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Abstract

Katz, Beth A. M.A., University of Southern Indiana, November, 2005.
The nature of asynchronous interactions within Indiana's higher education institutions'
distance learning programs. Major Professor: Karen Bonnell.

Due to the growth of the Internet, formal higher education may occur in a home, an

office, or anywhere a person wanting to acquire new knowledge may be located.

However, the advanced technology may be causing educators and distance learners to

miss an important channel of communication, which students in a traditional classroom

setting experience: face-to-face interaction. The purpose of this research was to identify

the forms of communication being utilized by asynchronous distance learning students

and their instructors and consider whether these forms of interaction adequately address

their communication needs. Ina study conducted with 500 online students and 313

instructors within Indiana's higher education institutions' distance learning programs,

respondents shared details about the types of mediated communication interactions they

experienced, for instance, telephone calls, e-mails, or discussion boards, along with the

amount and frequency of the interactions. Additionally, in an effort to identify a student's

motivation (specifically, locus of control that may playa role in the student's enrolling in

online distance learning), a modified version of Rotter's Locus of Control scale was

utilized, and responses were measured using a Likert-type scale. On the basis of their

responses, it appears that online students and their instructors favor a group discussion

board / web blogging, or e-mail as the choice methods of communication, whereas both

groups rated face-to-face meetings as 'not important' to their success in the online

course(s). In addition, most students were found to have an internal locus of control,

which may indicate they are better suited for the rigors of online learning.
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Introduction

The evolution of higher education means a classroom is no longer confined to a

traditional brick-and-mortar structure. Due to the growth of the Internet, formal higher

education may occur in a home, an office, or anywhere a person wanting to acquire new

knowledge may be located. Distance learning is known by a wide variety of terms,

including distance education, distributed leaming, asynchronous learning, synchronous

learning, or even technologically mediated instruction; it has been available in one form

or another since the 1890s (Distance-Educator, 2004, p. 1).

Distance learning began as print correspondence courses, but changed with technology

to include a wide range of delivery systems utilizing other types of media such as radio,

audio cassette, television, and videotapes. Distance learning in 2005 largely consists of

computer-based instruction offered via many different technologies (i.e., Internet,

microwave systems, telephone conferencing, satellite, and compressed interactive video)

(Loane, 2001, p. 1;Miller, 2001, p. 315).

The American Council on Education describes distance leaming as "a system and

process of connecting learners with distributed learning resources" (Chute, Thompson, &

Hancock, 1999, p. 220). Van Dusen (1997) relates distance learning to the expression,

"virtual campus." In his book, The Virtual Campus: Technology and Reform in Higher

Education (1997), Van Dusen defines the term as "a metaphor for the electronic teaching,

learning, and research environment by the convergence of powerful new information and

instructional technologies" (p. iii).

The pairing of the Internet and computer-mediated conferencing software offers yet

another unique approach to distance education: asynchronous learning networks (Miller,
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2001, p. 315). Gottschalk (2004) defines asynchronous communication as

"communication in which interaction between parties does not take place

simultaneously" (p. 1).

As long as there is a computer with Internet capabilities, a postal service, a videotape

machine, or a facsimile machine, distance learning is possible. IN. Musto (1997),

executive director of the University of Hawaii Professional Assembly, states:

Technology cannot be ignored or undone. Like Pandora's Box, once opened the

capacity of technological change is released - for good or evil, depending upon

your point of view (p. 118).

Statement of the Problem

Distance leaming enrollments of courses offered by colleges and universities via

asynchronous learning networks worldwide are growing every year. However, the

advanced technology may be causing educators and distance learners to miss an

important channel of communication, which students in a traditional classroom setting

experience: face-to-face human interaction.

In 2000, the National Education Association polled more than 400 distance learning

instructors nationwide. The results revealed that while one in ten higher education faculty

members had taught a distance learning course in the previous five years, a "significant

proportion" had never seen their students in a face-to-face setting (NEA, 2000, p. 2).

