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Statement of Research Question:

How have course delivery systems (e.g., WebCT, Blackboard) changed on-campus and distance education? 
Summary of the Literature:  
Technology in education is continuing to grow and change in our society at an increased rate. “Higher education is undergoing great changes as a result of numerous forces influencing the ways in which instructors teach and the way in which academic instruction is delivered to students” (Ward 1999, p. 25). One of these numerous forces is distance education, which involves the use of course delivery systems such as Blackboard and WebCT. According to Bryant (2005), “At its most basic level, distance education takes place when a teacher and student(s) are separated by physical distance, and technology (e.g., voice, video, data, and print), often in concert with face-to-face communication, is used to bridge the instructional gap.”  

Why the need for distance education? Traditional classrooms are no longer suitable for certain students who want to continue their education. Distance education is being implemented because, “institutions are looking to increase enrollment by attracting non-resident students, there are growing needs of adult learners to acquire new skills and college credits while overcoming the constraints of time and distance, and the development of new technologies are making the delivery of distance learning courses more attractive” (Aoki & Pogroszewski, 1998). 


The change in course delivery systems in education has brought many benefits to on-campus and distance education. With these ever changing programs colleges and universities are able to tap into new markets and are able to do this without heavy investments into bricks and mortar (Levenburg & Major, 1998). Colleges and universities have the capabilities to reach more students by using course delivery systems. They also bring together students whose backgrounds are socially, culturally, and economically different. 
Likewise, there are also many benefits for students who choose distance education. Students who live in rural areas can easily access courses through delivery systems such as Blackboard and WebCT. Rural students having the opportunity to take introductory courses, refresher courses, or non-credit continuing education courses is another benefit for students who choose distance education. Students are also able to maintain employment while furthering their education online, which in turn helps to reduce some of the financial burden associated with going back to school. Another benefit for students is that they are able to work at their own pace and finish projects and assignments when they are able to fit it into their schedule. According to Mary Anderson’s research (2006), “Interviewees praised the freedom, flexibility, and convenience of learning while also juggling professional and personal schedules” (p. 5). This was a common trend with many of the research studies in distance education.

Faculty also reap the benefits of distance education in that they have an opportunity to provide innovative instruction and apply new teaching techniques as well as self-gratification, fulfilling a personal desire to teach, recognition of their work, and peer recognition. Faculty, who choose to teach via distance, tend to have more release time to prepare for their distance learning classes (Fritz, Marx, Rockwell, & Shauer, 1999). Research has shown faculty are either for or against distance education.  There seems to be no middle ground.  Faculty having a positive attitude makes a big difference in how students perceive their distance learning experiences.  However, not all distance learning experiences are good ones.

Along with the benefits of distance education come some disadvantages. Online learning often seems like more work for students and faculty. Students spend more time reading, typing, and responding to assignments compared to the time spent doing these tasks in a traditional classroom. Whereas faculty spend much of their time making sure class materials are readily available online as well as technologically sound and easy for students to use. Due to higher enrollment, lack of institutional support and training, loss of autonomy and control of the curriculum, and lack of technical training and support faculty feel distance education isn’t as straightforward as a traditional classroom. Another disadvantage is the loss of face-to-face interaction.  Support services such as libraries, advising, counseling, mentoring and opportunities for social interaction with other learners and faculty are limited. Thus showing, the online mode greatly restricts the quality of interactions among students and between students and the instructor” (Wilkes, Simon, & Brooks, 2006). Therefore, students aren’t having the face-to-face interactions that they need and/or desire throughout their distance learning experience.  “The potential opportunity or danger is that e-learning enables ‘tele-presence’. It can literally displace the on-campus university” (Christie & Ferdos, 2004). If on-campus universities are displaced, the loss of face-to-face interactions will continue to increase.  Without these interactions, distance education will continue to fail to identify with the importance of the student’s thoughts, reactions, and responses, which would normally have been seen in a traditional classroom setting. 

