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ABSTRACT 

Technology has become a tool not only for the teacher, but also for 
the student.  Numerous courses are offered over the Internet both to 
undergraduate and graduate students.  Many students enroll in these 
courses to take advantage of the flexible schedules and convenience 
(Dipman, 2000).  Some experience with online courses has been found to 
be negative, rather than positive (Mayes, 1995), and was the impetus for 
further study into online learning and its efficacy.   

The purpose of this study was to examine and ascertain the 
effectiveness of online, general education courses to support the theory that 
students taking general education courses in a traditional classroom setting 
would have higher success rates with traditional in-classroom pedagogy 
than those who took the same course content using online (e-learning) 
pedagogy.  The success rate in this study was determined by level of 
satisfaction with the course and its delivery methods. For the purpose of 
this paper, the terms teaching and online learning will refer to electronic 
means of distributing and engaging learning by use of the Internet and 
related electronic media services and will not focus on other methods of 
teaching that utilize distance learning concepts.  

Through this research it became apparent that each teacher 
approached online education differently.  For example; there was no one 
place to define how a course should be managed, constructed, or delivered 
as there is in traditional education discipline courses.  Use of this 
technology was more trial and error than an actual form or tool of 
pedagogy. 

Survey results were inconclusive since the target population, i.e., 
freshmen, did not return any responses.  This was partly due to the fact that 
the surveys were mailed out in the summer when the students had left 
campus and many of the student addresses were invalid. The responses that 
were returned were from upper level students and support the theory that 
online education is perceived as a positive media for delivery. The 
literature analysis shows a need and a continuing desire by educational 
facilities to incorporate a new online pedagogy into online courses.  The 
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overwhelming response from experts in the field proves that much work can 
and should be done to continue to improve our use of the Internet as a 
virtual classroom.  
 
Background  
 

University freshmen are attracted to the possibility of taking 
courses that do not constrain the student to attendance in a classroom.  
However, part of the function of the General Education courses required at 
higher education facilities is to teach critical thinking and socialization in a 
new environment.  Traditionally, this has been accomplished in the 
classroom environment (Stephenson, 2001).   

Freshmen enter the collegiate world often lacking in the discipline 
and time management skills to effectively complete a course and learn from 
it without an instructor’s presence and support (Dr. Gabrys Alexson, 2002) 
(Braxton and Milem, 2000).  In their research on the maturity of college 
freshmen, Kolstad, Meuller, and Cassel have noted that “In the United 
States secondary education in public schools is frankly mediocre, students 
emerging with inadequate skills in writing and critical thinking.  Thrust in 
the sink-or-swim university world, all-too-many are overwhelmed by basic 
demands (Kolstad, Mueller, Cassel, 2001).   

In their study, The Freshman Year Experience. Character 
Development in the Freshman Year and over Four Years of Undergraduate 
Study, Whitley and Yakota (1998) describe the general education program 
at JMU as having “committed itself to helping students develop their ability 
to reason and make ethical choices, to appreciate beauty and understand the 
natural and social worlds they live in, and to recognize the importance of 
the past and work towards a better future. One of the primary goals of this 
program is to prepare students to become flexible thinkers and life-long 
learners by providing a strong foundation of knowledge, skills, and 
experiences expected of all educated people within our society in this 
century.” 

General education courses are specifically tailored to support 
not only academic learning, but learning of the skills and tools to be 
successful in upper level courses.  The University of Wisconsin-
Superior defines these courses in the following excerpt from their 
2002-2004 course catalog: 
 

The intent of the General Education Program is to 
develop the individual student and to provide the 
foundation for future academic and career success. 
Students will develop skills on an intellectual and 
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humanistic level that enhance their ability to develop a 
personal philosophy and to make informed choices. The 
General Education Program introduces students to an 
array of academic disciplines so as to gain knowledge of 
our diverse world and provides a collegiate experience that 
creates enthusiasm for learning.  

General Education requirements are designed to 
supplement and complement students' chosen courses of 
study and to provide a common undergraduate experience. 
These courses are intended to take into account the 
background and needs of all students, to be broad in 
perspective, to demonstrate the relationship of the subject 
matter to other areas of knowledge, and to require students 
to write and to think critically.  
 
 GOAL I: To gain knowledge and appreciation of the 
evolution of human cultures, social institutions and the 
natural world.  

  
OBJECTIVES: A general education shall enable students 
to:  
• Understand and appreciate the diverse heritage of 

ideas, values, and their literary and artistic 
expressions in both Western and non-Western cultures.  

• Understand the major social, economic, cultural, and 
political forces at work in contemporary societies.  

• Develop greater awareness of the processes of visual, 
performing and literary creativity.  

• Understand the effects of human behavior on the 
natural environment. 

• Understand the guiding principles, intrinsic 
methodologies of inquiry, and applications of the 
various disciplines in the fine and applied arts, 
humanities, social sciences, natural and physical 
sciences, and mathematical and/or computer sciences. 

• Value and engage in learning, inquiry, and scholarship 
in order to function fully in today's and tomorrow's 
world. 

• Understand human behavior and its relationship to its 
cultural and social context.  
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GOAL II: To develop fundamental personal, interpersonal, 
and intellectual skills.  

 
OBJECTIVES: A general education shall enable students 
to:  
1. Speak, listen, and write clearly, coherently, and 

effectively in one or more languages.  
2. Reason mathematically, perform correct computations, 

and/or understand the use of computer systems to 
support such skills.  

3. Develop the abilities to think critically and logically, 
as well as creatively and intuitively, to analyze 
objectively, and subjectively (and to know the 
difference), to raise questions (hypotheses) and to 
develop methods of proof, and to synthesize and 
integrate ideas appropriately.  

4. Become self-directed, independent learners and 
capable problem solvers who can work independently 
and cooperatively.  

5. Consider the ethical and moral implications of what 
they have learned and weigh the responsible and 
appropriate responses to these implications.  

6. Identify and analyze their own personal values and 
those of others and the merits of conflicting viewpoints 
and interpretations.  

