the grade for the class.
The questions were partly based on economic references in the novel or on the novel storyline. Since the novel
merely referenced or discussed economic principles rather than explaining them, students used the textbook and the
Internet to look up answers to the quiz questions. In this way the novel supported and extended the textbook and
provided the students with examples of practical applications of economic principles. Some questions required
students to apply economic principles and use higher order thinking skills to answer the questions. Often the
questions skipped around to content in textbook chapters three to four chapters further ahead of the content specified
for that quiz in the syliabus. This was confirmed by consulting the textbook index. Some of the questions on the
quizzes used terms not found in the text, so Josh and Christie searched Google and Wikipedia. Reliance on the
online encyclopedia, Wikipedia, increased as the class progressed. Wikipedia was the preferred reference to find
definitions and explanations of these terms. Josh commented “One of the reasons we did so well on the course was
because Wikipedia is so good. It has lots of economic terms.” When asked if he found the course content
challenging Josh’s response was “Only when | encountered a term on the quiz that 1 had never encountered before.
It was challenging to find a definition of the new term and be able to answer the quiz question in the allotted time.”

Christie found the short answer questions difficult just because of the lack of feedback from the instructor
regarding incorrect responses and questions that were outside the scope of the textbook reading. Christie stated,
“You simply saw your answers and a score when you received your grade. There was no indication as to what part
of the answers were right and wrong.” Emails to the professor about quiz answers that did not receive full credit
resulted in responses that gave a reference for the material in the question or simply a restatement of the question.
While the professor may not have fully addressed Christie’s questions regarding her grades, her emails to the
professor were answered. Additionally, grades on the short answer quizzes were received in spurts rather than
shortly after completing the quizzes. The short answer quizzes were the most frustrating part of the class. Josh and
Christie both felt that knowing their grades and the reasons for point deductions on the previous quizzes would have
helped them determine how to respond to essay questions on the next quizzes.

Taking timed tests was stressful as they were uncertain as to what would happen if they encountered
problems with WebCT. If there was the possibility of a thunderstorm and their electricity might go out they would
not begin a quiz. They knew they would loose their Internet connection if they lost power. They were uncertain of
how the professor would respond if they were unable to finish the quiz due to a loss of electricity.

When asked what they liked least about the course both commented on the lack of interaction with the
professor, being tested on material that they were not yet required to read, and the frustration resulting from the
uncertainty of knowing exactly why points were deducted from quizzes. Additionally, Christie commented, *. . . for
an online class I expected more material to be presented oniine resulting in less need for purchasing a textbook.”
Josh responded, “I did learn many things from the course, but those were from reading the book. | don’t feel 1 need
to pay tuition to read a book.”

Conclusion

Becky reported that she felt little satisfaction when she completed an assignment because she did not have a
grasp of the topic covered. Rote clicking according the directions in the assignment resulted in no real knowledge
gain. The lack of challenging, interactive learning and isolation from other students resulted in Becky deciding not
to persist in the class. Becky commented, “this was an undergraduate course and my perspective and expectations of
the course may be very different from the average undergraduate student. I have the textbook. 1 could pick this up on



my own without the aggravation and frustration of an online course.” In addition to the disappointing course content,
Becky’s lack of persistence in the course can also be attributed to the fact that she was working more than 40 hours
per week and was not in a degree program (Tello, 2002).

While Josh and Christie’s class had limited challenging, interactive learning and limited instructor-to-
student interactions, they persisted in the course. Their persistence may in part to attributed to the fact that they had
each other for support. Christie commented, “I do not know if | would do it again if 1 had to do it by myself. [ need
to be able to ask questions to facilitate learning. I know | am self-motivated so I knew | could make it through the
class.”

Online classes fit Josh and Christie’s busy work schedules. which include traveling out of the country and
working long hours at times nights and weekends. Christie felt that the online course format that the instructor set up
was effective because she could learn at her own pace. She was not rushed to get assignments and homework done
by any certain date. Josh appreciated having only two due dates for completion of the course quizzes. He noted,
“With my work schedule, it (only two due dates) allowed me to put things off when [ was busy, and then catch up or
get ahead when | wasn’t. | was able to finish the course a month before the end of the semester.” The opportunity to
take the half of the quizzes during the first half of the semester and half of the quizzes during the second half of the
semester appealed to both of them. However, the flexibility in taking the quizzes would have resulted in the
professor at times being overwhelmed with quizzes to score. Grading the short answer quizzes would have taken a
great deal of time and hence resulted in students receiving the grades in spurts. Whereas the course might not have
provided optimal online learning conditions as described in the research papers cited earlier in this paper, it did fit
their schedules, and they did have each other for support. In order for course work to mesh with students’ busy work
schedules it may be that there is a trade off between the opportunity to obtain a degree and the optimal conditions for
online learning,.

The courses in Josh and Christie’s degree plan are offered both online and face-to-face. They carefully
consider the course content when they make decisions about whether to register for online or face-to-face classes.
For example, statistics and accounting they plan to enroll in the face-to-face sections where they can ask questions in
class when they do not understand the material. They recognize that to be successful in the statistics and accounting
classes they need face-to-face interactions. It is up to students to carefully consider what they need to be successful
in courses and to determine whether face-to-face or online classes best suit their needs, when they are able to make
choices about course delivery.

Many factors intersect when professors and students are confronted with the demands of online courses.
Students’ perceptions are based on their prior experiences with face-to-face classes. Professors need guidance and
support as they restructure face-to-face classes to the online environment to meet the needs of busy students who
like the flexibility available in online learning environments. Perhaps by examining the perceptions and experiences
of first-time online learners insights can be gained as to impact of less than optimal conditions on students’ learning
and persistence in pursuing degrees online.

Becky is now teaching two online graduate classes and based on her personal experiences with an online
course is working on providing interactive learning environments with challenging course content. Her online
courses provide students with opportunities for student-to-student interactions, frequent communications from the
professor, problem based learning, clear expectations for assignments, prompt postings of grades, and support. Josh
and Christie continue coursework toward their MBA and have since enrolled in two more online courses.
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