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Student Views of Online Classes and Materials at CSUSM:

Feedback from a Spring 2004 Survey


During the second half of the Spring 2004 term, the Office of Analytic Studies administered the third in its annual series of in-class student surveys. Surveys were distributed in a spectrum of classes meeting during selected days and times, with 1,104 useable questionnaires completed by early May. Analysis suggests that in most respects the final survey sample is representative of the larger group from which it is drawn (i.e., all students enrolled in Spring 2004).


Online classes and course materials served as one of two special foci for the Spring 2004 survey.
  Respondents were asked about their experiences with online class materials and whether they had ever taken courses which were partially or fully online. Students who had taken at least one online course responded to additional questions about their experiences.   Finally, respondents who had never taken an online course were asked why they had not done so.  The following pages examine responses to all three sets of questions.


In addition to describing overall response patterns, the following pages examine a number of subgroup differences. In particular, statistically significant differences in four key variables are summarized: attendance status (i.e., day vs. evening students), undergraduate entry status (i.e., first time freshmen vs. transfer students), current class level, and college housing respondents’ majors. Insofar as such subgroup differences are statistically significant, they are discussed in the following pages.  Appendix B reproduces comments made by students in response to specific questions about their decision to take or not take online courses, along with the relevant comments elicited by a question inviting respondents to “make additional comments about the topics considered” in the survey.


The survey data indicate that two of five respondents report taking at least one course that was partially or fully online, while most report having classes in which required or recommended materials were available online. Approximately three-fifths of the respondents report using these materials frequently and finding that they enhanced their in-class experiences.


Respondents particularly appreciate the scheduling flexibility offered by online classes, placing special emphasis on the ability to do class work at their convenience. Although most respondents report experiencing no computer problems while taking online courses, lower-division students are somewhat more likely than others to experience browser problems.


Among respondents who have never enrolled in an online course, just 13% indicate they would never take one. Another two in five such respondents report that they simply prefer on-campus courses or that there were no courses of interest to them offered online. However, close to half would take an online course if it fulfilled a degree requirement and one-third would do so if the course were equivalent to one offered on campus at an inconvenient time or were the only section offered that term.

Summary of Findings

Online Course-Taking Patterns
· Two of five respondents indicated that they had taken one or more fully or partially online classes (see Table 1). Among these respondents, 61% took at least one fully online course and 58% took at least one class that was partially online.

· Respondents who have taken classes online tend to select only one of the two types considered (see Table 2). Approximately three-quarters of the respondents report taking either fully online classes or partially online classes; only 22% report taking both types of courses.

· Among undergraduate respondents, those majoring in Business or Math and Science are least likely to have taken online courses and those majoring in Liberal Studies are most likely to have taken them (see Table 3). 

Use of Online Class Materials

· More than four of five respondents report having at least one class in which required or recommended materials were available online (see the top section of Table 4). Of this group, three-fifths report using the materials often or as often as possible. As the bottom section of Table 4 indicates, three fifths of the respondents found that the availability of online materials enhanced their classroom experience.
· Table 5 indicates that frequency of use increases appreciation of online materials.  Most respondents who made frequent use of online materials (i.e. often or as often as possible) reported that the materials enhanced their classroom experience a great deal or a good deal.  In contrast, two thirds of the respondents who used online materials only when required to do so felt that they contributed no more than a little bit to their classroom experience.

Experience in Online Courses

Respondents who report taking at least one fully or partially online courses were asked to respond to additional questions regarding their experiences with their most recent online class.

· Nine in ten respondents cite scheduling flexibility as a reason for taking one or more online classes (see Table 6). Specifically, just over half report enjoying the ability to do all their course-related work at a time that suits them and 40% appreciate not having to worry about attending class at specific times.

· Although most respondents (63%) report encountering no computer-related problems while taking their most recent online course, one in five respondents reported experiencing browser problems (see Table 7).

· As Table 8 indicates, the likelihood that respondents will encounter problems while taking online courses varies by class level. Lower-division respondents are somewhat more likely than upper-division respondents to report encountering problems (44% vs. 31%), with approximately one in three of the former reporting browser problems compared to 16% of upper-division respondents. 