Distance learners tend to have distinct characteristics. Studies have found most of these students tend to include some combination of demographic and situational variables. Some of these variables include age, gender, ethnicity, geographical locations and lifestyle. Research by Bryant, Kahle, and Schafer (2005) shows that distance learners are on average, older than the typical undergraduate student, women, employed full-time, and more likely to be married. Students, who enroll in online courses, are a very diverse group.  They are highly motivated, self-directed, organized, and know how to manage their time. Students in distance education programs tend to be more intelligent, emotionally stable, compulsive, and more conforming than traditional students. These students also tend to have more defined goals than the average traditional student, because of their maturity and willingness to learn.  
With the number of online courses in colleges and universities increasing, the need for these delivery systems has allowed students to make a decision whether or not to continue traditional schooling or choose online learning to meet their needs. With these changes faculty are trying to implement ways, using tools such as WebCT & Blackboard, to make it feel like a traditional school. They are using these tools to help increase the sense of community throughout their online courses. This sense of community allows online learners to be in the comfort of their homes and in a safe climate.  It has an atmosphere of trust and respect, and an invitation for intellectual exchange. It also creates a gathering place for individuals who are sharing a journey that includes similar activities, purposes, and goals (Conrad, 2005).  Anderson (2006), showed a 22.9 percent increase in the number of students taking one or more online courses due to the attractiveness of the WebCT and Blackboard delivery systems.

Course delivery systems have changed on-campus and distance education. Within these delivery systems there will continue to be growth and improvement. Faculty should work toward acquiring skills such as, being mentors in an online setting, guiding students, providing consistent and timely feedback, and acting as catalysts in supporting student’s interactions with each other. “In order to achieve success with distance learning programs, an institution needs to consider how it will acquire faculty who possess these skills, and how current faculty members’ skill sets can be expanded to include those necessary for successful delivery of distance courses” (Levenburg & Major, 1998). It is important for a faculty member to be able to alter his or her traditional teaching strategies in order to meet the needs of distance learners. The role of the teacher has shifted from being teacher-centered to more of a facilitator role. “Researchers are continuing to experiment with methodological approaches and attempting to identify the most salient variables” (Gottwald, 2005). This leads to more student learning and interaction amongst students and faculty. 

Summary and Conclusion:


Research continues to show technology in education is growing and changing at an increased rate, no matter if it is in a traditional classroom or at a distance. It has shown that distance education is becoming more attractive to a variety of students through the use of delivery systems such as WebCT and Blackboard. Some of the things attracting students to distance learning are flexibility, a wider variety of opportunities to take different courses, and the convenience of learning. There are also benefits associated with distance education for faculty, such as self-gratification, fulfilling a personal desire to teach, recognition of their work, and peer recognition. 


With technology there are also some disadvantages. Some of these disadvantages are lose of face-to-face interaction and a heavier workload for students and faculty. Students also don’t see the support services that are sometimes needed in the learning process. It was found that distance learners don’t have as easy access to libraries, advising, counseling, mentoring and opportunities for social interaction with other learners and faculty.   


Technology associated with course delivery systems will continue to improve and change in the future. It is important for faculty and institutions to continue to make improvements to their course delivery systems for students to use on-campus or via distance. Research by Christie and Ferdos (2004), states that most universities will not be able to ignore the coming of the ‘information railway’ and will be forced to put their courses online in order to survive. Course delivery systems will continue to have an impact on the future of education no matter if it is in a traditional setting or at a distance.

Effect that the Educational Technology Topic Could Have in a Typical School/Classroom:   

Technology is not only valuable in a college setting, but it is also valuable in a K-12 school. Using course delivery systems such as WebCT gives students in small/rural schools the opportunity to take courses not readily available to them because of teacher shortages or funding issues. Many college and universities are now using these kinds of systems to teach courses. By K-12 schools using these delivery systems their students will become familiar with them, which will in turn help make the transition into college life easier. 


Systems such as WebCT and Blackboard could be very beneficial for teachers who are interested in furthering their education. They will have the knowledge base to easily navigate through these programs in order to obtain course information. They can also use them in their classrooms to keep their students up to date on what is going on in the classroom. They would be able to post grades and keep students up to date on assignments. It could also be used by parents to check student’s progress.  


There are many options for schools that choose to use these types of course delivery systems. Each school will have to decide which delivery system to use, so that it will be most beneficial for students and faculty. 
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Article #1
Bibliographic Citation 

Wilkes, R., Simon, J., & Brooks, L. (2006). A comparison of faculty and undergraduate 

students’ perceptions of online courses and degree programs. Journal of Information Systems Education, 17(2). Retrieved December 3, 2006 from http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=1085549311&sid=1&Fmt=4&clientld=44616&RQT=309&Vname=PQD
Type of Research:   
___ Descriptive

___ Correlation



___ Experimental

___ Causal-Comparative

___ Historical


___ Quasi-Experimental

___ Meta-Analysis                  __x_ Survey Interview

Evidence from article you used to determine Type of Research

   Two survey instruments were developed to determine the perceptions of students and faculty members toward online courses and degree programs. A Likert- type scale was used in this research 

Purpose of the Research: 

Wilkes, Simon and Brooks conducted this research to investigate the perceptions of current undergraduate students and college business professors toward online courses and degree programs along several dimensions.

