Report on Online Learning

Student and Faculty Experience at Mohawk College
OPSEU Local 240 Political Action Committee
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Introduction

La

Online, blended and other forms of web enhanced learning are becoming
increasingly popular as a means of delivering postecondary education. According
to a recent report completed by the Higher Education Strategy Associatgs/% of
Canadian university courses mke use of some online componer({Rogers, Usher &
Kaznowska, 2011)

The decision ofMohawk Collegeto move to blended learning was part of a strategic
plan begun in 2008 that focsedonOA A OAT AET ¢ AAOAAQET 1T Al
strategic integration of learning technologie®(Mohawk College ). To this end the
college formulated a committee composed of faculty, administration and
management to examinghe various learning platforms current at that time
(FirstClass, WebCT) and tagid with deciding which learning management system
the college should adopt. They selected Desire2Learn (D2L) as the learning
management systento be adopted and a further plan was developedto have all
courses fully blended withinfive yearsof the initial start-up of D2L in 20092 Blended
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accompanied by a strategic reduction in face-face contactOnline and faceto-face
learning spaces are thoughtfully integratedmaximizing the unique characteristics
of each, in order to enhance the quidy of the learning experience(Mohawk College
2).

The Political Action @mmittee (PAC) ofOPSEU Local 240 méb determine how
best to understand the impact of this decision ostudents and faculty- the parties
directly affected by it. Two modes of hquiry were decided upon. The first activity
was to hold a forum open to alstudents and facultywithin the college community.
The purpose of the forum was to gather ideas on best practices, attitudes and
experiences with elearning. The second actity involved gathering studentso
opinions on blended learning through a survey of general education courses.

Objective

La

The objective of this report is to summarize and present information generated by
two different feedback sources. The first source was the March 2 Forum on

Online Learning, organized by the OPSEU Local 240 Political Action Committee
(PAC),and desgned to create a space of dialogue for faculty and students
concerning blended learning at Mohawk College. The forum was based on a fecus
group format, and included semistructured questions designed to elicit the
experiences of students and faculty witlonline learning. Focus groups were
facilitated and comments were recorded. These recorded comments were then
analyzed for common themes by members of the PAC.



The second source of feedback summarized and presented in this report comes

from a feedback giestionnaire created by the PAC and sent 898 students in

primarily General Education courses, but also some courses in Language Studies and
General Arts andScience. The questionnairspecifically addressed studergo
experience with online learning at Mohawk, and canvassed their opinion concerning
blended learningz the exchange of irclass instruction time for ontline instruction.

In this report we discuss the results of each consultation method and reflect on what
they reveal about online education at Mohawkg both its successes, and its failures.
Engaging in the feedback processes and presenting the resulting information was of
primary concern to PAC members as there had never been a survey of either faculty
or students aboutthe effectiveness obn-line learning. Anecdotal feedback

regarding online education received by faculty and students to date has been both
positive and negative. There are clearly ways in which elne technology can
enhance the learning emironment and improve learning outcomes. However, there
are also clear ways in which the technology needs further development and critical
AT T OEAAOAGIéfitsaA 1l 116 @11 T éduchtidh séeims strongly
contraindicated by the feedback compbed in this report, and by the existing

literature. The faculty members of Local 240 are concerned that implementing such
an approach can impede th success of students at Mohawd&nd harm the status of
the College as an institution that puts quality learing, and students, first.
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positive potential can best be harnessed by the College. Similarly, another goal is to
suggest ways in which counterproductive use of online struction, especially with
regards to a nondifferentiated implementation of blended delivery, can be avoided.
As educational professionals, we are hopeful that these suggestions will make for a
more effective utilization of new information technologieswhile also expanding on
those elements of successful learning, growth, and socialization that occur through
faceto-face interaction.

Who We Are

This report has been produced by the OPSEU Local 240 Political Action Committee
(PAC). The PAC is compriseaaf Local 240 members and faculty at Mohawk College,
and reports directly to the OPSEU 240 Local Executive Committee. The PAC is open
to all Local 240 members who are interested in the values and activities of the
committee.

The PAC became interested ithe phenomenon of online learning through a number
of channels. First, several PAC members are also union stewards, and have thus
participated in the monthly discussions concerning online learning that have taken
place duringLocal Executive meetings. Tase discussions involved a great majority
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of stewards passing on problems and complaints associated with online learning.
These complaints were based on the personal experience of faculty members as well
as student feedback. In particular, faculty issuencerning workload, training,
institutional technical capacity and teaching effectiveness were expressed.

The second motivating factor for the PAC to create feedback opportunities regarding
online learning is the perceived lack of student consultationFaculty have a primary
professional interest in student success, in the quality of education offered at
Mohawk, and in the reputation of the institution. It was feared that an uncritical and
pedagogically unsubstantiated implementation of online learningand in particular
blended delivery, could negatively impact on all of these areas.