Respondents Not Taking Online Classes
· According to Table 9, respondents who have never taken an online class frequently cite two reasons for their lack of involvement: they prefer to take on-campus courses (46%) or none of the courses offered online have been of interest to them (39%).  A response that is closely related to the last was written-in by 14% of the respondents: online courses are not an “option” (e.g., not available in students’ area of study; available sections were full).  Although the percentage of respondents providing this response is not large, it is larger than three of the options provided on the questionnaire and accounts for close to two-thirds of the written-in responses.  Had it been listed on the questionnaire, therefore, it might well have been as frequently cited as the two reasons for not taking online courses shown at the top of Table 9.

· Although 13% of the respondents report that they would never take a fully online course, others indicate they would do so under specific circumstances (see Table 10). Close to half of the respondents who have yet to take an online course would enroll in one if it related to their degree requirements. Approximately one-third would take such a course if the equivalent on-campus course was offered at an inconvenient time or if the online course was the only section offered in a given term. 

Appendix B. Respondents’ Reasons for Taking or Not Taking Online Courses


This Appendix combines written-in responses to three questions:



• Reasons for taking online classes



• Reasons for not taking online classes



• Comments relating to online courses provided in response to a question 



   inviting “additional comments about the topics considered in this survey”.

Written-in responses relating to the second question were the most frequent (n=127), while responses elicited by the first  and third were relatively few in number (n=46 and 36 respectively).


Responses to all three questions are considered in isolation below.  Thus, the answers provided by the same respondent to more than one of the questions are not combined.  The categories and subcategories used to organize responses appear below.  The numbers in parentheses indicate the number of respondents providing each type of answer.

C o d i n g   C a t e g o r i e s   U s e d
I. Reasons for never taking online courses


A. Taking an online class was not an option.



1. Desired or required courses were not available online (43)



2. Online classes were full (35)


B. Prefer taking on-campus classes



1. It is easier to learn in a classroom setting (19)



2. Prefer having face-to-face interaction (16)


C. Not aware of online course availability (8)


D. Personal preference (5)



E. Planning to take online classes in the future (4)


F. Lack adequate computer at home (3)

II. Reasons given for taking partially online courses


A. Online component required as part of the class (17)


B. Online component required for Math 51 (18)
III. Reasons given for taking fully online courses


A. Desired or required course was only available online (8)


B. Personal convenience or preference (9)


C. Other reasons (2)

IV. More online classes needed (19)

V. Problems experienced with online courses (8)

R e s p o n d e n t  C o m m e n t s

I. Reasons given for never taking online courses


A. Taking an online class was not an option



1. Desired or required courses were not available online

No online classes are available I need to take.
None of my required or elective courses were offered as online.
Classes I needed were never online.
Time and classes needed are not offered.  Need online courses during summer.
No teaching credential classes online.
Classes I need aren’t offered online.
None of the classes I needed were offered online.
Classes I need to take are not offered online.
The classes I need aren’t available online.
Classes I need are not available online.
None of the classes I needed have been offered online.
None offered in my major.
None of my required courses are available online.
All of the classes that I need are not offered.  Otherwise I would.
There is not enough variety of online courses.
None of the online classes satisfy my graduation requirements.
No classes I have taken were offered online.
I would be very happy to take online courses but none of the courses I require are offered.  I am an HD major.
I have not had any required classes that have been offered online.
Not offered for major.
No classes taken require online class/homework.
None of the classes I need are online.
Classes I need to take are never offered, and if they are, they fill up too quickly.
None are in my degree.
The classes I need are not offered online.
Don’t offer classes that I need.
My degree, LTWR, does not offer them.  It should.
No class I need is offered online.
Courses not offered that I need.
My classes are not offered online.
No classes for my degree are offered, at least the ones I need.
None of the online courses have been part of my major.
Major classes not offered online.
None of the courses I need are online.
Courses offered online do not meet any requirements.
None of the classes I have taken are offered online.
My major classes are not offered online.
None of my senior level courses are offered online.
From what I know, there are not many online classes offered here, especially ones that are required.
No online courses have been available to me for my major.
None of the classes which apply to my major have been online and I have finished my GED already at Palomar and Cal Poly.


