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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis describes research investigating the effectiveness of an online 

learning environment in a Saudi tertiary setting.   A review of the literature examined the 

rationale and benefits of online learning and critical issues contributing to the 

effectiveness and quality of online learning environments, pertaining to learning theories 

and pedagogies associated with online learning, online instructional design, online 

communication, online instructor and online students.  The examination of students’ and 

instructors’ experiences and perceptions of online teaching and learning assisted in 

gaining insights into the overall effectiveness of an online learning model, identifying 

the pedagogies and instructional design currently associated with online delivery, and 

determining a number of critical components that would construct an effective online 

learning environment in Saudi tertiary settings.  

Students’ experiences and perceptions of their online learning were discovered 

through quantitative and qualitative methods.  The quantitative data on students’ 

experiences were gathered by using an adapted version of the Web-based Learning 

Environment Instrument (WEBLEI).  The qualitative data on students’ experiences were 

collected by open-ended discussion questions attached to the WEBLEI survey.  

Instructors’ perceptions and experiences of their online teaching were investigated 

through a quantitative survey using written open-ended discussion questions.  The study 

synthesised results from both qualitative and quantitative data and gives insight into 

constructing an effective online learning environment within Saudi tertiary sectors.   

Findings of this study served to generate recommendations to help tertiary 

instructors and institutions in Saudi Arabia to optimise online teaching practices and 

enhance the educational quality and outcomes.  Overall, this study affirms that online 

learning has the potential to offer excellent learning and teaching experiences in Saudi 

higher education.  However, the results of this study highlight the need for caution in 

maintaining academic quality and sense of community, which in turn, emphasises the 

necessity for a pedagogical transformation when designing and delivering online courses 
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in Saudi tertiary environments.  This study, form a synthesis of relevant literature, 

propose a conceptual framework outlining critical components of an effective online 

learning environment that could contribute to and guide future research considering the 

effectiveness of online education in Saudi tertiary contexts. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1    Introduction    

Over the last decade, online learning has grown to become a significant 

component of pedagogical considerations (Suanpang & Petocz, 2006).  It has been 

promoted as being more cost effective and convenient than traditional forms of 

education, and claims have been made that it increases opportunities for life-long 

learning (Skelton, 2007).  Online learning has demonstrated several benefits in 

comparison to traditional learning, particularly, in allowing for “learning anytime and 

anywhere” (Iverson, Colky & Cyboran, 2005; Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008).  

During the past few decades, modernisation of higher education has become an 

important issue in Saudi Arabia’s colleges and Universities (AL-Erieni, 1999).  Such 

institutions serve the majority of students through traditional instruction on their 

campuses.  As the population in Saudi Arabia is growing rapidly, the access to education 

is a critical issue.  At the turn of the century there were 16.9 million Saudis living in 

Saudi Arabia, and by 2011 the population is estimated to reach 25 million (AL-Balawi, 

2007).  It is currently estimated that almost half of the Saudi population is under the age 

of 20 (Saudi Arabian Information Resource, 2008).  This growth will therefore place 

pressure on the country’s educational system in providing sufficient traditional facilities 

for current students, whilst also providing appropriate educational services to the 

country’s qualified students (AL-Balawi, 2007; Al-Ssaif, 2005; AL-Erieni, 1999).  

During the past few years, Saudi’s higher education institutions have been 

debating the feasibility of implementing distance education programs as an alternative to 

regular classroom education (AL-Erieni, 1999).  Online learning or Web-based 

education has been proposed as an effective way to provide learning and teaching 

experiences to students and teachers in higher education.  Online learning can meet the 

demand for speed, flexibility, and outreach to distance learners (AL-Balawi, 2007).  
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Zhu and McKnight (2006) define online learning as “any formal education 

process in which the instruction occurs when the learner and the instructor are not in the 

same place and Internet technology is used to provide a communication link between the 

instructor and students” (p. 1).  Downes (2006) explains the modern online learning 

environment in the context of tertiary organisations. 

 

The dominant learning technology employed today is a type of 

system that organizes and delivers online courses-the learning 

management system (LMS). This piece of software has become 

almost ubiquitous in the learning environment; companies such 

as WebCT, BlackBoard, and Desire2Learn have installed 

products at thousand of universities and colleges that are used by 

tens of thousands of instructors and students. (p. 1)   

                                                            

In the last few years, literature has shown the impact of new technological 

products enhancing the learning and teaching practices at Universities and its high-profit 

prospects (Carr-Chellman, 2006).  To date, these expectations have not materialised 

(Guri-Rosenblit, 2005).  A significant percentage of education faculties believe that 

Web-based studies are the ‘great white hope’ for higher education, as this form of 

education is being adopted at all levels of schooling and is generating a great deal of 

interest in the instructional technology community (Carr-Chellman, 2006).  However, 

the practical reality requires critique and remains problematic.  For example, Tastle, 

White and Shackleton (2005, pp. 241-242) claimed that, although online learning 

“continues to evolve, its future potential is yet vastly unknown".  Reviews of the 

increasing volume of relevant literature have concluded that it contains little useful 

research on the effectiveness of online learning (Stephenson, 2001).  Although the 

integration of technologies into the learning environment is becoming a major part of 

teaching institutions, it is critical that integration is accompanied by careful research and 

evaluation of the effectiveness of these technologies (Skelton, 2007).   
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There are many critical issues associated with online learning.  Most critiques of 

this new technological innovation have focused on the degradation of the effectiveness 

and quality inherent in such a form of education (Ginns & Ellis, 2007).  Does online 

learning really work?  Can online education achieve the same outcomes or even better 

than conventional classroom teaching and learning practices?  Can University instructors 

make a pedagogical transition from classroom-based experiences to teaching via 

cyberspace?  Therefore, there are some cautions that, “New technologies may be used 

inappropriately or in ways that replicate teacher centered approaches and thus contribute 

little to improving the quality of learning environments” (Torrisi-Steele, 2002, p. 1). 

Currently, there is a significant rush to the use of online learning (or Web-based 

learning) in Saudi Arabia.  Institutions are, therefore, facing a new level of competition 

for resources to educate as many students as possible by implementing more online 

courses.  In response to these initiatives and in order for online learning to succeed, 

online learning has to be pedagogically sound.  Stephenson (2001) argued that when 

effectiveness is demonstrated “it can often be attributed to a pedagogical improvement 

rather than to the use of technology itself” (p. 61).  Considering the issues of 

effectiveness and quality, the influence of online learning environments on students’ 

achievements and instructors’ pedagogical practices need to be examined and fully 

understood from the perspectives of the two key stakeholders; ‘online learner’ and 

‘online instructor.’  Therefore, this study outlined an investigation into the perceptions 

and experiences of tertiary students and instructors towards the effectiveness of teaching 

and learning within online environments in Saudi Arabia.  

At an early stage, it is critical to clarify the distinctions between distance 

education, E-learning, online learning, and Web-based learning.  Distance education 

refers to the educational processes and systems where learner and instructor are 

separated by time and place.  E-learning (electronic learning) refers to the use of any 

electronic applications and process for instruction, including CBT (computer-based 

training), WBI (Web-based instruction), CDs, and so on.  WBI and online instruction are 

defined as “instruction via the Internet, Intranet, and Web only” (Davidson-Shivers & 

Rasmussen, 2006, p. 10).  Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen (2006) claimed that the terms 
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E-learning and online learning have been used synonymously with Web-based 

instruction (WBI), however, online learning (online instruction) and WBI can be thought 

of as a subset of the broader e-learning category because the focus is on the content 

delivered only via the Internet and the Web.  For the purpose of this study, WBI or Web-

based learning and online learning are considered synonymous and are used 

interchangeably. Also, in this study, the terms learner and student are used 

interchangeably throughout the study. 

 

1.2    The General Aim and Objectives of the Study  

With the rapid increase of introducing online courses in Saudi’s higher education 

institutions (colleges and Universities), and the demand for a paradigm shift from 

traditional classroom into online mode, there needs to be further research into the quality 

and effectiveness of this type of education.  The main purpose of this study is to 

understand how Saudi tertiary instructors and students experience teaching and learning 

within an online environment and how they perceive its effectiveness.  This study aims 

to explore the underpinning pedagogies and instructional designs associated with online 

course development and delivery.  This study also aims to identify the critical issues 

influencing the participants’ experiences of teaching and learning in an online 

environment in order to gain insight on how tertiary students and instructors should be 

supported in this new learning environment and, therefore, determine the critical 

components that would construct an effective online learning environment in Saudi 

tertiary settings.   

In addition, this study examines the influence of students’ demographic 

characteristics on how they perceived the effectiveness of online learning environments.   

A conceptual framework to underpin and inform the investigation undertaken in 

this study is developed from a synthesis of relevant literature.  This conceptual 

framework consists of five main focus areas:  online learning theories and pedagogies 

currently associated with online courses; the instructional design principles of online 



 

5 

 

courses; online communications; factors related to online instructors; and factors related 

to online learners.  

The objectives of this research were to: 

1. Investigate undergraduate students’ experiences and perceptions towards the 

effectiveness of online learning environments. 

2. Investigate the university instructors’ experiences and perceptions towards the 

effectiveness of online learning environments. 

3. Investigate the online course pedagogies and instructional design that is currently 

associated with online education.  

4. Investigate associations between students demographical information; gender, 

age, English language level, academic major, and students’ online learning 

environment preferences. 

5. Investigate the critical components that would construct an effective online 

learning environment. 

 

1.3    Research Questions  

This section introduces the research questions for this study. There are two main 

research questions and under each question there are sub-questions that take a holistic 

approach to the entire online learning environment at King Faisal University (KFU). The 

sub-questions were also used to address and lead the presentations and discussions for 

the findings in this study.  

 

Research Question #1: How do students perceive learning in an online 

environment within higher education?  

RQ 1.1: Are undergraduate students experiencing a positive and 

encouraging learning environment? Has studying in an online learning 

environment enhanced their learning outcomes? 

RQ 1.2: How do factors related to Accessibility, Interaction, and 

Instructional Design influence student responses? 
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RQ 1.3: What are the critical components that would construct an effective 

online learning environment in tertiary setting? 

 

Research Question #2: How do instructors perceive teaching in an online 

environment within higher education? 

RQ 2.1: Are the university instructors experiencing a positive and 

encouraging   teaching environment?  

RQ 2.3: Has teaching in an online environment impacted their teaching 

styles, pedagogies, and instructional design, how?  

RQ 2.4: What are the critical components that would construct an effective 

online learning environment in tertiary setting? 

 

1.4    Definition of Distance Learning and Online Instruction  

For the purpose of this research study, online instruction is defined as a form of 

distance learning.  This research focuses on online instruction for higher education, 

especially for distance learning.  Online instruction is one of the tools with which 

education is delivered in this mode of learning.  Web-based learning systems are 

generally housed administratively in distance education (AL-Balawi, 2007).  This 

section identifies both online instructions and distance learning.  

 

1.4.1    Distance learning 

The terms distance education or distance learning has been applied 

interchangeably by many different researchers to a great variety of providers, programs, 

audiences and media (AL-Balawi, 2007).  Moore (1993, p. 22), defined distance 

education as, “the universe of teacher learner relationships that exist when learners and 

instructors are separated by space and/or by time”, therefore it requires special 

instructional strategies, special techniques of course design, special methods of 

communication by electronic and other technologies, as well as special organisational 
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and administrative planning (Moore & Kearsley, 1996, p. 2).  Inoue (2007) illustrated 

the phases of distance education by stating, “in the past several decades, the format of 

distance education has changed from primarily paper-based instruction to integrated 

multimedia (such as the delivery of courses via TV programs) to the use of networked 

computers (the Internet) and the Web” (p. 9).  Chin (2004) indicated that in Web-based 

learning, the Internet or Intranets were used as primary mediums to deliver instruction 

anytime and anywhere around the globe.  However, Inoue (2007) argues that such 

common concepts of distance education, in which the learner and instructor are 

separated in space and/or time, does not address the “transaction and interaction” (p. 10) 

between the learner, instructor and amongst other learners as a recent conceptualisation 

of distance education.      

    

1.4.2    Online Instruction 

Online instruction is an essential approach for distance education and is delivered 

completely via the Internet.  Many of the Universities and colleges are utilising online 

instruction as a means of distance education.  Online instruction has a variety of ways to 

achieve the educational goals over geographic distance with diverse methods.  The 

primary concept to educators and researchers is that online instruction is a pedagogical 

form of education where students and instructors are separated by time and place, using 

technology as delivery tools to enhance educational objectives (AL-Augab, 2007).  

Considering the time and location factors, there are three types of distance education 

according to Davidson-Shivers and Rasmussen (2006); (a) distance education occurs 

when both time and location are different, an example would be WBI, when students 

and instructors interact via email at times convenient for each; (b) distance occurs at the 

same time (synchronous), but at different location such as Web-based courses using  

chat rooms; (c) distance education occurs when instructions are offered at different times 

(asynchronous), when the learner and instructor are not online at the same time.  

Online instruction, according to Khan (1997), is an innovative approach for 

delivering classroom instruction to a remote audience, using the World Wide Web 
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(WWW) as the delivery system.  This definition demonstrates the power of using the 

WWW to mediate communication between students and instructors.  However, 

Henderson (2003, p. 2), added more details when he defined online instruction as, 

“learning at a distance that uses computer technology, usually the Internet, and enables 

individuals to learn at their place without traveling to a classroom”.    Rosenberg (2001) 

further noted that online delivery is “the use of the Internet technologies to deliver a 

broad array of solutions that enhances knowledge and performance” (p. 28). This 

definition indicates the potential of using electronic delivery methods to enhance an 

individual’s learning.  

Online instruction, as a Web-based learning approach, is not simply placing 

lecture notes, nor placing links to content related sites.  Rather WBI requires content, 

instruction, teaching, cognitive, visual, and usability design principles to be followed, in 

order to fulfill teachers’ and students’ needs (Rice, McBride, & Davis, 1998).  Marsh, 

Price and McFadden (2000) illustrates that the content in online courses is presented by 

hypertext, audio, video files, and other multimedia formats, including resources such as 

chat, threaded discussion, e-mails and hyperlinks.  

Khine and Fisher (2003) described four Web-based learning applications as;  

(a) Informational Use, where the course information, syllabus, plan, instructions, 

descriptions are made available for the students on the Web. This form of Web-based 

application of informational use is used in conjunction with traditional classroom 

teaching.  It does not include interactivity and collaboration learning.   

(b) Supplemental Use, in this Web application, students use the Web to complete 

an assignment.  Instructors direct students who are looking for further understanding 

about certain material by incorporating links to related sources, so that students are able 

to explore similar Web-sites that provide them with more detail.   

(c) Dependent Use,  In this application, course materials exist on the Web as a 

major course component for students to use in their course as well as links to related 

resources.  Students are encouraged to be collaboratively active in their learning.   
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(d) Fully-Developed Use.  King (1993) describes that fully-developed use of the 

Web is a comprehensive replacement of the traditional form of delivery (face-to-face 

teaching) by providing the entire course in an electronic or online learning environment.    

For the purpose of this study, online learning refers to the use of WWW, Internet, 

and any streaming media to deliver desired materials, instructions, support activities, 

guidance and feedback for the purpose of enhancing learning and teaching.  Moore and 

Kearsley (1996) claimed that, online instruction requires special systems of course 

design, instructional methods, techniques of communication by the Internet and other 

technologies.  Online courses in this study are the courses that are developed within the 

fully-developed use of the Web.  These courses, according to Khine and Fisher (2003), 

are classified as courses conducted in an online learning environment.  Instructors must 

develop the online course materials with focus on a student-centered approach and 

accordingly they must design a range of online teaching methods and learning strategies 

that address this approach.  Also both student and instructor must understand their online 

roles before they can participate successfully in an online environment (Khine & Fisher, 

2003). 

 

1.5   The Emergence of Online Learning  

The potential of online learning was first recognized in the mid-1990s, soon after 

the Internet became broadly accessible to the academic community, the corporate sector 

and the general public (Tastle, White & Shackleton, 2005).  As early as the 1960s, the 

potential and power of computer-based training became evident through the introduction 

of simulations.  With the introduction of personal computers, as well as widespread 

accessibility to the Internet, a creative learning environment had been established, one 

that was favorable to utilising technology in many different ways, and even more 

specifically, for presenting computerised courses online (Harden, 2002). 

Online learning is one of the most rapidly growing areas of education.  It is 

expected to continue to increase as more colleges and universities offer more online 

courses.  Online learning has earned a level of respect, no longer viewed as just an easy 
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way to earn a credit or grade (Anderson, 2006).   According to Carr-Chellman (2006), 

public institutions are joining this revolution faster than private institutions, and larger 

institutions are joining it faster than smaller ones.  A variety of university-corporate 

partnerships are becoming increasingly common, with 66% of universities offering 

online learning that is involved in some form of consortium.  The Sloan Consortium 

(Sloan-C), the institutional and professional leadership organisation committed to 

quality online education, reported in 2005 that there was a 22.9% overall increase in the 

number of students taking one or more online courses, growing from 1.6 to 1.98 million 

students.  More recently, the findings of a new survey from Sloan-C (2009) showed that 

enrollments in online courses increased in 2008 by about 11% over 2007.  

One of the main driving forces for universities to use online programs, presented 

in the use of the Internet and the World Wide Web, was the cost reduction this type of 

learning offered.  The Internet could also deliver education to a vast number of students 

across the globe without any distance barriers.  Another force behind the use of online 

learning was the promise of flexibility, allowing students the choice to learn at their own 

time, pace and/or location (McCann, Christmass, Nicholson & Stuparich, 1998; Chin, 

2004).  However, while many are claiming success in the application of online 

education, there is a lack of evidence that these technologies have indeed improved 

learning and enhanced teaching in this type of environment (Russell, 1999; Yatrakis & 

Simon, 2002).  

When educational institutions, particularly universities, rushed into online course 

delivery, they mainly relied on the assumption that academics knew how to teach online 

and students knew how to learn online (Palloff & Pratt, 1999).  However, Finger, 

Russell, Jamieson & Russell (2007) claimed that the use of technology in teaching and 

learning must be based on a justifiable educational rationale.  There has been a debate 

over online learning versus conventional learning, in terms of student and lecturer 

performance satisfaction and outcomes, when the two learning environments are 

compared.  For example many studies revealed that there is ‘no significant phenomenon’ 

in terms of students’ outcomes in online learning environment compared to their 

outcomes in face-to-face learning environment (Yatrakis & Simon, 2002; Carswell & 
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Venkatesh, 2002; Motteram, 2001).  Chin (2004) in his study revealed that despite the 

high level of satisfaction with online education, both students and lecturers tended to 

still favor face-to-face education, in terms of the quality of teaching and learning.  

Between the two approaches; online learning and face-to-face learning; blended learning 

has recently become popular among instructional designers within higher education 

(Sparks, 2007).  A blended learning strategy refers to an integration of online learning 

and face-to-face learning.  Singh and Reed (2001, p. 3) described blended learning as “a 

learning program where more than one delivery mode is being used with the objective of 

optimising the learning outcome and cost of program delivery”.    

 

1.6    Significance of the Study 

In Saudi Arabia today, there are more than 25,000 educational institutions 

located throughout the Kingdom and more than four million students are enrolled in 

these institutions (Royal Embassy of Saudi Arabia in the U.S.A, 2008).  Since 2004, 

Saudi Universities have increased from eight public universities to 21 universities.  In 

addition, a large number of technical and vocational institutes and women's colleges 

were established, which provide a variety of modern comprehensive programs in several 

fields of higher education (Alebaikan, 2010).  Recently, a growing number of private 

colleges have been established, such as the Arabic Open university and Prince Sultan 

university.  Recently Saudi Arabia ranks 25 amongst other countries globally, in terms 

of women’s’ enrollment in higher education courses, according to the booklet of the 

Ministry of Higher Education (Khan, 2011). 

The current limited higher education resources in Saudi Arabia will result in tens 

of thousands of qualified students not being admitted into colleges and universities.  

Therefore, the lack of access to the higher education system in Saudi Arabia is an urgent 

problem that needs to be addressed (AL-Erieni, 1999).  Many educators are now 

considering distance education programs (online learning) as one way of solving such 

problems.  In Saudi Arabia, distance learning is one, among many applications, that 
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universities are employing to provide educational services to remote students (AL-

Hussein, 2004, AL-Erieni, 1999). 

The technological changes and the increasing amount of information have forced 

most institutions and instructors in Saudi Arabia to change their methods of teaching and 

learning (AL-Augab, 2007).  In order for Saudi Arabia to keep abreast with the current 

trends in education, Saudi institutions and universities recently moved towards the 

implementation of online learning (Web-based instruction) as an alternative to 

traditional education and traditional distance education (correspondence).  Osin (1998) 

believes that online education can be helpful, especially in less developed countries 

where there is a lack of educators.  In addition, online instruction might increase 

institutions’ capabilities to involve more students and provide access to educational 

resources anytime and anywhere (Mandinach, 2005).  Matthews (1997, p. 29) stated 

that: 

 

The Internet is changing the traditional definitions of classroom 

instruction, of research and of publishing.  universities have an 

obligation to take a leadership role in providing quality 

information, and must help re-establish traditional scholarly 

standards and review procedures for electronic work.  

universities had in the past validated content and organisation of 

information for traditional media, and there is no reason they 

should not be expected to do the same in the electronic 

environment. 

 

However, considering the effectiveness and quality of online education, Skelton 

(2007) stated in his study that, educational institutions should not be “forced by the 

trends and rise of internet activities to ‘jump on board’ regardless of the cost to academic 

quality and sense of community” (p. 147).  This raises the issue of effectiveness and 

quality of online learning environments in Saudi Universities.  Providing flexible and 

accessible learning environments is a vital component, but not sufficient for better 
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learning qualities.  Quinton (2006) stated that the challenge for educators will be to 

“harness technological innovations in ways that will assist to deliver high quality 

learning outcomes relevant to the changing needs of learners” (p. 543).  

 The implications of online education in Saudi Arabia is relatively new, it 

represents a radical shift in the educational system in Saudi Arabia.  AL-Augab (2007) 

suggested that the need for educational research, regarding the implementation of online 

learning in Saudi higher education, is strongly required.  He justified that the 

implementation of online instruction in Saudi Arabia has been limited and there has been 

a lack of information in the professional literature dealing with its adoption.  In 

educational settings, the adoption of new technologies fundamentally requires a full 

understanding of their impact on the learning and teaching process.  Therefore, this 

study is significant, as it has the potential to understand how Saudi tertiary students and 

instructors have reacted and responded to the online learning environment, and how it 

has influenced the quality and effectiveness of their learning and teaching experiences.  

AL-Erieni (1999) illustrated that the success or failure of online education efforts of an 

institution depends, at least in part, on the reactions and perceptions of those who are 

going to use the distance systems.  Research evidence suggests that “self-reports can be 

a valid measure of learning” and participants perceptions may be more important than 

reality (Rovai & Barnum, 2003, p. 61).  This study examines the effectiveness of online 

learning environments through the perceptions and experiences of Saudi students and 

instructors in a tertiary setting presented at King Faisal University (KFU).  

Many of the studies that have been conducted so far, have examined the attitude 

and the level of satisfaction, benefits and barriers, from both faculty members and 

students, towards online teaching and learning in Saudi higher education (see Table 1.1).  

These studies revealed that there was a positive attitude and a high level of satisfaction 

from both parties (students and faculties) towards such modes of delivery.  This positive 

reaction is referred mostly to the accessibility, flexibility, convenience, autonomy, 

engagement and active experiences that online courses offer.   
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Table 1.1 

Synthesis of the literature review related to online education in Saudi Arabia  

Theme Major findings 

Attitude  Faculty and students, female and male have positive attitudes towards adopting 

and participating in online courses or WBI (AL-Augab, 2007; AL-Balawi, 2007; 

AL-Ssaif, 2005; AL-Mogbel, 2002; AL-Harbi, 2002; AL-Erierni, 1999). 

Benefits 

 Increases accessibility, interaction leads to engagement and active learning 

experiences (AL-Balawi, 2007; AL-Gonaim, 2005; AL-Mogbel, 2002; AL-

Arfaj, 2001). 

 Improves and values their performance in teaching and learning, as well as 

increases flexibility, convenience and self-directed learning (AL-Augab, 2007; 

AL-Gonaim, 2005; AL-Mogbel, 2002). 

Barriers  Lack of knowledge on how to develop online courses, lack of clear online course 

policies, lack of clear ownership policies, lack of technical, monetary incentive 

and administrative support (AL-Balawi, 2007; AL-Shehri, 2005; AL-Ssaif, 2005; 

AL-Harbi, 2002 ). 

 Lack of interaction (AL-Mogbel, 2002). 

 Lack of infrastructure and technical support, lack of technology skills and 

computer literacy, lack of time to develop online courses, and lack of training on 

the development of online instruction (AL-Augab, 2007; AL-Shehri, 2005; AL-

Gonaim, 2005; AL-Mogbel, 2002; AL-Harbi, 2002; AL-Lehhaibi, 2001; AL-

Erieni, 1999).  

 

However, Filimban (2008) indicated that despite the positive attitude to the 

flexibility and convenience of online courses, the measurement of learning outcomes 

was still an issue that needed further study.  AL-Balawi (2007) indicated that faculties 

do not believe that students can learn better online.  This was supported by a study 

conducted by Chin (2004), who examined lecturers’ and students’ perception of online 

teaching and learning.  This study revealed that, despite the satisfaction and acceptance 
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of online teaching and learning, students favored traditional ways of learning and they 

did not believe that they could learn better online.  According to Ginns and Ellis (2007, 

p. 54) “the quality of students’ approaches to learning has been found to be closely 

associated with the quality of their learning outcomes”.  Many studies reported that 

instructors do not want to see online teaching replace classroom teaching as there are 

many pedagogical concerns related to online teaching and learning that have not been 

researched thoroughly; such as aligning pedagogies with online theories and 

philosophies, instructional design principles, communication and social interaction, and 

learner needs, styles and motivation (Johnson & Aragon, 2003; Chin, 2004; Filimban, 

2008; Siragusa & Dixon, 2005).  There is also a lack of literature regarding the 

effectiveness of online education in Saudi Arabia.   

This study aims to investigate and examine how tertiary students and instructors 

experience and perceive learning and teaching within online learning environments and 

what factors influence their perceptions.  This study also aims to explore the associated 

pedagogies and instructional design currently implemented within KFU online programs 

(EDE).  As other studies show, the current literature provides little information about the 

pedagogical aspects of online education in Saudi higher education (AL-Ssaif, 2005, Al-

Balawi, 2007).  This study also looks at and determines the critical components that 

would construct an effective online learning environment in a Saudi tertiary setting and 

investigates the potential and feasibility of blended learning to emerge as an alternative 

to the fully online learning environment.  

This study is a contribution to the planned learning strategy in Saudi Arabia as it 

is the first study to explore the perceptions of tertiary instructors and students towards 

the effectiveness of a fully online learning model ‘Enhanced Distance Education” (EDE) 

at KFU.  Also, this study is significant because it is, to the best of my knowledge, the 

first study to examine the underpinning pedagogies and instructional design of online 

course delivery within such a model in Saudi Arabia.  This study contributes to the 

knowledge of constructing an effective online learning environment, theoretically and 

practically, in the context of Saudi tertiary environments.  The findings of this study will 

provide insights into the acceptance and feasibility of online learning.  It will enrich the 
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theoretical knowledge on learning and teaching in online spaces within Saudi higher 

education settings.  A conceptual framework derived from this study, provides insights 

and guidance for the research, development and implementation of a sound and effective 

online learning environment.  Practically, the study puts forward recommendations for 

potentially enhancing the effectiveness of online learning environments.  This study 

could help educational policymakers in the improvement of strategies to attain 

successful implementations of online courses.  Finally, the findings of this study will 

assist in identifying areas for future research, investigating the effectiveness of online 

learning environments in Saudi tertiary settings. 

 

1.7    The Context of the Study 

This study sought the perceptions of undergraduate students and instructors who 

were involved in an online learning program in a Saudi tertiary environment.  King 

Faisal University (KFU) in Al-Hassa, Saudi Arabia was the selected university for this 

study.  Selecting KFU was for two reasons: first, KFU is one of the first Saudi public 

universities that has implemented a fully online learning model called ‘Enhanced 

Distance Education’ (EDE) as an alternative to the traditional distance learning via 

correspondence (Entesab).  KFU employs the virtual environment by offering Bachelor 

degrees through online learning environments.  Second, as an instructional technology 

lecturer at KFU in Saudi Arabia, selecting KFU was vital to my profession to explore 

the ideas, motivation and effectiveness of the new online learning environment for more 

successful implementation.  

KFU was founded in 1964 and is located in the Eastern Region of the Kingdom.  

In the academic year 2009-2010, KFU had more than 1400 faculty members and more 

than 24,000 on-campus students who were enrolled in the traditional education mode of 

face-to-face learning, and more than 26,000 off-campus students who were enrolled in 

online learning modes (Ministry of Higher education, 2011).  KFU is in Hofuf in Al-

Hasa and it comprises the following colleges and faculties:  College of Agricultural and 

Food Sciences; the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine and Animal Resources; the College 

http://www.saudinf.com/main/a8872.htm
http://www.saudinf.com/main/a882.htm
http://www.saudinf.com/main/a882.htm
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of Education; the College of Business Administration; the College of Applied Studies 

and Community Service; the College of Medicine; the Faculty of Computer Science and 

Information Technology; the Faculty of Science; the College of Clinical Pharmacy; the 

College of Community for Girls; the Faculty of Engineering; and the Faculty of Arts 

(Ministry of Higher education, 2011). 

At KFU, two methods of teaching are used to enhance learning.  One is the face 

to face approach, which is the most popular form of teaching used in all Saudi Arabian 

institutions; here students must attend classes on campus to gain their education.  The 

other method of teaching is distance learning via correspondence (Entesab), which 

allows students to gain their education off campus (AL-Augab, 2007); in this approach, 

students receive their content material by correspondence to study and sit their final 

exams on campus.  The latter approach opened the window for continual education as 

well as providing an enhanced experience, especially for students who received GPA’s 

in high school that did not enable them to enter the regular academic programs at the 

university (King Faisal University, 2011).  However, the Entesab program at KFU 

encountered many issues such as, the difficulties in communication between instructors 

and students; difficulties in addressing students’ needs in facilitating university services 

to them; and issues with students’ academic achievements (King Faisal University, 

2011). 

Consequently, in response to these difficulties with the traditional distance 

education system (Entesab), and in response to the international initiatives for higher 

education institutions to integrate technology in their methods of teaching and learning, 

KFU recently evolved their distance education programs from correspondence education 

into online education programs under the name of “The Enhanced Distance Education” 

(EDE).  KFU offers Bachelor Degrees via this online program in the following majors:  

Arabic language; Islamic studies; English language; Social studies (Geography- History- 

sociology); Special Education; and Business Administration.  

A brief description of the online program ‘EDE’ was provided by The King 

Faisal University electronic site (2011):   
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The system relies on the interactive virtual learning environment 

that provides direct interaction between the students and the 

instructors.  It uses content development technologies and 

incorporates an advanced system for lecture capturing which 

provides live lectures at students’ disposal for browsing, viewing 

and previewing using the internet at any place and time.  The 

instruction in the enhanced distance education program takes 

place electronically with no need for the student to physically 

move to the location of the university.  The examinations take 

place in dedicated examining centers predefined by the 

university at the end of every academic semester.  The 

instruction takes place fully through the student logging into the 

learning management system "Blackboard" available on the 

university portal.   (King Faisal University, 2011) 

The online program (EDE) at KFU provides the students with the following 

services:  

1. Students can access the learning content via slides, files and electronic content.  

2. Download and listen to the recorded lectures.  

3. Live broadcast of the lectures.  

4. Students can communicate directly with the instructor using the university’s 

website.  This is made possible using the virtual and interactive systems and 

forums available.  

5. Provision of technical assistance for students.  

6. Provision of testing centers all around the country to enable the students to take 

their final exams easily.  

7. Viewing the announcements and providing communications and services that 

come with the course.   (King Faisal University, 2011) 
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The online program or ‘EDE’ resulted in more enrollment rates for male and 

female students, which may successfully contribute to the development of the Saudi 

community.  Dr. Abdullah Al-Najjar, Dean of e-learning and distance education, stated 

that the number of students enrolled in the online education program ‘EDE’ increased 

and reached more than 26,000 students, 70% of whom have a job and family obligations.  

He pointed out that the dropout rate in the online ‘EDE’ program at KFU did not exceed 

3%, whilst the dropout rate in face-to-face education could reach up to 25%.  This is a 

clear indication of the success of the online program (EDE) which is currently 

implemented at KFU (AL-Mohsen, 2011). 

  University instructors and students are the three main stakeholders in higher 

education, however the university plays a more complex role.  McCann et al., (1998, p. 

6) pointed out that, “The introduction of information technologies requires universities 

to make a significant investment in the establishment and maintenance of information to 

support teaching, research and administration”.  As the use of home and work-based 

computers grows and as use of the Internet increases, students will expect universities to 

incorporate these technologies into their teaching and learning, administration, and 

information resources (McCann et al., 1998, Chin, 2004).  However, in order for this to 

be successful, it has to work pedagogically (achieving objectives for teaching and 

learning).   

The primary goal of this study was to explore the perceptions of the instructors 

and students towards the effectiveness of online education in a Saudi tertiary setting.  

This study investigated the perceptions of KFU undergraduate students who enrolled in 

online courses and the perceptions of KFU instructors who teach these courses online.   

 

1.8    Definition of Terms  

The following terms are used in this study and are defined to provide readers 

with a full understanding of the conducted study: 

Asynchronous is defined by Kearsley (2000) as “interaction that takes place over 

time, such as email or discussion forums” (p. 193). 
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Blended Learning is an approach which utilises online learning to complement 

face-to–face instruction (Roffe, 2004). 

Distance Education is an educational process with the instruction often 

occurring when students and instructors are not in the same place.  Methods of 

communication may be synchronous or asynchronous (Davidson-Shivers & L-

Rasmussen, 2006).  Distance education is defined by Willis (2000) as “the process of 

providing instruction when students and instructors are separated by physical distance; 

and technology, often in tandem with face-to-face communication” (p. 357).  

E-learning refers to computer-based training which incorporates technologies 

that support interactivity beyond that which would be provided by a single computer 

(Suanpang & Petocz, 2006).  Roffe (2004) describes E-learning as a shorthand term for 

the ways people communicate and learn electronically. 

Higher Education is the offering of courses and degrees to students who have 

completed high school; it includes individual programs, technical training certifications, 

bachelor’s degrees, master’s degrees, and doctoral degrees (AL-Balawi, 2007). 

Learning Environment is defined by Davidson-Shivers and Rasmussen (2006) 

as “a system that comprises of interrelated and integrated components that interact with 

each other and that are focused on meeting the needs of individuals within the entire 

system or organization” (p. 19).  

Online Learning can be thought of as a subset of E-learning.  It refers to content 

delivered via the World Wide Web (WWW), and Internet or Intranet.  This encompasses 

distribution of course outlines, lecture notes and assignments completely through online 

delivery where the WWW/Internet is the domain medium for facilitating student 

learning (Chin, 2004).  

Online Instruction is a set of course materials, activities, and assignments that 

are delivered over the Internet to facilitate and enhance learning.  It is designed to use 

the World Wide Web or any form of technological tools (e.g. email, audio, video, 

discussion boards, etc.) to deliver lectures and course requirements.  In online courses, 

students and instructors are not in the same place and they communicate synchronously 

and asynchronously. 
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Synchronous is the transfer of data on computers through the Internet in real 

time.  Communication is between instructors and students who are online at the same 

time. 

 

1.9    Overview of the Thesis  

This thesis consists of six chapters.  Chapter 1 introduces the general aim, 

objectives and research questions of this study, along with the significance of the study.  

The emergence of online learning in Saudi Arabia is also introduced in this chapter.  

This study is set in the background of King Faisal University (KFU), Saudi Arabia. 

Chapter 2 reviews a wide range of the literature pertaining to the effectiveness of 

online education.  Background information relating to online learning in Saudi tertiary 

education, and the influence of emerging technology within online instructions are 

discussed.  In Chapter 2, relevant literature is examined and discussed regarding the 

benefits of online education, learning philosophies and pedagogies associated with 

online learning and the critical factors contributing to the effectiveness of online 

education.  A synthesis of the literature findings leads to the proposed conceptual 

framework that underpins the data collection, analysis and discussion of this study.  This 

conceptual framework is discussed and introduced in the last section of Chapter 2.  

Chapter 3 describes the methodology used in this study, including the research 

paradigm, research survey approach, study population and samples, and the research 

instruments used.  A justification of the research approach, and detailed descriptions of 

measures, data collection, and analysis are provided in this chapter.   

Chapter 4 presents KFU undergraduate student participant data collected from 

the adopted WEBLEI instrument.  The quantitative results collected from the WEBLEI 

questionnaire, along with qualitative results collected from the open-ended discussion 

questions located at the end of the WEBLEI questionnaire are presented and discussed in 

this chapter.  
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Chapter 5 presents KFU instructor participant data collected from the written 

survey which used open-ended discussion questions.  The qualitative results from the 

instructors are analysed and discussed in this chapter. 

Chapter 6 provides the concluding chapter, and outlines the main findings of the 

quantitative and the qualitative analyses of this study.  It draws conclusions about the 

effectiveness of the current online learning environments at KFU, and accordingly 

suggests recommendations for the critical components that would construct an effective 

online learning environment in light of the conceptual framework proposed in this study. 

 

1.10    Conclusion  

This first chapter has described the rationale and significance for this study.  This 

study is set in the context of Saudi’s tertiary education online learning environments, 

with the notion of constructing effective online learning environments.  The general aim 

of this study is to investigate the perceptions of tertiary students and instructors towards 

the effectiveness of teaching and learning within online environments at KFU (EDE).  

Accordingly, specific objectives and research questions are outlined in this chapter.  An 

overview of the content of each chapter in this thesis has also been presented.  

The following chapter - Chapter 2 - presents an in-depth review of the literature 

pertaining to constructing effective online learning environments in tertiary settings.  

The proposed conceptual framework that has guided this study is also introduced in the 

following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1    Introduction 

This review of the relevant literature begins by introducing a brief description of 

online learning in Saudi higher education, followed by definitions of distance education 

and online instruction.  Then, a historical background of online education and online 

education technology is presented.  The literature then discusses the benefits and 

importance of online education and pedagogies of online learning.  It also explores the 

effectiveness of online education.  The remainder of this literature review highlights the 

critical factors contributing to the effectiveness of online education from both learners’ 

and instructors’ perspectives.  Finally, the conceptual framework, built from the 

literature review, and which guides this study, is illustrated.  

 

2.2    Education in Saudi Arabia 

As higher education in Saudi Arabia is the focus of this study, a brief description 

of the Saudi Arabian background and its education system is provided to help frame 

some of the general educational issues evident, as well as related to online education, in 

the Kingdom’s higher education system. 

 

2.2.1    Brief Background 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which was established in 1902 by King Abdul-

Aziz Bin Saud, is one of the Middle East’s most developed countries.  Islam is the 

official religion of Saudi Arabia and Arabic is the official language.  The population 

according to Saudi Arabia Information Resource (2010) is approximately 25.8 million 

people in 2009 with one of the fastest growth rates in the world (Al-Balawi, 2007).  

Saudi Arabia is a large country, which occupies almost four-fifths of the Arabian 
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Peninsula, with an area of 2,250,000 million sq. km (868,730 sq. mi), which is 

approximately the size of Western Europe or one-fourth the size of United States (Saudi 

Arabia Information Resource, 2010).  The economy of Saudi Arabia depends on the 

production and export of petroleum.  Saudi Arabia produces one-third of the world’s 

total oil and has a third of the world’s oil reserves (Al-Balawi, 2007).  

 

2.2.2    Educational System  

Education in Saudi Arabia commenced in the early 1930s (AL-Augab, 2007).  At 

that time, education was accessible to only a few people.  Educational opportunities 

were limited to individualized instruction at religious schools in urban mosques (AL-

Balawi, 2007).  Education has been expanded to accommodate the increasing demand 

for education and to drive the boom of the Saudi developmental process.  Some 70 years 

later, Saudi Arabia has a nationwide educational system that provides free educational 

programs, books and health services covering primary, secondary and higher levels of 

education (Saudi Arabia Information Resources, 2008).  Financial rewards for university 

and college students are used to motivate them towards further future development (AL-

Augab, 2007).  Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia aims to; (a) prompt an 

understanding of Islam, including the Islamic faith and values; (b) develop constructive 

behavioural trends; (c) reform society culturally, economically and socially; and (d) 

prepare individuals for useful and constructive social roles (SAMEX, 2007; Saudi 

Arabia Information Resource, 2008). 

 

2.2.3    Higher Education in Saudi Arabia 

Saudi Arabia has dedicated special attention to fostering higher education. The 

Ministry of Higher Education, established in 1975, began to enable the Saudi 

educational system to provide the human power necessary to run an increasingly 

sophisticated economy (AL-Balawi, 2007).  The Minister of Higher Education is 

responsible for the policy of higher education.  The Minister also supervises and mentors 
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the private and government universities and colleges.  One of the objectives of the 

Minister is to establish new higher education institutions throughout the country and 

expand existing ones.  Another objective is to launch undergraduate and postgraduate 

programs in most disciplines within Saudi universities and colleges.  Thus, Saudi 

students are now able to obtain degrees in any field within the country (Royal Embassy 

of Saudi Arabia, 2008).        

 

2.2.4    Online Learning Rationale in Saudi Higher Education 

The population of Saudi Arabia is growing rapidly.  According to Field (1994) 

and Long (1997), the Saudi population is expanding at 3.7% to 4.0% per year.  This 

trend has continued and there is no sign of it slowing down (AL-Balawi, 2007).  Within 

the Saudi national population, 54.3% are male and 45.7% are female (Saudi Arabia 

Information Resource, 2008).  One of the main challenges and concerns of the Saudi 

government is related to this growth in population and its increased responsibility to 

provide education in general and within higher education in particular.  

The total capacity of all universities and colleges in Saudi Arabia cannot 

currently accommodate the rapid growth of university students.  Although the total 

number of universities in Saudi Arabia has reached 21, up from 8, since 2004, there is 

still a large demand to provide higher education access to the rapidly growing student 

population in Saudi Arabia (Alebaikan, 2010).  To address this dilemma, distance 

education programs for college students have been proposed as an alternative solution.  

Several Saudi universities have realised the potential of this and introduced 

correspondence-based distance education years ago.  However, due to the time issues of 

sending and receiving material in addition to the lack of interaction between the students 

and instructors, this type of education program tends to be very traditional and 

ineffective.  

The feasibility of the design and implementation of online learning according to 

AL-Erieni (1999) has been debated by Saudi higher educators. Currently, the Saudi 

education system is shifting gradually from the traditional classroom to Web-based 
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distance learning in higher education (Alebaikan, 2010).  Online learning presented in 

WBI is designed to help the Saudi government develop solutions for solving problems 

related to the increasing numbers of students through extensions of educational access.  

Cherepski (2000) and Huang (2003) indicated that online learning is providing students 

in small communities the same opportunities for education that are found in larger cities.  

In spite of the fact that Saudi Arabia spends a third of its budget to modernise its 

education system (AL-Augab, 2007), many areas of the country do not have access to 

higher education (Abahussain, 1998).  People living in remote areas, in small 

communities and villages are often isolated by distance and lack of contact with other 

communities and government services (AL-Balawi, 2007).  Today, online learning is 

being implemented by the majority of Saudi universities to give students equal 

opportunities for higher education.  

 

2.2.5    The Internet in Saudi Arabia 

The emergence of the Internet in Saudi Arabia seems to have occurred somewhat 

late (AL-Augab, 2007).  In January 1999, Saudis started to have access to the Internet 

through local service providers (ISPs), under the control of King Abdul-Aziz City for 

Science and Technology (KACST).  Saudi Arabia has had Internet connection since 

1994, but it was restricted to state academic, medical and research institutions (Hussain, 

2000).  Access to the Internet was delayed because the providers were requested to link 

all ISPs operating to the main server at KACST.  KACST filters the information 

provided by the sites on the Internet before passing them on to the Internet users.  If any 

of the information is against the Islamic belief, culture, society and its values or 

traditions, such information will be blocked from being available (AL-Augab, 2007).  

Saudi Arabian universities and colleges have free access to the Internet.  Faculty 

members are able to access the Internet and use it for academic needs.  They use e-mail 

and develop a classroom homepage, which includes the syllabus, general instructions, 

exercises, assignments, examples, useful links, and literature references in order to 

facilitate the teaching process.  AL-Balawi (2007) and AL-Augab (2007) claimed that 
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the Internet in Saudi Arabia stimulates students to perform in ways that they never had 

before.  They are getting satisfaction in obtaining information, convenient references and 

independent studies.  

 

2.2.6    Online Learning in Saudi Higher Education 

With the significant popularity of online learning in Saudi Arabia, many higher 

education institutions have started to offer online courses.  The Internet is used to deliver 

course materials in text, audio, and video formats.  A number of studies have been 

conducted to investigate the feasibility and implementation of online learning in Saudi 

higher institutions (AL-Augab, 2007; AL-Balawi, 2007; AL-Ssaif, 2005; AL-Shehri, 

2005; AL-Gonaim, 2005; AL-Mogbel, 2002; AL-Harbi, 2002; AL-Lehhaibi, 2001).  

Most of these studies have outlined the attitude of Saudi tertiary instructors and students 

towards the utilisation of online instructions.  A number of barriers and motivating 

factors regarding participation in online learning environments have been highlighted 

along with some recommendations for successful implementation of online education in 

Saudi Arabia.  

A systematic and extensive review of the literature dealing with the integration 

and adaption of online instructions in Saudi higher education revealed a consistent 

positive appreciation and willingness to participate in online learning (AL-Shehri, 2005; 

AL-Gonaim, 2005; AL-Ssaif, 2005; AL-Mogbel, 2002; AL-Harbi, 2002).  For example, 

a study by AL-Balawi (2007) revealed that Saudi faculties held positive attitudes 

towards online instruction because it provided a valuable service to students through 

opportunity and access; and opened higher education to a broader range of students with 

interaction leading to engagement and active learning experiences.  Another study by 

AL-Augab (2007) also showed that both tertiary instructors and students appreciated and 

supported online instruction because of its flexibility, convenience and self directed 

learning.  Participants in this study believed that using technology for educational 

purposes would improve and value their performance in teaching and learning.  These 
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studies have shown the positive attitudes towards online learning in Saudi higher 

education institutions, however, there are several factors influencing this attitude. 

Some of these studies have emphasised a number of barriers that prevent the 

effective participation by instructors in online learning.  A lack of knowledge and how to 

develop online instruction, as well as a lack of established pedagogy of online 

instruction were hindrances to online learning (AL-Augab, 2007; AL-Balawi, 2007).  A 

study conducted by AL-Zamil (2005), evaluated the experiences and perceptions of 256 

male and female students towards online courses, which revealed that students did not 

have clear visions about online instructions and this affected their perspective towards 

online courses.  They believed this mode of learning required instructors to explain class 

objectives and assignments clearly.  This indicates that online courses in Saudi Arabia 

lack the effective pedagogy and design.  Therefore, establishing appropriate pedagogy 

and course design considerations were recommended (AL-Balawi, 2007; AL-Zamil, 

2005).   

The lack of effective training for online instruction, along with the lack of 

administrative and technical support for instructors when developing and designing 

online instruction, were perceived as additional barriers to online instruction (AL-

Gonaim, 2005; AL-Shehri, 2005; AL-Ssaif, 2005).  AL-Gonaim (2005) conducted a 

study exploring administrators’ and instructors’ attitudes towards the implementation of 

online instruction in Buraidah College of Technology (Saudi Arabia), to search the 

barriers and incentives that affect the adoption of online instruction.  Like the previous 

studies, the findings of this study showed a high level of satisfaction and positive 

attitudes from administrators and instructors toward online instruction.  The experience 

with information technology (IT) played a critical factor in the willingness to be 

involved in online instructional courses.  The two major barriers were; the lack of 

equipment and infrastructure, and the lack of effective training for online instruction.  It 

was recommended in the literature that more training needed to be offered to instructors, 

along with technical and administrative support.  In addition, promotion of instructors’ 

engagement in professional development programs regarding utilization of technology in 
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teaching practices was strongly recommended in the literature of online learning in 

Saudi Arabia (AL-Augab, 2007; AL-Lehaibi, 2001; AL-Balawi, 2007). 

While a number of studies focused on adopting online instruction in Saudi 

institutions, evidence suggests that its application is still less than what is needed (AL-

Augab, 2007).  The main focus of all the previous studies was on the implementation of 

online education through examining faculty and students’ attitude and exploring factors 

that affect such implementation.  However, none of these studies evaluated the 

effectiveness of online education.  Additionally, none of the previous studies 

investigated the pedagogical aspects of design and delivery of online courses.  

Therefore, the ultimate goal of this study is to examine the effectiveness of online 

teaching and learning with a focus on the associated pedagogies and instructional design 

currently implemented in tertiary online learning environments in Saudi Arabia.  

   

2.3    History of Online Instruction 

Online learning is the latest development of distance education, which has roots 

in delivery instruction (AL-Augab, 2007).  Online learning is one of the most significant 

new learning technologies to emerge in the last 10 years, “Whenever, there is rapid 

increase in the use of an innovation, the past may become lost or seen as irrelevant” 

(Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006).  Therefore, WBI has replaced other types of 

distance education methods such as television, video, audio tape, and fax (Blomeyer, 

2002). 

  The term “distance education” has been used for many years where educational 

objectives have been achieved in different geographical areas.  Bunker (2003, p. 63) 

stated “looking historically at global distance education will give us an appreciation of 

the present and a perspective on the future”.  Davidson-Shivers and Rasmussen (2006) 

provided a historical overview of distance education by examining its delivery system 

(Figure 2.1) as is defined by “which instruction is brought to and from learners” (p. 12). 
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Figure 2.1    

Types of distance education (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006) 

 

Correspondence Courses are one of the earliest forms of distance education.  It 

has been available to learners since the 1800s.  The mail was the medium used to link 

students and instructors.  Students received class materials and illustrations (print-based 

format), and also their feedback for pursuing learning objectives by mail.  Today, these 

packaged courses contain audio and video (e.g., DVDs, CDs), as well as printed 

materials.  The most recent version of integrated technologies, such as online bulletin 

boards and e-mail, are used to enhance the other media use.  Broadcast Systems began 

with the emergence of the radio during the 1920s and continued with television in the 

1930s.  Radio offered learners the opportunities to hear lessons and course requirements 

that they then respond to via the mail system.  The emergence of satellite technology in 

the 1960’s facilitated the rapid development and use of instructional television.  Video 

and audio has emerged as a tool to deliver instructions over the airwaves and a variety of 

distance education programs continue to be available through broadcast systems.   

Teleconferencing Systems and Communication Networks for distance education 

varies between simple telephone-to-telephone audio systems to desktop video 

conferencing, between two or more computers, to more complex interactive 

environments.  This enables learners to engage in synchronous instructional activities.  
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This type of distance learning has been utilized by many institutions such as universities, 

colleges, schools, businesses, and military networks.   

Computers and Digital Technologies were not widespread within schools, nor 

widespread within universities until the advances in computer-mediated communications 

and digital technologies have brought a major change in distance education by 

permitting synchronous interaction among participants in distance education 

experiences.  The Internet and WWW became major forms of delivery for distance 

education in the early 1990’s.  The Internet allowed the text-based material to be 

transmitted and the Web allowed users to find information, communicate and find 

software (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006).     

New technologies continue to emerge into the field of education.  The Internet, 

WWW, streaming-media, and personal computers are powerful mechanisms that have 

driven online instructions (AL-Arfaj 2001; AL-Augab, 2007).  In this stage, interactive 

Web-based learning has emerged during the last few years, with implementation and 

popularisation of new technologies that have resulted in new communication methods 

that have rapidly changed distance education (Moore & Kearsly, 1996).  The potential of 

online instruction was first recognised in the mid 1990’s soon after the Internet became 

broadly accessible to the academic community, the corporate sector and the general 

public (Tastle, White & Shackleton, 2005).  The remarkable growth in the use of the 

Web for distance education delivery has been influenced by the availability of 

technology in homes, schools, work, and public libraries (Davidson-Shivers & 

Rasmussen, 2006).  

 

2.4    Technology and Online Learning  

Online education is driven by a variety of technologies.  The role of these 

technologies in educational delivery has expanded rapidly (AL-Augab, 2007).  The 

application of the information and communications technologies (ICT) has been 

involved in enhancing, quality, speed, flexibility and relevance learning by education 

and learning institutions across primary, secondary and tertiary sectors (Marquardt & 
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Kearsley, 1999; McCann, Christmass, Nicholson & Stuparich, 1998).  Technologies 

include; computer-based learning, broadcast television, television to the target sites, 

video and audio tapes, CD-ROM and multi-media, electronic mail, the use of the 

Internet for online teaching and learning, research, and access to other information on 

WWW sites (McCann et al., 1998).  

