What students and
educators are saying

The focus of all the questions was to determine whether students thought they were receiving a
quality online learning experience; the subsequent aim was to tease out exactly what constitutes
quality online learning. The learners surveyed included students who were learning through the
use of the online technologies whether at a distance, on campus or elsewhere.

The open-ended questions asked specifically about the quality of online learning: ‘Is this unit
providing quality online education?” What factors (if any) have made it a quality learning
experience?’ “‘What problems (if any) did you have with studying the unit online?” and “What
changes need to be made for it to provide quality online education?’

Students’ perspectives

Definitions of quality online learning are as varied as the range of different learners that are
studying online. Further definition of quality can be derived from the factors listed against
question 2 in the interview schedule.

A quality online learning expetience is one that provides flexibility and reliable technology.
Flexibility not only includes the choice of time and place, but should include options for face-to-
face interaction as well. There is also the added flexibility of pace—choosing to go fast or slow,
tackling a lot or just a small segment at any one time. Some students were very aware of what
they needed to learn, and for some, the online environment was one whereby they could
undertake the learning they wished.

As noted eatlier, teachers contribute significantly to the quality of online education. Furthermore,
quality is achieved when there is a match between the learning experience and the learner’s
expectations. The online medium provides an avenue for quality learning experiences, but there
are standards which must be achieved for all aspects including assessment and timely feedback.

Educators’ perspectives

Educators were asked if they thought that students were receiving a quality learning experience

online. Sixty-five per cent of the educators believed that students were getting a quality learning
experience online, 20% thought it was not a quality online experience and 15% did not give an

opinion.
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Figure 14: Comparison of students’ and educators’ reports on quality
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Factors for quality

The foremost quality factor has been flexibility and convenience, with teacher responsiveness
being a very important second. The eleven outstanding factors are listed in table 4.

Table 4: Quality factors

Areas of quality Student responses
Number Percentage
Flexibility/convenience—time, place, pace 79 24
Interaction with teacher 50 15
Quality of materials and course design 48 14
Access to a wide range of online resources 29 9
Online assessment and feedback 22 7
Uses/improves computer/online skills 19 6
Learning style, reflection, multitask, independent learning 19 6
Interaction with other students 18 5
Communication—email, chatrooms 16 5
Ease of use 11 3
Hybrid—balance of face to face and online 9 3

Flexibility

The flexibility provided by online study was very important to the students. The following
responses were received from students via the free form question of “What factors (if any) made
it a quality learning experience?’ Several aspects of flexibility were significant: place, time and
pace, the latter enabling time to reflect and to prepare.

Accessibility after hours, flexibility, repetition when I need it.

I work full time on a rotating shift so I can’t get to classes on specific days at specific
times. Doing an online course—it’s easy for me to work when I am free.

I can work as I 'learn and learn as I work.

I can choose when I do modules and I can finish them quicker than the allotted time.
It’s convenient as I have small children.

I can work at my own pace from home.

You can continue just where you left off.
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No rush. Took my time.

Having the freedom to choose when I have time to study and not having to keep to a
timetable has been a great benefit to myself.

Teacher responsiveness

Students were very appreciative of their access to the teacher. They liked email contact and the
help provided through the online medium. A sample of their responses in relation to this factor
can be seen below.

A resourceful and responsive teacher online.

Prompt help from my teacher.

Accessibility to the teacher when needed.

Facilitation by an expert who is experienced at knowing how to
structure/restructure, lead, push, pull and follow at appropriate times and takes a
personal interest.

Good facilitation.

Great tutof.

Feedback and mentor support were also very important, whether from the teacher or from other
students. Timely response and feedback are vital. The positive comments are presented here, but
there were also negative comments about lack of response which are discussed later in the report.

Good feedback from teachers—helpful communication from teachers in response to
problems.

The lecturer was supportive of the task I was undertaking and responded quickly and
positively to a couple of my panic emails.

Speed of reply to questions.

Resources and content

There were many very positive responses about content, links and access to other materials. The
internet offers access to an extensive range of information. While some students found this
daunting, others really appreciated the richness of resources they had access to. The online
content was often noted as being very good. Aspects of the design of materials are extremely
important: when it is right, students are delighted, but when it is not good, they become very
confused. There were quite a few requests for more courses online. Positive comments included:

The course content is very good.

Quality of course material online with hyperlinks to other sites.

... a large choice of related links and quick access.

One student wrote:

I was apprehensive in the beginning but the course really gave me a lot of
information and resources on the web that I learnt from without needing books
offline.

Assessment

Online assessment provided some exciting challenges and speedy feedback that were appreciated
by students. However, lack of timely feedback was the third most common reason for
dissatisfaction. Clearly, the medium provides an avenue for quality online learning, but standards
must be developed for assessment. Some of the positive experiences that learners thought
contributed to quality learning follow:

Challenging practical assighments.

Easy access to tests.
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Automatically corrected tests.

Tutors easy to message or email, response time has been good.

Improving computer and internet skills

Some students found the online course provided them with the opportunity to improve their
computer and internet skills. This aligns with the Commonwealth Government ‘Clever nation’
policy and initiatives at state and territory levels. These views were well summed up by the
following statement, one of quite a few similar responses:

Gives us a chance to enhance our skills using the computers and the internet.

Learning style

From an educatot’s perspective, it is very interesting that many students commented on their
style of learning with respect to the online medium. The fact that students are reflecting on this is
very encouraging, since it indicates not only a wish to learn but also an awareness of ways in
which learning takes place. A total of 14 students stated how online learning suited their learning
style. This is 4% of the responses, although many responses commented on more than one
aspect of quality. The specific aspects of learning style mentioned were:

<~ independent learning (3)

< self organisation, motivation—self-pacing (3)
< time to reflect (2)

< my commitment (2)

< new challenges (1)

< forcing me out of my comfort zone (1)

< multitasking (1)

< responsibility for own learning (1).

Interaction with other students and communication

While communication facilities such as web discussion boards, email and chat have provided a
much-appreciated dimension to online learning, the acknowledgement of the benefits of this
form of interaction with other students was not as high on the list as might have been expected
from the literature. The reason could be that these methods ate still in their infancy in the VET
sector, or it may relate to the particular learning modes of VET students, and how they view
interaction with other students.

Ability to share knowledge with other students.

Discussion boards where you can see answers to questions and help others in need.

The fact that you can speak to class mates through the chatting rooms and
conferencing rooms.

Ease of use

Some students commented on how easy it was to use the online medium. In the pilot study,
novelty and variety had been prominent factors, but fewer remarks on the newness of the
medium were made in the national survey.
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Hybrid delivery

The balance between face-to-face and online delivery and the benefits of hybrid or blended
delivery will become more apparent in the VET sector as the use of information communication
technologies (ICTs) becomes further integrated into delivery. In this survey, nine students
commented on this mix as being a critical factor for quality. Many students commented on the
importance of interaction with teachers. Combining this with the flexibility desired might best be
done through a hybrid model of delivery. As one student noted:

A highly interactive course that has a good balance between online and [face to face].

Factors for quality in different groups

Quality according to gender

The quality experience was analysed for different groups of students. It is noticeable that more
students considered they had experienced quality online learning than the educators expected
students would have received. There was no significant difference between male (73%) and
female students (74%) with the views of male educators being the same at 74%; but only 62% of
female educators expected that students would report quality online learning experiences. Most
of the respondents who did not disclose their gender did not express an opinion on quality.
Ignoring the blank responses, 79% of female students and 81% of male students believed they
were getting quality learning online.

Figure 15:  Quality in online learning, by gender
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Issues for quality

The top factor for quality for female students was flexibility, with 31% of the sample specitying
this as one of the features constituting quality. This was also the main feature for the male
students at 25%.

The main areas of difference between the genders were that flexibility mattered more to female
students than males, as did interaction with the teacher and with other students. After flexibility,
more males specified quality of materials as a quality factor, where the course design mattered
more to the females than the males.

NCVER 53



Table 5: Quality factors by gender

Areas of quality Female Male
% %
Flexibility/ convenience—time, place, pace 31 25
Interaction with teacher 22 10
Access to a wide range of online resources 12 9
Quality of materials 13 14
Course design 5 3
Online assessment and feedback 9 7
Uses/improves computer/online skills 7 8
Learning style, reflection, multitask, independent learning 7 6
Interaction with other students 8 4
Communication—email, chatrooms 6 5
Ease of use 3 8
Hybrid—balance of face to face and online 4 3

Quality according to age groups

The data in figure 16 present responses on quality according to age groups. The percentage has
been calculated across the whole sample as well as including only those who presented an
opinion. It is worth noting that most of the online learners are either under 21 or over 41.

Figure 16: Perceptions of quality by age, by percentage
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Younger students were more critical of online learning than were the older students. Only 60%
of the 21-and-under students felt they had had a quality online learning experience. This is
particularly interesting, as we think of young learners as being competent and familiar with the
medium: they should not be as adversely affected by technical hitches as students who are not
familiar with the technology. This figure may indicate that the students are not mature enough to
cope with independent learning, but it could also indicate that those with greater facility with the
medium may have higher expectations.

For students under 21 the prime area of quality was flexibility (11 specific comments). Course
content (6) was the second area. However, when considering what made the learning experience
unsatisfactory, this group claimed access problems as their number one concern with 13
complaints, followed by self issues (6) and lack of support, confusing, assessment problems and
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the need to have help on hand (all with 5 responses). The issues relating to self were lack of
motivation (2) boring (2) and laziness; for example:

... you can get a bit lazy if no one is telling you what you have to do.

In the 41-50-age-group the students still nominated flexibility as the number one factor (22), but
it was followed closely by interaction with the teacher (19). Then came course content (8), access
to information (8), feedback (6) and chat rooms (5). It would appear that the communication
aspects of the online environment worked well for this age group.

Neither of the educators in the 26—30-year-age group who responded thought that students were
getting quality online learning; four of the five of the educators in the 31-35-year-age group
offered a positive view, while the fifth did not express an opinion.

The educators in the 26-30-year-age group stated that access to information and course content
were quality factors. On the negative side, however, they reported that some materials are no
more than print-based text dumped online, that online chat was not available and that the
materials did not take into account the computer skills (or lack of them) of the learner.

The educators in the 31-35-year-age group mentioned the importance of high-quality learning
materials, the importance of engaging the learners, understanding the virtual environment,
collaboration and effective communication.

Students’ responses to quality by course

Figure 17 shows participants’ responses to the quality of their online course. For example, 70%
of students undertaking a business course believed they received a quality experience online; 15%
believed they did not, while 15% was not known.

Figure 17: Percentage of respondents by course
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Table 6:

Positive and negative factors by course*

Course ‘Made it good’ ‘Made it bad’
Business Flexibility, time, place, convenience accessibility Access and technology
Teacher—in person or email Teachers
Assessment
Computing Flexibility Access—web sites, logins
Course content Assessment—problems with keyboard entry of
) ) tests, errors in questions and answers, no
Teacher interaction immediate feedback
Access to information Self—lack of time, discipline needed
Gaining computer skills Time taken for teachers to reply
Design of materials, pages Resources—unclear, dated and errors in the
resources
Education Interaction with teachers Access—connection problems, slow download

Hospitality and
tourism

Interaction between students
Flexibility

Course content

Flexibility

Course content

Technology
Self—lack of time, motivation, keeping on track

Access and technical issues

Wasted time particularly due to not being able to
get things off the web

Confusing to use

OH&S Flexibility Self—no motivation, not the appropriate learning
style
Social Flexibility Assessment—trying to submit work online
fncé'leun dcigz Teacher interaction Access and technical failures
Justice Self—self-motivation, forcing out of comfort zone,
willingness to learn
Course content and detail
Writing Teacher interaction Access issues
Student interaction Chat room dropping out
Chat Isolated
Computer skills
Flexibility
Note:

*Student responses in priority order

Students’ perceptions of quality by AQF level

The students studying the combined certificate 3—4 were the most positive about their online
learning, all of them reporting it as a quality experience. The students who did not specify their
course level were also very positive (94%), followed by those undertaking short courses (89%).
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Figure 18:
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Table 7: Positive and negative factors by AQF level*
Level ‘Made it good’ ‘Made it bad’
Cert. 1 Flexibility Nothing
Cert.2 Flexibility Lack of support
Access to information Need for teacher interaction and responses
Interactions with teachers Problems with online assessment
Clarity—ease of use Access—connection problems, dead links,
downloading information
Cert.3 Flexibility Self-motivation, learning style, boredom
Computer skills Lack of teacher
Access to information Access—connection problems, slow
Cert. 34 Gaining computer skills Technical problems
Cert. 4 Flexibility Access
Interaction with teachers Assessment
Course content Lack of teachers
Self
Diploma Flexibility Access issues
Interaction with teachers Self-motivation, time
Course content Assessment
Chat Need for help preferably 24x7
Teacher
Unclear instructions
Resources
Advanced Flexibility Lack of student support
diploma
Dual award Flexibility
Grad. cert. Teacher interaction Technical problems

Professional
Development

Short courses

Flexibility

Interaction with teachers
Interaction with students
Flexibility

Teacher interaction
Flexibility

Access and technology

Self-discipline

Note:

*Student responses in priority order
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It’s not all good—so what are the problems?

While the majority of students thought they had a quality online learning experience, 66% of the
students cited at least one example of dissatisfying aspects, and many included a range of negative
factors.

Table 8: Negative factors relating to online learning experience
Problem area Student comments
Number Percentage

Access and technology 82 25
Self 31 9
Assessment 30 9
Lack of teacher responses 25 8
Confusion 15 5
Resources 15 5
Lack of support 14 4
Need for help desk 12 4

Technology and access

Technology and access were the areas identified as posing the largest number of problems.
Moreover, these two combined constituted a larger negative than flexibility was a positive. The
difficulties students encountered included problems in connecting to the network, missing or
dead links, downloading and limited access.

Downloading information and assessments caused numerous problems because of lack of speed
and because of process failure. In some cases, the system was too slow and it was unreliable.
Work failed to download. Submitting assessments was problematic and work would just
disappear. Students did not always know whether their work had been successfully submitted or
not.

Many problems with computers. Things don’t always work out how you want.

The unreliability of the platform—aoffen very slow (almost to a crawl) and regularly
inaccessible.

Those times of feeling helpless when faced with technical problems,
e.g. incompatible software.

The anxiety associated with being disconnected.

Self

Many students had problems that related to their own motivation, organisation, lack of time or
difficulties with the style of learning and discipline required for self-directed learning.

TLack of time.

Lack of face-to-face [contact].

Getting fired up.

Another difficulty lay in the nature of the online environment and the style of nonlinear learning
required, for example:
Still get lost going around in circles looking for what to do next, or how to get to the

next step. As an older person, I find the non-linear nature of this system of learning
difficult to grasp af first, although I intend to get the hang of it.

These comments are important in the light of the enthusiasm for self-directed learning currently
being expressed in the literature and public documents.
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Assessment

Assessment online caused difficulties and anxieties for some students. The process of
downloading assighments and submitting work was one part of the problem. The other more
pressing issue was the lack of prompt feedback. Students with problems in this area reported that
they did not know whether what they were doing was correct or not. Furthermore, they often
had to wait a long time to get any feedback on their work. Their frustration is evident in their
comments.

No feedback whatsoever on submitted work.

I don’t know if my assignments or activities ate on the right track.

Thinking that I had submitted [the] assignment on time then finding I hadn’t keyed

the correct procedure.

Response time is unbelievably slack. I waited nearly two months for my first
worksheet results and even than was only told ‘it looks OK to me’. Not good
enough.

Students needed more information around the subject of assessment. They wanted to know what
was required, when it had to be submitted and how to submit it as the following comment
indicates:

... almost no info on assignments and other needed work.

