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Abstract 

The article presents the findings of a recent longitudinal study that compares student 
perception of instruction scores between online and regular classes. Participants in the 
study were campus-based traditional undergraduate students enrolled at a large public 
U.S. university. The findings suggest that student perceptions of course participation are 
influenced by matters of convenience. The article concludes with relevant implications for 
educators who design and teach web-based courses to traditional undergraduate 
students.  
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Introduction 

Early adopters of web-based online learning methods in the middle 1990s contended that the delivery 
method would be restricted to outreach programs for those learners who possessed barriers to attending 
traditional education and training programs (Lyttinen & Rose, 2003). Since that time, the use of 
electronic formats to provide alternative course delivery methods continues to become a mainstream 
practice within many universities and training programs. According to the United States Department of 
Education, 62 percent  of public and not-for-profit private institutions offered classes via distributed 
(distance or online) learning as of the 2004-2005 academic year (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). 
For this reason, a number of learners, professors, and trainers continue to embrace web-based delivery 
methods at varying levels. The current online learning landscape includes both traditional and non-
traditional learners, with traditional learners defined by the authors as the 18-22-year-old fulltime student 
cohort. 

Over recent years, thousands of campuses have experimented to some extent with distributed learning 
methods using electronic communication tools for course delivery (Schneider & Germann, 1999; 
Kalamatianou & McClean, 2003). Today, a majority of mainstream training and education institutions 
intend to use online learning environments to provide some level of course delivery. The extent to which 
non-traditional classroom alternatives are used is referred to as online learning environment (OLE) 
modalities (Slate, 2001). Modalities range from traditional courses using web enhanced features, to 
reduced class time (mixed mode) methods, to fully web-based course versions. Some professors are 
teaching courses entirely online to learner enrollments that include traditional campus-based students 
who may be new to the experience of a fully online educational environment. These “traditional student” 
versus “fully online leaner” comparisons of instructional effectiveness form the theme of this paper. 
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The paper presents empirical findings comparing student perceptions of instruction (SPI) (also known as 
student perceptions of teaching [SPOT]) between students enrolled in regular face-to-face classes with 
those enrolled in fully web-based online learning environments (OLEs). The study was conducted at a 
large, public university located in the southeastern United States. Survey respondents provided SPI 
scores near the completion of management courses offered for major and non-major students through a 
hospitality management college. All of the participants resided near the main campus of the university. 
The paper identifies areas from the related literature as well as the methodology employed by the study. 
It concludes with implications for educators concerning a current trend in traditional student perceptions 
of instruction in OLE courses that is not widely represented in the existing literature.  

Historical Perspectives of Online Learning 

Innovators from training programs in the areas of engineering and computer science began working with 
distance learning initiatives during the 1980s through the use of telecommunication interfaces requiring 
some level of technical proficiency on the part of each user (Gibson & Herrera, 1999).  Early adopting 
educators in the fields of business and nursing were attracted to web-based distributed education 
modalities during the proliferation of public Internet access that began in the middle 1990s (Lytinen & 
Rose, 2003).  Today, most traditional training and education institutions intend to use online learning 
environments (OLEs) to provide some level of course delivery. This has also sparked the interests of 
researchers in the discipline. 

A vast body of distance learning literature has emerged over recent years (Schrum, 2002).  This could 
suggest that these programs have achieved “mainstream” status in many academic institutions.  A 
number of studies address issues such as faculty compensation, incentives, course evaluation, and 
pedagogy in online learning environments (Wardrope, 2001).  It is commonly reported that the shift from 
traditional teaching to OLE requires ‘change’ on the part of the instructor.  It is likely that the concept of 
change may serve as both a catalyst and a cause of resistance on the part of educators based on varied 
perceptions concerning OLE instruction. One study suggests that online education has created a new 
paradigm, which has fostered new modes of learning that involve innovative views of pedagogy and 
requires internal change on the part of participating faculty members (Rahman, 2001). 

Journal articles addressing the issues of pedagogy and OLE began to appear in the management 
literature during the latter 1990s (Rimmington, 1999). It was predicted that the frequency of such 
contributions would continue to escalate into the new millennium (Cho, 2000). Indeed, this does seem to 
be the situation that has occurred over recent years.  

