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Introduction


 Internet technology has advanced to the point in which it has become integrated into many different aspects of everyday life. Online access provides a gateway to information in an instant at any time and, in some cases, anywhere. The Internet has evolved beyond the capabilities to check weather forecasts, stock quotes, or sports scores, and has become relevant in areas such as higher education. An increasing number of universities are offering online classes as an alternative to the traditional on-campus class. As the number of online college classes made available grows, students, professors, and university officials must deal with the challenge of maintaining academic integrity through both the assignments submitted and academic standards met. 

Students enrolling in the online version of college classes are exposed to a completely different set of experiences and expectations compared to attending a traditional class. Challenges arise such as the ability to clarify questions on assignments, the level of technological understanding necessary to fully access the course content, and the lack of personal contact with classmates and instructors. This study will deal with a group of graduate students enrolled in an online class and gather information on an individual and group basis to determine various experiences. 
The purpose of this study is to determine the relevance of online classes at the college level and whether students participating in the class feel they are being held to the same academic standards as a traditional college course. Ultimately, the results should give an indication as to the effectiveness of online classes as either an alternative or supplement to traditional college courses.
Research Questions

Prior to the experience of participating in an online class, students may have different perceptions or expectations as to what the experience will entail. Motivations leading various students to participate in the online class will likely vary. 
  
R1: 
What are the motivations behind student participation in the online class?

R2:
Do student participants find the online class comparable to a traditional class?



R2a: In terms of academic content?




R2b: In terms of interactions with instructors and fellow students?

The above research questions are relevant as they are designed to separate student experiences based on previously completed traditional college courses and the online course that will be completed during the course of this study. The questions also provide the opportunity to compare traditional college courses to the online versions.
Scope

Advances in technology have changed the way people do their banking, make purchases, and pursue a college degree. The changes taking place with regard to higher education have the potential to change the education landscape and the means with which students receive an education and the way instructors deliver the educational content. 

The content of a class will vary based on whether it is a traditional or online course (Bassoppo-Moyo, 2006). Through the evolution of the online class, instructors are tailoring the content of the class to reflect the new delivery mode (Keller, 2005). The implementation of the online class is one of the keys to a successful venture (Keller, 2005). If a class is poorly facilitated, the value of the instruction will be lacking. As the demand for online classes grows, more universities are working toward an effective method to meet t he needs of the students (Conway, Easton, & Schmidt, 2005). There exists a medium that must be met for a class to be effective; the student has a certain responsibility to be somewhat computer savvy as much as the professor must adequately facilitate the class (Kleinman, 2005).

The Diffusions of Innovations Theory can be applied to this research in two ways. The first is the diffusion of the Internet as a technology that must be used in order for participating students to access the online version of the class. The innovation of the Internet has been fully vetted as an accepted and widespread technology in the current society. Online access is in some cases considered a basic right. Use of the Internet itself has been the subject of many a study based in the theory of Uses and Gratifications. The second part of the Diffusions of Innovations Theory is the online class itself. The online class model is an innovation that started with a small group of students and is now something that the universities are expected to provide. 
Procedures


Questions will be posed to participating students at the conclusion of the course. Graduate students were chosen for this study as it is a safe assumption that they have completed a great deal of coursework in the traditional classroom setting. Individual as well as group interviews will be conducted to ascertain the students’ perceived differences between the online class and the traditional college class. 
Data will be triangulated through interviews conducted with students as well as with instructors and select school administrators involved in the facilitation of online classes. This triangulation should result in an adequate description of the procedures involved in the facilitation and participation of an online class and identify possible negative experiences through user or facilitator inadequacy. Data analysis will be conducted to provide common themes or descriptions following the various interviews. The themes that emerge will provide allow assertions to be made as far as the students’ experiences with the online class and whether the experience varied based on the students’ prior experiences with technology specific to Internet use. 
Implications

As is evident to almost anyone with experience in education, students have various strengths and weaknesses with regard to learning. In some cases, students may feel more comfortable interacting with classmates and instructors through an electronic mediator while others enjoy face-to-face interaction in the traditional classroom setting. The same can be said in regard to the instructors teaching the online course. If an instructor is particularly adverse to Internet technology, the effectiveness of the class is likely to be diminished when compared to that same professor’s instruction in the traditional setting. 
Online offerings of college courses have both positive and negative implications. On the positive side, the online class offers a degree of flexibility to the student with the primary advantage of being able to participate in the class from home, work, or any other setting in which the student is comfortable. Another positive aspect is the ability for students not in a relatively close geographic proximity to access college classes from afar. The elimination of physical boundaries expands the potential pool of students and adds varied perspectives to the class. 


The negative aspects include the possibility that the student enrolled in the course is not necessarily the student participating in the course. There is little that can be done at this time to ensure the work is being completed by the person enrolled. While this is a possibility that exists even in traditional classes, the elimination of any in-person contact between instructors and students increases the likelihood of this occurrence. As mentioned previously, a certain degree of technological familiarity is necessary if a student is to get as much possible benefit from a class as possible. Individuals not familiar with basic Internet navigation or who have difficulty interacting with computers will not be in a position to maximize learning in the online class. 

The results of this study will indicate the need for increasing students’ or instructors’ technology familiarity prior to the participation or facilitation of the online course. It will also identify whether the online class is a valuable tool of the university or merely a supplement to traditional content delivery. 
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Appendix


Interview protocols (attached).

Subject consent form (attached).
Interview Protocol

Project:
Interview graduate students participating in an upper division online college course. Comparisons will be drawn between experiences derived from the online class and traditional college classes.
Time of interview:

Date:

Place:

Interviewer:

Interviewee:

Position of interviewee:

Questions:
Do you consider yourself to be proficient in regards to the use of a computer?

Do you consider yourself to be proficient in regards to Internet navigation?

Have you ever taken an online college course prior to this study?
Do you have any experience communicating with anyone via online means such as email or instant messenger?

What would you consider to be the advantages in your participation of the online course?
What would you consider to be the disadvantages in your participation of the online course?

Do you think the instructor adequately provided clear directions on all assignments for the class?

Did you feel it was a disadvantage to not see classmates and the instructor face-to-face? Would you have preferred at least one meeting of the class in person?

Would you take another class online?
Subject Consent Form

Name:

Date:

Subject:
Online class study
From:

Ryan Cummins, CSUF
Hello –
At your convenience, I would like to schedule some time to sit and discuss with you the experience of participating in an online college course. The purpose of this study is to gather information on the relevance of online courses compared to traditional college classes. The study will be conducted by a researcher from California State University, Fullerton. During the interview, all care will be given to be as understanding and sensitive to the topic and the interviewee. The interview will be recorded to ensure all information shared is accurate and is used in the proper context. Should you have any questions during the interview process, you are more than welcome to ask or to share any concerns you might have. 

If you are able to participate in this project, please sign below to indicate such. By signing the document, you agree that information shared during the interview will be used for the purposes of this study only. There are no known risks attributed to cooperation in this interview. After signing, you will be provided a copy of this form for your records. 
Print Participant name: _____________________

Signature of Participant:_____________________




Date:_______
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