Teacher support and interaction

One of the problems was the lack of a teacher on hand when students had problems. Some
wanted a teacher on the spot; others wanted to be able to phone the teacher as they found email
too slow. This is a problem that needs further consideration. Teachers have commented that
interaction seems to work better when the students have a clear understanding of when the
teacher will be accessible. It is unreasonable and unrealistic to expect teachers to be always on
hand. A 24-hour help desk may solve some of the problems, although it is unlikely to solve the
program-specific issues, which require familiarity with the course content. The following
comment offers an example of this:

Lack of one on one with the lecturer. Being able to ask what would be a simple

question, and get the answer there and then so you can continue on. As it is it may
take till the next day to ring/email etc.

While this is obviously an issue for the student, one has to wonder whether instant response is a
realistic goal for staff and for the organisation. Before promoting just in time, just for me’
options, organisations may need to consider how far they are able to go down this path.

Some students expressed their desire for blended delivery where they would see the teacher as
well as work online.

No face-to-face workshops to complement the online material.

Confusion and the need for induction

The students’ comments clearly point to the need for induction into online learning. This is not
just at the start of the online experience, but is required whenever a significant change is
introduced. Students suffered difficulties and confusion whenever the platform or internet server
was changed, resulting in changes to their standard procedures.
. [confused by] learning my way around the site.
Not everything was fully explained in the printouts and there was a delay in receiving
replies via email from the online teacher.

Problems as a first time internet user navigating the site. Seem to spend a lot of time
searching for the right place, and emailed instructions unclear.
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Resources

Some resources were found to be confusing. Some were out of date, with errors, spelling
mistakes and some resources were missing. Online materials need to be clear, well-designed and
have accurate information.

.. unclear study guide ... missing resources online, unclear answers to queries.

... the way the online lessons are set out ... the index is not cleatly visible to select
from.

Very badly constructed in some areas.

Lack of support services

While student support is further down the list, there are some essential elements required for the
provision of quality online learning. Students need access to information and need to be able to
get a level of support from administrative staff similar to the level that would be available on
campus. There was one case where a student was delighted with online enrolment, but more
often than not administrative support is entirely hidden from online students.

Delay in getting online enrolment.

The support not only needs to be there, but also needs to be clearly visible and accessible to
online students. Those who provide the support need to understand the online student’s needs.

IT and administrative personnel at my facility have not been adequately briefed on
online protocols and this caused a significant delay in me commencing the subject.

Many problems already from the beginning. Information to start online enrolment
from TAFE: 3 weeks. TAFE administration not aware of total online system. Online
enrolment was absorbing in total: 5 weeks. The No URL-messages” waste of time: 2
weeks.

Need for a help desk

Students want help to be accessible just when they need it. It is not just the online resources that
should be ‘just in time’ and just for me’; access to help should be available when the student
needs it and in a form that he or she can use. For example, email or web help services are of no
use to a student who cannot log on to the system.

If there is a problem, it cannot be solved immediately.

If you need any help, don’t understand or can’t find the work there is no teacher or
any other staff to help you.

How to get started since this was the first time using this type of learning. When I
had a problem it was hard to find the answer to my question.

What should we do to make it better? Students’ suggestions
for improvements

The students made many useful suggestions for improving the online learning experience. One
hundred and eighty-one students (54%) suggested improvements. Most were specific ideas,
which could easily be implemented.

Two ideas in particular were suggested which might be a useful starting point for program/policy
development in online learning:
The organisation must have a clear putpose/rationale for online implementation.

Use the online environment when it will make a difference.

60 “The secret is the teacher’



Table 9: Suggestions for improvement

Suggestions Number of student
comments
Technology 27
Teacher support 25
Instructions and induction 25
Materials 18
Hybrid delivery 14
Assessment and feedback 13
Chat 11
Print support materials 6
Need for help desk 5
Administrative and technical support 4

Technology

Technology needs to be fast and reliable. Students suggested having two servers rather than just
relying on one.
Use of a reliable server for the course.

A much more robust and accessible site.

Online learning usually involved linking to different materials. These links must be maintained. It
is very difficult to ensure that other people’s sites are online, but explanations to students
describing the nature of the web and the problems that occur would help them understand the
difficulties they can encounter.

Teacher support

Good teacher support was really appreciated by students. If the teacher kept in contact with them
and was available to answer queries, then all was well. As one student said:

The secret is in the teacher!!

Many students wanted more teacher support than they were receiving online. For some, a hybrid
model of face-to-face contact with a teacher to complement the online environment was the
answer; for others, more interactions from their online teacher, tutor or facilitator would solve
the problem.

For the head lecturer or tutor to stay in contact with students and see how they are

going.

Teachers to keep in contact with their students. Don’t just dump the modules up

there and effectively say ‘Here’s the stuff you need. Call me if you have a problem.’

Teachers need to generate a feeling amongst the students of being part of a group.

More interaction with the people who are the teachers of the course. Availability is
very limited.

Instructions and induction

Clear accurate instructions are needed on the use of the internet, managing the online
environment and online learning as well as specific instructions for the subject, including the
assessment requirements. As noted earlier, it is also important to update instructions every time
there are major changes to the platform or website, especially if they involve different login or
access procedures for students. Students become familiar with a specific way of operating and
need information on how to manage new environments.
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Better instructions in manual and online.

... help getting on to the website and around it. Students given an introduction to
using the computer and internet. This sounds a bit stupid, but some people don’t
know how to or have regular access.

Notify me by email when changes to web address or other login procedures are
made.

Materials

It is important to have accurate materials online. Students picked up errors, including spelling
mistakes, and were irritated by incorrect answers to quizzes.

Get the spelling right in all modules.

However, there were quite a few requests for more units to be available online and students had
some suggestions for online presentation and materials.
You could have online video tutorials, much like a lecture.

A frequently asked questions area so small problems can be solved quicker, without
having to wait for a teacher to email you back.

Some tips for designers were suggested:

It would be good if the background colour of some pages was lighter as they are
sometimes illegible when printed.

Ensure submit buttons and posts work.

Better navigation method—remove some layers of the navigation menus—causes
confusion.

Being able to find where you have been and where you are going [to be made]
easier—don’t know how?

Hybrid delivery

The mix of face-to-face tuition with online learning is the solution to some of the students’
problems. While this will not necessarily suit all those for whom the flexibility of time and place
are of paramount importance, it will provide more teacher—student interaction and provide a
forum for solving the difficulties students are encountering

Face-to-face interaction would help.

Inclusion of at least one face-to-face [contact].

A personal workshop every six weeks—mid-term.

More support for students in remote areas through the provision of workshops at

regular intervals—feedback and encouragement for work submitted.

A few classes to explain—from the absolute basics!

Assessment and feedback

The biggest problem with assessment was the downloading of assignments and then submission
of the completed assessment. Finding systems that are reliable and simple to use would be an
enormous help to students.

... just the assessment drop boxes, could be a little easier to use.

Timely feedback on assignments is essential for student learning. There have obviously been
numerous problems with providing adequate staffing levels for the online instruction. Online
education is requiring new development and delivery skills which means that teacher workloads
will have to be dealt with. However, if students are to be kept engaged with online learning, then
some mechanism must to be found to ensure that teachers are able to provide prompt feedback
to the students.
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Faster response time with our results.

Faster, more informative feedback.

One student suggested:

... automating the marking of quizzes so they are instantly graded.

It is important to ensure that assessment is accurate and that all quizzes have correct answers.

Much more accurate questions, with corresponding answers which are in fact correct.

Providing samples of acceptable assignments would also be a help for students.

Improve the use of the chat room

The potential of chat rooms still has to be fully developed and utilised. Students have suggested
regular chat times, as well as carefully monitoring the medium. Rules on the type of posting are
useful so everyone involved knows what is expected.

Having meeting times in the web chat where the teacher will be online and if we have
any queries we can ask them.

The discussion area should only be used to discuss course queries and not as a
personal email chat room.

Print support materials

A few students would like printed materials to back up the online information. This could
provide a reasonably priced alternative to downloading huge amounts of information. Most
people still like to read from paper copies, rather than from the screen.

In all online courses, I feel a good accompanying textbook should be specified.

Even though the course is online I feel that there should be a hard copy distributed
as I found that I was spending more time downloading and printing off information
than actually [completing] the modules.

Help line

Help on call would solve many of the problems and bad experiences students had.

Online help where you could email if you got stuck would also be a great advantage
as sometimes there is no way forward if you cannot solve the problem ...

A 24-hour helpline!l At least in the early stages of the course.

Administrative and technical support

The comments below provide ample comment on the needs in this area.

Well-briefed administrative and technical support is an asset to any educational area,
and this is equally so for the online medium. Students should be provided with full
details of who to contact for which problem and this could sort out a lot of
difficulties.

Make sure support personnel know what is going on and provide comprehensive
instructions to students.

A field officer with full computer knowledge to be available for those unfinancial,
enough to pay for a computer expert to provide assistance.

... some means of contacting administration to sort out enrolment.
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Students with disabilities

This research study did not focus on the students with special learning needs but the sample of
student responses did include some from students with disabilities. While the access and equity
issues for online education continue to be debated, these students were delighted with the access
the medium provided for them.

Flexibility, and the possibility of studying at home are very important to these students as for the
majority of students.

It has given me the opportunity to study as I am disabled and housebound.

It is very good for people that have been mentally and physically abused and have no

advancement in their life. I myself found it also pleasurable to mix with so many
good people and have found that they fully understand ...

The online medium also provides access to resources in a vatiety of formats. This is both a
quality feature of the resources and an aspect of flexibility that helps different students learn in
different ways. One student with dyslexia commented on how the pictorial nature of the medium
had enabled her to learn. The pictures had provided an understanding where the words were
meaningless.

A blind student was interviewed and for him online education had opened up a world of
possibilities and had certainly provided quality learning. It had made a whole world of resources
accessible to him. Voice software called JAWS translates the printed word into audio descriptions
of the online pages. This enabled him to understand the course material and to communicate
online with other students, with staff and with other participants in chat rooms and discussion
boards. It was critical for him, that online resources were designed to be accessible to the
software. Pictures need words behind them. Pages need word maps so the software can interpret
what is there.

Cost

The cost of online education is often a contentious matter. One of the original aims for online
education was to reduce costs. However, there are no indications that the cost of teaching is any
less online than in front of a class. Preparation time has been identified as more onerous, and
resource development is an expensive business.

Some of the costs have been passed on to students, although it is unknown how the average cost
of printing notes from online resources compares with the amount students used to spend on
books. From the students’ perspectives, cost did not present as an issue. It was rarely mentioned
in these surveys. Twice it was identified as one of the factors of quality, and in both these
instances it was seen as a one of the factors that made online learning a quality experience.

Where does the online experience start?

This question is more complex for educators than for students. Discussions with educators have
indicated that they differentiate far more than students do between the various components of
the education process. For students, learning actually means the learning process, not the whole
educational environment. The majority of educators considered the online learning experience to
start at the first lesson, while the majority of students considered it started at enrolment.

Table 10 reports the responses from the questionnaire.
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Table 10:  Where the online experience starts

Start of online learning Students Educators
Number Percentage Number Percentage

Online advertisement 14 4 3 5
At enrolment 123 37 7 12
First lesson 88 26 22 38
Email contact 24 7 5 9
On induction 10 3 8 14
RPL/RCC process 5 2 0 0
Start of academic year 17

Other unspecified 52 16 13 22

Note:

RPL/RCC - recogniton of prior learning/recognition of current competencies

NCVER



Focus groups and case studies

Focus groups provided an important educators’ perspective in the research, endorsing and
enhancing the findings from the online survey. Five focus groups were conducted at different
organisations: the Canberra Institute of TAFE; Swinburne University, TAFE Division in
Melbourne; Southern Queensland Institute of TAFE, Toowoomba campus; TAFE SA and
ACEWeb in Victoria. The last group consisted of teachers who were also online students, and
were therefore able to speak from both points of view. Other groups also included some
members who were, or had previously been, online students. In each case the participants were
asked to discuss the subject of quality in online learning in general terms, and were then asked to
list and rank their top five factors promoting quality. Additional interviews with teachers and
other staff took place during case-study research at Southbank Institute of TAFE, Tropical
North Queensland Institute of TAFE, and (by telephone) at the Normanton campus of Mt Isa
Institute of TAFE.

The focus groups consisted of five to eight participants. Each focus group began with a
discussion of each participant’s experience of, and interest in, online learning. General discussion
of the subject of quality in online learning then took place, and participants were then asked to
nominate and rank their top five quality factors. The discussions were loosely structured to allow
for the development of as broad as possible a range of participants’ views. Without exception,
the participants were generous in their willingness to share their experiences. The researchers
were impressed by their openness about both positive and negative aspects of their work and
their evident commitment to learning and to their students. They were also impressed by their
willingness to try out new teaching methods and technologies. It is worth noting that the focus
groups included a reasonable balance of genders, a variety of discipline areas and an age range
probably covering (although participants were not asked to reveal their ages) ages 30 to 60.

Additional input was gained from workshops at a number of different conferences.! These gave
the researcher the opportunity to shate the data to date and to explore the meanings of this with
other educators.

The case studies provide snapshots of current practice as seen by the staff of organisations which
are at different stages of putting online learning systems into place. Some have been offering
online delivery for some years; others are newer to it. Details of these studies can be found in

appendix 3.

Two case studies provided a whole-state perspective while the others represented stand-alone
technical and further education (TAFE) institutes, a multi-sector university and an adult and
community education (ACE) provider. These cases have provided useful input and provided a
basis for the analysis of the data from the educators.

For example, NCVER Rescarch Conference, Coffs Harbour, July 2000; TAFE Frontiers Conference, Melbourne, October 2000; Queensland
Learnscope Projects, Brisbane, December 2000; International Conference on Post Compulsory Education and Training, Gold Coast, December 2000;
Queensland Open Learning Conference, Brisbane, December 2000; AVETRA Conference, Adelaide, March 2001; Net*Working 2001, Brisbane,
September 2001
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Quality described by educators and organisations

The quality factors suggested in these discussions can be shown graphically (see figure 19).

Figure 19:  Quality factors identified from focus group discussions
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This chapter describes these factors in detail, and also the discussion of teachers’ experiences and
the impact of online teaching on their work.

Note that no ranking of importance is implied by the order of the topics, as rankings varied
considerably.

Induction

Discussion of induction ranged from a broad institution-wide perspective to a number of quite
specific suggestions. There was a strong view that students cannot be thrown into online study
without preparation. The institution needs to provide guidance on the nature of online study,
what students can expect, and what will be expected of them. They need to know how and from
whom they can obtain help when they need it, especially in relation to difficulties with
technology.

It was suggested that induction should include an orientation to the course website and
associated tools, together with the prevailing code of etiquette. One teacher suggested that
induction materials should be constantly available, and the induction process revisited from time
to time. This approach would provide a process which could be used as a way of dealing with
inappropriate behaviour, in a similar way to a grievance policy.

Building the online community was seen as an important part of the early stages of online
learning, and ice-breaker activities could be used for this purpose.
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An important part of the preparation for study, either at the induction stage or (perhaps
preferably) before enrolment, is the identification of the prerequisites skills which learners will
need for success. These may be subject-related, but may also include computer skills in
prescribed software applications or in the use of the internet.

There was a view that induction materials should be available in print or in a variety of modes
rather than online only, especially for less experienced online learners.

Support

Technical support

When students get into difficulties with technology, the help provided needs to be immediately
available, responsive, knowledgeable and friendly. The provision of online help only is
inadequate, since a degree of technical proficiency is needed to make use of it. Print or,
preferably, telephone help services were proposed as essential.

Learning support

Many of the participating teachers make initial contact with their students by email. Some
continue to make regular email contact; others prefer to wait for the students to contact them
thereafter, only initiating contact if the student, after a reasonable period, appears to be inactive.

One teacher suggested that students could be encouraged to support each other by means of a
web forum, along the lines of a frequently asked questions page.

A number of participants suggested that a learning support agreement should be made between
the student and the organisation, detailing what each can expect of the other, and perhaps
including an outline of what services or support will and will not be provided.