I.A.2. Online classes were full
Too popular, cannot enroll.
They’re always full
Class was closed before I could register.
The online courses are always filled before my registration date.
They have been closed by the time my registration time came.
Class was full when I registered.
Classes are closed before I can register for them.
The online classes are always closed by the time I can try enrolling in them.
They are always the first to fill up.
I’ve wanted to take them but they’ve been full.
They are all full by the time I have registered.
They fill up very fast.  I did want to take a class or two this semester but by my registration date they were full.
But the ones offered/needed for major do not add students (Spanish).
They are always taken by priority registration.  Not enough offered.
They are always full.  They need to allow more students to sign up for them.
Ones I wanted were full.
They were full.
Online classes were full/closed up by the time I registered.
Couldn’t get into the class.
The classes were full.
There aren’t enough choices for classes and availability is pretty bad.
The online class was too full and I was denied admission. 
Online classes closed due to maximum number.
Classes full.
Could not get in.
Full.  Not enough offered.

They fill up too quickly.

No room available in course.
Not enough online classes; always get filled.

Classes I needed online were often unavailable, i.e., filled up too fast.

I have tried to take online courses, but they were always full, even when I was a senior and got priority registration.
I couldn’t find classes that would fulfill requirement.  The one I did was full and I don’t know how to crash an online class.
The school does not offer enough of them.  They are always full by the time I register.  I want to take them but there are not enough of them.
They are always closed too quickly.  You have to have priority registration to get into an online course—but I would love to take one.
I couldn’t enroll into the Spanish 350 class because it was already too full by the time I was able to register.  This is not the first time this has occurred.

I.B. Prefer taking on-campus classes



1. It is easier to learn in a classroom setting
I am a better student with someone teaching me, not learning it myself.

I feel that I might not get as good an education as opposed to being taught by a teacher.

I would rather learn materials from a teacher.

I am procrastinator and would be very easily distracted.

Lack of motivation to learn online.

Not having a structured environment is why I don’t take online classes.  I wouldn’t get my work done.
I learn better when I am in class.  I have a difficult time with online classes (understanding the material).
Lack structure.

I do not feel that I learn from the computer; I prefer interaction with the teacher/other students.
Not traditional learning. I don’t think it’d work for me.
I think you learn more from a professor teaching in a classroom setting.
Never inquired about such classes.  Fear of falling behind.
I prefer lectures for better understanding & clarification. I also get to know professors better &they get to know me.
I don’t think I could get the same instruction from an online class as I would in a classroom with a real professor.
Some classes emphasize WebCt way too much.  I come to school to learn, not to my p.c.  It should be used to enhance, not replace the classroom.
If the teacher lectures or has a certain style of how she/he wants things, I feel more comfortable and sense clearer direction with what the teacher wants.
I like to have instructor/teachers rather than independent study.  And it takes time to get response if there are questions.
I do not feel I would receive adequate instruction and support if I were having problems.  I also like the structure of on-campus courses.  I would be tempted to leave things until the last minute with online.
I like getting to know my instructor to help me get a better feel for the class, to become more engaged in the material.
Why would I pay this much money to teach myself?  I think I would prefer online to problem-based classes like BIO 211 because basically you are teaching yourself.

I.B.2. Prefer having face-to-face interaction
I am part of a cohort and like to have human interaction.

I prefer face to face instruction.

I like to be a part of the class setting.  See the teacher and other students.

I feel that human interaction is an important part of learning.

No personal feedback from professor.

You learn more and better when someone is physically there with you.

I like to be taught by a teacher, not a computer.

I like the human interaction of being in class.

I want to talk with instructors and to make friends.

I like the interaction and learning environment on campus.

I enjoy classroom interaction.

I enjoy interaction with the faculty.

I think that face to face teacher-student interaction is an important part of a college education.

I do not prefer online classes nor do I find them as valuable as the classroom experience.
I enjoy the personal contact and I don’t know that I’d learn as well if I didn’t have the auditory and visual instruction from a professor.
Online courses require you to spend much more time looking at the computer.  I would prefer to stay on the computer at my convenience.
I.C. Not aware of online course availability
I didn’t know they were available—and meet graduation requirements.

I don’t know what is available.

Not sure how they work.

I never knew they were available.

I wasn’t made aware of how to take online courses or where to find a list of them.

No advertisement for online classes.  How do you find out?

I don’t know which classes are available online.
I have not taken the time to look into them.  I am not sure any are offered to meet the requirements of my psych major.
I.D. Personal preference
I have a young child at home and it is difficult to work there.

Have had a bad experience with online classes.