7. Identify the components of their own physiology, 
behavior, and thoughts that affect their physical and 
mental well-being and to make decisions based on that 
knowledge. 
 

It should be noted that this definition of General Education course 
requirements from the University of Wisconsin Catalog has not changed 
since the 1998 catalog, a testimony to the fact that the university 
understands the ongoing need for courses that will give their students a 
base for future academic learning. These courses are designed to teach not 
only course content but also the skills necessary to complete college level 
courses.   

Students who take general education courses are predominantly 
younger individuals who are attending higher education facilities for the 
first time after completing high school.   These young students may not 
have the dedication, commitment and time management skills to be 
effective higher education learners without the support and encouragement 
of the instructor through personal interaction (Yates, 2000).   
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In the traditional classroom setting, students are required to attend a 
minimum number of classes and interact with the class in order to receive a 
passing grade.  General education courses for undergraduates not only 
provide a place for academic learning but also for personal interface to 
prepare the students for the rest of their academic careers. 
General education courses teach academic as well as social skills, which 
together constitute a base for more complex and in-depth studies.  The 
transition from high school to upper-level education is accomplished 
through these broad based studies in the university setting.  Time 
management, group work, critical thinking, independent study skills, and 
socialization in the university community are some of the expected results 
of these basic courses. 

Our society often looks at technology as a time and money saving 
tool.  Universities market online classes using features that are attractive 
and necessary in our fast-paced global world (Aggarwal, 2000): 

 
1. Flexible schedules 
2. Virtual teaching and learning 
3. Access at the student's location and time. 
4. Autonomy that may foster greater degrees of 

communication. 
5. Access to the World Wide Web (WWW) and all its 

global resources and research capabilities. 
6. Cost effectiveness 

• No physical plant requirements 
• No travel to and from campus 
• Accommodation of non-traditional students 

 
Online learning has become increasingly more attractive to 

governments, companies and currently, educational administrators 
(Stephenson, 2001).  It offers the prospect of direct delivery to learners, 
currently precluded from other educational opportunities by distance and 
time.  This coupled with the supposed economies of scale that online 
learning promises makes the use of technology attractive and promising to 
many educational establishments.  Through online access the educational 
community hopes to cut costs, eliminate distance barriers, and provide 
equal access to a new group of learners. It is hoped that an additional aspect 
will be the promotion of greater proficiency in information technology 
skills with increased personal employability (Stephenson, 2001).  

The pace of technology, however, has been extraordinarily fast.  
No sooner do we think we have an understanding of technological advances 
than new, better, and faster programs and hardware appear.  This 
accelerated growth sometimes causes our society to implement 
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technological solutions without understanding the ramifications of our 
solutions (Aggarwal, 2000).   

The language of education and training has changed with the 
advent of the Internet.  We often hear the terms delivery of materials or 
delivery of learning as the emphasis of academia shifts to the powerful 
capabilities of accessing, structuring and presenting material electronically.  
Unfortunately, although we have seen a revolution in educational methods 
brought on by the use of new technologies, many of these methods 
consistently fail to make an impact on the learner or educator (Mayes, 
1995). 

The Internet and its entire associated electronic media are simply 
delivery tools for information.  If teaching and learning are to utilize these 
new media, the delivery must be based on maintaining and enhancing the 
pedagogical principles fundamental to almost all forms of learning 
(Stephenson, 2001).  There has never been so much agreement about the 
pedagogical fundamentals necessary for quality and life-long learning 
(Jonassen and Land, 2000).  This agreement supports the continued 
enthusiasm for the constructivist view in which learning is primarily 
developed through activity (Papert, 1990), and has resulted in the 
constructitivism becoming the most prominent pedagogical theme in 
today’s learning society.   

 
History 
 

Over the past eight years, “distance education” has become a buzz 
word at many institutions of higher learning.  With the first development of 
coding language for the World Wide Web (WWW) 10 years ago, to the 
present, there has been an increasing number of educational uses for the 
Internet.   

A survey by the Department of Education’s National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) found that from 1994-95 to 1997-98 the 
number of distance education programs increased by 72 percent (NCES 
2002-155).  Moreover, an additional 20 percent of the institutions surveyed 
planned to establish distance education programs within the next three 
years. The survey estimated that more than 1.6 million students were 
enrolled in distance education courses in 1997-98 (The Institute for Higher 
Education Policy, 2000). 

The recent NCES report shows that not only is Internet-based 
distance education the most prevalent technology; it is also the fastest 
growing. At least 58 percent of the reporting institutions offer distance 
education using Internet-based courses, compared to 54 percent who use 
two-way interactive video and 47 percent who use one-way pre-recorded 
video. Even as the percentage of institutions offering Internet-based courses 
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jumped from approximately 22 to 58 percent in three years, use of all of the 
other technologies actually has declined since 1994-95. The report notes 
that Internet-based distance education will be a growing avenue for 
technology-mediated learning in the coming years (Lewis, 1999). 

As our society becomes more comfortable using technology to save 
time and eliminate distance, we see an increasing number of universities, 
community colleges, and even vocational technical schools trying to utilize 
technology as the “classroom” of the future (Lewis et al. 1999).   

The debate over the use of technology to replace classrooms has 
created considerable public debate with those supporting and those 
opposing (Hengngi, 1997). This debate has prompted several different 
groups to develop principles or benchmarks to ensure quality distance 
education.  In its 1999 report What’s the Difference? A Review of 
Contemporary Research on the Effectiveness of Distance Learning in 
Higher Education, the Institute of Higher Education Policy analyzed issues 
and implication of distance education.  The major conclusion of the report 
was that the research to date addressing the quality of distance education 
was inconclusive and, thus, much is still unknown regarding how, and in 
what ways, technology can enhance the teaching/learning process (Phipps 
and Merisotis, 1999).  