Support at the beginning of the online learning experience was seen as particularly important.
This is discussed under the heading of Induction.

Online content

A summary of the views expressed about online learning resources indicates that they should be
fast to download, easy to read, easy to navigate, and utilise online features suitable for the
purpose.

Since (in the case of those studying away from campus) the teacher is not present to prompt
students to take the next action required, the materials should include clear step-by-step
directions on what to do, how to do it, and where to go next. Where appropriate there should be
instructions on when to submit work or move to a new activity.

The visual design and instructional design should present an attractive and professional
appearance, and result in stimulating and interactive resources. While some participants suggested
that many students enjoyed visual features such as Flash animations, there was general agreement
that files should be kept to as small a size as possible. Many students work on older computers or
have low bandwidth internet services and are therefore disadvantaged or annoyed by large files
slow to download.

The language used should be clear and unambiguous, pitched at a level suitable for the target
student group. A variety of learning activities and learning pathways should be included to suit
the varied learning preferences of students. As in a classroom, online students need to be
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engaged, stimulated and challenged—and their interest maintained—by the learning resources.
One way of doing this is by using online features that support the type of learning required. For
example, text on screen is one way of presenting information, while web discussion forums can
encourage interaction between students and offer a way of building content co-operatively. A
variety of media can be used; for example, download time can be saved if longer texts are sent to
students on compact disc (CD), while print materials still have currency in many fields. Some
participants, however, felt that it was important to include all necessary items online, even if
supplementary media were used.

A valued aspect of online resources was the ability to link to external sites, and thus capitalise on
the richness of material available in Australia and elsewhere. This may include links to ‘real life’
content as well as educational sites, thus making use of the potential for learner-driven,
experiential learning.

Focus group participants considered that students appreciate the immediacy of feedback offered
online: that inbuilt mechanisms provide awareness of what they have achieved, how well they
have done, and where they are in relation to their goals. Virtual rewards (graphics such as lollies
that appear when a task is completed) were suggested as an example of small-sized graphics that
were appreciated by some learners.

Assessment instruments should be clear and fair. A number of participants have found that
formative assessment works well online (using quizzes and similar devices), but summative
assessment works less successfully.

An advantage of online resources is that they can quickly be updated or added to. Students
therefore soon develop an expectation that information will be up to the minute, and become
impatient if it is not. As in any medium, online materials must be accurate and reliable.

In the early days of online delivery, there was a tendency to simply place large quantities of text
material on the web. Participants reported that students find this boring and unsatisfactory. Many
people find it difficult to read large quantities of text on screen, but downloading and printing
can be a considerable cost to the student.

Many online resources are not designed with the visually impaired in mind. It was suggested that
a variety of presentation methods should be offered to overcome this problem. At the very least,
‘alt text” should be provided for all graphics, so that screen reading software would be able to
recognise it.

Overall, the view was that all aspects of learning resources should be designed with a purpose in
mind, and should be sensitive to the learning aims and circumstances of the target audience of
students. For many, online systems are exciting and fascinating, while some find them new and
daunting; it is therefore important to remember to include an element of fun and enjoyment.

Online and hybrid delivery

Many focus group participants preferred hybrid delivery (that is, delivery which combined online
and face-to-face elements) to purely online programs. One teacher proposed that:

... the learner has to be taken into consideration in deciding whether the whole

program should be online or hybrid. Some students can’t take to using a computer,

or are not motivated for online learning. Face-to-face [teaching] should always be

offered as an option.

Another group suggested that real human contact was missing if the course was entirely online. A
third group suggested that there was a tendency to over-stress the importance of what appears on
the screen. ‘Online is only part of the learning process’, they said.

NCVER 69



The usefulness of an initial face-to-face session for building group norms and acquiring basic
computer skills has already been mentioned.

It was noted that some subject matter lends itself more easily to online learning. One participant
mentioned an idea raised at the Net*Working 2000 conference: that online components could be
used to enhance face-to-face learning, rather than the other way about. For example, web
discussion and chat could be used to progress discussions that began in class.

Communication

A teacher who is also a student in a Teaching and learning online course summarised the role of
the teacher as ‘a facilitator, a communicator, a technical trouble-shooter, someone with above-
average intuitive ability to create and keep a cohesive group’.

Other members of the same group found that, although their teacher was not so immediately
accessible as he would have been in a class, he was able to divide his attention more evenly across
the group, and so they summarised the online teacher—student relationship as being more
democratic.

A number of the focus groups suggested that the relationship between the teacher and the
individual students was important in keeping the student motivated and able to work through
difficulties. In order to do this, the teacher must have a good understanding of the precise use of
language needed when writing emails to compensate for the lack of visual cues and to avoid
misinterpretation. This was identified as a skill differing from normal prose writing. The
importance of this contact was underlined by the story told by a teacher who kept in email
contact with a student while personal problems took her away from her study. This contact
helped her to return to her program when the problems had been resolved. Other teachers
reported that students telephoned them ‘ust to put a voice to the person’. As in the classroom,
the online teacher is important in providing external discipline and motivation to continue for
those students who are not self-sufficient. Opinions were divided about the degree to which
teachers should take an active part in initiating contact with students, rather than simply
responding to contact.

Students expect teachers to provide prompt and comprehensive responses to queties. The
teacher must be able to develop rapport online, and must also have a good knowledge of the
subject content. This was reported to be harder in self-paced programs. When working with a
lock-step group, teachers suggested that they tended to keep in mind the current part of the
content, but with a self-paced group they needed to keep the whole program at their fingertips.
An understanding of the technology being used was also seen to be important, since difficulties
with technology often arise, especially for learners new to online study.

The development of a relationship of trust and respect between teacher and learners is
considered to be an important part of online study. Many participants felt that this was assisted
by a face-to-face session at the beginning of the program; others felt that it was important for the
teacher to foster this by stimulating discussion and by paying attention to the tone and language
of online postings. One group suggested that a face-to-face session at the beginning of the
program provided a good setting in which to learn the basic computer skills required. Many of
the skills were thought to be easier to demonstrate face to face, and the load on the teacher was
eased if technical problems were dealt with at one time rather than individually over a period.
Where there are different skill levels in the groups, the opportunity exists for students to help
each other. This has the side benefit of providing a foundation for co-operative and self-directed
learning throughout the program.

Through the development of a personal style of writing and interacting, the teacher can allow his
or her personality to be evident online as well as face to face: ‘students can read the teacher’s
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enthusiasm’, as one participant put it. The teacher can maintain the momentum of discussion by
putting forward questions, posting appropriately provoking suggestions, and giving cues.
Individual emails can be used to encourage reticent students to participate. Activities in different
forms, such as web discussion, group and individual emails, chat sessions, appeal to different
learners’ preferences and can be used to monitor the development of learners’ skills in these
formats. They also offer a balance between immediacy (chat) for those who like instant
interaction, and reflective space (web discussion, email) for those who prefer to take time to
think before posting. The combination of group and individual interaction allows the
development of a constructive learning community in which students take their share of
leadership, and at the same time gives space for the teacher to work with individual students
according to their needs. It also accommodates the differing preferences of learners who have the
confidence to make postings that can be read by the whole group, and those who prefer privacy.

The potential for interactive, co-operative, student-led learning was seen as a strong advantage of
online programs. Web discussion, group projects and other techniques can be used to enable
students to build content, drawing on both their study and their own lives and experiences. The
combination of immediacy and asynchronous activities is conducive to deeper reflection and
learning.

Some participants pointed out that learners and teachers may get to know each other more
quickly than they would face to face. Students, in their experience, are quick to reveal details
about themselves, and expect staff to do the same, expecting a democratic and reciprocal
relationship. Teachers need to decide what boundaries they wish to set so that they do not make
themselves vulnerable, but students appreciate the sense of humanity they gain from a more
personal relationship than that they might experience with a classroom teacher.

Two groups raised ethical issues of privacy and confidentiality. They gave examples from their
learning expetiences of teachers logging on under a pseudonym, under the guise of a student, to
post provocative messages in order to stimulate discussion. It is also possible for teachers to
examine logs of students’ online activity, to discover, for example, how often a particular student
visits the course website. Opinions differed about the legitimacy of such actions, but all
participants agreed that teachers (or organisations) should formulate codes of ethical behaviour.

It will be apparent that skilful teaching requires close attention to be paid to online activity, both
to foster the active learning processes and to monitor the discussion to ensure that appropriate
behaviour is taking place. The teacher needs to be thoughtful and sensitive to students’ needs,
and to be meticulous about modelling good online behaviour.

A few focus group participants who had had unsatisfactory experiences as online learners noted
the feeling of insecurity when the teacher appears not to have adequate control over the content
and process. Examples were given of occasions when the teacher failed to respond to emails or
discussion postings, or responded in a disrespectful or unsympathetic way, or had insufficient
technical knowledge to manage the tools that are used. One participant had participated in an
online session where the teacher allowed a few individuals to dominate the interaction and this
was felt to be problematic.

Flexibility

Flexibility of time and place has emerged as the top ‘quality factor’ from the student surveys. The
focus group participants mentioned both positive and negative aspects of flexibility.

They were aware that the flexibility to study at times of the learner’s own choosing was one of
the attractions of online study, as was the ability to study at home, at work, or on campus. Along
with these was identified the opportunity to enrol at any time of the year, rather than waiting for
the next semester.
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This flexibility works well for students who are motivated, self-directed and well-organised, but is
not so good for others. One focus group suggested that open entry and self-pacing could work
against the interests of students; they preferred to keep the students working as a group as the
interaction and peer support enhanced motivation and increased completion rates. This need not
detract too much from flexibility; one organisation is considering introducing group enrolments
at fortnightly intervals.

Some participants suggested that a regular online ‘class’ (such as a chat session) could be useful in
providing structure and external discipline for those who need it. Where the learning is self-
paced, students do not appear to be aware that their peers in a web discussion are at different
stages of the subject. Management of such a group can, however, be difficult for the teacher.

The inflexibility of administrative processes at the institutional or state level can cause difficulties.
In some states, reporting systems cannot accommodate flexible enrolments that continue across
semesters; in at least one state, students in this position receive an automatically generated ‘not
yet competent’ result, and the teachers concerned have to reassure the students that their final
result will not be jeopardised.

Technology

Technology, for the purpose of this discussion, is defined as the hardware and software required
by students, institutional networks and servers, and internet connections.

Discussion of the technology of online learning produced expressions of enthusiasm for the
potential, as well as many stories of frustration about the problems experienced in practice.
Although the conversation was always animated on this subject, the points made can be briefly
summarised.

The online experience is enhanced when the technology is available, accessible, reliable, fast and
easy to use. Technology that is hard to access, unreliable, slow and poorly maintained is
detrimental to online learning.

There are many students who have an old-model computer at home or none at all. For the
former group, their software may place limitations on the online features they can utilise. For the
latter group, access to online study is available only at work, on campus or at a learning centre,
and is therefore likely to be limited in time.

A good many TAFE organisations operate on networks which were not designed for the volume
of student traffic created by online programs. In these cases, service can be slow, and downtimes
frequent. Similarly, servers may have inadequate capacity. This may limit the availability of online
teaching features such as web discussion forums. Systems maintenance often takes place at
weekends, a preferred study time for many learners. Technical staff are often overloaded by the
demands of looking after IT facilities on multiple campuses, and therefore cannot always provide
suitable helpdesk services.

Some students, especially those remote from campuses, would prefer to complete their
enrolment and payment online, but these facilities are often unavailable.

For some students, cost factors limit their access to technology: internet access can be expensive
for those outside metropolitan areas, and in regional areas, telephone lines and bandwidth are
often inadequate, causing difficulties in connecting to the internet and inordinately slow
downloads.

Some institutional and commercial online platforms are unsuitable for the purpose, slow to load
and counter-intuitive to navigate.
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All these problems lead to dissatisfaction and frustration for students. Those new to online
learning and inexperienced with computers may fear that the problems are their fault, and thus be
deterred from trying online programs again.

Once the technological problems have been eliminated, students need sufficient skills to use their
computers and the online services provided. The focus groups all agreed on the importance of
these skills for successful and enjoyable online learning. It was also agreed that the teaching
organisation should ensure that, if required, students are provided with relevant training to ensure
they have the necessary skills to undertake online study. Some potential students are intimidated
by the technology, and need a gentle, non-threatening introduction.

One focus group pointed out that print literacy as well as computer literacy is needed to read
online materials, a point that is sometimes forgotten. Those with less well-developed print
literacy can, in many cases, be assisted by inclusion of alternatives such as sound files or visuals,
although this should be done in a way which minimises download times.

Along with the skills of reading online go the skills of online writing. The need for teachers to be
sensitive to the tone of their writing has already been pointed out; this is a skill needed by
students, too, if they are to avoid being misinterpreted or unintentionally offending others. The
use of devices such as emoticons can be of assistance, but is not sufficient in itself.

Impact on teachers’ work

Recognition and workloads

Most of the focus group participants were enthusiastic about online teaching, finding it
challenging, enlivening, rewarding and enriching. Their concerns centred on the fact that the
changes it demands of teachers’ working patterns are not recognised in budgets, working
conditions or state reporting requirements.

While many focus group participants considered that the preparation of online learning materials
is no more time-consuming than the preparation of print materials (assuming that the teacher has
sufficient skills), all agreed that teaching and moderating online demand more time than teaching
an equivalent group in class, especially when the program is self-paced. Many participants
considered that the senior managers in their organisations and in state/territory VET agencies
have not recognised this. One teacher said that ‘management don’t recognise that I have students
because they don’t see them physically—they don’t realise that online is teaching!’

Budgets, workloads and outcomes reporting are still framed in terms of student contact hours,
which bear little relation to the way in which online teaching and learning take place. Many
teachers do their online preparation and teaching as an unrecognised add-on to their allocated
workloads. One teacher reported that her first year of online teaching was done as an entirely
voluntary activity; it was only in the second year that any allowance was made in her workload.

Skills and professional development

The need for induction into online learning for students has already been discussed. Focus group
participants pointed out that staff, too, need preparation for online teaching. One group
suggested that ‘those who make the easiest transition to online teaching are those with experience
with flexible learning or distance education: the qualities needed for online are the same, it is only
the medium that is different’. Several groups suggested that teachers need training in online
facilitation, especially in the management of self-paced groups. Moderation of online discussion
was an element of online teaching that was thought to need particular attention. By way of
example, teachers need to understand available protocols for online interaction in web discussion
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and chat to ensure that all those who wish to participate can do so. It was suggested that teachers
who already have good management and teaching skills might find such tasks easier.

When teachers are using material prepared by others, they need to make themselves familiar not
only with the subject content, but also with the activities and options that are available to
students. One participant said: ‘I virtually had to do the module myself before I could teach it’.

When teachers are preparing their own materials, they need an understanding of instructional
design and of design for the medium that they have chosen. In many organisations, program
design is a team activity, so that being able to work as part of a team is a necessary skill.

Some focus group participants were largely self-taught; others had found that professional
development initiatives such as LearnScope had been of great value to them.

Summary

The quality factors emerging from the focus groups included:
< preparation for and induction into online study, especially in relation to the use of technology
< technical and learning support

<~ online learning materials (including assessment materials) that are cleat, accurate, accessible
and suitable for the needs of the learners

< a general preference for hybrid modes, with a note that the suitability of online delivery could
vary with the subject matter as well as the needs of learners

< the importance of communication between students and teachers and between students and
students, and especially suitability of the medium, skills of the teacher and the setting of
behavioural norms for online interaction

< flexibility of time and place, balanced by the need of some learners for structure and external
discipline

< the necessity for workable and accessible technology, and for the skills to make use of it.

The focus groups also highlighted the impact of online teaching on the work of teachers. A need
was identified to recognise online duties within the scope of budgets and workload planning.
Professional development is important to ensure that teachers have suitable skills to teach online.