The third motivating factor for the PAC to address online learning is the lack of
adequate research ad evidence associated with the effectiveness of this new
modality. As educational professionals, and, for many of us, as academics, Local 240
members were concerned about the dearth of information regarding student
outcomes in blended and online course delivery. We were also unsure about how

an uncritical move to onlineinstruction would affect student access, employment

and soft skills development, and student retention.

For these reasons the PAC, in consultation with the OPSEU Local 240 Executive,

decided to convene the March ZLForum on Online Learning, and to subspiently
design and distribute the student feedback questionnaire.

Methodology

The methodology section deals with both the March 21Forum on Online Learning
and the subsequent student feedback questionnaire.

March 22" Forum on Online Learning
Forum Structure

The Forum on Online Learning was designed as a way to get faculty and students

talking about their experiences to date with online learning at Mohawk College. It

was intended to be a space where both groups could speak freely about their

positive and negative experiences. The PAC decided that a small focus group
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structure chosen was to ensure that every attendee had multiple opportunities to

contribute to the discussion, that discussion groups contained both student and

faculty perspectives, and that people who might not normally speak out in a large

meeting would feel comfortable participating.



Another goal considered by the PAC was to record all of the feedbaadngrated by

forum participants. In essencethe forum was a factfinding exercisewhere ideas,

issues and concerns involving online learning could be ascertained. We decided to

randomly assign forum attendeego small groups of mixed faculty and studentg

order to create the best climate for free discussion. Each small group was facilitated

by a PAC member, who was tasked with introducing discussion questions, keeping

time, recording participant responses, moderating group discussion, and reporting

bacE O OEA AT OEOA &£ 000 11 OEAEO CcOiI 0P80 EAU

Management attended the forum in an observational capacityMembers from the

Centre for Teaching and Learning also attended the forum, sat together, and

participated by facilitating and recordi ¢ OEAEO COI 0P8 O AAAAAAAES
eight mixed student/faculty groups ofapproximately eight people each, while lhe

CTL table had approximately sixnembers. In all there wereapproximately 80

participants.

After a brief introduction by the PAC small groups began open discussion on three
Ol PEAOS %AAE O PEA xAO DPOAOAT OAA AO A ONOAC
deemed theoretically significant by PAC members. These themes were:

1. student success and quality of education
2. technological acess, capacity and training
3. decision-making and implementation

Themes were determined by aggregating feedback from Local 240 Executive
meetings, from the personal teaching experience of PAC members and from student
feedback. On the day of the forum, thtree themes were included in a handout
presented to all participants as three gestion clusters

1. What does research and our own experience as teachers and students tell us
about where and in what ways odine learning improves student success
and learning? What does it tell us about where it fails in these areas? In your
own courses and programs, would a decrease in face to face class time be
beneficial or harmful?

2. What questions does ofine learning raise about assumedechnical
knowledge, student @cess to technology, appropriate levels of training and
support, faculty and student workloads, ad intellectual property rights?

3. Who should determine the way in which odline learning is usedz students,
faculty, or administration? Who determines what knds of programs,
courses, information or skills it is used for?

The Forum began at 4:30pm and small group discussion of questions began at
4:45pm. Each question was discussed for 20 minutes, and after all questions were
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discussed, eaclsmall group facilitator did a fiveminute report-back to the entire
forum on the main themes that emerged in their group. Facilitators recorded
feedback from their group participants on chart paper.

Data Collection andAnalysis

keep the responses as raw as possible. Some small changes in sentence structure
and wording were made to enhance clarity, but care was taken to not alter the
message or intent of any response.

The smallgroup transcriptions were then aggregated and analyzed through the

gualitative data-analysis method of Grounded Theory (Glasser & Strauss 1967). In

Grounded Theory analysis, an inductive approach is taken to qualitative research

data. Usingale 1 EOEAI OAT AET ¢ PAOAAEGCIi 6h OAOGAAOAEAO
around which to group data. In the case of the Online Learning Forum, these codes

corresponded to the three thematic areas and three question clusters.

The raw qualitative data from theforum was analyzed, and responses were grouped

according to emerging concepts. An example of this would be responses to the

guestion cluster of access, capacity and training that expressed worry about

OOOAAT 6060 AAAAOO O1 A mbughfor tBdmGofstrtedstullyAl T T AAOQE
complete online work. Similar conepts expressed included studersaccess to a

computer and software sufficient to complete online work. In the concept stage of

grounded theory analysis, each discrete concept is recorded & appears in the raw

data.