Following this report, The National Education Association, the 
nation’s largest professional association of higher education faculty, and 
Blackboard, Inc., a widely used platform system for Internet-based courses, 
approached the Institute with a specific request to explore online learning, 
which led to a report by the Institute for Higher Education Policy in April 
2000, Quality On the Line, Benchmarks for Success in Internet-Based 
Distance Education (Quality on the Line, 2000). 

This latest study of the Institute for Higher Education focuses on 
those specific benchmarks in online education that are appropriate and 
necessary to ensure quality Internet-based distance education.  The focus of 
this report was not purely technologically based, but rather looked at the 
strategies of online pedagogy including course development, faculty 
training, student services, learning resources, infrastructure, and outcomes 
assessment (Quality on the Line, 2000). 

The 1999 National Study of Post Secondary Faculty (NSOPF:99) 
reported that 9% of instructional faculty and staff at degree-granting 
institutions in Fall 1998 had taught a non-face-to-face class using a 
computer, TV-based, or other non-face-to face medium. 

 
Online Pedagogy 
 

In their study on benchmarks on online learning pedagogy, the 
Institute for Higher Education Policy worked with six institutions to 
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formalize a list of 24 benchmarks that they feel are essential to ensure 
quality in Internet-based education. (Quality on the Line, 2000). Their 
results were reported in seven “Benchmark” groupings: Institutional 
Support, Course Development, Teaching/Learning, Course Structure, 
Student Support, Faculty Support, and Evaluation and Assessment (Quality 
on the Line, 2000).  A summary of these benchmarks follows. 

 
Institutional Support Benchmarks 
 

• A documented technology plan 
• Ensurance of reliability with the technology delivery system 
• One centralized system to support building and maintenance of 

the infrastructure 
 
Course Development Benchmarks 
 

• Guidelines regarding minimum standards for course 
development, design, and delivery 

• Periodical review of instructional materials 
• Course design to require students to engage themselves in 

analysis, synthesis, and evaluation  
 
Teaching/Learning Benchmarks 
 

• Student interaction with faculty and other students 
• Feedback to student assignments and questions is timely and 

constructive 
• Students are instructed in the proper methods of effective 

research online. 
 
Course Structure Benchmarks 
 

• Student advisement before starting a program to determine (1) 
if they possess the self-motivation and commitment to learn at 
a distance and (2) if they have access to the minimal 
technology required by the course 

• Students are provided with clearly written supplemental course 
statement that outlines course objectives, concepts, ideas, and 
learning outcomes for each course  

• Students have access to sufficient library resources, including a 
“virtual library” 
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• Faculty and students agree upon expectations regarding times 
for student assignments and faculty response 

 
Student Support Benchmarks 
 

• Students receive information about programs, including 
admission requirements, tuition and fees, books and supplies, 
technical and proctoring requirements, and student support 
services 

• Students are provided with hands-on training and information 
to aid them in securing material through databases, interlibrary 
loans, government archives, news services, and other sources 

• Students have access to technical assistance throughout the 
course and tutorials with the electronic media used prior to the 
beginning of the course 

• Questions and complaints to student service personnel are 
answered accurately and quickly through an in-place structured 
system 

 
Faculty Support Benchmarks 
 

• Technical assistance in course development is available to 
faculty, who are encouraged to use it  

• Faculty are assisted in the transition from classroom to online 
teaching and are assessed during the process 

• Instructor training and assistance continues through the 
progression of the online course 

• Faculty are provided with written resources to deal with issues 
arising from student use of electronically-accessed data 

 
Evaluation and Assessment Benchmarks 
 

• Evaluation process uses several methods and applies specific 
standards 

• Data on enrollment, costs, and successful/innovative uses of 
technology are used to evaluate program effectiveness 

• Intended learning outcomes are reviewed regularly to ensure 
clarity, utility, and appropriateness 

 
In summary, then, while the pedagogical view has shifted to 

constructivism and a new emphasis on social context for learning (Glaser, 
1990) (Stephenson, 2001), we see a much different convergence at the 
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policy level.  Online learning policy seems to be moving toward 
accreditation of smaller and smaller ‘bites of learning’ gained from 
‘learning packages’ delivered online to the desk at home or virtually any 
location (Stephenson, 2001).  This change in delivery style puts much less 
emphasis on contact with educators and the importance of individual 
feedback.  It is moving us toward learner-managed processes and away 
from standard pedagogical processes. 

In a review of current reports relating to online learning, John 
Stephenson and Marion Cooney (2001) have identified four common 
features that will help us understand the pedagogy within online learning.  
The combination of these common features, dialogue, involvement, 
support, and control, can be used to create a representation of the four 
paradigms for online learning (see fig. 1): 

 
• Teacher-controlled, specified learning activities; 
• Teacher-controlled, open-ended or strategic learning; 
• Learner-managed, specified learning activities; 
• Learner-managed, open-ended or strategic learning. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Online paradigm grid (Stephenson, 2001) 
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Sector descriptions (Stephenson, 2001): 
 
• NW Sector:  Teacher-determined, task specific 
 

This sector describes an environment in which the teacher tightly 
specifies the activities and outcomes, including deadlines, timings, 
exchanges, and online content (often text based), leaving the learner with 
little scope for initiative, except in carefully controlled situations 
(Stephenson, 2001).  This sector describes the most common online courses 
offered and is, perhaps, the place to start with students unaccustomed to 
managing their own learning experience. 
 
• SW Sector: Teacher-determined, open-minded strategic learning 

activities 
 

This sector describes an environment in which the program or 
teacher sets the overall direction, generalized outcomes, purpose, field, 
scope or level, and the learner is able to explore, access, and use any 
specific material relevant to that direction or the teacher may begin the 
course with a structured syllabus and then move to a more exploratory 
environment. 

 
• NE Sector: Learner-determined, task specific 
 

This sector describes an environment in which the learning tasks 
and perhaps also the learning goals are specified but learners have control 
of how they work towards and achieve the set goals and tasks. 
 
• SE Sector: Learner-managed, open-ended activities 
 

This sector describes an environment where the learner is in control 
of the overall direction of the learning including learning outcomes and 
longer term goals. 