It would be inappropriate to draw conclusions from the small number of case studies in this
report. It is possible to suggest, however, that the TAFE and ACE organisations studied are
attempting to develop a strategic and co-ordinated way of implementing online learning. The
approaches vary considerably, but it is clear that the organisations concerned have a strong
commitment at senior management level. In larger organisations, the adoption tends to be patchy
and to depend, at least in part, on the engagement of middle-level managers and teaching staff.
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Conclusion: Lessons from
the research

Underlying this study has been the desire of the researchers to understand what teaching
organisations need to make online programs work well for their students. In this final chapter we
draw out the principal lessons that emerge from the research.

Flexibility

Flexibility is exceedingly important to students. A quarter of the students specified that one or
more aspects of flexibility was important to them. The issue of flexibility in pace is especially
interesting when considered along with the comments about learning style and learners’ own
discussion of this. Many of the learners who responded to the survey were aware of how they
learned, how they preferred to learn and what was important to enable them to learn. This is a
clear indicator of the importance of providing for learners’ preference in online education.

Good teachers, good teaching

The importance of good teachers, facilitators and tutors is another very strong message to VET
organisations. Online education is not about replacing teachers with online content. It is
successful through the work of good teachers online. It is essential that there be clear standards
and expectations regarding the level and nature of teacher interaction online. The question atises
of how this matter should be managed, by teachers, students and organisations, since it is clear
that teacher—student interaction requires a good deal of time and thought. A prominent aspect of
this issue is the expectation of prompt responses from the teacher. Just what is ‘prompt’, and
when and how often can a teacher be expected to be at the end of the line? Student expectations
online are more critical than in face-to-face situations. In class, students will wait for their turn, or
will try to catch a teacher after class; the teacher can take speedy corrective action if a student
becomes discontented. Online, the students want responses at the moment when they need the
help. They do not want to wait for the next week or even the next day.

This message is clear from the current research with students who have the competence and
confidence to proceed with their studies. It would be prudent to assume, unless further research
indicates the contrary, that beginning students and those with low levels of computer
competence will require even more attention to be paid to thoughtful and timely teaching.

Technology

Technology is a critical factor to positive expetiences. Access, speed and reliability are essential.
This must be the baseline for online education. Teaching organisations must look to the
adequacy of their IT facilities and the technical help they provide for students and teachers.
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Clear instructions on how to use the technology and, in particular, how to download and submit
assignments and other activities are critical to successful online study.

Induction and instructions

Students in the study were often confused by the technology and the course materials. Induction
and clear instructions are essential. Organisations must build into their online provision a gentle
but comprehensive introduction to the technology, to managing the medium, to the online
course structure and to studying online. They must also be clear about what they expect of
students and what students can expect of the organisation.

Assessment and feedback

Assessment and feedback are important for online learning. Students expected responses to their
work ‘within the week’. In classes students can get a running estimate of when they can expect
work back. In the online environment, in the absence of these estimates, they expect a rapid
turnaround. Online assessment caused numerous problems, and after the technology, access was
the next most problematic area. Students had many problems loading and downloading
assessment material. Clear instructions must be given to students to cope with this aspect of the
environment, and the materials and processes must be always be available and in working order.

Overall

The online technologies provide a flexible, convenient and innovative medium for the delivery of
quality online learning. This medium has the potential to keep Australian students in contact with
the rest of the world and to facilitate access to a huge global source of information and
educational resources. It enables students to improve their computing and internet skills.

It is not a cheap option. Quality online education needs fast, reliable technology and
infrastructure. It needs competent, capable teachers who are recognised for the huge amounts of
time involved with teaching online. It needs well-developed and well-designed course materials
that are interesting, stimulating and ideally provide elements of interactivity.

Online education provides an enormously flexible medium to provide student-centred and
appropriate learning structures and supports for many students. The importance of face-to-face
education alongside the online medium is very important. As one student identified in relation to
the factors making for a quality learning experience:

A highly interactive course that has a good balance between online and face-to-face.

A resourceful and responsive teacher, easily accessible online and offline.

A clearly laid out program and assessment.

Strategies for practitioners

The benefits of hybrid or blended delivery should be explored by all organisations. Students
clearly want flexibility, but most also want interaction with teachers and other students. The
balance between face-to-face and online learning and the benefits of hybrid or blended delivery
will become more apparent in the VET sector as the use of information communication
technologies becomes further integrated into delivery. In this survey, nine students commented
on this mix as being the critical factor that made for quality.

76 “The secret is the teacher’



Many students commented on the importance of interaction with teachers, and combining this
with the flexibility desired can often best be done through a hybrid model of delivery.

Induction to online learning is needed to familiarise the students with the online environment
and also to help them to learn independently. Induction to the online medium is necessary not
just at the start of the online experience, but whenever a significant change is made to the
platform or the structure of the resources.

Suggestions for future research

The researchers consider that great benefit could be derived from the collection of longitudinal
data, perhaps as a part of NCVER’s regular compilation of statistics, to assess whether students’
and educators’ views change as they become more experienced in online learning, as
organisations become more experienced in online delivery, and as online platforms develop in
robustness and user-friendliness.

The researchers suggest that the research framework devised in this study could be applied to an
investigation of the views of potential and discontinuing online learners to see whether similar or
different quality factors would emerge from these groups.

The researchers suggest that future research projects would be made easier if the organisations
from whom data are to be collected become participants in the project, so that they take on
responsibility and commitment for organising the data collection.
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Appendix 1:

Analysis of questionnaire

Introduction

One strategy for determining the quality of online learning from the learner’s perspective has
been to design a set of questions as part of a Likert scale. These questions were administered
online and students were able to access the questionnaire when they logged into their online
instruction. This analysis is of the pilot study that consisted of 60 responses, 5 from educators
and 55 from students. The questionnaire for educators differed slightly from that administered to
the students in the transposition of the question designed to elicit the educators’ opinions of
what students think. This technique was used to determine the correlation between students’
opinions and educators’ opinions of what matters to students. The question ‘Given the choice, I
would prefer to see the teacher face to face than study online’ became ‘Given the choice, I think
students would prefer to see the teacher face to face than study online’.

Method

Six constructs (termed ‘broad area’ in tables) were identified as representing the various aspects
of attitude to the online learning. These were:

< Group 1 Attitude to online education

< Group 2 Attitude to online communication
< Group 3  Attitude to online materials

< Group 4 Attitude to online support

< Group 5 Attitude to online assessment

< Group 6 Attitude to the online technology.

Eight items were designed for each construct.

Table 11:  Group/scale items

Group/scale Items

1- 8
9-16
17 —24
25 —32
33 -40
41 -48

oo O WON -
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Instrument

Students’ questionnaire

1 I think online learning is better than face-to-face classes.
Given the choice, I would prefer to see my teacher face to face than study online.
I like the freedom of learning online.

I am only studying online because I can’t get to classes.

2

3

4

5 1 prefer online instruction to face-to-face classes.

6 Learning online is more convenient for me than attending classes.

7 I need to be more organised to study online than in face-to-face classes

8 I miss the discipline of having a class that I have to attend.

9 Oanline chat helped me feel connected to other students in the course.

10 I was able to express my opinions online.

11 Email communication with my tutor/teacher is fast and efficient.

12 1 found online chat really worthwhile.

13 I really enjoyed the online chat.

14 1 interact more with other students online than I ever did in class.

15 I like studying online because I can ask dumb questions without feeling a fool.
16 I like studying online because I have time to think about my answers to questions.
17 Having content that is interactive is very important to me.

18 I can access more learning resources online than I did when studying in class.
19 The learning materials in my course were easy to follow.

20 Online learning materials are really frustrating.

21 The online learning materials are more up to date than usual class materials.
22 1 like sequential study not flipping all over the place.

23 The online materials are easy to understand.

24 1 spend more time studying online materials than I did in face-to-face class.
25 I had no idea what learning online would be like before I started.

26 I1f I am having trouble with my study online; I can quickly get help.

27 The online induction is a great way to start studying online.

28 With online study student support is always available when I need it.

29 I'was given support in learning to use library services online.

30 When I need help I want a real person not a computer help screen.

31 I need a lot of support with online learning.

32 You can always find someone to help you online.

33 I found doing tests online gave me useful feedback on how I was doing in the subject.
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34 I don’t think online assessment is valid as there is no way of checking who actually does the
work.

35 Being able to do tests online is very important for me.

36 I didn’t get feedback from my assessment in time for it to help my learning.

37 1It’s easy to cheat online.

38 I am sick of doing all the online tests.

39 I don’t like a computer checking on what work I have done.

40 I like getting accurate records of how I am doing in the course.

41 I found getting into the system really difficult and this put me off learning online.
42 1 got fed up with the course because the web pages took ages to download.

43 The technology required for online learning confuses me.

44 It was really great to be able to have many pages open at the same time and this helped me
learn the subject.

45 1 found it easy to get all the required plugins.
46 Online links always fail.
47 1 had to learn a lot of computer skills in order to study online.

48 My teacher made sure I had the computer skills I needed to be able to study online.

Educators’ questionnaire

1 I think online learning is better than face-to-face classes.

2 Given the choice, I think students would prefer to see the teacher face to face than study
online.

I expect students to like the freedom of learning online.

I think students would only study online because they can’t get to classes.

I think students prefer online instruction to face-to-face classes.

Learning online is more convenient for students than attending classes.
Students need to be more organised to study online than in face-to-face classes.

I think students would miss the discipline of having a class to attend.

O oo N &N Ut A~ W

I think online chat would help students feel connected to other students in the course.
10 I think students atre able to express my opinions online.

11 Email communication with tutors/teachers is fast and efficient.

12 1 think students would find online chat really worthwhile.

16 I think students like studying online because they have time to think about their answers to
questions.

17 Having content that is interactive is very important to students.
18 I think students can access more learning resources online than when studying in class.
19 I think students find these learning materials easy to follow.

20 I think students find online learning materials really frustrating.
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21 The online learning materials are more up to date than usual class materials.
22 1 think students like sequential study not flipping all over the place.

23 The online materials are easy to understand.

24 1 think students spend more time studying online materials than they do in face-to-face class.
25 Students have no idea what learning online would be like before they start.

26 If students are having trouble with my study online, they can quickly get help.
27 The online induction is a great way for students to start studying online.

28 With online study student support is always available when students need it.
29 Students are given support in learning to use library services online.

30 When students need help, they want a real person not a computer help screen.
31 I think students need a lot of support with online learning.

32 I think students can always find someone to help when online.

33 I think students found doing tests online gave them useful feedback on how they were doing
in the subject.

34 1 don’t think online assessment is valid as there is no way of checking who actually does the
work.

35 Being able to do tests online is very important for students.

36 I don’t think students get feedback from their assessment in time for it to help their learning.
37 1It’s easy to cheat online.

38 I think students are sick of doing all the online tests.

39 I don’t think students like a computer checking on what work they have done.

40 I think students like getting accurate records of how they are doing in the course.

41 1 think students found getting into the system really difficult and this puts then off learning
online.

42 1 think students got fed up with the course because the web pages took ages to download.
43 The technology required for online learning confuses students.

44 1 think students found it was really great to be able to have many pages open at the same time
which helped them learn the subject.

45 1 think students found it easy to get all the required plugins.

46 Online links always fail.

47 1 think students had to learn a lot of computer skills in order to study online.
48 1 made sure students had the computer skills needed to be able to study online.
Each question had five possible responses:

< strongly agree

<~ agree

< disagree

< strongly disagree

<> no opinion.
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‘No opinion’ was put last on the list of answers, as a counter to ‘mid-point syndrome’, where the
easy or unthinking answer is the mid-point. When the items were scored, the value of this
response was 3, the mid-point of the scale.

Data collection

The data were collected online and automatically fed into a database. The total number of
responses was 60 with 55 from students and 5 from educators. One group of students missed
questions 18-39 due to a downloading problem. This has now been rectified and should not
affect the main study.

Each respondent only responded once so no retest data was obtained and test—retest reliability
could not be calculated.

Data entry

The raw data collected into the database were transferred into SPSS with the following scoring
system.

Table 12: Data scoring system

Database score SPSS value
*SA Strongly agree 5 5
*A Agree 4 4
*D Disagree 3 2
*SD Strongly disagree 2 1
*NO No opinion 1 3

Note:
*These abbreviations have been used in tables and graphs which follow.

The scoring system for negative items was transformed so that the logic for the whole instrument
was consistent.

Table 13:  Scoring system for negative items

Item score
SA 1
A 2
D 4
SD 5
NO 3

Items deemed to be negative were items 2, 4, 7, 8, 20, 22, 30, 34, 36, 37, 38, 39, 41, 42, 43, 46 and
item 47.

Analysis

The computer program SPSS performed a set of analyses on the data. Information was printed
out giving:

< frequency data for the item score for each item
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< frequency distribution of scale scores, including maximum, minimum, mean, standard
deviation and variance

< reliability analysis for each scale, including scale mean, scale vatiance, corrected item—total
correlation and alpha

<~ interscale and item—scale correlations
< factor scree plot

< eigen values

< principal components

<> varimax rotation.

Analysis of test items

All items follow the basic principles of item design. They use straightforward language and most
have less than 20 words per item. There is variety in the questions, with both positive and
negative statements and with some items engaging a personal involvement by using ‘I think’ as
the start of the question, while others make a statement with which participants can either agree
or disagree.

Item 44 on the students’ questionnaire had 24 words and on the educators’ questionnaire had 26
words. Ideally this question should be simplified.

Item popularity

Item popularity describes the percentage of the population which give a favourable response to
the item. Item 3: I /ike the freedom of working online has the greatest number of Strongly agree
responses, with 20, which is one-third of the population. This gives a popularity of 33%.
Popularity can also be measured by the item mean, which in this case is 3.77 and is the highest
mean of all the items.

Table 14: Items with lower means

Item Mean

2 Given the choice, | would prefer to see my teacher face to face than study online. 2.08 N
18 | can access more learning resources online than | did when studying in class. 217

21 The online learning materials are more up to date than usual class materials. 1.87

22 | like sequential study not flipping all over the place. 1.43 N
24 | spend more time studying online materials than | did in face-to-face class. 1.95

26  If I am having trouble with my study online | can quickly get help. 217

28  With online study, student support is always available when | need it. 1.93

29 | was given support in learning to use library services online. 1.73

30 When | need help, | want a real person not a computer help screen. 1.57 N
32 You can always find someone to help you online. 1.95

34 | don'’t think online assessment is valid as there is no way of checking who actually does 2.00 N

the work.
36 |didn’t get feedback from my assessment in time for it to help my learning. 2.03 N
37 It's easy to cheat online. 1.82 N
Note:

N indicates a negative question.

Means were calculated for all items ignoring zero responses.
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Item 4 has the most incidences of S#rongly disagree with 10 cases being 16.5% of the sample. Item 4
I am only studying online because I can’t get to classes has a mean value of 2.18. This is not the lowest
mean.

The item with the lowest mean is item 22 [ /ike sequential study not flipping all over the place. This is
one of the items transposed as a negative so the ‘agrees’ response affirms sequential study.

Item discrimination

Items discriminate well if they distinguish between the people who score high on the total
instrument compared with those who score low on the total instrument. The item—rest of test or
item—total correlation gives an indication of this and identifies how well an item fits in with the
rest of the scale. These data have been analysed to give item-rest-of-scale correlation.

Item—rest of scale correlation

There is a range of opinions regarding the acceptable values for item—rest of scale correlation.
The opinion of Stringley is that the minimum acceptable value for item—rest of scale correlation
is 0.30.

Only item 17 within scale 3 does not meet this criterion with an item—rest of scale correlation of
.2292. If this item is deleted the alpha for the scale increases from .9218 to .9448, indicating that
the scale would be improved with the deletion of this item.

On reflection and rereading of the item 17 Having content that is interactive is very important to me, it is
possible that the omission of online as in ‘on/ine conten? could lead to answers that do not reflect
the students’ attitude to online learning.