In the next stage of analysis, concepts are grouped into categories based on their
similarity. For example, concepts of student internet access, computer access and
software access all group intstudent access to sufficiet¢chnology This category
is then combined with similar concepts surrounding faculty access to form the
higher-order category ofaccess to sufficient technology

In the final stage of analysis, the categories are analyzed from a theoretical
perspectivethat attempts to explain their presence and relationships. This involves
the creation of macrclevel categories and generating explanatory hypotheses for
the observed results. Returning to the example of technological access, an
explanatory hypothesis fa this response category is that the College has not
provided sufficient technological resources (computer access, internet bandwidth)
to ensure student success in online learning.

Student Feedback Questionnaire

The goal of the student feedbackugstionnaire was to access student opinion
concerning online learning at Mohawk College. A particular questionferenced
student understandingand perception of blended ¢€arning z the reduction of face
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to-face instruction in favour of online instruction. As theCollege was planning to
unilaterally changegeneral elective coursesrom face-to-face delivery to blended
delivery in the fall semester of 2011, this was seen as an important issue on which
to seek student feedback.

Due to much confusion among studentsoncerning what blended learning

constitutes, it was decided that the questionnaire would need to include a brief and

unbiased description of what blended learning entails, along with a declaration of

OEA #111ACAS8O EIT OAigeddrd dletived in theifath AafteOthis AT AT AAA
brief introduction, the questionnaire sheet includes 10 statements, each of which

could be responded to in he following way (see appendix %

Az Strongly Agree B Agree ¢ Unsure/Undecided Dz Disagree E; Strongly Disagree

The statements were intended to be neutrally worded, and to address the following
themes / concerns:

student success

accesdo technology
student learning styles
student learning preference

HwnNPE

The guestionnaire was distributed with a scansheethat the students filled out.
Students were not asked to write their name on the questionnaires and were not
asked for any additional comments. Despite this, several students included
additional written comments on the questionnaire sheet when they haned it in.
Questionnaires were administered on the final day of class, after the final exam had
been written. Students were told that the questionnaire was optional to complete.

A total of 898students completed the questionnaire. Results were analyzéar
statistical significance using the Chi Square Goodness of Fit test.



Results

La

March 21 Forum on Online Learning

The results from the focus groups from the Forum on Online Learning were first
grouped into Faculty and Student concerns. Concepts iaah group were then
aggregated into seven categories for each group.

Faculty Response Categories

Quality of Learning

Sufficient Training

Health

Sufficient Technology
Implementation / Decision-making
Workload

Lack of Research

NogaMwWNE

Student Response Categories

Quiality of Learning

Sufficient Training

Health

Sufficient Technology
Implementation / Decision-making
Value of Education

Reducing access

NogaMwbhPE

Students and faculty both had overlapping categories of concern regarding Quality
of Learning, Sufficient TrainingHealth, Sufficient Technology, and Implementation /
Decisionrmaking. Two issues pertaining only to faculty included Workload and Lack
of Research. Two issues pertaining only to students concerned the Value of
Education and Reducing Access.

Further aggregation of response categories led to the following macroategories for
each group:

Faculty MacreCategories
1. Quality of Education Quality of Learning, Lack of Research
2. Technical Sufficient Technology, Sufficient Trainifg
3. Quality of Workplace {Vorkload, Health
4. Implementation / Decision-making

Student MacreCategories



Access to Education

rownNE

Quiality of Education Quality of Learning, Value of Education, Hegjth
Technical Sufficient Technology, Sufficient Training

Implementation / Decision-making

Shared Category Analysis

Shared category analysis lists the concepts derived from each combined response
category (faculty & student), along with examples of each concept from the raw
data. The faculty and studenspecific categories are also includedin the tables,
F2F is shorthand for faceto-face.

Category 1- Quality of Learning

Concept

Example

F2F instruction is more
contextually rich

1 ETA AAOGAAOETT AAT 80 AAD(Q

voice tone & body language

F2F instruction offersmore
flexibility

e in F2F instructors can be spontaneous
e in F2F instructors can tailor lessons to student questions ang
interests

F2F communication is more
efficient

e in F2F questions can be immediately answered

e having everyone in the same place at the santiene is more
efficient

e in F2F you can convey much more informatioim a given
time-frame

Online instruction is harder for
certain students

e online works for very organized, motivated students
TTETA ATAOGT 80 x1 OE xAll

o 11 yid|
organization and motivation

F2F instruction offers more
active learning opportunities

e F2F activities like groupwork, debates, discussion and note
taking are active learning

F2F instruction is needed for
socialization / employability
skills

e online educationAAT § &6 OAAAE OEEI T O 1
interaction & communication

Online instruction detracts from
social bonds between teacher &
classmates

e animportant part of College is the socialization &
relationships with classmates and teachers provided by F2
instruction

e itis hard to motivate and coach online

Online instruction is more time
flexible for students

e allows students to work at home & around busy schedules

Online instruction is more
distracting

e there are many more distractions at home (internet, games,
television, family, etc.)

