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Preface

Many colleges and universities are joining the ranks of institutions that offer online learning opportunities. The question that many of these institutions are facing is how to prepare faculty to teach in the online environment and address the motivations, needs, learning styles, and constraints of online learners while achieving the same learning outcomes as traditional, on-ground campuses. A major role for instructors is helping learners overcome constraints and persist in achieving their learning goals.

According to the Sloan Consortium report Learning on Demand: Online Education in the United States (Allen & Seaman, 2009):

Academic leaders at all types of institutions report increased demand for face-to-face and online courses, with those at public institutions seeing the largest impact. In all cases the demand for online offerings are greater than that for the corresponding face-to-face offerings.


	Over one-half (54 percent) of institutions report that the economic downturn has increased demand for existing face-to-face courses.

	The economic impact has been greatest on demand for online courses, with 66 percent of institutions reporting increased demand for new courses and programs and 73 percent seeing increased demand for existing online courses and programs.

	The economic impact on institutional budgets has been mixed; 50 percent have seen their budgets decrease as a result, but 25 percent have experienced an increase (p. 1).



Because the growth of online education has been rapid, the quality of trained online instructors is inconsistent. Comprehensive training of online instructors is important so instructors understand the variables that have an impact on teaching in the online environment. According to THE Journal (2004), “Experts agree that faculty need training to teach online, yet a survey of faculty who teach undergraduate mathematics courses online indicates that most faculty at two-year colleges are still not receiving adequate training. While 89% of the participants in this research received at least some training, about half said that the training they received did not adequately prepare them to teach online. In addition, 60% said that they would have benefited from more training in facilitating online interaction before they began teaching online” (Para. 1).

With the combination of the book Effective Online Teaching: Foundations and Strategies for Student Success and training manual, I hope to support the delivery of training to online instructors and staff so they gain an understanding of the needs of the online learner and how these needs affect learners' ability to persist and learn online.

Audience

The audience for this book is primarily online instructors; however, the concepts and ideas in this book are also applicable to instructors teaching face-to-face or hybrid courses. Many of the principles and techniques presented in the book will also be of interest to professionals involved in the design and delivery of online courses. Individuals involved with faculty development will be able to use this book in combination with the training manual to develop training for instructors and staff.

This book will also be of interest to administrators of distance learning programs to understand important variables that impact online learners as well as effective strategies to support online learners and help them persist in their programs of study. Individuals who manage instructors will gain important insight to support continuous quality improvement of their online instructors.

Finally, this book is applicable to individuals involved in corporate and government training and development. The principles presented in this book will apply to all types of learning and can be used to develop effective online training as well as develop instructors who deliver training online.

This book contributes to the body of knowledge of online teaching by focusing on an understanding of who online learners are, how they learn, and what they have to overcome to achieve their educational goals online. The instructional strategies that I recommend in the book are grounded in theories of learning and cognition and focus on specific strategies to help learners overcome challenges in learning. These challenges can stem from environmental and affective factors, difficulty establishing online presence, and other situations specific to thinking and learning in a computer-mediated learning environment.

Organization of the Book

The book is organized around five parts. Part 1 develops a profile of online learners, including who they are, how they prefer to learn, and why they choose the online environment in which to learn. Chapter 1 describes the diverse characteristics of online learners and includes a discussion of the impact culture can have on learning. Chapter 2 considers how adult learners prefer to learn and looks at social styles and self-directedness of adult learners. Chapter 3 looks at the challenges learners face in achieving their educational goals online. It considers internal factors that affect persistence, including learners' thinking skills and emotional disposition and how they develop presence online. It also looks at external factors, such as the difficulty for an online learner to integrate into the institution because of the computer-mediated environment.

Part 2 presents the foundations of cognition and learning. Teaching is effective when instructional strategies are grounded in an understanding of how learning occurs. Chapter 4 describes three learning theories—behaviorism, cognitivism, and constructivism—and provides an overview of how learning theories have evolved and how they can be used to support instruction. Chapter 5 looks at the foundations of cognition and the mental processes of learning. It discusses how emotions, environmental factors, and cognitive load influence information processes and describes metacognition, which supports the strategies learners use as they think and learn. It also addresses cognitive learning styles, which influence how they learn. Chapter 6 describes motivation theory and looks at how motivation influences learning, including how learners' motivation, locus of control, and self-efficacy play a role in their disposition toward learning. The chapter then talks about the distance learning environment, specifically the transactional distance that the computer-mediated environment imposes and how that affects learners.

Part 3 of the book describes four types of scaffolding strategies that can be used to support learning: procedural, metacognitive, conceptual, and strategic. Chapter 7 discusses procedural scaffolding, which emphasizes how a learner navigates the online environment and uses available resources and tools in the learning environment. Chapter 8 addresses metacognitive scaffolding, which supports the underlying processes associated with the management of thinking and learning. Chapter 9 describes conceptual scaffolding, which supports learners as they reason through complex concepts and problems. Chapter 10 looks at strategic scaffolding strategies, which assist learners just in time, and emphasizes alternative approaches that learners can use to support analysis, planning, strategy, and tactical decisions during learning.

Part 4 considers the development of a community of inquiry in the online class by fostering cognitive, social, and teaching presence that is mediated by appropriate communication tools. Chapter 11 presents ways to develop cognitive presence through using active learning strategies to support critical thinking and knowledge construction. Chapter 12 describes learner-to-learner interaction strategies to help develop social presence and build a community of inquiry. Strategies for developing social presence offer learners an opportunity to engage in critical thinking and knowledge construction through collaborative activity. Chapter 13 describes strategies to develop instructor presence in the course to support learners. Chapter 14 describes communication tools that can be used to establish cognitive, social, and instructor presence.