Given the high correlation of all items with the rest of scale, an item—total scale correlation was
carried out. All items have a correlation with the rest of the entire scale of greater than 0.30. Item
1 has the lowest correlation with the rest of the scale of 0.3160. However, if the item is deleted,
alpha is only increased marginally from 0.9727 to 0.9730. Alpha values are exceedingly high,
confirming the great degree of correlation within the entire instrument.

Item sensitivity

Items are sensitive when they elicit the full spectrum of responses from ‘Strongly agree’ to
‘Strongly disagree’. This is measured by the item’s standard deviation. The lowest item standard
deviation is 1.19 for item 14, giving this item as the least sensitive item and the highest standard
deviation is 1.67 for item 25 making this the most sensitive item. However, there is very little
difference in the spread of values as demonstrated by the small vatiation in the standard
deviations.

Item ambiguity

Items are ambiguous when the respondents do not know what is meant by the question. The best
indicator of this is the number of ‘No opinion’ responses. In this pilot sample, there have been
quite a lot of ‘No opinion’ responses. Feedback has been received that the terminology for this
category would be better expressed as ‘Uncertain’ and this term will be used in the main study.

The following items had more than 25% of the sample respond with No opinion’. The wording
of these items has been reviewed and the items have been reconsidered to see if their inclusion
adds anything to the survey.
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Table 15: Items where wording was reviewed

Item Review

9 Online chat helped me feel connected to other students in the course. Leave as is

10 | was able to express my opinions online. Leave as is

13 | really enjoyed the online chat. Leave as is

14 | interact more with other students online than | ever did in class. Leave as is

15 | like studying online because | can ask dumb questions without feeling a fool. Leave as is

27  The online induction is a great way to start studying online. Change

28 With online study, student support is always available when | need it. Delete student

29 | was given support in learning to use library services online. Change support to help
45 | found it easy to get all the required plugins. Leave as is

Scale analysis

Scale sensitivity

The sensitivity of the scale is given by the fraction of the entire range covered by that scale. The
sensitivity for all these scales is reasonable, with scale 6 having a high sensitivity of 0.8.

Scale spread

Scale spread also gives an indication of the sensitivity of the scale. The higher the standard

deviation O, the greater the spread. In this case, scale 4 has the greatest spread, with a standard
deviation of 13.5 and scale 1 the least spread with a standard deviation of 7.8. The spread in all
cases is high.

Table 16:  Scale analysis

Scale Broad area Mean No. of items in
scale
& c o
1 Online education 21.4 7.8 .85 8
2 Online communication 23.0 8.3 91 8
3 Online materials 17.4 11.0 .92 8
4 Online support 15.7 11.9 .96 8
5 Online assessment 17.4 13.5 .98 8
6 Online technology 24.5 9.5 .93 8
Note:

& —mean value for all responses to the questions in this scale

¢ — the standard deviation which gives a measure of the spread of the values in the scale
o — Chronbach’s alpha gives a measure of the correlation between items in the scale. A value of 0 would show there was no
correlation between items. 1 would be complete correlation. The higher the value of o the greater the degree of correlation

Table 17:  Scale sensitivity

Scale Broad area Range Sensitivity
Potential Actual Span
1 Online education 8-40 15-34 19 .6
2 Online communication 8-40 8-40 32 1.0
3 Online materials 8-40 14-31 17 5
4 Online support 8-40 18-31 13 4
5 Online assessment 8-40 17-37 20 .6
6 Online technology 8—40 11-38 26 .8
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Reliability
Internal consistency

Cronbach’s alpha provides a general measure of the internal consistency of the scale. Scale 5 has
the highest degree of internal consistency with a value for alpha of .98. It is recommended in the
literature that Cronbach’s alpha should be >= .8. On this basis, all of the other scales are
acceptably consistent with very high values of alpha.

Test—retest reliability

The instrument was only used once so no data were available to check the test—retest reliability.

Factor analysis

Principal component analysis

Principal component analysis provides validation that the whole instrument measures attitude to
online education. In this case the principal component analysis extracted 7 factors with
eigenvalues greater than one, confirming that the instrument is a multi-dimensional instrument.
The eigenvalues for these seven factors are 21.5, 9.4, 2.4, 1.5, 1.4, 1.3, and 1.04 which accounts
for 80% of the variance. Factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 are considered significant,
alhough in this case the seventh factor is barely greater than 1. Eighty-four per cent of the
variance lies with factor 1.

From the varimax rotation, the items with the highest loading on the factor are the pivotal items
and best describes the essence of the factor.

While item 33 is the item with the highest loading on factor 1, all scale 4 (‘Attitude to online
assessment’) load above .75 and this factor could well be described as the ‘Attitude to online
assessment’ factor.

Factor 2 embodies online chat. Factors 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7 all refer to the general questions regarding
the flexibility of online education and do not provide any useful discrimination. The factors for
the scale should be analysed again when there are further respondents.

Items with high cross loadings do not discriminate between the factors. In this instrument, there
are no items that have a less than 0.2 difference with other factors, and all items have a significant
weighting on at least one factor.

Table 18:  Varimax rotation

Factor Strongest item Loading Item
1 33 .87 | found doing tests online gave me useful feedback on how | was
doing in the subject.
13 .70 | really enjoyed the online chat.
.59 | prefer online instruction to face-to-face classes.
.38 | need to be more organised to study online than in face-to-face
classes.
5 2 .39 Given the choice, | would prefer to see my teacher face to face than
study online.
6 1 .39 | think online learning is better than face-to-face classes.
7 4 51 | am only studying online because | can’t get to classes.
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Construct validity

No correlation was carried out with another instrument measuring attitude to online education.

Attitude to online education

Three clear constructs were identified as representing the various aspects of attitude to online
education, with a third general area that encompasses flexibility. These are: attitude to online
assessment and attitude to online communication, attitude to flexibility of online education. It
was surprising that there was not a factor aligning with attitude to online technology, although all
items align strongly at .41—.65 with factor 2.

Improving the instrument

This instrument is being improved by removing the items which were not performing well. Other
items have been reworded to better encapsulate the construct and the issues for exploration.

Additional open-ended items are being included to further explore the expectations and use of
facilities and materials.

Eight Gap analysis questions are being added to explore the difference in expectations and
actuality in the areas of flexibility, communication, learner support, assessment and access.

‘No opinion’ is to be changed to ‘Uncertain’.

The revised online questionnaire can be found at www.online.tafe.swin.edu.au
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Appendix 2:
Results of the national
survey—quantitative data

The online surveys sought information about specific aspects of online learning. Quantitative
data were obtained through Likert-type scale questions and through a Gap analysis, while the
open-ended questions about quality gave an opportunity for the respondents to impart their own
opinions.

Likert-type questions

The Likert-type scale consisted of specific statements to which the respondents indicated they
‘Strongly agreed’, ‘Agreed’, ‘Disagreed’, and ‘Strongly disagreed’” or had ‘No opinion’.

The Likert-type questions were designed around specific themes:

<~ online education

< online communication

< online materials

<~ online support

<~ online assessment

<~ online technology.

Both students and educators answered the same questions, so a comparison between the
responses was possible.

The group of questions which addressed online education generally are directly related to the
online learning environment, and probe learners’ preferences between the online environment
and the traditional face-to-face classroom environment.

Online communication explored communication through the electronic medium, by means such
as chat or email. A number of aspects of this type of communication have been mentioned in the
literature, specifically the time students have for reflective comment, and the freedom the
medium can provide for students to make comments.

Students use online materials quite differently from the ways in which they use printed materials,
and these questions explored the importance to students of the characteristics of online
materials,such as the interactivity and the non-linear nature of the resources.

Questions relating to online support inquired into the need for support in areas such as
induction, help and library services as well as the student’s attitude to support. Support provided
by other students was also included in this section.

Assessment online provides many challenges: the type of assessment that is appropriate; the
interaction with the computer; the speed of receiving feedback as well as the validity and
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reliability of assessment through the online medium. These questions were designed to shed
some light on these issues.

The set of questions on technology explored issues around access to technology and software,
ease of use, and speed of downloading information.

Students’ responses

Responses are shown to all questions in table 19. The questions have been grouped to describe
attitudes to specific aspects of online education.

The most positive responses: Students agreed with
these statements

From this analysis the statements the students agreed with most were extracted. There were no
responses with a mode or median of 5 ‘Strongly agree’. All those with a mode and a median of 4
(‘Agree’) have been identified, and they are ranked in descending order of the average value.
These are:

< 1like the freedom of learning online. (4.2)

< When I'm studying online it is very important to have interactive content. (3.9)

<~ Learning online is more convenient for me than attending classes. (3.8)

<~ Online induction is important before studying online. (3.8)

< 1 like sequential study not flipping all over the place. (3.8)

<~ 1 had satisfactory access to the internet. (3.8)

< 1 like studying online as it gives me time to think about my answers to questions. (3.6)
<~ The learning materials in my course were easy to follow. (3.6)

<~ The online learning materials are easy to understand. (3.6)

< I had no idea what learning online would be like before I started. (3.6)

< Given the choice, I would prefer to see my teacher face to face than study online. (3.5)
<~ I can access more learning resources online than I did when studying in class. (3.5)

< When I need help, I want a real person not a computer help screen. (3.5)

<~ It was really great to be able to have many pages open at the same time and this helped me
learn the subject. (3.5)

<> 1 had easy access to all the hardware and software I required. (3.5)
< Email communication with my tutor/teacher is fast and efficient. (3.4)

< I need to be more organised to study online than in face-to-face classes. (3.3)

Disagreement with the statements

Statements with a degree of disagreement equal to the degree of agreement reported above would
need to have a mode and median of 2. There were no questions with a mode or a median of 1
(‘Strongly disagree’). These are the questions with a mode and a median of 2 (‘Disagree’).
Questions are given in descending order of the average. Those nearest the top are most disagreed
with.

<~ The technology required for online learning confuses me. (2.3)
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<~ I had to learn a lot of computer skills in order to study online. (2.4)

< Online links always fail. (2.5)

< Tinteract more with other students online than I ever did in class. (2.5)

< I found getting into the system really difficult and this put me off learning online. (2.6)
< I got fed up with the course because the web pages took ages to download. (2.6)

< I don’t like a computer checking on what work I have done. (2.6)

< I need a lot of support with online learning. (2.7)

< 1 think online learning is better than face-to-face classes. (2.7)

< I am only studying online because I can’t get to classes. (2.8)

< I prefer online instruction to face-to-face classes. (2.8)

<~ I miss the discipline of having a class that I have to attend. (2.8)

The responses to the technology questions were particularly surprising, given the number of
negative comments there had been in the open-ended questions. Twenty-five per cent of the
students made specific comments about problems that they had had with various aspects of the
technology or access to the online medium. To try to understand why the students’ responses to
these questions should indicate a positive attitude to the technology, graphs were drawn of the
responses against each question.

As can be seen from the graphs shown in figure 20, approximately 20—25% of the population has
problems with the technology, while the rest are positive about it. While the aspects of
technology that detract from the quality of the online expetience seem to dominate the feedback
given by students, in fact there were only 25% who complained. This corresponds to the
numbers who have indicated they are not happy with the technology through the Likert
questions. However the other 75% have been relatively positive, and their responses have made
the difference to the overall score.

Educators’ responses

Table 20 gives a summary of educators’ responses. Questions have been put in with their
appropriate group. The numbering indicates their position in the online questionnaire. Full
analysis of the questions and the groups can be found in appendix 1.

Positive responses: Educators agreed with these statements

From this analysis the statements the educators agreed with most were extracted. There was one
response with a mode and a median of 5 ‘Strongly agree’. This question was the most agreed with
question.

< Online induction is important before studying online. (4.8)

There were three other responses with a mode or a median of 5. They are:
< 1 think students consider interactive content very important when studying online. (4.2)
<~ Students need to be more organised to study online than in face-to-face classes. (4.1)

<~ 1 think students need a lot of support with online learning. (3.9)
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Figure 20:

Responses to Likert scale questions
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Disagreement with the statements

Statements with a degree of disagreement equal to the degree of agreement reported above
would need to have a mode and median of 1 (‘Strongly disagree’). There were no questions with
a mode or a median of 1 (‘Strongly disagree’), although there was one with an average < 2. This
was the most disagreed-with statement, which comes as a surprise given the negative statements
participants have made about online links.

< Online links always fail. (1.9)

Congruence between students and educators

The areas of commonality and areas of discrepancy between students and educators are very
interesting. There was not a great deal of disagreement. Table 24 gives a comparison between
student and educator responses.

Most agreement

The area of most agreement, where there are no differences in the medians or the averages, is:

< Given the choice, I would prefer to see my teacher face to face. (3.5)

Followed by these statements where there is no difference in the medians and only 0.1 in the
averages:

<~ 1 like sequential study not flipping all over the place. (Students 3.8, Educators 3.7)

< I interact more with other students online than I ever did in class. (Students 2.5, Educators
2.4)

<> Online study is more time consuming than face-to-face study. (Students 3.1, Educators 3.0)
< I was given help in learning to use library services online. (Students 2.7, Educators 2.8)
<~ The online materials are easy to understand. (Students 3.6, Educators 3.7)

< I like studying online because it gives me time to think about my answets to questions.
(Students 3.6, Educators 3.7)

L east agreement

The area of least agreement between students and educators is in the area of online support and

the structure of the learning.

< I need a lot of support with online learning. (E = 5,4,3.9; S = 2,2,2.7; gap between medians = 2; and
between averages = 1.2.) The educators agreed with the statement, believing students need a

lot of support, and the students disagreed with it stating that they did not need a lot of
support.

Other areas of significant disagreement:

< I miss the discipline of having a class that I have to attend. (E = 4,4,3.3; S = 2,2,2.8; gap between
medians = 2; and between averages = 0.5.) In this case the educators agreed with the
statement and the students disagreed with it.

<> Online induction is important before studying online. (S = 4,4,3.8; E = 5,5,4.8; gap between medians
= 1; and between averages = 1.0.) In this case the educators strongly agreed with the
statement and the students agreed with it.

<> My teacher made sure I had the computer skills I needed to be able to study online (E = 5,4,3.6; S =
2,3,2.9; gap between medians = 1; and between averages = 0.7.) In this case the educators
strongly agreed with the statement and the students were neutral to disagreeing with it.
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Gap analysis

A Gap analysis was carried out to determine how the online learning environment was
performing compared with student expectations. Fach comment requires two responses: how
important that aspect of online education is, and how the online unit rates with respect to that
aspect. This provides a quantitative measure of the gap between the importance of the different
aspects of online education to students and to educators, as well as identifying the standard of the
actual online provision.

Eight key statements were put to both the students and the educators. For each statement the
respondents had to determine how important this aspect was to them and how their unit rated.
Importance was rated as:

1 = Not important

2 = Low importance
3 = Some importance
4 = Important

5 = Very important

while the unit was rated as:

1 = Verylow
2 =Low

3 = Medium
4 = High

5 = Very high.

The key statements were concerned with flexibility, communication, support and administration,
assessment, technology and access:

flexibility to study where, when and how I choose

easy communication with my teacher and/or other students
support from library, student counsellors or other staff
assessment that is fair, reliable and easy to use

access to an up-to-date, reliable computer

access to up-to-date, reliable software

prompt technical help in case of computer problems

R R SR S S

reliable and affordable internet access.

The responses provide a good indicator in relation to the gap between expectations and actual
online delivery as well as providing an insight into the difference between student perspectives
and educator perspectives.

Students’ perspectives

Gaps are only meaningful for medians and averages, not for the modes.

