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ABSTRACT

Increasingly, e-learning is gaining popularity and
acceptance both in academic as well as in corporate
environments. With the rapid increase of online
instruction, many experts predict that e-learning may
at some point become the largest source of higher
education. A significant factor related to the
acceptance and success of e-learning involves
students' perceptions of and attitude towards online
learning. In addition, past experiences with actual
online instruction can be an important factor in
students’ perceptions 0f e-learning. This study
surveys students' experience with an online unit in a
traditional face-to-face course. Included also are
student evaluations of several online components of a
web-based course management software used in the
course. Additional research can provide greater
insight into the factors that promote the acceptance
of and success with online instruction.
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INTRODUCTION

E-learning is gaining popularity because it meets the
challenges of time, distance, and availability related
to education and higher learning. Despite all of its
merits, traditional classroom instruction is limited in
space, time, and pace [1]. In contrast, many of the
initial arguments against distance learning are being
resolved. Online learning is becoming more activity-
focused and application-based. This trend has distinct
advantages over traditional methods of lecture and
assessment. E-learning is also a cost-effective
solution allowing universities to capture continuing
education markets for engineers, doctors, and
teaching professionals. Online learning appeals to
students who have limited time to travel to and stay
at the university campus [1]. Because of available
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technology, online learning has become interactive
and has the potential to create active learning
environments where students learn by doing as they
build new knowledge. This active approach to
learning focuses beyond content and curriculum and
emphasizes complex thinking and problem solving.
[18, 22, 25].

To facilitate the appropriate growth of e-learning, it is
important to evaluate the experience and challenges
students encounter with online instruction. This
preliminary study assesses how user satisfaction is
affected by user experience in two undergraduate
business courses taught with a blend of online and
traditional approaches. The focus of this study
involves student perceptions of online learning and
how the perceptions of students differ based upon a
number of limited variables. Variables which affect
satisfaction may include—but are not limited to—
ease of use, previous experience with online learning
units, computer experience, number of years in
school, and amount of time available to dedicate to
online learning. Although the future growth of e-
learning is assured, educators must remember that
some students still prefer the traditional study
environment to the less personal nature of online
learning units [1].

LITERATURE REVIEW

The term “distance learning” is used to describe
formal instruction which takes place when teachers
and learners are not in the same location [13, 19]. E-
learning is considered to be a subset of distance
learning and is often used to describe technology-
based learning [21]. For the purpose of this paper, the
term “e-learning” will be defined as the delivery of
instructional material using electronic media [21]. In
the past, traditional learning methods have been
limited in scope, and the demand for the flexibility
which e-learning provides continues to grow [1,19].
Recent progress in collaborative technology has
combined e-learning or web-based instruction with
traditional distance learning approaches [7,19,24,
25]; Ward & LaBranche, 2003
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Koohang and Durante (2003) surveyed students in an
effort to measure the perceptions of learners while
they completed web-based instructional delivery
activities. They found that experience with the
Internet was a significant factor in a user’s perception
toward web-based learning. Similarly, Gefen and
Karahanna’s (2003) study tracking users of Internet
vendors concluded that repeat customers had a higher
level of trust in the vendor and “perceived the
website to be more useful and easier to use, and were
more inclined to purchase from it” ( p. 111). This
research suggests that previous experience involving
technology affects a user’s satisfaction related to use
of the site. Results of a study by Stoel and Lee,
creators of the Technology Acceptance Model,
revealed that as students increase their level of
experience with a technology, they find that
technology easier to use and students are more likely
to use the program in the future (2003). Studies have
found that repeat users find websites more useful and
easier to use [12, 17, 25, 26, 28] and that “computer
users’ prior experience with technology affects their
attitudes about technology in general” [25, p. 213]. A
case study by Henry & Stone found that a users’
experience level with computers directly affects their
sense of computer abilities and outcome expectations.
The case also found that if users find the system to be
of low quality or difficult to use, they will reject the
system [17].

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study was to assess students’
responses to integrating and blending online learning
components into a traditional face-to-face course.
Students from two courses at a medium-sized
Midwestern university completed surveys at the end
of their courses regarding their experience with the
course. The course was offered in a traditional
format; however, online components were utilized
using a popular course management software
(Blackboard). The course also included online
quizzes over required reading material, discussion
postings on an asynchronous discussion board, and
postings of course assignments, activities, resources,
and grades. Additionally, two completely online units
were integrated into the class course which students
completed outside of class. The units focused on the
content students needed to know to pass a state
certification exam. The exam was independent of the
course and the focus was added to increase student
competency on that exam.