This book would not be complete if it did not address strategies to help you manage your online course, which are outlined in Part 5, and include strategies to manage your teaching activities, behavior issues you may encounter, and ethical considerations. Chapter 15 offers specific strategies to help streamline your teaching activities. Because behavioral issues may manifest themselves differently in the online learning environment, Chapter 16 describes behavioral problems that arise in the online environment and provides ideas for how to deal with them effectively. Chapter 17 describes ethical issues that you may encounter in teaching online, offers strategies for overcoming plagiarism, and presents important information on copyright.

Throughout the book, you will have examined the profile of the online learning population, the impact that a computer-mediated environment has on thinking and learning, the issue of developing presence online, and the challenges of managing your online course. In the final chapter, Chapter 18, I invite you to revisit your philosophy of teaching and develop a new philosophy of online teaching. This philosophy will provide you with a strong foundation for applying the concepts and ideas from this book as you teach in the online environment and support learners in achieving their educational goals.
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Part 1

Profile of the Online Learner

Part 1 presents the profile of an online learner and discusses the importance of knowing your online learning audience in order to deliver a quality learning experience that meets the needs of all learners to improve their ability to persist. Chapter 1 examines learner demographics and considers cultural differences that affect online learners. Chapter 2 looks at the general attributes of online learners, including their attributes as adult learners, their self-directedness, and their social learning styles. Chapter 3 considers issues online adult learners face as they engage in online learning and provides an understanding of critical factors that influence their ability to persist in the online environment to achieve their goals. Overall, Part 1 will help you develop an understanding of your learners, what motivates them, and what barriers may prevent them from being successful in an online learning environment. Understanding the characteristics and needs of the online learner may not necessarily guarantee success in an online course, but it may inform your pedagogy to help learners persist.





Chapter 1

Characteristics of the Online Learner

From its beginnings, online education has primarily been focused on nontraditional adult learners. However, this is changing, and we are beginning to see traditional learners considering online education. Because of the wide range of characteristics and needs that make up the online learner population, it is critical to understand the diversity of online learners in order to develop unique approaches that support learners and facilitate their ability to persist and learn.

Characteristics of diversity fall into two categories. Primary characteristics are those attributes of a person that do not change over time, such as age, gender, and ethnicity. Secondary characteristics are those that are acquired or change over time and include characteristics such as occupation, income, education, marital status, and parental status, to name a few. Exhibit 1.1 describes the primary and secondary diversity characteristics of online learners.

Exhibit 1.1 Diversity Characteristics of Online Learners.


	Primary Diversity Characteristics
	Learner



	Gender (Noel-Levitz, 2009)
	60% Female

40% Male



	Age distribution (Noel-Levitz, 2009)
	20% under 24

32%—25–34

26%—35–44

18%—45–54

4%—55 and over



	Ethnicity (Noel-Levitz, 2005)
	74% White

12% African American

4% Hispanic

3% Asian

7% Other



	Secondary Diversity Characteristics
	Learner



	Enrollment status (Noel-Levitz, 2009)
	81% Primarily online

19% Primarily on campus



	Work status (Noel-Levitz, 2005)
	70% Employed full-time

17% Employed part-time

13% Unemployed



	Marital status (Noel-Levitz, 2005)
	37% Married with children

18% Married

31% Single

11% Single with children




Noel-Levitz publishes the yearly National Online Learners Priorities Report, which includes a comprehensive examination of online learners (Noel-Levitz, 2009). The 2009 study included 68,760 learners from 87 institutions and showed that the online learner population is 68% female and 32% male. The age distribution is 20% 24 years and younger, 32% between the ages of 25 and 34, 26% between 35 and 44, 18% between 45 and 54, and 4% 55 years and over. Ethnicity was not reported in the 2009 report, but the 2005 Noel-Levitz study reported ethnicity of online learners as 74% White, 12% African American, 4% Hispanic, 3% Asian, and 7% of other races (Noel-Levitz, 2005). The majority of online learners are between the ages of 25 and 44, which is a wide age distribution that has implications for the types of instructional strategies that you use in your online course. Although a large percentage are White, there are a growing number of African-American, Hispanic, and Asian learners, a trend to consider as you determine the appropriate teaching strategies for your online courses.

The 2005 and 2009 reports also describe secondary diversity characteristics of online learners. The 2009 report states that 81% of online learners are primarily online while 19% are primarily on campus. The 2005 report shows 37% of learners married with children, 18% married with no children, 31% single, and 11% single with children. The 2005 report also states that 70% are employed full-time, 17% employed part-time, and 13% not employed. Most of the online learner population are new to online learning, having taken fewer than three classes previously, and take from one to six credits at a time. Most plan to complete their degree online. The top reasons learners choose online learning are convenience, work schedule, flexible pacing, and program requirements (Noel-Levitz, 2009).

The online learner is different from the traditional learner, who is usually under the age of 25, single with no children, and attending school full-time while holding a part-time job. Most online learners have the responsibilities of children and full-time jobs, responsibilities that make it difficult to manage online learning with their already full lives. You will need to set clear expectations for learners along with some degree of flexibility. Being too flexible can result in learners getting behind and trying to catch up toward the end of the course, which can have an impact on persistence and achievement. Not having enough flexibility can cause learners to become anxious and discouraged, which may result in prematurely dropping the course.