Hughes and Hewson (1998) assert that a "skillful" instructor in a traditional classroom

will incorporate a full range of linguistic and extra linguistic elements including verbal

content, speed, timbre, intonation, tone, gesture, and proxemics. These elements are
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offered through a variety of different teaching methods such as discussion, brainstorming,

questions, setting tasks, and making presentations (p. 2).

In contrast, Haythornthwaite (1999) found that computer-mediated communication

offered asynchronously provided an "exchange of fewer cues than face-to-face

environments," (p.2) because many rich verbal and non-verbal aspects were lost.

However, Haythornthwaite (1999) observed that computer-mediated communication did

provide some beneficial features, including "extending communication possibilities, for

example, crossing time and space, and drawing in more peripheral communicators" (p.

2). Are these features enough for students wishing to study at a distance? Does the

quantity of communication that asynchronous distance learners experience with their

online peers and instructors really matter to the growth of distance learning programs?

Significance of the Problem in Indiana

Currently, all Indiana public colleges and universities plus several independent

institutions of higher education that are members of the Indiana College Network, offer

distance learning. Courses are available both synchronously [in real time] and

asynchronously [anywhere, anytime] for students. During the 2002-2003 academic year

within the Indiana College Network, course enrollments I reached nearly 70,000 with

those courses being delivered strictly over the Internet topping 56,000 (llffiTS, 2004, p.

1).

1 According to Susan Scott, director ofE-learning for the Indiana Higher Education Telecommunication
Service, "An enrollment is one student registered in one course, and when enrollments are aggregated, they
are sometimes also referred to as "duplicated headcount:" one student taking four courses would be four
enrollments. Many students mix distance and on-eampus classes, many distance students are studying part
time, and some students are concurrently registered in classes from more than one institution. Thus,
obtaining accurate headcount enrollment data is often difficult, particularly when aggregating numbers
across campuses. The course enrollment is a useful common denominator and can readily be translated into
full-time equivalent counts when necessary" (personal communication, October 21,2(05).
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During the following academic year of2003~2004, the Indiana Higher Education

Telecommunication System reported the number of course enrollments jumped 54

percent to 104,000, with 85 percent of that total (nearly 90,000) for courses being offered

via the Internet. Scott attributes the large enrollment numbers to "busy adults with jobs

and families to juggle" who find distance learning offers them flexibility (Brunty, 2003,

p. 1). But these non-traditional students are not the only ones enrolled in distance learning

courses. Scott states:

More traditional, campus-based college students use these online courses to pick

up classes they need to stay on track for timely degree completion. (llIETS, 2005,

p.2)

Given a 400 percent increase in distance learning course enrollments within the

Indiana College Network in just five years (llIETS, 2005, p. 2), coupled with the intense

growth of the Internet from its humble beginnings just 30 years ago, it appears the

prospects for distance learning are plentiful. However, along with new technology

applications for online learning and more students opting to take courses at a distance, a

question arises: Are Indiana's higher education institutions adequately addressing the

communication needs of students and faculty in distance learning programs offered via

the Internet?

Frank Mayadas, director of The Alfred P. Sloan Foundation's Asynchronous Learning

Network warned in 2001:

The online learner population is and will be more demanding of quality services

than the captive student, so to speak, on campus. (The Chronicle, 2001, p. 10)
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Review of Literature

A great amount of literature is available on a national and international level

concerning distance learning from its inception to the present. A meta-analysis of the

comparative distance education literature between 1985 and 2002 conducted by Bernard,

Abrami, Lou, Borokhovski, Wade, Wozney, Wallet, Fiset & Huang (2004), reveals

hundreds of studies have been conducted and results analyzed with most of the research

concentrating on student satisfaction. However, Bernard et al. (2004) examined 232

research studies that compared the effectiveness of classroom instruction to distance

learning instruction as it relates to student achievement, attitudes, and retention (reasons

to stay in school.) Overall results include:

Achievement: Distance education conditions favored by a small but significant

group.