Today, foremost among these technologies is the Internet and the WWW.  With 

the occurrence of the personal computer in the late 1970s, teachers faced difficulties in 

integrating these technologies into their teaching.  Higher education “fell short” to insure 

that new teachers were prepared to use technologies as instructional tools.  Not until the 

emergence of the Internet and the WWW, did technologies begin to significantly impact 

education (Sean & Edward, 2003).  The educational benefits of the Internet and WWW 

are now beginning to be recognised for all levels of education and at all times 

throughout an individual’s lifespan.  Education is probably one of the most important 

applications of the Internet.  Huber (1997) argues the growth of the Internet over the last 

few years has been phenomenal and beyond what any other technology has achieved. 

The Internet is a global network of many computer networks, and is comprised 

of thousands of smaller regional networks connecting millions of users in more than 90 

nations globally (Jonassen, Peck, & Wilson, 1999).  It provides many services, such as; 

information, communication, collaboration and educational authoring systems (Collis & 

Moonen, 2001).  The WWW, on the other hand, is a set of software and standards that 

allow users who are connected to the Internet to distribute and obtain information stored 

on the Internet.  Sean and Edward (2003) illustrated that the function of the Internet and 

WWW “in bringing about unprecedented growth in E-learning should not be 

minimized” (p. 5).   

The most beneficial function of the Internet is its flexibility, in terms of time, 

content, instructional approach and resources, delivery, and location (Collis & Moonen, 

2001).  Internet flexibility meets many of the learner’s and instructor’s needs.  

Davidson-Shivers and Rasmussen (2006) reflected that the use of the Web for 

instruction, not only provides for deep understanding and integration of content, but also 

provides a capacity for interaction among its participants.  The communication and 
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distribution capacity of the WWW and the Internet have created possibilities for new 

pedagogies and new expectations of what technology can do for education (Sean & 

Edward, 2003).  

Web-based learning, by its nature, is highly dependent on technology (Davidson-

Shivers and Rasmussen, 2006).  Internet and WWW communication technologies are 

considered essential components of Web-based learning (online instruction).  Today, the 

WWW extends multimedia and hypermedia lessons via accessible, flexible and a 

growing range of tools.  The “Internet integrates these components and extends previous 

technology by combining many of these features in a cost effective and accessible 

format” (Sean & Edward, 2003, p. 7).   

The rise and increased popularity of the Internet as a means to distribute 

information has changed the way tertiary educators have presented learning materials 

(Skelton, 2007).  The Web has also partly replaced the face-to-face component of 

teaching and learning and in some cases the Web has entirely replaced the face-to-face 

teaching delivery system (Udas & Brown, 2005).  For example, the learning 

management system (LMS) is one of the most mentioned e-learning technologies used 

by tertiary institutions in online learning environments (Carvalho, Areal & Silva, 2011).  

This learning management software, such as Blackboard, WebCT and Moodle, stores 

learning content and allows the content to be standardised and supported with slides, 

tests and discussion forums.  LMS is defined as a “distinct, pedagogically meaningful 

and comprehensive system by which learners and faculties can participate in learning 

and instructional processes at anytime and any place” (Chang, Chow & Jia, 2003, p. 

385). LMS is a powerful tool designed to create a flexible online learning environment 

and has become rich in both features and usage (Clark, 2002).  It can be used to create 

an entire online course or to publish materials that supplement courses that use an online 

element (Chang, Chow & Jia, 2003).   

E-learning is changing quickly and constantly with the rapid technological 

advancements and the developments of new tools.  The rapid growth of social 

computing or Web 2.0 technologies and virtual realistic environments is increasingly 

influencing the teaching and learning environment.  Schneckenberg, Ehlers and 
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Adelsberger (2011) described that the adoption of Web 2.0 technologies a new 

generation of e-learning, they called ‘e-learning 2.0’, has been produced.  They 

described the first generation of e-learning focuses on the distributive mode of learning 

and receptive communication- where learning materials made available for download.  

However, e-learning 2.0 emphasises the constructive mode of learning and interactive 

communication between students, teachers and experts.  Schneckenberg, Ehlers and 

Adelsberger (2011, p. 749) illustrated that: 

 

e-Learning 2.0 comprises the creation of a new kind of learning 

platform, which is enhanced by social software: This new 

platform design moves beyond close LMS, in which the 

presented learning material remains disconnected from open 

content in the Internet. LMS serve in evolving 2.0 perspective 

instead as gates that offer students structured entries into the 

Web. Teachers negotiate together with students’ learning 

objectives, which are defined at the beginning of the course, and 

supply signpost in the new way that they integrate micro-content 

in portal sites, which open the door to self-directed learning.   

 

Blogs, wikis, podcasts, social networking sites such as Facebook, YouTube, 

slideshare and Flickr, and social bookmarking and media sharing secrecies are examples 

of some social software tools that are increasingly being used in the higher education 

context and have received widespread attention.  A number of reports in the last years 

have shown social software tools positively contribute to a wide range of teaching and 

learning practices (Minocha, Schroeder & Schneider, 2011).  For example, students use 

blogs, as an e-portfolio or journal, to reflect and describe their own learning experiences 

as well as comment on important posts made by other course participants.  Another 

example, students use wiki to produce collaboratively edited materials or for 

documenting group projects (Minocha, Schroeder & Schneider, 2011).  The research on 

e-learning networks and communities (Ala-Mutka, 2010) concludes that social 
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computing or Web 2.0 applications enable users to access a great diversity of 

information in easy, fast and efficient manner.  They also provide learners with 

opportunities to “develop their competences in collaboration with other learners, 

practitioners and stakeholders” (Redecker, Ala-Mutka & Punie, 2010, p. 8).  The instant 

publishing tools of Web 2.0 facilitate the direct and immediate online publication and 

distribution of knowledge and enable everyone to become author and publisher at the 

same time.  By using authoring tools such as blogs, wikis, podcast and instant 

communication tools like Google Talk and Skype, users are able to contextualise online 

content, reflect and exchange knowledge in interactive learning environment 

(Schneckenberg, Ehlers & Adelsberger, 2011).  “It is widely accepted that social 

software’s ability to support conversational interaction and social feedback among 

students and to enable social networks and relationships offers significant potential for 

enhancing teaching and learning practices” (Minocha, Schroeder & Schneider, 2011, p. 

890).  

Virtual World such as Second Life is one of the Web 2.0 applications that is 

increasingly utilised for teaching and learning by education institutions.  Second Life, a 

3D social software application developed by Linden Lab in California, is the most 

widely used Three-D Multi-User Virtual Environments (3D MUVEs) for teaching and 

learning, a growing number of educational institutions and universities have a presence 

in Virtual Worlds and offer course within this environment (Salmon, 2011).  Users of 

the software sign up for free account, create at least one avatar to represent themselves 

and become a member of the Second Life.  Users are able to move around in the 3D 

environment and interact with other avatars including teaching and learning purposes 

(NMIT, 2007).  Virtual Worlds provide very powerful new cultural experiences for 

learning and for groups to work together in innovative and engaging ways (Salmon, Nie 

& Edirisingha, 2010).  Salmon (2011) outlined two key challenges for teaching and 

learning within the virtual environments:  to design educational opportunities and 

activities while exploiting the social nature of the visual environment and to train 

instructors/teachers, ‘e-moderators’, to utilize the new ways of learning (p. 68).  
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Another set of emerging technologies with the evolution of handheld devices 

incorporating mobile phone, wireless Internet connectivity and small-scale software 

applications (Skelton, 2007).  For example, the potential of mobile computing is widely 

recognised and demonstrated in hundreds of projects in higher education institution 

around the globe (Johnson, Adams & Cummins, 2012).  For example mobile 

applications, known as mobile apps, can be designed in features for students and 

educators to organise and exchange their ideas and knowledge collaboratively.  Johnson, 

Adams and Cummins in the NMC Horizon Report: 2012 Higher Education Edition 

illustrate some examples of the potential use of mobile apps in teaching and learning (p. 

11-12):  

  

Many apps, when coupled with digital textbooks, ease the 

transition for students who are accustomed to print books. For 

example, “Good Reader” is an application that enables users to 

highlight, annotate, sketch, and add footnotes to e-books — just 

as they would in the print version. “JotNot Pro” is another app 

that allows professors to digitally distribute course documents 

and students to instantly scan printed documents and store them 

on their device. 

 

As improvements continue, the influence of emerging technologies and media 

that can be integrated into online learning environment increases.  The adoption of new 

technologies will shift the potential of online learning environment to an advanced level 

with the students experiencing a greater engagement in their learning while utilising 

online resources (Skelton, 2007).   

 

2.5    The Promises of Online Learning 

The literature claims that there are many educational advantages with online 

learning.  Many studies reported that online learning provides students with creative 
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learning experiences and removes the constraints of place and time, and discriminating 

factors such as age, dress, disabilities, race and gender (Illinois Online Network, 2003; 

Wallhaus, 2000).  Online learning overcomes the obstacles in a traditional class that 

prevent students, who are unable to attend classes for any reason, from completing their 

education.  Online learning enables institutions to expand their resources to meet 

educational needs, provide students with desired learning styles, and offer students the 

opportunities of perusing a range and variety of study options (Chin, 2004; AL-Augab, 

2007).  Seok (2006) stated that online learning facilitated “self-directed learning, 

problem-solving skills, and higher thinking skills for the workforce at the socio-cultural 

community level” (p. 4).  Online learning could offer great opportunities for students, 

instructors, institutions, and communities that would not otherwise have been possible.  

Online learning and online instruction has been investigated from different 

aspects and views.  Table 2.1 provides a synthesis of relevant literature that outlines the 

benefits of online learning.  These benefits have been identified at the instructor and 

student levels.  

Students are the ones who benefit most from online education, due to its 

flexibility and convenience.  The flexibility of online learning opens the door for anyone 

to learn at their own pace and at their own speed, regardless of time or location.   

Students are able to learn in a convenient location when engaged in online learning, as 

long as they have Internet access, so learning will no longer be confined to a physical 

classroom.  With increasing numbers of students not being able to attend classes on 

campuses due to work, family or personal reasons, flexibility and convenience is 

probably the main reason why many students choose to do more online courses (Jeffline, 

2002; Coleman, 2005; Iverson, Colky & Cyboran, 2005; Skelton, 2007; Flimban, 2008; 

Pastore & Carr-Chellman, 2009; Salmon, 2011; Kim, 2011).   
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Table 2.1 

Synthesis of the literature review related to the benefits of online education 

Benefit Explanation  Literature Source 

Autonomy and Independence 

(Student) 
 Allows more flexible access to University study 

and a variety of study options. 

(Pittenger & Doering, 

2010; Zacharis, 2011) 

  Convenient and repeated access to Web-based 

material. 

(Salmon, 2011; Kim, 

2011) 

Socialisation (Student)  Improves the level and immediacy of 

communication between students and staff. 

(Emerson & Mackay, 

2011) 

  Allows collaborative interaction. (Salmon, 2011) 

  Address students’ needs, interests and learning 

styles. 

(Zacharis, 2011) 

Anonymity  (Student)  Removes physical cues such as language, 

ethnicity, gender and disability. 

(Inoue, 2007; Alebaikan, 

2010) 

  Allow anonymous contribution, which 

empowers students to engage and participate. 

(Filimban, 2008) 

 

Motivation  (Student)  Allows students to choose and accommodate 

their motivational needs. 

(Pastore & Carr-

Chellman, 2009) 

Accessibility (Student)  Access learning materials ‘anytime, anywhere’. (Pastore & Carr-

Chellman, 2009; 

Zacharis, 2011) 

Technological skills (Student)  Enhances students’ ICT skills. (Alebaikan, 2010) 

Administration (Instructor)  Administrative tasks can be organized 

effectively and students can be tracked. 

(AL-Augab, 2007; 

Pastore & Carr-

Chellman, 2009) 

Pedagogy (Instructor)  Shift towards the student-centered approach.   (Roffe, 2004) 

 
 More adoption of a constructivist approach and 

facilitates effective engagement. 

(Salmon, 2011) 

   

 

 

Another benefit of online learning is its potential for interaction between 

instructors and students, and interaction and collaboration amongst students.  The reason 

behind this could be that, online learning is not constrained to ‘fixed’ class time like 

conventional classes, therefore students and instructors have more time to interact (Chin, 

2004).  Moreover, students can collaboratively interact with each other through the 

work, in real-world problem-solving projects, which are now becoming popular in 



 

39 

 

education, especially in higher education (AL-Augab, 2007).  The interaction in online 

instruction, engages students cooperatively and collaboratively in their learning.  

Providing students with the opportunity to develop new skills, leads to the development 

of a learning community, which is the greatest feature offered by online learning (Hiltz 

& Goldman, 2005; Emerson & Mackay, 2011).  Collaborative learning provides students 

with the opportunity to discuss, argue, negotiate, debate and reflect upon existing beliefs 

and knowledge, whilst comparing with others (Grabinger & Dunlap, 2000; Salmon, 

2011).  Roffe (2004) stated that collaborative learning can provide “activities that 

develop better judgment through confronting biases and the accuracy of their (students) 

understanding about previous learning” (p. 93).  Interaction and collaboration can be 

facilitated through the use of asynchronous communication (emails, discussion forums) 

and synchronous communication (chat, whiteboards, voice and virtual scenarios) 

(Skelton, 2007).  Interactions amongst students through course discussions seem to be 

one of the most influential aspects of online courses.   

Online learning affords equality of social interaction for learners by providing 

anonymity of characteristics such as gender, race, age, social status and special needs 

(Inoue, 2007; Coleman, 2005).  Students within online learning can present their opinion 

and responses to questions and discussion topics without being shy or feeling 

uncomfortable about their participation.  Many researches note that students “perceive 

online discussions as more equitable and democratic” (p. 26) than traditional classroom 

discussions (Swan, 2002).  Asynchronous discussions, such as online discussion forums, 

afford participants the opportunity to reflect on others’ contributions whilst creating their 

own (Filimban, 2008).  This supports a constructivist learning theory, by allowing 

students to “build individual meanings through awareness of the variations in 

interpretation and construction of meaning among a range of people” (Alexander, 1995, 

as quoted in Chin, 2004, p. 29).  Online learning increases students’ experiences in 

talking to diverse groups and responding to individuals with different points of views 

(AL-Augab, 2007).  Furthermore, online learning could be an approach that helps 

students connect between what they learn and what they expect to do in the workplace.  

Students in online learning environments are provided with resources for real-life 
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problems that may help them to better understand the world around them.  Connecting 

the needs, problems and experiences of the outside world (workplace and community), 

with the students’ learning environment makes the acquired knowledge more useful and 

the world outside more comprehensible (Dede, 1998), which supports the learning 

theory of connectivisim. 

Online learning can improve students’ autonomy and independence (Pittenger & 

Doering, 2010; Zacharis, 2011).  Students in online learning are self-directed learners, 

they can navigate the Web-based learning material, have full control over the sequences 

of pages they wish to access and make their own decisions regarding what information is 

deemed to be important.  In other words, they can manage the information processing 

whilst accommodating their learning to their interests, needs, learning styles and apply 

the information that suits their situation (Zacharis, 2011).  With the self assessment 

feature provided by online learning, students are able to monitor the quality of their 

responses in online activities until they are satisfied enough to submit their work.  

Students through online learning are responsible for their own learning in terms of, 

determining the time and effort required to complete the task and courses requirements 

(Filimban, 2008).   

In addition, online learning provides administrative and pedagogical benefits for 

online instructors.  Instructors can benefit from the flexibility offered from an online 

learning environment to access their work and their students’ work anytime and 

anywhere.  Online instruction can be easily designed to track students’ progress (AL-

Augab, 2007).  Roffe (2004) and Weigel (2002) indicated that online learning affects 

both instructors’ pedagogy and teaching practices through the shift from a teacher-

centered to a student-centered, with an adoption to a constructivist approach to pedagogy 

that leads to better learning outcomes.   Online teachers can effectively engage with their 

students learning through asynchronous communication tools such as e-mail threaded 

discussion forums and also through synchronous chatting, and life video conferencing 

(Harden, 2002; Swan, 2002). 

This section has highlighted that online learning can be beneficial for students in 

terms of flexibility and convenience, interaction and collaboration, anonymity and social 
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equality, autonomy and independence.  Also, online learning provides both 

administration and pedagogical advantages for the instructor.  The following section will 

discusses the issues of effectiveness and quality of online learning supported by relevant 

studies.  

 

2.6    Effectiveness of Online learning 

This section reviews several studies that examined the effectiveness of online 

learning in comparison to conventional learning.  The issue of online learning quality is 

then discussed, along with several challenges and factors that contribute to the quality 

and overall effectiveness of online learning environments.   

Advocates of Internet-based education are largely ‘positive’ and ‘optimistic’ 

about its latent defects.  However, educators have many concerns about the effectiveness 

of online education.  Online learning effectiveness has been under examination for a 

number of reasons (Johnson, Aragon, Shaik & Palma-Rivas, 2000).  One of the most 

significant questions raised regarding online education or any innovation is, “whether it 

is effective or more effective than what is currently in place” (Carr-Chellman, 2006, p. 

98).  A growing body of literature has explored students’ learning outcomes in online 

courses compared with traditional methods.  Emerson and Mackay (2011) claimed that 

to date, the result of studies comparing traditional forms of learning (e.g. paper-based or 

classroom based) vs online learning in relation to students learning outcomes have been 

conflicting.  Some of these studies, for example, have found no difference in students 

learning outcomes between these two learning approaches (Yatrakis & Simon, 2002; 

Carswell & Venkatesh, 2002; Motteram, 2001; Green & Gentelmann, 2001; Johnson, et 

al., 2000; Schulman & Smith, 1999; Wade 1999).  A typical example of such a study 

was by Russell (1999), who completed an examination of more than 355 media 

comparison studies, technical reports and dissertations reviewing students’ learning 

outcomes (Ramage, 2002).  Russell found, what he termed, “the no significant 

difference phenomenon” (p. 12).  He discovered there is no significant difference 
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between online and traditional approaches, suggesting that there may not be any 

concrete educational disadvantages in Web-based learning.   

By contrast, other studies such as Hughes, McLeod, Brown, Maeda and Choi 

(2007) and Emerson and Mackay (2011) showed that online students outperformed 

students enrolled in face-to-face classes.  Other studies illustrated students’ preference 

for traditional learning over online learning.  Maltby and White (2000) found that that 

the majority of students (58%) preferred traditional (face-to-face) lectures to those 

online, considering that lectures have better educational value.  In addition, 70 % of high 

achievers and the majority of all students (56%) felt that the least beneficial aspect of 

online lectures was the ability to assimilate difficult concepts.  Another study by 

Ramage (2002), that examined the outcome of 25 online courses, showed that in general, 

most faculty members felt online course delivery was as effective as traditional courses, 

but expressed concerns related to the “promotion and encouragement of interaction with 

the students" (p. 3). 

Other researchers found that sometimes the students’ outcomes were slightly 

higher when using online learning (Carr-Chellman, 2006; Ramage, 2002; Johnson, et al., 

2000; Hubbard, 2000).  Typical examples of such studies are that conducted by 

Suanpang and Petocz (2006) and by Iverson, Colky and Cyboran (2005).  Both studies 

focused on the students’ learning outcomes in order to examine the effectiveness of 

online learning.  The results, from the analysis of the students’ grades and course 

evaluations showed that, the students’ outcomes were more favourable in the online 

groups than the traditional groups.  The two studies found that the online students 

achieved superior learning outcomes in terms of students’ grades, levels of satisfaction 

and utility, and significantly had strong attention to transfer their learning. 

Quality has always been a critical issue, as far as formal education is concerned 

(Anderson, 2008; Filimban, 2008).  Pond (2002) illustrated that early academic 

education was about transmitting content or knowledge, and therefore, the criteria of 

quality was limited to the assessment of whether or not the instructor was a content 

expert, and if the students could master and demonstrate the information provided to 

them by the teacher.  However, education today takes on different purposes and uses 
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different methods (Pond, 2002).  The use of technology, such as the Internet, for online 

course delivery, has offered greater educational flexibilities and accessibilities to the 

broader population.  This therefore, has created new challenges for quality assurance and 

accreditation (Chin, 2004).  McDonald (2002, p. 11) stated that, “online education 

creates a novel instructional environment with its own particular advantages, limitations, 

and challenges.  Ginns and Ellis (2007) also claimed that educators concerned about the 

quality of learning in higher education are facing a number of problems relating to:  

Flexibility with increasing work and familial commitments; modern communication and 

collaboration methods; immediate access to an increasing amount of knowledge in both 

disciplinary and future professional areas; and the understanding students develop to 

support effective learning.  Consequently, Internet-based education is evolving its own 

pedagogy that is challenging traditional education.   

Systematic and extensive research into quality student learning in higher 

education has occurred since the 1970s and these outcomes have identified key concepts 

related to quality learning in higher education, these concepts are:  (a) Students’ prior 

experiences, knowledge, conceptions and reasons for studying; (b) students’ perceptions 

of the teaching-learning environment; (c) the type of teaching-learning environment 

provided; (d) teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and conceptions of teaching; (e) course 

material selection, organisation, presentation and access; (f) approaches to learning and 

studying (Ginns & Ellis, 2007). 

Johnson, et al. (2000) argued that advocates of online education are largely 

positive about its potential, but before it can be accepted by the educational community, 

challenges must be addressed.  These challenges are “how to meet the expectations and 

needs of both the instructor and the student and how to design online courses so they 

provide a satisfying and effective learning environment” (p. 31).    Johnson et al. (2000, 

p. 32) defined satisfaction as relating to the “perception of being able to achieve success 

and feelings about the achieved outcomes.”  From this perspective, several studies have 

explored students’ satisfaction and several factors have been identified in the literature.  

Factors which have impacted on students’ satisfaction regarding online education are; 

course flexibility, content and design, support, and level of interaction (Mullen & 
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Tallent-Runnels, 2006; Chin, 2004; Martinez, Bosch, Herrero & Nuno, 2007; Lieblein, 

2000).  Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen, and Yeh (2008) used a multi-dimensional analysis with 

six dimensions; namely, learners; instructors; course; technology; design and 

environment, to examine student satisfaction.  The result of their study showed that 

learner computer anxiety, instructor’s attitude towards online learning, online course 

flexibility, online course quality, perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and 

diversity in assessments are the critical factors affecting learners’ perceived satisfaction. 

Equally, faculty satisfaction has a significant impact on education quality (Chin, 

2004).  Instructors are said to play a critical role in students’ learning processes in both 

face-to-face and online environments, as the attitudes of students towards their online 

learning is influenced by instructor’s attitudes (Sun et al., 2008).  Deubel (2003) argued 

that instructors’ general attitudes towards setting up online courses influence the overall 

quality of online environments.  Thompson (as quoted in Chin, 2004, p. 52) reported 

“faculty members appreciate the additional flexibility offered by online learning 

environments both for themselves and for their students.”  Instructors also find the 

experience of learning and using educational technology enhances their teaching 

effectiveness.  There are several factors affecting the instructor’s satisfaction towards 

online education, including the lack of technological literacy, the lack of institutional 

support, course load and quality, the lack of experience in course development and 

design, and the lack of understanding the students’ needs (Lieblein, 2000; Schifter, 

2000; Clarke, 2004; Martinez et al., 2007; Georgina & Olson, 2008).  Steel and Hudson 

(2001) identified other factors affecting faculty satisfaction and attitude towards online 

education such as:  (a) The instructor’s and student’s roles and relationships; and (b) The 

notion of value or benefit of online education, such as saving valuable resources for the 

lecturer, enriching the teaching and learning experience, and the notion of flexibility. 

Freedom and choice of place, pace and time are argued in the literature as main 

benefits for online students (Clarke, 2004; Anderson, 2006; Brockbank, 2001). For 

example, students using computer-based instruction generally complete their course in 

less time due to several reasons, such as the motivating images, the different forms of 

media and the quality of the presentations (Clark, 2002; Allen, 2003).  However, some 
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educators argue that timing is one of the critical issues influencing students’ learning 

through the online learning environment.  An example is a study by Martinez et al. 

(2007) who found, in their study of evaluating unsuccessful online courses, that timing 

was one of the drawbacks of online environments, as participants illustrated the lack of 

sufficient time to accomplish their tasks.  Similarly, Smart and Cappel (2006) identified 

in their study that the largest dissatisfaction factor reported amongst students was the 

time required to complete the online tasks, in addition to the lack of coherence amongst 

the content; the activities and the timing of tasks.  Furthermore, Carr-Chellman (2006) 

argued that although the Internet has been shown as a potentially useful investigating 

tool, the information found on it may not necessarily be reliable, and almost everyone 

who has spent time surfing the Web knows the inefficient use of time spent in searching 

for items amongst the thousands of sites available online.   

From the instructor’s perspective, time is also an issue impeding online 

education.  All of the points mentioned above became time issues from the learner's 

perspective.  Ramage (2002) examined the outcomes of 25 new online courses.  Some of 

the findings included the faculties reporting "high stress" and "large time investment 

with learning technologies employed in online course delivery" (p. 3).  Tastle, White and 

Shackleton (2005) investigated time issues from the instructor’s point of view.  The 

findings of their study revealed that not all courses were as successful as expected.  

Seventy one percent of the respondents spent more time teaching an online course, and 

89% reported that preparing an e-course takes more time than preparing a traditional 

course (Tastle, White, & Shackleton, 2005).  Students need a high level of interaction, 

which resulted in a large number of postings on the discussion boards.  However this is 

necessary for the students (and equally, time-consuming for them), this ‘need’ to interact 

posed a particular strain on the faculty, who often received hundreds of postings daily 

(Schifter, 2000; Kenny, 2003; Tastle, White, & Shackleton, 2005; Carr-Chellman, 

2006).  The intensity in instructors’ work load critically affects their responsiveness to 

their students in the online learning environment, which might consequently affect the 

overall learning outcomes. 
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Online learning also raises the question of equity (Chin, 2004).  One of the 

strengths of online education is that the Internet and new technologies opens up the 

possibilities of widening access to higher education for distance students who cannot 

attend conventional classrooms.  However, according to Blaire (1999), it may not 

address the needs of students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds.  For 

example, students who have access to computing facilities available on-campus have an 

advantage over those who must pay for an Internet Service Provider to gain access to the 

Internet.  Even students who have access to the Internet may still be faced with de-

motivating factors such as the isolation from a learning community, which can 

contribute to low completion rates in online courses (Guri-Rosenblit, 2005).  Users of 

online education are expected to be computer literate (Chin, 2004).  However, Harden, 

(2002) and OECD (2005) argue that students participating in online education are 

usually less qualified to cope with academic studies.  Second-chance and unprepared 

students are less qualified to use technologies for these purposes, particularly at the 

undergraduate level.  Besides that, the human capacity to adapt to new technology, new 

habits or a new style of learning is slow and needs high levels of support, for both the 

students and educators (OECD, 2005; Guri-Rosenblit, 2005).  Kilian (1997, p.1) claimed 

that online learning "is not for everyone".  A major hazard for people is that they come 

to think everyone must be as temperamentally suited to these machines as they are.  

Therefore, it is important that educational institutions recognise that students’ computer 

literacy plays a critical role in their access, and eventually in their learning (Chin, 2004).  

However, Phipps and Merisotis (1999), in a review of the research literature on 

the effectiveness of online education, concluded that the technology involved “is not 

nearly as important as other factors, such as learning tasks, learner characteristics, 

student motivation and the instructor” (p. 17).  Online instruction allows a collaborative, 

interactive environment, which is the most important learning tool in its effect on 

learning outcomes in online environment.  An effective delivery of online courses must 

be based on utilising student-to-student interaction, engaging students critically in the 

course activities, developing students’ self-directed abilities, and allowing students to 

gain knowledge about themselves and the world around them (Moore, 2001; Filimban, 
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2008).  Cooper (2000) believed that online instruction can offer new challenges and 

opportunities to both students and instructors and can provide an effective educational 

environment that is a viable alternative to traditional classroom instruction.  Morris and 

Zuluage (2003) conducted a study in Australia comparing traditional instructional 

technology courses versus online courses.  They found that students achieved higher 

outcomes in online courses more than traditional courses and discovered that “the most 

important determinant of online students’ learning outcomes is frequent student/staff 

interaction” (p. 354).  Benbunan-Fich and Hiltz (2003) also emphasized collaboration 

and contact with the instructors as being essential for improving learning outcomes.  

Stephenson (2001) outlined four major factors that constitute an effective online learning 

environment:  Dialogue that appears in many forms of online education such as e-mail, 

bulletin boards, ‘real-time’ chat, synchronous chat, group discussion and debate; 

involvement that includes active engagement with the material, students’ collaborations, 

student direction, flow and motivation; support that includes periodic face-to-face 

contact, online tutorial supervision, peer support, advice from expert, feedback on 

performance, support services and software tools; control that refers to the extent to 

which the learners have control over their learning and the extent to which they are 

encouraged to exercise such control.  Control includes responses to activities, pace and 

timing, choice of content, management of learning activities, learning goals and 

outcomes, directions and assessment of performance (Stephenson, 2001, pp. 38-40).  

From analysing the various research studies related to online education, Filimban 

(2008) outlines seven concepts that were repeatedly related to the quality and 

effectiveness of online learning:  Students/staff interaction and collaboration; students’ 

direct learning/ active learning; prompt feedback; technology experience/ 

accessibility/user friendly; role of teacher as facilitator/mentor; learning communities; 

and clear goals and objectives.  Although concepts such as social presence, diverse 

learning styles and authentic tasks were not emphasised as much in the literature as the 

concepts listed above, some of the researchers considered them to significantly influence 

the effectiveness of  online learning environment (Inoue, 2007; Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 

2008).  The teacher in an effective online course, as someone who facilitates expert 
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course design and delivery, includes appropriate assessments and encourages 

collaboration.  These teachers allow students the opportunity to be self directed in their 

learning, expand their technology and critical thinking skills, and apply them in the real 

world.  Furthermore, they encourage students to gain knowledge about themselves and 

the world around them while engaging with the course materials (Filimban, 2008). 

In summary, this section reviews the literature regarding the success of online 

learning and highlights some of the contributing elements related to the online student, 

the online instructor and online courses that influence the effectiveness and quality of 

online learning.  Several examples have been outlined in relation to what constitutes an 

effective online learning environment.  The following section will review and discuss 

the literature pertaining to learning theories and pedagogies associated with online 

learning environments. 

 

2.7    Online Learning Theories and Pedagogy 

Where effectiveness is demonstrated, it is often attributed to a pedagogical 

improvement rather than to the use of technology itself (Stephenson, 2001).  Cook 

(2002) argued that in online learning, “the theoretic basis from a pedagogical perspective 

is very rudimentary, with much of the development being on the technical level” (p. 23). 

Online learning and teaching is not a new format of instructional delivery (Olsen, 2002), 

but “a new form of pedagogy” (Sean & Edward, 2003, p. 1).  One of the major changes 

as a consequence of learning with technology is the shift of the control of the learning 

from the teacher, to both teacher and learner sharing the responsibilities (Newhouse, 

2002).  Khine and Fisher (2003, p. 98) stated that:  

 

With the advent of global communications, network learning 

environments can now utilise local and global communities, peer 

interaction and knowledgeable others, and allow different, new 

and existing approaches to teaching, learning and assessment. 

Educators can shift their pedagogical approach towards a balance 
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between the appropriate uses of direct instruction with a 

collaborative, inquiry-driven, knowledge construction approach 

allowing students to achieve far beyond expectations.  

 

The literature of online learning has indicated that online instructions are often 

implemented in very traditional practices.  Designers are usually creating online courses 

that are simple alterations of their equivalent face-to-face counterparts and the primary 

goal of an online course is often to transfer information from the instructor to the 

students by providing students with access to information and expecting them to 

illustrate their learning on an exam (Johnson & Aragon, 2003).  Quinton (2006) 

confirms the common misunderstanding by academic administrators that teaching is 

mainly about “delivering content in a similar manner to channeling water through a 

pipe” (p. 23).   The growth of online learning raises the issue of the effectiveness and 

quality of this environment, which inherently raises the challenge for educators to shift 

their pedagogical approaches to incorporate the most effective and innovative 

instructional strategies in delivering their courses.  Lipponen, Lallimo, and Lakkala 

(2006) argued that applying new technologies in learning environments in order to 

reproduce previous practices of learning and teaching is considered ineffective.  New 

technologies may be used inappropriately or in ways that “replicate teacher-centered 

approaches and thus may contribute little to improving the quality of learning 

environment” (Torrisi-Steele, 2002, p. 1).  Skelton (2007) argues that a simplistic 

content delivery model might be adequate for a web-based system, but may not address 

the necessary complexities of learning. 

Palloff and Pratt (1999) argued that the shift towards teaching in cyberspace 

requires educators to convert their pedagogy rather than convert their curriculums.  For 

educators, the successful shift in the pedagogical approaches when using technology-

rich environments requires an awareness of learning theories and philosophies 

(Govindasamy, 2002; Johnson & Warren, 2002).  Roffe suggested that the “choice of 

method should be driven by a coherent and conscious view of how people learn” argued 

Roffe (2004, p. 76).  Therefore, educators and instructional designers need to re-examine 
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their traditional perspectives and adopt learning and teaching philosophies that are most 

appropriate for online instruction.  Instructional designers need to align their learning 

goals and instructional methods to the appropriate learning theories. 

Online learning is a subset of learning in general, therefore how adults learn 

generally, is expected to be relevant to how they learn in an online environment 

(Anderson, 2006).  Brandsford, Brown and Cocking (1999) illustrated that effective 

learning environments are framed within the convergence of four overlapping lenses:   

Learner-centred, by understanding learner’s pre-existing knowledge and 

accommodating learner’s cultural attributes;  knowledge-centred, by allowing the learner 

to experience the variation of knowledge among disciplines which reflect upon their 

own thinking autonomously; assessment-centred emphasises the formative evaluation 

that contributes to motivating, informing, and providing feedback to both learners and 

instructors by providing learners with high quantity and quality of assessment tools 

whilst maintaining learner’s interest and commitment; and community-centred, where 

learners create knowledge collaboratively.  Johnson and Aragona (2003) argued that the 

new philosophy of teaching and learning in online environments should be built on a 

combination of learning theories rather than being confined to one preferred perspective.  

For example, quality online learning environments should be comprised of positive and 

powerful aspects of each individual learning theory.   

Learning theories and philosophies that will inform online pedagogies are; 

Andragogy (adult learning theory), Behaviourism, Cognitivism, Constructivism, 

Connectivism, Hyperpedagogy.  Each will be addressed to inform the construction of 

what could be considered effective online pedagogy.  As this study focuses on adult 

learners in higher education, a review of adult learning theory helps instructors to 

understand learners, and design more meaningful environments.  

Adult learning theory, which is called Andragogy, was developed by Knowles 

(1984) and outlines effective methodologies for adult learning.  The andragogical model 

is anchored in five principles that are inherent in: (1) the concept of the learner as being 

self-directed and responsible for their own learning; (2) the role of the learner’s 

experience as being a rich resource for themselves and each other.  This means that 
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greater emphasis on the learning activities make the most use of the experiences of the 

learners; (3) readiness to learn, where adults become ready to learn when they 

experience a need to know or do something in order to perform more effectively in their 

lives; (4) orientation to learning where adults engage with learning activities that are 

life-centred, task-centred, and problem-centred, which means that they learn in order to 

perform a task, solve problem or live in a more satisfying way; (5) motivation to learn, 

where besides the external motivators, adults are driven more by internal motivators 

such as self-esteem, recognition, better quality of life, greater self-confidence, and self-

actualisation. The adoption of Knowles’ principles of andragogy has been advocated in 

the literature of online education (Gibbons & Wentworth, 2001; Roffe, 2004).   

In online learning environments, Roffe (2004) as well as Dabbagh and Bannan-

Ritland (2005) illustrated that online adult learners have the following attributes; being 

fluent in the use of online learning technology, maintaining the concept of responsibility 

for their own decisions, understanding and valuing interaction and collaborative 

learning, having the readiness to learn things in order to cope effectively with real-life, 

having a strong academic self-concept, having experience in self-directed learning or the 

initiative to acquire such skills, and more “responsive” to internal rather than external 

motivators.  Roffe (2004) identified five themes from adult learning theory that appear 

relevant to online learning:  (a) learning styles, when individuals perceive information in 

very different ways, yet, the greater knowledge there is about online learners, the better 

the instructor can plan and design online instructions; (b) Experimental learning 

involves learning as a cyclical process. Learning in this approach is connected with the 

interaction of content and experience; (c) Prior experience which shapes the new 

learning; (d) Collaborative and cooperative learning where knowledge is socially 

constructed by communities of individuals, it has roots in a number of actions such as 

student-centred learning, and problem based learning; and (e) Contextual learning, 

which is self-directed and more learner controlled.  Therefore, it is critical for educators 

to consider and utilise the principles of adult learning theory to design, construct and 

deliver a meaningful online learning environment that addresses the motivation, needs, 

learning styles, and constraints of adult learner (Gibbons & Wentworth, 2001).   
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Behaviourism theory is based on the perspective that “learning is considered to 

be action and is studied through observable measures of overt behaviours” (Davidson-

Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006, p. 40).  Individuals’ behaviour can be predicted and 

controlled (Roffe, 2004).  Classical conditioning and operant conditioning are the two 

major behavioural theories here.  Classical conditioning focuses on the stimulus 

(external condition) and the response (the resulting overt behaviour).  Whilst with 

operant conditioning, the focus shifts to look at the consequences of responses 

(Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006, p. 41).  With online learning environments, 

there are several principles from behaviourism that can be applied to online instruction:  

(a) the repetition through practice that strengthens learning (e.g. sequenced practice after 

content); (b) reinforcement (positive or negative) is an important application of 

behaviourism (e.g. text, visual, audio); (c) the need for learner to be active rather than 

passive when responding to the instructional stimulus (e.g. discussions); (d) modelling 

and shaping principles.  Modelling involves demonstrating the desired goals.  Shaping 

involves feedback provided by the instructors to the students as they perform 

progressively closer to the desired goal (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006, Roffe, 

2004).   

Cognitivism theories “emphasise learning processing activities within the 

learner’s mind that refers to the mental operations that individuals go through as they 

apply knowledge, skills, and abilities”.  While behaviourists may consider student’s 

answer to a certain question in order to measure whether behaviour is learned, 

cognitivists use the answer to understand how the learner processed the information and 

if learning took place (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006, p. 44).  Cognitive theories 

have had a major influence on the application of Web-based instruction.  Key principles 

of cognitivism relevant to online learning are; (a) discovery teaching and learning which 

allows students to actively experience learning by manipulating objectives, constructing 

knowledge, and solve problems; and (b) learner-centeredness, that all learners have their 

own perspectives, experiences and prior knowledge (relevance) that influence their 

learning (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006, Roffe, 2004). 
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Roffe states in recent years, constructivist learning theory has gained increasing 

recognition in higher education.  Woo and Reeves (2007) indicate that constructivism 

has influenced education since 1990.  Constructivism “derives from the idea that 

learners construct their meaning during learning, based on their experiences and through 

a social negotiation of that meaning during learning” (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 

2006, p. 45).  Although constructivism theory is described as one end of cognitive 

theory, constructivism differs in two ways; it focuses on learners constructing their 

knowledge rather than observing it directly from external sources; and views learners 

within social settings rather than as individuals (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006).  

Light and Dixon (2007) illustrated two kinds of constructivism: psychological (or 

personal) constructivism, which focuses on how the learners interpret the experience and 

make sense of it to construct their meanings and knowledge; and social constructivism, 

which focuses on cognition as a social process with learning arising from social 

interaction.  The emphasis in constructivism is on the individual in a social context, 

“how an individual makes sense of experiences from socially-shared perceptions” 

(Roffe, 2004, p. 72).  

Constructivism focuses on the active engagement of the learner in constructing 

their own learning (Jonassen, Peck, & Wilson, 1999).  Inoue (2007) suggested that 

learners in a constructivist learning environment are responsible for their own learning 

by “discovering, constructing, practicing, and validating acquired knowledge via active 

exploration and interactive social collaboration” (p. 101).  Learners in such 

environments are encouraged to engage collaboratively through conversational 

exchanges, solving problems, connecting to their new knowledge with their prior 

experiences, self-assessing and being reflective (McNickle, 2003; Roffe, 2004; 

Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006; Inoue, 2007).  

Woo and Reeves (2007) and Wise and Quealy (2006) strongly recommend that 

the pedagogy of online learning has to be based on social constructivism learning theory.  

Woo and Reeves stated that “recently, many educators have come to see the value of 

social constructivism as a foundation for the design of more effective learning 

environments” (p. 18).  These learning environments according to Khine & Fisher 
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(2003) are learner-centred and learner-directed, where the learner is seen as the one who 

is actively and meaningfully engaged in their learning within a social interactive 

environment.  Such learning environments encourage learners to work with other 

knowledgeable peers and teachers on authentic content, tasks, assessment and activities 

using authentic tools.  This enables a student to to analyse, reflect, synthesis, and 

construct their own learning as a part of “collaborating, coaching, scaffolding, reflecting 

and multiple perspectives encouraged within the social-constructivist learning 

environment” (Khine & Fisher, 2003, p. 105).  Collis (1997) identified key indicators for 

the role of the teacher in providing effective scaffolding; provision of learning resources 

to assist students solve their problems and share them with others; providing several 

channels of interaction and communication to enable students to exchange their ideas; 

provision of support collaboration tasks; and development of higher order cognition.  

  Although social constructivism is recognized as a fashionable and workable 

framework for e-learning, Wise and Quealy (2006) indicate that “social constructivist 

pedagogies and online learning have been conceptually conjoined with little attention to 

theoretical detail” (p. 903), which reflects that “social constructivist learning does not 

require technology, and does not emerge directly from use of online environments” (p. 

903). This argument agrees with Jones and Jones (2004) note that there is currently no 

clear pedagogical philosophy underpinning online courses. At the same time, there is an 

argument about the need for new learning theories that recognize the influence of 

technology on learning processes. The opinion is that the current learning theories 

require development of the learning processes in the digital era.  

Connectivism has been defined by Siemens (2005) and other educators as the 

learning theory for the digital age (Loureiro & Bettencourt, 2010).  Many researchers 

reveal that today’s students are different from those of past generations, which provides 

a challenge for the educators and institutions.  One theory is that today’s students are 

digital natives (Prensky, 2001).  ICT for this generation is not merely a tool, but a 

holistic environment of communication, building relationships and community 

(MCEETYA, 2005).  According to Siemens (2005), “Over the last twenty years, 

technology has reorganized how we live, how we communicate, and how we learn.  
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Learning needs and theories that describe learning principles and processes should be 

reflective of underlying social environments” (para. 1).  Siemens (2005) argued that in 

today’s environment, the ability to synthesis and recognize connections and patterns is a 

valuable skill. He argued that although behaviourism, cognitivism, and constructivism 

are the three broad learning theories that have been utilised in the creation of 

instructional environments, these theories are not adequate when learning is impacted 

through technology.  He illustrated that such traditional theories are concerned with the 

actual process of learning, not with the value of what is being learned.  Ally (2008) 

argues about the need for connectivism in this digital age: 

 

Behaviourist, cognitivist, and constructivist theories have 

contributed in different ways to the design of online materials, 

and they will continue to be used to develop learning materials 

for online learning. Behaviourist strategies can be used to teach 

the facts (what); cognitivist strategies, the principles and 

processes (how); and constructivist strategies to teach the real-

life and personal applications and contextual learning. There is a 

shift toward constructive learning, in which learners are given 

the opportunity to construct their own meaning from the 

information presented during the online sessions. In addition to 

the existing learning theories, connectivism should be used to 

guide the development of online learning, since the other 

learning theories were developed before we became a networked 

world.  (p. 39) 

 

The core notion of connectivism described by Verhagen (2006) appears to be 

that “the learning process must create interconnections for knowledge that is distributed 

over many actual and virtual locations.  Maintaining these connections then becomes a 

learning skill which is essential for lifelong learning in a technological information 

society” (p. 2), whilst other traditional theories such as behaviourism, cognitivism, and 
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constructivism failed to address the challenges of “organisational knowledge and 

transference” (Siemens, 2005, p. 4).  Siemens (2005) defined learning as an “actionable 

knowledge” (p. 4) that can exist outside of ourselves (within an organisation or a 

database), and learning as a process of creating links between field, ideas, and concepts.   

Downes (2010) claimed that, based on connectivism, the outcome of learning is the 

learner growing and developing, not some body of knowledge that has been learned.   

Hyperpedagogy is “being increasingly embraced by the digital community as a 

new digital pedagogy” (Edwards & Finger, 2007, p. 200).  Hyperpedagogy extends the 

concepts of connectivism to include a poststructuralist view of pedagogy.  Dwight 

(2004) argued that Hyperpedagogy seeks to “actualize social justice pedagogies and 

poststructuralist theorising in digitally enhanced and online learning environments” (p. 

1).  Therefore issues such as gender, race, social, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds 

can be better represented in the literature than is currently being practiced.  According to 

Dwight and Garrison (2003), hypertext and hypermedia are central to their new 

hyperpedagogy theory.  They believe that a curriculum based on hyperpedagogy will 

enable users to not only investigate numerous digital pathways, but also to create and co-

author them in critical, collaborative and democratic ways.  Hypertext is “traditionally 

defined as electronic text has embedded hyperlinks allowing the user to read a document 

in a non-linear and potentially interactive way.  Similarly, hypermedia contains 

hyperlinks through different media in the form of images, sound, video, animations” 

(Edwards & Finger, 2007, p. 196).  Edwards and Finger (2007) argued that the 

traditional types of instruction are limited to retrieve information that is content driven, 

with an emphasis on instructional goals, receptive and passive learners.  In contrast, a 

poststructuralist of hyperpedagogy offers great opportunities for hypertext and 

hypermedia by providing a “dynamic, contextual, rationally defined environment” 

(Dwight, 2004, p. 129), where students are active learners.   

Dwight (2004) proposed that a curriculum appropriate for hyperpedagogy in an 

online learning environment should be based on critical theory as advocated by Paulo 

Freire (1970) in order to ‘raise the consciousness of those people exploited by 

hegemonic social agents’.  Also, it should be based on self-initiated inquiry whereby a 
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learner desires to become knowledgeable about a topic.  In regards to learners, 

instructors must allow space for imagination and creativity, academic individuality, and 

freedom for students to design their own learning experiences and outcomes.  This takes 

into account the social context, learner motivation, and environmental factors.  Students 

should be allowed time for considered and reflective responses to online discussion.  

Based on the hyperpedagogy perspective, online instructors should promote a flexible 

and dynamic learning environment by provoking collaborative, transactional learning, 

and dynamic online dialogue (e.g. Provide guided choice around contentious or 

authentic issues).   

Considering the previous learning theories and philosophies is fundamental for 

instructors as designers for online learning environments and for institutions as they 

facilitate and support instructors’ professional development.  According to Beetham and 

Sharp (2007), pedagogy is about “how we apply that theoretical understanding in 

practice” (p. 3).  They argued that effective pedagogy for online cyberspaces embraces a 

dialogue between theory and practice of teaching and learning with a recent focus on the 

need for rethinking pedagogy to suit the digital age.  In order to create pedagogically 

sound instructional design for online environment, instructors need to apply their 

theoretical knowledge in the design and development of online courses.  The concept of 

effective online pedagogy requires instructors to build instructive strategies that are 

based on a theoretical framework.  In addition, effective pedagogy should be 

underpinned by a combination of the relevant principles from learning theories that are 

appropriate for online learning environment. For example effective online pedagogy 

should address characteristics of adult learners introduced in the andragogical model to 

create a relevant and meaningful learning environment for learners.  It also according to 

Dwight (2004) should acknowledge aspects of traditional learning theories: 

behaviouralism and cognitisim such as good organisation and the importance of an 

authority figure to guide learning as well as the principle of learner-centeredness.  

Furthermore, the effective pedagogy of online learning should focus on social 

constructivism learning theory by creating a learning environment that actively engages 

the learner in constructing their knowledge within an interactive and collaborative social 
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environment.  As technology is constantly developing, effective pedagogy should be 

open to the emergence of new learning philosophies that recognize the influence of 

technology on learning processes, such as connectivism and hyperpedagogy.  Online 

environment tools such as message boards, discussion forums, wikis, and blogs can be 

used to promote the principles of hyperpedagogy and constructivism through 

communities of learners’ interaction (Edwards & Finger, 2007). 

 

2.8    Online Instructional Design 

It has been identified in the literature that there is a strong relationship between 

the quality of course design and students’ satisfaction, perception, and performance in 

online learning environments (Johnson et al., 2000; Lieblein, 2000; Govindasamy, 2002; 

Kenny, 2003; Blomeyer, 2020; Chin, 2004; Martinez et al., 2007).  To exploit online 

teaching, instructors have to think through the design of structured learning experiences 

for their students (Salmon, 2011).  Therefore, online instructional design is a 

fundamental task in online education as effective instructional design positively 

facilitates students’ learning.  Traditionally, the design and development of learning 

material has been guided by the principles of an instructional system design, where the 

material aims to provide a means to transfer knowledge from the minds of the expert 

(teachers) into the minds of the learners (Stephenson, 2001; Chin, 2004).  Today, with 

the rapid growth of technology, “the potential for sharing information, engaging in a 

collective learning, and participating in reflective thinking”, have offered more 

opportunities for supporting “collaborative learning, heterogeneous groupings, problem-

solving and higher order thinking skills” that cannot be facilitated by the traditional 

format of instruction (Tomei & Morris, 2007, p. 123).  Therefore the technology-based 

learning environment requires an entirely new model of designing and assessing new 

learning instruction.  Tomei and Morris have created a new and effective design 

“engine” for designing online education. Their engine presents the argument for moving 

from the more traditional perspective of teaching to an adult education perspective and 

finally to the perspective of distance education with a focus on the five key elements; 
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learning principles, learner, instructional resources, delivery methods, and learning 

outcomes.  They suggested that when designing instructions for online learners as 

distance learners, these elements should be critically considered by educators.  

The primary responsibility for educators is to promote students’ learning.  

Therefore, designing lessons and selecting instructional strategies must be based on an 

awareness of learning theories.  Learning theories have been discussed in section 2.7 of 

this literature review.  It has been identified that Behaviourism, Cognitivism and 

Constructivism are considered traditional theories.  Andragogy is the adult learning 

theory (Knowles, 1984), Vygotsky’s theory of social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978), 

Connectivism (Siemens, 2005), and Hyperpedagogy (Dwight & Garrison, 2003) are the 

learning theories associated with online education as a form of distance education.  

Tomei and Morris (2007) argued that teaching at a distance adds another layer to 

learning, termed allagegogy which is seen as “teaching to transform” that is a “newer 

approach to education that focuses on learner independence and the inherent changes 

that define lifelong learning” (p. 129).  Understanding learning theories is critical for 

educators to design and develop lessons that cohesively combine principles from 

pedagogical, andragogical, and allagegogical learning theories that target the widest 

possible learning audience.  

Identifying learners’ characteristics is essential when designing and developing 

online courses. This will assist instructors to create learning environment that is more 

meaningful and relevant to the intended audience.  The literature review suggests that 

when designing online content and materials, instructors need to accommodate students’ 

needs, learning styles, prior knowledge and experiences, and facilitate deep approaches 

to learning through active engagement with online materials (Johnson et al., 2000; 

Siragusa, Dixon & Dixon, 2007; Ginns & Ellis, 2007, Flimban, 2008).  Learner 

characteristics that might be investigated include; (a) general characteristics such as 

gender, ethnicity, age, education level, work experience, and reading level; (b) 

motivations such as interest, needs, aspirations, curiosity, and attributions; (c) prior 

knowledge, communication skills, and technical skills; (d) abilities and disabilities and; 

(e) learning styles (Shivers and Rasmussen, 2006).  Zacharis (2011) claimed that 
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instructors must be aware of their students’ learning styles in order to “design online 

modules and activities, or redesign sequences of events and interventions, to 

accommodate effectively their different academic skills and interests.” (p. 799). 

After the theoretical considerations for the design of online instructions, 

educators need a more practical focus on the methodologies of teaching online that 

should be underpinned by their theoretical perspectives.  In this respect, the literature 

review of online education indicates several factors that contribute to the effective 

design of online instructions.  These factors are; course elements, delivery mode and 

course evaluation.  

 

2.8.1    Course Elements 

This section will outline course aims and objectives, course content and 

structure, course materials and resources, alignment, and assessment techniques.  

 Determining aims and objectives is critical and essential to the design of 

effective teaching and learning as teachers will be able to determine if their students 

understand or appreciate and what would count as evidence of their understanding 

(Laurillard, 1993).  Online instructors should specify the instructional goals/ aims of 

their courses, which are general statement of what a learner will be able to do after 

participating in online instruction as well as objectives/ outcomes which refer to specific 

and concrete statements of what learners are expected to learn, a determination of the 

outcome level (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006; Swan, Matthews, Bogle, Boles & 

Day, 2010).  The development of course objectives is contributed to a large degree by 

the overall educational and ideological perspective of the course including the institution 

and the context in which the course is situated (Light & Cox, 2001).   