 
The combination of these features will determine the structure and 

design of an online program.  Rather than looking at each individual case 
study and determining what does and does not work, Stephenson and 
Cooley (2001) have made a step toward determining the varied possibilities 
available in online learning and described which combination will be most 
successful dependent on the course structure and outcomes desired.  These 
are examples of the formal strategies and processes of creating pedagogy 
which, until just recently, have been missing.   
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The NW sector of the paradigm reflects traditional didactic 
teaching and instruction, while the SE sector describes the open-ended 
learner managed mode. Although many instructors try to force the didactic, 
traditional pedagogy into the online format, it appears that the technology 
itself is facilitating a migration to a more learner-managed learning mode 
(Stephenson and Yorke, 1998).  With new software tools that anticipate 
needs, provide easier access to relevant information, address different 
learning styles, and facilitate self-management, teachers may find they can 
assume a less directive role (Aroyo and Kommers, 1999). 

Figure 1 describes the range of teaching and learning paradigms 
and reinforces the arguments of others that teachers using online learning 
merely re-create traditional pedagogy for these online environments 
(Stephenson, 2001).  Without a change in pedagogy the courses will be flat 
and uninteresting and will fail to use the tools the online environment 
offers. 

The virtual classroom responds to the differences from the regular 
classroom in many ways. The teacher is available by e-mail and telephone 
for questions.  Studies have shown that students are more comfortable with 
technology than we would, perhaps, believe.  Observations of twelve online 
courses found a “high degree of interactivity” among students and between 
students and instructors as compared to other classes (Hegngi, 1997).   

Harasim (1999) researched online graduate studies and reported 
student testimonials to the following advantages: increased interaction-
quantity and intensity, better access to group knowledge and support, more 
democratic environment, convenience of access, and increased motivation.  
(It should be noted that these were graduate courses and those taking the 
courses were mature students rather than freshmen.) 

Many who oppose online courses have cited the large time gaps in 
conversations, indicating that they were disruptive to the learning process.  
In Mehan’s research that examined the contrast in interaction between in 
classroom and online courses, three key points were identified (Mehan, 
Levin, Black (1983, 1979). 

 
1. A temporal difference between initiations and 

responses. 
2. A topical difference. 
3. A structural difference. 

 
In his studies Mehan found that the lag time of hours or even days 

between initiations and responses did not seem to disrupt the flow of the 
conversation.  These findings were replicated in later years as well (Hegngi, 
1997). 
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Mehan and his colleagues also found that there were significant 
differences in the discourse.  Electronic discourse was topical in nature and 
pursued multiple paths rather than only one at a time.  The discussions were 
course content driven rather than being driven by teacher or process, as is 
usually the case in a regular classroom (Hegngi, 1997). 

Finally, Mehan found that the structural sequence of online courses was 
different than those of the regular classroom.  In a classroom situation the 
usual sequence of discourse is initiation by teacher, reply by student, and 
evaluation by teacher.  In his studies, Mehan found that online discourse 
was varied.  (Since communications can be stored, a student can respond to 
several initiations or replies with several students.) 

All researchers will agree that we are continuing to learn how best to 
present courses and who should create the courses, but we often see a 
combination of pedagogy when utilizing online tools.  These may include a 
combination of in-classroom and online course work and scheduled 
meeting times when students and instructors can discuss course material 
real-time on bulletin boards and in chat rooms.   

Pennsylvania State University’s very successful distance learning 
program pairs faculty members with instructional designers in order to 
convert classroom courses into online courses.  The program combines 
expertise in pedagogy with expertise in technology to move a traditional 
course to an online format.  The team effort is not limited to course 
implementation.  The technology experts are employed by the university 
and are part of the plan to provide ongoing support as the courses and 
technology change.  This teamwork approach has proved to be a positive 
experience for this and other universities (Carnevale, 2000). 
 
Traditional Pedagogy  
 

Learning does not take place in isolation. “The extent to which we 
can sustain learning over a long period of time is a function of the 
emotional and personal support we gain from others.  Providing an 
opportunity for students is only part of the challenge — an experience 
without feedback and reflection is a somewhat empty experience” 
(Stephenson, 2001). 

The tools of learning are seen in the way we absorb information as 
well as the ways in which we deliver it.  Students vary greatly in how and 
at what rate they learn.  They may use any combination of audible, visual, 
or tactile senses to relate to and absorb academic information, but it is 
necessary to understand pedagogy in order to understand learning. 

Many online courses are structured based on the constructivist view 
(Stephenson, 2001):  
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1. Experience is the foundation of, and the stimulus for 
learning. 

2. Learners actively construct their own experience. 
3. Learning is a holistic process 
4. Learning is socially and culturally constructed 
5. Learning is influenced by the socio-emotional context 

in which it occurs. 
 

If we take distance education seriously and understand it to be 
something more than the mere distribution and reading of study materials, 
we must provide sufficient opportunities for dialogues. If, in addition, we 
understand academic studies as a process in which the aim is education 
through knowledge, we cannot do without a considerable proportion of 
dialogical learning and teaching in distance education. (Peters, 1999, pg. 
39) 

Many current online courses offered with only web access only to 
the instructor have some very important “classroom” benefits missing.  In a 
traditional classroom both teacher and student expect some common 
attributes: 

 
1. The teacher will be available to answer questions. 
2. Students can share ideas and comment in a group 

setting. 
3. Teachers can monitor the understanding of students by 

using response queues, verbal and non-verbal, in class. 
4. Students and teachers are in a setting that is familiar to 

them. 
5. From early childhood both students and teachers are 

indoctrinated to understand that the classroom and 
school are where learning takes place.  

6. Students and teachers have a pre-set schedule and 
course plan to follow. 

 
In an online environment, much of the learning is learner-managed 

and teachers and students create much of the course as they proceed.  It 
could be said that instructors and students are learning as they learn.   