Attitude: Overall attitude outcomes favor classroom instruction by a small but

significant group.

Retention: Classroom instruction is favored by a "very small but significant"

group. (pp.404-405)

Following the assessment of the overall outcomes for the three measures, Bernard et

al. (2004) then chose to split the samples into two different forms of distance learning,

synchronous and asynchronous. Inbrief, their results indicate "substantially different

outcomes for the two forms of distance learning" including:

Achievement: Synchronous outcomes favored classroom instruction, while

asynchronous favored distance learning.

Attitude: Both synchronous and asynchronous favored classroom instruction.



Nature of Asynchronous Interactions 6

Retention: Dropout was "substantially higher in asynchronous." (p. 408)

Allen, Mabry, Mattrey, Bourhis, Titsworth, & Burrell (2004) found similar

achievement results in their comparative meta-analysis regarding the effectiveness of

distance learning. The authors suggest that, "distance education technologies do not

necessarily create a less effective learning environment [but] may enhance effectiveness."

Also, the authors state the broad base of studies selected for review and analyses indicate,

"Distance education students score slightly better than traditional students when

considering exam scores or grades achieved in a particular course" (p. 415).

If distance learners as a whole are achieving and seem to be scoring well, why do

large numbers of asynchronous learners drop out? S. Scott believes the reasons may have

more to do with the age and work status of the distance learner because they "have many

more life pressures ... than do the traditional-age residential full-time students" (personal

communication, October 21,2005).

Bernard et al. (2004) suggest that a distance leamer's persistence to achieve or drop

out may be partially explained by examining the way the student chooses to learn and

how they develop attitudes (for example, their locus of control) (p. 408). Mearns (2004)

defines the concept of locus of control as a "very generalized, cross-situational belief'

about what a person deems will be and will not be reinforced in their life (p. 3).

According to Mearns (2004):

People with a strong internal locus of control believe that the responsibility for

whether or not they get reinforced lies with themselves. Internals believe that

success or failure is due to their own efforts. In contrast, externals believe that the

reinforcers in life are controlled by luck, chance, or powerful others ... they see
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little impact of their own efforts on the amount of reinforcement they receive.

(p.3)

Lefcourt (1976) states locus of control does playa "mediating role in determining

whether persons will become involved in the pursuit of achievement" but he cautions an

observed relationship should not be considered merely "simple and conclusive" (p. 66).

Lefcourt suggests other considerations may be involved and should be investigated

including self-management, conscious effort, and delayed gratification (p. 67).

Bernard et al. (2004) offer yet another aspect for consideration: the different types of

learning environments that synchronous and asynchronous learners experience, and how

they interact with others. Synchronous learners, who may meet with other students at a

particular place and time, may experience communication through "group affiliation and

social pressure," similar to a traditional classroom. In contrast, an asynchronous learner is

not bound by a set time or meeting place, works independently, and may be isolated. The

asynchronous learner is less likely to meet face-to-face with other students or faculty

unless planned, or if synchronous-mediated contact is scheduled (p. 409).

While it appears a lack of face-to-face interactions may cause problems for the

asynchronous learner, Bates and Santos (1997) state:

These new [computer and telecommunications] technologies encourage active

learning and interpersonal communication independent of time and distance. They

can encourage the development of higher order learning skills, such as critical

thinking, knowledge construction, and collaborative learning. (p. 2)

Liu (2002) found a growing body of research in support of computer-mediated

communication while conducting an extensive literature review of modern computer-
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based communication technologies. Liu (2002) reports computer-mediated

communication offers many kinds of services including asynchronous e-mail, bulletin

boards, facsimile, voice messaging, and chat rooms (p. 2). Much of the research indicates

that computer-mediated communication has two basically separate aspects: task-oriented

and social-emotion-oriented communication (p. 3). Liu (2002) states early studies (prior

to 1990s) on the nature of computer-mediated communication found the experience of the

technology to be "more businesslike, depersonalized, and task-oriented" (p. 3).