All these aspects were considered to be very important for students, with the exception of
support, which was just important.
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Table 22:  Students’ perspectives (n=333)

Broad area Importance Unit rates Gap
Mo Me Av Mo Me Av Me Av

Flexibility 5 5 4.3 5 4 3.9 1 0.5

Flexibility to study where, when and how | choose

Communication 5 5 4.4 3 3 3.3 2 1.1

Easy communication with my teacher and/or other

students

Support and administration 4 4 3.6 3 3 29 1 0.7

Support from library, student counsellors or other

staff

Assessment 5 5 4.5 4 4 35 1 0.9

Assessment that is fair, reliable and easy to use

Technology and access

Access to an up-to-date, reliable computer 5 5 4.6 4 4 3.7 1 0.9

Access to up-to-date, reliable software 5 5 4.6 3 4 3.6 1 0.9

Prompt technical help in case of computer 5 5 4.4 3 3 3.1 2 1.3

problems

Reliable and affordable internet access 5 5 4.6 3 4 3.5 1 1.1
Notes:

Mo = Mode (most commonly occurring value); Me = Median (middle value); Av = Average or mean

The online unit rated between medium and high for all areas, with the exception of flexibility,
which was closer to very high. Flexibility has been important for providing quality online learning
and this is the area where the flexibility provided was closest to the importance for students. In
no areas did the performance exceed the importance to the students.

The largest gap was in prompt technical help in the case of computer problems, where the
service provided is of medium standard. Many of us who have been frustrated by the lack of
timely and appropriate technical support would be surprised that this area rated as high as
medium.

Figure 21 displays the vatious aspects of online education rated against their importance to
students.

Figure 21:  Aspects of online education against importance to students

Gap analysis — maximum score 5
5.0 5.0

4.5

0 /
<+ flexibility
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Rating

All aspects rated lower than their importance. While access to computers, software and the
internet were the most important, these did not rate as highly as flexibility. The least important
aspect for students was support, and this rated the poorest of all the aspects.

Educators’ perspectives

Educators consider everything except support and administration as very important. Support and
administration only rate as being of some importance and this area had the smallest gap between
importance and how the unit rated along with flexibility. Flexibility is not only important, online
education is actually seen to be very flexible. The largest gap was in the technology area where the
online units only had a medium performance.

Table 23:  Educators’ perspectives (n=58)

Broad area Importance Unit rates Gap
Mo Me Av Mo Me Av Me Av

Flexibility

Flexibility to study where, when and how | choose 5 5 4.4 5 5 41 0 0.3
Communication

Easy communication with my teacher and/or other 5 5 4.6 4 4 3.8 1 0.8
students

Support and administration

Support from library, student counsellors or other 5 3 3.5 3 3 3.1 0 0.4
staff

Assessment

Assessment that is fair, reliable and easy to use 5 5 4.6 4 4 3.8 1 0.8
Technology access

Access to an up-to-date, reliable computer 5 5 4.7 4 4 3.8 1 0.9
Access to up-to-date, reliable software 5 5 4.7 5 4 3.8 1 0.9
Prompt technical help in case of computer problems 5 5 4.6 5 4 3.7 1 0.9
Reliable and affordable internet access 5 5 4.6 5 4 3.8 1 0.8

Note:
Mo = Mode (most commonly occurring value); Me = Median (middle value); Av = Average or mean

Figure 22: Online ratings against importance of factors for educators

Gap analysis — maximum score 5
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As with the students all aspects of the online medium rated less than its importance to educators.
Computer access and software access were the most important with flexibility again rating the
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best. Support was the least important and rated the worst, but the educators scored it as more
important than did the students.

Differences between students and educators

Table 24: Modes

Broad area Importance Unit rates

S E E-S S E E-S
Flexibility 5 5 0 5 5 0
Flexibility to study where, when and how | choose
Communication 5 5 0 3 4 1
Easy communication with my teacher and/or other
students
Support and administration 4 5 1 3 3 0

Support from library, student counsellors or other staff

Assessment 5 5 0 4 4 0
Assessment that is fair reliable and easy to use

Technology access

Access to an up-to-date, reliable computer 5 5 0 4 4 0
Access to up-to-date, reliable software 5 5 0 4 5 1
Prompt technical help in case of computer problems 5 5 0 3 5 2
Reliable and affordable internet access 5 5 0 3 5 2
Note:
S = students; E = educators; E-S = difference between educators and students
Differences between students and educators
Table 25: Medians
Broad area Importance Unit rates Gap

S E E-S S E E-S GapS GapE
Flexibility 5.0 5.0 0 4.0 5.0 1 1 0
Flexibility to study where, when and how
| choose
Communication 5.0 5.0 0 3.0 4.0 1 2 1
Easy communication with my teacher and/or
other students
Support and administration 4.0 3.0 -1 3.0 3.0 0 1 0
Support from library, student counsellors or other
staff
Assessment 5.0 5.0 0 4.0 4.0 0 1 1
Assessment that is fair reliable and easy to use
Technology access
Access to an up-to-date, reliable computer 5.0 5.0 0 4.0 4.0 0 1 1
Access to up-to-date, reliable software 5.0 5.0 0 4.0 4.0 0 1 1
Prompt technical help in case of computer 5.0 5.0 0 3.0 4.0 1 2 1
problems
Reliable and affordable internet access 5.0 5.0 0 4.0 4.0 0 1 1
Note:

S = students; E = educators; E-S = difference between educators and students
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Differences between students and educators

Table 26: Means

Broad area Importance Unit rates Gap
S E E-S S E E-S GapS GapE

Flexibility

Flexibility to study where, when and how | 4.3 4.4 0.1 3.9 4.1 0.2 0.5 0.3
choose

Communication

Easy communication with my teacher and/or 4.4 4.6 0.2 33 3.8 0.5 1.1 0.8
other students

Support and administration

Support from library, student counsellors or other 3.6 3.5 -0.1 29 3.1 0.2 0.7 0.4
staff

Assessment

Assessment that is fair reliable and easy touse 4.5 4.6 01 35 3.8 0.3 0.9 0.8
Technology access

Access to an up-to-date, reliable computer 4.6 4.7 01 3.7 3.8 0.1 0.9 0.9
Access to up-to-date, reliable software 4.6 4.7 0.1 3.6 3.8 0.2 0.9 0.9
Prompt technical help in case of computer 4.4 4.6 0.2 31 3.7 0.6 1.3 0.9
problems

Reliable and affordable internet access 4.6 4.6 0.0 35 3.8 0.3 1.1 0.8
Note:

S = students; E = educators; E-S = difference between educators and students

There is very little difference in the importance that students and educators place on these
aspects of online learning. The importance for students was marginally lower in most cases than
the importance to educators. Support and administration was the lowest area of importance for
both groups. Students generally rated their units lower than the educators did.

Table 27 compares the importance for the two groups: students and educators.

Table 27: Comparison of importance for the two groups

Importance Students Educators
1% Computer access Computer access
Software access Software access

Internet access

2 Assessment Assessment
Communication
Technical help
Internet access

3 Communication Flexibility
Technical help

4" Flexibility Support

5 Support

Both groups agreed that the technology comes first, followed in importance by assessment, then
communication, flexibility and lastly support.
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Table 28: Comparing the rating for the two groups

Rating Students Educators
1 Flexibility Flexibility
2n Computer access Computer access

Software access
3 Software access Assessment

Communication

Internet access

4" Assessment Technical help
Internet access

5" Communication Support

6" Technical help

7" Support

Both groups have ranked the units in roughly the same order (technical help and communication
are reversed), with the units’ performance score higher for the educators than the students.
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Appendix 3:

Case studies

Seven case studies provide snapshots of current practice in online learning systems in
Queensland, Victoria and the Australian Capital Territory as seen by the staff involved. They
suggest a range of rationales promoting the development of online delivery and provide some
insight into the issues and challenges associated with its management and maintenance.

Case study 1 outlines Victoria’s statewide strategy whereby a central platform and online portal is
provided for use by registered training organisations (RTOs) in the delivery of online learning to
their enrolled students. Case studies 2—7 consider RTO initiatives. The acknowledged rationale
guiding online learning development can include a desire to:

<~ equip learners with the skills required for participation in a technologically dependent global
community

<~ enhance communication and access to information within a learning institution
<~ improve equity and access for VET learners

<~ improve an institution’s competitive edge.

While it would be inappropriate to draw conclusions from just seven case studies, they do throw
light on management issues such as:

< funding availability and allocation

< leading and managing online learning

< maintaining technical infrastructure

< inspiring, developing and supporting new roles for staff
< identifying and improving online pedagogy

<~ meeting learner needs and expectations

< evaluating and improving online delivery.

Resources may be concentrated on professional development for staff (case study 2) or
distributed more broadly so that e-learning becomes part of the culture and experience of every
enrolled learner (case study 6). E-learning may be part of mixed-mode delivery (case study 7).
Enrolment might be done face to face or online and require a cohort of learners to begin or take
place at any time. E-learning interaction may be one to one ot synchronised (case study 3).

The value of committed leadership and the importance of helping staff meet the challenges of
online delivery can be identified in each study.
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Case study 1: Developing Victoria’s online learning
capability—a central perspective

Context

Management of Victoria’s TAFE institutes is highly devolved. TAFE institute councils manage
their organisations in accordance with ministerial directions, performance and funding
agreements and commercial imperatives. The system operates on a training market model, with
providers (public and private) competing for market share, government funding and industry
clients. Local employment of staff places responsibility for selection, recruitment, industrial
relations and professional development in the hands of institute councils.

The state government, while being the owner of the TAFE institute system, has adopted the role
of ‘purchaser of training’ and has devolved to institutes responsibility for developing a response
to the training market, for developing their capability and for competing with other institutes
(and private providers) within the system. This requirement extends to the adoption of flexible
delivery and providing increased access to training.

Informed planning for online learning

In 1995, the Victorian Government determined that a system approach to developing flexible
and online learning capabilities was required.

The rapid impact of globalisation and technological change required accelerated development if
the system was to effectively meet those challenges. The cost of technology was seen to be
beyond the reach of many individual institutes. Devolution and competition provided no
incentive for co-operative arrangements that may have transferred learning and achieved
economies of scale.

Policy directions have been articulated in three overarching strategies:
< Communications and multimedia strategy (1995)

< TAFE Online (1998)

< Flexible learning strategy (2000).

These strategies have expressed successive government priorities for the development of flexible
and online delivery in Victoria’s VET sector, and initiatives to develop these capabilities within
the TAFE institute system.

The focus has shifted over time, encompassing:

< an initial focus on infrastructure development (in 1994, Victoria was the only state in which
TAFE providers were not linked by communications networks)

< improving teacher access to networked computers

<~ improving teacher skills in the use of online learning technologies
< developing content

< improving student access to learning through online delivery

<~ improving student skills in learning online.

The development of capability within individual institutes, independently of central support, has
remained a consistent objective.
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Sustained and committed leadership for online learning

Leadership is evident at two levels:
< from government, through policy emphasis supported by priority in resource allocation.

<~ from institutes, as areas of expertise are developed and as champions emerge to drive online
learning in the community. To meet community needs, institutes have also led in areas outside
the scope of central policy objectives.

Improving access and success for all clients

Development of infrastructure included the development of the TAFE Virtual Campus (TAFE
VC) with the objectives of:

< giving providers a consistent platform for online delivery where many may not have had the
resources to develop their own

< providing potential clients with a single, consistent and supported, portal to the whole
Victorian VET system.

TAFE VC Version 1.1 was launched in October 1998 and was relaunched in May 2000 in its
current WebCT-based version. The TAFE VC exists as one element in a policy context designed
to improve access and success for all clients. In October 2001, 79 providers are offering
approximately 1200 modules of study on the TAFE VC. Some 15 400 students are enrolled and
growth rates of about 1000 per month have been reported during 2001. In 1998 and 2000,
flexible learning networks were established with the stated purpose of increasing the State
Training Service’s capacity to provide responsive, quality training through flexible delivery
arrangements.

Supporting the needs of online learners

Building on an initial focus on infrastructure development, the current Flexible learning strategy
focusses on improving access and supporting the needs of online learners.

Resource allocation to TAFE Frontiers and support for the ANTA Toolbox developments are
increasing the range of flexible learning materials for online programs. It is intended that the
TAFE VC should address a greater range of learner needs by becoming a portal to a wide range
of information. This will assist prospective students to make choices, provide an induction into
the technology, link all Victorian TAFE library catalogues, allowing inter-library loans, and
provide career information.

Understanding the requirements of the online learner

The Office of Employment, Training and Tertiary Education (ETTE) and most institutes
regularly conduct market research and customer satisfaction studies. A major TAFE VC
benchmarking study was conducted in May 2000 to test the effectiveness of the TAFE VC
against customer and provider needs, and against world trends in online learning.

Effective design, development and implementation of
online programs

From a policy perspective, online program development is addressed through initiatives including
TAFE VC, TAFE Frontiers, ANTA Toolboxes and other targetted funding. The adoption of
online learning and other flexible learning strategies are part of performance agreement and
service standards for TAFE institutes and other providers.
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Research and evaluation projects have been conducted to identify elements of effective design,
development and implementation of online programs. Results identifying best practice are shared
across the provider system.

Provision of effective and efficient systems and services

A major focus of the communications and multimedia and of the TAFE online strategies was the
development of systems and services from a very low base.

The system approach (as against an individual institute approach) was chosen partly on
effectiveness and efficiency grounds: economies of scale became possible; large-scale
developments were affordable and system-wide standards and benchmarks for equipment,
services, quality and staff professional development were adopted.

Managing and maintaining the technical infrastructure

Technical infrastructure is managed and maintained by ETTE and by institutes. Funding of the
infrastructure is shared. ETTE manages contractual arrangements for the ongoing development
and support of the TAFE VC, while institutes are responsible for the development and
maintenance of their internal communications infrastructures. ETTE is responsible for ensuring
that system needs are met through adequate government funds appropriations and for
distributing funds to the system against specific guidelines. Institutes meet a significant
proportion of costs from self-generated income. A continuing challenge for the system is the
increasing cost of providing adequate infrastructure.

Creating confident, committed staff competent in using
online technologies

Throughout the three major policy documents listed above, high priority has been given to the
role of the teacher in online programs. The approach has often adopted cultural change
objectives to establish online delivery as part of the mainstream teaching and learning practice.
Throughout, this is recognised as a significant challenge.

Policy implementation has driven and directed government resource allocation. A recent example
is the priority given to the provision of laptops to teachers. Provision of a laptop was contingent
on staff undertaking specified professional development. Institutes are required to commit
significant resources to professional development and staff support.

This area is likely to present further challenges as the drive for efficiency and productivity, and
reduced government funding, clash with the additional requirements and pressures that online
learning brings to teaching and support staff.

Evaluating for continuous improvement

Victoria is the first state to develop and implement key performance indicators (KPIs) and
measures for online learning. These KPIs are designed to measure and report on achievement of
the government policy objectives through regular data collection.

While this suite of KPIs has generally met the needs of government, they have not always
addressed the concerns or interests of institutes. A more comprehensive communications
strategy incorporating many of these KPIs may be beneficial in contextualising the operations of
the TAFE VC and address user, staff and institute concerns and expectations.
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Case study 2: Acenet

Context

Acenet is a collective of nine providers of adult community education located across central
western Melbourne and regional Victoria. It is one of ten learning networks established in
Victoria to support the activities of the TAFE Virtual Campus.

The natural constituency of these providers is adults with low literacy and computer literacy
skills. A large number of these people are on low incomes, but there is also a section of relatively
affluent people looking to study as a leisure activity. Many learners make use of community
facilities, but an increasing number have access to the internet at home.

The programs offered vary between providers, but include a range of introductory internet
courses, the Certificate of General Education for Adults, small business, genealogy and language
programs, in addition to professional development programs for teachers, On-line.Ace and
Teaching and learning online (TALON). Some of these are supported on the Victorian TAFE
Virtual Campus.

Informed planning for online learning

Acenet providers have insufficient staff who can develop flexible learning resources to cater for
these groups, and so they have concentrated on professional development for teachers to
introduce them to a range of flexible learning methodologies. These include the use of
technology, but also focus on the application of technology in ways suitable for ACE. This tends
to incorporate simple rather than sophisticated technical interfaces. ACE teachers need to be able
to make use of the basic features of these, and often to support them in the classroom.