Cultural Differences

As the diversity data show, the online learner population is a heterogeneous group of learners who come to the online learning environment with diverse values, beliefs, and perspectives. Cultural differences can have an impact on how learners engage in the online environment. Culture is the collective mind of a group or category of people that distinguishes it from other people based on a set of values (Hofstede, 2008). Geert Hofstede (Hofstede & Bond, 1984) has researched the effect of culture on psychological functioning, as well as its impact on sociological, political, and economic functioning of social systems. In his studies, he identified four cultural dimensions that influence social systems, including power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism versus collectivism, and masculinity-femininity.

Power Distance

Power distance refers to the status position of individuals in society. It also signifies the extent to which less powerful members of a society accept that power is distributed unequally, and individuals of higher power exert influence on individuals or groups of lower power (Hofstede, 2008). Countries such as China, India, Czechia, Poland, Korea, Japan, Russia, and those in South America have high power distances, whereas countries such as the Netherlands, Sweden, Hungary, and Israel have low power distances.

The effect of power distance on teaching and learning is pronounced. In cultures where there are high power distances, learners tend to be dependent on the instructor to direct the learning experience and initiate all of the communications in the class. Learners treat the instructor with respect because they are considered gurus who transfer personal wisdom to the learners.

Cultures with low power distances are more learner-centered. Instructors and learners treat each other as equals, and learners initiate some of the communications in class. Instructors are viewed as experts who transfer their impersonal truths to learners, that is, they are more of a “guide on the side.”

Uncertainty Avoidance

Uncertainty avoidance refers to the degree to which certain cultures are able to tolerate unstructured or ambiguous situations and environments. This relates to how a society deals with conflict and aggression, as well as life and death. Germany, Japan, South American countries, Korea, Russia, Hungary, and Israel have higher uncertainty avoidance, whereas Nordic countries, the Netherlands, China, and India have lower uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 2008).

Uncertainty avoidance has an impact on how a learning environment is organized. Learners who come from cultures with high uncertainty avoidance are concerned about knowing the right answers, which they believe the instructor holds. Learners are able to express emotions in class but they feel pressured to conform to other learners.

Cultures with low uncertainty avoidance are tolerant of individual differences; however, there is little tolerance for the expression of emotions in class. Learners enjoy good discussions and it is acceptable for the instructor to not know all of the answers.

Individualism Versus Collectivism

Individualism versus collectivism refers to the position of a culture along a continuum. On one pole is individualism, which refers to a group of people whose concern is looking after themselves and their family. On the other pole is collectivism, which refers to a group of people that look after each other in exchange for loyalty. Individualist societies include Spain, France, the Netherlands, Nordic countries, Poland, Hungary, Italy, German-speaking countries, and the United States. Collectivist societies include Thailand, Korea, Costa Rica, Chile, Russia, Bulgaria, Portugal, China, Japan, Mexico, Venezuela, Greece, and the Arab world (Hofstede, 2008).

Individualist cultures believe the purpose of education is learning how to learn. Learners are encouraged to seek individual goals and are expected to speak up in class when they need or want to. They collaborate with peers who have similar interests. The value of education is to increase one's self-respect and economic worth.

Collectivist societies believe the purpose of education is learning how to do something. Individual goals are not encouraged and learners speak only when the group asks them to. Learners form collaborations based on popularity rather than similar interests. They believe that education will provide them entry into higher status groups.

Masculinity-Femininity

In Hofstede's construct, masculinity-femininity refers to how certain cultures look at differences based on gender differences and value differences. In masculine societies, men are supposed to be assertive, tough, and focused on material success. In feminine cultures, emotional roles of both genders overlap and values focus on caring for others and the quality of life. Countries such as China, Japan, Mexico, Venezuela, Greece, Hungary, Italy, the Arab world, and German-speaking countries are masculine cultures in which men are assertive and the main decision makers. Feminine cultures include Thailand, Korea, Costa Rica, Chile, Russia, Spain, France, the Netherlands, and Nordic countries, where roles overlap between men and women (Hofstede, 2008).

Education in masculine societies is very competitive. It is considered a disaster to fail in school. Instructors are admired for being experts and average learners seek to do their best. Because of the focus on being the best, learners tend to overrate their own performances.

Education in feminine cultures is less competitive. Failing in school is not considered a disaster but merely a minor incident. Instructors are liked for their friendliness, and they focus on praise of weak learners for their efforts. The average learner is the norm, so learners tend to underrate their performance.

Impact of Culture in an Online Learning Environment

Cultural differences can have a large impact on the online learning environment. Exhibit 1.2 summarizes the impact of cultural differences on learning.

Exhibit 1.2 Impact of Cultural Differences on Learning.

[image: images/c01tnt002]
[image: images/c01tnt003]


Source: Hofstede & Bond, 1984.

Differences in power distance can have an impact on learners' perceived position in the course and may result in some learners not being able to interact as equals with other learners. Bates (2001) describes how culture influences critical thinking skills, debate, and discussion. In an online environment, learners are often encouraged to critically evaluate and debate the content being presented and share their ideas and knowledge in discussion. Cultural differences may affect the degree to which individual learners interact and can interfere with their ability to challenge ideas or express opinions contrary to those of the instructor or other learners in the class (Bates & Poole, 2003). Cultural differences can also affect learners who consider the instructor a higher power. If you participate in discussions and other activities by offering opinions on a topic or issue, a learner who views you as a higher power may find it difficult to offer opinions or ideas that are contrary to your opinions. Instructional activities that are teacher-directed tend to be best for learners from cultures with higher power distance, whereas lower power distance cultures prefer more learner-directed learning strategies.

Learners from cultures with high uncertainty avoidance may not be able to learn in an environment that is open and unstructured and learners work at their own pace and determine the goals they want to pursue in the course. To meet the needs of learners with high uncertainty avoidance, you must provide alternatives to help them achieve the intended goals of an activity.