More recent studies have investigated the social-emotional nature of the technology.

Walther (1993) admits that while computer-mediated communication, without nonverbal

cues (facial expressions, posture, and physical appearance) rates "extremely low in social

presence," it does offer positive aspects when performed asynchronously. Walther (1993)

states, "Asynchronous communication may offer the communicator less stressful

conversational demands, allowing increased opportunity and flexibility. In this mode one

may plan, contemplate, and edit one's comments more easily than [in a] spontaneous,

simultaneous mode" (p. 394).

With Walther's assessment in mind, and given the capacity of distance learning

available through the Internet, which appears to offer more opportunities for students to

study at their own time and place, important questions emerge: How are distance learners

and their instructors communicating within Indiana's higher education institutions? Are

their interactions task-related (e.g., classroom assignments.) or social or both? As Parker

(1999) relates, "It is no longer enough for the instruction to flow from the instructor to

the student in a sequential, non-interactive path" (p. 13).
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One question remains: How much interaction is enough in an online course within

Indiana's higher education institutions' asynchronous distance learning programs?

Research Questions

Based upon the preceding discussion and a lack of published research conducted

within Indiana's higher education institutions regarding the important element of

communication between distance learners and faculty members utilizing asynchronous

learning networks (the Internet), the following research questions were posed:

RQ 1: How frequently and for what purposes are Indiana distance learners communicating

with their peers and instructors? Additionally, how frequently and for what purposes are

instructors communicating with their Indiana distance learners?

RQ2: What forms of communication (for example, telephone, email, discussion board,

voicemail, facsimile, pager, etc.) are being utilized by students and instructors?

RQ3: Do students and instructors claim that these forms of interaction adequately address

their communication needs?

RQ4: What effects will be produced by identifying an Indiana asynchronous distance

learning student's locus of control?

Method

Development of the Instrument

Two questionnaires (one for students; a second for instructors) were designed as web-

based survey instruments (See Appendices A and B.) Questions were developed to assess

the quantity and quality of communication and identify the channels of communication

used by students and instructors. Officials from the Indiana Higher Education
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Telecommunication System (lliETS), including the director ofE-learning, were enlisted

to review the items.

In addition, to identify a student's motivation (specifically, their locus of control that

may playa role in the student's enrolling in online distance learning), a modified version

of Rotter's Locus of Control scale (Rotter, 1966, p. 11) was utilized. Responses were

measured using a Likert-type scale (Underwood, 2003, p. 2) ranging from 'strongly

agree' (5) to 'strongly disagree (1).

Prior to pilot testing, lliETS officials performed a review of the survey instruments

for clarity. Pilot tests were then performed of the two questionnaires utilizing University

of Southern Indiana (USI) students (N = 17) currently participating in a distance learning

class via the Internet and with several distance learning instructors and staff within USI.

Following the pilot tests, respondents supplied feedback via e-mail to the principal

investigator. Among other things, the respondents provided comments on the ease of use,

including, "survey wasn't too long, "wasn't difficult," or they "had no trouble following

the instructions." Therefore, no changes were required based on pilot testing.

Participants and Procedures

Distance learners (N = 500) taking one or more distance learning courses and distance

learning instructors (N = 313) with teaching assignments during the Spring Semester of

2005 in a distance learning program offered via the Internet by an Indiana higher

education institution volunteered to share their views concerning their own distance

learning I teaching experience. Participants were approached for inclusion via e-mail

messages sent by technology officials from lliETS and the Indiana College Network.
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Respondents shared details about the types of mediated communication interactions they

experienced, for instance, telephone calls, e-mails, or discussion boards.