Specifying course content and structure is always essential in the instructional 

design of online courses.  Determining course structure aims to decide the sequence of 

major steps and sub-skills that will be presented within the online instruction (Shivers 

and Rasmussen, 2006).  Siragusa, Dixon and Dixon (2007) argued that the structure of 

the instruction including navigation, information provided, the use of Learning 
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Management System (LMS), the detail and extent of content provided should be 

designed depending on the target students and pedagogical needs.  Also, specifying 

course content is always essential in course design and more emphasis needs to be 

focused on tasks the student should be able to perform which will form the critical part 

of their education (Light & Cox, 2001).  The lack of clarity in course content and 

assessment definitions always presents the online learners with difficulties in being able 

to learn effectively (Chin, 2004; Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008).  Pittenger & Doering 

(2010), in their study of four online self-study pharmacy content courses, noted that 

"high-quality learning materials and connections made between course content and 

personal needs" (p. 288) is one of the motivational factors that influence students’ 

completion rates in online learning. The authors point out that "motivational design 

utilizes educational scaffolding to provide clear directions and purpose to keep students 

engaged, while also creating assessments that efficiently clarify learning objectives" 

(p.276).  Therefore, it is essential for online instructors to create materials that are clear 

and easy for students to access and locate; provide clear instructions on course 

objectives, assessments, due dates, and discussion activities; and clarify instructions 

regarding access to audio and visual aids, web resources, and technological requirements 

(Filimban, 2008).   

Furthermore, instructors need to select appropriate learning materials and 

resources in terms of quantity, format, and forms when designing online courses.  Tomei 

and Morris (2007) refer to the multimedia-based materials as the type of materials that 

particularly suitable for the distance learner.  The variation in students’ needs and 

learning styles should be primarily considered by the instructors whilst designing online 

materials (Siragusa, Dixon, & Dixon, 2007).  For example a study by Skelton (2007) 

indicated in his study that online tertiary students preferred both formats of course 

materials; the printed paper-based workbook and the digital format to be provided in 

their courses in one main easily identifiable location, even if was online.  Also, 

flexibility in course materials is highly required by online students.  Likewise, a study by 

Li, Leh, Fu and Zhao (2009) indicated that online students prefer to access and utilizse 

both online and printout learning materials and resources. Salmon (2011), managed a 



 

62 

 

large open entry online course at Open University in United Kingdom, indicated that 

online students “wanted fully searchable, portable, course materials and extensive help 

with pacing of their study” (p. 24).  

Selecting and designing online learning resources are playing an important role 

in the learning process (Li at al., 2009).  Herrington, Herrington, Oliver, Stoney and 

Willis (2001) argued that online resources should “reflect a rich variety of perspectives 

to give students the opportunity to judge the merit of different positions, rather than be 

given a single viewpoint (the teacher’s).  Such resources enable learners to access a 

range of expert opinions from the original source, if possible, rather than through 

secondary sources.  Materials reflect the interests of some times marginalized groups, 

and they demonstrate social, cultural and gender inclusivity” (p. 268).  Filimban (2008) 

in her study found that the degree to which the course made use of the available 

technologies greatly influenced the perception of students’ learning and progress.  

Therefore, there are different forms of multimedia-based material that instructors can 

critically incorporate into the design of online courses to meet the diversity of students 

and their learning styles, suggested by Tomei and Morris (2007, p. 135) :  

 

- Print technologies:  Printed text for today’s online courses takes on an electronic 

face such as electronic mail, hyperbooks, e-journals and e-books. 

- Audio or voice technologies:  These can be as conventional as voice mail or as 

complex as audio conferencing, chatrooms, presentation hardware, electronic 

polls and surveys, and computer sharing which represents some current 

advancements in audio technologies. 

- Video technologies:  These are videotape, satellite, broadcast television, and 

Internet conferencing. 

- Computer data technologies: These include both online and electronic tools that 

host a wealth of materials for the online learner.  Digital content, audiovisual 

presentation, links to related Web content can be hosted through Blackboard, 

WebTV, and other online forums. 

- Technological tools such as chat rooms with online blogs, threaded discussion 
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groups with multiple levels, online quiz editing and grading, whiteboards, 

gradebooks, calendars, drop boxes, and Webliographies are increasing tools that 

can be incorporated into online courses with a click of a mouse.  

- Advanced technological tools such as, two-way Web video, desktop video, and 

evolution as assessment options. 

       

Assessment methodologies are important in measuring the quality of students’ 

work and attainment of mastery (Inoue, 2007; Armellini & Aiyegbayo, 2010).  

“Distance instructors use virtual assessment to provide the frequent feedback needed to 

track their learners’ individual and collective efforts to complete assignments, master 

objectives, and gauge progress” (Inoue, 2007, p. 140).  Online students are increasingly 

expecting more reliable and valid assessment with prompt feedback on their 

performance (Siragusa, Dixon, & Dixon, 2007).  Armellini and Aiyegbayo (2010) stated 

that “learners are more likely to benefit from feedback that is timely, relevant and 

appropriate in terms of its content and how it is offered” (p. 923).  Therefore detailed 

information on how assessment will be conducted is highly recommended.  There are 

different forms of assessments such as; synchronous participating, using chatrooms, 

videoconferencing, and Web conferencing; participating through scheduled synchronous 

discussions, that might include percentage of the final course grade; E-mail, bulletin 

board posts, discussion forums, and listservs, which can be integrated into formative and 

summative course assessment; traditional evaluator instruments, such as digital 

documents (e.g. essays), other electronic files (e.g. spreadsheets), and online exams 

(Tomei & Morris, 2007).  Stephenson (2001) argued that in assessment, more learner-

managed approaches are required such as; negotiation of course objectives and 

assessment methods; the use of assessment rather than course content as the focus of 

learning; summaries of major concepts and learner freedom to peruse topics of interest; 

more formative assessment; creating questioning that covers a broader field of interest; 

the capacity to free learners to search learning resources with guidance, rather than 

supplying all learning materials; using more of a team approach to assessment; and the 

use of real life applications of learning (p. 31).  Skelton (2007) also illustrated that in 
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online learning environments, communication, collaboration may be facilitated with 

assessments that include portfolios, and performance-based assessment items. 

Alignment in an online learning environment is just as important as it is in 

traditional classrooms.  Stephenson (2001) defined alignment as “ the outcome in terms 

of performance that is achieved when all sections of an organisation, people and 

resources, are aligned to achieve an agreed goal” (p. 32).  Alignment ensures that 

instructors and learners work cooperatively to achieve the same goal.  The requirements 

here are that instructors design courses that are responsive to students’ needs, interests, 

and skills.  According to Biggs (2003, cited in Salmon, 2011), the key aspect in 

alignment is that “the components in the teaching system, especially the teaching 

methods used and assessment tasks are aligned with the learning activities assumed in 

the intended outcomes” (p. 2).  For example, when designing online courses, instructors 

must ensure that course requirements and course activities are in alignment with 

students’ proficiency and technical capabilities of the available hardware (Filimban, 

2008).  Salmon (2011), for example, suggested that assessment methods should be 

designed to address the constructivist and collaborative nature of working online (not 

just the delivery mode) and should therefore be aligned with learning approaches and 

integrated with the learning design as much as possible.  Biggs’s framework (2003) 

suggests a form of matching between learning outcomes, assessment, teaching methods 

and activities. 

   

2.8.2    Delivery Mode and Blended Learning  

When designing an online environment, it is critical for instructors to decide the 

delivery mode, which includes the amount of information and mode of communication.  

Instructors need to determine the way they communicate with students, whether it is 

synchronously or asynchronously.  They also need to determine the amount of 

instructions that are delivered online and how the delivery is organised (Siragusa, Dixon, 

& Dixon, 2007).  For example if the unit is to be delivered totally online, then the Web-

based instruction should be  appropriate, including, detailed content, learning activities, 



 

65 

 

assignments, requirements and supporting materials.  If the class is to be supplemented 

with face-to-face classes, then the instructor needs to determine which information will 

be provided online and which will be face-to-face.   

Kenny (2003) indicated in his study that online learning is likely to be most 

effective when used in conjunction with other face-to-face strategies.  Georgina and 

Olson (2008) also found in their study that a clear majority of survey responses from 

faculty recipients prefer to teach in a technology-enhanced classroom.  Also, online 

learning environments have been criticized for their lack of human interaction.  For this 

reason, there has been an increasing movement toward blended learning approaches 

where students can have opportunities for both online and offline interaction with their 

instructors and classmates (Picciano, 2006; Skelton, 2007).  Many faculty, students, and 

administrators are realising a number of advantages in these blended courses, and may 

see them as offering the best of both instructional worlds (full online instruction and 

face-to-face instruction) (Dziuban, Moskal, & Hartman, 2005; Chacon & Hawken, 

2011).  Garrison and Vaughan (2008) argue that the time has come to reject the thinking 

of choosing between conventional face-to-face and online learning theoretically or 

practically as there is a better approach.  With the increasing awareness and adoption of 

the Internet and information technologies to connecting learners, a more rational way 

would be to better understand the power of these technologies and how they could be 

integrated with the best of face-to-face learning environments (Garrosin & Vaughan, 

2008).   

The term blended learning is used to describe a learning situation that combines 

several delivery methods with the goal of providing the most efficient and effective 

instruction experience by such a combination.  Blended learning is defined as “a 

learning program where more than one delivery mode is being used with the objective of 

optimising the learning outcome” (Singh & Reed, 2001, p. 3).  Garrison  and  Vaughan 

(2008) described “the basic principle (of blended learning) is that face-to-face oral 

communication and online written communication are optimally integrated such that the 

strengths of each are blended into a unique learning experience congruent with the 

context and intended educational purpose” (p. 42).  Some educators define blended 
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learning approaches as finding the balance between online access to knowledge and 

face-to-face human interaction (Osguthorpe & Graham, 2003; Chacon & Hawken, 

2011), or “a coherent design approach that openly assesses and integrates the strengths 

of face-to-face and online learning to address worthwhile educational goals” (Garrosin 

& Vaughan, 2008, p. x).  

Kerres and De Witt (2003) suggested a three conceptual framework for blended 

learning designers; it is to consider the ‘content’ of learning materials, the 

‘communication’ between learners and instructors and between learners and their peers, 

and the ‘construction of the learners’ sense of place and direction within the activities 

that denote the learning landscape.  Osguthorpe and Graham (2003) suggested in their 

study that, blended learning environments vary widely according to the following goals:  

Pedagogical richness; access to knowledge; social interaction; personal agency; cost 

effectiveness; and ease of revision.  

Many researchers view ‘Blended Learning’ as a learning paradigm that is 

effectively replacing the fully online learning delivery method (Garrison & Vaughan, 

2008; Owston et al., 2008).  Khan (2005) argued that, evidence indicates that blended 

learning “not only offers more choices but also is more effective” (p. 201).  

Administrations, faculties, and students in higher education are aware there has to be 

change in who we design educational experiences for.  The integration of the 

information technology and classroom has the potential to transform higher education 

for the better.  When blended learning is well designed and implemented, higher 

education “will be transformed in a way not seen since the expansion of higher 

education  in the late 1940s” (Garrison & Vaughan, 2008, p. x).  Singh (2003) outlined 

that a single mode of instructional delivery may not provide sufficient choices, 

engagement, social contact, relevance and context needed to facilitate successful 

learning and outcomes.   

While there is much variation in blended courses, one common factor is students’ 

and instructors’ satisfaction with this approach (Dziuban, Moskal, & Hartman, 2005; 

Skelton, 2007).  It has been shown in the literature that both students and instructors’ 

have positive attitudes regarding the flexibility, convenience and social presence that 
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comes with blended courses (Willett, 2002; Leh, 2002; Skelton, 2007).  Rovai and 

Jordan (2004) compared three education graduate courses; traditional, blended, and fully 

online.  They found that students in the blended courses measured highest in the sense of 

community, which were similar to the scores of those in face-to-face courses, but higher 

than those in the fully online courses.  Students in blended courses are offered the 

convenience of a fully online course, without the complete loss of face-to-face contact, 

which enhances a strong sense of community in students who would feel isolated in just 

a fully online course.  Studies on students’ achievements in blended courses for different 

educational levels, especially higher education, indicated that students were more 

successful in these types of courses than in purely online or traditional courses (O’Toole 

& Absalom, 2003; Dziuban, Moskal, & Hartman, 2005; Yudko, Hirokawa, & Chi, 

2008).  Blended learning is advocated to be less controversial than the fully online 

learning and less likely to be resisted by academic staff in tertiary sectors (Young, 

2003). 

2.8.3    Course Evaluation  

Evaluation is a significant and very important component in developing and 

designing online education.  In most of instructional design system models, such as the 

general ADDIE model (Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, and 

Evaluation), the evaluation stage is placed at the center of the model that critically 

contributes to inform all of the other stages; analysis, design, development and 

implementation (Tomei & Morris, 2007).  The evaluation stage examines and evaluates 

which “instructional objectives have been met…” and whether “…a process of 

continuous improvement is in place to update and revise the lessons” (Tomei & Morris, 

2007).  This is based on students’ feedback regarding the quality of instruction and the 

effectiveness of their online learning experiences.  Students’ feedback is the principal 

data sources for quality assurance processes associated with teaching (Alebaikan, 2010).  

Students’ feedback may take on a variety of forms such as; completing a unit of 

evaluation, which may have questions regarding the strengths and weaknesses of their 

online instruction; and also through students’ comments from other sources such as 
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bulletin boards and forums.  Instructors might even email their students once or twice to 

ask them to provide comments regarding their progress and effectiveness of online 

learning environment (Siragusa, Dixon, & Dixon, 2007).  

To construct a collaborative and transformative online learning environment both 

summative and formative evaluations need to occur (Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Siragusa, 

Dixon, & Dixon, 2007).  While summative evaluation occurs at the end of the online 

course, formative evaluation should be an ongoing process and routine throughout the 

online course.  Formative evaluation can be assessed based on students’ feedback such 

as the number and quality of postings, and quality of projects/exercises submitted by 

students (Palloff & Pratt, 1999).  Palloff and Pratt suggested three categories for 

evaluation of online courses:  (a) student performance (including student self-

evaluation); (b) the course itself and the quality of instruction; (c) the technology being 

used, including its functionality and user friendliness.  Siragusa, Dixon, and Dixon 

(2007) develop formative and summative evaluations to identify how to improve 

instruction and to determine the overall effectiveness of instruction.  

Designing and evaluation online courses should be aligned, by instructor 

designers and educators, with a quality standards framework.  For example, The Quality 

Matters Rubric Standards, developed by Quality Matters Program (QM), is a standards 

rubric for evaluating the quality of online courses based on a set of criteria which are 

derived from relevant and recent scholarly researches and recognized quality standards 

in the field of online course design.  The Quality Matters rubric is proposed as a design 

and evaluation tool, for online and blended courses, to ensure online courses promote 

student learning (Quality Matters, 2012).  The recent Quality Matters Rubric Standards 

2011-2013 edition for higher education consists of eight general standards: course 

overview and introduction, learning objectives, assessment and measurement, 

instructional materials, learner interaction and engagement, course technology, learner 

support and accessibility.  Each of these standards is indicated by a number of specific 

standards used to evaluate the design of online and blended courses.  The Rubric is 

supported with annotations that explain the application of the standards and the 

relationship among them (Quality Matters, 2012).  The Quality Matters Rubric 
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Standards 2011-2013 edition for higher education advocates the concept of alignment 

between five of the standards: learning objectives, assessment and measurement, 

instructional materials, learner interaction and engagement and course technology.  By 

understanding each of the standards and their practical applications, instructional 

designers could utilise this Rubric to design and evaluate effective online courses.  The 

advantage of using The Quality Matters Rubric Standards in evaluating the quality of 

online and blended courses has illustrated and supported in the recent literature (Swan et 

al., 2010; Chacon & Hawken, 2011).   

Overall, teaching students in the digital age requires more than simply learning to 

use technology, it requires different ways of teaching that critically engage the students 

in a virtual learning environment.  In terms of effective instructional design, the 

instructional environment should be viewed and designed “as a system that fosters a 

relationship among and between all components of that system - the instructor, the 

learner, the material, and the technology” (Smaldion, 2000, p. 11).  This challenge 

requires online instructors to design and develop instructional strategies based on 

awareness and understanding of online learning theories, as well as the characteristics of 

online learners.  Instructors then need to focus practically on designing and developing 

instructional components of online courses, particularly when determining course aims 

and objectives, course content and structure, course materials and resources, alignment,  

and assessment techniques.  If the instructors focus on developing sound pedagogical 

approaches and utilise a variety of tools to accommodate students’ needs and learning 

styles, then blended learning will probably be more effective than fully online delivery 

modes (Skelton, 2007).  Finally, it is critical for online instructors to monitor the success 

and determine the effectiveness of online course instructional design and delivery, based 

on formative and summative evaluations and reviewing and revising their design and 

delivery strategies in light of these evaluations.   
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2.9    Communication in Online Learning 

Communication has been recognised as one of the most important components of 

learning experiences, both in conventional education and distance education (Jung, Choi, 

Lim & Leem, 2002).  In an online environment, learners and instructors rely on Internet 

technologies to communicate and interact with each other.  The primary task of 

integrating technology in education is to support instructional technology and student 

learning technology, which includes technology to enhance and support communication 

between students and instructors (Georgina & Olson, 2008).  The amount of students’ 

interaction with their instructors and with other students in online classes is one of the 

main practical aspects of online learning, particularly when it is based on a student-

centered and constructivist approach (Martinez et al., 2007).  Grandzol and Grandzol 

(2006) pointed out that “passive learning should not be the sole, or primary, model for 

collegiate business education.  Online instructors’ presentations or lectures, absent of 

any educational interaction, are simply a form of information delivery, not higher 

education” (p. 4).   

The positive relationship between interaction and learning has been documented 

in online learning as well as in traditional face-to face learning (Rovia & Barnum, 2003).  

Owston et al. (2008) emphasized the important role of interaction in quality learning, 

stating that “interaction is the key element and quality standard of a quality learning 

experience in higher education” (p. 339).  Therefore, the quality and effectiveness of 

online education has been always criticised by educators for the paucity of interaction 

and social presence, particularly in comparison with the traditional education.  

Interactivity is the most essential factor in successful learning, a factor that, many 

educators argue, is absent when studying online (Trinkle, 1999; Phipps & Merisotis, 

1999; Sims, Dobbs & Hand, 2002).  This factor explains why most students prefer to 

study in classrooms and lecture theaters even when the course is available online (Guri-

Rosenblit, 2005).  This was confirmed in the UC Berkeley study (Harley, Henke, 

Lawrence, Maher, Gawlik & Muller, 2002), which sought to examine the impact of 
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technology enhancement in large chemistry courses.  The findings showed 84% 

indicated that they preferred attending face-to-face encounters, even though they could 

have studied the materials and watched the video-taped lectures at home.  Likewise, 

Hara and Kling (1999) agreed that the connection that faculty members carefully foster 

with their students, the in-depth feedback provided on students’ assignments, is difficult, 

if not impossible, online.  The most negative comments from students about online 

learning, was about the instructors, who were disorganised, did not give clear 

expectations, or failed to answer their questions (Anderson, 2006).  

The research literature also suggests that instructors’ social presence in the form 

of interaction with students and immediate and effective feedback to students was a 

critical factor in students’ satisfaction with their online experience (Kenny, 2003; Rovia 

& Bernum, 2003, Benbunan-Fich & Hiltz; Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008; Kim, 2011).  

Ehrlich (2002) found that online students “were most concerned with their relationship 

with the instructor; students stated that they could more easily develop a relationship 

with an instructor in a face-to-face setting” (p. 52).  Kim (2011) who conducted a study 

measuring the social presence in distance higher education found that social presence is 

a ‘strong predictor’ of perceived learning achievement and learning satisfaction (p. 775).  

Skelton (2007) in his study supported the same claim and pointed out that “experiencing 

some form of lecturer ‘presence’ online” would improve the students’ satisfaction and 

engagement with the online learning environment.  Salmon (2011) reflected in her 

experience with managing an open entry for online course that leads to a Professional 

Certificate in Management at the Open University in United Kingdom.  Salmon stated 

that student’ expectations “were demanding: an ‘always-on, broadband tutor’! The issue 

of access to tutors and to others was a key aspect of making the course not only more 

flexible but also more friendly, more motivating, achievable and satisfying” (p. 25).  

Many educators however argue that interactivity and social presence should not 

be considered as a potential danger to an online learning approach (Rovai, 2001; Harden, 

2002; Clarke, 2004).  Today, online courseware such as Blackboard and WebCT, 

support all components of the instructional process, including interaction and 

collaboration by both synchronous and asynchronous communication tools, which 
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enables the online learner not only to participate in discussions but also to do group 

projects without face-to-face meetings (Chin, 2004).  Interaction in online learning can 

be stimulated by designing collaborative and cooperative activities (Martinez et al., 

2007).  Asynchronous communication tools such as chat rooms, e-mail, threaded 

discussion, white board, video streaming, and Web publishing can enhance collaboration 

between students, and even more interactive collaboration can be promoted using 

synchronous text chatting, live video conferencing facilities, collaborative document 

creation (Kaplan & Ashley, 2003; Roffe, 2004; Hiltz & Wu, 2004; Davidson-Shivers & 

Rasmussen, 2006; Inoue, 2007).  Today, the increase use of Web 2.0 technologies, social 

networking and Virtual Words in learning environments has created enormous and 

unlimited opportunities for students to interactively and collaboratively engage in their 

learning.   

What determines course effectiveness is how the medium is used, not the 

medium itself (Rovai & Bernum, 2003).  The effective utilisation of both synchronous 

and asynchronous communication tools will enhance students’ motivation to engage, 

interaction, and collaboration through the online environment (Skelton, 2007).  For 

example discussion boards, wikis and blogs could be utilised by online instructors to 

provoke collaborative and dynamic online dialogue among online students which is a 

means of promoting social constructivism and connectivism in online pedagogy.  

Filimban (2008) suggested that collaborative activities such as group assignments or 

group projects could be facilitated by online instructors through asynchronous 

communication tools to give students chances to share ideas, build social presence, and 

process information within student-centered groups.  Even with large classes, Filimban 

suggested that instructors could choose to divide discussions into smaller groups to 

facilitate students’ participation and to ensure that reading the discussion board remained 

a manageable task.  

Overall, online communications presented in interaction and collaboration is not 

simply a function of computer-based transactions, but a fundamental factor for teaching 

and learning.  Regardless of any virtual community that exists, the learner will be 

working independently and therefore the effectiveness of utilising those 
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communications, will ultimately determine the effectiveness and efficiency of the 

learning environment (Sims, Dobbs & Hand, 2002). 

 

2.10    Online Instructor 

The literature review of online education emphasised several factors related to 

the online instructor that contribute to the effectiveness of online learning environments. 

These factors are related to: instructor’s role; technological, support and assistance; 

pedagogical knowledge and the importance of Technological Pedagogical And Content 

Knowledge (TPACK); perception of importance; availability and active participation; 

involvement in the development process; and engagement in professional development.  

These factors will be discussed in this section.   

The changes within higher education have brought along changes to the role of 

the instructor, learner and the nature of instruction involved in online education (Inoue, 

2007).  Siemens (2008) claimed that “in order to address the expectation of education’s 

role in fostering innovation and preparing learners for tomorrow, we are forced to 

reconsider the roles of faculty members” (p. 2).  The shift in the teaching and learning 

mode from the traditional environment to online environment presents a new technique 

of teaching and learning for both the instructor and learner (Blomeyer, 2002; Khine & 

Fisher, 2003; McNickle, 2003; Inoue, 2007).  The online classroom can be characterised 

differently from the traditional classroom in several different ways.  Inoue (2007, p. 12) 

states this, in terms of “content delivery, self-initiated learning, and lack of face-to-face 

human interaction”.  

Traditionally, teachers were hired as the experts of knowledge, their primary role 

was to pass the knowledge to their students and teach them how to interpret the world 

according to books they read and other resources studied (Blomeyer, 2002).  However, 

with the introduction of technologies in education, the teacher has transformed from 

being a content expert, to a knowledge facilitator, as greater emphasis is placed on 

facilitating the educational process by drawing on the technology capabilities to increase 

students’ learning productivity (Hope, 2001; Weigel, 2002; Chin, 2004; Inoue, 2007).  
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This includes, motivating and empowering the learners in their course of study (Khine & 

Fisher, 2003).  Filimban (2008) illustrated that students’ empowerment is associated 

with the degree of control over their study.  Such control could be facilitated by using 

different strategies, for example, the instructor could provide an opportunity for students 

to chose their own topics for papers and projects; encourage the students to develop their 

own threads where they could maintain control and express themselves; allow the 

students to choose between different assignments; provide the opportunity for the 

students to negotiate their final grades; and also allow instructors to empower students 

by asking for input and corrections in discussion threads, which allow students to 

actively contribute to other students learning Filimban (2008).   

The control of the learning activities by learners is considered a critical element 

in a constructivist environment.  This approach views students as being more responsible 

for their own learning and therefore creating a learner-centered environment (McNickle, 

2003; Khine & Fisher, 2003).  Therefore, the instructors’ roles now shift from 

dispensing knowledge (teacher-centered) to assisting learners to construct more feasible 

conceptions of their world (learner-centered).  A greater emphasis is placed on teachers 

as designers for learning activities (Chin, 2004, p. 42).  Support and training in the 

designing and development of online courses is important, however, the use of 

technology is only one of the requirements for online teaching.  Online instructors need 

to change the ways in which they organise and deliver teaching material online 

(pedagogies).  Importantly, "teacher pedagogies will determine the extent to which the 

possibilities offered by technologies are realized in education settings" (MCEETYA, 

2005, p. 3).  An online teacher requires skills to blend communication to promote a 

sense of community (Chin, 2004).  In the tertiary environment, the instructor, is the 

person who designs the content and structure of the courses, who is in charge of the 

instructional pedagogy that is associated with the courses, who creates the assessments 

aligned with the courses’ objectives, and who is aware of the characteristics of students 

in the courses and how to interact with them (Skelton, 2007).  Online instructors need to:  

Design and facilitate collaborative and cooperative activities for learners; develop a 

schedule and study guide; manage an electronic assignment submission and feedback 
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process; create and integrate a greater range of electronic recourses; and develop 

strategies and skills for using computer-mediated tools as the primary means of 

communication (Inoue, 2007, p. 12).   

Filimban (2008) reported that online students in her study described the role of 

instructors as one of the most critical components to effective online courses.  “Studies 

have shown that the role of online teacher or tutor - in whatever disciplinary context, 

level or type of technology in use - has a major influence on learners’ flexibility and 

achievements” (Salmon, 2011, p. 10).  Khine and Fisher (2003) categorised the tasks and 

roles of the online teacher into four areas:  (a) pedagogical area, as the functions and 

tasks that revolve around educational facilitation; (b) social area, as the promotion of a 

friendly social environment; (c) managerial aspects that involve all organisational and 

administrative aspects of placing the material online; and (d) technical aspects of 

teacher’s proficiency with the use of the technology. In addition, Filimban (2008) 

suggested several essential qualities that an online instructor should have as being:  

Interested; organised; passionate; flexible; to be clear on instructions, course 

requirements, directions, objectives and outcomes; to be actively engaged;  to give 

immediate feedback; to offer opportunities for reading, discussion, and writing; and to 

be devoted to the class.  Ehrlich (2002) illustrated that the roles of instructors are “tied to 

social interactions and include recognition, greeting students, soliciting comments, 

prompting, opining discussions, and setting norms and agendas” (p. 52).  Also, Kaleta, 

Garnham and Aycock (2005) emphasised the instructor’s role in supporting and assisting 

their students to understand their roles and develop the relevant skills to successfully 

manage their learning process through online learning environments. 

Salmon (2004) outlines extensive research and practice at the University of 

Leicester particularly focusing on the role of the e-moderator, a term describing the role 

of online facilitation.  “Effective e-moderation underpins in the delivery of quality 

education in the online environment” (Salmon, 2011, p. 10).  Salmon (2011) defines an 

e-moderator as an individual who “presides over an electronic meeting or conference…” 

(p. 4).  Salmon proposed a five-stage model that aims to facilitate the process of 

designing and managing online activities that motivate and engage students in a 
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collaborative learning environment. The five stages in the model are: access and 

motivation, online socialisation, information exchange, knowledge construction, and 

development.  Each of these stages requires participants to master technical skills and e-

moderating skills (Salmon, 2011).  The five-stage model offers practical guidelines for 

efficient online learning and teaching.  For example, the model suggests the intensity of 

interaction that instructor or e-moderator expect between the participants at each stage. 

Also the nature of interaction and the kind of information and messages that students can 

exchange are suggested through the stages of the model.  Salmon (2011) claimed that 

instructors benefit from using the model by structuring tasks, activities and process for 

students to shape and support their learning while they can e-moderate and facilitate to 

help students succeed.   

Instructors’ technological knowledge and skills in facilitating, mentoring and 

managing online environments are fundamental in helping the community of students 

achieve their learning goals (Quek & Wong, 2003).  Instructors’ with high levels of 

technological experience have positive attitudes toward utilising information and 

communication technology (ICT) in their teaching (Al-Augab, 2007; AL-Balawi, 2007; 

& Martinez et al., 2007; Georgina & Olson, 2008).  However, instructor’s technological 

skills may not be competent to easily learn how to configure and add content to a 

learning management system (Pascoe, 2007).  Thus, to ensure the success of online 

teaching and learning, instructors need support and assistance in technical aspects of 

designing and delivering the online courses.  The lack of technical, administrative and 

training support created a wide range of challenges to instructors (AL-Augab, 2007; 

Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008; Kadijevich, 2012).  Tastle, White, and Shackleton (2005) 

noted in their study, a general dissatisfaction, from the educators’ point of view, as a 

result of the lack of technological support and proper hardware and software.  Many of 

the faculty members were asked to accomplish their work without adequate support 

from management.  Clark (2002) added that the lack of experience in developing and 

designing online courses, and the lack of skills in utilizing communication technology in 

teaching, negatively affect instructors’ attitudes towards integrating technology in their 

pedagogies.  This is supported by a study conducted by Georgina and Olson (2008), who 
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reviewed faculty self-perceptions towards the integration of technology in higher 

education.  The result of their study showed a significant correlation between faculty 

technology training and support, and the level of technology integration into their 

pedagogical practice.  

However, technological knowledge in itself is not sufficient enough to ensure 

“powerful educational ends” (Skelton, 2007, p. 34).   Technological Pedagogical and 

Content Knowledge (TPACK) is argued by Mishra and Koehler (2006) as the essential 

type of knowledge that instructors require for technological integration in teaching, and 

is defined as “an emergent form of knowledge that goes beyond all three components; 

content (the actual subject matter that is to be learned and taught); pedagogy (the 

process, practice or methods of teaching and learning); and technological skills required 

to operate particular technology” (pp. 1026-1028).  TPACK emphasises the connections 

and interrelations among the three bodies of knowledge; content knowledge (CK); 

pedagogical knowledge (PK); and technological knowledge (TK), which is central for 

developing quality teaching.  Viewing any of these components in separation from the 

others is considered disservice to effective teaching (Mishra & Koehler, 2006).  

“Effective technology integration for pedagogy around specific subject matter requires 

developing sensitivity to the dynamic, [transactional] relationship between all three 

components” (Koehler, 2011, p. 1).  Kadijevich (2012) claimed that TPACK framework 

should be utilised to assess instructors’ knowledge of technology integration in order to 

design courses and programs for their professional development to improve this 

integration.     

Another factor which contributes to instructors’ facilitation of successful online 

learning environments is instructors’ perception of the importance of online learning. 

How instructors perceive the importance of online learning critically influences how 

online learning is utilised and integrated into their teaching practices, as well as 

influencing how they utilise the class to enhance their students learning (Keppell, Cote, 

Chen, Leung, Jones & Richards, 2004; Siragusa, Dixon & Dixon, 2007; Alebaikan, 

2010).  Steel and Hudson (2001) argue that not only are the instructors’ personal 

characteristics important to the enrichment of the online learning environment, but also 



 

78 

 

their values and perception of educational technology as a supportive element to the 

teaching and learning experience.  Other characteristics such as academic rank, 

qualifications, and number of years teaching have impacted faculty perception and 

attitude towards online education (AL-Shehri, 2005; AL-Harbi, 2002). 

Instructors’ availability and involvement with students in mentoring, advising 

and directing is identified in the literature as a critical factor influencing students’ 

learning and experiences (Anderson, 2006; Inoue, 2007; Flimban, 2008).  Skelton (2007) 

argued in his study, that students consider their instructors as an important reference 

point, a real-world guidance, and an avenue for prompt feedback.  Online learning can 

be seen as a form of independent learning and students are driven by intrinsic motivation 

to study online.  Fidishun (2000) argued that it is important for educators not to confuse 

self-directedness with self-motivation.  Fidishun stated that, “students might be 

motivated to take an online course, but they may not be self-directed enough to feel 

comfortable choosing instructional models in an online course or creating their own 

structured environment to learn in a web-based course” (p. 3).  The instructor can plan 

and model online communication strategies and encourage a high quality of interaction 

by frequently communicating through the LMS (Skelton, 2007).  Therefore, Hung 

(2006) claimed that for a more effective online learning environment, instructors need to 

be more actively involved with their students in mentoring, advising and directing.   

Instructors need to be involved in the decision making process, in regards to the 

design and development of the online learning environment and the development of 

online learning strategies for students (Filimban, 2008; Alebaikan, 2010).  A greater 

emphasis is placed on the instructors as designers.  In online environments, the instructor 

is the person who designs the content and structure of the courses, who is in charge of 

the instructional pedagogy that is associated with courses, who creates the assessments 

aligned with the courses’ objectives, and who is aware of the characteristics of students 

in the courses and how to interact with them (Skelton, 2007).  Therefore, in terms of the 

academic quality, it is essential for instructors to involve themselves in the design and 

development process of the online course.  Providing instructors with more flexible 

course development options is essential for effective teaching (Georgina & Olson, 
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2008).  Siragusa, Dixon and Dixon (2007) asserted that instructors participating in the 

development and decision making aspects of online learning are often involved in 

innovative solutions for online learning within their teaching area.  

Instructors being responsible of their professional development by being more 

active in their own learning processes, have been identified in the literature to contribute 

to instructors’ facilitation of online learning and how they perceive their roles and skills 

while teaching online (Rickards, 2003; Terosky, 2005).  Instructors involved in 

developing further knowledge of online learning through professional development may 

employ what they learn into their own learning environments, which will enhance their 

instructional design, pedagogical practices and overall students’ learning outcomes 

(Siragusa, Dixon & Dixon, 2007).  The importance of instructors’ participation in 

professional development is more critical with the new implication of online learning 

environments.  Salmon (2011) argued that when developing online learning or any form 

of e-learning, educational institution must be aware that the process of rethinking of 

course methodologies, and of training and support for e-moderators (instructors), is 

required for success.  Salmon described that (p. 145): 

 

Tutors who take part, as learners, in short online e-moderating 

courses acquire basic skills that enable them to maximize the 

benefits of their designs and moderate effectively in 

collaborative learning context. As part of these courses, 

participants encounter relevant literature on task-based course 

design and management of online groups. These courses give 

tutors valuable ‘learner experience’ in online learning and 

provide a solid starting point for pedagogical change.   

 

Tertiary institutions need to strategically plan and integrate professional 

development and training programs for online instructors.  AL-Balawi (2007) indicated 

that online instructors are unlikely to request assistance in learning new skills and 

technologies without the institution’s motivation and encouragement.  Therefore, higher 
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education institutions need to increase the opportunities for their instructors to engage in 

training courses and professional development programs related to the effective 

utilisation of technology in teaching through online delivery mechanisms.   

Overall, several factors related to the online instructor were identified and 

emphasised in the literature in regards to constructing effective and successful online 

learning environments.  These factors are related to; instructor’s role, technological, 

support and assistance, pedagogical knowledge and the importance of TPCK knowledge, 

perception of importance, availability and active participation, involvement in the 

development process, and engagement in professional development.  These factors 

therefore need careful considerations by tertiary institutions and educators in the 

development of online learning environments.  

 

2.11    Online Learner 

Several factors were highlighted in the literature that influences the perceptions 

and experiences in online learners about what constitutes an effective online course.  

These factors are related to; students’ roles, variation of learning approaches, students’ 

motivations, demographic characteristics such as gender and age, students’ techno 

literacy and the level of support and assistance, nature of online courses, and cultural 

background.  These factors will be discussed in this section.   

The roles of online students are a great deal different from those in the traditional 

classroom learning environment.  Computer-based learning has a major role in 

promoting self-directed learning and increases students’ autonomy, which provides 

students with greater responsibilities towards their learning (Chin, 2004; Davidson-

Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006).  Palloff and Pratt (1999) identified three different roles 

that online learners need to take on:  The knowledge generation; collaboration; and 

process management.  In an online learning environment, students are responsible for 

the goal setting and acquisition of knowledge.  They are expected to actively participate 

to learn collaboratively and cooperatively.  They are also expected to share the resources 

with other learners, to interact and be actively involved in the discussions (Khine & 
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Fisher, 2003; Inoue, 2007, Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008).  However, it is argued that, 

in terms of these responsibilities, online students might encounter some difficulties 

according to Inoue (2007), such as:  (a) students may not understand their social role in a 

problem-based group setting; (b) students may lack the social skills to interact 

collaboratively in groups; (c) students have different social interaction preferences; and 

(d) students have different cognitive styles.   

Researchers have identified various approaches to what students have 

demonstrated towards their learning tasks, including:  A deep approach, where students 

obtain a deeper understanding of the content, in a way which is personally meaningful to 

them through engaging their experiences and their previous knowledge in an interactive 

(dialogical) process with the relevant content; a surface approach, where students 

memorise facts and complete tasks  in an instrumental way to meet the requirements of 

the subject (course) without a deep understanding of the content; and a strategic 

approach, which is assessment-focused, as students engage with content to achieve the 

highest possible grades (Entwistle, 1997, p. 19).  A deep approach towards the learning 

tasks is considered more effective for learning to take place.  What drives learning more 

than anything is the nature of the task or activity that learners are engaged in (Jonassen 

& Howland, 2003).  In order for students to learn meaningfully, they must be willfully 

engaged in a meaningful task that has relevance to their goals and intentions.  There are 

three levels of engagement as stated by O'Rourke (2002); i.e. technical, when the focus 

is on acquiring technological skills; practical, when using the technical knowledge for 

practical intents such as publishing, presentations and sound effects; and critical levels 

of engagement, where students are encouraged to use higher order thinking, develop 

deep understanding and reflect on the content, which is what truly drives learning.  The 

level of engagement of the learner is an important factor that should be considered by 

instructors when teaching in online environments.   

Many instructors consider the motivation levels of learners as the most powerful 

factor in successful learning (Filimban, 2008).  Online instruction has morphed the 

student-teacher relationship and has thus made it less personal, even though it is 

believed to be more convenient and suited to students’ needs.  Any experienced teacher 



 

82 

 

knows that even the best designed learning experiences will be unsuccessful without the 

appropriate motivation for students to engage (Hodges &Tech, 2004).  A study by 

Skelton (2007), which indicated the low level of students’ engagement in online 

communities, pointed out that “just as in a traditional classroom environment, there 

needs to be motivation for utilising group discussion or peer interaction, although 

teachers can encourage this without compulsory assessment requirements” (p. 79). 

Motivation is not only important, because it is a necessary causal factor of learning, but 

because it mediates learning and is a consequence of learning as well.  Bonk (2001, 

2002) indicated in recent literature from the corporate training area, that most of online 

courses are pedagogically void and the attrition rates are as high as 80 % in online 

learning training courses.  It is seen that lack of motivation and engaging materials are 

major reasons for this. 

Online learning can be seen as a form of independent learning, and has long 

lacked process research.  Most educators heavily rely on the assumption that adult online 

learners are self-motivated, as motivation is difficult to assess online.  Added technology 

does not equal better learning (McCampbell, 2001; Picar, 2004; Allen, 2003).  A study 

investigating the learner differences between online and classroom delivery showed that 

learning is not increased through electronic delivery, nor is it decreased.  Technology 

seems to play a minor role in relation to learning outcomes (Iverson, Colky & Cyboran, 

2005).  There are many de-motivating factors associated with E-learning.  Findings of 

the literature review emphasised the difficulty of creating an authentic community online 

at a similar level to the physical campus community, where every day events and 

interaction occur spontaneously (Skelton, 2007; Guri-Rosenblit, 2005).  The concept of 

an isolated student working alone with her/his computer and with no opportunity for 

interpersonal communication is considered a de-motivating factor and a major cause of 

student dissatisfaction (Harden, 2002; Anderson, 2006).  Likewise, open access to 

information could also de-motivate learners, as students spend many hours surfing web-

sites, often getting lost in the abundance of information, irrelevant sources, and poor or 

incomplete navigation commands (Monteiro, 2006).  The lack of frequent feedback also 

affects the level of students’ satisfaction and their level of motivation throughout the 
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course.  Many educators commented on receiving calls from frustrated students, 

uncertain about how to complete an assignment (Anderson, 2006).  

While there is much skepticism associated with online learning, many educators 

argue that learning is enhanced when people are driven by intrinsic, rather than extrinsic 

motivators.  Students, through online learning, have the most powerful motivational 

factors, since such an approach requires them to use self-observation, self-reference, 

self-judgment and self-checking, therefore they tend to learn better and faster (Clark, 

2002).  The learner’s degree of control and autonomy in online learning is equally a 

motivational factor.  When the learner has the ability to choose and accommodate their 

own motivational needs, learning will be more effective (Clark, 2002).  

There are many strategies that educators can employ to enhance the intrinsic 

motivation of their students including, attracting learners’ attention; enhancing subject 

matter relevance; building learner confidence; and prompting learner satisfaction (Ralph, 

1998, pp. 2-6).  In addition to this, effective designed content and lecturer enthusiasm 

has been attributed to the students’ level of motivation in an online learning environment 

(Siragusa & Dixon, 2005).  Dennen and Bonk (2007) identified ten key elements for 

motivating online learners:  The climate at the beginning of an online course that 

explains course expectations and engages students to share their ideas and their personal 

information; regular Feedback which reflects students’ progress; Engaging students as 

active participants into the online environment; Meaningfulness through connecting the 

course materials to students’ real lives; providing students with Choice and a sense of 

control over their learning environment; providing students with Variety of learning 

activities to keep them interested; Curiosity through encouraging course extensions and 

outside perspectives; Tension through allowing debates, conflict and multiple 

perspectives; a course that is Goal-driven to provide a sense of accomplishment and 

personal pride that motivates students to participate in an online environment; and 

finally encouraging Peer Interaction in order for students to feel a part of a learning 

community.  

In addition to the above, the literature review has identified that there is 

association between the demographic characteristics of the learner and their perception 
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towards the effectiveness of the online learning environment.  Many studies have 

attempted to generate characteristics of online learners.  They are described as older, 

mature, self-initiators, interested in outcomes, motivated, have higher expectations and 

are more self-disciplined (Harden, 2002; Chin, 2004; OECD, 2005).  Other researchers 

have pointed out that online education is affected by factors related to students’ and 

instructors’ personal characteristics such as gender, age, technological literacy, course 

subject and cultural background (Chin, 2004; Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008; Anderson, 

2008).  

Online instruction is designed to accommodate both genders’ needs (AL-Augab, 

2007).  Burge (1998, cited in AL-Augab, 2007) argues that, online learners gender 

differences particularly need recognition and that the required needs of all students are to 

be considered when online instruction is designed and developed.  Whilst some studies, 

such as Koohang and Durante (2003), found that gender had no significant differences 

on online learners’ perceptions, other studies, have indicated that female students who 

are enrolling and benefiting from online courses are larger than the number of males 

(Kramarae, 2001, AL-Arfaj, 2001).  Online courses claim to be more suitable to the 

learning and communication styles of females, as research shows, females are more 

motivated, self-organised, and better at communication (AL-Augab, 2007).  Sullivan 

(2001) found that gender was a strong associated factor with communication patterns 

and learning style preferences in online instruction.  Hyun (2004) found that females had 

positive attitudes toward online instruction and preferred an online environment.  Also, 

Skelton (2007) indicated in his study, that there was a high readiness for female students 

to interact and communicate with other students in an online learning environment.  

Skelton suggested that any mechanisms aimed at enhancing online communication 

means would be positively received by students, particularly females.  Also as an 

implication of such findings, Skelton suggested to increase the engagement of female 

students within groups of students, especially for courses populated with males, as an 

effective medium to enhance interaction.  This finding also had implications for 

proposed blended learning environments, where interaction and response are more 

effectively enhanced (Skelton, 2007).   
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Although some studies in the literature of online students’ perceptions reported 

that students’ age had no significant impact on their perceptions towards satisfaction and 

achievement in online learning environments (Koohang & Durante, 2003; Hong, 

Ridzuan & Kuek, 2003),  other studies, such as Skelton (2007), indicated that online 

students’ age bore significant differences in their perceptions towards the effectiveness 

of online learning environment.  Skelton (2007) found in his study that older students 

(25 years and older) appeared to be less satisfied with the level of online responsiveness 

and that there was a greater demand by older people for the online component to 

facilitate a high level of communication by all students.  While younger students (under 

25 years of age), were argued to, “hold more pragmatic viewpoints of navigation in 

online courses and do not have a high expectation of frequent online communication” 

(Skelton, 2007, p. 76). 

The nature of online courses is claimed, in the literature review, to have impacts 

on students’ achievement within online learning environments.  It is argued that some 

subject areas were more appropriate than others for online courses (Chin, 2004).  For 

example, Rosenfeld (2005) claimed that course subject matter had the most impact on 

online completion rates and expressed that teaching courses that focus on complex ideas 

had “significantly lower achievement and completion rates” (p. 91) than teaching 

courses that were based on memorisation of factual information.  However, Filimban 

(2008), in her study, reported that variation of online courses had no impact on the 

students’ perceptions of what constructed an effective online course.  Filimban evaluated 

online course effectiveness by course subjects, which varied from economics and 

foreign language to history and philosophy.  Her study reported a positive response 

across the majority of students from different online course subjects.   

One of the critical factors that affect students’ participation in an online 

environment is their cultural background, such as language.  Most studies on the Internet 

are in English.  Therefore, participants in online courses, who do not speak the English 

language or are not fluent with the English language, might encounter a sensation of 

confusion and reluctance (Martinez et al., 2007).  Unfortunately, in Saudi Arabian 

Universities, very few faculty members and students understand English.  Thus faculty 
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members and students need to take English courses to be qualified to successfully 

participate in online environments (AL-Augab, 2007; AL-Balawi, 2007).  Women 

segregation in Saudi Arabia is another factor that affects their participation in online 

education.  Due to cultural and religious reasons, the higher education system in Saudi 

Arabia is separated by gender.  In response, Al-Arfaj (2001) stated “female students in 

Saudi Arabia were very interested in distance WBI” (p. 6).  

Cultural background could also influence students’ “sense of value in education” 

(Chin, 2004, p. 56).  Chin argued that the factor of students’ learning objectives, such as 

the degree to which they view ‘flexibility’ as more important than ‘real’ experience, 

seems to affect their perceptions towards the notion of value or benefit of online 

education.  Chin (2004) stated: 

 

Students from Asian countries where their society were founded 

on Confucianism would view education in more traditional sense 

in which students should be learning from knowledgeable 

teacher. To those students learning from computers and the 

Internet may appear to be of less value then leading to 

disappointment.  (p. 56) 

 

This claim was supported by Alebaikan (2010), in terms of Saudi tertiary 

contexts.  Alebaikan asserted that one major challenge currently encountering Saudi 

Universities is the adoption of online learning in this traditional didactic environment.   

Alebaikan found in her study that undergraduate students’ perceptions and experiences 

were influenced by their traditional experiences towards online learning.   

Students’ technological literacy plays another significant role in students’ 

perception of online environments.  Studies have indicated that students with better 

technological skills had better attitudes participating in online courses and using 

technological resources for their studies (Koohang & Durantes, 2003; Kenny, 2003; 

Filimban, 2008; Alebaikan, 2010).  The lack of technological literacy skills from many 

students could translate to a greater need for support from the University (Chin, 2004).  
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Students therefore need a great deal of support and assistance with learning through 

online environments.  The degree of support and assistance provided to the students by 

their instructors or institutions is considered a critical factor which contributes to 

students’ successful participation in an online environment (Alebaikan, 2010; Filimban, 

2008).  “Planning around e-learning makes the assumption that lecturers will know how 

to teach in the online environment and students will intuitively know how to manage 

their learning process” (Skelton, 2007, p. 45).  Kenny (2003) claimed that “an 

assumption that students possess the independent learning and time management skills 

which may be associated with online delivery is also to be contested” (p. 17), especially 

with students who have limited confidence in the use of online technology.  Filimban 

(2008) found in her study that online students often encountered technological problems 

with accessing the Black Board and downloading recorded lectures.  These drawbacks 

decreased students’ motivation and produced dissatisfaction, which affected the 

students’ learning outcomes and harmed their learning experiences.  Therefore Filimban 

recommended in her study that online platforms should be user friendly and easy to 

operate, students should come to online courses with proficient technological skills, and 

that universities should require online students to take “mandatory tutorials” (p. 160) on 

how to use Learning Management Systems, such as Blackboard.  Also, the University 

should consider continuously developing preparation programs for online learning that 

provide the required IT skills and knowledge for students that meets the expected future 

development of online course design (Alebaikan, 2010). 

In fact, students participating in online learning as a form of distance education 

need support for more than just the use of technology.  Social support is stressed by 

educators in an online learning environment (Chin, 2004; Kenny, 2003).  Educators need 

to formulate a framework that supports the learner and social values interaction, 

engagement and community building (Chin, 2004).  Tait (2000) suggested a threefold 

functional model of students’ support that includes:  Cognitive, covering the condition of 

appropriate learning resources; affective, relating to the emotions that support learning 

and success; and systemic, helping students to manage rules and systems of the 

institution that support persistence. 
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In summary, to construct an effective online learning environment, the 

knowledge about online students must be addressed by educators.  This knowledge 

includes the student’s role, variation of learning approaches, student’s motivation, 

demographic characteristics such as gender and age, student’s techno literacy and the 

level of support and assistance, nature of online courses, and cultural background.  The 

following section will discuss and provide the conceptual framework on which the 

remainder of this study, on constructing the effectiveness of online learning 

environments, will build upon. 

 

2.12    Conceptual Framework 

A conceptual framework is simply the structure of the focus ideas or concepts 

from the literature review and how they are interrelated along with the research aim and 

questions.  Smyth (2004) stated that:  

 

A conceptual framework has potential usefulness as a tool to 

scaffold research and, therefore, to assist a researcher to make 

meaning of subsequent findings. Such a framework should be 

intended as a starting point for reflection about the research and 

its context. The framework is a research tool intended to assist a 

researcher to develop awareness and understanding of the 

situation under scrutiny and to communicate this.  (p. 1) 

 

This study intends to explore and explain the issues that influence tertiary 

students’ and instructors’ experiences within online education environments, which 

assist in identifying the factors affecting the effectiveness and quality of online learning 

experiences.  When it comes to determining the influences of technology on the learning 

process and students’ attainment of educational outcomes, Johnson and Aragon (2003) 

state that, “scholars in the field of instructional technology concluded that the 

technology used in an online program is not as important as other instructional factors, 
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such as pedagogy and course design” (p. 1).  In the literature, Siragusa and Dixon (2005) 

argued that when evaluating the effectiveness of online learning in higher education, it is 

critical to consider the knowledge relating to learning theories and pedagogies; the 

knowledge of instructional design principles; and the research into students within 

higher education.  Also, Herrington et al. (2001) identified three critical elements to 

determine the effectiveness of online courses; pedagogies that underpin the unit; course 

design, such as content and structure; and delivery strategies, which are issues associated 

with the ways in which the course is delivered to the learners.  Instructor characteristics, 

knowledge, and role were evident in the literature review as critical components that 

have influence on the effectiveness of online learning environment (Ehrlich, 2002; Chin, 

2004; MCEETYA, 2005; Siemens, 2008, Alebaikan, 2010; Koehler, 2011; Salmon, 

2011).   

Within the literature review, the abovementioned critical components seemed to 

offer valid points in contributing to effective online learning environments.  However, a 

holistic approach regarding these components needed to be created in order to be able to 

view the influences each had and how they interrelate with one another to construct an 

effective online learning environment.  The focus of this study is to investigate the 

effectiveness of the online learning model (EDE) in a Saudi tertiary environment from 

the perspectives and the experiences of both learner and instructor.   This study goes on 

to explore the pedagogies and instructional design utilised within online learning 

environments in order to determine the critical components that would construct an 

effective online learning environment in Saudi higher education.  Therefore, based on 

the aim of this study, along with the preceding review of the literature related to 

constructing effective online learning environments in tertiary settings, a conceptual 

framework to underpin and inform this study was developed.  

In order to provide a structure for this study in which the effectiveness of online 

learning environment in tertiary setting can be assessed, five main focus areas were 

synthesised from the related literature pertaining to effective online learning 

environments.   These five distinct focus areas are interrelated and have been identified 

as having direct influences on the quality of teaching and learning experiences in higher 
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education.  These five focus areas have been categorised as:  Learning philosophies and 

Pedagogies; Online Learner; Online Instructor; Online Communication; and Online 

Instructional Design. These five focus areas informed the development of the conceptual 

framework of this study. 