Online Learning Environments (OLE) 

At the end of 2001, Symonds reported in Business Week that nearly half of the major 4,000 colleges and 
universities in the U.S. were offering online classes to augment their more traditional classes. The U. S. 
Department of Education (1999) predicted that total college enrollment would increase to 15.3 million 
students by the end of 2001, a finding which was rather accurate. An earlier study found that one-third of 
U. S. higher education institutions offered distance learning courses, with another 25 percent reporting 
the intention to add these to the curricula (Russell, 1995; “College Enrollment Surge,” 2001). The report 
goes on to note that 45 percent of these courses were offered by four-year public institutions, 39 percent 
by public two-year institutions, and 16 percent by private four-year institutions. It was suggested that the 
number of  institutions offering bachelor degrees would reach 1.4 million, a 13 percent increase, and that 
graduate enrollments would increase by 12 percent by 2011 (Russell; “College Enrollment Surge”). The 
proliferation of online course offerings is already impacting the learning strategies of current students 
who appear to be enrolling in online courses more frequently than those who came before them. It is 
possible that students choose the OLE alternative over traditional classes offered by institutions for 
reasons related to convenience. As evidenced in the authors’ findings, the OLE course sections always 
seemed to fill up prior to the traditional course offerings when the same subject was offered in both 
options. This observation is consistent with a number of OLE studies that address the issue of 
convenience as a major factor influencing the intention of students to enroll in these classes. This further 
suggests that student satisfaction rankings of instruction might be based on perceptions of convenience 
experienced throughout a given online course. 
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OLE Studies and Convenience Factors 

A number of studies concerning aspects of the OLE distribution method exist within the literature. One 
study addressed the anytime/anywhere aspects of asynchronous OLE courses by identifying the key 
drivers of student convenience, flexibility, and stability associated with well designed classes (Chang, 
Hung, Keh, Chang & Shih, 2005). Convenience is also addressed in an article that presents the findings 
of a study conducted among practicing engineers seeking online continuing education courses to 
maintain job skills and employability (Kariya, 2003). The report continues by appropriately noting the 
requirements of diligent study, hard work, and motivation on the part of online learners. There are 
instances in which enrolling students overlook these requirements when choosing courses and select 
based solely upon convenience factors. Another study of working professionals noted that both 
synchronous (real-time) and asynchronous courses still meet with convenience criteria, in that such 
courses eliminate travel time and expenses as well as time away from the office (Anonymous, 2001). 
Yet, another study with working professionals notes a criticality associated with online learning 
environments by suggesting that individuals are willing to trade-off certain learning outcomes for the 
sake of online convenience (Farris, Haskins, & Yemen, 2003).  

The convenience and financial savings aspects of OLE course selection are also cited in a study that 
took place within a professional association to provide arbitrator continuing education credits (Slate, 
2005). The association has been providing online learning programs for members since 2001 and has 
trained more than 2,500 individuals during that time.  

While a number of incidents within the literature address OLE initiatives among working professionals, 
there are entries that include programs provided for traditional learners within universities. A study 
conducted at Ball State University collected feedback from students and instructors within a master’s 
level program and found that the largest advantage cited for choosing OLE courses was the 
convenience factor that precluded the need to travel to campus during the typical school day (Flowers & 
Cotton, 2003). Researchers from a business college collected data concerning the popularity of OLE as 
a viable choice of student enrollments and found that the majority (68%) of favorable responses came 
from non-traditional (>25 years of age) learners who considered themselves to be highly proficient in the 
use of technology (Smith & Rupp, 2004). Benbunan-Fich and Hitz (2003) found that a comparison of 
student perceptions of various course modalities did not yield significant differences with the exception of 
convenience factors that rated highest for online courses. 