Instruments Used
  Within a survey, undergraduate students were asked to describe their current status regarding taking a course online and were allowed to select more than one response. The remainder of the survey had two parts, each with a listing of the 27 issues for students to consider.  In the first part, students were asked to indicate how important each identified issue was to them in deciding whether to take a course online or in an on-campus environment. In the second part, students were asked to consider the same issues as in the previous section but to indicate the likelihood that each issue was a characteristic of an online versus on-campus course.

  Within another survey, faculty were asked to describe their perceptions regarding teaching a course online and were allowed to select more than one response.  Faculty were also asked to indicate the likelihood that each of the 27 issues was a characteristic of an online versus on-campus course. Lastly, faculty respondents were asked to provide narrative responses to four questions relating online courses.

Validity and reliability of Instruments Used
  A survey instrument was pilot tested on multiple student populations to validate subject understanding and interpretation of the survey items.  These student populations were found to have properly interpreted the meanings of the questions and to have responded in a fashion consistent with the researchers’ expectations for this instrument.

 The two subject groups being compared were drawn from the same institution.  This was done to remove regional or other differences that might be a function of specific institutional factors.

Subjects
  The subjects were 179 undergraduate students at a large urban university. The instrument was distributed and collected in classrooms and 100% were collected. One participant’s responses were determined to be unusable, resulting in 178 usable responses. The participants represented all departments in the business school and all undergraduate classifications.

   The other subjects were 80 business college faculty members at a larger urban university. These faculty members are assumed to be likely providers of college-level online courses. All departments of the college were represented, as were all academic ranks. The response rate for this subject group was 67.5%

    Both subject populations of this study were affiliated with the same institution.

Results and Conclusions
Regarding current status of students taking online course, less than 1/5 of the respondents indicated they would not take an online course. The percentage of females who indicated they “would not take a course online” is almost double the percentage of males who indicated this choice.

Regarding the ratings of issues’ importance, a Likert-type scale was used.  A mean was calculated as a basis for determining which issues were considered rather important.

Regarding ratings that a characteristic is more likely true for online versus on-campus courses, None of the issues were perceived to be much more likely to be characteristic of online courses.

Regarding faculty perceptions. About one-fourth of the respondents indicated they would not teach an online course.

 Faculty are seen to have relatively negative attitudes toward online courses and degree programs.  These negative attitudes could hinder efforts to successfully deliver quality programs to their students.  If the faculty perceptions in this study are accurate, issues need to be dealt with to insure the quality and integrity of online course delivery.  If the faculty perceptions in this study are inaccurate, institutions will have to communicate with their faculty with concerns on how these issues will be addressed.

  Students have a generally better opinion than do faculty of online courses, even though, students still identify “opportunities for live interaction/discussion between faculty and students”, “opportunity for live interaction/discussion among students” as well as “accreditation of the institution offering the courses” to be much more of a characteristic of on-campus courses.

Possible Influence of Extraneous Variables
One extraneous variable would be faculty not having enough time to fill out the survey due to lack of time. 

Possible Threats to Internal and External Validity
    Possible threats to validity would be attitudes of subjects toward online learning while filling out the survey.  Another threat could be the history threat.  This urban school could have had bad experiences with online courses.  This would cause surveys to be less positive toward online learning.  If they would have surveyed a few other schools, they may have found more positive results because those schools may have had better online courses.  

Generalizability of Results to Local Issues
  The arrival of online learning is here to stay.  Although this survey was given to students in a large urban area, these students are assumed to be customers for college-level online courses and represent a large potential target market. Likewise the faculty the survey was given to is assumed to be the providers for college-level online courses. With technology infusing our school systems, institutions have to meet the needs of their students in the most convenient way possible for students to be able to enroll in classes they offer. Institutions have to explore in depth those who are potential subscribers to these programs as will as those who will deliver these programs because it will be critical to the future success of their institution 

  The perceptions of both faculty and students are areas of concern institutions need to address in order to develop and deliver online courses and degree programs. The more time and effort institutions put forth in addressing these issues, the more beneficial it will be for the faculty and students as well as the institution as a whole.