Collectively, a number of key components are elaborated under each of the five 

themes.  These components were derived and synthesised from the literature as having 

critical influences on constructing an effective online environment.  Table 2.2 provides a 

summary of these components within the five focus areas, which, in turn, provide a 

conceptual framework for understanding this research and development of online 

learning environments.  
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Table 2.2 

A synthesis of the literature review related to the five focus areas contributing to the effectiveness of online education  

Online Learning Theories 

and Pedagogies 
Online Instructional Design Online Communication Online Instructor Online Learner 

Andragogy, the adult learning 

theory (Knowles, 1984). 

Course Structure (Filimban, 

2008; Pittenger & Doering, 

2010; Swan, Matthews, Bogle, 

Boles & Day, 2010). 

Interaction (Georgina & Olson, 

2008; Huang & Lin, 2011; Kim, 

2011; Salmon, 2011). 

Attitude and Perception of 

Importance (Siragusa, Dixon & 

Dixon, 2007; Sun, Tsai, Finger, 

Chen, & Yeh, 2008; Alebaikan, 

2010). 

Learner’s Prior Knowledge and 

Experiences (Ginns & Ellis, 2007; 

Filimban, 2008). 

 

Behaviourism (Davidson-

Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006, 

Roffe, 2004). 

Course Content (Filimban, 

2008; Pittenger & Doering, 

2010). 

Collaboration (Georgina & 

Olson, 2008; Huang & Lin, 2011; 

Kim, 2011; Salmon, 2011). 

Availability and Active 

Participation (Inoue, 2007; 

Flimban, 2008; Salmon, 2011; 

Alebaikan, 2010). 

Learner’s Needs and Styles 

(Ginns & Ellis, 2007; Pittenger & 

Doering, 2010; Zacharis, 2011). 

 

Cognitivism (Davidson-

Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006, 

Roffe, 2004). 

Resources and Materials 

(Tomei & Morris, 2007; Li et 

al., 2009; Salmon, 2011). 

Support and Assistance 

(Filimban, 2008, Alebaikan, 

2010; Salmon, 2011). 

Involvement in Development 

Process (Martinez et al., 2007; 

Georgina & Olson, 2008; 

Alebaikan, 2010). 

Learner’s Motivation (Filimban, 

2008; Pastore & Carr-Chellman, 

2009). 

Learner-Centred Theory 
(Duffy & Kirkley, 2004). 

Alignment (Filimban, 2008; 

Salmon, 2011; Quality 

Matters, 2012). 

 Technological Pedagogical And 

Content Knowledge (TPACK) 

(Mishra & Koehler, 2006; 

Koehler, 2011; Kadijevich, 2012). 

Accessibility (Flexibility, 

Convenience, Efficiency, 

Autonomy) (Li et al., 2009; Pastore 

& Carr-Chellman, 2009; Redecker, 

Ala-Mutka & Punie, 2010; Salmon, 

2011). 

Constructivism (Khine & 

Fisher, 200; Roffe, 2004). 

Assessment (Armellini & 

Aiyegbayo, 2010; Pittenger & 

Doering, 2010). 

 Professional Development 

(Terosky, 2005, Filimban, 2008, 

Alebaikan, 2010; Salmon, 2011).    

IT Skills (Filimban, 2008; 

Alebaikan, 2010; Salmon, 2011). 

Connectivism (Siemens, 

2005; Ally, 2008; Loureiro & 

Bettencourt, 2010; Downes, 

2010). 

Delivery mode and Blended 

Learning Approaches 

(Owston et al., 2008; Chacon 

& Hawken, 2011). 

  Demographical Characteristics 

(Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008; 

Anderson, 2008; Alebaikan, 2010). 

Hyperpedagogy (Dwight, 

2004; Edwards & Finger, 

2007). 

Evaluation (Alebaikan, 2010; 

Quality Matters, 2012). 
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The five focus areas in Table 2.2 are key factors for formulating an online 

learning framework that can be used in online tertiary settings.  The ultimate aim of this 

framework is to provide a holistic overview and outline the critical components that 

influence the implementation of online learning towards constructing effective online 

learning environments.  The framework consists of five major components, namely; 

online learning theories and pedagogies, online instructional design, online 

communication, online learner, and online instructor. The following section describes 

these components. 

 

Online Learning Theories and Pedagogies 

The growth of online learning raises the issue of the effectiveness and quality of 

this environment, which inherently raises the challenge for educators to shift their 

pedagogical approaches to incorporate the most effective and innovative instructional 

strategies in delivering their courses.  For educators, the successful shift in pedagogical 

approaches when using technology-rich environments requires an awareness of learning 

theories and philosophies (Roffe, 2004; Inoue, 2007; Beetham & Sharp, 2007).  To 

construct effective online learning environments, instructional designers need to align 

their learning goals and instructional methods to the appropriate learning theories.  

Johnson and Aragona (2003) argued that the new philosophy of teaching and learning in 

online environments should be built on a combination of learning theories rather than 

being confined to one preferred perspective.  For example, quality of online learning 

environments should be comprised of positive and powerful aspects of each individual 

learning theory.  Behaviourism, Cognitivism, Constructivism, Learner-centred, 

Connectivism, Hyperpedagogy, and Andragogy are the learning theories and 

philosophies that will be discussed for the purpose of this study. 
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Online Instructional Design 

It has been identified in the literature that there is a strong relationship between 

the quality of course design and students’ satisfaction, perception, and performance in 

online learning environments (Johnson et al., 2000; Govindasamy, 2002; Kenny, 2003; 

Chin, 2004; Martinez et al., 2007; Filimban, 2008; Swan et al., 2010; Salmon, 2011; 

Quality Matters, 2012).  Therefore, online instructional design is a fundamental task in 

online education, as effective instructional design positively facilitates students’ 

learning.   The instructional design of online courses includes; determining course 

content and structure, resources and activities, course alignment, assessment techniques, 

and course evaluation.  It is also fundamental, in terms of instructional design that 

instructors decide on the delivery mode.  Many researchers advocate the blended 

learning mode of delivery as potentially having more educational advantages than the 

purely online model (Skelton, 2007; Garrison & Vaughan, 2008; Owston et al., 2008; 

Alebaikan, 2010). 

 

Online Communication 

The primary task of integrating technology in education is to support 

instructional technology and student learning technology, which includes technology to 

enhance and support communication between students and instructors (Georgina & 

Olson, 2008).  Students’ interaction with their instructors and with other students in 

online classes is one of the main practical aspects of online learning, particularly when it 

is based on a student-centered and constructivist approach (Martinez et al., 2007; Huang 

& Lin, 2011; Kim, 2011; Salmon, 2011).   

Online instruction offers opportunities for interactions for students and 

instructors.  Effective delivery utilises student-to-student interaction to engage students 

in course activities.  The most important factor influencing students’ learning outcomes 

is frequent student/instructor interaction (Georgina & Olson, 2008; Huang & Lin, 2011; 

Kim, 2011; Salmon, 2011).  Today, online courseware such as Blackboard and WebCT, 

support all components of the instructional process, including interaction by both 
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synchronous and asynchronous communication, which enables the online student not 

only to participate in discussions, but also to collaborate in group work without face-to-

face meetings (Chin, 2004).  Educators need to formulate a framework that supports the 

student and social values interaction, engagement and community building. 

 

Online Instructor 

The literature of online learning highlights a number of factors related to online 

instructors that influence the effectiveness of online learning environments.  These 

factors are:  Instructor’s availability; instructor’s perception of importance and attitude; 

instructor’s Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPCK); instructor’s 

involvement in development process; and instructor’s professional development.  With 

the introduction of technologies in education, the teacher’s role is transformed from 

being a content expert, to a knowledge facilitator, as greater emphasis is placed on 

facilitating the educational process by drawing on the technology capabilities to increase 

students’ learning productivity (Khine & Fisher, 2003; Inoue, 2007, Filimban, 2008, 

Alebaikan; Salmon, 2011).  A greater emphasis is placed on teachers as designers for 

learning activities (Chin, 2004, p. 42).  In tertiary environments, the instructor is the 

person who designs the content and structure of the courses, who is in charge of the 

instructional pedagogy that is associated with courses, who creates the assessments 

aligned with the courses’ objectives, and who is aware of the characteristics of students 

in the courses and how to interact with them (Skelton, 2007).  

 

 Online Learner 

For effective learning to take place, the design and delivery of online courses 

should be relevant for the target students, thus instructors have the responsibility to 

accommodate students’ needs, learning styles, prior knowledge and experiences, and 

facilitate active engagement with online materials (Ginns & Ellis, 2007, Flimban, 2008; 

Pittenger & Doering, 2010; Zacharis, 2011).  In addition, many instructors consider the 
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motivation levels of learners as the most powerful factor in successful learning 

(Filimban, 2008; Pastore & Carr-Chellman, 2009).  Other researchers have pointed out 

that online education is affected by factors related to students’ personal characteristics 

such as gender, age, technological literacy, course subject and cultural background 

(Chin, 2004; Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008; Anderson, 2008; Alebaikan, 2010).  

Identifying students’ characteristics for online learning is important so that instructors 

and designers can make the online instruction interesting and relevant to the intended 

audience.   

Students are the ones who benefit most from online education, due to its 

accessibility aspects, including flexibility, convenience, efficacy and autonomy.  The 

accessibility aspects of online learning open the door for anyone to learn at their own 

pace and at their own speed, regardless of time or location.  With increasing numbers of 

students not being able to attend classes on campuses due to work, family or personal 

reasons, convenience is probably the main reason why many students choose to do more 

online courses (Pastore & Carr-Chellman, 2009).  Students who engage in online 

learning are self-directed learners, they can navigate the web-based learning material, 

have full control over the sequences of pages they wish to access, and make their own 

decisions regarding what information is deemed to be important.  Students through 

online learning are responsible for their own learning in terms of, determining the time 

and effort required to complete the task and courses requirements (Filimban, 2008).   

 

The outline of the conceptual framework of the five focus areas contributing to 

the effectiveness of online learning in higher education is shown in Figure (2.2).  

 

 



 

96 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2 

A Conceptual Framework of Five Focus Areas Contributing to the Effectiveness of 

Online Learning in Higher Education 

 

Figure 2.2 illustrates the five focus areas and how they influence the 

effectiveness of online learning environments.  Each focus area consists of several 

factors that influence the educational outcomes.  These focus areas are interrelated to 

each other and altogether influence the overall effectiveness of the online learning 

environment.  For example, the instructional design and delivery of online courses needs 

to be aligned with appropriate online learning theories and pedagogies, which instructors 

must have knowledge about, alongside with variation in learners needs and learning 

styles to construct an effective online environment.  These factors together contribute to 

the effectiveness of online learning environments; they cannot be considered or assessed 
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without the influence of one another.  Another example, considering the effectiveness of 

online learning environments, based on the way the course is designed and delivered, 

without considering the contributing factors of students and instructors, such as students’ 

different learning styles; instructors’ pedagogical knowledge; and the student/instructor 

relationships, affects the proper evaluation of the effectiveness of online learning 

environments.      

Certainly, this framework will need to be assessed by experts in online learning, 

however this step is beyond the scope of this study and the author intends to assess it in 

future research.  This online learning framework is important because it provides a 

holistic overview of the five main focus areas influencing the effectiveness of online 

learning.  It is hoped that this online learning framework provides a broad insight into 

how online learning can be effectively constructed in Saudi Higher Education 

institutions.  

In the case of this study, the proposed conceptual framework is a response to the 

literature and to the research goals and questions.  It informs the research design, and 

provides reference points for discussion in the literature, method and analysis of data.  

However, there are three cautions to be aware of when developing and utilising a 

conceptual framework (Smyth, 2004).  Firstly, the framework is a construction of 

knowledge, limited by the experience of the person developing it and should not be 

assigned a credibility that it does not have.  Secondly, the nature of a conceptual 

framework means that it informs thought and practice by increasing personal sensitivity 

to notice particular occurrences, consciously or unconsciously, which must be accounted 

for.  Thirdly, researchers should not expect that all the data be analysed through the 

framework, without the risk of limiting the results from the inquiry (p. 2).  Therefore, 

consideration for these cautions will allow openness to unexpected occurrences in the 

data and general investigation.  
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2.13    Conclusion  

One of the main challenges and concerns of the Saudi government is related to 

the growth in population and its increased responsibility to provide education in general 

and higher education in particular.  With these limitations, correspondence-based 

distance education for tertiary students has been proposed as an alternative solution.  

With the influence of the Internet, along with the emerging technologies, distance 

education has evolved from correspondence education to online education or web-based 

delivery of education.  The feasibility of the design and implementation of online 

learning has been debated by Saudi higher educators.  Currently, the Saudi education 

system is shifting gradually from the traditional classroom to online distance learning in 

higher education.  Online learning is being implemented today by the majority of Saudi 

universities to provide students equal opportunities for higher education.  

The first section of this chapter provided background information related to the 

context of this study presented in higher education in Saudi Arabia.  The review 

underlined the rationale of implementing online learning in Saudi tertiary environments, 

outlining the potential of online education, in addressing the dilemma related to the 

annual increasing numbers of student enrolments through extensions of educational 

access.   

The provision and utilsation of online learning within the Saudi higher education 

was outlined through reviewing several studies conducted to assess the implication of 

online instructions or web-based instructions across a number of Saudi tertiary 

institutions.  Definitions of distance education and online instructions were reviewed, 

along with influences of emerging technologies within online learning environments 

were discussed.  A synthesis of the literature, related to the promises of online learning 

to enhance the overall quality of the educational outcomes in respect of both learner and 

instructor level, was reviewed and discussed. 

Since the core topic of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of online 

learning, the issue of the effectiveness and quality of online learning environment was 

then reviewed and discussed in-depth in the second section in this chapter.  The 
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argument revolved around the effectiveness of online learning, in comparison with the 

face-to-face learning, was highlighted in the third section of this literature review.  

While several studies, focused on students’ outcomes and achievements concluded that 

online learning is as effective as face-to-face learning, some researchers were more 

advocated and claimed that students through the online learning environment could 

achieve more than through the traditional approach.     

The third section in this chapter reviewed the literature of the five focus areas 

contributing to the effectiveness and quality of online education.  Several critical 

components related to these five focus areas, which would construct an effective online 

learning environment, were elaborately highlighted and discussed.  The five focus areas 

are: online learning theories and pedagogies; online instructional design; communication 

in online learning; online instructor; and online learner. 

The first focus area highlighted in the literature was online learning theories and 

pedagogies.  The pedagogical shift associated with teaching through online learning 

environments was emphasised and discussed.  Several learning theories and 

philosophical approaches related to teaching and learning via cyberspace were outlined 

and discussed, which formed the theoretical perspectives of this study’s investigation. 

Online instructional design was the second focus area discussed in the literature.  

In terms of effective instructional design, instructors needed to have both theoretical and 

practical focus.  In terms of the theoretical focus, it is essential for instructors to 

determine their instructional strategies, based on an awareness of online learning 

theories, as well as students’ characteristics, needs, learning styles, prior knowledge, and 

experiences.  The practical focus includes determining:  Course elements such as; course 

aims and objectives, content and structure, resources and activities, alignment and 

assessment techniques; delivery mode; and course evaluation scheme.   

The third focus area discussed in the literature was communication in online 

learning.  The literature highlighted online communication as the most important 

component influencing the effectiveness of online learning environments.  The amount 

of social presence, interaction and collaboration can be effectively facilitated both 

synchronously and asynchronously through different communication tools.  The amount 
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of social presence, interaction and collaboration constitutes one of the main practical 

aspects of students’ learning and experiences in online environments. 

The fourth focus area outlined and discussed in the literature was related to the 

online learner.  In constructing an effective online learning environment, the knowledge 

about the online learner must be addressed by educators.  This knowledge includes the 

learner’s role, variation of learning approaches, learner’s motivation, demographic 

characteristics such as gender and age, learner’s techno literacy and the level of support 

and assistance, nature of online courses, and cultural background. 

The literature review of online education emphasised several factors related to 

the online instructor that contributed to the effectiveness of online learning 

environments, which was the fifth focus area discussed in the literature.  These factors 

are related to; instructor’s role, technological, support and assistance, pedagogical 

knowledge and the importance of TPACK knowledge, perception of importance, 

availability and active participation, involvement in the development process and 

engagement in professional development.   

The five focus areas outlined and discussed in the literature review have 

informed the development of the conceptual framework of this study.  The last section of 

this chapter discussed and provided the conceptual framework on which the remainder 

of this study, on constructing the effectiveness of online learning environment, will build 

upon.  

The following chapter - Chapter 3 - presents the methodology used in this study, 

including a description and justification of the research approach, research methods, 

research samples, data collection and analysis.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1    Introduction 

The previous chapter provided a review of the literature relating to online 

education in Saudi Arabia.  The promises of online learning, along with the issue of 

effectiveness and quality of online education were reviewed and discussed in the 

previous chapter.  Five focus areas contributing to the effectiveness of online learning 

were reviewed and discussed in the previous chapter.  These focus areas are: Online 

learning theories and pedagogies, online instructional design, communication in online 

learning, online instructor, and online learner.  These five focus areas informed the 

development of the conceptual framework to guide this study, and were discussed in the 

last section of the previous chapter.   

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a detailed description of the research 

approach, data collection methods, and the research design of the study.  This study 

investigated the effectiveness of online education and explored issues related to online 

pedagogies, online instructional design, and factors contributing to the effectiveness of 

online education and blended learning through the perceptions of online instructors and 

students in a tertiary environment in Saudi Arabia.   

After an examination of the research literature regarding the evaluation of the 

effectiveness of online education, it was decided that the most appropriate method to 

conduct this study was a descriptive survey approach.  The participants of this study 

were the online instructors and undergraduate students from King Faisal University 

(KFU) in Al-Hasa in Saudi Arabia.   The overall investigation took a survey study 

approach, supported by a mixed method approach.  This study used both quantitative 

and qualitative methods to gather information and analyse the data.  A quantitative 

survey, through the use of the WEB-Based Learning Environment Instrument 

(WEBLEI), was performed to capture quantitative data from a sample of undergraduate 
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students at KFU.  A qualitative survey, through the use of written open-ended discussion 

questions, was performed to collect qualitative data from KFU instructor participants.  

Qualitative data was also captured from the WEBLEI open-ended discussion questions 

completed by KFU student participants.  Both quantitative and qualitative surveys used 

in this study were performed to capture the perceptions and experiences of tertiary 

students and instructors about the effectiveness of online learning environments.  

Clayton (2003) confirms that “student and tutor reactions to and perceptions of this 

environment will have a significant impact on their performance” (p. 157). 

Presented in this chapter are:  The research design; study population and sample; 

research methods; data collection; data analysis; validity and reliability, and ethical 

considerations. 

 

3.2    Research Design 

This study was conducted at KFU in Saudi Arabia.  The research aimed to 

understand the social phenomena of the participants at this university as they engage in 

online education and develop online material, pedagogical beliefs and communities.  

Participants in this context included KFU University students and instructors.  The focus 

of this study was to investigate how participants experienced online teaching and 

learning at KFU; how they perceived its effectiveness; to explore the current pedagogies 

and course instructional design utilised in KFU online learning environments; and to 

examine the instructors’ perceptions towards a blended learning strategy.  Therefore, a 

set of research questions underpinning this study was developed.  These questions are:  

 

Research Question #1: How do students perceive learning in an online 

environment within higher education?  

RQ 1.1: Are undergraduate students experiencing a positive and 

encouraging learning environment?  Has studying in an online environment 

enhanced their learning outcomes? 
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RQ 1.2: How do factors related to Accessibility, Interaction, and 

Instructional Design influence student responses? 

RQ 1.3: What are the critical components that would construct an effective 

online learning environment in tertiary settings? 

        

Research Question #2: How do instructors perceive teaching in an online 

environment within higher education? 

RQ 2.1: Are the university instructors experiencing a positive and 

encouraging teaching environment?   

RQ 2.2: Has teaching in an online environment impacted their teaching 

styles, pedagogies, and instructional design, how?  

RQ 2.3: What are the critical components that would construct an effective 

online learning environment in tertiary settings? 

 

This section outlines the underlying assumptions of this survey research 

approach and the research framework.  

 

3.2.1    Research Paradigm 

Recently, the commonalities between quantitative and qualitative research have 

been argued by educational researchers, and mixed method research has been advocated 

as a new paradigm (Creswell, 2008).  Creswell (2008) argued that the basic assumption 

of the mixed method research design is “that the use of both quantitative and qualitative 

methods, in combination, provides a better understanding of the research problem and 

questions than either method by itself”  (p. 552).  Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000) 

argued that a mixed method approach is appropriate when a more “holistic view of 

educational outcomes is required” (p. 115).  Multiple methods are suitable where 

controversial aspects of education need to be evaluated more fully (Cohen, Manion & 

Morrison, 2000; Neuman, 2006).  The rationale for this mixed method approach, 

according to Aldridge and Levine (2001), is that a questionnaire will provide basic 
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information about the sample, from which generalisations can be made to the whole 

population.  Open-ended discussion questions however, is a tool that allows researchers 

to investigate more deeply into the respondents’ feelings, attitudes, and perceptions, 

which provides “rich evidence that complements the generalisable but thin data from a 

questionnaire” (p. 58).  The use of a mixed method approach will result in the 

researcher’s ability to examine the effectiveness of online teaching and learning and the 

related issues from both the students’ and instructors’ perspectives, using both 

quantitative and qualitative data.  

  In general, quantitative research is used to answer questions about relationships 

among measurable variables with the intention of explaining, predicting and controlling 

phenomena (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005).  Quantitative researchers are more concerned 

about the issues of design, measurement and sampling as their deductive approaches 

emphasize detailed planning and analysis (Neuman, 2006).  In contrast, qualitative 

research is used to answer the complex nature of phenomena, with intention of 

describing and understanding the phenomenon from the participant’s point of view 

(Leedy & Ormrod, 2005).  Qualitative research is more concerned about issues of the 

richness and texture of data, as their inductive nature emphasizes developing insights 

and generalizations out of the data collected (Neuman, 2006).   

Qualitative and quantitative researches differ in many ways, but they 

complement each other as well (Neuman, 2006; Leedy & Ormrod, 2005).  Combining 

qualitative and quantitative methods in learning environment research has been 

demonstrated to be complementary and is expected to provide deeper and richer results 

in learning environment investigations (Fraser & Tobin, 1991, cited in Skelton, 2007).   

The group mean alone, in any quantitative study, may not reveal the differential 

experiences of students or teachers (Skelton, 2007).  Tobin and Fraser (1998, p. 639) 

argued that “we cannot envision why learning environment researchers would opt for 

either qualitative or quantitative data, and we advocate the use of both in an effort to 

obtain credible and authentic outcomes”.  In this way, both quantitative and qualitative 

approaches “represent complementary components of the research process” (Leedy & 
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Ormrod, 2005, p. 95).  As a sequence of this chosen approach, this research is based on 

qualitative and quantitative methods.   

 

3.2.2    The Descriptive Survey Approach 

After exploring the literature, along with the aim of this study, it was decided 

that the appropriate research approach for this study would be the use of a descriptive 

survey.  This study aims to investigate the perceptions of tertiary students and instructors 

towards teaching and learning in online learning environment and how they perceive its 

effectiveness.  The goal of descriptive surveys is to acquire information from one or 

more groups of people about their characteristics, opinions, attitudes, self-reported 

beliefs or behaviors (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005; Neuman, 2006).       

Surveys are characterized by the way data is collected.  The items of information 

that are gathered from participants in the survey are called variables.  Variables can be 

classified into three broad types, according to the type of information they provide 

(Aldridge & Levine, 2001):  Attributes, characteristics such as age, sex, material status, 

previous education; Behaviors, questions such as; what? when? how often? and; 

Opinions, beliefs, preferences, attitudes, questions that probe the participants’ point of 

view. 

While experimental studies attempt to control variables to observe the outcomes, 

survey approach studies look at the natural occurrence of the variables (Neuman, 2006).  

Survey researchers are also interested in the cause of phenomena, and aim to draw 

casual inferences between variables (Chin, 2004).  Krathwohl (1993) stated that the 

survey researcher is “usually interested in the common responses to the questions, the 

variability in responses, and the interrelationships of certain responses, especially those 

involving demographic information or measures of social or psychological variables 

with positions on issues” (Chin, 2004, p. 58).  Aldridge & Levine (2001) argued that it is 

a misconception to characterise surveys as a quantitative research strategy.  The prime 

advantage of descriptive surveys is specifically to allow the ‘simultaneous collection’ of 

both quantitative and qualitative data (p. 29).   
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Leedy & Ormrod (2005) state that survey research may be used for descriptive, 

explanatory and exploratory purposes.  The purpose of this study is considered to be 

descriptive and exploratory; it was therefore appropriate to adopt the survey as the 

research approach for this study.  This study aims to gather opinions from a group of 

tertiary instructors and students about their experiences and perceptions towards the 

effectiveness of online education; examine issues related to online pedagogies and 

course instructional design and delivery; and determine critical factors contributing to 

the effectiveness of online education in Saudi tertiary settings.  Therefore, this study is 

descriptive, because it aims to analyse and describe the effectiveness of the online 

teaching and learning phenomenon through a group of students and instructors.  It is also 

exploratory, because it aims to explore areas of concern on topics such as online 

pedagogies, course instructional design, and critical factors that would construct 

effective online learning environments and blended learning through the study of 

instructors’ and students’ experiences in the context of Saudi higher education settings.  

 

Two types of surveys were selected and performed in this study:  

1. A quantitative survey through the use of the WEBLEI instrument that 

was performed to gather students’ perceptions of online learning 

effectiveness;  

2. A qualitative survey through the use of written open-ended questions that 

was performed to investigate the instructors’ perceptions of online 

learning effectiveness.  

 

The WEBLEI instrument was chosen to collect data from student participants 

because, this study aimed to gain insights into students’ opinions towards certain aspects 

that evaluate the effectiveness of online teaching and learning.  The majority of the 

questions were close-ended in nature.  Students were asked to choose an answer from a 

given Likert-scale.  The questions that were used were ones that would be difficult to 

undertake in an interview situation, as interviewing large numbers of students is time 

consuming.  The WEBLEI close-ended questions were supplemented by four Open-
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ended questions that were recorded at the end of the WEBLEI instrument.  Students 

were able to provide reasons and some background to their WEBLEI survey responses 

whilst responding to the discussion questions.  The use of the qualitative data, in 

addition to quantitative data, could provide a better comprehension of the field studied 

as evidenced by Salazar (1988), who argued that the narrative from the additional 

comments section of educational questionnaires enhances the analysis of the quantitative 

data from the questionnaires (cited in Skelton, 2007).  A consideration when conducting 

this survey was that participants could respond to questions with assurance that their 

responses would be anonymous, and so they may be more truthful than they would be in 

a personal interview (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005).  

However, questionnaires have their limitations as well.  Neuman (2006) and 

Aldridge & Levine (2001) indicated that with questionnaires, researchers cannot control 

the conditions under which a questionnaire is completed.  Questions can be 

misinterpreted by the participants, which might negatively affect participant answers.  

Even when open-ended questions are used in the questionnaire, the depth of answers that 

participants can provide are more-limited, making it difficult for the researcher to gather 

information that is rich in depth and detailed (Neuman, 2006).  The low return rate is 

also considered as a major drawback of a questionnaire (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005).   

This study also aimed to gain insights into instructors’ opinions and perceptions 

towards their online teaching experience and the overall effectiveness of online learning.  

A qualitative survey through written open-ended discussion questions was designed and 

performed on KFU instructor participants in this study.  Cohen, Manion and Morrison 

(2000) claimed that open-ended questions can “catch the authenticity, richness, depth of 

response, honesty and candour which are the hallmarks of qualitative data” (p. 255).    

The research framework presented in Figure 3.1 shows the framework used to 

guide the research design for this study.  The perceptions of tertiary students and 

instructors were investigated using a descriptive survey approach.  Two types of survey 

were used to collect data for this study.  A quantitative survey through the use of 

WEBLEI instruments was performed to collect data from student participants.  A 

quantitative survey was used to collect data from instructor participants.  The WEBLEI 
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instruments primarily provided quantitative data.  The written open-ended discussion 

questions performed on the instructors provided the qualitative data.  Qualitative data 

was also gathered from students, through the open-ended section recorded at the end of 

the WEBLEI instrument.  Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected and 

analysed using different methods of analysis that are illustrated in section 3.6 of this 

chapter.  

  

 

 

Figure 3.1 

Research Framework  

 

 3.3    The Study Population and Sample 

Since the core of the topic is higher education and the background of the study is 

in Saudi Arabia.  King Faisal University (KFU) was chosen as the participating 

University, not only because the researcher is directly affiliated with the University, but 
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also because KFU is one of the few Universities in Saudi Arabia that recently started to 

implement fully online learning programs.  At this time in KFU online learning 

developments, evaluating the effectiveness of online education through the study of 

students’ and instructors’ perceptions can provide insight into the key issues concerning 

adoption of this relatively recent innovation.  The target population of this study was 

comprised of KFU instructors and students who were involved in online education.  

Students in this study were surveyed using the WEBLEI instrument and instructors were 

surveyed using the written open-ended discussion questions.  Clayton (2003) confirms 

that student and instructor reactions to, and perceptions of, learning environments “will 

have a significant impact on their performance” (p. 157).  

This study used a probability (random) sampling approach, which is a widely 

used, popular strategy in quantitative studies (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000).  A 

probability sample is useful if the researcher wishes to make generalisations and seeks 

responsiveness of a wider population.  Also, a probability sample has less risk of bias 

than a non-probability sample (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000).  The sample of 

students who participated in this study was from the population of students who were 

enrolled in online courses during the academic year of 2010.  A sample of 200 students 

was reached to participate in this study and all were undergraduate students who 

enrolled in online courses offered in three faculties: Faculty of Education, Faculty of Art 

and Faculty of Computer Sciences and Information Technology.  Of the 200 identified 

participants, a total of 141 responses were received, which represents a response rate of 

70.5%. 

The method of random sampling involves selecting at random from a list of the 

population and each of the population under the study has an equal chance of being 

selected (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000).  When selecting online students to 

participate in this study, attempts were made to incorporate students from different 

gender and age, as well as incorporate students enrolled in courses that are of a different 

nature in terms of subject area.  The rationale for incorporating such diversity in the data 

sample was to reduce the risk of bias, by reflecting on the variety in the wider population 
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and allowing more related issues on the topic to emerge, so as to provide a better insight 

into the situation (Chin, 2004).  

The sample of instructors was taken from the population of instructors at KFU 

who were involved in teaching online courses within the Faculty of Education, Faculty 

of Arts, and Faculty of Computer Sciences and Information Technology.  The sample 

was selected randomly.  The researcher acquired a list of all online courses including 

details of all of online instructors (n = 23).  Most of the instructors were contacted, 

twenty of them were reached and invited to participate in this study, however only six of 

them cooperated and agreed upon contribution.    

 

3.4    Research Methods 

As stated already, two descriptive survey methods were used to collect data: the 

WEBLEI instrument with students and the written open-ended discussion questions with 

instructors.  The primary goal for this approach was to gain a richer set of material with 

which to analyse the outcomes.  Description of the two methods is discussed below.  The 

following section outlines the development of research instruments measuring the 

learning environments. 

 

3.4.1    Research Instruments: Measuring the Learning Environment 

Since the late 1960s the field of learning environment research has produced a 

rich collection of instruments that are used to investigate the effectiveness of the 

learning environment.  The correlation between students’ perception of the learning 

environment and their learning outcomes has been established in the research of learning 

environment (Chard, 2006).  Learning environment research since the late 1960s, 

particularly in the field of science education, has documented that “students’ perceptions 

of their environment are important social and psychological factors in classrooms” 

(Chang & Fisher, 2003, p. 2).   

Students perceptions are often assessed using surveys and a wide variety of 

instruments have been developed for the traditional classroom (Skelton, 2007) and, more 
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recently with the technological innovations, for the ICT-enabled and online learning 

environments.  To facilitate the development of successful learning environments, the 

utility of these environments for both learners and teachers must be investigated to gain 

an understanding of how effective these environments are and how well they are 

supporting the learning process.  To develop this understanding, a reliable evaluation 

instrument is required (Chard, 2006).  Despite the development of various learning 

environment instruments over the years, the design principals are essentially the same.  

Learning environment instruments have scales and within each scale is a series of items, 

which help assess student perceptions for that scale (Chandra & Fisher, 2006).  

Evaluation instruments have been designed and proven for web-supported, web-based 

distance learning environments (Chang & Fisher, 2003).  These instruments are being 

used to give valuable feedback to the designers of these learning environments.  

Several instruments have been developed, since 1995, aimed for utilise in 

distance and online learning environments: these include the Distance and Open 

Learning Environment Survey (DOLES) which attempts to measure student perception 

of their learning experience related to the components of effective learning 

environments, the Constructivist On-Line Learning Environment Survey (COLLES) 

which looks at the quality of online learning environments from a social constructivist 

perspective, the Distance Education Learning Environments Survey (DELES) aimed at 

tertiary level classrooms, the Online Learning Environment Survey (OLLES) aimed at 

secondary level classrooms and the Web-based Learning Environment Instruments 

(WEBLEI) which developed for university level web based and web supported learning 

environments.  These instruments have been developed to focus on student activities, 

interpersonal interaction material design and organisation, technical and organisational 

issues (Chard, 2006).  

In an educational setting, it is essential to view the learner as central interacting 

with other variables including in the environment as consisting of teachers, peers, 

subject materials, physical settings and other important factors (Chandra & Fisher, 

2006).  Therefore, “there was a need to develop suitable learning environment 

instruments that had the capability of quantitatively measuring the impact of the learning 
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environment on a learner in different settings” (P. 463).  The WEBLEI is one key 

instrument used in this study which has been used in many studies of evaluating learning 

environments (Chang & Fisher, 2003; Chard, 2006; Chandra & Fisher, 2006; Skelton, 

2007).  

 

3.4.2    Description of the WEBLEI Instrument (Students’ Quantitative Survey) 

The main objective of the questionnaire was to collect a large set of data and 

information from students, which were relevant to their perceptions and experiences on 

the topic of online teaching and learning effectiveness.  The aim of the students’ data 

collection was to answer Research Question 1: How do students perceive learning in an 

online environment within higher education?  The focus of this research question was to 

answer the following: 

 

1. Are undergraduate students experiencing a positive and encouraging 

learning environment? Has studying in online learning environment 

enhanced their learning outcomes? 

2. How do factors related to Accessibility, Interaction, and Instructional 

Design influence student responses? 

3. What are the critical components that would construct an effective online 

learning environment in tertiary setting? 

 

The questionnaire used in this study is adapted from Chang and Fisher (2003) 

and called the Web-Based Learning Environment Instrument (WEBLEI) (Appendix A).  

The WEBLEI has been selected as a suitable instrument for this study as it developed to 

gather data quantitatively on students’ experience and perception of their web-based 

learning environment in a tertiary level (Chang & Fisher, 2003).  Chang and Fisher 

(2003), in developing the WEBLEI, built upon the work of Tobin (1998) on Connecting 

Communities Learning (CCL).  The CCL was developed by Tobin to study the 

perceptions of maths and science education students enrolled in an asynchronous mode 
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(Chandra & Fisher, 2006).  Tobin (1998) outlined an evaluation framework for 

interactive and Web environments.   

The WEBLEI, developed in 2003 by Chang and Fisher, draws on the long 

history of research instruments (Chard, 2006) and measures students’ perceptions across 

four scales: Access which establishes the accessibility of learning materials, Interaction 

which explores the extent to which students productively interact with their peers and 

their teachers, Response which gives an indication of how student felt about using the 

web-based environment and Result which indicates whether students accomplished any 

of online objectives by using the learning resources accessed through this environment 

(Chandra & Fisher, 2006, p. 464).  The WEBLEI instrument is designed to measure 

learning effectiveness in terms of a ‘cycle’ that includes access to materials, interaction, 

students’ perceptions of the environment and students’ learning outcome and 

achievement in the in this learning environment (Chard, 2006, p. 614).   

  This instrument has been designed to be used by tertiary educators who deliver 

their courses through the dependent and/or fully developed Web-based learning mode 

(Chang & Fisher, 2003, p. 17).  Although, a wide range of instruments have been 

developed by researchers to evaluate the learning environment, the WEBLEI “has a 

proven track record in a number of studies and has documented validity” (Skelton, 2007, 

p. 56).   

For this study, the permission to use the instrument was obtained from Chang 

and Fisher (2003) (Appendix F).  The last version of the instrument was sent 

electronically to the researcher of this study by the authors.  The questionnaire consists 

of three sections.  A copy of the questionnaire can be found in Appendix A.  The 

structure of the WEBLEI was retained, however the first section about background 

information was modified by the researcher to be appropriate for the research questions 

and sample subjects.  The following is an illustration of the three sections: 

The First Section is related to basic demographic information and general Web-

based instruction information.  This section provides a general demographic profile of 

students who will participate in this study.  Chin (2004) stated that the forming of 

perceptions is a very complex process and could be affected by many factors including 
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past experiences and the environment.  By noting the students’ demographic information 

such as gender, age group, course discipline area, course level (undergraduate/post 

graduate), experience taking online courses, Internet usage pattern, and English language 

level, the co-relationship, if any, between any of these factors and the students’ 

perceptions could be investigated.  

The Second Section is the WEBLEI instrument.  The instrument has been 

developed to incorporate four scales (see Figure 3.2) of accessing the online materials.  

Scale I: Emancipatory activities (Access), the interaction and participation of all parties 

involved in the online learning; Scale II: Co-Participatory activities (Interaction), the 

responses and perceptions of students learning in this environment, Scale III: Qualia 

(Response), and finally; Scale IV: Information Structure and Design (Results), which 

focuses on information structure and the design aspect of the Web-based material.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.2  

WEBLEI Scales (Chang & Fisher, 2003) 

 

According to Chang and Fisher (2003), the rationale for selecting these four 

scales, together with their relationship is represented in Figure 3.2.  In order to study 

online, students need to have access (Scale I: Access) to web-based learning materials. 
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This scale focuses on the flexibility and convenience of accessing the learning activities, 

the efficiency of accessing the learning materials at a location suitable to the students, 

and the autonomy of accessing the learning material at a time convenient to the students 

(Chang & Fisher, 2003).  Three main categories of convenience, efficiency and 

autonomy are measured by this scale.  

 Convenience is achieved when students can access the learning activities 

at convenient items. 

 Efficiency is described as not having to attend on campus classes and 

therefore allowed for efficient use of time. 

 Autonomy is described as allowing students to decide when and how to 

access the curriculum (Tobin, 1998, P. 151). 

 

After accessing, students’ need to interact with one another and with their course 

instructors through various online mechanisms to achieve the learning outcomes 

specified in the learning materials (Scale II: Interaction).  This scale assesses the extent 

to which the students actively participate in synchronous and asynchronous interactions 

and collaborations, as well as the availability of feedback from the students and course 

instructors (Chang & Fisher, 2003).  Six categories of flexibility, reflection, quality, 

interaction, feedback and collaboration are measured by this scale. 

 Flexibility is described as allowing students to meet their goals. 

 Reflection is noted as asynchronous interactions which encourage 

reflective interactions. 

 Quality is linked to the learning reflected in the level of activity 

undertaken by the students. 

 Interaction is described as enabling students to interact with each other 

asynchronously. 

 Feedback is described as the availability of feedback from students and 

the teacher. 

 Collaboration enables students to collaborate in a variety of activities 
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(Tobin, 1998, P. 152). 

  

Once students have access (Scale I) to the learning materials and they are 

actively participating in the learning activities (Scale II), students need to indicate their 

feelings and perceptions in using this type of learning environment.  Students should be 

able to respond (Scale III: Response) by indicating their perceptions in terms of 

enjoyment, satisfaction, frustration and whether they have accomplished any learning 

objectives through this learning environment.  Six categories are included under the 

Response Scale (III): enjoyment, confidence, accomplishments, success, frustration and 

tedium. 

 Enjoyment is associated with academic success and mastery of 

technology. 

 Confidence is associated with successful learning and support for 

learning. 

 Accomplishments are described as allowing students to display their 

course accomplishments regularly and publicly. 

 Success has two dimensions; the use of technology; and the conceptual 

aspects of the program.  

 Frustration is associated with the use of technology and the conceptual 

aspects of the program. 

 Tedium is associated with posting and responding to reviews on regular 

basis (Tobin, 1998, P. 155).  

  

Finally, students need to determine what they have gained from learning within 

this environment and provide feedback on the advantages of this online learning 

environment (Scale IV: Results).  The focus of the Results Scale ( Information Structure 

and Design Activities) is on how the Web based learning materials are structured and 

organised, and whether the materials follow instructional design standards, such as; 

stating its purpose, describing its scoop, incorporating interactivity, and providing a 
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variety of formats to meet different learning styles.  This aspect also considers validity, 

accuracy and balance of content, navigation, aesthetic and affective aspects (Chang & 

Fisher, 2003).   

All the questions in the instrument were closed-ended questions and presented in 

a format of statements.  This instrument uses a 5-point Likert scale where students were 

asked to choose from ‘never’, ‘seldom’, sometimes’, ‘often’, and ‘always’.  

The Third Section of the questionnaire comprised of open-ended discussion 

questions.  The qualitative data was collected from student participants through 

additional discussion questions added to the WEBLEI questionnaire.  The purpose of 

this section was to offer students, after going through the entire questionnaire, an 

opportunity to express their opinions on what was lacking in the questionnaire and to 

bring that to the awareness of the researcher.  Neuman (2000, p. 261) pointed out that, 

open-ended questions are necessary for the following reasons; (a) there could be many 

possible answers from the respondents; (b) to permit the respondents to provide more 

details in their answers and; (c) unanticipated findings could be discovered.  In this 

section, there were four questions in regards to indicating reasons for choosing to study 

via an online mode; to explain the advantages of studying in an online mode; to illustrate 

the disadvantages of studying in an online mode; and to provide suggestions in which 

online teaching in their unit could be improved. 

             Both quantitative and qualitative Data from the WEBLEI instrument were 

collected to answer Research Question 1: How do students perceive learning in online 

environment in Higher education.  Data was also used to investigate associations 

between students demographical information: gender, age, English language level, and 

academic major, and students’ online learning environment preferences. 

A number of studies have validated the use of the WEBLEI instrument and 

confirmed the effective use of this instrument on evaluating the effect of web-based 

learning systems on the learning environment (Skelton, 2007).  For example, Change 

and Fisher (2003) described a study assessing the effectiveness of a web-based learning 

management system at Curtin University of Technology in Australia.  This study 
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surveyed 334 students utilising this system and concluded that the concept of online 

learning is positively received by these students. 

Chard (2006) conducted a study evaluating the 3D Virtual Learning Environment 

at Whitireia Community Polytechnic in New Zealand.  Chard argued that the use of the 

WEBLEI instrument for this study was “appropriate to the 3D online learning 

environment, as the areas of study include the accessibility of the learning materials, the 

interactions that take place and the effectiveness of these interactions plus the students’ 

perceptions of the environment and the learning that takes place” (Chard, 2006, p. 614).  

The four scales of the WEBLEI measuring access, interaction, response and results have 

reported in this study the students’ ability to utilise the 3D online environment, the 

support for group interaction within the environment, the students’ satisfaction with the 

learning experience and the results students felt were able to accomplish in this 

environment.  Chard’s study concluded that the 3D Virtual Learning Environment 

provides a rich learning environment that is perceived favorably by students and has 

potential to provide them greater engagement in learning activities.  In this study, the 

WEBLEI instrument has demonstrated a valuable instrument to develop understanding 

of the 3D learning environment and has given valuable feedback to further the design of 

the environment (Chard, 2006). 

Chandra and Fisher (2006) described a study on the effectiveness of a blended 

web-based learning environment in an Australian high school.  This study used the 

WEBLEI instrument to assess a web-based model called GetSmart, a teacher designed 

website, as a model for teaching science and physics in a blended learning, high school 

environment.  In this study, the four scales of the WEBLEI suggested that blending web-

based learning in science and physics lessons was convenient and accessible for 

students, promoted students’ autonomy of learning, facilitated students to work at their 

pace, promoted positive interactions between peers, enhanced enjoyment and learning 

opportunities and sustained interests in subject.  This study concluded that reported that 

students had positive perceptions of their web-based learning environment.  It also 

indicated the usefulness and effectiveness of GetSmart as a teaching model in the 
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blended environment.  Findings of the WEBLEI instrument have highlighted areas 

within the model that need further refinement and development (Chard, 2006).  

Skelton (2007) described a study investigating the learning environments of 

blended delivery (e-learning and classroom) at the Eastern Institute of Technology in 

New Zealand. An adopted WEBLEI survey was administrated to a sample of tertiary 

Business and IT students along with other qualitative methods.  This study aimed to 

analyse tertiary students’ experiences and satisfaction with various aspects of online 

learning environments together with their experiences of the campus learning 

environment features with a purpose of defining an ideal blended learning environment 

for tertiary students and for tertiary environment in general.  Results from the WEBLEI 

reported that students have mainly positive experiences of the mixture of online and 

traditional classroom learning environments, however a strong association with physical 

classroom experiences was recorded regardless of the course delivery mode.  This study 

concluded that “optimal blended environment should include a ‘teaching’ presence’ 

ability, attendance and assessment of participants, online assessment submission, 

Internet features, and opportunities for student interaction” (p. 151).  Skelton’s study 

confirmed the adopted version of the WEBLEI for New Zealand blended learning 

environments as a valid and reliable instrument and suggested the usefulness of the 

WEBLEI as a research instrument in a range of similar studies.  

The use of various learning environment research instruments and a variety of 

qualitative methods enabled researchers to investigate the perceptions of educators and 

learners of their classrooms and online learning environments and evaluate the effects of 

new technologies impacting these environments (Chandra & Fisher, 2006; Skelton, 

2007).  This has enabled them to “theories teaching and learning from different vantage 

points” (Tobin, 1998, p. 223).     

This research thesis combines quantitative and qualitative techniques in the use 

of the WEBLEI instrument with tertiary students, the associated discussion open-ended 

questions added to the WEBLEI and the use of qualitative survey with instructors. 
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3.4.3    Description of the Written Open-ended Discussion Questions 

(Instructors’ Qualitative Survey) 

The main objective of the qualitative survey, through the use of written open-

ended discussion questions, was to collect a large set of data and information from 

instructors, which were relevant to their perceptions and experiences on the topic of 

online teaching and learning effectiveness.  The aim of the instructors’ data collection 

was to answer Research Question 2: How do Instructors perceive teaching in online 

environment within higher education?  The focus of this research question was to 

answer the following: 

 

1. Are the university instructors experiencing a positive and encouraging   

teaching environment?  

2. Has teaching in online environment impacted their teaching styles, 

pedagogies, and instructional design, how?  

3. What are the critical components that would construct an effective online 

learning environment in tertiary setting? 

 

Initially, for this study, an interview was planned to collect data from instructors 

on their perceptions and experiences of teaching their courses online and evaluating the 

effectiveness of their online program.  However, due to instructors teaching and 

administrative workload, the implementation of the interviews did not occur.  Most of 

the instructors indicated that they preferred to participate by providing written responses 

to the interview questions.  Consequently, the researcher transferred the interview plan 

into written open-ended discussion questions to be sent to the instructor participants in 

order for them to respond at a time that was convenient to them. A copy of the written 

open-ended questions is provided in Appendix D.   

A study by Chin (2004) investigated the University students and lecturers’ 

perception and experiences of an online learning environment, Chin’s interview 

questions were used as a starting point to design the open-ended questions in this study.  
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The first section of the open-ended questions (Q: 1, 2, 3) consisted of general questions 

about demographic information such as course name, enrolment number, academic rank, 

computer skills, and years of teaching.  The rest of the questions then were planned to 

address the three sub-questions of Research Question 2, as illustrated in the following 

Table (3.1).    

 

Table 3.1 

Listing Instructors’ Qualitative Survey Questions Related to the Three Sub-

Questions of Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 Qualitative Survey Questions 

1: Are the University instructors experiencing a positive and 

encouraging teaching environment? 

Q #  4, 5, 13, 14, 15, 16, 26 

2: Has teaching in online environment impacted their teaching 

styles, pedagogies, and instructional design, how?  

Q #  8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 17, 18, 19, 

20, 22 

3: What are the critical components that would construct an 

effective or optimal online learning environment in tertiary 

setting? 

Q  #  6, 7, 21, 32, 24, 25, 27, 28, 

29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36,  

 

The content of the written open-ended questions were designed to examine the 

five focus areas contributing to the effectiveness of online learning proposed in the 

conceptual framework of this study (Chapter 2, section 2.12).   

The following Table (3.2) shows the qualitative survey questions related to these 

five focus areas. 
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Table 3.2 

Listing Instructors’ Qualitative Survey Questions Related to the Five Focus Areas 

of the Conceptual Framework  

Focus Areas Qualitative Survey Questions 

Learning Theories and Pedagogies  Q #  8, 10, 12, 17, 18, 19, 20, 22, 23, 28, 29 

Instructional Design  Q #  8, 12, 22, 23 27, 29, 30, 13, 32, 33, 34 

Communication  Q  #  7, 11, 23, 26, 27, 29 

Instructor Q #  2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 21, 24, 25, 29 

Learner Q #  13, 14, 15, 16, 28 

 

In summary, this section described and discussed the data collection methods 

that were performed in this study.  Two types of surveys were selected and performed 

for this study’s investigation.  First, a quantitative survey, through the use of a WEBLEI 

questionnaire, adopted from Chang and Fisher (2003) was performed to investigate 

students’ perceptions of online learning.  Also, the WEBLEI included an open-ended 

section that provided qualitative comments from student participants.  Both quantitative 

and qualitative sections of the WEBLEI were performed to address Research Question 1 

of this study.  Second, a qualitative survey through the use of written open-ended 

questions was performed to investigate the instructors’ perceptions of online leaning, 

addressing Research Question 2 of this study. 

 

3.5    Data Collection 

This section outlines the process of quantitative and qualitative data collection of 

this study. 

 

3.5.1    Collection of Students’ Data 

All of the student participants were native Arabic speakers.  The WEBLEI 

instrument was translated into Arabic and certified by an authorised translation center 
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(Appendix B and C).  A cover letter was prepared in English and Arabic and attached to 

each survey (Appendix G and H).  The cover letter explained the purpose and necessity 

of the study and asked for students’ cooperation and participation, as well as 

emphasising the confidentiality and anonymity of the respondents’ responses. A copy of 

the WEBLEI survey and cover page was then sent to KFU, along with a letter asking 

permission to distribute the survey to online students (Appendix L).  The approval from 

KFU was obtained for the WEBLEI survey distribution to the online students, within the 

faculties that provided online courses (Appendix K).  The WEBLEI was distributed 

randomly, on a paper-based instrument during the June/July period in 2010, to a range of 

undergraduate online students within three faculties at KFU.  This period of time was the 

only chance for face-to-face contact with the participants as they came to do the final 

exams for their online courses.  The survey was distributed randomly to online students 

by a contact person from the University who approached the students from different 

courses, asked them for volunteer participation and collected the surveys after the 

participants returned them. A total number of 141 surveys were returned by student 

participant and were collected and stored by the researcher.  The results of the students’ 

quantitative and qualitative data are presented and discussed in Chapter 4 of this study. 

 

3.5.2    Collection of Instructors’ Data  

Initially, for this study, an approval from KFU for collecting data from the 

instructors was obtained (Appendix K).  The instructors’ qualitative data was then 

collected through responses to a paper-based discussion questionnaire that was handed 

to all of the six instructors who agreed to participate in this study.  All of the written 

open-ended questions were translated into Arabic (Appendix E).  Each copy of the 

written discussion questionnaires were accompanied with a consent form explaining the 

purpose and necessity of the study and emphasised the confidentiality and anonymity of 

the respondents’ responses (Appendix D).  The written, open-ended questionnaires were 

distributed to the instructors through a contact person and were collected over an eight 
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week period in February and March 2010.  The results of the instructors’ qualitative data 

are presented and discussed in Chapter 5 of this study. 

 

3.6    Data Analysis 

This section outlines how quantitative and qualitative data were analysed in this 

study. 

 

3.6.1    Quantitative Data Analysis 

Neuman (2006) suggests three steps are taken when analysing students’ 

quantitative data:  The first step is Coding the data; data coding means systematically 

recognising raw data into a format that is machine readable” (Neuman, 2006, p. 344).  

Therefore, each statement of the WEBLEI instrument was coded as a variable into 

summarized headings and short headings.  The procedure of the data coding was 

organised and detailed in a format that computers could use, ready for data entry.  The 

second step was Entering the data; coded data for the 141 WEBLEI surveys were 

manually entered in to a SPSS data file (Version 18.0).  The third step was Cleaning the 

data; once the researcher enters the data, the software can quickly and easily make 

desired calculations.  Accuracy is extremely important when coding data.  Errors made 

when coding and entering data into a computer “threaten the validity of measures and 

cause misleading results” (Neuman, 2006, p. 346).  Therefore, the accuracy of data was 

checked or cleaned by the researcher, by coding 10 to 15 percent of the random sample 

of the data a second time.  After the three steps were performed the researcher was then 

ready to perform the statistical analysis for the data. 