If I’m at school I will take classes.  Online for summer school or only 1 class a semester.

Have not needed to.

I have been fortunate enough to be able to enroll in the classes I wanted.
I.E. Planning to take online classes in the future
Have not had an opportunity yet but plan to do so as this would be convenient for me.

I will this summer.  Up until then, I never had to.

I have not done a class like this so I am unsure what to expect.
Just transferred from Mt. San Jacinto.  I took several online courses there.  (Loved them)  But not yet in San Marcos.
I.F. Lack adequate computer at home
Computer too old, need a newer one to accommodate.

I’m not sure my computer is powerful enough to get all the downloads and feeds.

I don’t take online classes because I don’t have a computer.
II. Reasons given for taking partially online courses

A. Online component required as part of the class
Required by the course.

Online work was a class requirement.

It’s a normal meeting class, it just has online components, like quizzes.

It was how the class was set up.  I didn’t know beforehand that it was online.

Class requirement.

Had no choice.  I signed up for the class I needed and it turned out to be mostly online.

It was assigned after I was enrolled via virtual discussion groups and similar assignments.

Part of the class.

Not optional.

It was required and not advertised as part of the class.

Required as part of the class.

Friday of summer school we met on an online discussion board.

It seems most classes are partially online.  We really do not have the choice anymore.

We have to take quizzes and do homework online.

I didn’t know they were online and so I had to print a lot of stuff.

Required.
It was part of the course layout.  I did not know that some work would be done and material given online (WebCt).
II.B. Online component required for Math 51
It was the only Math 51 available and it is required.

Required in Math 51.

I had to take Math 51 and it’s partially online.  I don’t like it at all.

The online Aleks program was a required part of the class that I didn’t know about prior to taking the class.
I had to because it is Math 51 and you need to be online 8 hours every week.

I don’t like solely computer based classes, i.e., ALEKS.

My Math 51 class material is only online.  I don’t like to learn math online.  It is ineffective.

I didn’t know it was online, Aleks for Math 51.

Math 51.  I had to.

I had to go on to the next math level.

I did not pass the ELM so I had to take Math 51.  I did not like the class at all.
The Math 51 Aleks program is definitely not liked by most of the people taking it.  It should be taken off course.
I signed up for Math 51 and it dramatically was a partially online class using ALEKS.  It’s very frustrating doing math online.  I need a real class, never asked for an online class and you get points deducted if your hours were 61 out of 64.  This is supposed to be a math class; it’s about learning the material not hours.  I don’t like taking math online, can’t learn like that.
The Aleks program for Math 51. I don’t believe is fair for all students. I believe you should have the option to take an online course or those who prefer professors, and learn better, like me. I think that is a drawback and must change. The tests are what lower your grade tremendously, it’s an all or nothing and that’s not fair at all.
A computerized math program does not efficiently help teach students math.  It is what put me behind in math to begin with when I was in middle school.  Not everyone does well in this form of learning.
Not very pleased at all with the new Aleks program.  I think they should have considered that not everyone learns well on a computer and should’ve continued to give the option of an actual class vs. online assignments.
I took this Aleks course during the summer and enjoyed it but now I am enrolled into the class.  I don’t like the course now.
I don’t like the idea that the Math 51 class is online.  We, being the first student to try these online courses, are the genuine pigs.  If we fail, they won’t have the program anymore, but it is too late for us.  For some students, Math is not a class to have online and colleges need to accommodate for that.
I have an online (partially) class and it is very frustrating.  I would much rather take a traditional, all lecture class, but this particular class is only offered partially online (it is required).  It is a math class and we use the Aleks system.  It is not very clear to use, and not very educational.  It is not very helpful in trying to understand difficult topics.  I would not recommend this course to anyone.
Aleks system for Math 51.  I have had many problems with this system.  It is not very good at explaining topics, leaves steps out, etc., and the professor was not helpful either opting to explain what was already explained poor on the system.  The system tells you that you know how to do topics when I have never seen them before and then has you do topics multiple times over.  Tests are not comprehensive with material and there is no way to accurately review topics—simply an explanation you’ve already seen.  If I have the option to use Aleks again, I will not.
III. Reasons given for taking fully online courses

A. Desired or required course was only available online
That is what was available.

They were only offered online and were required for my major.  I would have rather taken them in person.
Only offered online.