Appendix A - Analysis of Research (Shana Theobald)

Article #2

Bibliographic Citation 

Rockwell, S. K., Schauer, J., Fritz, S., & Marx, D. B. (1999). Incentives and obstacles 

influencing higher education faculty and administrators to teach via distance.  On-line Journal of Distance Learning Administration, 2(4). Retrieved December 4, 2006 from http://www.westga.edu/~distance/rockwell24.html.

Type of Research:   
___ Descriptive

___ Correlation



___ Experimental

___ Causal-Comparative

___ Historical


___ Quasi-Experimental

___ Meta-Analysis                  _X_ Survey


Evidence from article you used to determine Type of Research


Rockwell, Schauer, Fritz, and Marx used personal interviews with administrators to help put together a survey that would be mailed to the entire faculty of two colleges to help identify incentives as well as obstacles in regard to distance education.  As stated, “First, personal interviews with the colleges’ administrators identified what they felt were faculty concerns about delivering education via distance.  The administrator responses were then used to develop an instrument to survey teaching faculty and administrators about the potential incentives and obstacles to distance teaching.”

Purpose of the Research

The purpose of this research was to examine and identify what faculty and administrators perceive as being incentives that encourage them to develop educational opportunities via distance and obstacles that discourage them from doing so.  

Instruments Used


One hour personal interviews were conducted with 16 administrators.  The interviews focused on what they, the administrators, perceived as the concerns and issues faculty face when teaching distance courses.  From the responses of the interviews, a mail instrument survey was developed.  On this survey were nineteen items that could be ranked as incentives or obstacles for teaching distance.  A modified Likert scale was used to rank each item as a primary or secondary incentive, primary or secondary obstacle, or neither an incentive nor obstacle.  

Validity and reliability of Instruments Used

The instrument was evaluated by five faculty members to assess its appropriateness for rating incentives and obstacles to teaching via distance prior to mailing them to faculty.  Then the instrument was revised and then pre-tested with 20 faculty members engaged in distance education at other colleges.  This group completed the instrument and critiqued it for readability, structure, and form. Then the instrument was revised again.  Finally, all of the participants were mailed the same survey and given the same amount of time to complete it.  The questions asked on the survey were directly related to the researchers’ purpose and goals.  The instrument was returned by 67% of the faculty and 77% of the administrators.

Subjects

The subjects for this research were 207 faculty teaching academic courses including those who serve in administrative positions, and 30 administrators in the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources and in two colleges in a mid-west University.

Results and Conclusions

Nineteen items were included on the survey.  Of the nineteen items, faculty and administrators saw the following as incentives: having an opportunity to provide innovative instruction, apply new teaching techniques, self-gratification, fulfilling a personal desire to teach, recognition of their work, peer recognition, extending educational opportunities beyond the traditional walls of the institution, so place-bound students have access, students can reduce travel time, and faculty having release time for preparation. Time requirements, developing effective technology skills, and assistance and support needs were seen as obstacles by faculty and administrators.  Finally, there were certain items that were not considered incentives or obstacles.  These included monetary awards, the cost to students, the evaluation process, and promotion/tenure needs.  

Possible Influence of Extraneous Variables

There are a couple of extraneous variables that could affect the outcome of this research.  First, since the surveys are being mailed, there is a chance that they could get lost in the mail and never reach the intended participant.  Second, faculty and administrators may not take or have the time to complete the survey.  Finally, the amount of exposure to distance education could influence how the faculty and administrators fill out the surveys.

Possible Threats to Internal and External Validity

The first threat to validity is attitude of subjects.  If those who are being surveyed, in this case the faculty and administrators, don’t see the importance or significance of the survey, they won’t take the time to fill it out and mail it back.  Another threat to validity is mortality.  As seen in this research study, not all faculty and administrators took the time to complete the survey and send it back.

Generalizability of Results to Local Issues

Distance education has evolved over the last few years and will continue to do so in the future.  Many colleges and universities are embracing the idea of distance education.  This research shows, “For administration and faculty to effectively work together in the future to build curriculums that are offered through distance delivery, the incentives that encourage faculty to teach via distance can be spotlighted and the obstacles that discourage faculty need to be diminished.”  In order for distance education to work, it seems that faculty and administrators need to work together to find the best means necessary to make their programs available via distance.