Additionally, they provided details about their communication needs, including

technology issues, and the amount and frequency of interactions between student-to-

student and student-to-faculty while participating within the online distance learning

program. Furthermore, students were asked about their level of agreement regarding

motivation in an effort to identify whether they possess an internal or external locus of

control.

Results

Student Profile

Most student respondents (88%) indicated they 'strongly agree' or 'agree' that

distance learning courses are more convenient and flexible in nature than face-to-face

classes. The greatest percentage of people participating in the student survey were

women (84.4%), who indicated distance learning helps them greatly with their balancing

act of education, work, and family obligations (64%). Age of the respondents ranged

from 24 years old and under (35.1%), followed by 25 - 35 year olds (26.5%), 36 - 45

year olds (21.4%),46 - 55 year olds (13.4%), and 56 years and older (3.6%).

Graduate students made up the largest group of participants (24.8%), followed by

sophomores (20%), juniors (19%), freshman (16.6%), seniors (13.5%), and those enrolled

in continuing education courses (6%). The majority (68.7%) indicated they had taken an

online course in the past. The largest segment of respondents (45%) was enrolled in

online courses in the Health field, such as health services, nursing, and physical therapy.
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Additional fields of study represented were Education (15%), Business (14.3%), and the

Arts (9.5%), among others. Nearly 16% listed their online course under Other.

Slightly more than one-half of the student respondents (52.6%) were enrolled full-

time, with nearly the same amount (54.2%) taking a combination of on-campus and on-

line courses. Just over half of the respondents (51.7%) were enrolled in a single online

course, with another nearly one-third (29.1%) taking two online courses. The remaining

students (approx. 200,10) were in enrolled in three to five online courses. One student

reported being enrolled in more than five online distance learning courses.

Nearly all student respondents (98.9%) described their amount of computer experience

as either 'intermediate' (i.e., able to perform word processing, games, web browsing) or

'advanced' (i.e., comfortable with a wide array of software applications and the Internet)

with most (80.5%) using a Microsoft XP operating system. Most (83.6%) access their

online distance learning course(s) from home and utilize a cable modem or other high

speed Internet connection (62.6%).

When asked about the number of hours the distance learner spends engaged per week

for their online coursework, the largest number (38.5%) reported 6 -10 hours per week.

Another 32% indicated fewer than five hours per week with the remainder of the students

(about 30%) spending anywhere from 11 to more than 40 hours per week engaged in

work for the online courses.

Online Instructor Profile

Slightly more female than male distance learning instructors responded to the survey

(55%) with the majority indicating they were teaching online courses in the areas of

Business (22%, accounting, finance, marketing,) Health (21%, health services, nursing,
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physical therapy,) and Education (17%, curriculum and instruction, K-12 education,

special education training). Nearly 58% of the instructors reported they were teaching

both on-campus and online courses during the Spring Semester of2005. Though the

greatest percentage (900,10) had taught online in the past, 43% were currently teaching one

online course with another 27% teaching two online courses. Six percent of instructors

indicated they were teaching more than five online courses.

Most distance learning instructors (78.1%) use a Microsoft XP operating system, and

claim their amount of computer experience as 'advanced' (75.2%) as they are

comfortable using a wide array of software applications and the Internet. A nearly equal

number of instructors access their online course from home (50%) as those who access

their course in the workplace (47%), and the most popular type of Internet connection

was a TI or better (often found on university campuses.) Just over a quarter (25.3%) use

a cable modem, with another 22.4% gaining access to their online courses via a DSL.

Most distance learning instructors indicated they spend anywhere from 6-20 hours a week

engaged in work for their online course(s).

RQl: How frequently and for what purposes are Indiana distance learners

communicating with their peers and instructors? Additionally, how frequently and

for what purposes are instructors communicating with their Indiana distance

learners?