Methodology/Design 

Student participants had their student perceptions of instruction (SPI) evaluation scores compared over a 
period of four academic years beginning in 2002 and ending in 2006. Students were assumed to have 
randomly chosen between face-to-face course offerings and/or online learning options. The mix of these 
two types of course offerings was varied across semesters by time of day taught, day of week taught, 
and on campus or off campus location. With the number of specific, individual course sections (twenty 
sections in total) and variety in times of day and days of week taught, it was an assumption by the 
authors that students were randomly placed into each course section type. This assumption is further 
strengthened by the fact that during certain semester periods one section would fill quite quickly and a 
second, alternatively-taught section of the course was added at the last moment during the student 
registration process. In essence, students were not able in many cases to pick their preferred method of 
instruction in advance of having to register for these required courses.  

To further strengthen consistency of comparisons, every section was taught by the same instructor 
presenting identical material from course to course in equal proportions and in identical styles of 
presentation in each course section. Hence, the instructional methods were controlled by the instructor 
for consistency throughout the experimental period. Lastly, all sections enrolled 45 students each and 
every semester. Thus, instructor workload and teacher-to-student ratio was also controlled. These 
course offerings were all required for hospitality and tourism management students during the time 
period under investigation (2002-2006).  

Mean scores of professorial teaching evaluations were analyzed through a comparison of groups during 
each semester involved in the study. These semesters included: spring and fall, 2002, spring and fall, 
2003, spring and fall, 2004, spring and fall, 2005, and, lastly, spring and fall, 2006. During any particular 



MERLOT Journal of Online Learning and Teaching                                             Vol.  4, No. 3, September 2008  

 

320 

semester, each course section was independent of the other. Students enrolled in one section could not 
be simultaneously enrolled in another; hence, membership in a course section implies mutual exclusivity 
of any student participant. Since two groups’ mean scores were investigated, the independent samples t-
test was utilized to compare the means of the two sample groups for each particular semester of interest 
as well as for the overall time period. Numerical functions and analyzes were performed using SPSS® 
(2007).  

The Study 

In the spring of 2002 the first group of participants began the period of examination. Each course section 
enrolled 45 students and ten separate course sections were under investigation for a total of 450 
participants. All participants were seniors enrolled in a hospitality management program within a large, 
public southeastern institution. The course under examination was required for all seniors prior to 
graduation. Indeed, all participants were senior-level standing at the time of participation with ninety 
percent taking the course in their final semester prior to matriculating with a baccalaureate degree. 
Participants were all of traditional college age with ages ranging from twenty years to twenty-three years. 
All participants lived within a thirty-mile range of the classroom location. As such, this study’s participants 
utilized distance learning in a somewhat close proximity to the actual classroom compared to a larger 
geographic national or international dispersion. For detailed participant information refer to Table 1.  

Table 1 . Student Participant Descriptive Information 

Descriptive Information (n=450)  Frequency         Percent      

Currently senior-level standing   450   100.00 

Age    
     20 years     180                    40.00 
     21 years     225          50.00 
     22 years              27       6.00 
     23 years              18       4.00 

Gender 
     Male     171         38.00 
     Female     279         62.00 

Minority/Non-Minority 
     Non-minority     386         86.00 
     Minority         63         14.00 
 Asian-American       13             2.89 
 African-American                             5             1.11 
            Hispanic                                           45         10.00 

Employment 
     Employed in the hospitality industry   315         70.00 
     Hold supervisory-level position or above       23             5.10 
     hold non-supervisory level position     292         64.90 

Residence 
     On-campus      180         40.00 
      Off-Campus within 30 miles                   270    60.00 
     Off-campus greater than 30 miles        0      0.00            
     Off-campus greater than 30 miles                      0                                   0.00 

 
Each semester the authors coordinated with the on-campus course scheduler. Since this particular 
course is required for all graduating seniors, the course sections filled to capacity each and every 
semester. As such, the course scheduler would only open one section – traditional face-to-face method 
or online learning environment/distance learning. He would alternate which section to open first based 
upon the semester. Once that section was filled, the next section would open. Thus, students were 
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forced into a course regardless of method of instruction to randomize the process of course enrollment 
preventing students from choosing a preferred method over the two. With 90% of the participants in their 
very last semester prior to graduation, these participants had no other choice but to enroll in the section 
which was open at the time of registration whether or not the teaching method was the one they 
personally preferred. 