The analysis of the students’ quantitative data was targeted to answer Research 

Question1: How do studentss perceive learning in an online environment within higher 

education?  Several methods of statistical analysis were performed in this study to 

answer this research question.  These statistical analysis methods are described in the 

following section.  
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Descriptive statistical analysis through frequency distribution, percentages, 

means and standard deviations of responses was performed for each statement of the 

WEBLEI and for the overall responses.  The descriptive analysis aimed to provide 

descriptions of the participants’ demographic information, as well as to gain general 

insights to how student participants experienced learning in online environment.  A 

number of the 141 student participants rated their agreement on four scales within the 

WEBEI questionnaire; Access (Scale I), Interaction (Scale II), Response (Scale III), and 

Result (Scale IV).  Each of the four scales consisted of eight perceptual statements 

regarding online learning environment features.  Participants’ responses to each item 

were measured by a 5-point Likert-type scale that varied from; 1- Never, 2- Seldom, 3- 

Sometimes, 4- Often, to 5- Always.    

A Chi-square test of statistical independence was then performed in order to 

determine the differences in the frequencies of participants’ preferences of all WEBLEI 

aspects related to the effectiveness of online learning environments.  For each of the 32 

items within the WEBLEI survey, it was possible that the number of those who indicated 

Never would equal the number of those who indicated  Always, who would equal the 

number of participants who were neutral and indicated Sometimes, and so forth.  If that 

were the case, then participants’ perceptions of this particular item could not be 

considered significant (high, low, or neutral).  On the other hand, there could be a 

majority of participants responding to one or few of the options.  Therefore, the null 

hypothesis was the proportion of responses to each option for each of the WEBLEI 

items being equal.  Since there were five options for each statement, 20% of respondents 

would select each option.  The chi-square test of statistical independence was applied for 

all of the WEBLEI items.  The .05 alpha level was used as the criterion for statistical 

significance.  Results with p-value less than .05 led to the rejection of the null 

hypothesis. 

Multivariate tests, through conducting discriminant analysis were performed in 

this study to determine the influence of a number of factors related to accessibility, 

communications, and instructional design of online courses upon student participants’ 

perceptions of the effectiveness of online learning environments. According to Field 
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(2009), if the analysis purpose is to examine the relationship between the whole set of 

predictors (independent variables) and how they differentiate student participants’ 

responses across those variables simultaneously, then discriminant function analysis is 

the best way to achieve this.  Twenty seven WEBLEI items from the four scales were 

entered in the discriminate analysis as the predictors (independent variables):  Access 

scale I (items: 1-8), Interaction scale II (items: 9-16), Response scale III (items: 17, 21, 

22), and Result scale (items: 25-32).  Four items from the Response scale III (items: 18, 

19, 20, 23) were entered as the dependent variables (Table 4.11).  Each of the four 

dependent variables was individually predicted from the 27 items of the WEBLEI 

(independent variables).  The four WEBLEI items were measured by a 5-point Likert-

type scale: 1 = Never, 2 = Seldom, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often and 5 = Always.  

  Inferential statistics through two types of tests; Parametric and Nonparametric 

Tests were performed to examine the association between the students’ demographical 

information and students’ online learning environment preferences.  The quantitative 

data was statistically analysed to investigate such association.  In this study, the 

existence of variations of student participants’ perceptions in response to the four scales 

of the WEBLEI: Access (scale I), Interaction (scale II), Response (scale III), and Result 

(scale IV), across different groups of participants: Age, Gender, Academic Major, and 

English Language Level, were sought using two methods of statistical analysis:  (1) 

Nonparametric technique, through the implication of the Independent Sample (Mann-

Whitney U Test and Kruskal Wallis Test); and (2) Parametric technique through the 

implication of One-Way Analysis of variance ANOVA with Post-hoc comparisons. 

Although the nonparametric test considered less powerful than their parametric 

counterparts, according to Coakes, Steed and Ong (2010), some parametric tests are 

more “appropriate for data measured on scales that are not interval or ratio” (p. 167). 

The data from the three independent variables:  Gender, Academic Major, and English 

Language Level measured on the four scales of the WEBLEI instrument (Access I, 

Interaction II, Response III, and Result IV) were interval, which had violations in one of 

the general distribution assumptions underlying the parametric tests above, which 

indicated that with scale measurement, “the data should be at the interval or ratio level 
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of measurement” (Coakes, Steed & Ong, 2010, p. 70).  Therefore, Independent Sample 

Mann-Whitney U Test was performed to compare the distributions of the WEBLEI 

scales (dependent variables) across categories of the Gender, Academic Major, and 

English Language Level groups.  The null hypothesis was that, the proportion of student 

participants’ responses to the four WEBLEI scales:  Access (scale I); Interaction (scale 

II); Response (scale III); and Result (scale IV) across categories of Gender, Academic 

Major, and English Language Level would be equal. The p-value of the Mann-Whitney 

U Test at alpha level of 0.05 was used as the creation for the statistical significance.  

Results with p-value greater than 0.05 led to the retaining of the null hypothesis.  While 

results with p-value below the alpha level of 0.05 led to the rejection of the null 

hypothesis, which statistically indicated significant differences in participants’ responses 

amongst different groups. 

 However, data from the independent variable, Age, measured on the four 

WEBLEI scales were interval.  The implication of the parametric test was more 

appropriate to address the variations among the age groups in response to their 

perceptions towards the WEBLEI scales.  The One-Way Analysis of variance ANOVA 

with Post-hoc comparisons was performed to compare the means of the different groups 

of the independent variable, Age.  In this analysis the F-ratio was the ratio of between-

groups variance to within-groups variance.  The F-probability value between and within 

the five groups of age in response to the four WEBLI scales, at alpha level below 0.05 

led to the retaining of the null hypothesis, which indicated that the distributions of 

participants’ responses to the four WEBLEI scales across the five categories of Age 

were equal.  If the p-value of the F-ratio was less than the alpha level of 0.05, this led to 

the rejection of the null hypothesis.  This would indicate statistically significant 

variations of respondents’ perceptions across the five categories of age towards the four 

WEBLEI scales.  The Post-hoc analysis then detected and indicated between which 

variables the variation was significant.  

In order to enhance the quality of data findings, both the Parametric test and 

Nonparametric test were applied and presented for each of the independent variables 

(Gender, Age, Academic Major, and English Language Level).  The parametric test, 
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using One-Way Analysis of variance ANOVA with Post-Hoc comparisons was 

performed with the independent variables: Gender, Academic Major, and English 

Language Level to determine the variations between and within different groups in 

response to the four WEBLEI scales (dependent variables).  Although the data gathered 

from Gender, Academic Major and English Language Level were ranked nominal, 

which violated the general assumption of One-Way Analysis of variance ANOVA, the 

other two essential assumptions of the test:  Population normality and homogeneity of 

variance were examined and had not been violated.  This enabled the application of the 

One-Way Analysis of variance ANOVA test on the data gathered regarding Gender, 

Academic Major, and English Language Level (Coakes, Steed & Ong, 2010). 

Likewise, the nonparametric method through, the Independent Sample (Kruskal 

Wallis Test), was used to examine the variations of student respondents across the 

categories of Age.  The reason for using the Kruskal Wallis Test in this case, was 

because it is the nonparametric test that is equivalent to the One-Way between-groups 

analysis of variance ANOVA.  It allows possible differences between two or more 

groups to be inspected (Coakes, Steed & Ong, 2010). 

 

 3.6.2    Qualitative Data Analysis 

In this study, qualitative data was collected from the student participants through 

the four open-ended questions at the end of the WEBLEI questionnaire, as well as from 

the instructor participants through the written open-ended discussion questions of the 

qualitative survey.  The analysis of the students’ quantitative data was targeted to enrich 

the quantitative data collected from the WEBLEI questionnaire, in order to answer the 

Research Question1:  How do students perceive learning in an online environment 

within higher education?  The analysis of the Instructors’ qualitative data was targeted 

to answer Research Question 2:  How do instructors perceive learning in an online 

environment within higher education?  All of the qualitative data collected from both 

students and instructors were analysed with the qualitative approach suggested by Leedy 

and Ormdor (2005), where data should be categorized and interpreted as qualitative 
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inquiry, which is fundamentally interpretive.  Figure 3.3 below illustrates the 

quantitative data analysis process: 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3 

The Data Analysis Spiral (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005, based on Creswell, 1998) 

 

Using The Data Analysis Spiral (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005, p. 150-151) means that 

the researcher goes through the data several times making the following steps: Organize 

the data, by using index cards, manila folders, or computer databases.  The researcher 

needs to break down the large body of data text into smaller units, perhaps in the form of 

stories, sentences, or individual words.  Peruse the entire data set several times to get a 

sense of what it contains as a whole.  The researcher in this step might need to suggest 

possible categories or interpretations (e.g. writing in the margins or using Post-It notes).  

Identify general categories or themes and perhaps subcategories or sub themes as well.  

Then the researcher can classify each piece of data accordingly.  At this stage, the 

researcher should get a sense of what the data means.  Integrate and Summarise the data 

for the final report.  This step might include offering propositions or hypotheses that 
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describe relationships among the categories.  It might involve presenting the data into an 

organizational scheme such as a table, figure, matrix or hierarchical diagram.   

In this study, data analysis was done very early on in the data collection stage in 

order to “reduce the problem of data overload by selecting out significant features for 

future focuses (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000, p. 147).  Data from students’ and 

instructors’ discussion questions were copied and recorded in MS World format 

individually.  All of the responses from both instructor and student participants were in 

the Arabic Language.  Therefore, all of the comments were translated by the author and 

then reviewed by a person who is an English native speaker to ensure translation 

accuracy.  The author went through the translation for the second time and compared it 

with the original comments of the participants to confirm that the accuracy of the 

meaning was maintained.  The data was entered into a computer database that was 

created for proper coding and data storage, as well as for the author to become familiar 

with the data.  After completing the storage of the data, the four steps of the Data 

Analysis Spiral, as suggested by Leedy and Ormrod (2005), were followed (see Figure 

3.3).   

First, the large body of data text was broken down by allocating initial codes that 

represent any similar features that occurred throughout the entire data set.  The focus of 

this step of the analysis was to group all respondents of the same question or the same 

issue together.  Second, the author perused the data several times to obtain a general 

sense of the data and revised these initial codes many times to generate a codebook for 

both students and instructors’ comments.  Third, the author grouped the identified codes 

into potential minor themes, which were generated into broader themes that were 

grouped as indicating similarity in nature.  The purpose of this step was not so much to 

quantify the responses, rather than, to examine the similarity and differences of their 

responses.  After an ongoing analysis of the specifics of each theme, the fourth and final 

step was to present and discuss each theme.  All of the four steps of data analysis 

process were guided by the conceptual framework proposed in this study (Chapter 2, 

section 2.12).  
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The examination of student participants’ and the instructor participants’ 

qualitative data were done individually.  The analysis of students’ discussion comments 

is presented and discussed in Chapter 4 of this study.  The analysis of instructors’ 

discussion comments is presented and discussed in Chapter 5 of this study. 

 

3.7    Validity and Reliability  

Validity and reliability are important factors to effective research.  Thus, they are 

both requirements for quantitative and qualitative research.  Reliability refers to the 

degree to which a particular instrument consistently measures whatever it is intended to 

measure (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000).  According to Copper and Schindler 

(2001), “reliability is a necessary contributor to validity but is not a sufficient condition 

for validity” (p. 215).  Validity refers to, the degree to which an instrument actually 

measures the concept it is supposed to measure (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000).  

Cronbach Alpha Coefficient is one of the most commonly used reliability 

coefficients available in determining the internal consistency of various measurement 

instruments (Neuman, 2000).  This study uses the WEBLEI instrument for collecting the 

quantitative data.  This instrument was administrated to two groups of Electronic 

Commerce students from Curtin Business School at Curtin University.  The validity and 

reliability are achieved as illustrated in Table 3.3.  The Cronbach alpha reliability 

coefficients presented in the table show that the figure ranged from 0.68 to 0.87.  

According to DeVellis (1991), an accepted degree of reliability for an instrument; (a) 

below 0.60 is unacceptable; (b) between 0.60 and 0.65 is undesirable; (c) between 0.65 

and 0.70 is minimally acceptable; (d) between 0.70 and 0.80 is acceptable; (e) between 

0.80 and 0.90 is highly acceptable; (f) above 0.90 is strongly reliable.  Therefore, as 

shown in Table 3.3, the WEBLEI instrument has a satisfactory level of reliability in 

terms of its internal consistency.  Regarding the validity of this instrument, Chang and 

Fisher (2003) stated that, “the discriminate validity shows that the mean correlations 

ranged from 0.37 to 0.49, indicating that the scales of the WEBLEI measure distinct 

although somewhat overlapping aspects of the online learning environment” (p. 15).  
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Table 3.3 

Reliability and Validity of WEBLEI Instrument (Chang & Fisher, 2003) 

Aspects Items  Valid  

Cases 

Alpha 

Reliability 

Discriminant  

Validity 

Mean  SD  

Scale I: Access 8 310 0.79 0.49 3.96 0.53 

Scale II: Interaction 8 318 0.68 0.37 3.55 0.51 

Scale III: Response 8 318 0.69 0.49 3.37 0.53 

Scale IV: Results 8 312 0.87 0.49 3.72 0.57 

 

In this study the WEBLEI instrument was administrated to 141 undergraduate 

students from different academic majors, who have studied through the online learning 

environment at KFU.  The Cronbach Alpha reliability Coefficient was used to determine 

the internal consistency of the four scales (Access I, Interaction II, Response III, and 

Result IV) of the WEBLEI instrument.  In this study, The WEBLEI instrument had a 

satisfactory level of reliability in terms of its internal consistency.  More details of the 

reliability examination are presented in Chapter 4. 

As all participants, students and lecturers, in this study are native Arabic 

speakers, and to ensure validity for the WEBLEI instrument for the current study, the 

instrument was translated into the Arabic language through an authorised translation 

center in Saudi Arabia.  The author then reviewed the Arabic translation of the WEBLEI 

instrument with the English version to ensure that the translation did not affect the 

meaning of each statement of the survey.  Also to ensure validity, this study used a 

probability (random) sample and collected data from a variety of online courses to 

improve the ability to measure variation in students’ and instructors’ perceptions.  A 

probability sample has less risk of bias than a non-probability sample (Cohen, Manion & 

Morrison, 2000).  Also, in order to enhance the validity of the data findings, the author 

performed two types of statistical analysis; nonparametric and parametric tests when 

investigated the associations between KFU students’ demographical information and 

students’ online learning environment preferences.  
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Aldridge & Levine (2001) argued that using a variety of methods supports the 

validity and reliability of the research findings.  This study used a mixed method 

approach.  Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected in order to gain a variety 

of perspectives which provided greater depth and dimension for the investigation of this 

study.  In addition to describing all phases of data collection and analysis, it is an 

important aspect to ensure reliability so that another person could duplicate the research 

(Johnson, 2005).  In this study, qualitative comments were analysed into themes, guided 

by the conceptual framework proposed by this study, which related to the effectiveness 

of online education.  Also, in this study, both quantitative and qualitative data collection 

and analysis processes were described in detailed.  In this study, students and instructors 

were also asked open-ended questions, which enabled respondents to demonstrate and 

explore their perceptions.  

  

3.8    Ethical Considerations 

Ethics in social research is one of the major concerns that a researcher needs to 

consider before designing a study (Neuman, 2006; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000).  

Ethical issues need to be considered early on in the research design process.  Many 

ethical issues arising within social research are because of the demand for the researcher 

to strike “a balance between two values: the pursuit of scientific knowledge and the 

rights of those being studied or of others in society” (Neuman, 2006, p. 129).  As a result 

of this, it is important that the researcher carefully designed a study that minimised and 

anticipated the risk to the participants.    

Informed consent was sought from all participants.  A cover letter and consent 

form (Appendix G, H, and I) were developed for this purpose.  The researcher fully 

revealed their identity and background in the cover letter that was attached to each 

survey and in the instructors’ consent form.  The survey cover letter and the instructors 

consent form explained the context and the purpose of this study and were provided to 

each participant.  Both the cover letter and consent form emphasised the privacy and 

confidentiality of participation in this research.  They indicated that the research is 
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beneficial for the participant, as findings of this study will contribute in the successful 

implementation of online learning in Saudi Arabia. The cover letter and consent form 

emphasised that there was no risk associated with the participation in this study and 

participation was entirely voluntary, confidential, and anonymous.  It was clearly stated 

that the participant had the right to refuse to participate or to terminate their involvement 

at any time.  The privacy of the participants after the research was completed was 

guaranteed. 

An approval was granted for this research by the Griffith University Human 

Ethics Committee in November, 2009 (Appendix J).  Approval was also granted from 

King Faisal University in February, 2010 (Appendix K and L).   

 

3.9    Conclusion  

This chapter discusses the research approach, which is primarily a descriptive 

survey approach with a mix of quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis, 

employed in this study.  A quantitative survey was used to collect quantitative data from 

KFU online students through the use of the WEBLEI instrument adopted from Chang 

and Fisher (2003).  The open-ended discussion questions that were recorded at the end 

of the WEBLEI instrument were used to collect qualitative data from the student 

participants.  The qualitative survey, through the written open-ended discussion 

questions, was used to collect data from KFU online instructors.  The design of the 

WEBLEI instrument and the written discussion questions were discussed in detail.  The 

rationale for selecting the data collection methods was described in this chapter.  The 

population of the sample used in this study was online students and instructors from 

KFU in Al-Hassa in Saudi Arabia. This study used a probability (random) sampling 

approach and the study sample was from students and instructors who were involved in 

online learning within three faculties at KFU.   

The data analysis process was split into two; quantitative analyses and qualitative 

analyses.  Quantitative data collected from closed-ended questions of the students’ 

questionnaire were analysed using SPSS version 18.0 software to perform statistical 
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analysis.  Qualitative data collected from the open-ended questions of the WEBLEI 

questionnaire and from instructors’ written open-ended discussion questions were 

analysed and thematically classified and interpreted using the Data Analysis Spiral 

(Leedy & Ormrod, 2005).   

In Chapter 4, the quantitative and qualitative data collected from student 

participants through the WEBLEI instrument are analysed and discussed.  The 

qualitative data collected from instructor participants through the written open-ended 

discussion questions are analysed and discussed in Chapter 5 of this thesis. 
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CHAPTER 4 

STUDENTS’ DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

 

4.1    Introduction  

The purpose of this study was to investigate the experience of online learning 

environments and explore issues related to pedagogies, instructional design, 

communications and blended learning through the perceptions of the instructors and 

students at King Faisal University (KFU) in Saudi Arabia.  This investigation provides 

insights into the use of online learning environments that will help the University’s 

instructors and policymakers in the development of strategies to attain successful 

implementations of online courses.  It will also help to facilitate further research into the 

study area.  The methodology used in this study was a descriptive survey approach.  A 

mixed method that included quantitative data from the WEBLEI Questionnaire with the 

online student participants was used, together with the open-ended questions from the 

same questionnaire, as well as qualitative data from the written open-ended discussion 

questions with the online instructor participants.  

Through the perceptions of online students at KFU, quantitative data was 

collected through the distribution of the WEBLEI survey instrument during the 

June/July period in 2010 from a range of undergraduate online students within three 

faculties at KFU.  Quantitative data was supplemented by open-ended questions 

presented at the end of the WEBLEI Questionnaire.  This provided a wider and richer 

examination of students’ experiences and preferences with online learning 

environments.  Both the quantitative data collected from the WEBLEI questionnaire, 

along with the qualitative data from the open-ended questions were analysed to 

determine the effectiveness of online education and the critical aspects that contribute to 

the effectiveness of online education, which answers Research Question 1:  How do 

students perceive learning in an online environment within higher education?  Data 
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obtained from the student participants’ WEBLEI questionnaire are presented in this 

chapter.  

Since the nature of the study was exploratory rather than theory testing, it was 

therefore appropriate for the researcher to present and discuss the study findings drawing 

on the literature to answer the research questions that were used to guide this study.  The 

chapter is presented in the following sections.  The first section presents a description of 

the participants’ demographic information.  The second section contains the analysis of 

the students’ quantitative data collected from the WEBLEI questionnaire.  The third 

section presents the findings from the students’ qualitative data collected from the open-

ended questions of the WEBLEI.  The fourth section examines and discusses the study’s 

findings.  Finally, an overall summary is provided at the end of this chapter. 

 

4.2    Online Students’ Demographic Profile 

An invitation to participate in this study was extended to 200 undergraduate 

students studying online courses at KFU.  The WEBLEI survey was distributed and 

collected from a range of classrooms within the Faculty of Education, Faculty of Art and 

Faculty of Computer Sciences and Information Technology.  Of the 200 identified 

participants, a total of 141 responses were received, which represents a response rate of 

70.5%.  A data summary of participants’ demographic information regarding gender, 

age, academic major and the English language level are presented in Table 4.1 

(WEBLEI Survey item 1, 2, 3, & 7).  

Most of the student participants were male (n = 97, 68.8%).  Although attempts 

were made in the distribution of the survey to be numerically even between male and 

female online students, the response rate for male students was more than twice the 

number of female students response rate.  The highest number of responses were within 

the Faculty of Art (n = 118, 83.6%), majoring in English language, Islamic studies, 

Arabic language, Geography, History, and Sociology.  While the remainder (n = 22, 

15.6%) were from the Faculty of Education and the Faculty of Computer Sciences and 

Information Technology (Table 4.1).  
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Table 4.1 

Descriptive Data of Students’ Responses to WEBLEI Demographical Items:  Age, 

Gender, Academic Major, and English Language Level (N =141) 

Descriptive Statistics 

   

Survey Item ƒ % 

Gender    

Male 97 68.8 

Female 44 31.2 

Age    

20 and under 25 17.7 

21 – 25 37 26.2 

26 – 30 39 27.7 

31 – 35 28 19.9 

36 and above 11 7.80 

Academic Major   

English Language 60 42.6 

Islamic Studies 10 7.10 

Special Needs 21 14.9 

Arabic Language 5 3.50 

Computer Science 1 0.70 

Geography 5 3.50 

History 3 2.10 

Sociology 35 24.8 

English Language Level   

Excellent 11 7.80 

V. good 44 31.2 

Good 59 41.8 

Bad 25 17.7 

Non 2 1.40 

 

The high percentage of respondents within the Faculty of Art was due to the fact 

that most of the online courses (75%) are offered from the Faculty of Art within the 

above mentioned subjects (King Faisal University, 2010).  The highest reported age 
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range was from 21 to 25 (n = 37, 26.2%) and from 26 to 31 (n = 39, 27.7%), while the 

lowest reported age group was from 36 and above (n = 11, 7.8%).  The other two age 

groups were approximately evenly distributed within the sample.  In regards to the 

English language level of the respondents, while the majority (n = 103, 73%) indicated 

having an adequate level of English language, only a few of online students reported a 

low level of English language (n = 25, 17.7%).  

The WEBLEI survey background information asked the students if they have 

studied other online units.  The results showed that none of the participants had taken 

any online courses before; therefore it was the first online experience for all of the 

participants.  Students were asked if their current online units have any face–to–face 

teaching components and if so, to indicate the attendance requirements.  The results 

showed that the vast majority of students pointed out that their units did not include any 

face–to–face teaching components.  Only a few of the students indicated that their 

instructors offered them three face–to–face meetings throughout the semester to discuss 

their enquiries regarding course materials and examinations.  The students reported that 

this was not sufficient time to fulfill their enquiries.  

In addition, students, through the WEBLEI survey background information, were 

asked to indicate what resources they utilised when studying in an online mode.  Data 

presented in Table 4.2 indicated that although the majority of the students selected 

Always using the Internet when studying online (85.1%), two students Seldom utilised it 

(1.4%) and one student Never utilised it.  The utility of emails when studying online (M 

= 3.10) in participants’ responses did not appear significant, as approximately an even 

number of students selected each of the five options (Always, Often, Sometimes, Seldom, 

and Never) in response to this question.  This average result was non-conclusive and 

indicated neither agreement (32.6%) nor disagreement (29.8%) with the utility of emails 

in an online environment.  Data in table 4.2 showed that Printed study materials (M = 

3.88) and Online study materials (M = 3.54) seemed to be significantly utilised by the 

participants.  There was however, slightly more preference for the use of Printed study 

materials (55.3%) compared to Online study materials (46.8%).  
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Table 4.2 

Descriptive Data of Students’ Responses to the Utilisation of Tools When Studying 

Online 

Response frequency (N = 141) 

 

  

    

Always 

  

Often 

  

Sometimes 

  

Seldom   Never 

 
 

M 

 

SD 

  

ƒ % 

 

ƒ % 

 

ƒ % 

 

ƒ %  ƒ % 

Survey 

Items 

   

  

 

 

          

                  

                  

Emails 

 

3.10 1.404  27 19.1 

 

19 13.5 

 

27 19.1 

 

23 16.3 

 

19 13.5 

Telephone 

 

1.73 1.201  6 4.3 

 

9 6.4 

 

8 5.7 

 

17 12.1 

 

75 53.2 

Internet 

 

4.77 .635  120 85.1 

 

13 9.2 

 

4 2.8 

 

2 1.4 

 

1 .70 

Chat line 

 

1.96 1.180  5 3.5 

 

7 5.0 

 

23 16.3 

 

19 13.5 

 

56 39.7 

Bulletin 

Board 

 

2.05 1.296  9 6.4 

 

6 4.3 

 

22 15.6 

 

17 12.1 

 

55 39.0 

Remote 

library 

access 

 

1.93 1.256  8 5.7 

 

6 4.3 

 

16 11.3 

 

20 14.2 

 

59 41.8 

Printed 

study 

materials  

 

3.88 1.349  55 39.0 

 

23 16.3 

 

18 12.8 

 

7 5.0 

 

12 8.5 

Online 

study 

materials 

3.54 1.341  34 24.1  32 22.7  20 14.2  13 9.2  13 9.2 

  

Although the students study in an online environment, it is important to note that 

9.2% of the participants selected Seldom and the same percentage of participants 

selected Never utilising Online study materials.  Bulletin Board, Chat lines, and Remote 

library access reported by the data to be the items with low means (M = 2.05, M = 1.96, 

M = 1.93).  There were significantly higher percentages of participants who selected 

Seldom and Never, compared to participants who selected Always and Often for utilising 

these resources when studying online. The usage of Telephone when studying online is 
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the option with the lowest mean (M = 1.73), with 12.1% of students indicating Seldom 

and 53.2% of students indicating Never using it when studying online. 

 

4.3    Quantitative Data from Student Participants  

Reliability of the WEBLEI Instrument for this study was examined in the first 

section.  In order to gain general insights of how student participants experienced 

learning in an online environment, the means of participants’ responses to the four 

WEBLEI scales were presented and compared in the second section.  The association 

between the student participants’ demographical information:  Gender, Age, English 

Language Level and Academic Major, and their online learning environment preferences 

were illustrated in the third section.  The statistical significance of the four WEBLEI 

scales was examined in the fourth section along with discussions on individual items 

within each scale.  Finally, the influence of the WEBLEI aspects on participants’ 

perceptions towards the effectiveness of online learning environments was examined in 

the last section of the quantitative analysis. 

 

4.3.1    Reliability of the WEBLEI Instrument (Adapted) 

Although the WEBLEI instrument has had previous reliability and validation 

analysis from the preceding study of Chang and Fisher (2003), it was important to 

examine the reliability of the WEBLEI for this particular study.  This refers to the 

degree to which this instrument consistently measured whatever it is intended to 

measure (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000).  The Cronbach Alpha reliability 

Coefficient was used to determine the internal consistency of the four scales (Access I, 

Interaction II, Response III, and Result IV) of the WEBLEI instrument.  
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Table 4.3 

Reliability of the WEBLEI Instrument 

 Items Valid Cases Alpha Reliability  

Scales 

 
    

Scale I:   Access 8 141 0.75  

Scale II:  Interaction 8 141 0.85  

Scale III: Response 8 141 0.75  

Scale IV: Result 8 141 0.86  

 

The Cronbach Alpha reliability Coefficients shown in Table 4.3 showed the 

figures ranging from 0.75 to 0.86.  According to DeVellis (1991), the degree of 

reliability for an instrument between 0.70 and 0.80 is acceptable and the degree of 

reliability between 0.80 and 0.90 is highly acceptable.  Therefore, for this study, as 

shown in the Table 4.3, the four scales of the WEBLEI instrument have a satisfactory 

level of reliability in terms of the internal consistency.  

However, when examining the internal consistency for the Response scale (III), 

the result indicated that Item 24 “I felt a sense of boredom towards the end of my course 

of study” was not significantly interrelated with the other items within this scale.  

The result in Table 4.4 showed that the degree of the reliability (Cronbach 

Alpha) for the Response scale (III) would increase from 0.75 (accepted) to 0.81 (highly 

accepted) if this item was to be deleted.  Which means that item 24 in the survey, was 

not quite consistent with the other items of this scale.  Therefore, if the WEBLEI 

instrument would be adopted in other studies, based on the examination of the WEBLEI 

survey reliability for this study, it is recommended that this item could be deleted or 

rephrased to be more consistent with the other seven items of the Response scale (III).  

This would increase the internal consistency of the four WEBLEI scales.  
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Table 4.4 

Reliability of the Scale III (Response) 

Scale Items    

Corrected Item- 

Total 

Correlation   
Cronbach's Alpha 

if Item Deleted  

          

17. Asynchronous interaction   0.57   0.71  

18. Satisfaction and achievement   0.50   0.72  

19. Enjoying online environment   0.45   0.73  

20. Learn more in online environment  0.50   0.72  

21. Organise group work   0.61   0.70  

22. Work collaboratively   0.61   0.70  

23. Course interesting    0.45   0.73  

24. Bored with online environment   0.09   0.81  

Reliability for the Response Scale    0.75  

        

 

4.3.2    Descriptive Data from the WEBLEI Instrument (Means and Scales) 

The mean scores of the four WEBLEI scales displayed in Table 4.5 indicated a 

favorable response on most statements with an overall mean of 3.93 which indicated a 

relatively high mean over the 32 statements. 

 

Table 4.5  

WEBLEI Descriptive Statistics 

 

 
Items Valid Cases Mean SD 

Scales 

 
    

Scale I:   Access 8 141 4.34 .55 

Scale II:  Interaction 8 141 3.43 .92 

Scale III: Response 8 141 3.85 .68 

Scale IV: Result 8 141 4.11 .726 

     

 

The mean score of Scale I (Access) of 4.34, shown in Table 4.5, was the highest 

score of the four WEBLEI scales.  Students in this scale significantly agreed with all of 
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the eight items of this scale, reflecting the range of “Often” to “Always”, which 

indicated a strong satisfaction to the provision and access to the online learning 

environment.  The Web-based system (WebCT) seemed to provide them with autonomy, 

convenience and flexibility of choosing when and where to gain access to learning 

materials.  A mean score of 3.43 was calculated for Scale II (Interaction) and was the 

lowest score of the four scales, which indicated less agreement with the interaction than 

other aspects of the online learning environment.  The mean score of Scale III 

(Response) of 3.85 reported that student respondents generally felt a positive sense of 

achievement and satisfaction after studying their courses within the online environment.  

Finally, Scale IV (Result) had a mean score of 4.11, presented in Table 4.5, which 

reported that students studying through online learning environments at KFU 

significantly agreed upon the instructional design aspects of online courses.  Overall, 

student respondents were significantly positive towards the presentation and 

effectiveness of online environments at KFU.  

The following section will present and discuss differences in students responses 

to the WEBLEI four scales according to their demographic characteristics; gender, age, 

English Language Level, and academic major variations.  

 

Gender Differences in the WEBLEI Responses 

Gender differences in response to the WEBLEI four scales towards the 

effectiveness of online learning environments were examined using the Independent 

Samples Mann-Whitney U Test and the T Test in SPSS with the four WEBLI scales. 

Data shown in Table 4.6 reported that there were no significant statistical differences 

between male and female students’ mean scores in their responses to the Access (Scale 

I), Response (Scale III) and Result (Scale IV) scales of the WEBLEI instrument.  

However, the results indicated a significant statistical difference in students’ responses 

was apparent in response to the Interaction scale of the WEBLEI, as shown in Table 4.6. 
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Table 4.6 

Gender Differences in the WEBLEI Instrument (N = 141) 

  Males   Females   T Test Result  

 Mann-

Whitney U 

Test 

 M SD  M SD  F Value P  P  

Scales           

Access 4.31 0.57  4.42 0.52  1.42 .304  .343  

Interaction 3.31 0.89  3.69 0.93  .009 .026*  .016*  

Response 3.84 0.69  3.86 0.64  .001 .873  .862  

Result 4.06 0.75   4.22 0.65   1.664 .247   .283  

            

The significance level is 0.05                                                  *p < 0.05  

  

Female respondents reported higher agreement levels than the average (M = 

3.43, Table 4.6) on those statements relating to student interaction with each other and 

with their instructor.  This difference indicated that female students were more willing to 

communicate and interact with their course instructor and with other students in an 

online environment.  Possible interpretation of this result is that, due to gender 

segregation in the Saudi Higher Education System, online learning environments open 

up the opportunity for female students to communicate and interact with male students 

within an educational setting.  The high readiness of female students to interact this way 

may have implications for course instructors to increase the engagement of female 

students within groups of students, especially for courses populated with males, as an 

effective medium to enhance interaction.  This finding also has implications for 

proposed blended learning environments where interaction and responses are more 

effectively enhanced.  Any mechanisms aimed at improving interaction and 

communication would be positively received by the students, particularly females 

(Skelton, 2007). 
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Age Differences in the WEBLEI Responses 

Student respondents at KFU were divided into five categories; (20 years and 

under), (21-25 years), (26-30 years), (31-35 years), and 36 years and above as shown in 

the following Table (4.7).  The result indicated that there was no significant difference in 

the level of appreciation and usage of the component of online learning environments 

across the five age groups.  

 

Table 4.7 

Age Differences in the WEBLEI Instrument (N = 140) 

      

  

 

  One-Way ANOVA 

Result   

Kruskal Wallis 

Test 

 N M SD  F Value P  P 

Scale/Age          

         

Access         

20 and under 25 4.45 0.36      

21-25 37 4.34 0.55      

26-30 39 4.24 0.65      

31-35 28 4.49 0.43      

36 and above 11 4.07 0.76  1.727 .148  .526 

Interaction         

20 and under 25 3.76 1.007      

21-25 37 3.56 0.87      

26-30 39 3.25 0.95      

31-35 28 3.28 0.75      

36 and above 11 3.28 1.09  1.613 .175  .111 

Response         

20 and under 25 3.91 0.71      

21-25 37 3.76 0.75      

26-30 39 3.85 0.66      

31-35 28 3.85 0.57      

36 and above 11 3.94 0.72  .266 .900  .970 

Result         

20 and under 25 4.23 0.72      

21-25 37 4.08 0.78      

26-30 39 3.99 0.83      

31-35 28 4.21 0.48      

36 and above 11 4.09 0.62  .550 .700  .804 

The significance level is 0.05         
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Although, all of the five age groups experienced a similar level of satisfaction 

and achievement with online engagement, this satisfaction might have been due to 

different reason and motivations.  For example, younger students may enjoy the urgency 

of accessing the materials online, while older students may have a greater benefit of the 

flexibility that online environments offer (Skelton, 2007).   

 

Level of English Language Differences in the WEBLEI Responses 

Data presented in Table 4.8 illustrated that that there were no statistical 

significant variations between the five groups in response to the four WEBLEI scales; 

Access I, Interaction II, Response III and Result IV.  This indicated that the level of 

English Language understanding may not be a critical factor affecting the perceptions of 

KFU students in their engagement with online learning environments.  This result 

contradicts what has been argued in the literature regarding the influences of students’ 

cultural background, such as language, on their perceptions of utilising online spaces.  

As most of the resources and research on the Internet and WWW are in English, it has 

been claimed that, students with low levels of mastering the English language level 

might encounter a sensation of confusion and reluctance when using online learning 

environments (Martinez et al., 2007).  AL-Augab (2007) and AL-Balawi (2007) have 

indicated that the majority of Saudi University students need to enhance their English 

levels to be qualified to successfully participate in online environments.  

 The majority of student participants in this study sample who reported having an 

adequate level of English language understanding between perceived similar levels of 

satisfaction, appreciation, and usage of online learning environments compared with the 

student respondents who indicated a low level of understanding English language.   
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Table 4.8 

Level of English Language Differences in the WEBLEI Responses (N = 141) 

          

 One-Way ANOVA 

Result 

 Mann-Whitney U Test 

  N M SD 
 

F Value P   P  

Scale/Level     
 

 
  

  
 

Access     
 

 
  

  
 

Excellent  11 4.59 .43 
 

 
  

  
 

Very Good  44 4.41 .56        

Good  59 4.34 .53        

Bad  25 4.17 .55        

None  2 3.81 1.32  1.828 .127   .127  

Interaction    
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Excellent  11 3.92 .58 
 

 
  

  
 

Very Good  44 3.34 .83        

Good  59 3.48 .98        

Bad  25 3.30 .92        

None  2 2.87 2.29  1.212 .309   .265  

Response     
 

 
  

  
 

Excellent  11 4.02 .48 
 

 
  

  
 

Very Good  44 3.77 .53 
  

  
  

 

Good  59 3.95 .75        

Bad  25 3.60 .77        

None  2 4.06 .79  1.168 .328   .302  

Result     
 

 
  

  
 

Excellent  11 4.42 .54 
 

 
  

  
 

Very Good  44 4.07 .71        

Good  59 4.20 .68        

Bad  25 3.86 .82        

None  2 3.93 1.32  1.517 .201   .277  

                   

The significance level is 0.05 
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Comments from student participants provided a justification to this result.  They 

indicated that online students at KFU are not encouraged to engage and research other 

resources through the Internet or WWW as most of their study materials are presented to 

them through the WebCT system, as well as in printed format.  Data in the previous 

section (Table 4.2), shows that online students evenly utilised Printed study material (n 

= 78, 55.3%) and Online study materials (n = 78, 55.3%) with slightly more preference 

by students to use the printed materials.  Most of the online courses are designed to 

mainly assess students’ achievement through the final exam, thus students focus is on 

obtaining the information that is presented to them rather than searching and 

constructing the information through the Internet and the WWW.  Therefore, students 

encountering difficulties in understanding other resources written in other languages, 

such as English, are scarce.  This ultimately does not affect their appreciation and 

satisfaction towards the effectiveness of online learning environments. 

 

Academic Major Differences in the WEBLEI Response 

As the spread of participant population, in this sample, across the eight different 

academic majors, were notably unbalanced and with relatively small populations with; 

Arabic (n = 5), Computer Science (n = 1), Geography (n = 5), History (n = 3), two 

changes were made to enhance the quality of the data findings.  Firstly, the Computer 

Science (n = 1) group was deleted as one student participated with a Computer Science 

background.  Secondly, due to the similarity in learning patterns and group means, 

Islamic and Arabic were combined into one group (n = 15), as well as Geography and 

History being combined into one group (n = 8) as shown in Table 4.9.  The result 

indicated that there were no significant statistical differences between student 

participants enrolled in different academic majors in response to the three scales:  

Interaction (Scale II), Response (Scale III) and Result (Scale IV) of the WEBLEI scales.  

However, variation of student participants was significant between the five groups in 

response to the Access scale of the WEBLEI. 
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Table 4.9 

Academic Major Differences in the WEBLEI Responses (N = 140) 

         

 

One-Way ANOVA 

Result 

 

Mann-Whitney U 

Test 

  N M SD 

 F 

Value P 

 

 P  

Scale/Level            

            

Access            

English  60 4.43 0.56        

Islamic & Arabic  15 4.21 0.64  3.139 0.017*   .038*  

Special Needs  21 4.33 0.44        

Geography & History  8 3.73 0.59        

Sociology  35 4.41 0.49        

Interaction           

English  60 3.27 0.86        

Islamic & Arabic  15 3.45 1.05        

Special Needs  21 3.82 0.98  1.505 0.204   .382  

Geography & History  8 3.23 0.80        

Sociology  35 3.48 0.93        

Response            

English  60 3.68 0.62        

Islamic & Arabic  15 4.03 0.83        

Special Needs  21 3.97 0.60  1.866 0.120   .348  

Geography & History  8 3.78 0.75        

Sociology  35 4.01 0.70        

Result            

English  60 4.15 0.74        

Islamic & Arabic  15 4.15 0.87        

Special Needs  21 4.11 0.64  0.310 0.871   .399  

Geography & History  8 3.85 0.95        

Sociology  35 4.08 0.66        

                    

The significance level is 0.05                                                                           *p < 0.05 

 

It appeared that in response to the accessibility feature of the online learning 

environment, a small number of student participants who majored in Geography and 

History (n = 8, 6%), were significantly distinct.  They reported lower agreement levels 
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than the student participants from the other four groups who more positively appreciated 

the advantage of accessibility that the online learning environment offered.  

Generalisations based on the findings of this study would indicate that the majority of 

student participants, who majored in different academic paths, had similarly viewed the 

overall the effectiveness of their online learning environment constructively.  The 

implications for any recommended online learning environment may be influenced by 

this positive response from a wide selection of students academically enrolled in 

different majors.  The factors that create an optimal online learning environment may be 

effective across a variety of academic majors.  

 

4.3.3    The Significance of All of the WEBLEI Items 

One of the objectives of this study was to investigate KFU undergraduate 

students’ perceptions towards the effectiveness of online learning environments. To 

attain this objective, student participants rated their agreement to four scales within the 

WEBLEI questionnaire; Access (Scale I), Interaction (Scale II), Response (Scale III), 

and Result (Scale IV).  Each of the four scales consisted of eight perceptual statements 

regarding online learning environment features.  A Chi-square test of statistical 

independence was performed in order to determine the differences in the frequencies of 

participants’ preferences of all WEBLEI aspects.  Descriptive statistics such as means, 

standard deviation, frequencies and percentages were then used to exemplify the results.  

Discussions on individual statements were provided. The following Table (4.10) 

displays the descriptive statistics for the statements, the frequencies for each response 

option, and the chi-square test result.  
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Table 4.10 

The Chi-Square Test of Statistical Independence for all the Items of the WEBLEI Instrument  

        Response Frequency (N = 141)     Test Result 

WEBLEI Items M SD  Never Seldom Sometimes Often Always  x² df p  

    f % f % f % f % f %     

Scale I: Access                 

1. Access to learning is convenient 4.35 0.91  2 1.4 5 3.5 16 11.3 36 25.5 82 58.2  153.5 4 .000 

2. Online material available 4.09 0.99  3 2.1 5 3.5 31 22 39 27.7 63 44.7  88.96 4 .000 

3. Use saved time 4.22 0.99  4 2.8 5 3.5 18 12.8 42 29.8 72 51.1  118.3 4 .000 

4. Work at own pace 4.30  1.02  4 2.8 5 3.5 19 13.5 29 20.6 84 59.6  153.2 4 .000 

5. I decide how much 4.21 1.02  5 3.5 5 3.5 17 12.1 42 29.8 72 51.1  117.4 4 .000 

6. I decide when learn 4.52 0.83  3 2.1 2 1.4 7 5 35 24.8 94 66.7  217.9 4 .000 

7. Flexibility allows meeting goals 4.56 0.72  0 0 1 0.7 16 11.3 27 19.1 97 68.8  153.8 3 .000 

8. Flexibility allows exploring interests 4.51 0.78  0 0 4 2.8 14 9.9 29 20.6 94 66.7  139.5 3 .000 

 
    

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
    

Scale II: Interaction      

9. Communicate other students  3.71 4.42  20 14.2 19 13.5 33 23.4 25 17.7 43 30.5  14.42 4 .006 

10. Self-disciplined learner 4.24 0.90  2 1.4 4 2.8 20 14.2 47 33.3 68 48.2  116.1 4 .000 

11. Autonomy to ask tutor 3.42 1.35  16 11.3 21 14.9 33 23.4 29 20.6 42 29.8  14.70 4 .005 

12. Autonomy to ask other students 3.62 1.26  14 9.9 10 7.1 34 24.1 40 28.4 43 30.5  32.79 4 .000 

13. Students respond online 3.57 1.24  9 6.4 21 11.9 34 24.1 34 24.1 43 30.5  25.06 4 .000 

14. Participate in self-evaluations 2.88 1.39  30 21.3 31 22 30 21.3 25 17.7 25 17.7  1.230 4 .872 

15. Positive support from peers 3.60 1.38  18 12.8 13 9.2 26 18.4 34 24.1 50 35.5  30.09 4 .000 

16. Participate in peer-evaluations 2.82 1.35  34 24.1 24 17 30 21.3 35 24.8 16 11.3  8.950 4 .062 

                                    

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

      

      



 

142 

 

      

    Response Frequency  Test Result 

    Never Seldom Sometimes Often Always  x² df p  

Scale III: Response M SD  f % f % f % f % f %     

17. Asynchronous interaction 3.91 1.05  4 2.8 10 7.1 30 21.3 47 33.3 50 35.5  62.01 4 .000 

18. Satisfaction and achievement 4.34 0.94  2 1.4 6 4.3 17 12.1 32 22.7 84 59.6  157.1 4 .000 

19. Enjoying online environment 4.37 0.92  2 1.4 5 3.5 16 11.3 33 23.4 85 60.3  163.9 4 .000 

20. learn more in online environment 4.40 0.93  2 1.4 7 5 11 7.8 33 23.4 87 61.7  175.4 4 .000 

21. Organise group work 3.46 1.28  13 9.2 19 13.5 38 27 31 22 40 28.4  19.81 4 .001 

22. Work collaboratively  3.48 1.25  9 6.4 24 17 39 27.7 28 19.9 41 29.1  23.64 4 .000 

23. Course interesting 4.34 0.96  3 2.1 6 4.3 13 9.2 36 25.5 83 58.9  156.8 4 .000 

24. Bored with online environment 2.51 1.43  49 34.8 27 19.1 28 19.9 17 12.1 20 14.2  22.22 4 .000 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Scale IV: Result      

25. Scope of lesson objectives  4.16 0.91  2 1.4 6 4.3 19 13.5 54 38.3 60 42.6  104.2 4 .000 

26. Organisation of lessons is clear 4.19 0.97  3 2.1 7 5 16 11.3 48 34 67 47.5  111.0 4 .000 

27. Structure keeps focus 4.30 0.95  4 2.8 5 3.5 10 7.1 47 33.3 75 53.2  141.8 4 .000 

28. Expectation of assignments is clear 3.66 1.16  8 5.7 16 11.3 31 22 46 32.6 40 28.4  36.19 4 .000 

29. Activities are well planned 3.79 1.19  6 4.3 16 11.3 32 22.7 33 23.4 53 37.6  46.21 4 .000 

30. Subject content suits Web 4.29 0.96  3 2.1 6 4.3 14 9.9 42 29.8 76 53.9  134.9 4 .000 

31. Presentation of content is clear 4.31 0.91  1 0.7 7 5 17 12.1 38 27 78 55.3  137.9 4 .000 

32. Assessment enhances learning  4.22 1.03  6 4.3 4 2.8 15 10.6 43 30.5 73 51.8  123.3 4 .000 

                                    

Note: 1. Items were measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale: 1 = Never, 2 = Seldom, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often, and 5 = Always 

         2. The p-value was tested at alpha level below .05 
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Access Scale (I) 

The chi-square tests of statistical independence were significant for all the eight 

items of the Access scale (I).  Chi-square values, with four degrees of freedom for item 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6; and three degrees of freedom for items 7 and 8, ranged from 88.96 to 

217.97.  All the p-values were less than .05.  For the Access scale, it was concluded that 

the proportion of responses were not the same for all of the five options and this was true 

for all of the eight items of the Access scale.  The majority of student participants gave a 

response of “Often” to “Always” on the items in this scale.  This would indicate a 

favorable response on accessibility statements (items 1 to 8) with an overall mean of 

4.34. 

The data indicated that the mean score of 4.52 for statement 6; “I decide when I 

want to learn”, the mean score of 4.56 for statement 7; “The flexibility allows me to 

meet my learning goals, and the mean score of 4.51 for statement 8; “The flexibility 

allows me to explore my areas of interest”, provided the highest scores within the four 

scales of the WEBLEI instrument, as shown in Table 4.10.  This relatively high response 

signified high levels of enjoyment and appreciation to the aspects of flexibility and 

autonomy that online learning environments provide.  Comments from the students 

confirmed this result by indicating flexibility, convenience and autonomy being the most 

important advantages of online learning environments. 

 

Interaction Scale (II) 

The chi-square tests of statistical independence were significant for item 9, 10, 

11, 12, 13, and 15 of this scale (Interaction II).  Chi-square values, with four degrees of 

freedom for all of the scale items, ranged from 25.06 to 116.19 with p-values less than 

.05.  In this scale, two items, 14 and 16 were not statistically significant as the p-values 

of statement 14 (p = .872) and statement 15 (p = .062) were greater than the alpha level 

.05.  This indicated the insignificant differences in the frequency of students’ responses 

for all of the five options (Never, Seldom, Sometimes, Often, Always) with these two 

statements (Table 4.10).  
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The mean response of 2.88 on statement 14: “I regularly participate in self-

evaluations” and the response of 2.82 on statement 16: “I regularly participate in peer-

evaluations” are comparatively low, non-conclusive and showed neither agreement, nor 

disagreement on these statements by the participants (Table 4.10).  This would indicate 

the lack of students’ participations in evaluation activities within the online courses 

being taught at KFU.  This gave an indication that course requirements in most KFU 

online courses do not specify electronic evaluations as essential means of assessing 

students’ contributions to online environments.  It appeared that there is a significant 

deficiency in attempts to measure students’ reflections on the effectiveness of online 

learning components that could play a deciding factor in the planning and 

implementation of successful online learning environments (Skelton, 2007). 

The highest mean score in the Interaction scale was statement 10: “In this 

learning environment, I have to be self-disciplined in order to learn” (M = 4.24).  This 

above average response (M = 3.43) would suggest that generally, students showed 

significant readiness to be in charge of their study and were aware of the requirements’ 

to stay disciplined in accessing course requirements, as well as in engaging with online 

communities.  This is an essential quality of an online learner that should combine to the 

wide autonomy and flexibility offered by this kind of learning environment towards 

more effective learning.  

The mean scores of statements 9, 11, 12, 13, and 15: “I communicate with other 

students in this subject electronically (email, bulletin board, chat lines)” (M = 3.71), “I 

have the autonomy to ask my tutor what I do not understand” (M = 3.42), “I have the 

autonomy to ask other students what I do not understand” (M = 3.62),  “Other students 

respond promptly to my queries” (M = 3.57), and “I was supported by positive attitude 

from my peers” (M = 3.60), are comparatively average within the Interaction scale.  

Comments from students indicated that, the aspect of communication with course 

instructors and with other students were critical issues affecting their achievements in 

online learning environments.  Student participants reported a low level of satisfaction 

on how they interacted and collaborated with the other students in the course, as well as 

with the course instructor.  This result is reinforced by the data presented in Table 4.2, 
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(section 4.2) in this chapter, which illustrated the insignificance of Email utilities (M = 

3.10) among student participants, as well as the low level of Bulletin Board and Chat 

lines used.  There were considerably high percentages of participants who selected 

Never for utilising these resources when studying online.  This would indicate that there 

is no compelling reason for online students to utilise these resources as a catalyst for 

sharing information and encouraging communication.  The course requirements in most 

KFU online courses do not seem to attempt to measure the electronic communication 

activity or even specify its functionality in enhancing online communities.  Students 

reported that electronic communication was an optional feature, but was not viewed as 

essential for completing course requirements. 

 

Response Scale (III) 

The chi-square tests of statistical independence were significant for all the eight 

items (17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, and 24) of the Response scale (III).  Chi-square values, 

with four degrees of freedom, ranged from 19.81 to 175.4.  All the p-values were less 

than .05.  For this scale, it was concluded that the proportion of responses is not the 

same for all of the five options, and this is true for all of the eight items of this scale.  

The majority of KFU students in the sample indicated a significant high level of 

satisfaction and enjoyment with the online courses provided, even though students were 

not totally dependent on the online resources.  For example 55.3% of student 

participants prefer to use printed study materials when studying online, as indicated in 

Table 4.2.   The KFU student respondents indicated a mean score of 4.34 on statement 

18: “I felt a sense of satisfaction and achievement about this learning environment”, a 

mean score of 4.37 on statement 19: “I enjoy learning in this environment” and a mean 

score of 4.34 on statement 23: “The web-based learning environment held my interest 

throughout my course of study”.  This may indicate a generic willingness and enjoyment 

of web-based course materials and may also indicate satisfaction with the quality and 

features of the University WebCT enabled system.  This positive satisfaction rating for 

online enjoyment revealed that, undergraduate students at KFU are not resistant or 
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dissatisfied with the provision of online learning environments.  The mean response of 

2.51 to statement 24: “I felt a sense of boredom towards the end of my course of study” 

is the lowest score within the four WEBLEI scales which reinforced the student’s 

response to the previous results. 

The mean score of 4.40 on statement 20: “I could learn more in this 

environment” provided the highest score within the four WEBLEI scales.  This result 

revealed that, student participants are significantly motivated to engage and learn 

through online environments at KFU.  

The mean score of 3.46 on statement 21: “It is easy to organise a group for a 

project” and the mean score of 3.48 on statement 22: “It is easy to work collaboratively 

with other students involved in a group project” were comparatively lower than the other 

statements within this scale.  Statistical analysis of individual responses to these 

statements showed a wide divergence of responses from five to one (1: Never, 2: 

Seldom, 3: Sometimes, 4: Often, 5: Always).  This signified agreement and disagreement 

with the quality of collaboration that online courses offer.   