Student-Student Interactions

Many students responded that they did not keep in touch with their online classmates

in the month prior to participating in the survey. The greatest percentage (74%) indicated

they did not socialize (such as, having coffee together, or talking about other things than



Nature of Asynchronous Interactions 14

class work), and (67%) did not exchange emotional support (including no personal

support or encouragement about issues regarding family, work, or other life activities)

with their online classmates.

When they did interact, most student respondents used a group discussion board / web

blogging to collaborate on class work (390-10),to receive advice or information (38%) or to

give advice or information (35%) to their online classmates about course work.

Additionally, e-mail was used to collaborate on class work (36%) including working

together on papers, reports or assignments, to receive advice or information (34%), or

give advice or information (32%) about the online course work.

Student-Instructor Interactions - Student Results

The greatest percentage of student respondents (90%) reported their interactions with

online instructors were not social in nature in the month prior to participating in the

survey. Most (78%) indicated they had received e-mail interactions from their instructor

regarding advice or information about class work. The majority (75%) reported they were

not offered emotional support by the online instructor (for instance, there was no

exchange of personal support or encouragement about issues regarding family, work, or

other life activities.) Additionally, 57% indicated they used e-mail to give advice or

information to the distance learning instructor. Furthermore, just over one-half (52%)

reported they collaborated via e-mail with their instructor on class papers, reports or

assignments.

Student-Instructor Interactions - Instructor Results

Instructor respondents overwhelmingly used e-mail to interact with students whether

giving advice or information regarding class work to students (95%), receiving advice or
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information from students (84%), collaborating on class work (77%), or even exchanging

emotional support to students (68%) in the month prior to participating in the survey. A

large percentage of instructors (63%) indicated they did not socialize with their online

students in the month prior to participating in the study. Other popular methods of

communication used by instructors to give advice or information to students included a

group discussion board Iweb blogging (59%), and using the telephone (49 %).

RQ2: What forms of communication (for example, telephone, email, discussion

board, voicemail, facsimile, pager, etc.) are being utilized by students and

instructors?

Communication Channels - Student Results

On average, the greatest number of online learner respondents use e-mail to interact

with their online instructors about once a week (40%), whereas another 31% report they

use group discussion boards Iweb blogging to communicate with their instructor during

the same time period. Just over a quarter of the respondents (27%) specified they use

e-mail to communicate with their instructor about once a month.

In addition, the majority of student respondents relayed they never received faxes

(75%), instant messaging I chat room interactions (69%), and they never left answering

machine or voicemail messages (69%). Additionally, most indicated they did not

participate in informal meetings (66%), or scheduled in-person meetings (57%), or

received telephone calls (56%) from their online instructor.

On average, most distance learning respondents reported they had little interaction

with their online classmates. The majority indicated they never used a facsimile machine

(82%), nor an answering machine I voicemail (77%), and no informal meetings (68%)
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took place. Additionally, large numbers did not engage in instant messaging / chat rooms

(67%), nor schedule in-person meetings (65%) with their peers.

While e-mail was the choice method of communication for distance learners and their

online instructors, more than one-third (36%) reported they did not use e-mail at all to

keep in touch with their classmates. When they communicated, about one-third (30%)

reported using a group discussion board / web blogging about once a week, whereas one-

fifth (20%) indicated they used e-mail less than once a month to interact with classmates.

Communication Channels - Instructor Results

When participating in online learning, on average, most instructor respondents

indicated they did not use a facsimile machine (67%), or schedule in-person meetings

(61%) with their online students. Some 57% reported they did not engage in instant

messaging / chat rooms, with a similar number (56%) indicating that no informal

meetings took place with their distance learners. On average, about one-third (32%)

specified they used a telephone less than once a month, with another 30% reporting they

did not use an answering machine / voice mail to interact with online students.

When communicating with distance learners, 34% of the instructors report using

e-mail at least once a day, with another 30% indicating they use a group discussion board

/ web blogging during that same time. The number using a group discussion board / web

blogging to interact with students 2 - 4 times a week dips slightly to 27%.