The element of individualism versus collectivism can affect the goals of learners and their overall motivation to collaborate with other learners. Learners from collectivist cultures may not be able to set goals and may not initiate interactions with other learners. The way you form groups may also be affected by culture. You may consider having learners select their own group to ensure they can successfully participate in teamwork activities with peers.

The issue of masculinity-femininity may have an impact on how learners interact with one another and how they interact with you as the instructor based on gender. For instance, in masculine cultures, men are more dominant and perceived as assertive and competitive, whereas women serve and care for the family. You may find that female learners from masculine cultures are resistant to interacting in the course, so they may benefit from encouragement to interact with their peers. You may also see differences in the competitiveness that is exhibited in male learners from masculine cultures. In feminine cultures, social gender roles overlap, so you will not find so many differences between males and females.

Being aware of cultural differences can help you develop appropriate teaching strategies that consider your diverse learner population. These strategies may include structuring discussions and activities so all learners feel comfortable, and providing specific instructions to help learners understand the expectations of the activities, including the expected level of interaction. Awareness of cultural differences can also help you plan strategies to help individual learners persist. If you find cultural differences in the degree to which learners engage and interact, you may want to consider communicating with them to offer understanding and advice for how to overcome their discomfort.

In this chapter, we looked at the diversity characteristics of the online learner. We noted that the average online learner is female, around 35 years of age, works full-time, and is married with children. The majority are undergraduate learners taking one to six credits online. They are primarily White, but there is a growing population of African-American, Hispanic, and Asian learners. We discussed cultural diversity and how it can influence how learners engage in your online course. As you can see, the online learner may differ from the typical learner in your face-to-face class, which can impact the instructional strategies you develop. Consider the characteristics of the adult learner as you develop unique approaches that support learners and facilitate engagement in your online course.





Chapter 2

Key Learning Attributes of Adults

Chapter 1 described the characteristics of adult learners in relationship to demographic characteristics and cultural differences. In Chapter 2, we will look at the learning attributes of adult learners. By understanding the characteristics of adult online learners and their learning attributes, you can target your pedagogy to meet the unique needs of adult learners. Such fine-tuning can have an impact on their satisfaction and motivation to persist.

Much of the research on learning does not differentiate adults from children (Merriam, 2001). There was, however, a drive to develop a knowledge base unique to adults, and from this emerged two fields of inquiry to describe how adults learn—andragogy and self-directed learning. Malcolm Knowles (1992), a recognized leader in the field of adult education, coined the term “andragogy.” Andragogy describes a learner-centered approach to learning in which the adult learner determines the goals for learning and how they will be achieved. Knowles and colleagues (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 1998) developed a set of assumptions to describe key attributes of adults, including their need to know, self-concept, experience, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and motivation to learn.


	Need to know. Adults need to know why they should learn something and how it benefits them.

	Self-concept. Adult learners may have difficulty with someone telling them what to do and how to think, which may make them resistant to learning in some situations.

	Experience. Previous experience is important to adult learners. Adults have a lifetime of experience and want to use and share what they know to enhance their learning.

	Readiness to learn. Adults become ready to learn something when they have a need to solve a problem. Older adults may be more ready to learn than younger adults.

	Orientation to learning. Learners' orientation to learning can be life-, task-, or problem-centered. They want to see how what they are learning will apply to their life, a task they need to perform, or a problem they need to solve.

	Motivation to learn. Although learners may respond to external motivators, internal priorities are more important. Incentives such as increased job satisfaction, self-esteem, and quality of life are important in giving them a reason to learn.



These assumptions should be viewed relative to your learners' individual levels of self-directedness, motivation, and life experience in order to ensure that your instructional approach functions positively in the given learning situation (Merriam, 2001). For learners who have high motivation, an established knowledge base in the subject matter, and life experience to support their knowledge base, many of these assumptions will be useful. For learners new to the subject, with little life experience, or with low motivation, making these assumptions can lead to a poor learning experience and affect their ability to persist. All learners will benefit from contextual descriptions that allow them to understand the need to know the content. They also will respond well to being treated with respect, which can be communicated by the tone of your interactions. As previously mentioned, it can be difficult for an adult to be told what to do or how to think. How you communicate with adult learners can help build a mutual respect, which can have a positive effect on their satisfaction, motivation, and ability to persist and learn.

Self-Directedness

One of the assumptions of Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (1998) regarding adult learners is that adults are self-directed in their learning. Self-directed learning describes a process in which individuals take the initiative in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes (Grow, 1996). Many online courses are designed based on the assumption that adults are self-directed; however, this is not always the case. David Grow (1996) points out the need to reconsider the assumption that all adult learners are self-directed. He believes that self-directedness is situational; a learner may be self-directed in one situation but may require more direction in another. He makes the assertion that self-direction can be learned and taught, which has implications for the strategies you use to support learners (Grow, 1996).

Grow proposes a four-stage model, the Staged Self-Directed Learning (SSDL) model (Grow, 1996), which suggests how you can support learners in becoming more self-directed in learning. His model takes into consideration a wide range of learner characteristics to help determine the appropriate level of support for learners, as shown in Exhibit 2.1.

Exhibit 2.1 Grow's Staged Self-Directed Learning (SSDL) Model.