The average response of 3.91 on statement 17; “This mode of learning enables 

me to interact with other students and the tutor asynchronously” supported the result 

shown in the Interaction scale that students had a sense of communication within their 

online environment and were able to interact with their instructor as well as with other 

students in the course.  However, comments from student participants showed that, most 

of online instructors do not actively require student participation in group discussions or 

encourage their engagement in collaborative activities. 

 

Result Scale (IV) 

The chi-square tests of statistical independence were significant for all the eight 

items of the Result scale (IV).  Chi-square values, with four degrees of freedom for item 

25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, and 32, ranged from 36.19 to 141.8.  All the p-values were 

less than .05.  In this study it was concluded that the frequency of responses was not 

equal for all of the five options, and this is true for all of the eight items of this scale.  
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The majority of respondents in this study sample gave a response of “Often” to 

“Always” on the items in this scale (Result scale IV).  This would indicate a high level 

of agreement on the design of the course content, organisation, objectives, presentation 

and final assessment.  The student respondents indicated a mean score of 4.16 on 

statement 25: “The scope of learning objectives are clearly stated in each lesson”, a 

mean score of 4.19 on statement 26: “The organisation of each lesson is easy to follow”, 

a mean score of 4.30 on statement 27: “The structure keeps me focused on what is to be 

learned”, a mean score of 4.29 on statement 30: “The subject content is appropriate for 

delivery on the Web” and a mean score of 4.31 on statement 31: “The presentation of the 

subject content is clear”.  This positive satisfaction signified that, undergraduate students 

at KFU are willing for course content to be delivered via the online environment.  

Of the eight statements of this Scale, two statements:  Statement 28, regarding 

the clarity of assignments expectations:  “Expectations of assignments are clearly stated 

in my unit” and statement 29, how well online course activities are planned:  “Activities 

are planned carefully” had the lowest mean scores (M = 3.66, M = 3.79) among the 

other statements of this scale. 

Statistical analysis of individual responses showed a difference of responses 

from five to one (1: Never, 2: Seldom, 3: Sometimes, 4: Often, 5: Always).  This 

signified both agreement and disagreement with the two statements.  This would imply 

that although, generally, students did in fact value the assessment criteria within the 

online environment, a reasonably high percentage of students disagreed with these 

statements.  This might indicate a lack of an assessment system in the design of online 

courses, which may negatively affect students’ achievements and outcomes.  Comments 

from student participants, through the discussion questions, supported the concept of the 

lack of clear assessment definitions with online courses. 

Although the average response of 4.22 for statement 32: “The quiz in web-based 

materials enhances my learning process”, student respondents, through their comments, 

requested for more effective assessments through pre-assessment tools prior to the final 

exam.  This was in order to evaluate their understanding and achievements as well as 

increase the variety of assessment formats. 
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4.3.4    The Influence of WEBLEI Items on Students’ Perceptions  

In order to determine the influence of a number of factors related to accessibility, 

communications and instructional design of online courses upon student participants’ 

perceptions of the effectiveness of online learning environments, Multivariate test were 

performed through conducting discriminant analysis.  Twenty seven WEBLEI items 

from the four scales were entered in the discriminate analysis as the predictors 

(independent variables):  Access scale I (items: 1-8), Interaction scale II (items: 9-16), 

Response scale III (items: 17, 21, 22), and Result scale (items: 25-32).  Four items from 

the Response scale III (items: 18, 19, 20, 23) were entered as the dependent variables 

(Table 4.11).  Each of the four dependent variables was individually predicted from the 

27 items of the WEBLEI (independent variables).  The four WEBLEI items were 

measured by a 5-point Likert-type scale: 1 = Never, 2 = Seldom, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = 

Often and 5 = Always.  For the purpose of the discriminant analysis, these items were 

transformed and recorded with new values.  As there were a low number of participants 

which selected; 1 = Never, 2= Seldom and 3 = Sometimes in response to these four 

items (dependent variables), their responses were classified into three groups:  (1: Never, 

2: Seldom, 3: Sometimes) = low response, (4: often) = moderate response, (5: Always) = 

high response.  This allowed differences between the three groups across the 27 

WEBLEI items to be tested.  The significance of the multivariate test Wilks’ Lambda 

with p-value less than .05 was determined for each function.  The following section 

presents the result of the discriminant function analysis for each of the four dependent 

variables (items: 18, 19, 20, 23). 

 

Students’ Satisfactions and Achievements (WEBLEI Item: 18) 

In order to predict the influence of student participants’ response towards having 

a sense of satisfaction and achievement about learning in online environments, 

accounted for by the 27 WEBLEI items (independent variables), a discriminant function 

analysis was performed for WEBLEI Item 18 “I felt a sense of satisfaction and 

achievement about this learning environment”. Ninety seven percent of student 
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participants responded to WEBLEI Item 18 (n = 137):  Eighteen percent in the low 

response group (n = 25), 22% in the moderate response group (n = 32) and 57% in the 

high response group (n = 80).  The result from the discriminant function analysis 

revealed two discriminant functions.  Table 4.11 shows the summary result of the two 

functions; Canonical Discriminant.  

 

Table 4.11 

Summary of Canonical Discriminant Functions in Response to WEBLEI Item 18 

                                     Eigenvalues 

Function Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative % 
Canonical 

Correlation 

1 1.167 82.1 82.1 0.734 

2 0.254 17.9 100.0 0.450 

                                          Wilks’ Lambda 

Test of Function(s) Ʌ X² df P 

1 through 2 0.368 120.96 54 .000 

2 0.798 27.374 26 .390 

          

 

The first function explained 82.1% of the variance, canonical R² = 0.54, whereas 

the second function explained only 17.9 %, canonical R² = 0.20.  In combination, these 

discriminant functions significantly differentiated the three groups of student 

participants’ responses towards WEBLEI Item 18, Ʌ = 0.37, X² (54) = 120.96, p < 0.05.  

However, removing the first function indicated that the second function did not 

significantly differentiate the three groups of respondents (low response, moderate 

response, high response) towards the WEBLEI Item 18, Ʌ = 0.79, X² (26) = 27.3, p > 

0.05.  

The correlations between outcomes and the discriminant functions revealed that 

most of the 27 items of the WEBLEI, loaded more onto the first function than the second 

function (Table 4.12).  Of these 27 items, eight items loaded more highly into the first 

function and achieved the largest absolute correlations between each item and 

discriminant functions.  These items are:  Item 17 “This mode of learning enables me to 

interact with other students and the tutor asynchronously” (r = .47); Item 30 “The 
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subject content is appropriate for delivery on the Web” (r = .44); Item 29 “Activities are 

planned carefully” (r = .43); Item 27 “The structure keeps me focused on what is to be 

learned” (r = .42); Item 7 “The flexibility allows me to meet my learning goals” (r = 

.35); Item 26 “The organisation of each lesson is easy to follow” (r = .32); Item 31 “The 

presentation of the subject content is clear” (r = .32); and Item 22 “It is easy to work 

collaboratively with other students involved in a group project” (r = 31).  

 

Table 4.12 

WEBLEI Items Contributed to the Prediction of Students’ Perception of 

Satisfaction and Achievement in Online Environment (N = 137, 97%) 

  Function  

Survey Items 1 2 

   

17.  Learning in this environment enables the asynchronous  interact ion .471 -.146 

30.  Subject content suits Web .448 -.048 

29.  Activities are planned carefully .434 .308 

27.  Structure keeps me focus on what is to be learned .415 .248 

7.    Flexibility allows meeting goals .357 .291 

26.  Organisations of lessons are easy to follow .327 .103 

31.  Presentation of content is clear .324 .307 

22.  It is easy to work collaboratively with other students .318 .061 

      

Survey items ordered by absolute size of correlation within function   

 

The values shown in Table 4.12 were the canonical variate correlation 

coefficients which were comparable to factor loadings.  According to Field (2009), when 

some variables (WEBLEI items in this case) have high canonical variate correlations, 

while others have low ones, the ones with high correlations contribute most to group 

separation.  As such, they represented the relative contribution of each item to group 

separation and the coefficients of these items indicated the relative contribution of each 

item to the function.  

The discriminant analysis classification result indicated 77% of the original 

group was correctly classified when all of the 27 WEBLEI items were entered into the 
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analysis.  However, when the analysis was performed again, with only the eight items 

presented in Table 4.12, the percentage decreased marginally to 65%.  This indicated 

that the eight WEBLEI items shown in Table 4.12 were the dominant items that 

contributed the most to the separation of the three groups.  The coefficients of these 

eight items indicated a positive relationship with the first function.  This would signify 

that these eight items had significant influence on student participants’ responses 

towards the satisfaction and achievement in online environments (WEBLEI Item 18).  

The increase of these eight aspects predicted an increase in students’ sense of 

satisfaction and achievement in online environments. 

 

Students Enjoying the Learning in Online Environment (WEBLEI Item: 19) 

In order to examine the influence of student participants’ perceptions towards 

enjoying learning in online environment accounted for by the 27 WEBLEI items 

(independent variables), a discriminant function analysis was performed for WEBLEI 

Item 19 “I enjoy learning in this environment”. Ninety seven percent of student 

participants responded to WEBLEI Item 19 (n = 137) as follows:  Sixteen percent in the 

low response group (n = 23); 23% in the moderate response group (n = 33); and 58% in 

the high response group (n = 81).  The result from the discriminant function analysis 

revealed two discriminant functions.  The summary results of the two functions 

Canonical Discriminant is presented in the following Table (4.13).  The first explained 

84.6% of the variance, canonical R² = 0.52, whereas the second explained only 15.4 %, 

canonical R² = 0.16.  In combination, these discriminant functions significantly 

differentiated the three groups of student participants’ responses towards WEBLEI Item 

19, Ʌ = 0.400, X² (54) = 110.79, p < 0.05.  However, removing the first function 

indicated that the second function did not significantly differentiate the three groups of 

respondents (low response, moderate response, high response) towards WEBLEI Item 

19, Ʌ = 0.83, X² (26) = 21.79, p > 0.05.  
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Table 4.13 

Summary of Canonical Discriminant Functions in Response to WEBLEI Item 19 

                                     Eigenvalues 

Function Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative % 
Canonical 

Correlation 

1 1.087 84.6 84.6 0.722 

2 0.197 15.4 100.0 0.406 

                                          Wilks’ Lambda 

Test of Function(s) Ʌ X² df P 

1 through 2 0.400 110.794 54 .000 

2 0.835 21.790 26 .700 

          

 

The correlations between outcomes and the discriminant functions revealed that 

most of the 27 items of the WEBLEI loaded more onto the first function than the second 

function (Table 4.14).  Of these 27 items, nine items loaded more highly into the first 

function and achieved the largest absolute correlation between each item and 

discriminant functions.  These items are:  Item 27 “The structure keeps me focused on 

what is to be learned” (r = .55); Item 17 “This mode of learning enables me to interact 

with other students and the tutor asynchronously” (r = .41); Item 31 “The presentation 

of the subject content is clear” (r = .38); Item 29 “Activities are planned carefully” (r = 

.38); Item 26 “The organisation of each lesson is easy to follow” (r = .34); Item 7 “The 

flexibility allows me to meet my learning goals” (r = .34); Item 8 “The flexibility allows 

me to explore my own areas of interests” (r = .33); Item 32 “The quiz in the web-based 

materials enhances my learning process” (r = .31); and Item 30 “The subject content is 

appropriate for delivery on the Web” (r = .44).  

The values shown in Table 4.14 were the canonical variate correlation 

coefficients which were comparable to factor loadings.  These WEBLEI items had the 

biggest canonical variate correlations that contributed most to the separation of the three 

groups.  They represented the relative contribution of each item to group separation, and 

then the coefficients of these items indicated the relative contribution of each item to the 

function.  
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Table 4.14 

WEBLEI Items Contributed to the Prediction of Students’ Perception of enjoying 

Online Learning Environment (N = 137, 97%) 

  Function  

Survey Items 1 2 

   

27.  Structure keeps me focus on what is to be learned .556 .197 

17.  Learning in this environment enables the asynchronous  interact ion .410 .076 

31.  Presentation of content is clear .389 .102 

29.  Activities are planned carefully .384 .000 

26.  Organisations of lessons are easy to follow .345 -.003 

7.    Flexibility allows meeting goals .340 -.101 

8.    Flexibility allows exploring interests .334 .018 

32.  Assessment enhances learning process .313 -.088 

30.  Subject content suits Web .310 -.124 

      

Survey items ordered by absolute size of correlation within function   

 

The discriminant analysis classification result indicated 75% of the original 

group was correctly classified when all of the 27 WEBLEI items were entered into the 

analysis.  However, when the analysis was performed again, with only the nine items 

presented in Table 4.14, the percentage decreased marginally to 65%.  This indicated 

that the nine WEBLEI Items shown in Table 4.14 were the dominant items that 

contributed the most to the separation of the three groups.  The coefficients of these nine 

items indicated a positive relationship with the first function.  This result would indicate 

that these nine items had major influences on student participants’ responses towards 

WEBLEI Item 19.  The enhancement of these eight aspects predicted to enhance 

students enjoying learning through online environments. 
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Students Could Learn More in Online Environment (WEBLEI Item: 20) 

The influence of the 27 WEBLEI items (independent variables) upon student 

participants’ response towards being able to learn more in online environments was 

examined by performing discriminant function analysis for WEBLEI Item 20 “I could 

learn more in this environment”.  Ninety six percent of student participants responded to 

WEBLEI Item 20 (n = 136):  Fourteen percent in the low response group (n = 20); 23% 

in the moderate response group (n = 33); and 59% in the high response group (n = 83).  

The result from the discriminant function analysis revealed two discriminant 

functions.  Table 4.15 showed the result of the two functions Canonical Discriminant. 

The first function explained 84.1% of the variance, canonical R² = 0.52, whereas the 

second explained only 15.9 %, canonical R² = 0.17.  In combination, these discriminant 

functions significantly differentiated the three groups of student participants’ responses 

towards WEBLEI Item 20, Ʌ = 0.39, X² (54) = 111.5, p < 0.05.  However, removing the 

first function indicated that the second function did not significantly differentiate the 

three groups of respondents (low response, moderate response, high response) towards 

WEBLEI Item 20, Ʌ = 0.82, X² (26) = 22.6, p > 0.05.  

 

Table 4.15 

Summary of Canonical Discriminant Functions in Response to WEBLEI Item 20 

                                     Eigenvalues 

Function Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative % 
Canonical 

Correlation 

1 1.097 84.1 84.1 0.732 

2 0.208 15.9 100.0 0.415 

                                          Wilks’ Lambda 

Test of Function(s) Ʌ X² df P 

1 through 2 0.395 111.517 54 .000 

2 0.828 22.646 26 0.65 

          

 

The correlations between outcomes and the discriminant functions revealed that 

most of the 27 Items of the WEBLEI loaded more onto the first function than the second 
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function (Table 4.16).  Of these 27 items, eight items loaded more highly into the first 

function and achieved the largest absolute correlations between each item and 

discriminant functions.   These items are:  Item 27 “The structure keeps me focused on 

what is to be learned” (r = .59); Item 8 “The flexibility allows me to explore my own 

areas of interests” (r = .43); Item 29 “Activities are planned carefully” (r = .43); Item 26 

“The organisation of each lesson is easy to follow” (r = .37); Item 32 “The quiz in the 

web-based materials enhances my learning process” (r = .36); Item 17 “This mode of 

learning enables me to interact with other students and the tutor asynchronously” (r = 

.35); Item 28 “expectations of assignments are clearly stated in my unit” (r = .32); and 

Item 22 “it is easy to work collaboratively with other students involved in a group 

project” (r = .31).  

 

Table 4.16 

WEBLEI Items Contributed to the Prediction of Students’ Perception of Being 

Able to Learn More in Online Environment (N = 136, 96%) 

  Function  

Survey Items 1 2 

   

27.  Structure keeps me focus on what is to be learned .591 .124 

8.    Flexibility allows to explore areas of interests .432 .139 

29.  Activities are planned carefully .430 .036 

26.  Organisations of lessons are easy to follow .370 -.115 

32.  Assessment in Web-based materials enhances learning process .369 .079 

17.  Learning in this environment enables the asynchronous  interact ion .355 .065 

28.  Expectations from assignment are clearly stated .326 -.117 

22.  It is easy to work collaboratively with other students .312 .127 

      

Survey items ordered by absolute size of correlation within function   

 

The values shown in Table 4.16 were the canonical variate correlation 

coefficients which were comparable to factor loadings.  Items in Table 4.16 had the 

biggest canonical variate correlations that contributed most to group separation.  They 

represented the relative contribution of each item to group separation, and then the 
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coefficients of these items indicated the relative contribution of each item to the 

function.  Therefore, the eight WEBLEI items shown in Table 4.16 were the most 

pronounced items that contributed to the three groups’ differentiation.  

The discriminant analysis classification result indicated 75% of the original 

grouped were correctly classified when all of the 27 WEBLEI items entered into the 

analysis. However when the analysis re-performed with only the eight items presented in 

Table 4.16, the percentage decreased marginally to 69%.  This indicated that the eight 

WEBLEI items shown in Table 4.16 were the dominant items that contributed the most 

to the separation of the three groups.  The coefficients of these eight items indicated a 

positive relationship with the first function.  This result would signify the considerable 

influence of these eight aspects on student being able to learn more in online 

environments. 

 

Students’ Being Interested throughout Online Learning Environment (WEBLEI    

Item: 23) 

The effect of the 27 WEBLEI items (independent variables) on student 

participants’ perceptions towards being interested throughout their learning in online 

environments was examined by conducting discriminant function analysis for WEBLEI 

Item 23 “The web-based learning environment held my interest throughout my course of 

study”.  Ninety seven percent of student participants responded to WEBLEI Item 23 (n = 

137):  Sixteen percent in the low response group (n = 22); 81% in the moderate response 

group (n = 115); and none of the participants who chose Always to item 23 (0% of high 

response group).  The result from the discriminant function analysis revealed only one 

discriminant function.  Table 4.17 shows the result of this function Canonical 

Discriminant.  The function explained 100% of the variance, canonical R² = 0.41 and 

significantly differentiated the two groups of student participants’ responses (low 

response and moderate response) towards WEBLEI Item 23, Ʌ = 0.59, X² (27) = 64.19, 

p < 0.05.  
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Table 4.17 

Summary of Canonical Discriminant Functions in Response to WEBLEI Item 23 

                                     Eigenvalues 

Function Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative % 
Canonical 

Correlation 

1 0.696 100.0 100.0 .641 

                                          Wilks’ Lambda 

Test of Function(s) Ʌ X² df P 

1  0.590 64.190 27 .000 

          

 

The correlations between the outcome and the discriminant function revealed 

that, of the 27 WEBLEI items that were examined, eight items loaded highly into the 

function and achieved the largest absolute correlations between each item and 

discriminant function (Table 4.18).   These items are:  Item 27 “The structure keeps me 

focused on what is to be learned” (r = .55); Item 4 “I am allowed to work at my own 

pace to achieve learning objectives” (r = .39); Item 29 “Activities are planned carefully” 

(r = .38); Item 6 “I decide when I want to learn” (r = .33); Item 14 “I regularly 

participate in self-evaluations” (r = .33); Item 28 “expectations of assignments are 

clearly stated in my unit” (r = .30); Item 32 “The quiz in the web-based materials 

enhances my learning process” (r = .30); and Item 9 “I communicate with other students 

in this subject electronically” (r = .29). 

The values shown in Table 4.18 were the canonical variate correlation 

coefficients which were comparable to factor loadings.  Items in Table 4.18 had the 

biggest canonical variate correlations that contributed most to group separation.  They 

represented the relative contribution of each item to group separation, and then the 

coefficients of these items indicated the relative contribution of each item to the 

function.  
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Table 4.18 

WEBLEI Items Contributed to the Prediction of Students’ Perception of Being 

Interested Throughout Learning in Online Environment (N = 137, 97%) 

  Function  

Survey Items 1 

  

27.  Structure keeps me focus on what is to be learned .559 

4.    Work at own pace .398 

29.  Activities are planned carefully .385 

6.    I decide when learn .332 

14.  Participate in self-evaluations .330 

28.  Expectations from assignment are clearly stated .299 

32.  Assessment in Web-based materials enhances learning process .298 

9.    Communicate other students .291 

    

Survey items ordered by absolute size of correlation within function   

 

The discriminant analysis classification result indicated 86% of the original 

group was correctly classified when all of the 27 WEBLEI items were entered into the 

analysis.  However, when the analysis was performed again with only the eight items, 

the percentage decreased marginally to 82%.  This indicated that the eight WEBLEI 

items shown in Table 4.18 were the most pronounced items that contributed most to the 

differentiation of the three groups.  This would indicate that students being motivated 

and encouraged to learn within online environments were considerably influenced by the 

enhancement of the eight aspects (presented in Table 4.18) of online learning 

environments. 

 

Summary of the Discriminant Analysis 

Overall, the result from the discriminate analysis for all of the WEBLEI four 

items (18, 19, 20, and 23) indicated that the instructional design items of the online 

course, which was presented in the Result scale IV of the WEBLEI, were the most 

influential items on the students’ satisfaction, achievement, enjoyment and success 
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through the online learning environment.  Items from the Interaction scale II had the 

second largest influence on students’ perceptions and items from the Access scale I of 

the WEBLEI had the least contribution to the influence on students’ perceptions towards 

the effectiveness of the online learning environment.  Among all of the twenty-seven 

WEBLEI items from the four scales, data showed that Item 27 “Structure keeps me 

focused on what is to be learned” was the dominant item that contributed the most to 

students’ perceptions towards their satisfaction, achievement, enjoyment and success 

within the online learning environment.  

The following section presents the qualitative data from student participants 

collected using the four open-ended discussion questions attached to the WEBLEI 

questionnaire.  

 

4.4    Qualitative Data from Student Participants  

The use of the qualitative data in addition to quantitative data can provide a 

better comprehension of the field studied as evidenced by Salazar (1988), who argued 

that the narrative from the additional comments section of educational surveys enhances 

the analysis of the quantitative data from the surveys (cited in Skelton, 2007).  This 

section reports the data from the written comments made by students, which were 

recorded at the end of the WEBLEI questionnaire.  Students were able to provide 

reasons and some background to their WEBLEI survey responses, whilst responding to 

the discussion questions. 

 

4.4.1    Comments Presented from the WEBLEI Survey 

The four questions in the open-ended comments sections of the WEBLEI survey 

were: 

1. Why are you studying in an online mode? 

2. What are the advantages of studying in an online mode? 

3. What are the disadvantages of studying in an online mode? 
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4. Are there any suggestions to improve the delivery of your courses in 

an online mode?  

    The comments sections were read through for all completed survey forms and 

then thematically analysed.  Several minor themes were identified, which were then 

generalised into two broader themes.  These two themes are; advantages of online 

learning and challenges of online learning.  They were grouped through indications of 

similarity in nature.  The responses from a wide sample of respondents were recorded in 

the following section along with some interpretive comments from the author. 

 

4.4.2    Students’ Perceptions of the Advantages of Online Learning 

Students generally expressed positive perceptions of their experiences in online 

learning environments.  Several advantages were acknowledged by the participants 

through their comments.  These advantages revolved around the accessibility aspects 

(flexibility, convenience, autonomy), and enhancement of learning outcomes.  These 

advantages are discussed in the following section.  

 

Accessibility  

Students, through their comments, appreciated and praised the accessibility 

aspects of; flexibility, convenience and autonomy provided by online learning 

environments, particularly for non-traditional students.  The majority of student 

participants viewed these aspects as significant features for choosing to study in an 

online mode.  Scheduling flexibility was one of the elements that students reported 

finding very appealing and beneficial.  One student wrote that he prefers being able “to 

go over and over through the course materials and revise or back-up the information I 

need,  I like not being tied down to a specific on-campus class schedule” (Student, 

Survey open-ended Q2, June 2010).  Another student pointed out that the nature of 

online courses allows him “to work independently at (his) own pace within the time 

frame of the course” (Student, Survey open-ended Q2, July 2010).  This result 
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confirmed findings of the literature review that flexibility, convenience and autonomy in 

study ‘anytime and anywhere’ are seen as main reasons why many students choose to 

study online courses (Coleman, 2005; Iverson, Colky & Cyboran, 2005; Skelton, 2007; 

Flimban, 2008).  

Students with work and family obligations reported that the flexibility of online 

courses allows them a chance to continue their education comfortably, at their own pace, 

so they could fit the course work in with their home and work responsibilities.  They 

expressed their preference to online learning as “A way of helping the students, who 

have jobs or family responsibilities, to have access to the university and obtain degrees” 

(Student, Survey open-ended Q1, July 2010), and “Flexibility in accessing course 

materials is the greatest advantage to me as I can’t attend the university campus due to 

work commitments” (Student, Survey open-ended Q2, June 2010).  This was reaffirmed 

in the literature review of this study, that students’ learning objectives, needs and 

learning styles play a significant role on their perceptions towards the effectiveness of 

online learning environments (Clark, 2002; Chin, 2004; Dennen & Bonk, 2007; 

Filimban, 2008).    

Some students viewed the accessibility aspects of online learning as more 

important than ‘real’ experience.  The majority of student participants in this study 

described the most common reason to choose studying in an online mode is because “it’s 

the only chance that (they) have!” (Student, Survey open-ended Q1, July 2010).  One 

student stated that, “The university hasn’t accepted me as an on campuses student due to 

my low GPA, thus I had to go off campus” (Student, Survey open-ended Q1, July 2010).  

Another student reported that, “the only way for me to continue my degree is through 

online learning, as I have a job, business and personal matters” (Student, Survey open-

ended Q1, June 2010).  Another student also added that he has chosen to study online 

due to “the lack of access to the university campus, as I live a long distance from the 

campus” (Student, Survey open-ended Q1, July 2010).  This indicated that most of 

participating students value online learning because it offers them the opportunity to 

continue their education which otherwise would not been possible.  These students 

would prefer to study in the conventional mode if they were given the chance.  This 
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reflects the lack of students’ understanding of online learning advantages in driving 

successful learning outcomes.  In order to construct more successful learning 

environments, students’ awareness of the educational quality of online learning need to 

be enhanced and emphasised by educators and instructors when developing and 

implementing online learning.  

 

Enhancement of Learning Outcomes 

 While the majority of participating students viewed the accessibility aspects of 

online learning environments as major reasons for choosing to study in an online mode, 

only a few participating students recognised the advantages of online learning in terms 

of enhancing their learning outcomes.  Some students made positive statements about 

why they chose to study in an online mode.  One comment made reference to the fact 

that online learning “opens new horizons of learning, self- improvement and achieving 

better outcomes” (Student, Survey open-ended Q2, June 2010).  Another participant 

emphasised the ability to pace himself to course materials and requirements, so they “get 

control of the study and achieve better outcomes” (Student, Survey open-ended Q2, July 

2010).  One respondent described that online learning environments enabled him “to 

achieve the goals of authentic learning” (Student, Survey open-ended Q2, July 2010).  

Another student believed that “this approach of learning is very useful and of a greater 

advantage than studying via the traditional way” (Student, Survey open-ended Q1, July 

2010).  In this study, the more students recognised the advantages of online learning in 

enhancing the educational quality, the more they would effectively engage to achieve 

better learning outcomes (Alebaikan, 2010). 

This finding reflects the low level of knowledge about the effectiveness of online 

learning.  When constructing an effective online learning environment, more emphasis 

should be placed on students’ learning outcomes.  Alebaikan (2010) claimed that one 

major challenge currently encountering the Saudi universities is the adoption of online 

learning in this traditional didactic environment.  The majority of student participants 

seemed to be influenced by their traditional experiences in classrooms and transfer this 
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way of learning to an online mode.  Students need to be well prepared and oriented to 

shift from the traditional environment to the online environment.  This challenge 

requires more emphasis to be placed on the potential of online learning in enhancing the 

learning process and driving decisions to create better educational qualities.   

 

4.4.3    Students’ Perceptions of the Challenges of Online Learning 

Although the majority of student participants in this study indicated a positive 

level of satisfaction and achievement, they expressed many challenges that seemed to 

influence their learning achievement and success through their online learning 

environment.  The challenges were in terms of online pedagogy, course design, social 

interaction, instructor’s role and technical issues.  These challenges are discussed in the 

following section.  

 

Online Pedagogies 

Interactive learning through discussions was seen as an absent element by the 

student participants in online learning environments.  Students repeatedly expressed 

disappointment that online courses did not encourage discussion of course content and 

indicated that as a drawback of their online course.  This was shown through the 

following comments:  “There was absence of any kind of digression to any theme we 

learnt in the course” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010); “Discussing course 

topics is not really there” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, July 2010); “Our focus is 

merely on how to pass the final exam by downloading lectures and obtaining the printed 

material of course contents” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010).  These 

quotes signify that the delivery of online courses are within the ‘strategic approach’ 

(Entwistle, 1997) of learning, which is assessment-focused, as students engage with 

content to achieve the highest possible grades.  

According to Inoue (2007), one of the difficulties that online students might 

encounter in online learning environments, is that students have different cognitive 
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learning styles.  Research has indicated that students should be encouraged to adapt a 

deep approach towards the learning tasks for effective learning to take place (Entwistle, 

1997).  The deep approach is where students obtain a deeper understanding of the 

content, in a way which is personally meaningful to them, through engaging their 

experiences and their previous knowledge in an interactive (dialogical) process with the 

relevant content (Entwistle, 1997).  The deep approach of learning was supported by the 

findings of this study.  Students requested that instructors enhance their pedagogies 

when teaching online courses to create more motivational, interactive and engaging 

learning environments.  This was shown through the following comments:  “The way the 

lecture is recorded is boring” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010); “I suggest 

that teachers enhance their method of teaching and consider the motivation as a crucial 

factor” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, June 2010); “We need more motivational and 

interactive learning environments” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, July 2010); and 

“They have to motivate their students and connect the course content to real life 

experiences” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, June 2010).   

The authentic engagement with course content and materials in a collaborative 

and interactive learning environment was absent in the data.  Students complained that 

their online courses did not encourage them to engage collaboratively through 

conversational activities or group work with their peers.  One student expressed that he 

“didn’t engage with other students because the nature of the course doesn’t facilitate 

any kind of group activities or even group discussion” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, 

June 2010); and “A major obstacle in learning within this environment, is the absence of 

discussion to course content” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010). 

Online pedagogy requires a shift from a teacher-centred approach to a student-

centred approach.  The findings from the participating students, presented in this section, 

indicated the lack of instructors’ awareness and experience of online pedagogy that 

influenced their ability to construct an effective online learning.  The shift towards 

student-centred learning environments requires instructors to recognise their critical role 

in actively and meaningfully engaging their students within a social interactive and 

collaborative environment for deeper learning (Khine & Fisher, 2003). 
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Course Design  

Quantitative data from discriminant analysis (section 4.3.8) of this study showed 

that instructional design and delivery (Scale IV: Result) items had the most significant 

influence on students’ responses towards the effectiveness of online learning 

environments.  In the open-ended questions, the majority of students’ comments 

revolved around expressing frustrations and dissatisfaction about the instructional design 

components of their online courses.  This discontent was evident within the following 

mechanisms of instructional design: course structure (organization, activities, and 

requirements), course content availability and format, diversity of online resources and 

materials, variety and clarity of assessment tools and evaluation.  

Courses that had unclear objectives and directions have a negative effect on 

students’ learning (Flimban, 2008, Alebaikan, 2010).  Students in this study complained 

about the ambiguity that was present in the lectures, clarity of course requirements and 

tasks.  Students indicated concerns about the structure and organisation of the online 

courses.  They revealed that it was difficult for them to understand what they were 

supposed to accomplish without a clearly defined schedule or instructions of course 

objectives, activities, and requirements.  Even when instructors used a variety of media 

such as video and audio formats, which most of the students appreciated, they were 

ineffective if the course was not clear, well organized and presented.  A cluster of 

students’ comments revolved around expressing confusion and ambiguity of the clarity 

of online courses.  This was evident through the following comments:  “It is important 

to clarify the course activities and requirements from the beginning of the course to 

avoid confusion and ambiguity” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, June 2010); “It is 

always difficult to find what is required” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010); 

“Teachers need to clarify course objectives, content and requirements from the 

beginning of the course” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, July 2010); and “The 

greatest disadvantage of online courses is the clarity of the instructions” (Student, 

Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010).  This result raised the need for a clear syllabus to be 
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provided for the online students at KFU.  These syllabuses should clarify information 

about course objectives, structure, activities and requirements.  

The availability of the course content and materials at the beginning of the course 

was perceived as an issue for online students at KFU.  Students, in their comments, 

indicated that course content, particularly the printed copy materials, were not provided 

at the beginning of the course.  They illustrated that their instructors usually uploaded 

the video of the recorded lectures and later provided them with the required content as 

printed copy materials that they had to purchase later from an identifiable location.  This 

was shown through the following comments made by students:  “Struggles in getting the 

course materials from the teacher which was always late tended to confuse us” (Student, 

Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010); “We prefer to have the whole material ready and 

available for us at the beginning of each semester” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, 

June 2010); and “They need to facilitate the access to the course content, especially the 

printed copy materials” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, July 2010).  In addition to the 

demands for all course content and materials to be available and easily accessible early 

on in the course, some of the students showed preference to having a digital format of 

the course content, as well as the course printed materials.  This was evident in the 

following comments made by students:  “I prefer the course content to be digitally 

provided” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, July 2010); and “I suggest that the 

instructor makes the course content in PDF or Word format, along with the recorded 

lectures” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, July 2010). 

Students emphasised the importance of having a variety of online resources and 

diversity of learning tools and materials rather than mainly relying on the textbooks and 

printed materials.  This was clearly seen through the subsequent comments made by 

students:  “There was a lack of adequate online resource.  This must be enhanced and 

not only dependent on the printed study materials, which are usually not ready at the 

beginning of the semester” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, July 2010); and “Enhance 

more resources electronically” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, July 2010).  Having a 

combination of online resources and learning tools such as; posting visual and auditory 

materials in the Black Board section, textual materials (digital and printed format), Web 
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pages, and discussion boards; provides the students with the means to study the course 

content using learning tools that are best suited to their needs and learning styles.  This 

can create a stimulated classroom experience that makes online learning environments 

more effective (Chin, 2004). 

Furthermore, students complained about the assessment techniques of online 

courses.  They stated that some of the instructors put heavy weight on exam scores for 

the final grade and other instructors relied on the final exam as the only assessment 

method.  This was apparent through the following comments made by students:  

“Relying only on one assessment, which is the final exam, is not fair!” (Student, Survey 

open-ended Q3, July 2010); and “There was a lack of effective assessment” (Student, 

Survey open-ended Q3, July 2010).  Students suggested that online courses should 

assess their outcomes using a variety of activities and techniques that effectively 

engages and motivates students, as well as accommodating their learning styles, rather 

than relying on memorising a textbook.  This was evident through the following 

comments:  “I suggest the use of a variety of assessment techniques” (Student, Survey 

open-ended Q4, June 2010); and “We need more assessment activities as well as variety 

of assessment methods” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, June 2010).  This result 

asserts the findings of Sun et al. (2008) study that found ‘diversity in assessments’ is one 

of the critical factors influencing learners’ satisfaction. 

With the lack of instructors’ social presence and involvement, as well as the 

scarcity of instructor’s immediate feedback, students found it more difficult to 

understand what was required for the final exam assessment.  They suggested that 

instructors should use electronic pre-assessment practice that assists them to evaluate 

their level of content understanding and outcome.  This was shown through the 

following comments made by students:  “Teachers need to enhance our understanding 

of the final exam and I think it’s better to have pre-assessment activities prior to the 

exam to assess our level and outcome” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, June 2010); 

and “I suggest performing electronic pre-assessment tests to evaluate the student’s level 

of understanding and achievements that doesn’t weigh on their final grade” (Student, 

Survey open-ended Q4, July 2010).   
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Some students indicated the lack of engagement in course evaluation as a 

drawback of online courses - “There was a lack of evaluation of students’ achievements 

and outcomes” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, July 2010).  This result is consistent 

with the quantitative results of this study in terms of course evaluation.  The quantitative 

data indicated the lack of students’ participation in evaluation activities within the online 

courses being taught at KFU, considering course evaluation, based on students’ 

feedback, would assist instructors to improve the course design as well as their teaching 

strategies.  According to Siragusa, Dixon and Dixon (2007) it is critical for instructors to 

develop both formative and summative evaluation to determine the overall effectiveness 

of instruction and therefore how to improve it.  

 

Social Interaction 

The majority of students, through their comments, complained about being 

isolated and that online courses lacked the social interaction component between the 

students, instructors and peers.  This was apparent in the following comments made by 

students:  “There are no social links with the course teacher and with other students in 

the course” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010); and “I feel I’m the only one 

studying in the course” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010).  Students 

emphasised the importance of having a sense of social links, particularly for them as 

distance learners - “Listening to a very long lecture electronically is really boring and 

lacks motivation and interaction, we need to feel such things especially when we learn 

through distance education” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010).  Rovai 

(2001), Clarke (2004) and Harden (2002) argued that social presence should not be 

considered as a potential danger to an online learning approach.  Synchronous, 

asynchronous and communication tools such as real time chat and threaded discussion 

forms can enhance interaction and collaboration between students.   

However, student participants expressed a frustration with the online discussion 

activities.  They reported a lack of instructors’ utilisation of the communication catalysts 

and the scarce level of students’ participation in the discussion forums.  Students 
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suggested that: “Lecturers should increase students’ online community through 

encouraging forum usage to discuss relevant topics and allowing students an 

opportunity to ask questions through these forums” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, 

June 2010); and “I believe that our teachers need to increase communications through 

reinforcing the role of emails, course forums and discussion threads via the Black 

Board” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, July 2010).  Students also indicated the 

absence of the collaboration component among the students of online courses - “The 

online course lacks that peer collaboration” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, July 

2010).  Discussion boards have been advocated in the literature as a major catalyst for 

asynchronous communication when learning via online spaces (Harden, 2002; Clarke, 

2004; Inoue, 2007; Filimban, 2008).  The participating students, through their 

comments, tended to show that online discussion via the Blackboard forums was not 

given any considerations by instructors as a tool that enhanced interaction and 

collaboration among students and their instructor.  The enhancement of social 

interaction, through the effective use of synchronous and asynchronous communication 

tools by instructors, could enhance students’ engagement, motivation and collaboration 

which in turn could positively influence the students’ learning outcomes.  

Blending the online courses with face-to-face classes was seen essential by some 

students in this study in order to fulfill students’ needs.  Rovai and Jordan (2004) 

claimed that students in blended courses offered the convenience of fully online course, 

without the complete loss of face-to-face contact which enhances a strong sense of 

community in students who would feel isolated in just a fully online course.  Many of 

the students’ comments indicated a preference for blending online courses with campus 

based learning experiences - “We need to have some sort of face–to–face classes to 

attend in combination with online environments in order for us to socially interact with 

each other and ask about the course.  I suggest that these classes not be compulsory” 

(Student, Survey open-ended Q4, July 2010); and “I suggest having at least one or two 

face–to–face classes per month to communicate with the teacher in regards to the course 

requirements and to interact with other students” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, July 

2010).  Students stated that a major reason for such a demand was the need for 
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instructors to increase the clarity of course content and requirements, particularly when 

other means of communication, such as emails and discussion forums, were not utilised 

to fulfill students’ needs.  It is professed as difficult, by many students, to learn about 

new concepts from an online system without a classroom experience of some kind, 

particularly if some misunderstandings are already in place.   

 

Instructor’s Role  

Comments from the student participants repeatedly highlighted the importance of 

their instructors’ roles in terms of availability, active participation in providing clear 

instructions and prompt feedback and as guidance to the learning process.   

Availability of the instructor was seen by the participants, as a key factor to the 

success of online learning. This was repeatedly expressed in their comments.  Their 

responses indicated that they wanted to feel comfortable contacting their instructor and 

to know their questions or concerns were going to be dealt with quickly.  The majority 

of the students reported that the interactions between the student and their teacher “is 

almost non-existent” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, July 2010); and “there is no 

communication between the students and the course lecturer as the lectures are written 

or recorded” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010).  One student demanded the 

university management of online learning to facilitate communications with the 

instructors needed to improve, by stating that, “they have to find better ways for 

communication; we need to interact with the teachers of these courses somehow” 

(Student, Survey open-ended Q4, June 2010).  

Students seemed to face serious issues regarding the lack of instructor active 

participation in online courses and how that negatively affected their outcomes.  

Students requested active teachers who provided clear instructions and prompt feedback.  

Students found interpreting their teachers’ instructions much more difficult without the 

student-teacher active interaction component that was lacking in the nature of the online 

format.  This gave them a sense of “being lost in the course” (Student, Survey open-

ended Q3, June 2010); and “there were many opinions and different point of views from 
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the students about what is required and what we must do in the course.  As the teacher is 

not there, communication becomes very difficult about what is required within the 

course” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010).  One student reported that “there 

is always ambiguity and lack of course instructions and that they required clarity” 

(Student, Survey open-ended Q3, July 2010); and “There is a kind of ambiguity and lack 

of clarity on the university website and it is always difficult to find what is required” 

(Student, Survey open-ended Q3, July 2010).  Another student stated that the lecturers 

are “usually late in answering my emails and giving me feedback” (Student, Survey 

open-ended Q3, June 2010).  Instructors need to be aware that students can become 

frustrated because they cannot get immediate assistance like they could in a classroom.  

Students can become irritated with small delays in their search for clarification, 

instructors’ prompt feedback, or in-depth information.  

Computer-based learning has a major role in promoting self-directed learning 

and increased student autonomy, which provides students with greater responsibilities 

towards their learning (Chin, 2004; Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006).  The 

quantitative data showed that the majority of the participants indicated a positive level of 

self-discipline when studying through the online mode - “In this learning environment, I 

have to be self-disciplined in order to learn” (Often: 33%, Always: 48%).  A demand for 

regular follow up from the course instructor was stated in student participants’ 

comments when asked to indicate the disadvantages of online learning environments.  

There was a lack of instructor guidance and follow up to the learning process that was 

indicated in students’ comments.  One student stated that one disadvantage of an online 

course was, “the lack of the teacher to follow up on a student who is experiencing an 

obstacle” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010).  Other students reported that 

“Teachers need to increase the clarity of their instructions and what we, as students, 

need to do” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010), “I have difficulties in 

managing my times of study” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010).  One student 

suggested that, instructors need to “educate us on how to use online learning more 

effectively to achieve better outcomes” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, June 2010).  
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This result indicated the importance of providing an adequate support and assistance for 

online students to understand their new roles in online learning environment. 

 

Technical Issues 

Online courses require more dependence on the computer and thus, students may 

have to deal with more technical problems.  Technology’s ease of use is one of the 

critical factors influencing students’ satisfaction in online learning (Sun et al., 2008).  

Students reported technical difficulties and Internet unreliability as drawbacks of 

learning online.  This was made clear through the following comments:  “Technical 

problems with the Internet connection” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010); 

“Difficulties in accessing the university website” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 

2010); and “Technical problems with accessing the Black Board and downloading 

lectures” (Student, Survey open-ended Q3, June 2010).  Some students expressed 

frustration with the quality of the video of recorded lectures - “Improve the quality of the 

lecture video as we always have visual and auditory difficulties” (Student, Survey open-

ended Q4, July 2010).  To overcome these technical issues as well as improve the 

quality of recorded lectures, one student suggested that, “the University needs to develop 

a website similar to YouTube that enables students to view lectures without the need for 

downloading as we always face difficulties” (Student, Survey open-ended Q4, June 

2010).  These findings highlighted the importance of designing a learning management 

system (LMS) that is user friendly for students (e.g.  in BlackBoard instructors create 

pod casts to upload). 

 

  4.5    Discussion and Interpretation of the Findings 

The WEBLEI survey, adopted from the study of Chang & Fisher (2003), was 

performed in this study to address Research Question 1:  How do students perceive 

learning in an online environment within higher education?  This pertained to the 

experiences and perceptions of the undergraduate student towards the effectiveness of 
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their learning within the current state of online learning environments at KFU.  The 

focus of this main question was to investigate students’ satisfaction and achievement in 

online learning environments; investigate association between students’ demographical 

information and their online learning environment preferences; examine factors related 

to accessibility, interaction and instructional design of online learning environments that 

have a significant influence on student responses in order to determine the critical 

components that would construct an effective online learning environment in a tertiary 

setting.  Therefore, the main focus of this section is to discuss findings from the 

quantitative analysis of the WEBLEI questionnaire and the qualitative analysis from the 

four open-ended questions in order to address Research Question 1.  

Student participants’ perceptions towards the effectiveness of online learning 

were identified in this study.  Both quantitative and qualitative data collected from the 

WEBLEI survey indicated that the perceptions of online students at KFU, towards the 

effectiveness of online learning, were influenced by several factors.  These factors are 

related to the five main focus areas of the conceptual framework developed in section 

2.12 of this study (see Figure 4.5).   
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Figure 4.5 

A Conceptual Framework of Five Focus Areas Contributing to the Effectiveness of 

Online Learning in Higher Education 

 

The conceptual framework (Figure 4.5) outlines the main five focus areas 

contributing to the effectiveness of online learning environment.  These five focus areas 

are: online learning theories and pedagogies, online instructional design, online 

communication, online instructor and online learner.  Each main area contains several 

elements that influence the overall effectiveness of the online learning environment. 

The following section discusses how online students perceived the effectiveness 

of online learning environment currently utilised at KFU.  The discussion is then 

structured in five major themes that correspond to the conceptual framework.  The five 

main themes are: online learning theories and pedagogies, online instructional design, 

online communication, online instructor and online learner. 

 



         175 

175 

 

4.5.1    Effectiveness of Online Learning  

In this study, the WEBLEI questionnaire was used to capture student 

participants’ perceptions and experiences towards the effectiveness of online learning 

environment at KFU.  Within the WEBLEI questionnaire, student participants rated their 

agreement to four scales:  Access (scale I); Interaction (scale II); Response (scale III) 

and Result (scales IV).  Each of the four scales consisted of eight perceptual statements 

regarding online learning environment features.  Respondents were then given the 

opportunity to express a broad range of their feelings and ideas about their online 

learning experiences.  They were asked to indicate reasons for deciding to study via an 

online mode; to indicate benefits and drawbacks of online courses and to also provide 

suggestions of how to improve online courses.  

Quantitative result that were presented in this chapter (section 4.3.1) illustrates 

that the adopted WEBLEI survey in this study showed a similar satisfactory level of 

reliability, in terms of its internal consistency, to the study of Chang & Fisher (2003).  

This indicated that the WEBLI survey is a valid and reliable instrument for use in the 

tertiary education sector in Saudi Arabia.  However, based on the WEBLEI reliability 

examination of this study, a recommendation of WEBLEI item 24 “I felt a sense of 

boredom towards the end of my course of study” to be rephrased or deleted was 

suggested, in order to increase the internal consistency of the Response scale (III) and as 

a result increase the reliability for all of the four WEBLEI scales.  

The majority of KFU students in the sample of this study indicated a positive 

level of satisfaction, achievement, enjoyment and success with online learning 

environments provided by the university.  However, in most cases, the students were not 

totally dependent on the online resources.  Both quantitative and qualitative results from 

the WEBLEI indicated that KFU undergraduate students who were studying via the 

online mode, appreciated most elements of their online learning environment that were 

currently made available to them, despite several identifiable issues reported by the 

participants.    
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Students positively agreed about the greatest benefits of the accessibility aspects 

(flexibility, convenience and autonomy) that online courses provided.  These were the 

“emancipator activities” (Chang & Fisher, 2003) that were measured by WEBLEI 

Access (scale I) in this study.  The mean score of this scale was the highest score of the 

four WEBLEI scales.  Deciding when to learn, flexibility in allowing students to meet 

their goals, as well as allowing them to meet their areas of interests whilst studying 

online, achieved the highest scores in the WEBLEI results.  These findings are the same 

as in the literature reviews about online students’ high level of appreciation and positive 

attitude towards the convenience, flexibility and independence in accessing online 

learning environments (Filimban, 2008; Skelton, 2007; AL-Balawi, 2007; AL-Gonaim, 

2005; Iverson, Colky & Cyboran, 2005; Clarke, 2004; Brockbank, 2001).  

Flexibility of online education ‘anytime, anywhere’ seems to offer a great deal of 

convenience for students at KFU, particularly the students with family and job 

obligations.  Data from the discriminant analysis in this study, showed a contribution to 

the accessibility aspects (WEBLEI Access scale items) of being influential towards 

student participants enjoying and being interested throughout their studies in online 

learning environments.  Data showed that the Flexibility aspect of online environments 

significantly influenced students’ response towards being able to learn more within 

online environments, particularly flexibility, allowing the students to explore different 

areas of interests.  This would indicate that online students are positively motivated to 

access and learn through online environments at KFU.  As evident in the literature 

review, learning is enhanced when people are driven by intrinsic, rather than extrinsic 

motivation.  Students, through online learning, have the most powerful motivational 

factors, since such an approach requires them to use self-observation, self-reference, 

self-judgment and self-checking.  These students therefore, tend to learn better and 

faster.  The learner’s degree of control and autonomy in online learning is equally a 

motivational factor (Filimban, 2008; Clark, 2002).   

However, in terms of effectiveness of the current online learning environment, 

online students at KFU were less influenced in their responses by the accessibility 

aspects.  The quantitative data from the discriminant analysis showed that accessibility 
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aspects of; flexibility, convenience, and autonomy had the least contribution to the 

influence of students’ responses in relation to the satisfaction and achievement in online 

learning environments.   In addition, the qualitative data revealed that the majority of the 

students viewed the online learning environment as the ‘the only chance available’ for 

them to continue their higher education.  This would indicate that undergraduate 

students at KFU enjoy and appreciate the provision and flexibility in accessing online 

learning environments.  To achieve better outcomes however, they would prefer to 

choose traditional education if given the choice.  This was clearly supported by students’ 

responses. Similar results were found in a study by Chin (2004), which indicated that 

despite the high level of satisfaction about learning in online environments, 

undergraduate students are still in favor of traditional education methods where they felt 

they could learn more, particularly with it being more socially and actively involved.  

Findings from this study also confirmed results obtained from a study by Harley et al. 

(2002), which sought to examine the impact of technology enhancements in a large 

chemistry course.  The findings indicated that students preferred to attend face-to-face 

encounters, even though they could have studied the materials and viewed the recorded 

lectures online.  

One reason for the preference of traditional education over the online mode is 

that, the experience of studying through online environments for students at KFU is 

relatively new.  Students stated in their comments that they need to be more aware of 

how to deal with online environments effectively.  Skelton (2007) argues that “planning 

around e-learning makes the assumption that lecturers will know how to teach in an 

online environment and students will intuitively know how to manage their learning 

process” (p. 45).  Results from the literature review suggests that, the human capacity to 

adapt to new technology, new habits or a new style of learning is slow and needs high 

levels of support, for both the students and educators (OECD, 2005; Guri-Rosenblit, 

2005).  In addition to this, 55% of student participants are above the age of 25 who, due 

to personal obligations, did not have the chance to continue their undergraduate studies 

straight after high school graduation.  This would support the argument in the literature 

review that second-chance and unprepared students participating in online education are 
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less qualified to cope with academic studies, particularly at the undergraduate level 

(Harden, 2002; Guri-Rosenblit, 2005; OECD, 2005).  

While the majority of participating students viewed the accessibility aspects of 

online learning environments as main reasons for choosing to study in an online mode, 

only a few number of participating students recognised the advantages of online learning 

in terms of enhancing their learning outcomes.  This finding reflects the low level of 

students’ knowledge about the effectiveness of online learning.  When constructing an 

effective online learning environment, more emphasis should be placed on students 

learning outcomes.  Alebaikan (2010) claimed that one major challenge currently 

encountering the Saudi Universities is the adoption of online learning in this traditional 

didactic environment.  The majority of student participants seem to be influenced by 

their traditional experiences of learning and transferring those experiences to their online 

learning environments.  Cultural background is argued to be one factor that influences 

students’ sense of value in education.  Chin (2004) argued that “students from Asian 

countries, where the societies were founded on Confucianism, would view education in 

a more traditional sense, where students should be learning from a knowledgeable 

teacher.  To these students, learning from computers and the Internet may appear to be 

of less value then learning from a teacher, thus leading to disappointment” (p. 56).  

Although the quantitative data showed that students in this study were aware of being 

‘self-disciplined’ in online environments, this can be affected by the lack of personal 

interaction and instructor active participation.  

Students need to be well prepared and orientated towards the shift from 

traditional learning environments to online learning environments (Alebaikan, 2011).  

This challenge requires more emphasis to be placed on the potential of online learning in 

enhancing the learning process and driving better educational qualities.  Garrison and 

Vaughan (2008) claimed that “the mistake of most traditional campus-based institutions 

was to see the potential of online learning in terms of access and serving more students 

instead of serving current students better” (p. 7).  In this study, the data has shown that 

the more students recognise the advantages of online learning in enhancing their 
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educational quality, the more they would effectively engage to achieve better learning 

outcomes. 

This study found that student participants’ perceptions and experiences of online 

learning environments were influenced by several factors related to the five focus areas 

proposed in the conceptual framework of this study: online theories and pedagogies, 

course instructional design, online communication, online instructor and online students.  