RQ3: Do students and instructors claim that these forms of interaction adequately

address their communication needs?



Nature of Asynchronous Interactions 17

Addressing Communication Needs

Overall, most student respondents indicated the following methods of communication

were 'not important' to their success in the online course(s): faxes (87%), face-to-face

meetings (75%), an answering machine I voicemail (73%), instant messaging I chat room

interactions (70%), or telephone calls (67%). E-mail interactions (66%) and using a group

discussion board I web blogging (41%) were rated 'extremely important' to a student's

success. The following features of distance learning were indicated as 'important' to the

respondents: group discussion board I web blogging (39%), e-mails (30%), telephone

calls (28%), instant messaging I chat rooms (23%), answering machine I voice mail

(23%), face-to-face meetings (21%) and faxes (11%).

Distance learning instructors indicated that they believe e-mail interactions are

'extremely important' or 'important' (99%) for the success of their online coursers); 82%

believe a group discussion board I web blogging is 'extremely important' or 'important'.

The following were listed as 'not important': faxes (86%), face-to-face meetings (82%),

instant messaging I chat room interactions (71%), telephone calls (53%), or an answering

machine I voicemail (52%.)

RQ4: What effects will be produced by identifying an Indiana asynchronous

distance learning student's locus of control?

Locus of Control

In an effort to identify a student's motivation (specifically, their locus of control that

may playa role in the student's enrolling in online distance learning), a modified version

of Rotter's Locus of Control scale was used. Responses were measured using a Likert-

type scale ranging from 'strongly agree' (5) to 'strongly disagree (1). The locus of control
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scores have a possible range of 0 to 60 (a higher score indicates one is more external.)

Results indicate the students in this study scored an average of22.16 (SD = 5.16), with a

range 3 to 35.

Student respondents who claimed they often get things done ahead of schedule have a

more internal locus of control (M = 21.30, SD = 4.96) than students who need reminders

(M = 23.86, SD = 4.32) or will put things off until the last minute (M= 23.43, SD =

5.43), E (2,470) = 13.30,12 < .0005.

Those respondents who took all online courses (M= 21.77, SD = 4.77) as opposed to

a combination of online and on-campus (.M = 22.86, SD = 5.31) were shown to have a

more internal locus of control, 1 (469) = 2.34,12 < .02.

Discussion

In this study, many of the students who are enrolled in distance learning programs

within Indiana's higher education institutions appear to rely heavily on either a group

discussion board / web blogging, or e-mail as ways to interact with their online

classmates and instructors. At first glance, it may appear these particular forms of

mediated communication are less personal than face-to-face interaction or contact, but the

students in this study claim they provide a necessary and adequate method of keeping in

touch with others. Lee and Gibson (2003) reported similar results in their 1998 research

of online graduate students at a Midwestern university (p. 185).

The future offace-to-face classroom instruction and interaction in higher education

does not appear to be in doubt, as the majority of college courses offered continue to be

offered within a traditional brick-and-mortar building. But distance learning that is

offered asynchronously (with no face-to-face human interaction) is proving to be a
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valuable resource. Chris Dede, professor of learning technologies at Harvard University's

Graduate School of Education, stated in a 2002 interview with the Chronicle of Higher

Education, "Face-to-face is not the gold standard that it's held up to be. Many people

find their voice in distance media in a way that they don't in face-to-face sessions"

(Young, 2002, p.3).

This study found instructor and student respondents rated face-to-face meetings as

'not important' to their success in the online course(s) (82% and 75%, respectively.) The

two groups also agreed that a fax machine, telephone, instant messaging / chat room, and

an answering machine / voicemail were 'not important' to their success in the online

course(s).

Another focus of the study was students' motivation (specifically, locus of control.)