Appendix A – Analysis of Research  (Julie Voelker)

Article #3

Bibliographic Citation (APA Style) – 

Conrad, D. (2005). Building and maintaining community in cohort-based online learning. 

Journal of Distance Education, 20(1). Retrieved December 3, 2006 from http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=886738931&sid=4&Fmt=4&clientld=44616&RQT=309&Vname=PQD 

Type of Research:   
___ Descriptive

___ Correlation



___ Experimental

___ Causal-Comparative

___ Historical


___ Quasi-Experimental

___ Meta-Analysis                  _X_ Survey


Evidence from article you used to determine Type of Research

Data was collected five times over a two-year program by using instruments that were “primarily qualitative in nature but that also used Likert-type scales, yes/no questions, and rating questions.”  Participants of the study had to complete questionnaires throughout the program. 

Purpose of the Research
Conrad wanted to study the nature of community in an online setting. “I explored the development of learners’ sense of community using a variety of data gathering instruments.”  

Instruments Used
Instruments were primarily qualitative in nature, but also used Likert-type scales, yes/no questions, and rating questions. Questionnaires asking about perceptions, online questionnaire, and interviews were used throughout study. 

Validity and reliability of Instruments Used
Throughout this two-year study Conrad used many different instruments to collect her data. The questionnaires included a combination of various types of questions to capture learners’ perceptions of online learning, and she took measures to make sure learners had an understanding of the concept of community. When doing the online questionnaires she repeated certain questions from the first questionnaire so comparisons could be made making this study valid. Reliability could be questioned because of the 17 participants only 14 filled out the second questionnaire, and when interviews were given she only had participation of 11 students.

Subjects   
The subjects of this study were professional master’s program’s students. Women outnumbered men 14 to four. The groups consisted of 25% over 50 years of age. 


-Graduate Students


-Distance education


-Online instructions

Results and Conclusions
Throughout this study students had difficulty labeling or giving clear meaning to the term community. Fifty-four percent of the more positive learners used the word group in their responses compared with 40% of the less positive learners. Participants in the first data collection felt most strongly about groups, technology, and exchange. The concepts of support, friendship, relationship, and collaboration were noted in the meaning of community, but less frequently. 

When a question was asked about how an increased sense of connection reflected students academically in their studies, all participants indicated increased comfort in online discussions and postings; all but one indicated more off-line time together and more and better collaboration on group projects. Six respondents thought the online course brought more sharing of resources, five thought there was more consultation on individual projects. Students however weren’t happy with the grades and assessment.  Three respondents thought an increased sense of community had reduced concern over grades and competitiveness.   

The data reflects some changes in participants’ views over time of who should take responsibility for building community. This study found that community and online learning perceptions of learners began by looking at technical consideration and then shifted away from that throughout the study and shifted towards affective considerations. Learners took responsibility and credit for their creation and maintenance of their community. Online learning didn’t prevent learners from valuing face-to-face contact with other class members.

Possible Influence of Extraneous Variables

Some possible extraneous variables of this study would include the teachers that are teaching these courses. Overtime a teacher may leave and a new one comes in. Some may plan for a lot of interaction amongst other students while others don’t, therefore not forming communities like students would like to see. This may affect how students perceive community and how it changes over the course of the study. The size and makeup of the survey group could also affect the outcome. It is just a small group of students in one cohort. They may all have the same perceptions, where the researcher could have included a couple of different cohorts in the study to compare them. The time to fill out the questionnaire is also a variable. Everybody has busy lives and may not have a time to fill out the survey and answer to the fullest, which could lead to the research not being true.

Possible Threats to Internal and External Validity
Mortality is a big threat in this study. It is a group of graduate students and in a group such as this people have other jobs or other things going on in their lives, which makes it hard to take these classes. Due to this there are people that signup and decide not to take the class or those that start the class and then drop out. Maturation could affect this study because there could be students of many different ages. Some students may not want to form communities in online learning as well as others.  Students in this study could choose if they wanted to fill out the questionnaires or partake in interviews. The 

Generalizability of Results to Local Issues
Online learning will continue to grow. Cohorts will start to become more popular with the increase of online learning. It is important for these cohorts to be able to work with each other even if you can’t be face to face. People have to be able to step out of the box and try new ways of doing things. That is what online learning is. People need to be ready to learn through technology and learn how to work with others and form a community online. That is the future of technology. 
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