However, the constructionist view supports the idea that learning is 
very individually based.  Some students will need face-to-face connections 
with their instructors, while others will thrive in the anonymity of an 
online, virtual environment. There are many things that the classroom 
setting brings to education that are difficult to copy in the online 
environment.  The actual room itself has a subconscious meaning to 
students that tells them this is a place of learning.  Whether they learn or 
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not is up to them, but they are brought together with the instructor with the 
premise of a transfer of knowledge.   

This transfer of knowledge comes not only from the instructor but 
also from their peers.  In a classroom setting students are given the 
opportunity to learn from one another from a subject perspective and from a 
cultural perspective.  Judith Johnson (1997) discusses faculty and student 
interaction and connection as key to student retention.  Online education 
does provide some opportunity for this knowledge exchange, but it surely 
does not provide the same face-to-face verbal and nonverbal exchanges that 
the classroom does.  

Freshmen are exposed to the basic skills of time management, 
critical thinking and socialization in a structured classroom setting in which 
the student is saved from the sink-or-swim university world and given the 
skills to excel at higher levels of education (Kolstad, Mueller, Cassel, 
2001). The teacher and peer interaction in general education programs 
helps new students cope with the transition to college and raises the 
possibility of persistence and continuation of the college experience (Smith, 
Deborah, 1998).  
  Without the classroom as a formal learning environment it may be 
difficult to teach the concepts of the general education courses that are not 
strictly subject based.  Students taking these courses in the online 
environment may receive much less help with the additional peripheral 
skills that they will need to succeed in the university setting (Braxton, Bray, 
and Berger, 2000).  

An instructor uses many tools to assess the learning of their 
students.  Their attendance and coursework are only two of these.  A 
talented instructor will also use verbal and nonverbal cues from a student to 
identify confusion, frustration, and misunderstanding (Yates, 2000).  These 
cues are pedagogical tools to help the instructor evaluate learner 
comprehension. Students entering the higher education community will 
learn not only course information but will also learn social skills, critical 
thinking, presentation, and other skills not able to be communicated by 
electronic discourse.  They will learn how to learn in their general 
education courses in preparation for higher level academic endeavors 
(University of Wisconsin Course Catalog, 2002-2004). 

The way in which learner’s identities are formed and maintained in 
educational settings is an important issue for further research.  According to 
Terry Meyers of Glasgow Caledonian University, UK, the “emerging 
pedagogical consensus is around constructivism; collaborative learning, 
authentic and realistic tasks, reflection and analysis, and much dialogue.  
This helps to lead the learner to form an individual identity within the 
learning community (Aggarwal, 2000).  
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In their review of current research to implement a virtual learning 
environment for Middlesex University, Barry Jackson and Kyriaki 
Anagnostopoulou have identified some reoccurring themes that describe a 
successful experience in online learning (Aggarwal, 2000): 
 
• The student’s experience of, and the value they place on, an online 

learning experience is determined largely by the way in which the 
learning technology is presented by the teacher, and that in turn is 
determined by the teacher’s conception of learning and teaching, rather 
than by any implicit features of the technology; 

 
• That a particular online technology can be orchestrated in a number of 

ways, some of which provide a richer learning experience than others; 
whether the richness is exploited is largely dependent on the approach 
taken by the teacher, which, of course, is determined by his/her 
conception of learning; 

 
• That the technology should be able and flexible enough to afford the 

application of several, possibly conflicting, learning theories or else its 
uptake and use and success in aiding the process of putting them into 
practice will be limited; 

 
• That the potential for rich learning experiences online is exploited by 

teachers whose conceptions of learning and teaching predispose them 
to consider the needs of the learners in any situation regardless of 
technology; 

 
• That those teachers have not arrived at their conceptions of learning as 

a result of using online learning – the conceptions pre-exist.  The same 
is true of teachers whose conception of learning is narrow and didactic 
or is formula-driven.  Online learning does not, by itself, change 
teachers’ conceptions of learning; 

 
• That advice and guidance available from the literature is often 

misguided, because it is ill-informed about the nature of learning. 
 

This complex list of pedagogical needs must be analyzed with the 
understanding that different technologies and pedagogical styles may be 
more or less well suited to different tasks.  It is misleading to assume that 
the use of a particular technology or software can bring about improved 
learning.  Barry Jackson and Kyriaki Anagnostopoulou have noted that 
there are many teachers and learners for whom online technology does not 
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stimulate any reframing of their conception of learning and teaching, the 
results may be damaging for students, in particular. (Aggarwal, 2000). 
 
The Survey 
 

A survey was created to test the hypothesis that Freshman 
undergraduate students have a higher level of satisfaction with General 
Education courses when they are offered in the traditional classroom 
setting versus an online medium.  The survey was sent out to 200 students 
who have taken online courses at the University of Wisconsin-Superior 
over the last three years.  The courses reviewed were Geography 102 given 
by Dr. Randy Gabrys Alexson, Physics 100 given by Dr. Myron 
Schneiderwent, and Biology 100 given by Dr. Robert Morden.  These 
courses have been taught by these professors for several years and follow 
the guidelines for general education courses as set by the University of 
Wisconsin-Superior and the Wisconsin University System.   

Two separate, but identical, surveys were distributed by mail.  The 
first mailing of 134 surveys was sent, in May of 2001, to students who had 
taken courses between 1999 and 2001.  Nine of these surveys were returned 
with responses.  The second mailing of 85 surveys was sent in August of 
2001 to students who had taken a course during the 2002 spring and 
summer terms. Ten of these surveys were returned with responses. Twelve 
surveys were returned marked “addressee unknown”.  Of the 19 surveys 
that were received with responses, nine filled in the section for additional 
comments section.  These responses are transcribed in Appendix A.  The 
results of the survey were tabulated using SPSS 9.0 and the analysis is 
contained in Appendix B and the following Summary Chart. 

The survey did not prove or disprove my thesis since none of those 
responding were freshman, which was the population I was trying to 
analyze.  It is, therefore, not possible to determine whether General 
Education Courses taken online by freshmen were as successful or effective 
as those offered to freshman in a classroom setting.  The reason the 
freshmen did not return any responses is not clear, but review of the current 
literature on college freshman dropout problems may give some insight into 
the issues freshman face in their transition into the college environment.  
“Students are thrust into the university world often with inadequate skills.  
Many are overwhelmed by even the basic demands and requirements made 
of them” (Kolstad, Mueller, Cassel, 2001).  