As previously stated, those who have an internal locus of control believe that their

success or failure is due to their own efforts. In contrast, those who feel that control over

their situations is external to them tend to attribute their success or failure to external

forces such as luck, chance, or powerful others. Thompson (1998) reviewed studies

examining students' locus of control and found that distance learners were more likely to

have an internal locus of control than were their on-campus peers. Alternately, Thompson

(1998) found distance learners with an external locus of control have been reported "to

characterize an at-risk" student (p. 4). Liu, Lavelle & Andris (2002) reported that online

instruction can be "an effective method to promote change" from external to internal

locus of control (p. 68).

Most students (55.3%) in this study, who reported they often get things done ahead of

schedule, were found to have an internal locus of control, which may indicate they are
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better suited for the rigors of online learning. More than one-third (38.5%) revealed they

spend anywhere from 6 - 10 hours per week engaged in work related to their online

course(s.) As distance learning students are not required to report to a traditional

classroom at a scheduled time, they must be completely responsible for setting their own

study schedule while juggling work and family concerns.

Burge (1998) states that "most distance learners are women" (p. 28), as was the case

in this study. Out of 500 student respondents, 421 were females who appear to be

motivated as they are managing education, work, and family concerns. More than one-

half of the respondents (54.3%) indicated they have children at home under the age of 18,

with nearly an equal number (52.6%) of distance learners enrolled as full-time students.

Additionally, nearly a quarter of the student respondents (24.8%) were graduate students.

Although the measurement of student satisfaction was not a goal of this study, it is

apparent. Over half (52.5%) of the distance learning respondents reported their online

experience as 'positive and satisfying' because they believed their study skills were either

'improved greatly' or 'improved somewhat' in the following areas: productivity,

dependability, communication skills, ability to work independently, computer skills,

personal time management, and overall performance and project management.

On the other hand, just over a quarter of the respondents (28%) either 'strongly

agreed' or 'agreed' their online learning experience was frustrating due to technical

problems. Upon further examination, it was learned that 34% of those who were

frustrated were on dial-up connections and 12% did not even know what kind of

connection they had to the Internet. Even though they had experienced technical

frustrations, 71% of those students still remain positive about their online learning
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experience, 61% of them were satisfied with their decision to take an online course, and

56% of them would strongly recommend online courses to others.

Conclusion

Enrollment in online higher education courses was a novel idea 20 years ago, but it

has clearly been accepted as an alternative means of post-secondary education as it

continues to evolve. Distance learning offered asynchronously [anywhere, anytime]

appears to offer many options, but most notably, flexibility for working mothers or

students wishing to finish a degree with minimal complications, or for anyone wanting to

take higher education courses without the complexities of commuting to a campus.

As Arbaugh (2000) found, once participants become comfortable with communicating

via a computer, "social ties and information exchange will develop" (p. 14). Since this

study was conducted early in the semester, it provides only a preliminary examination of

Internet-based course interactions between students and instructors within Indiana's

higher education institutions. Future research would be helpful if data are collected twice

(early in semester and at the end) in order to gain additional insights, including

information about whether students and instructors met informally, or scheduled face-to-

face meetings, or possibly even used instant messaging or a chat room once they had

become better acquainted. Inaddition, if the compiled data were shared early enough in a

semester, distance learning instructors could make necessary adjustments to improve

their interactions with their online students.

Not all ofIndiana's higher educational institutions' distance learning students and

faculty participated in this study. Future research needs to strive for greater participation

by the state's higher education institutions. A more comprehensive review of the



Nature of Asynchronous Interactions 22

mediated interactions experienced by instructors and students alike could lead to the

development of best practices to be shared during faculty training or course design

development by all Indiana's higher education institutions that offer online courses. A

survey template that is offered several weeks in advance of a school term will provide

distance learning instructors ample time to disseminate the surveys in a timely fashion to

their online students.

Furthermore, it would be useful if future research examined students' motivating

factors for not only enrolling, but persisting in distance learning. The additional

knowledge will provide crucial information for Indiana's higher education institutions as

they see their enrollment numbers continue to grow within their online distance education

programs.
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