These factors are discussed in the five following sections. 

 

4.5.2    Conceptual Framework Element 1: Online Learning Theories and 

Pedagogies 

It appears from the data analysed in this study that most of the current online 

courses at KFU foster learning process with a ‘strategic approach’ of learning, which is 

assessment-focused.  Students here tend to engage with content to achieve the highest 

possible grades more so than the ‘deep approach’ of learning, where students engage 

critically in an interactive (dialogical) process with the relevant content and develop 

lifelong learning (Entwistle, 1997, p. 19).  Interactive learning, within online learning 

environments, was seen as an absent element by the student participants in this study.  

Students requested that instructors enhanced their pedagogies when teaching online 

courses to create more motivational, interactive and engaging learning environments.  

Critical levels of engagement where students are encouraged to use higher order 

thinking, develop a deep understanding and reflect on the content has been advocated in 

the literature as what truly drives learning (O'Rourke, 2002; Chin, 2004; Khine & Fisher, 

2003; Inoue, 2007).  

 Data from this study has shown that the role of the instructors appears to be as a 

presenter and provider of the course content rather than the designer, director and 

facilitator of the learning process.  The data has also shown that instructor pedagogies 

tend to be within the traditional approach, which is the teacher-centred approach.  Here, 

the instructor dominates the learning process and students have less control on the 

knowledge they construct.  This would indicate that instructors at KFU design online 
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courses that are a simple shift of their equivalent face-to-face counterpart.  With their 

primary goal often being to relocate information to the students by providing them with 

access to the course content and materials and expect them to demonstrate their learning 

on the exam.  This confirms claims from the literature, indicating that online instructions 

are often implemented in very traditional ways (Johnson & Aragon, 2003; Stephenson, 

2001).  Online pedagogy requires a shift from teacher-centred approach to student-

centred approach.  Online instruction is more than just a new method of delivery, it 

requires the learner to be more involved in learning activities, interact with instructors 

and collaborate with peers more easily and effectively.   One of the major changes as a 

result of learning in digital environments is the shift of the control of the learning from 

the teacher, to both teacher and learner sharing the responsibilities (Roffe, 2004; Hiltz & 

Wu, 2004).  

  

With the advent of global communications, network learning 

environments can now utilise local and global communities, peer 

interaction and knowledgeable others and allow different, new 

and existing approaches to teaching, learning and assessment. 

Educators can shift their pedagogical approach towards a balance 

between the appropriate uses of direct instruction with a 

collaborative, inquiry-driven, knowledge construction approach 

allowing students to achieve far beyond expectations.  (Khine & 

Fisher, 2003, p. 98) 

 

The data from this study suggest that most of the online courses at KFU are not 

designed to give students more control over the knowledge they construct as much as it 

is having control over their study time and pace, which seems to be the only reason for 

choosing to study through online environments by the majority of online students.  This 

may indicate the lack of instructors’ awareness and knowledge of new pedagogies based 

on learning theories that are applicable for online spaces.  Learner-centered theory 

(Duffy & Kirkley, 2004) and Constructivism (Jonassen, Peck, & Wilson, 1999) focus on 
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learners constructing their knowledge rather than observing it directly from external 

sources.  These theories view learners within social settings rather than individuals.  The 

center of these theories is on the active engagement of the learner in constructing their 

own learning, “collaborating, coaching, scaffolding, reflecting and multiple perspectives 

are encouraged within the social-constructivist learning environment” (Khine & Fisher, 

2003, p. 105).  Learners in such environments are encouraged to engage collaboratively 

through conversational exchanges, solving problems, connecting their new knowledge 

with prior experiences, self-assessing and being reflective (McNickle, 2003; Roffe, 

2004; Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006; Inoue, 2007).   The lack of these attributes 

in the design and delivery of current online learning environments at KFU has been 

evident in this study. 

 

4.5.3    Conceptual Framework Element 2: Online Instructional Design  

Online instructional design is a fundamental task in online education as effective 

instructional design positively facilitates students’ learning.  Student perception towards 

the instructional design aspects of KFU’s current online course were examined by the 

WEBLEI survey Result scale (IV).  Despite several instructional design issues illustrated 

by the participants in their qualitative comments, quantitative data indicates generally a 

high level of agreement on the design of course structure, content, organisation and 

presentation which signifies a general willingness for course content to be delivered via 

Web.  Among the other aspects of online learning environments; Accessibility aspects 

and Communication aspects, data from the discriminant analysis revealed that course 

Instructional Design components have the most influence on students’ perceptions 

towards satisfaction, achievement, enjoyment and success.  This confirms what has been 

argued in the literature, that there is a strong relationship between the quality of 

instructional design of the course and students’ satisfaction, perception, and performance 

in online learning environments (Johnson et al., 2000; Lieblein, 2000; Govindasamy, 

2002; Kenny, 2003; Blomeyer, 2020; Chin, 2004; Martinez et al., 2007).  In terms of 

instructional design, “viewing the instructional environment as a system fosters a 
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relationship among and between all components of that system - the instructor, the 

learner, the material, and the technology” (Smaldion, 2000, p. 11).  Siragusa, Dixon, and 

Dixon (2007) suggested that if the unit is to be delivered totally online, then the Web-

based instruction should be appropriate, including detailed content, learning activities, 

requirements, assessment, enrichment materials and supporting resources.    

The quantitative data shows that instructional design components of online 

courses had the most influence on students’ responses towards the effectiveness’ of 

online learning environments.  This was confirmed by the qualitative data collected from 

participants through their comments.  The majority of students’ comments revolved 

around expressing frustrations and dissatisfaction about the instructional design 

components of their online courses.  This discontent was evident within the following 

mechanisms of instructional design: course structure, course content availability and 

format, quality of course content, diversity of online resources and materials, variety and 

clarity of assessment tools and course evaluation.  

Data indicated the significance of course structure.  Instructors need to determine 

the course structure and the sequence of the major steps and sub-skills that will be 

presented within the online instruction (Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006).  Results from the 

quantitative analysis in this study indicated that the degree to which the course structure 

keeps students focused on what is to be learned has greatly influenced the perception of 

participants’ satisfaction, achievement, enjoyment and success within online learning 

environments.  The course structure item in the WEBLEI questionnaire (Item 27: 

Structure keeps me focus on what is to be learned) was the most dominant item which 

contributed to the influence of students’ perception towards the effectiveness of online 

environments.  This was confirmed by the qualitative results of student participants in 

this study.  Students indicated concerns about the structure and organisation of the 

online courses and repeatedly complained about the ambiguity of course objectives, 

activities, and requirements.  These results support what is illustrated in the literature 

review by Filimban (2008) and Alebaikan (2010), that designing online courses that 

have unclear objectives and directions negatively affects students’ learning outcomes.  

Specifying content will always be essential in course design and more emphasis needs to 
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be focused on tasks the student should be able to perform, which will form the critical 

part of their education (Light & Cox, 2001).  The lack of clarity in course content and 

assessment definitions always presents online learners with difficulties in being able to 

learn effectively (Chin, 2004; Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008).  Therefore, it is essential 

for online instructors to create materials that are clear and easy for students to access and 

locate; provide clear instructions on course objectives, assessments, due dates, and 

discussion activities; and clarify instructions regarding access to audio and visual aids, 

web resources, and technological requirements (Filimban, 2008).  Furthermore, 

Siragusa, Dixon, and Dixon, (2007) suggested, in their study about ‘designing quality e-

learning environments in higher education’, the structure of online courses; including 

navigation, material and information, and the use of Learning Management System 

(LMS), should be designed depending on the target students and their pedagogical 

needs.  

Student participants in this study expressed some frustration with the availability 

and format of online materials provided in their courses.  These students appreciated a 

printed paper-based text book, however they complained about its availability early on 

in the course.  They claimed that course instructors’ were usually late in providing them 

with the printed-materials, which they indicated a reason for major confusion of what 

was to be learned.  In addition, these students preferred course materials to be digitally 

provided online early on in the course through Blackboard with all the necessary 

resources bound within this.   This would indicate that, while some of the students prefer 

paper- based materials, others prefer the digital version of the course materials.   Both 

formats were requested by participants to be available from the beginning of the course.  

A study by Skelton (2007) indicated similar results where online tertiary students 

preferred both formats of course materials; the printed paper-based workbook and the 

digital format to be provided in their courses in one main easily identifiable location, 

even if it was online.  This confirms that the variation in students’ needs and learning 

styles should be primarily considered by the instructors whilst designing online materials 

(Siragusa, Dixon, & Dixon, 2007).  When the learner has the ability to choose and 

accommodate their own learning needs, learning will be more effective (Clark, 2002).  
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Some students complained about the quality of their course content as boring; 

lacking motivation, discussion and critical thinking.  The literature review suggests that 

when designing online content and materials, instructors need to accommodate students’ 

needs, learning styles, prior knowledge and experiences, and facilitate active 

engagement with online materials (Johnson, et al., 2000; Ginns & Ellis, 2007, Flimban, 

2008).  Siragusa, Dixon and Dixon (2007) argued that, the content of online courses 

should assist with guiding particular strategies to foster deep understanding of the 

subject matter, such as including up-to-date real life examples, enrichment materials and 

links to relevant Websites.  

When designing online courses, instructors need to select appropriate learning 

materials in terms of quantity, format and forms.  Data of this study indicate that 

participants emphasised, through their comments, the need to incorporate a variety of 

online resources and diversity of learning tools and materials rather than mainly relying 

on the textbooks and printed materials.  This is supported within the literature review, by 

Herrington et al. (2001), who argued that:  

 

Online resources should reflect a rich variety of perspectives to 

give students the opportunity to judge the merit of different 

positions, rather than be given a single viewpoint (the teacher’s).  

Such resources enable learners to access a range of expert 

opinions from the original source, if possible, rather than through 

secondary sources.  Materials reflect the interests of, sometimes, 

marginalized groups, and they demonstrate social, cultural and 

gender inclusivity.  (p. 268)  

  

Filimban (2008) in her study found that the degree to which the course made use 

of the available technologies greatly influenced the perception of students learning and 

progress.  Tomei and Morris (2007, p. 135) indicated that ‘multimedia-based’ materials 

are the most apposite to distance learners.  They indicated different forms of 

multimedia-based material that instructors can critically incorporate into the design of 
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online courses to meet the diversity of students and their learning styles such as; printed 

technology (electronic mail, hyperbooks, e-journals and e-books), audio or voice 

technology (audio conferencing, chatrooms), video technology (broadcast television, and 

Internet conferencing), computer data technologies (links to related Web content that 

can be hosted through Blackboard, WebTV), technological tools (chat rooms with online 

blogs, threaded discussion) and Advanced technological tools (two-way Web video, 

desktop video, and evolution as assessment options).   

Assessment methodologies are important in measuring the quality of students’ 

work and the attainment of mastery (Inoue, 2007).  The assessment formats were another 

aspect of online courses that presented KFU online students with problems.  Students 

were consistent in their requests for variety in assessment activity techniques that are 

responsive to their learning needs and styles.  Participants complained that their 

instructors relied on the final exam as the only assessment method, which they expressed 

as “not fair”.   This result confirms findings of the study by Sun et al. (2008), who 

examined the critical features influencing student satisfaction in online learning.  They 

indicated that diversity in assessments is one of the critical factors affecting learners’ 

perceived satisfaction.  They indicated a lack of clear assessment definitions of online 

courses usually confused students as to “what is required”.  This result supported the 

claim in the literature review that, online students are increasingly expecting more 

reliable and valid assessment with prompt feedback on their performance (Siragusa, 

Dixon, & Dixon, 2007).  Therefore detailed information on how assessment will be 

conducted is highly recommended.  Stephenson (2001) argued that in assessment, more 

learner-managed approaches are required such as:  Negotiation of course objectives and 

assessment methods; the use of assessment rather than course content as the focus of 

learning; summaries of major concepts and learner freedom to peruse topics of interest; 

more formative assessment; creating questioning that covers a broader field of interest; 

the capacity to free learners to search learning resources with guidance, rather than 

supplying all learning materials; using more of a team approach to assessment; and the 

use of real life applications of learning (p. 31).   
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Student participants also suggested that their instructors incorporate pre-

assessment techniques that enabled them to pre-evaluate and reflect upon their progress 

and achievements prior to the final exam.  Tomei and Morris (2007) suggested that 

distance educators use virtual assessment to provide the frequent feedback needed to 

track their learners’ individual needs and to gauge student progress.  This could be 

through synchronous participation; using chatrooms, videoconferencing, Web 

conferencing; participating through scheduled synchronous discussions that might form 

part of a percentage of the final course grade; discussion forums, which can be 

integrated into formative and summative course assessment; along with traditional 

evaluative instruments, such as digital documents (e.g. essays), other electronic files 

(e.g. spreadsheets), and online exams.  

Evident in the literature review is that it is essential for online instructors to 

develop both formative and summative evaluations to identify how to improve 

instruction and to determine the overall effectiveness of instruction (Siragusa, Dixon, & 

Dixon, 2007; Tomei & Morris, 2007).  In this study, data indicated that there was a lack 

of students’ participation in evaluation activities within online courses being offered at 

KFU.  Evaluation items provided the lowest mean scores in students’ responses to the 

WEBLEI survey among the other components of online learning environments.  

Students’ evaluation is a vital component of successful online courses (Siragusa, Dixon, 

& Dixon, 2007).  This should be based on students’ feedback regarding the quality of 

instructions and the effectiveness of their online learning experiences and outcomes.  

Students’ feedback may take on a variety of forms such as; completing a unit of 

evaluation, which may have questions regarding the strengths and weaknesses of their 

online instruction; and also through students’ comments from other sources, such as 

bulletin boards and forums (Filimban, 2008).  Instructors might even email their students 

once or twice to ask them to provide comments regarding their progress and 

effectiveness of online learning environments (Siragusa, Dixon, & Dixon, 2007). 
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4.5.4    Conceptual Framework Element 3: Online Communication 

Students’ interaction with their instructors and with other students in the online 

class, is one of the main practical aspects of online learning, particularly when it is based 

on a student-centered and constructivist approach (Martinez et al., 2007).   Data from the 

quantitative analysis shows that asynchronous interaction with course instructors and 

with other students, as well as collaboration, have considerable influence on KFU 

students’ perceptions towards their satisfaction, achievement, enjoyment and success in 

online environments.  This confirms findings from the literature that valuing interaction 

and collaborative learning is an essential attribute of online learners (Harley et al., 2002; 

Rovia & Bernum, 2003; Roffe, 2004; Dabbagh & Bannan-Ritland, 2005; Siragusa, 

Dixon, & Dixon, 2007; Filimban, 2008).  

The lack of engagement in a learning community, which was repeatedly 

indicated by the participants of this study, has been argued in the literature review to 

have negative impact on the academic achievements of the students studying through 

online environments (Anderson, 2006).  Online instruction has morphed the student-

teacher relationship and has thus made it less personal, even though it is believed to be 

more convenient and suited to students’ needs.  Social interaction was seen by the 

student participants in this study as a critical issue associated with online learning 

environments.  Students in this study reported a low level of satisfaction on how they 

interact and collaborate within their online learning environment.  The “co-participatory 

activities” (Chang & Fisher, 2003), which the students participated in, were measured by 

WEBLEI Interaction scale (II).   The mean score of this scale was the lowest score of 

the four WEBLEI scales.  In addition, the mean score of WEBLEI Response scale (III) 

indicates low level of agreement from the students towards the interaction aspects of 

asynchronous interaction, group work and collaboration of online courses.  Similar 

results were found in a study by Skelton (2007), which indicated the low level of 

students’ engagement in online communities.   

The majority of participants, through their comments, expressed serious 

frustrations that revolved around being isolated and that online courses lacked the social 
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interaction component between the students, instructors and peers.  This result supports 

findings of the literature that emphasised the difficulty of creating an authentic 

community online at a similar level to the physical campus community, where every day 

events and interaction occur spontaneously (Skelton, 2007; Guri-Rosenblit, 2005).  Data 

shows that students in most of KFU online courses seem not to be encouraged by their 

instructors to utilise the communication catalyst such as Emails, Bulletin Boards and 

Chat lines as means for sharing information and encouraging communication.  

Interaction in online learning environments can be stimulated by designing collaborative 

and cooperative activities (Martinez et al., 2007), which seems to be deficient in the 

design of online courses at KFU.  Students in this study reported that online courses lack 

the effective discussion of the course content, particularly that discussion forums are not 

utilised to facilitate such discussion.   

The course requirements in most KFU online courses do not seem to attempt to 

measure the electronic communication activity or even specify its functionality in 

enhancing online communities.  Students reported that electronic communication was 

not emphasised by instructors, nor viewed as essential for completing course 

requirements.  Discussion boards have been advocated in the literature as a major 

catalyst for asynchronous communication when learning via online spaces (Harden, 

2002; Clarke, 2004; Inoue, 2007; Filimban, 2008).  Filimban (2008) stated that, 

discussion boards are “a great forum for students who preferred collaborative learning, 

students (are) able to get clarification if needed, as well as exchange ideas and opinions” 

(p. 180).  Therefore, the effective use of asynchronous communication tools by 

instructors would enhance students’ sense of community that would positively influence 

the overall effectiveness of online learning environment.  Skelton (2007) pointed out that 

“just as in a traditional classroom environment, there needs to be motivation for utilising 

group discussion or peer interaction, although teachers can encourage this without 

compulsory assessment requirements” (p. 79).   

The review of literature on online education emphasises that “the major focus of 

implementation is creating an online learning community based on the interactions 

amongst learners and instructors, and the shared sense of purpose developed by Web-
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Based Instruction participants” (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006, p. 279).  The 

interaction with the lecturer was seen by the participants, as Skelton (2007) argued in his 

study, as an important reference point, a real-world guidance and an avenue for instant 

feedback.  Therefore, students participating in this study made clear their strong 

preferences to blend online courses with more physical classes, where students can have 

opportunities for both online and offline interaction with their instructors and 

classmates.  This result supports blended learning strategies that have been advocated in 

the literature, as a new paradigm that enhances the effectiveness of online education 

(Kenny, 2003; Khan, 2005; Ginns & Ellis, 2007; Georgina & Olson, 2008).  Skelton 

(2007) argued that in blended learning environments, online environments could be 

freed up for discussion forums and interactive communication rather than primarily 

serve as a repository for all course materials.  Singh (2003) outlined that a single mode 

of instructional delivery may not provide sufficient choices, engagement, social contact, 

relevance and context needed to facilitate successful learning and outcomes.   

Overall, data in this study indicates that there is a potential for an online 

community to emerge.  Participants seem enthusiastic about the virtual community 

surrounding online courses at KFU; however the quality of communication needs to be 

pedagogically enhanced and driven in the KFU virtual environment.  Students 

participating in online learning environments as a form of distance education need 

support for more than just the use of technology.  Social support is stressed by educators 

in an online learning environment as an important aspect, especially for these types of 

learners (Tait, 200; Harden, 2002; Kenny, 2003; Anderson, 2006).  

 

4.5.5    Conceptual Framework Element 4: Online Instructor 

Students participating in this study felt that the lack of connection with their 

instructors left them without an understanding of the course directions.  Ehrlich (2002) 

found that online students “were most concerned with their relationship with the 

instructor; students stated that they could more easily develop a relationship with an 

instructor in a face-to-face setting” (p. 52).  Most of the participants’ comments revolved 
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around the instructors’ roles in terms of availability, active participation and as guidance 

to the learning process.   

Instructor availability in online environments has been advocated in the literature 

to be a critical factor of successful online implementation (Khine & Fisher, 2003; 

McNickle, 2003; Inoue, 2007).  Students in this study felt that they had no significant 

presence of their instructors because they had no face-to-face communication.  This 

might explain the low level of students’ response to the interaction aspects of the current 

online environment at KFU.  Skelton (2007) pointed out that “experiencing some form 

of lecturer ‘presence’ online” would improve the students’ satisfaction and engagement 

with the online learning environment.  In addition, Filemban (2008) found in her study 

that, instructors who “convey a sense of their own personality and style in the course 

design and layout” were more effective (p. 220). 

The instructors’ active participation in providing clear instructions and prompt 

feedback has been stated by the participants as a missing element in their online learning 

environment.  The lack of frequent feedback affected the level of students’ satisfaction 

and their level of motivation throughout the course (Anderson, 2006).  Students, in their 

comments, requested active teachers who provided clear instructions, immediate 

feedback and who accommodated students with various learning styles when designing 

online courses.  Student participants wanted more access to their instructors via email 

and requested quick responses to questions.  Similar findings were found in a study by 

Filimban (2008), who reported that online students in her study described the role of 

instructors as one of the most critical components to effective online courses.   Filimban 

pointed out that several essential qualities that an online instructor should have are: 

being interested; organised; passionate; flexible; to be clear on instructions, course 

requirements, directions, objectives and outcomes; to be actively engaged;  to give 

immediate feedback; to offer opportunities for reading, discussion, and writing; and to 

be devoted to the class.  Ehrlich (2002) illustrates that the roles of instructors are “tied to 

social interactions and include recognition, greeting students, soliciting comments, 

prompting, opening discussions, and setting norms and agendas” (p. 52).  
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Data in this study showed that online students at KFU held a positive attitude and 

significant readiness to be self-disciplined in managing their study and engaging with 

online communities, which is an essential quality of an online learner as stated in the 

literature review (Khine & Fisher, 2003; Roffe, 2004; Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 

2006; Skelton, 2007; Inoue 2007; Filimban, 2008).  Students, through their comments 

reported a lack of instructor guidance and follow up to their learning process.  This 

result might indicate that participating students are still influenced by the traditional 

method which is a teacher-centred approach, where instructors are the dominant person 

of the learning process. Shifting to a new distance learning environment resulted in 

students feeling insecure and therefore demanding more guidance and follow up from 

the instructor. This result might highlight the challenge facing online students of having 

no experience in understanding the shift towards student-centred learning environment.  

They seem to be less aware of their new roles in online learning environment and how 

they manage their tasks to fulfill the online course requirements successfully.  Therefore, 

online students at KFU need to be supported by instructors to understand their roles as 

well as more instructional scaffolding and guidance to be provided to students in this 

new learning environment.  For example, KFU could develop an orientation program for 

online students, helping them to understand their new roles and how to successfully 

manage and utilise this new learning environment.  

In conclusion, it appears from the students’ comments that online students view 

the teacher as one of the most important factors contributing to positive and successful 

learning experiences. This asserts findings of the literature by (Filimban, 2008; Siemens, 

2008). 

 

4.5.6    Conceptual Framework Element 5: Online Learner 

Factors related to demographical information of online learners such as gender, 

age, language, and academic major have been evident in the literature review to have 

influence on their perceptions towards the effectiveness of online education (Chin, 2004; 

Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008; Anderson, 2008).  Association between KFU 
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undergraduate students’ demographical information; gender, age, English language level 

and academic major; and their perception towards the effectiveness of online learning 

components were investigated in this study.   

Gender is argued to be a strong associated factor with communication patterns 

and learning style preferences in online instruction (Sullivan, 2001; Hyun, 2004).  Data 

in this study showed that female students were more likely/willing to communicate and 

interact with their course instructor and with other students in the online environment.  

This result confirms findings within the literature review that, online courses claim to be 

more suitable to the learning and communication styles of females.  Research shows that 

females are more motivated, self-organised, and better at communication (AL-Augab, 

2007, Skelton, 2007).  As Al-Arfaj (2001) claimed in his study that due to women 

segregation in higher education female students in Saudi Arabia are very interested in 

distance Web-based education.  The high readiness of female students to interact, argued 

by Skelton (2007), may have implications for course instructors to increase the 

engagement of female students within groups of students, especially for courses 

populated with males, as an effective medium to enhance interaction.  Any mechanisms 

aimed at improving interaction and communication will be positively received by 

students, particularly females (Skelton, 2007). 

The influence of online students’ age on their perceptions towards the 

effectiveness of online learning was evident in the literature review (Skelton, 2007).  

Skelton in his study found that while older students (25 years and older) may have a 

greater benefit of the flexibility the online environment offers, they experienced less 

satisfaction with the nature of online communication and engagement such as the 

responsiveness of other students using the learning management system.  Skelton argued 

that older students had greater expectations of participation in discussion activities more 

than the younger students (under 25 years of age), who held a more practical viewpoint 

of accessing and navigating the materials online “regardless of the paucity of online 

responsiveness” (p. 76).  However, this result was not supported by the finding of this 

study.  Data showed that there was no significant difference in the level of appreciation, 

usage and perception of the Accessibility, Communication and Instructional Design 
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components of online courses between younger and older students in KFU online 

learning environments.  This similar positive response from a wide selection of students 

with different age groups might influence the implication of any recommended online 

learning environment at KFU.  For example, the implication of the factors that create 

successful online environments would be effective across a variety of students with 

different age groups.   

One of the critical factors that affect both students and instructors participation in 

an online environment is their cultural background, with such issues as language.  It has 

been claimed in the literature review, that because most of courses on the Internet are in 

the English language, participants in online courses, who do not speak the English 

language or are not fluent with the English language, might feel confusion or reluctance 

(Martinez et al., 2007).  This result was not evident in this study, as data indicated that 

the level of English Language understanding was not a critical factor affecting the 

perceptions of KFU students towards their appreciation and utility of online learning 

environments.  Data revealed that most of study materials were provided in their native 

language (Arabic) and were presented for online students to download through the 

WebCT, along with the printed text.  Also, data indicated that the focus of the student 

was on obtaining and memorising the content provided, thus they were seldom 

encouraged and less motivated to engage and research other resources via the Internet 

and WWW as resources that were English based.  This might justify the insignificance 

of the influence of English Language level on KFU online students’ perceptions towards 

their satisfaction and achievement in online environments.  However, AL-Augab (2007) 

and AL-Balawi (2007) have indicated that the majority of Saudi University students 

need to enhance their English level to be qualified to successfully participate in online 

environments. 

The influence of KFU students’ academic major on their perception towards the 

effectiveness of online learning environments was also examined in this study.  Online 

course subjects are argued in the literature review, to affect students’ participation and 

achievement in online learning environments (Chin, 2004).  For example, Rosenfeld 

(2005) argued that subject area had the most impact on online completion rates and 
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suggested that teaching complex ideas had “significantly lower achievement and 

completion rates” (p. 91) than courses that required memorisation or ones based on 

actual facts.  However, the results of this study indicated that the majority of online 

students, who majored in different academic paths, had similarly positive perceptions 

towards the effectiveness of online learning environment components in KFU online 

settings.  Similar findings were found in a study by Filimban (2008) that evaluated 

online course effectiveness by course subject that varied from economics and foreign 

language to history and philosophy.  Her study found a similar positive response across 

the majority of students from the different online course subjects.  

Furthermore, data showed that students’ techno-literacy level was another factor 

affecting their performance within their online environment.  In response to the question 

about the drawbacks of online courses, several students expressed some technological 

problems with accessing the BlackBoard and downloading recorded lectures.  These 

drawbacks decreased students’ motivation and produced dissatisfaction, which affected 

the students’ learning outcomes and harmed their learning experiences (Filimban, 2008).  

The technological challenge facing online students should be considered by providing 

more technical support and assistance based on assessing students’ IT skills prior to their 

enrolment in online programs (Chin, 2004).  Also, the university should consider 

continuously developing preparation programs for online learners that provide the 

required IT skills and knowledge for students that meets the expected future 

development of online course design (Alebaikan, 2010). 

 

4.6    Conclusion 

This chapter has presented the analysis and discussion of students’ quantitative 

and qualitative data collected from the completed WEBLEI survey.  The results 

indicated that generally, online students at KFU hold a positive attitude and a high level 

of satisfaction towards the presentation and effectiveness of online learning 

environments.  The results highlighted that Saudi female students were more likely/ 
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willing to communicate and interact with their course instructor and with other students 

in an online learning environment.  

Although students at KFU were generally satisfied with the online system, 

several identifiable issues reported by the participants were found in regards to:  

Effective online pedagogy that addresses the students’ needs and learning styles; social 

interaction and participation in online discussion and collaborative activities; instructors’ 

role in terms of availability, active participation and guidance in the online environment; 

and instructional design aspects.   

Despite the fact that flexibility and access to online courses was a major reason 

for the students to choose to study via online modes, as well as the autonomy and 

convenience of online environments, data in this study showed that instructional design 

and delivery components of current online courses contributed considerably to the 

influence of online students’ perceptions towards their satisfaction, achievement, 

enjoyments and success through online learning environments at KFU.   Most of the 

issues indicated by student participants were in regards to the instructional design 

aspects of their online course, such as:  Course structure; course content availability and 

format; quality of course content; diversity of online resources and material; variety; and 

clarity of assessment tools and course evaluation. 

  Results of this study indicated that the majority of student participants viewed 

the potential of online learning through the accessibility aspects (flexibility, convenience 

and autonomy) it offered, particularly for non-traditional students.  They gave less 

awareness to the advantages of online learning in terms of enhancing their learning 

outcomes.   

The following chapter – Chapter 5 - presents the qualitative results from the 

written comments of online course instructors.  The feedback comments from instructors 

contributed to exploring answers to Research Question 2 within this study.    
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CHAPTER 5 

INSTRUCTORS’ DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

 

5.1    Introduction  

In the previous chapter, the quantitative results from the application of the 

WEBLEI instrument and the qualitative results from the discussion questions associated 

with the WEBLEI instrument were presented and discussed.  Generally, the WEBLEI 

presented positive experiences and a high level of satisfaction with the online students 

for the presentation and usefulness offered by an online learning system.  The WEBLEI 

data results also revealed that Instructional Design and Delivery components of online 

courses had the most influence on the students’ perceptions towards their satisfaction, 

achievement, enjoyment and success through the online learning environments at KFU. 

This chapter reports data from written responses recorded from the instructors at 

KFU, in regards to their perceptions and experiences of the effectiveness of online 

learning environments.  The opinions and comments were collected from the instructors, 

addressing Research Question 2 of this study: How do Instructors perceive teaching an 

in an online environment within higher education?  In this study, online instructors were 

invited to respond to open-ended discussion questions that were designed to explore the 

instructors’ perceptions of the five focus areas that contributed to the effectiveness of 

online education, which were synthesised in the conceptual framework of this study, 

(introduced in Chapter 2, section 2.12).  The written, open-ended questions were 

distributed to the instructors in a paper-based format and were collected over an eight 

week period in February and March 2010.   The instructors’ perceptions were also 

sought to determine whether the expressed perceptions and opinions, supported or 

augmented the findings generated from the WEBLEI data in order to gain a better 

understanding of the current online learning environment offered at KFU.  

In this chapter, the first section presents a description of the participants’ 

demographic information.  The second section contains the analysis of the instructors’ 
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qualitative data collected from the written open-ended question.  The third section 

examines and discusses the study’s findings.  Finally, an overall summary is provided at 

the end of this chapter. 

 

5.2    Online Instructors’ Demographic Profile 

Twenty lecturers were invited to participate in this study, however only six of 

them cooperated and agreed upon contribution.  All the participants were male, as online 

programs and courses that have recently been implemented in the University were taught 

only by male staff.  A summary of participants’ demographics is provided in Table 5.1.  

Two of the participants were Saudi citizens and four were non-Saudi residents from 

other countries.  The sample of participants was selected with the goal of trying to 

incorporate diversity, with regard to the nature of the course; years of experience 

teaching traditionally (face–to–face); and years of experience teaching online courses.  

 

Table 5.1 

Instructors’ Demographic Background  

Instructor  A B C D E F 

Online course Skills of 

Educational 

Research 

Principles of 

Educational 

Statistics 

Developmental 

Psychology 

Principles of 

Microeconomics 

Principles of 

Management 

Islamic 

Culture 

Enrolment 

number of 

online course 

1200 

students 

(M/F) 

3100 

students 

(M/F) 

2000 students 

(M/F) 

1500 students 

(M/F) 

1700 

students 

(M/F) 

1900 

students 

(M/F) 

F-2-F teaching 

experience 

15 years 50 years 22 years 13 years 10 years 15 years 

Online teaching 

experience 

7 years 2 years 5 years Less than one 

year 

Less than 

one year 

1 year 

Academic rank Associate 

Professor 

Associate 

Professor 

Professor Associate 

Professor 

Associate 

Professor 

Associate 

Professor 
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Instructor participants were within the Faculty of Education, Faculty of Art, and 

Faculty of Business.  Five participants attained a position of Associate Professor and 

only one instructor was a Professor.  They all taught online courses with an enormous 

number of student enrolments that ranged from 1200 students to 3100 students between 

males and females per online course.  Due to the recent implementation of online 

learning at KFU, participants reported their years of teaching conventional courses being 

greater than their years of experience teaching through online environments.  Instructors 

were asked to indicate their instructional approaches they applied when teaching their 

courses online.  The common instructional approach was lecturing with discussion 

questions.  Only two of the Instructors (Instructor D and Instructor E) indicated 

engaging their students through including more interactive resources online.  Instructors 

were also asked to indicate what forms of technology they utilised when teaching online 

courses.  Internet, Websites, emails and WebCT (Learning Management System) were 

the technological forms that were utilised by all instructor participants when teaching in 

an online environment.  

 

5.3    Discussion and Interpretation of the Instructors Comments  

In this study, the written open-ended questions were performed with six of the 

KFU instructors, to address Research Question 2:  “How do Instructors perceive 

teaching in an online learning environment within higher education?”  This was 

relevant to the experiences and perceptions of the University instructors towards the 

effectiveness of their teaching within the current state of online learning environments at 

KFU.  The main focus of this question was to investigate the following: 

 

1. Are the University instructors experiencing a positive and encouraging 

teaching environment?   

2. Has teaching in an online environment impacted their teaching styles, 

pedagogies, and instructional design, how?  
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3. What are the critical components that would construct an effective online 

learning environment in tertiary settings? 

 

Therefore, this section will discuss the findings from the written open-ended 

questions analysis in order to address Research Question 2. 

The responses from the six instructor participants were analysed and discussed 

through the conceptual framework developed in section 2.12 (see the following figure).  

  

 

 

Figure 5.1 

A Conceptual Framework of Five Focus Areas Contributing to the Effectiveness of 

Online Learning in Higher Education 
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The following section reports and discusses how online instructors perceived the 

effectiveness of online learning environments currently utilised at KFU, in terms of 

learning outcomes and teaching practices.  The discussion is then structured in five 

major themes that correspond to the conceptual framework.  The five main themes are 

online learning theories and pedagogies, instructional design, communication, instructor 

and learner. 

 

5.3.1    Effectiveness of Online Learning  

In this study, instructor participants showed a general level of satisfaction with 

the provision of online learning environments at KFU.  However, they voiced less 

satisfaction with the students’ learning experience and outcomes.  Generally, instructors 

reported that online students at KFU reacted positively towards online education - “The 

students reacted positively to this mode of learning, they seemed to be keen to follow-up 

all the recorded lectures and discuss about it” (Instructor F, Written open-ended Q15, 

March 2010); and “There is a positive acceptance and a general satisfaction about the 

quality and effectiveness of the design of online course content and its delivery” 

(Instructor B, Written open-ended Q16, March 2010).  However, students’ outcomes 

through online learning modes were still adverse, particularly when comparing their 

outcomes to conventional education - “The results of students in face-to-face education 

are better than their scores in online education and in my opinion, this is because of the 

availability of dynamic interaction inherent in the nature of the traditional learning 

environments which is absent in the virtual environment”  (Instructor A, Written open-

ended Q18, March 2010); and “There is no doubt that learning in face-to-face 

environments it presents a better chance of communication and interaction between the 

student and their teacher and between the students themselves, which in turn reflects 

positively on their outcomes and successes”  (Instructor C, Written open-ended Q18, 

March 2010).  The instructors that participated in this study seemed to hold a high value 

of traditional learning environments, in respect to real time interaction and 

communication, which influenced their perspectives of students’ achievement and 
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successes within online learning environments.  They suggested that when designing 

online courses, instructors should attempt to increase the students’ engagement in 

discussion activities, as well as increasing face-to-face meetings during the semester. 

Most of the instructors in this study believed that, online education, in its current 

provision at KFU, provides valuable services to students, however, it is not as effective 

as face-to-face education - “Online learning cannot be as effective as face-to-face 

learning because of the difficulties in communication, particularly with the huge number 

of students enrolled in the course that can sometimes reach to 3000 students” (Instructor 

F, Written open-ended Q27, March 2010).  The opportunity to increase interaction 

between instructors and students was affected by the large number of enrolments which 

seemed to be a major factor that influenced the overall effectiveness of online learning at 

KFU.  The large number of enrolments at KFU presented online instructors with the 

challenge of facilitating interactive and collaborative learning environments amongst its 

participants.  The results of this study do not reflect the claims in the literature review 

that students’ outcomes in online learning is as effective as face-to-face learning.  A 

growing body of literature has explored students’ learning outcomes in online courses 

based on comparison between online course outcomes and those achieved through 

traditional methods.  The majority of these studies have found no difference in learning 

outcomes between these two learning approaches (Yatrakis & Simon, 2002; Carswell & 

Venkatesh, 2002; Motteram, 2001; Green & Gentelmann, 2001; Johnson, et al., 2000).  

Other studies have found that online course delivery was as effective as traditional 

courses (Ramage 2002) and sometimes the students’ outcomes were more favorable 

when using online learning (Carr-Chellman, 2006; Suanpang & Petocz, 2006; Iverson, 

Colky & Cyboran, 2005; Morris & Zuluage, 2003; Ramage, 2002; Johnson, et al., 2000; 

Hubbard, 2000).  This indicates that online learning, if designed and delivered 

effectively, is a type of education that potentially could drive successful learning 

experiences.  Several factors were emphasised in the literature of online learning that 

would influence its quality and effectiveness.  These factors are discussed further in the 

discussion of instructor participants’ findings. 
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In terms of teaching practices, the design and delivery of online courses reported 

by instructors in this study had hardly any impact on their teaching and working styles.  

The only impact reported by the instructor participants was in regards to the workload 

when preparing and delivering online courses.  They claimed that it was more time 

consuming than preparing and teaching traditional courses - “This type of education has 

increased the intensity of my work through preparing the content, recording the lectures 

and preparing discussions synchronous to seminar discussions.”  (Instructor D, Written 

open-ended Q12, March 2010).  Instructors expressed concerns that teaching online 

courses increased the intensity of their workload, as it required a high level of interaction 

via e-mail and discussion boards, compared with communication conducted within face-

to-face environments - “Teaching online courses has significantly impacted my 

workloads, because it requires time, effort and extra burden when teaching the course 

content.  Apart from these things, there is another effort to communicate with students in 

discussions through e-mails and discussion boards” (Instructor A, Written open-ended 

Q12, March 2010).  This was found particularly with the vast number of online students 

enrolled in one course, which affected the instructors’ availability and ability to respond 

and provide instant feedback to the students in the online courses.  Similar results were 

found in the literature review of Ramage (2002), Kenny (2003), Tastle, White and 

Shackleton (2005), and Carr-Chellman, (2006).  Some instructor participants however, 

appreciated that transferring the course content into digital format was more organised 

and better presented - “The course content of online education is more organised and 

better presented than the traditional style of education” (Instructor F, Written open-

ended Q14, March 2010), “Online education provides a greater opportunity to organise 

and present the course content, particularly with the adoption of the method of the 

Electronic Portfolios”  (Instructor E, Written open-ended Q14, March 2010).  

The overall effectiveness of online learning at KFU is found to be influenced by 

several factors related to the five main focus areas:  Utilisation of learning theories and 

pedagogies; the instructional design of the online course; online communications 

amongst the students and with their instructors; and several factors associated with 
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online instructors as well as online students.  In the following sections, Instructors’ 

perceptions are presented and discussed within these five focus areas.  

 

5.3.2    Conceptual Framework Element 1: Online Learning Theories and 

Pedagogies 

This section reports and discusses the pedagogies currently utilised by instructors 

when teaching online courses at KFU.  Several factors were identified from the 

instructors’ data that seemed to influence the effectiveness of an online learning 

environment.  These factors were related to:  Instructors’ new experience and the lack of 

pedagogical knowledge associated with online learning; the transition from teacher-

centred to student-centred learning environments; and the lack of instructors’ awareness 

and understanding of learning theories and philosophies, that are essential for effective 

online learning design and delivery.   

One of the most widely acknowledged problems in higher education is the lack 

of pedagogical knowledge on the part of instructors in the areas of instructional 

development and delivery, particularly with the integration of technology (Steel & 

Hudson, 2001; Lieblein, 2001; Clarke, 2004; Martinez et al., 2007; Georgina & Olson, 

2008).    Although this level of knowledge is increasing, there is still much work to be 

accomplished in order to have instructors become comfortable in teaching online courses 

(AL-Balawi, 2007).  Palloff and Pratt (1999) argued that the shift towards teaching via 

cyberspace requires educators to convert their pedagogy rather than convert their 

curriculums.  Findings of this study indicated that KFU instructors had insufficient 

pedagogical knowledge to design and convert their traditional courses towards the online 

versions.  KFU instructors significantly expressed that they were concerned about the 

knowledge required to teach effectively using technologies within online environments.  

Similar results were found in a study by AL-Balawi (2007).  AL-Balawi investigated the 

critical factors relating to the implementation of Web-based instructions by academic 

faculties at three Saudi Universities and found that most of the faculty members were 
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concerned that they did not have the necessary knowledge to effectively teach in 

distance education environments.   

The implementation of online learning at KFU is relatively new and instructors 

are in the phase of adjusting to the new realities of working within a new learning 

environment.  The experience of all the instructor participants in teaching through 

conventional education is far greater than their experience of teaching via online 

learning environments which may have an impact on their methods of designing and 

delivering online courses.  The pedagogies currently used with the online learning 

environment at KFU is still within the traditional paradigm, as instructors merely 

transfer the course material to a digital format and duplicate their teaching practices 

through recorded lectures and electronic handouts.  Despite the diversity in the nature of 

the courses being taught by instructors that participated in this study, all of the six 

participants showed, in general, similarity in the pedagogies they utilise when teaching 

through online learning environments.  They teach online courses mainly through 

lecturing strategies, which is a teacher-centred approach that is commonly used in Saudi 

universities, and managing students’ questions and discussions through e-mails and 

discussion forums - “I illustrate the content using Power Point slide shows, provide the 

students with digital books saved on PDFs and outsourcing of electronic sites related to 

the topic discussed”  (Instructor F, Written open-ended Q19, March 2010), “I use 

recorded lectures, PowerPoint slide shows and if posed, relative questions for students 

to discuss in the discussion forums”  (Instructor E, Written open-ended Q19, March 

2010).  KFU instructors, at this stage, seemed to be reluctant to leave the familiarity of 

their classroom or lecture theater experiences.  One of the instructors, for example, 

viewed that his experience in face-to-face teaching environments was enabling him to 

teach effectively through online environments - “I feel that the accumulation of my 

experiences and skills gained across all my vocational experience as a teacher for 10 

years in traditional education is sufficient for teaching online”  (Instructor E, Written 

open-ended Q5, March 2010).  AL-Shehri (2005) and AL-Harbi (2002) argued in their 

study that the number of years teaching has impacted instructors’ perception and attitude 

towards online education.   
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The literature review by McNickle (2003) and Khine & Fisher (2003) spoke 

about teaching and learning philosophies associated with e-learning technologies 

arguing that, online learning environments should be shifted from dispensing knowledge 

(teacher-centered learning environment) towards assisting learners to construct more 

feasible conceptions of their world (student-centered learning environment).  The control 

of the learning activities by learners is considered a critical element in online learning 

environments (Stephenson, 2001).  KFU instructor participants’ findings indicated that 

the current provisions of the online learning environments at KFU are still teacher-

centered, where their primary role is to deliver the knowledge to their students supported 

by some relevant materials and resources in digital formats.  Instructors’ findings 

indicated that they typically utilised online learning technologies to present course 

content on the Web using PowerPoint presentations, audio lectures and associated 

assessment focusing on the final exams.  This supports the literature by Johnson and 

Aragon (2003) who stated that online courses are usually designed to be simple 

alterations of their equivalent face-to-face counterparts and that the primary goal of 

online courses is often to transfer information from the instructor to the students by 

providing students with access to the information and expecting them to illustrate their 

learning on an exam.  Lipponen, Lallimo, and Lakkala (2006) argued that applying new 

technologies in learning environments, in order to reproduce previous practices of 

learning and teaching is, “widely recognised as undesirable” (p.25).  

Where effectiveness within online learning is demonstrated, it is often attributed 

to a pedagogical improvement, rather than to the use of technology itself (Stephenson, 

2001).  Online learning affects teaching and learning methods through the shifts from a 

teacher-centred to a learner-centred approach.  An adoption to a constructivist approach 

in pedagogy leads to better learning outcomes (MCEETYA, 2005; Roffe, 2004; Weigel, 

2002).  The changes in pedagogy for online courses include “the very concept of a 

‘course’ radically changed” (Skelton, 2007, p. 24).  Traditionally, online instructors 

usually provide the students with course materials and ask the students to take 

responsibility for their learning by reading and studying the material and expect them to 

illustrate their learning in the final exam.  In computer-based learning environments, less 
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emphasis is in the amount of content delivered and more emphasis is in the active 

engagement of the learner in constructing their own learning.  More focus is on the 

learners having control over their learning and to the extent in which they are 

encouraged to exercise such control.  Control includes; responses to activities, pace and 

timing, choice of content, management of learning activities, learning goals and 

outcomes, and direction and assessment of performance (Stephenson, 2001, p. 38).  Such 

control could be facilitated using different strategies, for example, the instructor could 

provide opportunities for students to chose their own topics for papers and projects; 

encourage the students to develop their own threads where they could maintain control 

and express themselves; allow the students to choose between different assignments; 

provide the opportunity for the students to negotiate their final grades; and also 

instructors could empower students by asking for input and corrections in discussion 

threads, which allow students to actively contribute to other students’ learning  

(Filimban, 2008).  This supports the notion of students’ empowerment that should be 

facilitated by online instructors, which was argued in the literature of online learning 

(Johnson & Aragon, 2003; Roffe, 2004; Skelton, 2007; Filimban, 2008).  

For educators, the successful shift in pedagogical approaches, when using 

technology-rich environments, requires an awareness of learning theories and 

philosophies (Govindasamy, 2002; Johnson & Warren, 2002).  This is because, the 

“choice of method should be driven by a coherent and conscious view of how people 

learn” argued by Roffe (2004, p. 76).  Findings of this study indicated the lack of 

instructors’ awareness of pedagogical theories that is significant for the development and 

successful implication of online education.  This finding reflected Cook (2002) who 

stated that, “the theoretic basis from a pedagogical perspective is very rudimentary, with 

much of the development being on the technical level” (p. 23).  

Tomei and Morris (2007) argued that understanding learning theories is critical 

for educators to design and develop lessons that cohesively combine principles from 

pedagogical learning theories, andragogical learning theories (adult learning theories), 

and allagegogical learning theories (learning to transform) that target the widest possible 

learning audience.  Online instructors at KFU need to examine their traditional 
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perspectives and adopt learning and teaching philosophies that are most appropriate for 

online instruction.  They need to align their learning goals and instructional methods to 

the appropriate learning theories.  This requires an awareness of the current learning 

theories and philosophies that are significant to online learning environments, such as 

Behaviourism (Roffe, 2004), Cognitivism (Roffe, 2005), Constructivism (Jonassen, 

Peck, & Wilson, 1999), Connectivism (Siemens, 2004), Hyperpedagogy (Dwight, 2004) 

and Andragogy (Knowles, 1984).  Johnson and Aragona (2003) argued that the new 

philosophy of teaching and learning in online environments should be built on a 

combination of learning theories, rather than being confined to one preferred 

perspective.  For example, quality online learning environments should be comprised of 

the positive and powerful aspects of each individual learning theory.  This challenge 

requires serious consideration from instructors, with better awareness and understanding 

of how to employ the appropriate theories within their online pedagogy.   

 

5.3.3    Conceptual Framework Element 2: Online Instructional Design  

Several themes were drawn from the instructors’ perceptions related to the 

instructional design of online courses at KFU.  These themes are:  The traditional shift 

of course content and materials into digital format; instructors’ involvement in the 

redesign process; instructors’ emphasis on simplistic content delivery; clarity of 

assessment definition and verity of assessment methods; and course evaluation.  The 

identified themes and their influences on the effectiveness of online learning are 

discussed in this section.  

A greater emphasis is placed on teachers as designers for online learning 

activities (Chin, 2004).  Designing lessons and selecting instructional strategies must be 

based on an awareness of learning theories.  Online instructors must design and facilitate 

an online course that allows learners to analyse, reflect, synthesise, and construct their 

own ideas as well as being able to collaborate and interact.  Findings of this study 

showed that the online courses designed at KFU seem to be a duplication of traditional 

course content, materials and activities into a digital format.  Instructors shift their 
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lecture notes into a digital form and present them using the Power Point slide show, then 

they combine them with the auditory lecture which is then posted and delivered via the 

BlackBoard for the student to view and download - “In the beginning of the course, I 

prepare the content material for each lecture and then I convert it to content that is 

suitable for displaying on the Web through the use of PowerPoint slides.  I then upload 

this via the University site, in black board, for students to download.  With this, the 

recorded lecture is given to the Deanship of Distance Learning administration to upload 

for the students to access” (Instructor E, Written open-ended Q10, March 2010); and 

“Course content is displayed through PowerPoint slides.  It contains a general summary 

of the lecture and the filming of the lecture content, which is then presented to the 

students in Blackboard” (Instructor F, Written open-ended Q10, March 2010).   

All of the instructors illustrated similar processes of the design and delivery of 

their online course content and materials, regardless of the diversity of the nature of their 

online courses.  This would indicate that the structure and organisation of online courses 

and its delivery system as being mandated by the university administration without the 

instructors being involved in the selection of the design.  At this stage, the role of 

instructors in the redesign process of online courses is limited to selecting the 

appropriate course content and converting them into online materials.  Taking into 

consideration instructors’ new experience of online learning, the selection of a general 

design model by the administration at this stage might be justifiable.   However, in terms 

of the academic quality, it is critical for instructors to involve and decide in the design 

and development process of their online courses.  Providing more flexible course 

development options is essential for effective teaching (Georgina & Olson, 2008). 

Support from an instructional designer is highly recommended for online instructors 

with the course redesign process (Alebaikan, 2010).  

When designing online courses, most of the instructor participants in this study 

emphasised the importance of the content to be clear and easily accessible - “Importance 

of the course content to be provided as clear as it can be to be and delivered as 

scheduled or as required, another important thing is to make sure that students can 

access information easily and consistently” (Instructor B, Written open-ended Q23, 
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March 2010).  KFU instructor participants in this study claimed that the clarity of course 

content presented online students with difficulties in being able to learn effectively 

through the online environment.  Similar results were found in literature reviews by 

Filemban (2008), who suggested that it is essential for online instructors to create 

materials that are clear and easy for students to access and locate; provide clear 

instructions on course objectives, assessments, due dates, and discussion activities; and 

clarify instructions regarding access to audio and visual aids, web resources, and 

technological requirements.   

In addition, when designing online courses, most of the instructor participants in 

this study emphasised the importance of the content to be simple and understandable - 

“Organise the content details in an easy and understandable way” (Instructor C, Written 

open-ended Q23, March 2010), “Delivering the course content to the students in an easy 

and accessible manner that is understood by all students” (Instructor F, Written open-

ended Q23, March 2010).  Skelton (2007) argues that a simplistic content delivery 

model might be adequate for a web-based system, but may not embrace the necessary 

complexities of learning.  New technologies may be used inappropriately or in ways that 

“replicate teacher-centered approaches and thus may contribute little to improving the 

quality of learning environment” (Torrisi-Steele, 2002, p. 1).  Quinton (2006) confirms 

the common misunderstanding by academic administrators that, teaching is mainly about 

“delivering content in a similar manner to channeling water through a pipe” (p. 23).  

Instructors need to re-examine their pedagogies and instructional design, as well as the 

students’ interaction, to accommodate the new online learning environments.   

Furthermore, when designing online courses, instructor participants indicated 

that they based their assessment primarily on the final exam, a kind of assessment that 

can limit students’ creativity and critical thinking and one which is not responsive to the 

diversity of students’ needs.  Assessment techniques need to be varied in order to match 

the students’ learning needs, styles and interests.  The variety of assessment 

methodologies used is important in measuring the quality of students’ work and 

attainment of mastery (Inoue, 2007).  In addition, some instructor participants indicated 

that assessment clarity was one of the difficulties encountered by students within online 
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learning environments.  This was supported by the student participants’ findings, as they 

voiced dissatisfaction about the lack of variety in assessment methods applied by their 

instructors, as well as the lack of clarity in assessment definitions and what was required 

to be accomplished by the end of the course.  These findings confirm the claim in the 

literature that online students are increasingly expecting more reliable and valid 

assessment with prompt feedback on their performance, therefore, detailed information 

on how assessment will be conducted is highly recommended (Siragusa, Dixon, & 

Dixon, 2007).  Tomei and Morris (2007) pointed out different forms of assessments that 

can be implemented by the instructors such as; synchronous participating, using 

chatrooms, videoconferencing and Web conferencing; participating through scheduled 

synchronous discussions, that might include percentage of the final course grade; E-

mail, bulletin board posts, discussion forums, and Listservs, which can be integrated into 

formative and summative course assessment; traditional evaluative instruments, such as 

digital documents (e.g. essays), other electronic files (e.g. spreadsheets) and online 

exams.  Since online learning environments are more student-centered, Stephenson 

(2001) argued that in assessment, more learner-managed approaches are required, such 

as:  Negotiation of course objectives and assessment methods; the use of assessment 

rather than course content as the focus of learning; summaries of major concepts and 

learner freedom to peruse topics of interest; more formative assessment; creating 

questioning that covers a broader field of interest; the capacity to free learners to search 

learning resources with guidance, rather than supplying all the learning materials; using 

more of a team approach to assessment; and the use of real life applications of learning 

(p. 31).  Skelton (2007) also illustrated that in online learning environments, 

communication and collaboration may be facilitated with assessments that include 

portfolios, and performance-based assessment items. 