Studies on student persistence, the most critical factor in retention 
rates, have shown that faculty and student interaction and connection is the 
most important characteristic distinguishing the retained from the dropout 
students (Johnson, Judith 1997). The Freshman Year Experience. Character 
Development in the Freshman Year and over Four Years of Undergraduate 
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Study gives us a view of the complexities and challenges that freshman face 
in addition to their academic studies (Whitley and Yakota 1998).  George 
Miller (1999) hypothesized that “the higher level of maturity of an entering 
freshman, the better the student will be able to adapt, to meet the challenges 
of college to integrate into the new system, and to persist”.  The fact that so 
much is written on freshman dropout and retention rates that points to 
maturity as a key component may be a key to understanding the lack of 
response to the survey by freshmen. 
    The survey, itself was not as effective a tool as I had hoped.  This 
particular subject group, as is shown through research, requires more 
immediate and personal attention than a simple mailing.  If I were to initiate 
another research project such as this I would include much more specific 
questions and limit my survey process to only those that I needed to survey; 
in this case, freshmen.  It could be more effective to include a survey as 
part of the course evaluation which often, and should, take place at the end 
of the course.  I also would not survey by mail.  Because of the instability 
of this group of students, far too many of the surveys were returned for no 
valid address.  It could be assumed that those not returned were simply 
discarded by the addressee.  If this is the case it may make a statement 
about willingness to complete a survey by the group of freshmen.  Future 
surveys to this group could be more successful if done online or in person. 

If further analysis is done, it should include students at several 
institutions to get a more representative group of responses.  I would also 
like to add annual income to the demographics of the group.  This would 
highlight any significant correlations between success and income level.  I 
would also add a question about parent educational level. This would 
isolate any differences related to family background.  Both of these 
questions would further isolate responses to the other question. 

The survey does reveal an overall satisfaction with their online 
experience by those who responded with the some key results in the 
following summary table and in detailed charts and graphs in Appendix B. 
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Survey Summary Results 
 

Figure  
Number 

Question Analysis 

B-1 My age when I took this 
course 

73.6% of respondents were 
over the age of 20. 

B-2 I took this course when I 
was a: (class level) 

84% of respondents were at the 
Junior or \senior level of their 
education. 

B-3 Grade received for this 
course: 

58% of respondents received B 
or C with 10% not completing 
the course. 

B-4 I feel the grade I 
received was fair for the 
work I accomplished. 

68% of respondents felt they 
had received a fair grade for 
their work. 

B-5 I would recommend this 
type of course to other 
students. 

79% of respondents agreed 
strongly that they would 
recommend this type of course 
to others. 

B-6 It is important for me to 
be able to talk to my 
instructor face-to-face. 

37% agreed somewhat, 26% 
agreed strongly, and 21% 
disagreed somewhat that visual 
discussion with their instructor 
was important. 

B-7 Overall, this course met 
my expectations. 

74% of respondents agreed 
strongly that the course they 
took met their expectations. 

B-8 The instructor spent an 
adequate amount of time 
working with me during 
the course. 

53% of respondents agreed 
strongly that their instructor 
had spent an adequate amount 
of time working with them 
during the course. 

B-9 Instructor responded 
promptly to my 
questions and/or needs. 

74% of respondents agreed 
strongly that the instructor 
responded promptly to their 
questions and/or needs. 
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Figure  
Number 

Question Analysis 

B-10 It is important to know 
what my instructor looks 
like. 

Results were very spread for 
this question.  53% either 
disagreed somewhat or 
strongly, 37% agreed 
somewhat or strongly.   

B-11 Someone was available 
when I had a problem 
with this course. 

63% agreed strongly that 
someone was available to solve 
problems with the course. 

B-12 I would take another 
online course. 

79% of respondents replied yes 
when asked if they would take 
another online course. 

 
Analysis of Research 
 

Although the survey did not prove my theory that online 
presentation of freshman general education courses was not as successful as 
in-classroom presentation, my research did support the need for more work 
in this field.  It was evident that there is an overwhelming move toward not 
only using the Internet for education, but for creating new pedagogical 
standards and guides for courses that are presented on-line.   

The description for general education courses refers specifically to 
developing skills for the use of addressing higher learning processes.  
General education courses are formulated to teach students learning 
techniques such as those listed in the UW-Superior course catalog: 
 

• Develop the abilities to think critically and logically, as 
well as creatively and intuitively, to analyze objectively, 
and subjectively (and to know the difference), to raise 
questions (hypotheses) and to develop methods of proof, 
and to synthesize and integrate ideas appropriately.  

• Become self-directed, independent learners and capable 
problem solvers who can work independently and 
cooperatively.  

• Consider the ethical and moral implications of what they 
have learned and weigh the responsible and appropriate 
responses to these implications.  

• Identify and analyze their own personal values and those 
of others and the merits of conflicting viewpoints and 
interpretations.  



University of Wisconsin-Superior McNair Scholars Journal, volume 3, 2002 

 113 

• Identify the components of their own physiology, 
behavior, and thoughts that affect their physical and 
mental well-being and to make decisions based on that 
knowledge. 

 
Both educators and students are changing, and will continue to 

change, with the technology.  It is important that we continue to update the 
pedagogy of online learning as well as the technology, keeping in mind that 
the diversity in teaching and learning experiences that must be available to 
allow all students and educators a successful and satisfying experience.  I 
think this will be best accomplished through a cooperative effort between 
technology and pedagogy experts. 