With a view to maximising the value of and access to resources, the network is encouraging
providers to set up their courses and delivery methods to be available across the network and
open to the public, rather than in-house for particular classes. It is looking to develop generic
resources, but still retain its focus on access and equity. As part of the funding agreement for
Acenet, it provides mentors for its newer offshoot, eLearning Communities, and also for a new
learning network based at Kangan Batman Institute of TAFE.

Sustained and committed leadership for online learning

The providers in the network have a strong background in access and equity, but it is necessary
to explore additional avenues in order to sustain its viability. The managers are working to
encourage ‘big-picture’ thinking, so that providers can see opportunities presented to them by
involvement in VET programs and user-pays activities. Leisure programs form part of a market
currently being explored. The presence of managers with a strong background not only in ACE
but in technology-supported learning is enabling the network to develop a strong and coherent
view of its future directions.

eLearning Communities conducted a skills and infrastructure audit through Acenet to identify
who would be the key people involved in their delivery, and what these people would teach.
eLearning Communities was planned in the first instance to extend the range of options for
learners in existing classes. Now, the possibility of other markets is being considered. There was
some resistance to this among teachers who wanted to stay in their existing territory of language,
literacy and numeracy, but there was also a good deal of enthusiasm. Like Acenet, eLearning
Communities is examining its programs to see how its current activities can be extended to VET
and to hobby and leisure coutses.
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Improving access and success for all clients

The online professional development programs are the principal tools for improving the quality
of provision for learners. About 150 people have completed the courses so far. The TALON
groups continue to meet regularly, while teachers who completed the other program have mostly
continued with online study. Many of the TALON participants presented papers at the Acenet
On-line Conference in 2001, and many of the discussions demonstrated a strong understanding
of the learning needs of their students, coupled with an enthusiasm for using online techniques
creatively.

Supporting the needs of online learners

An advantage of the small size of the organisation is the crossover between the roles of teachers,
network managers and administrative support, so that students can generally approach a person
who knows about their enrolment and learning issues and technical support needs. The style of
support offered depends on the way a particular course is set up and on the preferences of
teachers and students, but the personal element dominates. Although the Virtual Campus
provides some support mechanisms, students far more often prefer to contact their teacher.

Understanding the requirements of the online learner

One of Acenet’s managers, together with the manager of one of the participating providers, took
part in a national project aimed at collecting examples of best practice in ACE. None were found,
so they examined their own practice. This exercise illuminated the ways in which they support
their learners flexibly, according to individual needs.

For example, each TALON group has varied needs regarding both course content and learning
preferences. Acenet therefore surveys the students before they embark on their course to find
out why they are doing the course and what they want to learn. The course is then tailored to
these needs. For example, early groups wanted a general introduction to the range of
technologies available for online learning; now, more people know how to use the basic
technologies, but understand less about their application. These people need to learn about
online pedagogy and what is involved in developing and delivering online programs. They now
seek more specialised and task-oriented content, such as how to construct a course using
WebCT. Participants are set tasks and may choose to do them in depth or in a more superficial
way.

A strong reflective component is evident in the way they learn, so that the groups are starting to
identify the needs of online teachers.

Effective design, development and implementation of
online programs

In principle, and as far as possible, Acenet will adapt existing courseware and material created by
teachers ‘on the fly’ for cross-network use. As yet, the majority of teachers do not know how to
customise this material for online use, so the managers undertake this task. In 2002 however,
teachers will learn how to do this as a professional development exercise. Two work teams are to
be set up (one for language and literacy, and one for VET programs). Mentor relationships will
be established within Acenet, and the aim will be to customise and improve on a piece of
courseware and then deliver it online.

The reflective component of the programs, obtained by examining the content-rich postings,
provides an evaluative element.
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Provision of effective and efficient systems and services

The move to online delivery is proving difficult for some teachers and managers. Some are
unwilling to extend their area or activities, while some find it hard to make the shift to online
delivery. Interestingly, even some of those who took to online methods as learners have difficulty
as centre co-ordinators or managers: they tend to focus on the problems for themselves or their
centres, and find that systems and procedures can be unfriendly to online delivery. Nevertheless,
these people mostly adapt more easily than those who have done no online study. The latter
group may tend to assume barriers for their students, such as predicting that their literacy levels
will hinder them from studying online, or that they will not have home computers. In some cases,
staff may feel threatened because they think they will need to be more expert in technology than
is in fact the case. Generally, Acenet has found that students only become anxious about using
technology if the teacher betrays anxiety.

Managing and maintaining the technical infrastructure

All the centres participating in Acenet have good technical systems, partly because of their
participation in eLearning Communities. Some traffic jams on the system are now occurring
because of the success of the programs offered. Many, but not all students, have internet access
at home. All teachers make themselves aware of their students’ access and access problems, and
the courses allow provision to be made for the different ways in which students will access them.
Most centres have a person with responsibility for technical troubleshooting; support is also
available from teachers when necessary.

Creating confident, committed staff competent in using
online technologies

All Acenet teachers are sessional so they can easily be tempted away to more secure teaching
conditions. TALON and On-line.Ace are therefore important as a means of drawing new people
into the network. One provider has created a permanent online learning position, whose
occupant has contributed to the sustainability of the centre. A need is identified for one or two
more people like this in the network, and the managers encourage requests from the providers
for upgrades to services and conditions that will improve the quality of teaching and learning. For
example, a teacher may be encouraged to co-ordinate and teach across a number of streams
where there is less than a full ‘class’ load in each to ensure a viable rate of payment. They are
encouraged to do the work, document it and renegotiate their work agreement.

Evaluating for continuous improvement

Evaluation in this small organisation mostly takes place through continual contact with staff and
students, understanding their needs and progress, and acting on what is learned. Effectiveness in
the professional development programs is judged by monitoring retention rates, completions,
product development during the course, students’ own perceptions of success and quality, and
continuing demand for the courses.
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Case study 3: Box Hill Institute of TAFE

Context

Box Hill Institute of TAFE is a large metropolitan institute in Melbourne. It has been involved in
online education for a long time, being one of the first organisations to use electronic delivery
before the internet was in common use. The initial programs were conducted in conjunction with
Deakin University and involved email communication and remote access to a computer-managed
learning system to support delivery and assessment. The whole system was text-based, but
generated enough interest among staff to motivate them to learn and expand the system. The
institute’s extensive involvement has evolved from this eatly activity.

Sustained and committed leadership for online learning

Senior managers are strongly committed to online education. Part of their commitment was
established by ensuring they were familiar with the technology and could use it. They have all
been connected to the institute intranet, and to their files and the intranet through home cable
access.

The previous director of the institute was the main driver of online education and funded online
learning projects which centres could bid for. He also set up an online learning unit built on the
original computer-managed learning unit. This unit employs about 10 staff and includes graphic
and instructional designers. Each centre has an annual target associated with online learning.

Improving access and success for all clients

For some years, Box Hill’s online activities were led by a technological rather than an educational
focus. More recently, there has been a determined push to provide students with an engaging
portal. Students can obtain access to all their information on or off campus—results, timetables,
learning resources and jobs available.

There have been some very interesting projects to provide access for students. One highlight is
the ‘Learning centre project’ that provides online education to patient care attendants in the City
of Manningham. Computers for learners in this program have been located in the workplace. The
learners are mainly middle-aged female workers from non-English-speaking backgrounds.

Supporting the needs of online learners

The IT infrastructure is constantly providing increased bandwidth so that the students are
supported with fast, reliable technology. The present bandwidth is enough to enable most
students to get access at one time. The majority of the delivery online is through a multi-modal
approach that helps students gain access to information and facilitates communication, student to
student and student to teacher. This can happen synchronously and provides a facility to harness
support.

Understanding the requirements of the online learner

Our understanding of online learners keeps improving as there are more learners engaged online
and as organisations review their online delivery. The biggest challenge at Box Hill was for
teachers to learn how to develop a relationship with a student on email that helped to motivate
perseverance with study. A topic under investigation at present is the use of synchronous
tutorials, in comparison with asynchronous methods.
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Ways of presenting online resources that engage and maintain the student’s interest are also
under investigation. Anatomy and physiology, for example, is a subject that can be dull if it is not
accompanied by real dissections. Such dissections are not possible in a TAFE institute but the
online resources can include simulations accompanied by a variety of activities to appeal to
students.

Effective design, development and implementation of
online programs

Toolbox projects have been instrumental in providing some good opportunities and stretch
targets for effective design and development of online materials. Box Hill Institute is at present
developing its third Toolbox project.

Provision of effective and efficient systems and services

Some, but not all student systems ate available online. There is no online enrolment, but students
do have their own online ‘Student World’ that serves as an individual portal providing access to
student records, timetables, the library and jobs available.

Managing and maintaining the technical infrastructure

The technical infrastructure is the responsibility of a general manager. His enthusiasm and
attention have ensured that maintenance and support ate provided. But obtaining adequate
funding is still a challenge—and this determines the bandwidth available and the frequency with
which the IT infrastructure can be updated.

Creating confident, committed staff competent in using
online technologies

Staff have become familiar and confident with the online environment through a range of
strategies. All staff have a computer on their desk and the Office of Employment, Training and
Tertiary Education ‘laptops for teachers’ initiative has made a very significant difference. All staff
are expected to use Microsoft Outlook for email, their diary and booking meetings. There is a
large internal intranet providing information of the strategic plan, policies and procedures,
minutes of meetings, positions vacant and information about any activities such as the teaching
and learning conference.

Case study 4: Canberra Institute of Technology

Context

Canberra Institute of Technology (CIT) is in a unique position as the sole TAFE provider in the
ACT. It is also fortunate in that one dean of faculty is a member of the national Flexible Learning
Advisory Group so is closely associated with the Australian Flexible Learning Framework.

Informed planning for online learning

The institute has a Flexible Learning Committee that has produced a flexible learning operational
plan. Online teaching and learning is central to the plan and is recognised as one form of flexible
learning. The plan, which aligns with the Australian Flexible Learning Framework, defines four
target areas for action in 2001:
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<~ quality learning resources
<~ comprehensive student support
<~ supportive infrastructure

< creative, capable staff.

Sustained and committed leadership for online learning

Leadership is provided by the members of the Flexible Learning Committee with its local
knowledge and close connection to national directions.

Supporting the needs of online learners

An online student support centre is to be developed, including links to cateer advice, course
information, information technology and information literacy skills, student administration
services, academic support, library, frequently asked questions and IT support.

Online communication is to be developed as the preferred method of non-face-to-face
interaction between students and CIT staff. Online library registration is to be available under the
new library system.

Effective design, development and implementation of
online programs
A priority has been established for extending the use of WebCT for module delivery, and also for

the further use of ANTA Toolboxes. The use of templates and style guides for development is to
be extended, and further subject web pages are to be developed.

Managing and maintaining the technical infrastructure

Teachers recognise that technology access, workability and support are vital for online learning.

In recent years, problems have been experienced with the speed and reliability of the institute
network; students and staff have been frustrated by frequent downtimes and slow connections.
Improvements have already been made to the speed of access and more are planned.

It is intended to make internet access available to students at half the current cost. WebCT has
been selected as the institute online platform. Chat and Whyteboard facilities have been added to
this.

Creating confident, committed staff competent in using
online technologies

Online teachers at CIT exhibit enormous enthusiasm for their work but, as in other
organisations, many find that it is an unrecognised add-on to their load. A working group has
been set up to examine teaching loads associated with the use of new learning technologies.

A survey of professional development needs is to be undertaken. Staff development activities will
include an institute-wide action learning project. Emphasis is placed on the investigation and
dissemination of information on flexible learning and best practice.
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Case study 5: Southbank Institute of TAFE

Context

Online learning at Southbank takes place both through TAFE Queensland On-line and through
four eLearn centres. The eLearn centres are at present offering a number of units of study, such
as core computing units and units on subjects such as conflict resolution, negotiation skills and
report writing. ‘E-packs’ are in preparation for further courses.

Three of the four elLearn centres are situated in libraties. (The fourth cannot be accommodated
in this way because of lack of space.) Southbank considers this a successful model. The aim has
been to position elearn centres as part of an educational unit so that staff would see them as a
resource that would support them in trying out online services and in considering new initiatives
they might put in place.

Liaison librarians are a crucial means of promoting eLearn. They have undertaken a multimedia
course so they can act as a non-threatening sounding board for teachers and they make their
support available and visible by going out to faculties NET*Working 2000, Warman 2001).

The principal driver for the push to online at Southbank is the need to attract and retain students
who might otherwise be tempted to enrol elsewhere.

Informed planning for online learning

Implementation of online delivery is being incorporated into teaching and other activities by
means of workforce, team and individual development plans, a process that started in 2000 and is
continuing. An online strategy has been developed for the institute, with 18 tasks identified for
completion. These tasks include:

<~ otientation of managers, teachets and tutors to their changing roles in online learning, by
means of an induction process which will eventually be available online. The use of mentors is
seen as desirable. Along with orientation come issues relating to teachers’ work

<~ otientation of learners to the changing nature of learning in online programs. Again, the use
of mentor support will be considered

< establishment of a steering group for the online strategy in the same way as was done for the
internet strategy plan

< market research to improve understanding of potential target groups and their needs; the
open learning network will need to be expanded to all educational units for this purpose

< quality assurance for the online learner

< establishment of an online help desk for staff and students (seen as a role that will grow over
time)

< targetting a percentage of fee-for-service revenue for online development

< development of a package of online funding models, enabling teams to track the costs of
different learning approaches.

Online learning is positioned within the institute in four ways:
< in the institute’s internet and intranet strategy, which presents its public face to the wotld

< in the online strategy plan
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< in the educational strategy plans of faculties and educational units, which are required to
incorporate elements of the online strategy plan and which are responsible for increasing the
volume of online delivery

< in the Learning Technologies Plan which supports these strategies.

Sustained and committed leadership for online learning

eLearn co-ordinators may be teachers or other categories of staff, targetted and invited to take on
the role. At present, this function is taken on voluntarily with no allowance in the workload.
Among the benefits is a holistic view of the way in which job roles are changing. This view
develops through a quasi action-learning process. Co-ordinators are asked to prepare a
bi-monthly report on what they have done, barriers they have encountered, issues arising and
what they plan to do in the following two months. This process is currently being put in place.
The intention is that these reports will be presented to the online steering group that will then
contribute to a decision at institute level on how the agreed 18 tasks can be managed within
current roles. For this reason, it is seen as essential that the institute chief executive officer and
senior managers should support these developments. Such support is already present, but it is
intended that the communication process will be repeated to increase understanding and bed
down support more firmly.

Improving access and success for all clients

The question whether online learning has improved access and success for learners is yet to be
answered, as online delivery is still so new to the institute. At present, online learners (enrolled
through TAFE Queensland On-line) and face-to-face learners (enrolled through Southbank) are
categorised separately; face-to-face students may or may not know that the online option is
available to them. eLearn students enrol directly through Southbank.

Understanding the requirements of the online learner

Students are allocated a support facilitator whom they can contact by email or phone, or face to
face in the eLearn centre. The facilitator is required to contact each student shortly after
enrolment. Enrolment can be done at any time, but consideration is being given to having
enrolments every two weeks so there is a learning peer group.

Web board discussion is available, but does not yet have a high volume of usage. It may be
structured into the learning program. A difficulty for staff (apparently not identified by students)
is that ‘anytime’ enrolment means students are all at different stages.

Effective design, development and implementation of
online programs

Modules offered include a four-week module on eLearn Centre usage. Students are also offered a
unit on operating computer hardware to provide them with basic computer competencies.
Students are encouraged to visit an eLearn Centre so that staff can help them decide which
modules to enrol in and assist them with the enrolment process.