	Stage
	Characteristics
	Instructor



	Stage 1: Dependent learner
		Little prior knowledge in subject

	Unsure of the focus of his or her learning

	Low self-confidence

	Low motivation

	Has difficulty organizing information

	Has difficulty making decisions



	Instructor as authority:
	Directs activities

	Provides explicit directions

	Offers frequent feedback






	Stage 2: Interested learner
		Basic understanding of what needs to be done

	Not confident

	Low motivation



	Instructor as motivator:
	Provides encouragement

	Builds confidence

	Gives frequent feedback






	Stage 3: Involved learner
		Has skills and knowledge in subject

	Has learning goals

	Confident

	Motivated



	Instructor as facilitator:
	Facilitates progress through content

	Offers appropriate tools, methods, and techniques

	Provides choices

	Encourages learners to share experiences






	Stage 4: Self-directed learner
		Has skills and knowledge in subject

	Ability to set learning goals

	Confident

	Motivated

	Good time management skills

	Ability to self-evaluate



	Instructor as consultant or guide on the side:
	Provides self-evaluation strategies

	Gives support when needed







Source: Grow, 1996.

Stage 1 represents the dependent learner. This learner generally has little prior knowledge in the subject, is unsure of the focus of his or her learning, and has low self-confidence and motivation. Dependent learners do best when the instructor role is one of an authority figure who will lead them through the activities and instructions and provide them with explicit directions on what to do, how to do it, and when to do it. Dependent learners require more frequent feedback to let them know how they are doing and whether they are meeting your expectations. They may have difficulty sorting through information and making choices. The amount of information presented to a dependent learner may have an impact on their ability to learn, so caution should be taken when determining content and resources. Dependent learners may also find it difficult to make choices on their own. For instance, they may have difficulty choosing a topic of interest, if given an opportunity. Therefore, if you assign an activity in which the learners are to choose a topic of interest to them, be sure to provide dependent learners a list of topics from which to choose.

In stage 2, learners may have little or no prior knowledge, but they are interested in learning. They have a basic understanding of what they need to do but are not confident that they can achieve the course objectives; therefore, their motivation may be low. They respond to instructors who are motivators. You will need to encourage these learners to build their confidence so that they can accomplish the objectives of the course.

In stage 3, learners have skills in and knowledge of the subject, and they have a sense of where they are going and how the course fits with their goals. They feel confident and motivated that they can get there. These learners respond to an instructor who will help facilitate their progress through unfamiliar content and offer appropriate tools, methods, and techniques to foster success. Learners with knowledge of the subject may prefer having opportunities to customize activities and assignments to their specific needs, so providing several choices of activities to accomplish the objectives can have a positive impact on these learners. In addition, encouraging learners to share their real-world experiences can give them a sense of satisfaction that they are able to share expertise and experience with the rest of the class to enhance discussions.

In the final stage, stage 4, learners are considered self-directed. These learners have skills and knowledge in the subject and can take responsibility for their learning, direction, and productivity. They also have skills in time management, project management, goal setting, and self-evaluation. An instructor is challenged with finding ways to enhance these learners' experience, while at the same time allowing them the freedom to work independently. Providing opportunities for learners to self-evaluate their performance can enhance their critical thinking skills and help them understand the direction they want to go with their learning. It is also important to be available to learners when they have questions or need support.

Grow's Staged Self-Directed Learning is a representative model of the different characteristics of learners that you will find in your online course. It demonstrates the need to adapt your teaching style to match learners' degree of self-directedness in order to provide appropriate support to help them increase self-directedness. This is a critical factor in learners' ability to persist. For this to be successful, you must have an understanding of where your learners are in terms of self-directedness and carefully monitor their progress throughout the course. This will require you to adjust your teaching to meet the needs of learners based on their stage of self-directedness.

Social Styles of Online Learners

Anthony Grasha (1996) defined learning styles as “personal qualities that influence a learner's ability to acquire information, interact with peers and the instructor, and otherwise participate in the learning experience” (p. 41). Grasha's definition is focused on the social styles of learners and the interaction that occurs between peers and with the instructor in a given learning environment, all of which has an impact on learning.

The Grasha-Riechmann Student Learning Style Scales developed by Anthony Grasha and Sheryl Riechmann (Grasha, 1996) describes how learners interact with the instructor, other learners, and the learning environment. Learners' social characteristics have a direct impact on how they will engage in the online environment. The scale spans six categories and looks at preferences along three dimensions: independent–dependent, competitive–collaborative, and avoidant–participant, as shown in Exhibit 2.2.

Exhibit 2.2 Grasha-Riechmann Student Learning Style Scales.


	Style
	Preferences



	Independent
		Prefers to work alone

	Not interested in discussion and other learner interaction

	Not interested in team work






	Dependent
		Looks to instructor and learners as guides

	Prefers an authority figure to tell them what to do

	Prefers highly structured environments






	Competitive
		Interested in learning for reward and recognition

	Prefers exams to projects






	Collaborative
		Learns by sharing and cooperating with instructor and learners

	Prefers group work and discussions






	Avoidant
		Not excited about attending class or studying

	Uninterested

	Overwhelmed






	Participative
		Interested in class activities and discussion

	Works hard

	Wants to meet instructor's expectations







Source: Grasha, 1996.

Independent learners like to work alone on course activities and are not interested in interaction with learners. Dependent learners look to the instructor and to peers as a source of guidance and prefer an authority figure to tell them what to do. Competitive learners are interested in learning for the sake of performing and are interested in the extrinsic reward of recognition for their academic accomplishments. Collaborative learners learn by sharing and cooperating with the instructor and learners. They prefer small group discussions and group projects. Avoidant learners are not excited about attending class or studying. Generally, these learners appear uninterested or overwhelmed. Participative learners are interested in class activities and discussion and are eager to do as much class work as possible. They typically are interested in meeting all of the expectations that the instructor sets.