In total, 450 students participated in the process with 10 course sections each filled to capacity with 45 
students per section. Prior to the semester’s completion, the university generates a “student perceptions 
of instruction” (SPI) survey form to all registered students in all courses campus-wide. Those registered 
in a traditional face-to-face course will complete the survey in pencil and paper format whereas those 
taking a fully online course will complete the survey in its online format. Historical reports indicate that 
over 45% of students regularly complete these student perceptions of instruction (SPI) surveys. Further, 
this particular college of hospitality and tourism management has a historical reporting record of over 
65% for its majors. This study indicated similar results with over 67% of enrolled students completing the 
end-of-semester student perception of instruction surveys during this 5-year, 10-semester longitudinal 
study. 

This particular university has a 16-item student perceptions of instruction (SPI) survey with the last item 
deemed the most important to professors, administrators, and those evaluating the professor’s 
effectiveness in the classroom. The 16 item statements are: 1) feedback concerning your performance in 
this course was, 2) the instructor’s interest in your learning was, 3) use of class time, 4) the instructor’s 
overall organization of the course was, 5) continuity from one class meeting to the next was, 6) the pace 
of the course was, 7) the instructor’s assessment of your progress in the course was, 8) the texts and 
supplemental learning materials used in the course were, 9) description of course objectives and 
assignments, 10) communication of ideas and information, 11) expression of expectations for 
performance, 12) availability to assist students in or outside of class, 13) respect and concern for 
students, 14) stimulation of interest in the course, 15) facilitation of learning, and, 16) overall assessment 
of instructor. Each student could respond using a five-point Likert-type scale with a 5.0 indicating 
excellent, a 4.0 indicating very good, a 3.0 indicating good, a 2.0 indicating fair, and, lastly, a 1.0 
indicating poor. Many faculty members at this university and others using this type of student perceptions 
of instruction (SPI) survey, rely heavily on their average score in item 16 which refers to their students’ 
overall assessment of them as an instructor. 

Data Analysis and Results 

Data were analyzed using The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS®, 2007). Two groups 
were compared: students enrolled in course sections utilizing a traditional, face-to-face teaching method 
and students enrolled in course sections utilizing an online learning environment (OLE) teaching method. 
The two groups are independent of each other. Student enrollment in one course section implies mutual 
exclusivity of the student participant as he/she could not be simultaneously enrolled in the one other 
course section available during the particular term of instruction. With two groups compared, the 
independent samples t test was utilized to compare the mean score ratings of professor rating between 
the two groups. No statistically significant differences between mean professor ratings depending on 
method of instruction were found on any single statement during any of the ten semesters (see Table 2). 
Further, no statistically significant difference in professor ratings by teaching method was found overall 
(see Table 3). Thus, the overall finding can be reported as follows. An independent samples t test was 
performed comparing the mean professor rating scores of live face-to-face course sections in years 2002 
through 2006 with fully online learning environment (OLE) sections taught during the same time period. 
One section of the face-to-face format and one section of the fully online section were taught each 
semester for a period of 10 semesters beginning in the fall of 2002 and ending with the fall of 2006. The t 
test found no statistically significant difference in mean professor ratings based upon method of 
instruction between live course sections (m = 4.24, sd  = .36) and online learning environment (OLE) 
course sections (m = 4.29, sd = .35), t(318) = -1.318, p  = .189. 

Discussion 

While statistical testing did not show significant differences among students concerning perceptions of 
instruction between courses offered in each modality, anecdotal evidence concerning convenience 
factors associated with OLE versions emerged within the student comments section of each survey. 
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Table 2.  Student perceptions of instruction (SPI) mean professor rating comparisons by method of 
instruction (face-to-face [F2F] versus fully online [OLE]) over ten semester period spring, 2002 through 
fall, 2006 

Statement on SPI inventory         F2F                OLE      
  m sd m sd   t df p
           
Feedback concerning your 
performance in this course 4.24 0.43 4.34 0.29 -0.602 18 0.554
The instructor’s interest in your 
learning was 4.25 0.27 4.31 0.39 -0.422 18 0.678
Use of class time was 4.24 0.37 4.33 0.35 -0.581 18 0.568
The instructor’s overall 
organization of the course was 4.26 0.4 4.38 0.28 -0.779 18 0.446
Continuity from one class 
meeting to the next was 4.29 0.31 4.36 0.27 -0.492 18 0.629
           