Perhaps until we can fully realize the implications of technology on 
the learning experience, we should limit these courses to upper level 
students and continue to teach general education courses in a classroom 
setting.  Freshmen entering the university setting should be required to 
learn not only academic information.  This should be a time when they are 
given the opportunity to learn the commitment, responsibility and the skills 
they will need to be successful citizens as well as students. 
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Appendix A 
 
Survey Comments 
 
• Randy is so easy to work with and responds immediately to questions 

and concerns.  I love taking her online courses. They are a lot of work, 
but it is at your own pace.  She is a great teacher.  Age -20, Junior, 
Grade B/C. 

 
• I had to use a proctor to be there when I took my tests.  What I didn’t 

like was that I had to call the Extended Degree people and request for 
my tests to be sent each time I was to take one.  I think it should be the 
professor’s responsibility to just send the test when it is to be taken.  
The text book was somewhat depressing.  It focused on the negative 
aspects of our environment substantially more than the positive.  Age – 
21-25, Senior, Grade B/C. 

 
• I just want to comment that the professor that I had for my class is an 

exceptional professor – I had him for a class during the regular 
semester.  For my online class every expectation was laid out, right 
away when the course began.  The professor was always available (in 
his office) and if it was impossible to meet – he always quickly e-
mailed me.  I feel that the professor is incredibly instrumental to the 
development of the students in online classes, whether or not they 
actually teach anything. (classroom environment).  Age 21-25, 
Sophomore, Grade B/C. 

 
• I did not finish my online course.  I didn’t have adequate access to a 

computer.  It was a BIG inconvenience to have to go to campus to take 
a test.  Didn’t have the time – too much of a hassle – so I quit taking the 
class.  Age 18-20, Sophomore, Grade Incomplete. 

 
• Mostly I read the book for the class and that was enough to get the 

grade that I had gotten.  I enjoyed the text and the class in general.  It 
was nice to study independently at my own pace.  Mostly the computer 
was just a way of communicating with the instructor.  The tests were all 
done at school and it was always a nice person to set up the testing – 
Very enjoyable.  Thanks for caring about my experience.  Age 21-25, 
Senior, Grade B+. 

 
• The insurance offered through the college is only applicable when 

taking courses on campus (i.e. online classes do not count towards the 
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full-time status when it comes to the ACSA Insurance).  It would be 
much easier (especially with children) if these online courses counted 
as well.  Age 26-35, Senior, Grade A. 

 
These comments are a good reflection of the numerous delivery types, 
instructor involvement, and university support that online learning offers.  
Educational facilities and instructors have not yet standardized course 
offerings.  This makes it difficult for a new student to understand what will 
be required and how a course will be presented.   
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Appendix B 
 
           
 

                                                     
 
                        

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Over 35 

26-35

21-25

18-20

5 26.3 26.3 26.3 

7 36.8 36.8 63.2 

1 5.3 5.3 68.4 

6 31.6 31.6 100.0 

19 100.0 100.0 

18-20 

21-25 

26-35 
Over 35 

Total 

Valid 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

My age when I took this course was: 
 

Figure B-1 
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Junior 

Sophomore 

Senior 
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 I took this course when I was a: 

Figure B-2 

3 15.8 15.8 15.8
7 36.8 36.8 52.6
9 47.4 47.4 100.0

19 100.0 100.0

Sophomore
Junior
Senior
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent 

I took this course when I was: 
 

Figure B-2 
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Figure B-3 

                                        

 
 
 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid A 6 31.6 31.6 31.6 

 B or C 11 57.9 57.9 89.5 

 Incomplete 2 10.5 10.5 100.0 

 Total 19 100.0 100.0  

                            
 

The grade I received for this course was: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                 
                           
 
                          
 
                        

Incomplete

B or C

A 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid disagree somewhat 1 5.3 5.6 5.6 

 agree somewhat 4 21.1 22.2 27.8 

 agree strongly 13 68.4 72.2 100.0 

 Total 18 94.7 100.0  

Missing 5 1 5.3   

Total  19 100.0   

 
   

I feel the grade I received was fair for the work I accomplished. 
                                                                 
        
         
 
   
 

agree strongly 

agree somewhat 

disagree somewhat 

Missing 

 

Figure B-4 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid disagree somewhat 1 5.3 5.3 5.3 

 agree somewhat 3 15.8 15.8 21.1 

 agree strongly 15 78.9 78.9 100.0 

 Total 19 100.0 100.0  

 
 

I would recommend this type of course to other students. 
 
 
 

Figure B-5 
                       
 
               

Agree  
strongly 

 

Agree 
somewhat

Disagree 
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Frequency 
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agree  
strongly 

agree 
somewhat 

disagree disagree 
strongly 
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6

4

2

0

 
    
                                    
 
                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid disagree strongly 1 5.3 5.9 5.9 

 disagree somewhat 4 21.1 23.5 29.4 

 agree somewhat 7 36.8 41.2 70.6 

 agree strongly 5 26.3 29.4 100.0 

 Total 17 89.5 100.0  

Missing 5 2 10.5   

Total  19 100.0   

 
 

It is important for me to be able to talk to my instructor face-to-face. 
 
 
 

Figure B-6 
       
 

 

Frequency 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Agree somewhat 5 26.3 26.3 26.3 

 Agree strongly 14 73.7 73.7 100.0 

 Total 19 100.0 100.0  

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

Figure B-7 

Agree 
strongly 

Agree 
somewhat 

16 
14 
12 
10 

8

6

4

2

0

Overall, this course met my expectations. 

Frequency 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid disagree strongly 1 5.3 6.3 6.3 

 disagree somewhat 1 5.3 6.3 12.5 

 agree somewhat 4 21.1 25.0 37.5 

 agree strongly 10 52.6 62.5 100.0 

 Total 16 84.2 100.0  

Missing 5 3 15.8   

Total  19 100.0   

 
 
             
 
 
 
   
 
 
 

Figure B-8 
 

   agree 
   strongly 

   agree  
   somewhat    disagree 

   somewhat 

  disagree 
  strongly 

12 

10 

8 

6 

4 

2 

0 

Frequency 

The instructor spent an adequate amount of time working
with me during the course. 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Agree somewhat 5 26.3 26.3 26.3 

 Agree strongly 14 73.7 73.7 100.0 

 Total 19 100.0 100.0  

 
              
                                                                                                             
 
                               
  
 
 
 

Figure B-9 
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The instructor responded promptly to my questions and/or needs.