You have probably seen all of these preferences in learners. The extent to which they appear in the online environment is different, however. Strategies must be in place to accommodate the different social preferences of learners and provide a variety of activities that offer an opportunity for each learner to feel comfortable. For dependent learners, a highly structured environment that is instructor-directed with little learner choice is preferred. This includes having the content set out in units or modules with specific deliverables and due dates. Independent learners prefer to work independently via projects and individual assignments. They may be resistant to working in teams and may find discussions “busy work.” The more you can engage them in activities that allow them to determine appropriate ways to meet the requirements, the greater satisfaction they will have. Competitive learners prefer exams to projects and are interested in grades. Collaborative learners prefer working together in groups and enjoy discussions and other opportunities to interact with others in projects or socially. It is difficult to engage avoidant learners because they tend not to be “present” in an online environment. Posting instructor expectations can help avoidant learners understand what you expect in terms of how often they should be active in the course. Also include the requirements for interactions with peers and specific learning activities. In addition, strict deadlines and consequences for not meeting them will encourage avoidant learners to stay focused. Providing time management strategies will also assist avoidant learners. Participative learners enjoy class discussions and team activities, so the more active the learning environment, the better. You will find that participative learners are the first to post to discussions and serve as guides for dependent learners. They will also be interested in team projects and can serve as leaders.

Although learners may have specific social styles, you are not expected to cater to their social styles. But by providing a variety of opportunities, you can meet their learning preferences and expose learners to new ways of learning and collaborating.

In this chapter, we looked at the learning attributes of adult learners, which set them apart from traditional learners. These attributes include their need to know, self-concept, experience, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and motivation. Adult learners' level of self-directedness and social style also has an impact on how they engage in the online learning environment. By focusing on learning attributes specific to adults, you can target your teaching to meet the unique needs of adult learners and help improve their satisfaction and motivation to persist.





Chapter 3

Challenges That Affect Learners' Persistence

We have examined the characteristics of online learners, including who they are and how they learn. Now we look at why learners choose the online learning environment over traditional learning environments and what challenges they face that affect their ability to persist.

The online learning population is a heterogeneous and diverse group from a variety of cultural and educational backgrounds. One of the main reasons they engage in online learning is because of the flexibility it provides to pursue their educational goals along with a number of other roles and responsibilities in their life. Globalization has created an environment in which learners no longer want to be place-bound and prefer flexible, online learning environments that allow them to engage in their educational goals anywhere, anytime (Dabbagh, 2007).

Learners choose online learning because they are able to select a school or program that fits their educational goals rather than having to choose one based on the best options available in their area. Online learners do not have to schedule specific days and times to attend class, so they have the flexibility to engage in learning when it fits their schedule. In addition, they do not have to spend time driving to school, parking their car, and walking to class, so it provides convenience for learners who may not have large blocks of time to learn.

There are challenges online learners have to overcome to be able to persist and successfully achieve their goals, however. Persistence and retention are often used interchangeably, but they are not the same. Retention is the ability of institutions to retain learners from matriculation through graduation. Retention rates measure how many full-time, first-time learners return the second year. Persistence refers to learners' actions as they relate to continuing their education from the first year until completing their degrees. Persistence rates measure how many total learners return from one semester to the next and includes all learners, not just first-year learners. Persistence rates reveal a more complete understanding of how all learners are doing because the comparison is specific to the institution based on the total population of learners. Persistence rates help an institution understand factors that affect learners' ability to persist, and they can be used to provide appropriate support for learners to increase their ability to persist as they progress from one course to the next in their program of study.

Despite the issue with comparing retention data from institution to institution, there is evidence that dropout rates among distance learners are higher than those of traditional, campus-based learners (Allen & Seaman, 2009). Therefore, it is critical to understand the factors that contribute to learners' dropping out and to develop effective strategies in your online course to support learners and help them persist in learning.

Persistence Models

Persistence models can give valuable insight into important variables to consider when developing your teaching strategies to help learners persist. William Spady, Vincent Tinto, and Ernest Pascarella are three prominent researchers who have studied learner persistence and retention. Their models address the traditional student in a land-based institution; however, the models offer an important framework to begin a discussion of the issues that directly affect online learners and provide a historical understanding of how retention and persistence have been studied and applied in practice. Exhibit 3.1 compares these models.

Exhibit 3.1 Comparison of Persistence Models That Address Traditional Students.


	Model
	Theory Overview
	Variables



	Spady Retention Model (1970)
	A sociological model of the dropout process. Spady proposed five variables that contribute directly to social integration.
	1. Academic potential

2. Normative congruence

3. Grade performance

4. Intellectual development

5. Friendship support





	Tinto's Student Integration Model (1975)
	This model seeks to explain a student's integration process based on academic and social systems of an institution.
	
1. Preentry attributes

Backgroundcharacteristics

Previouseducationalexperiences

Individual attributes

2. Goals, commitment

Higher grades

Increasedintellectualdevelopment

3. Institutional experiences

Interaction with peers and faculty




	Pascarella's General Model for Assessing Change (1985)
	This model assesses student change and considers the direct and indirect effects of an institution's structural characteristics and its environment.
	