The pace of the course was 4.24 0.38 4.35 0.31 -0.738 18 0.47
The instructor’s assessment of 
your progress in the course was 4.21 0.39 4.3 0.36 -0.544 18 0.593
The texts/supplemental learning 
materials used in the course 
were 3.92 0.45 4.04 0.44 -0.611 18 0.549

Description of course objectives 
and assignments 4.2 0.4 4.3 0.31 -0.653 18 0.522
Communication of ideas and 
information 4.33 0.39 4.31 0.43 0.158 18 0.876
           
Expression of expectations for 
performance 4.25 0.44 4.35 0.33 -0.598 18 0.557
Availability to assist students in 
or outside of class 4.26 0.28 4.23 0.41 0.199 18 0.845
Respect and concern for 
students 4.31 0.39 4.36 0.37 -0.315 18 0.757
Stimulation of interest in the 
course 4.21 0.31 4.23 0.44 -0.1 18 0.921
Facilitation of learning 4.28 0.31 4.24 0.37 0.203 18 0.841
Overall assessment of instructor 4.32 0.36 4.33 0.34 -0.051 18 0.96

 

Table 3. Overall comparison of mean professor ratings between all Face-to-face (F2F) course sections 
with all Online Learning Environment (OLE) course sections 2002-2006* 

        Face- to-face              OLE  
t 

 
df 

 
p m sd m sd 

4.24 0.36 4.29 0.35 -1.318 318 0.189 
 
Student comments were not compulsory for instrument administration and a small number of 
respondents took the time to provide narrative statements. Student narrative comments were in 
response to open ended questions concerning aspects of the course considered by students to be most 
favorable and least favorable. Favorable comments were focused on the method of instruction for 
courses in both modalities, while unfavorable comments noted costs associated with textbooks and 
materials. Students enrolled in the asynchronous OLE sections of the course also included favorable 
comments concerning convenience factors in the areas of time and travel flexibility. 
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As noted previously, the authors exercised care to provide control factors for the purpose of investigating 
comparisons between groups. The only differences between the modalities existed in the pedagogical 
aspects of instructional design and delivery, which are supported by studies from the OLE literature. The 
instructor employed a ‘sage on the stage’ manner of experiential learning for the face-to-face course 
interaction. In contrast, the same instructor provided a learner-centered facilitation of peer oriented 
experiential learning in the OLE versions of the course. The effectiveness of each pedagogical approach 
is evident in the overall favorable ratings of same-content course sections provided in both modalities. 

The main limitation associated with this study is that it tracked the SPI scores for a single instructor. 
Future studies may collect data from institutions in which larger numbers of educators teach in both OLE 
and traditional modes over long periods of time. For control purposes it would be important to track 
single instructors teaching multiple sections of the same course in both modalities. Larger samples, 
however, would permit researchers to compare aggregate comparisons. 

Implications for Educators 

Summative evaluations of student perceptions of instruction have been the norm within higher learning 
institutions for decades. Most educators record and compare these scores over a number of years. Such 
comparisons are particularly informative for instructors teaching in both traditional and OLE formats. 
Most institutions offer training in the pedagogical and technological aspects of OLE course delivery. This 
provides evidence that successful OLE instructional methods vary to some degree from those employed 
in traditional classroom environments. 

The authors have observed that the majority of educators continue to prefer the face-to-face method of 
instruction. In fact, they have noted less than desirable outcomes among colleagues who have 
experimented with OLE delivery methods, only finding them to have returned to the traditional classroom 
setting. Younger colleagues, however, appear to be experimenting with blended learning or mixed mode 
approaches of instruction. These courses provide reduced classroom seat time with OLE assignments. 
The methodology employed in this study provides applications for these individuals to statistically 
compare student perceptions from these courses with their traditional counterparts. The main implication 
of the study is that educators teaching in multiple modalities possess the means to compare student 
perceptions of instruction between sections.  
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