Online instruction can save time

e using gradebook and classlist features in D2L
e easy access of class notes and assignments

Online instruction can reinforce
distractability & technology
reliance

e online environments are not real world environments;
therefore habituating to online environments can have
deleterious effects

Online courses have much higher

dropout rates

e students are less likely to complete online courses

Category2 z Sufficient Training
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Concept

Example

Faculty receive insufficient
training in online instruction

faculty are not taught how to develop and deliver online
courses

faculty are having to do more tech support as instruction
becomes more reliant ortechnology

Students receive insufficient
training in online instruction

we are assuming a level of computer knowledge in our
students that not all of them have
OOOAAT OO AOAT 60 OAOCEO EI x

Category 3z Health

Concept

Example

Faculty and Students can
experience health problems from
excessive computer use

VDTs can be harmful to the eyes with prolonged exposure
computer use for long hours can have negative ergonomic
effects

Category 4z Sufficient Technology

There are problemswith student
ability to access needed
technology

there are not enough open access computers at the College
students may not have computers at home

student computers may not have current software

students may not have a sufficient internet connection at
home

There are issues with the
#1111 ACA8380 ET OAO
network

the College does not have sufficient bandwidth to support
online learning

there have been issues with servers crashing and the
network going down

It is difficult to get technical
support when needed

there are insufficient tech support resources for faculty and
students

Equipment failure can be
catastrophic

equipment failure can make instruction difficult in web-
facilitated classes

Category 5z Implementation

/ Decision-Making

Concept

Example

Online learning should not be

OiTA OEUA &£EOO

online learning makes sensdor certain subjects requiring
rote memorization

online learning makes sense for students living far from the
College

online learning works poorly for courses that relyon
interaction, communication, group dynamics, presentations,
and active learning

Students should have a choice
about whether they take their
courses online or F2F

students should be able to chose between online and F2F
based on their learning style, preérence and success

Faculty should decide which
courses are amenable to online
delivery

as experts in education and in their particular field, faculty
should play a key role in deciding how their course is best
taught z online or F2F

There is no cleampedagogical
rationale for moving to online
learning

a pedagogical case has not been made as to why certain
classes are being forced to go blended (Fall 2011 Gen Eds)
this decision was made unilaterally by management

Students and faculty should be
consulted about their
experiences with online learning

there has been no survey of students regarding their
experiences with online learning or their preferences for
learning
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Faculty Category & Workload

Concept

Example

With online learning faculty are
expected to perform more as
technical support

faculty end up fielding more questions about technology
performance and the learning platform than about course
content

With online learning faculty are
not given enough time for course
development

blending acourse or moving it online takes longer than
faculty are being given credit for

With online learning faculty are
not given enough time for course
delivery

it takes longer to mark online

it takes longer to communicate and answer student
guestions online

faA Ol OU AOA 11060 AAEI C 37&38A
blended and fully online courses

Online learning can be a strategy

to reduce faculty positions

there are examples of other institutions who have used
online learning as a means of reducing faculty

Faculty Category % Lack of Research

Concept

Example

There is not sufficient research
to support the claims made by
online proponents

there is no research saying that students are demanding
blended or online courses

there is no research proving thanline courses are more
effective at producing successful learning than F2F courses

There is research that suggests
significant problems with online
learning

there is research that suggests online courses have much
lower completion rates than F2F courses

there is research that suggests that online courses are not
appropriate for certain kinds of students and learners

There has been no research
review or research case made for|
pursing online learning

no pedagogical rationale including research has beenade
by management for moving unilaterally toward blended or
online delivery

Student Category & Value of Education

Concept

Example

Students feel they are getting
financially short-changed with
online courses

students feel they should be paying less fmnline courses
students comment that they are paying to have a teacher
teach them, not to teach themselves at home

Students feel they are getting
educationally short-changed
with online courses

students report their best educational experiences are
related to the passion of memorable F2F instructors
OOOAAT OO0 EAAT OAITT1TAAG xEAI
expecting F2F instruction and get online courses instead

Student Category % Access to Education

Concept

Example

With online learning, access t@ost-secondary e 11 x
education will be reduced due to technology

costs

ET AT I A OOOA Ab-d2®
computers & software

e 11T x ETATT A OOOAATHO
speed internet connection

e online courses can pass on extra
photocopying costs tostudents

Some government educational supports require | e

students to be in class

young mothers report needing to be
physically present in class in order to receive
government childcare supplements
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With online learning, special needs students will | o

be less ale to succeed

ESL students have a harder time with online
delivery

LD students have a harder time with online
delivery

Students from educationally nonrsupportive o

environments will have a harder time with

online learning .

online learning works well for mature,
motivated and organized students
younger & low SES students may lack the
self-management skills needed to succeed
online
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