1. Student background, precollege traits

2. Structural, organizational characteristics

3. Institutional environment

4. Interactions with peers, faculty, and administrators





Spady Retention Model

Spady (1970) proposed a sociological model of the dropout process. He proposed five variables—academic potential, normative congruence, grade performance, intellectual development, and friendship support—that contribute directly to social integration. These five variables were then linked indirectly to the dependent variable, the dropout decision, through two intervening variables—learners' satisfaction with their educational experience and learners' belief that the institution is committed to their academic success. Spady's model looked at the decision to drop out as occurring over time and identified characteristics that influenced student dropouts, including family background, academic potential, ability, and socioeconomic status. He also identified normative congruence, which refers to students' understanding of academic values and expectations in relation to the institution's values and expectations of the academic program. He also included academic variables such as grade performance and intellectual development as important factors in social integration, which increases satisfaction and, in turn, increases institutional commitment to lower dropouts.

Tinto's Integration Model

One of Tinto's Student Integration Models (Tinto, 1975, 1993) has been the most widely discussed model. Tinto explains student dropouts by examining the academic and social systems of an institution. Students' background characteristics, including family background (such as the parents' educational level), previous educational experiences, and individual attributes (such as race, age, gender, and ability), contribute to learners' commitment to educational goals, as well as their commitment to the institution. Tinto (1993) proposes that goal commitment leads to higher grades and intellectual development. These benefits lead to increased academic integration and even greater commitment to goals, which in turn lead to greater institutional commitment to reduce dropout.

Regarding the social system, this model proposes that institutional commitment increases interaction with peers and faculty and results in greater social integration, and fewer dropouts. Tinto attributes goal commitment to institutional commitment in two ways. First, he relates goal commitment to students' characteristics prior to entering the institution and, second, to students' experiences within the institution. A strong student commitment to their goals along with a positive experience at the institution leads to greater academic integration within the institution.

Pascarella's General Model for Assessing Change

Pascarella's (1985) model proposes that students' background and personal traits interact with the institutional mission and goals as evidenced by administrative policies and decisions, size of the institution, admission and academic standards, and other factors that directly influence the college experience. The latter include interactions with peers, faculty, and administrators, as well as cocurricular and extracurricular activities. Educational outcomes such as grades, intellectual and personal development, career goals, and college satisfaction influence institutional integration. His model emphasizes the importance of interaction with faculty and peers to influence educational outcomes.

Commonality of the Three Models

These three models have at least three things in common. First, they describe attrition as occurring over time based on the degree to which learners' background characteristics affect their ability to build a relationship with the institution. This process leads to learners either feeling that the institution is aligned to their goals and needs or not, and affects their decision to stay or drop out. Second, each model is based on the social and academic integration of learners with the institution, which also influences their decision to stay or drop out. Finally, each of the models is complex in order to allow an institution to analyze the specific variables that are relevant to the unique environment of its own institution.

This information can help institutions determine appropriate recruitment strategies, as well as understand specific strategies for academic support and social integration to help reduce attrition. The major issue with these variables is that they focus on traditional learners under the age of 24 who are full-time students living on campus. Regarding persistence of nontraditional students who work full-time, live away from campus, have families, and belong to social groups not associated with their college, however, are the persistence models such as those of Spady (1970), Tinto (1975), and Pascarella (1985) applicable? Other experts have looked at persistence that incorporates their ideas to see how they align with the nontraditional distance education learner.

Addressing Persistence of Nontraditional, Distance Education Learners

The persistence models of Bean and Metzner (1985) and Rovai (2003) address distance learning students. Bean and Metzner (1985) identified age, especially being over 24, as one of the most common variables in studies of nontraditional student attrition. Students over 24 years old represent a population of adult learners who often have family and work responsibilities that can interfere with successful attainment of educational goals. Other characteristics typically used to characterize nontraditional students are part-time student status and full-time employment. These are congruent to the data we looked at in Chapter 1 regarding the demographics of online learners. The lower persistence of nontraditional students in college has implications for distance education, since students enrolled in programs at a distance are typically viewed as nontraditional. Exhibit 3.2 is a comparison of the two persistence models that address the nontraditional distance learning student.

Exhibit 3.2 Comparison of Persistence Models That Address Nontraditional, Distance Learning Students.


	Model
	Theory Overview
	Variables



	Bean and Metzner (1985)
	Predicts student persistence based on student-institution “fit.”
	
1. Academic variables

 Study habits

 Course availability

2. Background and defining variables

 Educational goals

 Ethnicity

 Prior GPA

3. Environmental variables

 Finances

 Hours of employment

 Family responsibilities

 Outside encouragement

4. Psychological variables such as

 Stress

 Self-confidence

 Motivation




	Rovai Composite Persistence Model (Rovai, 2003)
	Is based on a synthesis of persistence models relevant to nontraditional students. Better explains persistence and attrition among the largely nontraditional students who enroll in online courses and programs.
	
Variables Prior to Admission

1. Student characteristics

 Age, ethnicity, gender

 Intellectual development

 Academic performance

 Academic preparation

2. Student skills

 Computer literacy

 Information literacy

 Time management

 Reading, writing skills

 Online communication skills



Variables After Admission

1. External factors (Bean & Metzner, 1985)

 Finances

 Hours of employment

 Family responsibilities

 Outside encouragement

 Opportunity to transfer

 Life crises

2. Internal factors

 Tinto (1975): Academic integration, social integration, goal commitment, institutional commitment, learning community

 Bean and Metzner (1985): Study habits, advising, absenteeism, course availability, program fit, GPA, utility, stress, satisfaction, commitment

 Workman and Stenard (1996): Student needs: clarity of programs, self-esteem, identification with school, interpersonal relationships, accessibility to support and services

 Kerka and Grow (1996, as cited in Rovai 2003): Learning and teaching styles




Bean and Metzner Persistence Model

Bean and Metzner (1985) proposed a model grounded on Tinto's (1975) model and earlier psychological models to explain attrition of nontraditional students. They argue that nontraditional students are not influenced by the social environment of the institution and are mainly concerned with the academic offerings of the institution. Older students have different support structures from younger students. Older students have limited interaction with the college community, and their focus for support is from outside the academic environment, that is, from peers, friends, family, employers, and coworkers.