NCVER 123



Case study 6: Swinburne University of Technology,
TAFE Division

Context

Swinburne Institute of Technology, TAFE Division (Swinburne TAFE) is part of a large multi-
sector university in metropolitan Melbourne. It is a traditional bricks-and-mortar institute with six
campuses stretching from inner Melbourne to the outer eastern region at Healesville in the Yarra
Ranges. Swinburne TAFE is one of the largest VET providers in Victoria and it has had a long
involvement with online education through the development of online resources, trials of
different online communication systems and staff development.

While there is a small amount of distance education delivery through the online medium, the
main involvement with online education is through flexible delivery in a hybrid or blended
delivery mode.

Informed planning for online learning

The TAFE Division of Swinburne University of Technology has developed a vision of
appropriate e-learning for all students.
All students will have excellent e-learning experiences to enhance their learning,

employment and life opportunities to equip them for working and living in the global
community and the technological world.

The critical element of the vision is that teachers will be competent and confident enough to
choose the best use of the information communication technologies (ICTs) to facilitate these e-
learning experiences and to ensure the online experience is appropriate for each particular group
of students.

The development of a change management plan to support this vision was carried out by two
senior executives as part of an ANTA Flexible Learning Fellowship and is now being
implemented in the division. The plan provides a blueprint for implementing a pedagogically
sound approach for the use of online technologies in a traditional bricks-and-mortar organisation
to embed e-learning as part of the culture and of every student’s learning experience.

The e-learning@swinburne Plan was endorsed and supported by the full executive team. This
provided leadership for the vision that would reach all teachers and a plan that reached the
essence of all education—student learning. The plan is part of the teaching and learning strategy
for the division and has been embedded into the strategic plan for the division to ensure its
sustainability. Each department in the division has developed an action plan that ensures there
are actions and measurable outcomes against the e-learning@swinburne Plan.

Sustained and committed leadership for online learning

The TAFE Executive Group has actively supported online education. This is demonstrated
through the strategic plan for the division, the teaching and learning strategy and the
e-learning(@Swinburne Plan. The division also maintains the Customised Training and
Development Unit, which provides support for online education initiatives and online teaching
to all departments and units within the division.

Improving access and success for all clients

Students using online delivery for study at Swinburne have been overwhelmingly enthusiastic
about the flexibility and improved access it provides. This flexibility improves access to resources
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and access to courses. However, this flexibility is not available in all areas or in all courses. While
the e-learning plan aims to have all students experiencing e-learning, it must be an appropriate
medium for the specific group of students. Improving success for many students involves a
supported classroom environment and a slow introduction to learning online.

Courses are available both through the Swinburne website and through the TAFE VC. This
provides students with more options and greater access.

Supporting the needs of online learners

VET students need a supported introduction to online learning. This is provided in many cases
through a blended delivery model where students are introduced to online learning with the
support of the teacher in a face-to-face classroom situation. As the students become more
confident and more independent in their learning, they are able to utilise the full flexibility of the
online resources.

While Swinburne does not have a computer commons, there are computer rooms available for
general access. In addition, the library on each campus has open access computers available for
student use and the library staff are trained to help students with their online learning. All
students have a Swinburne email account and are able to email their teachers.

Online learners are supported by online links to the library, have chat room discussion and email
communication. The library has set up portals for different study areas providing a wealth of
links to different resources. One advantage of a multi-sector university is the excellent library
facilities, with online resources including electronic databases and electronic journals.

General institute and course information is available online and students can apply for courses
online. However, online enrolment is not yet possible. The university policies and procedures are
available online.

Understanding the requirements of the online learner

The vision of the e-learning@Swinburne Plan is that all students at Swinburne will have excellent
and appropriate online learning experiences. Central to this plan is the teacher who will determine
the most appropriate use of the online technologies for each group of students. Teachers are best
able to understand the needs of their students and can provide the supportive environment to
help them learn online. VET students are not independent learners and need help to manage
their own learning,.

This research is providing useful data to understand better the requirements of the online
learners at Swinburne.

Effective design, development and implementation of
online programs

Enthusiasm for online education was initially established at Swinburne TAFE through online
development projects. Two projects were won in the first round of the Office of Training and
Tertiary Education-funded projects: Wake up to online—online content in mathematics and
renewable energy—and Business online. Further work has been done within Victoria through
additional Office of Training and Tertiary Education-funded projects, through those funded by
TAFE Frontiers as well as national ANTA and Toolbox projects. Every school in the division
has been involved in at least one development project, with some areas having multiple projects.
At this stage, every department would have had some activity with online learning
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Provision of effective and efficient systems and services

At this stage, Swinburne TAFE does not have an e-business environment supporting its online
learning. The e-learning(@swinburne Plan details steps required to move in this direction, but
there is still a lot of work to be done. Course information, applications and student results are
available online. However enrolments still need to be done face to face or, in the case of distance
education, they are sent in and supported by staff, not electronically, at the other end.

Managing and maintaining the technical infrastructure

SITES is Swinburne University’s statement of directions for information and communication
technologies. It provides the overarching policy with regard to ICT's in the university and can be
found at www.its.swin.edu.au/about_us/its_directorate/no2/index.htm

Technical infrastructure is being updated to provide a faster more reliable network. The strategy
provides for:

<~ server and cabling upgrade
< increased communication capability both externally to the university and between campuses

< personal computer (PC) upgrades in classrooms.

The desktop strategy aims to replace and upgrade staff computers progressively on a three-year
replacement cycle while the classroom strategy ensures that the PCs for student use are upgraded.
This is providing the opportunity to move older computers into general purpose classrooms with
connections to the internet to integrate online learning into regular classes.

Creating confident, committed staff competent in using
online technologies

Professional development, professional development and more professional development are the
essential ingredients in helping staff become confident and capable at using the online medium!
This has been achieved in two ways at Swinburne TAFE.

The Customised Training Development Unit is a small unit which supports staff in the use of the
information communication technologies. This unit works in a matrix arrangement across the
division, providing mentor support, setting up peer networks and providing ‘just-in-time’, just
enough’ and ‘just-for-me’ training in the use of the ICTs.

Use of ICTs is a key platform in the TAFE Division’s professional development plan. Staff are
provided with both time release and mentor support to undertake action learning projects using
the online medium. National LearnScope funding is divided evenly amongst the schools in the
division and, in many cases, each department is funded for an online project. This funding is
small, but is enough to provide an incentive for staff to become involved.

The Office of Training and Tertiary Education has provided laptops for teachers. In Swinburne’s
case there have been 250 laptops given to teachers to help them use the online medium in their
teaching strategies. One of the conditions of receiving a lap-top is agreeing to participate in
professional development on how to use the laptop in providing online education for the
students.

Evaluating for continuous improvement

Online education has been embedded into the standard procedures within the TAFE Division of
Swinburne. The division has ISO certification and will meet all requirements of the Australian
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Qualifications Training Framework. Course evaluation occurs through the quality system and
online delivery is part of this evaluation. Staff and students evaluate all modules regularly and this
review process leads to ongoing improvement. Service standards, technical support and help desk
services are regularly monitored through the university, which is now subject to the Australian
Universities Quality Agency audit process.

Students using the ICT's at Swinburne participated in this study and provided interesting and
valuable feedback.

The introduction of a new online resource or online teaching strategy is subject to additional
evaluation. One of the best examples of this is within the Youth Literacy Program where the
students were involved with the development of the online resource, Be your own boss. The
students were on the development reference committee. They tested the product before release
and have used it extensively in class. Their feedback resulted in ongoing improvements and has
ensured the success of the product. This method of development is being used again in the
development of the next resource, Out there.

Case study 7: Tropical North Queensland Institute
of TAFE

Context

Tropical North Queensland Institute of TAFE has eight campuses, at Cairns, Innisfail, Tully,
Atherton, Mareeba, Mossman, Thursday Island and Bamaga.

Among the online programs offered are I'T programs, marine certificates, language and literacy
programs and Teaching and learning online. RATEP (a community-based Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Teacher Education Program) is offered on Cape York and Thursday Island by the
Faculty for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Studies.

Informed planning for online learning

The institute has a strategy plan for flexible delivery, including online delivery. The staff member
responsible for developing this strategy is a driving force for online development in the institute.
She emphasises the need to engage managers and other staff as well as teaching staff.

The institute’s strategic approach has been to begin by identifying delivery areas where a degree
of interest exists among the staff, and where there is a discernible potential for online delivery.
Teams and individuals are targetted for initiatives, nurturing their skills and building skills
gradually, so as not to overwhelm or alarm the staff involved.

A strong factor in pushing ahead with online delivery is that Indigenous communities want to
engage with technology and the institute would be doing them a disservice if it failed to provide
for this demand. The institute’s competitive focus requires it to take part in outback digital
networking activities under the ‘Networking the nation’ initiative, in conjunction with other
government departments. The Queensland Government’s Smartstate initiative has been very
helpful in that it has greatly increased awareness of technology.

The institute recognises that a key factor in the progress of online delivery is the issue of teacher
loads. Teachers are required to take release time to undertake online development, rather than
undertaking it as an unrecognised extra duty. The institute has devised a form of agreement with
teachers which provides that funds freed by their release for development are used to provide
backfill for their duties.
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Sustained and committed leadership for online learning

Senior staff at the institute exhibit a mixture of views about online learning, ranging from
strongly positive, through lukewarm to one or two who are not supportive of this direction.

In the current economic climate, ensuring a satisfactory budget position is the highest priority,
and views differ as to whether online delivery will help to achieve this. Although there is a view
that online delivery will assist the institute’s competitive edge, no clear position has been formed
about this.

Improving access and success for all clients

Access centres with computers and teaching support are available, associated with libraries, where
facilities (including access to internet service providers) allow. Students can use these at any time
when the facility is open. The access centre on the Cairns Campus has been set up as a flexible
learning centre, jointly funded by all the faculties. Those who have used it are supportive, but
those who have not are less so. A need is seen for a real sense of common ownership of facilities
such as this.

Supporting the needs of online learners

The support for learners is course-dependent and varies according to the enthusiasm and
capability of the teachers in those areas. Monthly workshops are held for I'T courses, which
students can attend as frequently or infrequently as they choose. Full-time face-to-face students
can access assignments and other materials from the website from home. These arrangements are
of benefit to students from different backgrounds and with differing I'T skills.

Some IT students (including one with a learning disability) appreciated the visual aspects of the
web delivery. Frustrations were experienced when technical problems arose, such as the network
being down or the connection slow.

During 2000, a LearnScope project was used to develop a program for volunteer tutors in literacy
and English as a second language. It includes a web-based text component, web board discussion
(with a requirement to post responses), and online induction. Students can phone in for help, but
some apparently think that, because they are enrolled as online students, they must only use
online services. Online enrolment is not available for students.

Teachers’ work

From the teacher’s point of view, being able to work at home is a positive factor, but a negative
aspect is that teaching online requires more work, and the demand does not stop during holiday
periods with students expecting that the teacher will be constantly available. This style of teaching
was described as ‘a labour of love’.

Understanding the requirements of the online learner

The institute recognises that not everyone is ready for online learning, and there is sometimes a
degree of resistance. It is therefore moving towards mixed-mode delivery and cohort (rather than
anytime) enrolment, to produce a sense of community among students and reduce the isolation
of the independent learner.

A problem arises from this policy because TAFE Queensland On-line operates totally online and
does not cater for mixed-mode study.
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Effective design, development and implementation of
online programs

Web-based learning materials, web discussion and synchronous chat are used in various
combinations, some also in combination with face-to-face teaching. The online media may be
used on campus or elsewhere. Many of the programs cater for mixed ability groups.

For many students, a supportive relationship with the teacher is an important part of the
program. There is a view that online students working at a distance need to be strongly motivated
and organised.

Managing and maintaining the technical infrastructure

A problem experienced by both students and staff is slow response on the network. This is
caused by insufficient bandwidth both on the institute network and on the internet service to
northern Queensland.

Creating confident, committed staff competent in using
online technologies

There is a strong emphasis on professional development, where possible harnessing funds from
LearnScope, Framing the Future and other initiatives to engage and develop staff. These are seen
to be very beneficial, and a particular advantage has been having a flexible learning leader on

staff.

This is certainly having results in some areas at least; for example, one teacher who two years ago
didn’t see how the web could be used for delivery now has three hundred students. In another
program, a teacher who until recently knew little about the internet is now using technologies
such as integrated video streaming.

These teachers are now encouraging others, and the institute is trying to create ways in which
teachers can teach each other, such as sitting in on one anothet’s chat session. But this can be
difficult for staff who are already fully loaded.

The institute is considering a number of questions related to directions for developing staff with
online capability, including the following:

<~ Do you have to be a good class teacher to be a good online teacher?

< How do you make sure that it is not the teachers who ate not successful in class teaching who
are moved into online programs?

< How best do you nurture the development of online capability?

< How do you reward those who contribute to the online development?
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Appendix 4:

Issues relating to research project

Project issues

A number of procedural problems occurred which contributed to delays in completion of the
project. These are outlined here so that future researchers and project managers can consider
ways to overcome them.

It has proved difficult to obtain the agreement of educational organisations to participate in
cither the survey or the case studies. The researchers consider that there are two principal causes
of this problem.

In the first place, many organisations do not have a staff member designated to co-ordinate
responses to requests to participate in research, and so such requests fall on the shoulders of staff
members who are already fully loaded; sometimes they simply get lost in the organisation.

In the second place, the large-scale investment in national and state initiatives designed to
promote the implementation of flexible and online learning has resulted in a large number of
research projects and surveys. While organisations are in many cases interested in and supportive
of these initiatives, the burden of responding to them has been enormous for both staff and
students, and the researchers in this project found that there was resistance to asking people to
take part in ‘yet another’ survey.

The approach to organisations through formal channels is necessarily slow, and nominations of
organisations were only received in December 2000, some months later than expected. It is very
difficult for organisations to respond to requests in December, and impossible to carry out
research involving students and educators at this time. The timing of the requests was a
contributing factor to the number of negative responses received. In the end, the researchers
used their personal networks to obtain participation. This is one reason why the response rate to
the surveys is not consistent across states and territories.

The best time to obtain student responses is from the middle to the end of a semester, and input
from students was received mainly from April to June and again from August to October 2001.

The researchers suggest that project timetables should recognise the length of time required to
organise surveys and case studies, and ensure that requests are made and data gathered at times
that suit the organisations concerned.

They further suggest that central co-ordination of all national projects involving data collection
would be of benefit, so that the burden of participation can be spread more equitably across VET
organisations and that such organisations may be able to predict when and how they will be
asked to participate.
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Survey issues

The chief medium of this study is the online questionnaire. The medium ensures the
questionnaire is accessible to all students and educators studying online at organisations linked to
the instrument. It is relatively straightforward (about five minutes work) to establish the link, but
it does require a person with the technical ability to do so. Organisations have been very willing
to carry out this task, but the action is often delayed because staff are already fully loaded.

Online questionnaires have the advantage of eliminating paper, postage and transcription. The
data go automatically into an online database. Many organisations have indicated interest in
persuading their students to respond in exchange for their data at the end of the study. The
researchers have agreed to send organisations the data pertaining to them, after deleting all
personal identifiers according to ethics requirements.

Interviewing students directly has been problematic. Arrangements with groups of students have
fallen through or students have just failed to show up at the arranged time and place. Insufficient
numbers of face-to-face interviews have been conducted for analysis, although comments made
have been included where appropriate. On a happier note, staff interviews have been wonderful.
Without exception they have been exciting, dynamic occasions providing a rich source of data.

It has been noted elsewhere in this report that the use of online questionnaires may limit the
population which has been sampled. It has been identified as important to seek the views of
those students who are unsuccessful or less than happy in their online programs. However,
reaching students who have dropped out of their programs, or who did not get as far as
enrolling, is beyond the scope of the present project. The researchers recognise that surveying
only those who volunteer to complete an online survey is likely to bias the study towards those
who have positive views about online learning.
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