Students used the course management software

throughout the semester. The majority of readings
connected with the course were posted electronically,
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and three content quizzes were given over required
readings the first half of the semester. Students were
also required to contribute weekly online postings in
asynchronous threaded discussions. The semester
concluded with two online units that included
readings, interactive exercises and applications, and
content assessments. In order to receive credit for the
online assignments, students needed to achieve 90
percent accuracy. Although the courses were run in a
traditional face-to-face format, significant portions of
the class were handled through online activities;
creating a blended approach to the content. Past
research studies have indicated that acceptance of e-
learning involves both the students’ perceptions and
their past experience with actual online instruction.
This study blended the familiar approach of the
traditional classroom with online instructional units
and course management software. The data for the
study are based on a survey which was administered
at the end of the courses. The survey instrument,
designed to collect information about the course
participant’s perceptions of the online portion of the
blended learning course, was made available to the
learners following course completion. The survey
contained 13 questions: 12 of which were answered
using a Likert scale and 1 question was open-ended.
This allowed students an opportunity to express ideas
which were not addressed in the questionnaire. The
12 statements using a Likert scale recorded levels of
satisfaction with the online learning units. Six of the
responses were recorded so that strongly agree=5,
moderately agree=4, undecided=3, moderately
disagree=2, and strongly disagree=1 Six additional
items were selected for evaluation using the
following Likert scale: 5=strongly satisfied,
4=moderately satisfied, 3=undecided, 2=moderately
dissatisfied, 1=strongly dissatisfied.

RESULTS

The findings from the survey reflect students’
attitudes towards the online components of the
course. Most of the evaluation measures focus on
subjects’ satisfaction with online units. Overall, 3
students (8 percent) claimed they were extremely
satisfied with the online units. Eighteen participants
(50 percent) were moderately satisfied and 14 (39
percent) were neither dissatisfied nor satisfied. Only
1 participant was moderately dissatisfied while no
students were extremely dissatisfied. An analysis of
the effect of gender on the difference in the overall
satisfaction level with the online units found that
female students appear to be more satisfied with the
units, but the difference is not significant at a .05
level (see Table 1). Overall satisfaction was affected
by the respondent’s year in school. The 4™ year
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students appear to be more satisfied with the online
units they completed, and the satisfaction scores of
3™ year and 4™ year students are significantly
different, as shown in Table 2.

Table 1. Group Statistics: Gender

Satisfaction with
Std. Std. Error
units based on N | Mean o
Deviation| Mean
Gender
1 13 [3.38 [.650 .180
2 25 [3.80 |.645 129
Table 2. Group Statistics: Year in School
Std. Std. Error
Year N | Mean
Deviation| Mean
2 3.00 [.000 .000
4 36 [3.69 |.668 111

The level of computer experience related to overall
level of satisfaction with the online units appears to
be positively related although the relationship
between them is not statistically significant (Table 3).
From the analysis there are positive correlations
between satisfaction with the discussion board, the
posting of resources (websites and links) and other
course-related information as well as the use of
online quizzes or assessments. Overall, students were
satisfied with the online units they completed.

Table 3. Correlations: Experience and Satisfaction

Satisfaction |Computer
with Units Experience
Satisfaction ~ Pearson Correlation |1.000 .285
with Units 0 2-tailed) 083
N 38.000 38
Computer Pearson Correlation }.285 1.000
Experience iy (o_tailed) 083
N 38 38.000

The results of the satisfaction ratings from the course
are shown in Table 3. The majority of the
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respondents (44 percent moderate and 39 percent
strongly) were satisfied with the use of discussion
board and questions related to the course material.
Eighty-two percent of the students (26 percent
moderately and 55 percent strongly) were satisfied
with the instructor’s use of online quizzes and
assessments.  Eighty-nine percent (42 percent
moderately and 47 percent strongly) were satisfied
with the course’s use of Blackboard to supplement
traditional learning methods.