Frequency 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid disagree strongly 3 15.8 17.6 17.6 

 disagree somewhat 7 36.8 41.2 58.8 

 agree somewhat 4 21.1 23.5 82.4 

 agree strongly 3 15.8 17.6 100.0 

 Total 17 89.5 100.0  

Missing 5 2 10.5   

Total  19 100.0   

 
 
 
It is important for me to know what my instructor looks 
like. 
 
 
 
 

Figure B-10 
 

 

Missing 

agree  
strongly 

agree  
somewhat

disagree  
somewhat

disagree
strongly 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Agree somewhat 6 31.6 33.3 33.3 

 Agree strongly 12 63.2 66.7 100.0 

Missing 5 1 5.3   

 Total 19 100.0   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure B-11 
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 strongly 

   agree 
somewhat  missing 

Count 

14 
12 
10 

8

6
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Someone was available when I had problems with this course.
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Figure B-12` 
 
 
 

15 78.9 83.3 83.3
3 15.8 16.7 100.0

18 94.7 100.0
1 5.3

19 100.0

Yes 
No 
Total

Valid
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Total 

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
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Missing 

No 

Yes 

I would take another course on-line. 
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Appendix C – Survey 
 

To what extent do you 
agree or disagree with 
the following 
statements? 

St
ro

ng
ly

 
D

isa
gr

ee
 

D
isa

gr
ee

 
So

m
ew

ha
t 

A
gr

ee
 

So
m

ew
ha

t 

A
gr

ee
 

St
ro

ng
ly

 

N
ot

 
A

pp
lic

ab
le

 

1. The instructor 
provided accurate 
information on the 
requirements of the 
course. 

     

2. The instructor 
provided adequate 
feedback on my 
performance and 
progress during the 
course. 

     

3. The instructor 
responded promptly to 
my questions and/or 
needs. 

     

4. It is important for me 
to know what my 
instructor looks like. 

     

5. It is important for me 
to be able to talk to 
my instructor face-to-
face. 

     

6. The instructor spent 
an adequate amount of 
time working with me 
during the course. 

     

7. The instructor 
provided different 
types of evaluation 
tools:  essay, 
true/false, etc. 

     

8. I prefer working on 
projects and 
assignments by 
myself. 
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To what extent do you 
agree or disagree with 
the following 
statements? 

St
ro

ng
ly

 
D

isa
gr

ee
 

D
isa

gr
ee

 
So

m
ew

ha
t 

A
gr

ee
 

So
m

ew
ha

t 

A
gr

ee
 

St
ro

ng
ly

 

N
ot

 
A

pp
lic
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9. I had an opportunity 
to discuss topics with 
my classmates. 

     

10. The course had a 
clear schedule for me 
to follow. 

     

11. It was easy to 
follow the assignment 
schedule for this 
course. 

     

12. I used the Internet 
and World Wide Web 
to complete my 
assignments. 

     

13. Someone was 
available when I had 
problems with this 
course. 

     

14. It was easy to 
register for this 
course. 

     

15. It was easy to 
obtain course 
materials for this 
course. 

     

16. The course 
materials were very 
useful for this course. 

     

17. I had difficulty 
completing this course 
in addition to my 
other studies. 

     

18. Overall, this course 
met my expectations. 
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To what extent do you 
agree or disagree with 
the following 
statements? 

St
ro

ng
ly

 
D

isa
gr

ee
 

D
isa

gr
ee

 
So

m
ew

ha
t 

A
gr

ee
 

So
m

ew
ha

t 

A
gr

ee
 

St
ro

ng
ly

 

N
ot

 
A

pp
lic

ab
le

 

19. Completing this 
course increased my 
knowledge in the 
subject area. 

     

20. I would 
recommend this type 
of course to other 
students. 

     

21. This course 
inspired me to do 
more research into 
this subject area. 

     

22. This course utilized 
helpful and current 
examples and/or 
illustrations. 

     

23. The assignments 
and projects in this 
course were 
appropriate to my 
learning level. 

     

24. This course has 
improved my ability 
to think and analyze. 

     

25. I felt comfortable 
asking questions and 
expressing my 
opinion during this 
course. 

     
 

26. I was provided an 
opportunity to 
discuss my progress 
with the instructor. 

     

27. I feel the grade I 
received was fair for 
the work I 
accomplished. 
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To what extent do you 
agree or disagree with 
the following 
statements? 

St
ro

ng
ly

 
D

isa
gr

ee
 

D
isa

gr
ee

 
So

m
ew

ha
t 

A
gr

ee
 

So
m
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ha

t 

A
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ee
 

St
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ng
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N
ot

 
A
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28. I feel the course 
material was 
challenging, but not 
overwhelming. 

     

29. My instructor 
returned 
assignments and 
tests promptly. 

     

30. My instructor made 
useful comments 
about my work 
during the course. 

     

31. This course was 
much more difficult 
than other courses I 
have taken. 

     

32. The grade I 
received for this 
course was (circle 
one) 

 
A          B/C          D/F          Incomplete 

33. I took this course 
when I was a (circle 
one) 

 
Freshman       Sophomore       Junior       Senior 

34. My age when I 
took this course 
was: (circle one) 

 
18-20        21-25        26-35        Over 35 

35. This was the first 
online course I have 
taken (circle one). 

YES NO    

36. I continued / am 
continuing my 
education after 
taking this course 
(circle one). 

YES NO    
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To what extent do you 
agree or disagree with 
the following 
statements? 

St
ro

ng
ly

 
D
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gr

ee
 

D
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So

m
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t 

A
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t 

A
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N
ot

 
A
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37. I have a computer 
at home (circle one). YES                     NO 

38. I used a computer 
to do assignments 
for this class (circle 
one). 

YES                     NO 

39. I would take 
another course 
online (circle one). 

YES                     NO 

 
Additional Comments 
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