It was the only type of class offered for the subject I wanted.

It was the only GE class I could take.  It was only online.

Was the last class I needed to enroll to graduate in May ’04.

Was the only class offered.

Only thing available
III.B. Personal convenience or preference
I was curious as to the difference between online and class time.
Better interaction “one-on-one” with teacher [with online classes].
It allowed me to take classes with my kids at home and no child care available.  Also because of my health.
Living in England.
I could get paid by my job to do my class work.
Needed class to fulfill requirement.  Couldn’t get into class on campus due to scheduling conflicts.
I liked meeting once a week and being able to do work online at my leisure.
I needed the class.  The others were full and my workload was full.
I like having courses with partially online aspects.  It makes learning easier because I don’t have to put up with noisy classrooms and professors who touch lightly on subject matter in class/lectures.  I have the option to work when I have time.
III.C. Other reasons
Too many students, not enough professors.
Online classes are good because of schedules and the classes on campus are so overcrowded and fill up too soon.
IV. More online courses needed
Offer more online classes.

More online classes.

More availability of web (online) classes.  

It would be helpful to have more online classes available.

It would be nice if more online classes were offered.  This might help the class sizes and parking situation. 
I wish more online classes were available.

More classes online that pertain to all majors.

More online courses for commuters.  

I hope to see many more classes offered online in the future.

There should be more online classes offered, especially since the number of classes offered is decreasing.
I would have liked to see more online classes.
I would like to see more classes offered (online).
Need more online courses.
I would like more online classes.  I live one hour away and online classes would be beneficial.  
More professors should use WebCT, it’s a great tool.  General information should be more accessible.
I would like to see some language online classes.  Especially for us students who commute long distances.  Most language courses require 3 and 4 day attendance per week.
Not enough classes are being offered overall.  Specifically the campus needs to offer a lot more online classes.  The few you offer fill within the first week of registration.
I hope that there is more variety of online classes in the future.  This is a commuter school so I believe many will take advantage of this opportunity.
I would love to take more online classes.  However, those available are very limited.  Also because I do not have many more classes to take, I doubt that any more will be available before I graduate.
V. Problems experienced with online courses
I wouldn’t take online classes that had anything to do with hands-on technology applications.
Shouldn’t have online classes that require 8 hours a week.
I thought it was going to take less time.  Yet it was just a big pain in the ass!  I had to meet online more frequently than I have ever had to for a class.
I think online classes are a waste of time and money for students. I also believe they do little teaching and real teachers do a better job.
The availability of online courses is great but the format is weak.  Blackboard was very useful at Palomar, yet it was not used for my online courses here.  I believe it would help to strengthen the quality of online courses.
I think that there needs to be a bigger variety of alternative classes offered, i.e., independent study, online courses, telecourses.  I think that if you choose to take a course that meets on campus there should be very little, if at all, course work required online.  It should be one or the other, not both.  A class that meets and is a lecture should be just that—a classroom meeting not an online mandatory requirement.
Online classes are an insult to higher education.  If you’re going to take an online class, it would be cheaper to go to a library and read a book on the subject.  It’s about the same type of learning.
Online classes should be more flexible.  The classes online require you to be online a certain amount of hours a week.  The reason I take online courses is because I cannot be in class for a certain amount of hours per week.  The classes should include lectures online to preview any quizzes, finals or a discussion group if needed.  They should be for more independent people.
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	� The sample is unrepresentative in three related respects: postbaccalaureate students are underrepresented, as are students in the College of Education and those attempting 6 or fewer units.  Taken together, these segments represent less than one-tenth of the respondents and only three-tenths of the students enrolled at CSUSM in Spring 2004 (for more detailed discussion of sample representativeness, see Appendix A.


	� Special thanks are due to Teresa Macklin and the members of the Online Learning Subcommittee of the University Computing and Technology Committee (UCTC) for their valuable input during development of the questions dealing with online courses.


	� The bottom rows of Table 6 also suggest that a good many students may take partially online courses without realizing that they are doing so.  Thus, 9% of the respondents report that an online component was part of a class that they took for other reasons (e.g., a requirement for their majors).  Although the percentage is relatively small in absolute terms, the response accounts for a fairly large proportion of the supplementary reasons students provided for taking online courses.  Had it been one of the options provided on the questionnaire, therefore, the response might have been quite widespread.