Table 4. Satisfaction Ratings

A* Brt | Crer
1(Strongly Dissatisfied) 3% | 5% | 0%
2 (Moderately Dissatisfied) | 6% | 0% | 3%
3 (Undecided) 8% 13% | 8%
4 (Moderately Satisfied) 44% | 26% | 42%
5 (Strongly Satisfied) 39% | 55% | 47%

* The Discussion Board with threaded questions
** Use of online quizzes or assessments
*** OQverall use of Blackboard

PERCEIVED BENEFITS AND WEAKNESSES
OF THE ONLINE UNITS

Participants were given the opportunity to share
open-ended responses and comment on the strengths
and weaknesses of the online learning units, as shown
in Table 5. Students’ responses showed that they
valued the web-based instruction because important
concepts in the course were emphasized, and students
enjoyed working at their own pace.

Table 5. Perceived Strengths and
Problems/Limitations of the Online Learning Units

No. of users
mentioning *

Perceived Strengths of
Online Learning Units

Content: units used to reinforce

important concepts !

Flexibility: convenience, ability

11
to complete at own pace

Gained valuable experience
learning in an online 15
environment

No. of users
mentioning*

Perceived Weaknesses of
Online Learning Units

Intangibility of online units 4
Lack of social aspect 2
Internet trouble 1
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The open-ended responses in Table 5 cite more
strengths than weaknesses. Most of the students
believed that they gained valuable experience
learning in an online environment, and felt that they
could integrate the technology into future situations.
Some students still prefer the social interaction and
tangible nature of a classroom over online learning.
The students also realized that there was a link
between how they were learning the material online
and their future careers. One student commented “I
think that online learning is essential in business
courses because so much is done by use of the
Internet in the real world.” Another said “Students
should learn how to use it so they are comfortable
using it in their future lives.” As reported carlier, the
students also liked the flexibility of being able to
work within their own time-frame and to review the
work at their own pace, “I like online learning. It is a
different way to learn about topics. It allows you to
work at your own pace ... it was nice to have ample
time to read and work on the quizzes.”

Some of the students had difficulty with the online
format of the learning units. One student had
difficulty contacting the instructor for clarification;
another would have liked better directions; and one
cited frustration from Internet trouble. Four students
found a problem with the social isolation of the
online environment. However, these criticisms were
outnumbered by favorable responses from the
participants. There were only 8 negative free-
responses out of the 39 survey respondents.

CONCLUSIONS

This study provides insights about students’
satisfaction of, attitudes towards, and experiences
with online components integrated into a traditional
face-to-face course. This study revealed that students
overall were satisfied with the online learning units in
the course.. The results indicate that gender is not
significantly related to user satisfaction but that the
participants’ year in school is significantly related to
user satisfaction. Although literature suggests that
computer users’ prior experience with technology
affects users’ satisfaction with technology, this study
did not find a statistically significant relationship
between the two. The study also found there were
positive correlations between satisfaction with the
discussion board, the posting of resources (Web sites
and links) and other course-related information and
the use of online quizzes or assessments with overall
satisfaction with the online units completed. If the
students are satisfied with one element of online
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learning, they will likely be satisfied with other
online elements of learning.

The study reveals a number of valuable insights.
Students recognized the relevance of using
technology and learning online. They know such
skills are of growing importance in today’s world as
captured in the following statements on the survey:
“Technology is expanding everyday so we must learn
how to adapt to learning information from computers.
| believe that the online learning was very valuable
and should be done in the future.”, “Though the
internet is almost vital in this day in age, for most
there is still much to learn about it. The combination
of the internet and learning is helpful and makes
learning more interesting.” The scope of this study
was limited and preliminary in nature. Additional
areas should be explored; for instance, although
students were asked to rate their proficiency in
computer usage, they were not asked whether they
had taken an online course or online components in a
course before. Having been involved in an actual e-
learning experience is probably a better predictor of
attitudes and perceptions than mere computer
experience. Other research exploring how students
react to online learning in various content areas
would also prove useful in determining how best to
implement e-learning. With the growing trend toward
e-learning, little doubt exists that online instruction
will continue to become significant in academic and
corporate settings. This and additional research can
explore how students perceive and use online
learning, finding ways to better engage students and
help them master both content and problem solving
skills needed in a competitive global workplace.
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