The model of Bean and Metzner (1985) predicts student persistence based on student-to-institution “fit.” In their model, factors that affect persistence include


1. Academic variables such as


	Study habits

	Course availability



2. Background and defining variables such as


	Age

	Educational goals

	Ethnicity

	Prior GPA



3. Environmental variables such as


	Finances

	Hours of employment

	Family responsibilities

	Outside encouragement



4. Psychological variables such as


	Stress

	Self-confidence

	Motivation





An important finding in their research is that environmental variables outside the control of the institution, such as finances, hours of employment, and family responsibilities, may put too much pressure on nontraditional students' time, resources, and sense of well-being and thus may cause the students ultimately to drop out.

Rovai Model of Persistence

Alfred Rovai (2003) synthesized several persistence models relevant to nontraditional learners and developed a composite model that better explains persistence and attrition among the largely nontraditional learners who enroll in online courses and programs. The model differentiates between learner characteristics and skills prior to admission and external and internal factors affecting learners after admission.

Prior to admission, learner characteristics such as age, ethnicity, gender, intellectual development, academic performance, and preparation can affect learner persistence (Bean & Metzner, 1985). Additional skills that distance learners need to acquire to navigate the online environment include computer literacy, information literacy, time management, reading and writing skills, and online communication skills, all of which affect persistence. Learners who lack these skills and do not overcome the deficiency may be in danger of dropping out.

Once learners are admitted to a program of study, there are additional factors, both external and internal to the institution that can affect the ability of a learner to persist. According to Rovai (2003), these external factors include issues with finances, hours of employment, family responsibilities, the presence of outside encouragement, opportunity to transfer, and life crises such as sickness, divorce, and job loss. Internal factors that affect learners after admission include variables researched by Tinto (1975), Bean and Metzner (1985), Workman and Stenard (1996), and Kerka and Grow (1996, as cited in Rovai, 2003). Tinto's (1975) factors of social and academic integration as well as goal commitment, institutional commitment, and the development of a learning community are internal institutional factors that affect persistence. Workman and Stenard (1996) analyzed the needs of distance learners and identified five needs that influence persistence of online learners. These needs include consistency and clarity of online programs, policies, and procedures; learner's sense of self-esteem; ability to identify with the institution and not be regarded as an “outsider”; the need to develop interpersonal relationships with peers, faculty, and staff; and the ability to access academic support and services.

Online learners also expect a pedagogy that matches their learning style, which requires you to consider ways to support adult learners' need for independence and self-direction. Persistence models connect Grow's (1996) model for matching a learner's self-direction ability with teaching style, described in Chapter 2.

If learners experience problems getting answers to their questions and resolving issues, they may perceive an incompatibility between them and the institution. If learners begin their academic work and find that they are not able to keep up with the workload due to personal issues, they may decide that this is not the right time for them to pursue their education and drop out. In addition, if they begin their coursework and find that they are having difficulties understanding the curricular materials, thinking critically, and writing, or have other deficiencies in academic skills, they may decide to drop out.

Learners enter college with a wide range of academic skills. The challenge is to address the academic needs of learners without labeling them as “remedial,” a term that can lower learners' self-confidence and lead to poor performance. In addition, being able to identify issues early in the program of study is critical, as well as having the appropriate support services available to bridge gaps in learners' academic skills.

You must be aware of academically at-risk learners and be able to provide “just in time” resources to meet their needs and help them reach the next level of performance. One consideration for adult learners in distance education programs is that they have limited time available. Learners have to integrate learning into their already busy schedules and adjust to the time commitments needed to complete course activities. In addition, if a learner needs extra help with academic skills, which requires more time, they may become overwhelmed and drop out. The more support you can incorporate into learning activities, the greater opportunity learners will have to gain additional academic skills in a reasonable amount of time.

Upcoming chapters take a closer look at persistence factors described in this chapter that contribute to learners' ability to persist, and discuss specific pedagogical strategies that can be used to help learners overcome barriers to learning and improve their ability to persist in the online learning environment.

Part 1 presented the profile of an online learner. It discussed the importance of knowing your online learning audience in order to deliver a quality learning experience that meets the needs of learners and improves their ability to persist. Chapter 1 examined learner demographics and considered cultural differences that affect the online learner. As the diversity data show, the online learner population is a heterogeneous group of learners who come to the online learning environment with diverse values, beliefs, and perspectives—all of which need to be considered. Chapter 2 examined the learning attributes of online learners, including their attributes as adult learners, their self-directedness, and their social learning styles. By focusing on learning attributes specific to adults, you can target your pedagogy to meet the unique needs of adult learners, which can have an impact on their satisfaction and motivation to persist. Finally, Chapter 3 considered why adult learners choose the online environment and examined issues and challenges that adult learners face as they engage in online learning. It also considered critical variables that influence learners' ability to persist in the online environment to achieve their goals. Understanding the characteristics and needs of online learners may not necessarily guarantee success in an online course, but it may inform your pedagogy as you develop an understanding of your learners and how to support them to overcome challenges and successfully engage in an online learning environment.

Together, these chapters make up the profile of the adult, online learner including who online learners are, how they like to learn, why they choose online learning, and the challenges they face as they engage in online learning. Part 2 looks at cognition and learning to understand how learning occurs, considers factors that affect learning, and discusses instructional strategies that best support learners as they engage in learning.
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