Online course evaluation is a key component in developing and designing online 

education.  Siragusa, Dixon and Dixon (2007) argued that evaluation is an important 

knowledge relating to instructional design analysis, thus online instructors should 

develop formative and summative evaluations to identify how to improve instruction and 

to determine the overall effectiveness of instruction.  In most instructional design system 
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models, such as the ADDIE (Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, and 

Evaluation), the evaluation stage is placed at the center of this model that critically 

contributes to inform all of the other stages; analysis, design, development and 

implementation (Tomei & Morris, 2007).  In this study, instructor participants had not 

given any consideration to course evaluation.  They reported an inadequate level of 

developing assessment techniques to evaluate the quality and effectiveness of their 

online courses.  Most of them indicated that evaluating the quality and effectiveness of 

their online courses was currently difficult because it required special evaluation 

instruments that were not provided in their courses - “This is a difficult question, and 

response to it needs special evaluation that is not provided in the course”  (Instructor E, 

Written open-ended Q16, March 2010).  Therefore, they suggested that a survey 

instrument should be designed and applied on the students to report their perceptions 

towards the effectiveness of online education at KFU - “A survey must be designed to 

report students’ perception towards this type of education”  (Instructor A, Written open-

ended Q16, March 2010).  This emphasised the aim of this study and supported the 

application of the WEBLEI instrument (Chang & Fisher, 2003) that could be adopted by 

the instructors at KFU to evaluate the effectiveness of their online courses.   

To construct a collaborative and transformative online learning environment, 

both summative and formative evaluations need to occur (Palloff & Pratt, 1999; 

Siragusa, Dixon, & Dixon, 2007).  While summative evaluation occurs at the end of the 

online course, formative evaluation should be an ongoing process and routine 

throughout the online course.  Palloff and Pratt suggested three categories for evaluating 

online courses: (a) student performance (including student self-evaluation); (b) the 

course itself and the quality of instruction; (c) the technology being used, including 

functionality and user friendliness.  Considering course evaluation, based on students’ 

feedback to these categories, would help to improve course redesign as well as teaching 

strategies.  

Overall, in the transition to online learning, the design of online courses at KFU 

was nothing more than an electronic format of paper materials being digitalised.  The 

delivery of online content was through the lecturing strategy, which is a teacher-centred 
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approach.  The assessment techniques of online courses are limited to the final exam, 

which lacks the variety, creativity and interactivity.   Less emphasis has been given to 

the evaluation stage of online courses, which critically affects the quality and 

effectiveness of online design, development and implementation.  The findings of this 

study assert that the current design and delivery of online courses are based on technical 

and practical advantages for the university, but not based on educational values for the 

students such as lifelong learning.  The literature review argues that, the design and 

delivery of online courses need to be pedagogically sound, where students are successful 

and could achieve lifelong learning that can be transferred successfully to the real world 

(Roffe, 2004; Finger et al., 2007; Inoue, 2007).  This challenge requires very serious 

consideration by instructional designers and instructors, with a better understanding of 

how to employ the appropriate theory or practical model.  A theory model such as the 

Tomei and Morris (2007) engine for designing online learning, which illustrates the shift 

from the more traditional perspective of teaching to the perspective of distance 

education, with a focus on the five key elements; learner, learning principles, 

instructional resources, delivery methods and learning outcomes could be quite 

beneficial to improve the overall effectiveness of online learning environments.   

 

5.3.4    Conceptual Framework Element 3: Online Communication 

In this section, several themes were identified from the instructor participants’ 

perceptions related to communication within online learning environments at KFU.  

These themes are:  Instructors’ dissatisfaction with the lack of face-to-face component 

and the value for real time interaction; the large number of students’ enrolment in online 

classes that presents instructors with challenges in facilitating interactive and 

collaborative activities; the supportive attitude to blended learning, particularly to 

overcome the issue of lack of social presence and interaction associated with online 

learning; and the support and assistance provided by the University to online instructors.  

One of the most important components of learning experiences in conventional 

and distance education is communication (Jung et al., 2002).  Instructors in this study 
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acknowledged that communication is facilitated in online learning environments both 

synchronously and asynchronously - “Online education via the Web allows the faculty 

member the opportunity to communicate with students and for students to communicate 

with their teacher anytime and anywhere through e-mails and through the discussion 

boards” (Instructor E, Written open-ended Q9, March 2010).  However, they felt 

disappointed by the lack of face-to-face communication.  Most of the instructor 

participants perceived the lack of communication as a critical issue inherent with the 

nature of online environments that negatively affected students’ outcomes.  This 

supports the result of Moore (2001), Benbunan-Fich & Hiltz (2003) and Filimban (2008) 

that, the communication component that is facilitated by the online learning environment 

is an important learning tool that influences student learning outcomes.   

In this study, instructors’ results generally indicated that they hold a high value 

on traditional classes and real time interaction with their students.  They reported that 

virtual education is not as effective as conventional education.  One instructor stated that 

“In fact, face to face interaction and the preferential status of direct contact is the best 

and easiest whilst on the Web it is more difficult in terms of contrast and the sense of 

enthusiasm and interaction from the students”  (Instructor B, Written open-ended Q14, 

March 2010).  Another instructor shared his experience with teaching via online 

environments and stated that “The negative experience, I believe, that is revolved around 

the fact of the absence of the human dimensions, which are available with direct contact 

with students and the ability to build relationships that recognises learning more in 

depth”  (Instructor E, Written open-ended Q29, March 2010).  Similar results were 

found in a study by Morris and Zuluage (2003), who conducted a study comparing 

traditional instructional technology courses versus fully online courses and found that, 

“the most important determinant of online students’ learning outcomes is frequent 

student/staff interaction” (p. 354).   

Online interaction and collaboration was emphasied by most of the instructors 

participating in this study to be a critical factor that contributed to the effectiveness of 

online teaching and learning.  They indicated that this was the reason for online 

education to be viewed as less creditable than conventional education.  One instructor 
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stated that “There is no doubt that face-to-face learning environments are more effective 

than online learning environments due to the availability of communication and 

interaction between the teacher and the students, as well as the ability to create 

collaborative learning among the students” (Instructor C, Written open-ended Q27, 

March 2010).  Another instructor argued that online education “can be as effective as 

face-to-face education if it overcomes the difficulties inherent with it, particularly the 

communication and interaction issues, by increasing the opportunity for students to 

discuss and collaborate” (Instructor A, Written open-ended Q27, March 2010).  This 

asserts the findings by Ramage (2002), who indicated that most faculty members 

teaching online courses, generally expressed concerns relating to the “promotion and 

encouragement of interaction with the students" (p. 3). 

Instructors need to design interactive and collaborative activities when teaching 

via cyberspace (Siragusa, Dixon, & Dixon, 2007).  Threaded discussion forums, as 

asynchronous communication tools, can enhance the interaction and collaboration 

between students, and even more interactive collaboration can be promoted using 

synchronous text chatting, live video conferencing facilities, collaborative document 

creation (Hiltz & Wu, 2004).  Instructor participants in this study indicated making very 

little use of asynchronous communication means such as discussion boards.  Data from 

both students and instructors who participated in this study reported that the utilisation 

of discussion boards as an interactive tool, as well as a method of providing students 

with assessment and feedback, was ineffectively used in KFU online learning 

environments.  Alternatively, instructor participants reported their reliance on e-mails as 

a primary method of communication with the students in online courses.  Findings from 

the instructors tend to show that they value student engagement through discussion 

activity; however, the instructors currently do not have the opportunity to facilitate this 

discussion through their online learning environment, due to the large number of 

students in a course.  Instructors’ comments converge on the need to increase the 

opportunity for students to engage in discussion activities as it is a critical factor that 

enhances student learning outcomes.  This asserts that interaction amongst students 

through course discussions is one of the most influential aspects of online courses 
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(Roffe, 2004, Swan, 2002).  The use of the Web for instruction, not only provides for 

deep understanding and integration of content, but also provides a capacity for 

interaction amongst its participants (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006).  Utilising 

such capacity for interaction and collaboration among KFU online participants was 

reported by both the students and instructors in this study to be insufficient.  In addition, 

instructors’ data showed that students’ engagement in collaborative activities was 

virtually absent in KFU online learning environments.  The lack of participation in 

discussion boards and collaborative activities denied students the opportunity to create a 

sense of community.   

Relying heavily on the learning management system presented in the Blackboard 

or WebCT, for all knowledge delivery, could place risks on students’ learning outcomes.  

Grandzol and Grandzol (2006) pointed out that “passive learning should not be the sole, 

or primary, model for collegiate business education.  Online instructors’ presentations or 

lectures, absent of any educational interaction, are simply a form of information 

delivery, not higher education” (p. 4).  Many researchers note that students “perceive 

online discussions as more equitable and democratic” (p. 26) than traditional classroom 

discussions (Swan, 2002).  Asynchronous discussions, such as online discussion forums, 

afford participants the opportunity to “build individual meanings through awareness of 

the variations in interpretations and construction of meaning among a range of people” 

which supports the constructivist learning theory, (Chan, 2004, p. 29).  Therefore, for the 

large classes that KFU online instructors have, Filimban (2008) suggested that 

instructors could choose to divide discussions into smaller groups to facilitate students’ 

participation and to ensure that reading the discussion board remained a manageable 

task.  Also, collaborative activities such as group assignments or group projects could be 

used by online instructors to give students chances to share ideas, build social presence, 

and process information within student-centered groups. 

The research literature suggests that instructors’ social presence in the form of 

interaction with students and immediate and effective feedback to students was a critical 

factor in students’ satisfaction with their online experience (Kenny, 2003; Rovia & 

Bernum, 2003).  Therefore, there has been an increasing advancement toward blended 
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learning approaches, where students can have opportunities for both online and offline 

interaction with their instructors and classmates (Picciano, 2006; Skelton, 2007).  

Instructor participants’ perceptions towards the blended learning strategy were sought in 

this study.  It has been shown in the literature that many faculties, students and 

administrators have positive attitudes regarding a number of advantages within blended 

courses, such as the flexibility, convenience and the social presence that comes from 

blended courses.  They have recognised that these type of courses offer the best of both 

instructional worlds (full online instruction and face-to-face instruction) - (Willett, 2002; 

Leh, 2002; Dziuban, Moskal, & Hartman, 2005).  This was supported by the findings of 

the instructors in this study.  They appeared to advocate the blended learning 

environment more than the fully online learning approach, particularly in order to 

overcome the issue of lack of social presence and interaction inherent within the nature 

of online education.  

Most of the instructors that participated in this study supported the argument that 

online education is not a replacement to traditional education; rather it should be used as 

an enhancement to face-to-face education - “Online learning is not a substitute for 

traditional education, but rather complementary to traditional education that is 

responsive to the conditions of particular community groups in order to meet their 

needs” (Instructor D, Written open-ended Q30, March 2010), “I think that each type of 

education has its advantages and disadvantages, but I think that online education can be 

complementary and an enhancement to traditional education” (Instructor E, Written 

open-ended Q30, March 2010).  This result confirms the literature findings by Ginns and 

Ellis (2007).  This also supports the findings from a study by Georgina and Olson 

(2008), who found that a clear majority of survey responses from faculty recipients 

prefer to teach in a technology-enhanced classroom.  Most of KFU instructor 

participants expressed a preference of using blended learning approaches in teaching and 

learning, and believed it had advantages over the fully online approach in terms of 

students’ outcomes and teaching practices.  Within blended learning environments, 

instructor participants believed that students could achieve better outcomes due to the 

active engagement - “Blended learning enhances the participation of learner to be more 
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active with the teacher and not a recipient only” (Instructor A, Written open-ended Q34, 

March 2010), “This type of education enables more accommodation and understanding 

of the content materials and more establishment of the required knowledge” (Instructor 

F, Written open-ended Q33, March 2010).  This supports several studies on students’ 

achievements within blended courses for different educational levels, especially higher 

education.  These studies indicated that students were more successful in blended 

courses than in purely Web-based or traditional courses (O’Toole & Absalom, 2003; 

Dziuban, Moskal, & Hartman, 2005; Yudko, Hirokawa, & Chi, 2008).  In terms of 

teaching practices, instructor participants expressed that blended learning provided 

additional tools for instructors to design course content, and activities that better increase 

interactivity, promote community, address the diverse learning needs and styles of 

online students, and experience new pedagogies - “This kind of education leads to 

develop the skills of the teacher and his/her abilities where they can design the course 

content, deal with multimedia applications and enhance the teacher’s ability to create 

an interactive learning environment.  It reflects on all aspects related to both teachers’ 

and learners’ characteristics” (Instructor A, Written open-ended Q33 & Q34, March 

2010), “Through this type of education, they experience different pedagogies, teachers 

keep up with the modern era in terms of the use of modern techniques” (Instructor F, 

Written open-ended Q33, March 2010).  Similar claims were indicated in the literature 

related to blended learning environments (Picciano, 2006; Dziuban, Moskal, & Hartman, 

2005).  

Another factor related to online communication is the support and assistance for 

instructors dealing with online learning environments.  The lack of the technical, 

administrative and training support provided by the institutions for instructors, is argued 

in the literature, to be a critical factor that affects instructors’ satisfaction and perception 

of being able to achieve success in teaching online courses (AL-Augab, 2007; Skelton, 

2007; Tastle, White, & Shackleton, 2005; Filimbane, 2008).  Instructors who 

participated in this study reported quite a high level of satisfaction towards the technical 

and administrative support and assistance offered by the University Management and IT 

department with the design and delivery of their online courses.  They indicated 
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however, an insufficient level of training sessions provided by KFU for the instructors, 

in regards to online teaching.  As online education is relatively new at KFU, instructor 

participants suggested that KFU management should provide instructors with adequate 

and sufficient training sessions, particularly on how to incorporate and utilise current 

technology for effective teaching practices.  This finding is supported by a study 

conducted by Georgina and Olson (2008), who reviewed faculty self-perceptions 

towards the integration of technology in higher education.  The result of their study 

showed a significant correlation between faculty technology training and support, and 

the level of technology integration into their pedagogical practice.  The provision of 

technical support from the tertiary institution is necessary for successful implementation 

of online learning, but not sufficient to drive successful educational outcomes.  

Instructors need more than technical and administrative support; they also need support 

and robust training on how to improve their pedagogies to teach more effectively via the 

online learning environment.   

 

5.3.5    Conceptual Framework Element 4: Online Instructor 

In this section, the main themes drawn from the data are: instructor’s attitudes 

towards online learning, the instructor’s perception of importance, instructor’s role, 

instructor’s technological and pedagogical knowledge and instructor’s professional 

development.  

Instructors’ general attitudes towards setting up online courses influence the 

overall quality of online environments (Deubel, 2003).  All of the instructors that 

participated in this study reported a general level of satisfaction towards the current 

application of online education at KFU.  Instructors held positive attitudes towards 

online education and advocated its provision in the Saudi Arabia tertiary sector - “I 

believe that it is (online education) significantly important type of education and I 

strongly support it and agree upon it” (Instructor D, Written open-ended Q7, March 

2010), “online education is very important and useful I encourage its adoption and I 

highly suggest increasing its implementation” (Instructor E, Written open-ended Q7, 
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March 2010).  Similar results were found in the literature reviews of AL-Balawi (2007), 

AL-Augab (2007), AL-Shehri (2005), AL-Gonaim (2005), AL-Ssaif (2005), AL-Mogbel 

(2002), AL-Harbi (2002), and AL-Lehhaibi (2001).  

The notion of the values or benefits of online education was perceived by 

instructor participants as the type of education that has the potential to increase the 

University’s capabilities to provide flexible access to educational resources ‘anytime and 

anywhere’ and to reach prospective students who work and have family commitments, 

as well as those who live in remote areas in order for them to continue their education - 

“To allow the largest number of students wishing to complete their studies and to 

overcome the temporal and spatial boundaries, which represents an obstacle for some 

students” (Instructor A, Written open-ended Q6, March 2010), “Students need this kind 

of education, especially those who were not so lucky to enter the Universities.  Through 

this type of learning they can have an excellent opportunity to continue their education 

and not be left behind” (Instructor F, Written open-ended Q6, March 2010).  They also 

viewed its importance as a necessary requirement for higher education to keep abreast 

with the technological development that currently drives the educational sector in Saudi 

Arabia - “Online learning has been largely advocated and provided in most developed 

countries under the name of Virtual Education” (Instructor A, Written open-ended Q7, 

March 2010); and “I think this style of education has become an important requirement 

for the University, particularly with the increased numbers of students and with the 

tremendous progress in technology and means of communication” (Instructor C, Written 

open-ended Q7, March 2010).  Skelton (2007) argued in his study that educational 

institutions should not be “forced by the trends and rise of internet activities to ‘jump on 

board’ regardless of the cost to academic quality and sense of community” (p. 147).  

This raises the issue of effectiveness and quality of online learning environments at 

KFU.  Providing flexible and accessible learning environments is a vital component, but 

not sufficient for better learning qualities.  In relation to the notion of values or benefits 

of online education, instructors voiced less emphasis on ‘the educational outcomes.’  

Quinton (2006) stated that “the challenge will be to harness technological innovations in 

ways that will assist to deliver high quality learning outcomes relevant to the changing 
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needs of learners” (p. 543).  Therefore, for online learning to be more effective and 

successful, educators and instructors need to view and value online learning based on the 

educational and pedagogical advantages for both online students and instructors.  How 

instructors perceive the importance of online learning will influence how online learning 

is utilised and integrated into their teaching practices (Siragusa, Dixon & Dixon, 2007).  

This might demonstrate why online courses at KFU are designed and delivered in a 

traditional manner, as there is a lack in instructors’ awareness of the pedagogical and 

educational advantages of online learning. 

Instructor availability, prompt feedback and active participation in online 

environments have been advocated in the literature to be critical factors for successful 

online implementation (Khine & Fisher, 2003; McNickle, 2003; Anderson, 2006; Inoue, 

2007; Flimban, 2008).  The large number of enrolments presented KFU instructors with 

both teaching and administrative burdens to develop and deliver online courses 

effectively.  All of the instructor participants complained about the large number of 

students enrolled in online courses, which sometimes reached to more than 3000 

students in a number of courses.  Consequently, due to the large number of student 

enrolments and the intensity of teaching and administrative burdens related to this, 

instructors in this study described their availability for students enrolled in their online 

courses as deficient - “I'm not always available for students due to many obligations I 

have with other tasks……the university provides the necessary support, but the problem 

is the lack of teachers’ constant availability to students of distance learning” (Instructor 

B, Written open-ended Q13, March 2010); and “The negative aspect of teaching online 

is in the increase in teachers’ workload, and thus teachers are not able to respond to 

students constantly” (Instructor F, Written open-ended Q29, March 2010).  This result 

confirms the data indicated by the student participants in this study about the availability 

and prompt feedback from the instructors being missing elements in their online learning 

environment.  Instructors emphasised the lack of availability to their students, caused by 

the large number of students in one online course, as one of the critical issues that were 

associated with the students being able to learn effectively.   Huang (2003) claimed that 

for a more effective online learning environment, instructors need to be more actively 
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involved with their students in mentoring, advising and general availability.  In this 

study, online instructors suggested, through their comments, that to teach via cyberspace 

more effectively, “an instructor must be freed up of the teaching and administrative 

burdens” (Instructor A, Written open-ended Q9, March 2010).  The university should 

“increase the provision of online courses across all faculties,” “expand the number of 

online courses for students in all faculties” (Instructor D & A, Written open-ended Q36, 

March 2010), “The number of the students enrolled in one course must be decreased” 

(Instructor A, Written open-ended Q24, March 2010); and “Increase the number of 

teachers teaching online courses” (Instructor B, Written open-ended Q17, March 2010).   

The changes within higher education have brought along changes to the role of 

the instructor, learner, and the nature of the instruction involved in online education 

(Inoue, 2007).  Siemens (2008) claimed that, “in order to address the expectation of 

education’s role in fostering innovation and preparing learners for tomorrow, we are 

forced to reconsider the roles of faculty members” (p. 2).  Most of KFU instructor 

participants expressed their roles as online teachers to be a guide mentor to the students’ 

learning process, to facilitate information accessibility, to increase student awareness of 

the importance of their roles to be self-disciplined and responsible for their learning and 

to create interactive learning environments - “The role of the teacher in this type of 

learning environment should be different from the role of a teacher in traditional 

education environments.  The teacher must be a guide, an assistant, and supporter” 

(Instructor A, Written open-ended Q8, March 2010), “to provide the students with more 

interactive materials as well as to facilitate access to information” (Instructor E, Written 

open-ended Q8, March 2010); and “my role as a teacher is to educate my students about 

the importance of this type of education” (Instructor F, Written open-ended Q8, March 

2010).   

However, instructors voiced less awareness of their critical roles as designers and 

creators for effective learning environments.  In online environments, the instructor, is 

the person who designs the content and structure of the courses, who is in charge of the 

instructional pedagogy that is associated with courses, who creates the assessments 

aligned with the courses’ objectives, and who is aware of the characteristics of students 
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in the courses and how to interact with them (Skelton, 2007).  This view point places the 

teacher at the center of the development of online learning systems.  In this study, one of 

the critical challenges affecting the effectiveness of online learning at KFU was 

instructors understanding their new roles in online learning environments.  Instructors of 

online courses need to facilitate the shift from a teacher-centred to a student-centred 

environment, and facilitate the students’ engagement within this environment.  The role 

of the online teacher is categorised by Khine and Fisher (2003) into four areas:  (a) 

pedagogical area, as the functions and tasks that revolve around educational facilitation; 

(b) social area, as the promotion of a friendly social environment; (c) managerial aspects 

that involve all organisational and administrative aspects of placing the material online; 

and (d) technical aspects of the teacher’s proficiency with the use of the technology.  To 

construct a more effective online environment in KFU, the role of the instructor should 

be more critical than just a facilitator to the access of online materials; they must also 

design a learning environment that best suits the pedagogical needs of their students and 

foster a sense of community amongst them.  Instructors have to recognize their roles as 

facilitators to foster students’ engagement. 

Instructors’ technological literacy plays a key component in building and 

facilitating an effective online learning environment (Al-Augab, 2007; AL-Balawi, 

2007; Georgina & Olson, 2008; Steel & Hudson, 2001; Lieblein, 2001).  Quek and 

Wong (2003) pointed out that, with the entire online learning environment, the teachers’ 

technological knowledge and skills in facilitating, mentoring and managing are 

fundamental in helping the community of learners achieve their learning goals.  Online 

instructors should have sufficient skills with the technology to be able to organise and 

administrate the course materials online, and to answer students’ questions about its use 

and assist them when they encounter difficulties.  This was supported by the findings of 

this study.  All of the instructors highlighted the significance of the instructor’s 

technological skills and knowledge as a critical factor affecting their pedagogical 

practices which contributes to the effectiveness of online education – “techno-literacy is 

actually an essential knowledge quality that is required if you are to teach effectively via 

online spaces” (Instructor A, Written open-ended Q21, March 2010); and  
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“technological knowledge is certainly important as the level of knowledge in the use of 

modern technology will affect the ability to manage the course material, to deal with 

students, to communicate and interact and to deliver information to students in an 

appropriate manner”  (Instructor B, Written open-ended Q21, March 2010).  Although 

KFU instructor participants generally expressed a confidence level of having sufficient 

computer skills to manage teaching through the online mechanism, these were not 

sufficient to ensure “powerful educational ends” (Skelton, 2007, p. 34).  Instructors need 

to have sufficient knowledge in utilising their technological knowledge for effective 

teaching.  

With the introduction of technologies, the nature of the classroom has 

dramatically changed, thus the understanding of technology becomes an important 

aspect of overall teacher knowledge (Mishra & Koehler, 2006).  However, today the 

knowledge of technology is often considered to be separate from knowledge of 

pedagogy and content.  The level of instructors’ technological knowledge and 

pedagogical knowledge were the most common factors perceived by most of the 

instructor participants in this study that contributed to the effectiveness of online 

education.  Instructors, through their comments, emphasised that besides the importance 

of instructors’ technological skills, they needed to be knowledgeable in how to 

effectively teach, with the use of technology, through online education systems - “I think 

the instructor’s ability to effectively employ his technological knowledge into teaching” 

(Instructor F, Written open-ended Q24, March 2010), “For the instructor, the barriers 

are their lack of sufficient computing skills and technological knowledge and how to 

utilise it effectively in their teaching” (Instructor F, Written open-ended Q28, March 

2010); and “The more teachers that have knowledge of using computers and other 

technologies and know how to employ them in their teaching, the more effective their 

teaching is” (Instructor C, Written open-ended Q21, March 2010).  These findings 

supported the concept of Technological Pedagogical Content and Knowledge (TPACK) 

introduced by Mishra and Koehler (2006).  They argued that TPACK is an essential type 

of knowledge that instructors require for technological integration in teaching that is 

based on the connections and interrelations among the three bodies of knowledge; 
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content knowledge (CK); pedagogical knowledge (PK); and technological knowledge 

(TK), which is central for developing quality teaching.  Viewing any of these 

components in separation from the others is considered disservice to effective teaching 

(Mishra & Koehler, 2006).  The current traditional design and delivery of online 

learning at KFU seems to be a consequence of the gap between technological knowledge 

and pedagogical content knowledge on the part of the instructors.  The use of technology 

requires instructors to convert their traditional pedagogies rather than duplicate their 

teaching practices in order to teach effectively.  Therefore, online instructors at KFU 

may need to be aware of the importance of TPACK and engage in more professional 

developments that focus on how to acquire such crucial knowledge for effective online 

teaching.   

The instructors need to be more responsible for their own professional 

development, by being more active in their own learning processes, has been identified 

in the literature to contribute to instructors’ facilitation of online learning and how they 

perceived their roles and skills while teaching online (Terosky, 2005).  The professional 

development of instructors themselves is seen as an essential forerunner of institutions 

wide implementation of technology-enriched learning environments (Rickards, 2003).  

However, online instructor participants at KFU showed a lack of personal engagement in 

professional development activities regarding teaching via online environments – “I 

participated in some training workshops in relation to computer skills, but I haven’t had 

any workshops in relation to teaching online courses” (Instructor F, Written open-ended 

Q25, March 2010), “I have had some simple sessions in addition to my personal 

experience” (Instructor B, Written open-ended Q5, March 2010).  The low level of 

engagement in professional development seemed to affect the quality of pedagogies 

currently associated with online learning at KFU.  

Most of the participants expressed a positive level of willingness and readiness to 

participate in training activities in the future, related to technologies and its effective 

utilisation in teaching, particularly through online environments - “I'm going to 

participate in many training courses related to utilising various technologies and media 

in the educational process, as well as how to incorporate technologies for effective 
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teaching” (Instructor E, Written open-ended Q35, March 2010).  This result supported 

the literature by Siragusa, Dixon and Dixon (2007), who claimed that, instructors 

involved in developing further knowledge of online learning through professional 

development may employ what they learn into their own learning environments.  The 

importance of instructors’ engagement in professional development activities regarding 

online education was highly supported by instructor participants in this study.   As 

instructors need to be knowledgeable of online courses to provide effective teaching via 

online environments, two instructors believed that KFU should provide instructors with 

more training sessions.  One instructor suggested that the University management must 

“Organise more training sessions or workshops for faculty members on how to best 

utilise technologies to enhance teaching and learning” (Instructor E, Written open-

ended Q36, March 2010).  Instructor participants in this study provided suggestions to 

improve online courses at KFU.  They emphasised the importance of the University to 

increase the opportunities for the instructors to engage in training courses and 

professional development programs related to the effective utilisation of technology in 

teaching through online delivery mechanisms.   

In summary, this section discussed all the attributes related to online instructors 

and the influence of these attributes upon the overall effectiveness of online learning at 

KFU.  These attributes are instructor’s attitudes towards online learning, how instructors 

perceive the importance of this type of education, instructors’ availability and active 

participation, how they perceive their roles along with their technological pedagogical 

knowledge and finally their engagement in professional development activities.    

 

5.3.6    Conceptual Framework Element 5: Online Learner 

Instructor participants repeatedly emphasised two challenges related to students 

learning through online environments; students being self-disciplined, and the level of 

students’ techno-literacy.  These challenges are discussed in this section. 

Students, through online learning, have the most powerful motivational factors, 

since such an approach requires them to use self-observation, self-reference, self-
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judgment and self-checking, they therefore tend to learn better and faster (Clark, 2002).  

However, several instructor participants frequently expressed concerns about the 

students’ abilities to manage independent learning within online education; hence, the 

issue of students being responsible and self-disciplined towards their learning does exist.  

Particularly with the lack of the instructors’ availability to follow up with them - “I think 

for students to learn effectively in this environment there is the difficulty of being 

responsible and self-disciplined within their learning. They can easily left behind which 

affects their achievements and successes” (Instructor D, Written open-ended Q17, 

March 2010); and “I think the limited experiences from a number of students, in 

managing this type of education along with some students not realising its importance 

was a problem” (Instructor B, Written open-ended Q17, March 2010).  Despite the 

concerns reported by KFU instructor participants, data from the KFU student 

participants, presented in Chapter 4, showed that students reported a high level of 

readiness to be in charge of their study and to stay disciplined in accessing course 

requirements and engaging with online communities.  This contradiction between 

instructors’ and students’ results may indicate that online students are likely to be 

influenced by their previous learning experiences as being part of a teacher-centered 

learning environment.  The shift from a teacher-centred to a student-centred approach is 

still deficient within KFU online learning environments.  This denies the students the 

most important motivational factor, which is the degree of control over their learning 

(Clark, 2002).  When the learner has the ability to choose and accommodate their own 

motivational needs, learner will play an active role and learning will be more effective.  

In this study, students’ high level of willingness and readiness to manage and be self-

disciplined towards their learning is confronted with the fact that online learning is 

implemented with the traditional approach (teacher-centred environment).  Therefore, 

KFU instructors need to be more aware of the influence of their traditional teaching 

practices on the students’ performance and success through online environments.  

The transition from the teacher-centred environment towards the student-centred 

learning environment is essential to increase students’ autonomy, motivation and critical 

engagement.  This shift needs to be accompanied with support and training for students 
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on how to use and manage their learning more effectively through online environments.  

Alebaikan (2010) and Filimban (2008) suggested that students should come to online 

courses with proficient technological skills, and that universities should require online 

students to take mandatory tutorials on how to use the Learning Management Systems 

such as the BlackBoard.  Also, Kaleta, Garnham and Aycock (2005) emphasised the 

instructor’s role in supporting and assisting their students to understand their roles and 

develop the relevant skills to successfully manage their learning process through online 

learning environments.  Instructors should attempt to encourage the level of student 

motivation.  Ten key strategies for motivating online learners were suggested by Dennen 

and Bonk (2007) to be incorporated by online instructors:  The climate at the beginning 

of an online course, that explains course expectations and engages students to share their 

ideas and their personal information; regular feedback, which reflects students’ progress; 

engaging students as active participants into their online environment; meaningfulness, 

through connecting the course materials to students real lives; providing students with 

choice and a sense of control over their learning environment; providing students with a 

variety of learning activities to keep them interested; forming curiosity through 

encouraging course extensions and outside perspectives; tension through allowing 

debates, conflicts and multiple perspectives; a course that is goal-driven to provide a 

sense of accomplishment and personal pride that motivates students to participate in an 

online environment; and finally, encouraging peer interaction in order for students to 

feel part of a learning community.  Furthermore, the effective design of course content 

and instructor enthusiasm has been attributed to the students’ level of motivation in 

online learning environments (Siragusa & Dixon, 2005).   

The level of students’ techno-literacy and their ability to deal effectively with 

technical difficulties was another issue highlighted by instructor participants regarding 

students’ performance and success through online learning environments.  This finding 

was supported by the literature review of Chin (2004), Kenny (2003) and Filimban 

(2008).  Kenny (2003) claimed that it is challenging to assume that online students 

possess the independent learning and time management skills, particularly with students 

who have limited confidence, in the use of online technology.  Instructor participants in 
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this study indicated that online students usually encountered technical difficulties related 

to downloading the visual and auditory content as well as managing and navigating the 

BlackBoard - “I think the most important problem is the lack of technological skills 

amongst large segments of students.  They therefore, face troubles downloading and 

listening to the course lectures, and they are unable to control the technical issues they 

encounter” (Instructor E, Written open-ended Q17, March 2010).  Considering the issue 

of technological problems facing the students, one instructor suggested to improve the 

application of online learning at KFU was to “enhance students’ techno-literacy level 

through the development of curricula that would teach modern techniques and its 

utilisation in learning” (Instructor F, Written open-ended Q36, March 2010).  This 

suggestion was supported by Chin (2004) and Filimban (2008), who argued that it was 

important for educational institutions to recognise that students’ computer literacy plays 

a critical role in their access, and eventually in their learning within online 

environments.  It is also recommended that online platforms should be user friendly and 

easy to operate (Filimban, 2008). 

 

5.4    Discussion Summary 

Overall, the current satisfaction of online learning at KFU is derived from the 

flexibility it offers to both students and instructors; however, as it is a method of 

education delivery, learning outcomes must be at the forefront of consideration in online 

learning.  The conceptual framework proposed in this study emphasises the five main 

components that are interconnected and have influences on the learning outcomes and 

the overall effectiveness of online learning environments.  These five components are:  

online learning theories and pedagogies; online instructional design; online 

communication; online instructor; and online learner.  To construct an effective online 

learning environment, the influences of these five components, on the learning 

outcomes, needs to be considered by educators.   

The event of online learning brings with it a different set of pedagogies and 

influences towards the learning outcomes.   The role of instructor should be as a 
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guardian of the academic quality, regardless of the type of learning environment.  

Currently, KFU instructors, who utilise online learning, are merely transferring their 

face-to-face teaching practices without careful consideration to the impact of such 

practices on students’ engagement and success.  The authentic integration of IT in 

education often relies on a pedagogical improvement rather than the use of technology 

itself which is insufficient (Stephenson, 2001).  In order for online learning to be 

successful, instructors need to convert their pedagogies to include an awareness and 

understanding of the appropriate learning theories and philosophies associated with 

online learning.  Instructors need to realise their critical roles to shift from teacher-

centred to student-centred learning environments.  Instructors need to understand their 

roles as designers of online learning environments.  For example, online materials and 

activities should be designed to enhance the learning process, not just duplicate the 

traditional materials in a digital format.  Providing a flexible and accessible learning 

environment is important, but is not enough to drive good learning outcomes.  Online 

courses should be designed through the students’ paradigm.  When designing and 

delivering online content and materials, instructors should attempt to accommodate 

students’ needs, interests, learning styles and their prior knowledge and experiences.  

Instructors need to practice their roles as facilitators to foster engagement, not just to 

facilitate students’ access to learning materials.  Fostering a sense of community, 

through creating interaction and collaboration among students and with their instructor, 

is a motivational factor that impacts learning outcomes.  

 Instructors’ perceptions of the importance of online learning seemed to influence 

how they designed and delivered online learning at KFU.  They viewed online learning 

through the flexibility it offers to students ‘anytime, anywhere’, thus their 

implementation of online learning is within the traditional approach as they duplicated 

their face to face practices into an online environment.  Instructors voiced less emphasis 

on the importance of online learning, based on the pedagogical advantages such as the 

potential for empowering, motivating and engaging the students in a collaborative 

learning environment.  Therefore, the design and delivery lacked these attributes that 

drive successful learning outcomes.  The more importance instructors place on the 
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pedagogical benefits will influence how they design and deliver online courses to 

address these benefits.  This requires a thorough orientation to be provided for online 

instructors, with the potential of online learning to enhance educational outcomes, as 

well as robust training on the technological and pedagogical knowledge associated with 

online learning environments.  KFU should increase the opportunities for its instructors 

to engage in training courses and professional development programs related to the 

effective utilisation of technology in teaching through online delivery mechanisms.  The 

professional development of instructors themselves must be seen as an essential 

forerunner of the implementation strategy of online learning environments (Rickards, 

2003). 

Findings of this study revealed that currently the pedagogical needs of the 

students are unable to be met through the current online learning environment at KFU, 

due to the large volume of students enrolled in their online programs.  The current 

numbers impede the students’ access to communication and abilities to practice a sense 

of community through online learning.  It also presents online instructors with 

challenges in terms of managing large classes and assessing the students’ participation in 

online courses.  Therefore, the effectiveness of online learning hinges on the method the 

university employs to address the issue of the considerable amount of student 

enrolments.  The effectiveness of online environments needs to be driven by the 

academic quality and learning outcomes because it is more than a valuable service that 

tertiary institutions provide to a wide range of students; it is a mode of learning delivery 

with its own set of designs and pedagogical considerations.  

 

5.5    Conclusion  

This chapter has presented the analysis and discussion of instructor participants’ 

qualitative data collected from the written open-ended questions, in regards to their 

perceptions and experiences of the effectiveness of online learning environments at 

KFU.  The results indicated that generally, online instructors at KFU are satisfied and 

hold a positive attitude towards the provision of online learning environments at the 
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university.  Instructors’ viewed the importance of online education as a valuable service 

that provided education for a wide range of students in Saudi Arabia.  In terms of the 

effectiveness of online education, instructors perceive it less effective than conventional 

education due to several issues; the students being self-disciplined and responsible, 

students’ techno-literacy level, the clarity of course content and assessment, and the 

large number of enrolments resulting in lack of the instructor availability and ability to 

effectively utilise the communication and interaction mechanisms to enhance the 

learning outcomes of students.  

 The results generally indicated that online learning environments at KFU are 

still teacher-centered rather than student-centered.  Data analysis in this chapter 

indicated that online courses at KFU are typically designed and delivered to be simple 

alterations of their equivalent face-to-face counterparts.  As the implication of online 

learning at KFU is relatively new, the data in this study indicated that KFU instructors 

have insufficient pedagogical knowledge to design and convert their traditional courses 

towards the online version.  Instructors reported less awareness of aligning their 

pedagogies and course instructional design strategies with online learning theories and 

philosophies that are associated with online education.   

Several issues and factors were identified and discussed by the instructors that 

contributed to the effectiveness of online education at KFU:  Instructors’ technical and 

pedagogical knowledge; the level of instructor’s engagement in professional 

development activities; the insufficient level of training sessions provided; the intensity 

of the courses’ workload; clarity and variety of assessment methods; the lack of 

evaluation formats; the lack of social presence; and students’ active engagement.  

Positive attitudes towards blended learning strategies were reported by the instructors.  

Several suggestions to improve the effectiveness of online education were pointed out 

by participants.   

The following chapter - Chapter 6 - presents a synthesis of the results and 

findings of this study by addressing each of the research questions and reaches some 

conclusions and recommendations.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

6.1    Introduction 

This study investigated the effectiveness of online education from the 

perceptions of online students and instructors at KFU in Saudi Arabia.  The current 

study outlined the results from students’ quantitative data using the adopted WEBLEI 

questionnaire and the students’ qualitative comments through the open-ended discussion 

section attached to the WEBLEI.  It also combined the results from instructors’ 

qualitative data using written open-ended discussion questions.  Conclusions were then 

drawn based on both the quantitative and qualitative findings of this study.  

The sample of this study included 141 undergraduate tertiary students and six 

tertiary instructors who were involved in online education at KFU.  The provision and 

implementation of online learning is still in its infancy in Saudi higher education 

institutions.  Therefore, this study is distinctive in investigating the effectiveness of the 

current online learning environments in Saudi higher education, particularly in 

investigating the underpinning pedagogies and instructional design of the current online 

environments offered within Saudi higher education institutions.  This study is also 

significant in seeking the critical elements that would construct an effective online 

learning environment in Saudi tertiary sector.  

This chapter synthesises the data and findings that were outlined in this study and 

draws some final conclusions and recommendations for Saudi Arabian tertiary 

environments, in addition, it suggests some prospects for future research.   

  

6.2    Major Findings of the Study  

Two main research questions were proposed in this study.  Research question 1: 

How do students perceive learning in an online environment within higher education?  
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pertained to the experiences and perceptions of the undergraduate students towards the 

effectiveness of their learning within the current state of online learning environments at 

KFU.  Research question 2: How do instructors perceive learning in an online 

environment within higher education?  pertained to the experiences and perceptions of 

the online instructors towards the effectiveness of their teaching within the current state 

of online learning environments at KFU.  The instructors’ perceptions were also sought 

to determine whether the expressed perceptions and opinions, supported or augmented 

the findings generated from the WEBLEI data, in order to gain a better understanding of 

the current online learning environments at KFU.   

The results in this study that were presented in Chapter 4 indicated that the 

majority of KFU undergraduate students were satisfied, enjoyed, and were able to 

achieve using the online learning environment.  Both quantitative and qualitative results 

from the WEBLEI instrument indicated that KFU undergraduate students, utilising the 

online learning system, appreciated most elements of their online learning environment 

that were currently made available to them, despite several identifiable issues reported 

by the participants.  The results signified a general willingness and enjoyment of Web-

based course content to be delivered via the Web, and a general satisfaction with the 

quality and features of the University’s LMS (WebCT and Blackboard) enabled systems.  

Data in this study indicated that undergraduate students at KFU would prefer the 

classroom experience, but due to necessity, were motivated by the opportunities given 

from online learning environments at KFU.  The majority of participating students 

viewed the accessibility aspects (flexibility, convenience and autonomy) of online 

learning environments as the major reason for choosing to study in an online mode.  

Only a few number of participating students recognised the advantages of online 

learning, in terms of enhancing their learning outcomes.  Students emphasised that 

because of the accessibility aspects inherent within online learning environments, they 

had a great opportunity to continue their tertiary education, particularly for those who 

have job and family obligations.   

The qualitative results of this study reported a general level of satisfaction from 

the online instructors towards the current application of online education at KFU.  
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Instructors held positive attitudes towards online education and advocated its provision 

in the Saudi Arabian tertiary sector.  Most of the instructors in this study believed that 

online education, in its current provision at KFU, provided valuable services to students, 

however, they believed that it was not as effective as traditional face-to-face education.  

Instructors supported that online students reacted positively towards online learning 

environments at KFU; however, their outcomes were still adverse.  Several issues that 

were highlighted by online instructors were associated with the students being able to 

learn effectively through online learning environments.  These issues included students 

being self-disciplined and responsible; the techno-literacy level of the students; the 

clarity of course content and assessment; and the large number of enrolments in online 

courses that were associated with the communication and interaction issues. 

The design and delivery of online courses, reported by instructors in this study, 

had hardly any impact on their teaching and working styles.  The only impact reported 

by the instructor participants was in regards to the workload when preparing and 

delivering online courses.  They claimed that it was more time consuming than 

preparing and teaching traditional courses.  Instructors expressed concerns that teaching 

online courses increased the intensity of their workload, as it required a high level of 

interaction via e-mail and discussion boards compared with communication conducted 

within face-to-face environments.  Particularly, this was found with the vast number of 

online students enrolled in one course, which affected the instructors’ availability and 

ability to respond and provide instant feedback to the students in their online courses. 

Overall, the result from this study confirmed that online instructors and students 

at KFU experienced a positive and encouraging teaching and learning environment.  

 

6.3    Reconceptualising Online Learning in Higher Education   

The current satisfaction of online learning at KFU is derived from the 

accessibility benefits (flexibility, convenience, autonomy and efficacy) that online 

learning offers to both students and instructors; however, as it is a method of educational 

delivery, learning outcomes must be a forefront consideration in online learning.  The 
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results from KFU students and instructors in this study highlighted a number of 

components that contributed to the quality and effectiveness of online learning 

environments at KFU, which would generally construct an effective learning 

environment with any proposed online environment in Saudi tertiary settings.  The 

identified components are related to the five focus areas proposed in the conceptual 

framework of this study, as shown in Figure 6.1.   

 

 

 

Figure 6.1 

A Conceptual Framework of Five Focus Areas Contributing to the Effectiveness of 

Online Learning in Higher Education 

 

The utilisation of the conceptual framework of the five focus areas contributing 

to the effectiveness of online learning in higher education was as a result of the analysis 
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of the literature review and was used as an analytical tool for understanding and 

interpreting the data.  The conceptual framework is also used to frame the findings of 

this study.  The following section provides a summary of each of the five focus areas, 

based on this study. 

 

6.3.1    Online Learning Theories and Pedagogies 

Critical level of engagement, where students are encouraged to use higher order 

thinking, develop a deep understanding and reflect on the content has been advocated in 

the literature as what truly drives learning (O'Rourke, 2002; Chin, 2004; Khine & Fisher, 

2003; Inoue, 2007).  Students’ result in this study indicated that most of the current 

online courses at KFU fostered learning processes with a ‘strategic approach,’ which is 

assessment-focused.  Here students engage with content to achieve the highest possible 

grades more so than the ‘deep approach’ of learning, where students engage critically in 

an interactive (dialogical) process with the relevant content and develop lifelong 

learning (Entwistle, 1997, p. 19).  Therefore, for effective learning to take place, 

students should be encouraged to develop a deep approach towards their learning tasks 

through online environments.  More emphasis should be made in the active engagement 

of the learner, in constructing their own learning, more so than the emphasis on the 

amount of content delivered.  

The shift towards teaching via cyberspace requires educators to convert their 

pedagogy rather than convert their curriculums (Palloff & Pratt, 1999).  Findings of this 

study indicated that there is a lack of instructors’ pedagogical knowledge to design and 

convert their traditional courses towards their online versions at KFU.  The qualitative 

results from participating students and instructors in this study revealed that current 

KFU online environments are replicates of teacher-centered approaches.  The design of 

online courses at KFU was limited to providing the students with the printed study 

materials of the course, accompanied with presenting the course content using 

PowerPoint presentations and recorded lectures that are posted on the Blackboard for 

students to download.  This was enhanced by some online resources and associated 
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assessment focusing mainly on the final exams.  The primary goal of online courses at 

KFU was often to transfer information from the instructor to the students by providing 

students with access to information and expecting them to illustrate their learning on the 

final exam.   

For educators, the successful shift in pedagogical approaches when using 

technology-rich environments requires an awareness of learning theories and 

philosophies (Johnson & Warren, 2002; Roffe, 2004; Inoue, 2007; Beetham & Sharp, 

2007).  The design and delivery of online courses should be pedagogically underpinned 

by learning theories and philosophies associated with online learning.  The results in this 

study indicated that there is a deficiency in aligning their pedagogies and course 

instructional designs with the current online learning theories.  Understanding learning 

theories is critical for educators to design and develop lessons that cohesively combine 

principles from pedagogical learning theories, andragogical learning theories (adult 

learning theories), and allagegogical learning theories (learning to transform), that target 

the widest possible learning audience (Tomei & Morris, 2007).  These theories view the 

learner as the one who is actively and meaningfully engaged in their learning within a 

social interactive environment.  Learners in such environments are encouraged to engage 

collaboratively through conversational exchanges, solving problems, connecting their 

new knowledge with prior experiences, self-assessing, and being reflective.  The lack of 

these attributes in the design and delivery of current online learning environments at 

KFU was evident in this study.    

Online instructors at KFU need to examine their traditional perspectives and 

adopt learning and teaching philosophies that are most appropriate for online instruction.  

The effective pedagogy for online cyberspaces embraces a dialogue between theory and 

practice of teaching and learning, with a recent focus on the need for rethinking 

pedagogy to suit the digital age (Beetham & Sharp, 2007).  The concept of effective 

online pedagogy requires instructors to build instructive strategies that are based on a 

theoretical framework.   
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6.3.2    Online Instructional Design 

A strong relationship between the quality of online course design and students’ 

satisfaction, performance and success in online learning environments has been evident 

in this study.  Instructional Design components of the online courses at KFU had the 

most influence on students’ perceptions towards satisfaction, achievement, enjoyment 

and success within online environments.  The current learning management systems 

(WebCT and BlackBoard) and the current online course structure appeared to satisfy the 

vast majority of KFU students.  However, the functionality of the Learning Management 

System (LMS) should be deployed to critically engage students and enhance their 

learning outcomes, rather than it simply being a repository for students to download and 

display the course content and materials.  Although the quantitative result from the 

WEBLEI reported a high level of agreement on the design of course content, 

organisation, objectives, and presentation; students, through their qualitative comments, 

expressed some frustration about several aspects of the current course design that 

negatively affected their learning outcomes within their online environment.  This 

study’s results asserted that the use of Learning Management System (LMS) should be 

designed around the target students and their pedagogical needs.  In Saudi tertiary 

settings, the enhancement of the instructional design aspects of online courses would 

enhance the students’ satisfaction and achievements, constructing successful and 

effective online learning environments.  

The result of this study highlighted several factors related to the instructional 

design of online courses that contributed to the effectiveness of online learning 

environments.  A summary conclusion of each factor is provided in the following 

section. 

 

Course Structure:  Data in this study indicated the significance of course 

structure.  Instructors need to determine the course structure and the sequence of the 

major steps and sub-skills that will be presented within online instruction (Filimban, 

2008; Pittenger & Doering, 2010; Swan et al., 2010).  Results from the quantitative 
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analysis in this study showed that the degree to which the course structure kept students 

focused on what was to be learned, greatly influenced the perception of participants’ 

satisfaction, achievement, enjoyment and success within online learning environments at 

KFU.  Students emphasised that course structure, objectives, learning activities, and 

requirements needed to be detailed and clarified to avoid confusion on what was to be 

learned.  Designing online courses that have unclear objectives and directions negatively 

affects students’ learning outcomes (Filimban, 2008; Alebaikan, 2010; Swan et al., 

2010).  It is therefore essential for online instructors to provide clear instructions on 

course objectives, discussion activities, due dates, and clarify instructions regarding 

access to audio and visual aids, web resources, and technological requirements. 

Course Content:  Specifying course content is essential in course design and 

more emphasis needs to be focused on tasks the students should be able to perform, 

which will form the critical part of their education (Filimban, 2008; Pittenger & 

Doering, 2010).  Results from the quantitative analysis in this study showed that the 

clarity of course content, organisation and presentation was one of the significant 

instructional design aspects that influenced students’ responses towards the effectiveness 

of online learning.  The lack in clarity of course content always presented participating 

students with difficulties in being able to learn effectively within the online 

environment.  It is therefore essential for online instructors to create content materials 

that are clear and easy for students to access and locate. 

When designing online content and materials, instructors need to accommodate 

students’ needs, learning styles, prior knowledge and experiences, and facilitate active 

engagement with online materials (Martinez et al., 2007; Filimban, 2008; Swan et al., 

2010; Salmon, 2011; Quality Matters, 2012).  Students participating in this study 

complained about the quality of their course content as being boring; lacking motivation, 

discussion and critical thinking.  The content of online courses should assist with 

guiding particular strategies to foster deep understanding of the subject matter, such as 

including up-to-date real life examples, enrichment materials and links to relevant 

Websites (Siragusa, Dixon & Dixon, 2007). 
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Results of this study also highlighted the need for course content to be available 

at the beginning of the course, in easily identifiable locations, as well as all course 

content and materials being provided in both formats; the printed paper-based workbook 

and the digital format.  This confirmed that the variation in students’ needs and learning 

styles should be accommodated by the instructors when designing online materials.   

Course Resources and Materials:  When designing online courses, instructors 

need to select appropriate learning materials in terms of quantity, format and forms 

(Inoue, 2007).  Results of this study emphasised the need to incorporate a variety of 

online resources and diversity of learning tools and materials rather than simply relying 

on the textbooks and printed materials.  Online courses should include more enriching, 

engaging materials and a variation of online supporting resources.  Online resources 

should “reflect a rich variety of perspectives to give students the opportunity to judge the 

merit of different positions, rather than be given a single viewpoint (the teacher’s)” 

(Herrington et al., 2001, p. 268).  

Course Assessment:  Diversity in assessment methodologies and clarity of 

assessment definitions are crucial factors in measuring the quality of students’ work and 

attainment of mastery, along with determining the quality and effectiveness of online 

environments (Inoue, 2007; Sun et al., 2008; Armellini & Aiyegbayo, 2010; Pittenger & 

Doering, 2010).  Results from the quantitative analysis in this study showed that the 

clarity of online course assessment was one of the significant aspects of instructional 

design that influenced students’ perceptions of online learning effectiveness.  Also, 

assessment techniques need to be varied in order to match the students’ learning styles.  

This study’s results showed that the main focus of the assessment scheme, in most of the 

online courses at KFU, was based on the final exam.  This kind of assessment limits 

students’ creativity and critical thinking and does not accommodate the diversity in 

students’ needs, interests and learning styles.  Students were consistent in their requests 

for a variety in assessment techniques that are responsive to their learning needs and 

styles, as well as clarity in assessment definitions and what is required to be 

accomplished by the end of the course.   
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Online students are seen as increasingly expecting more reliable and valid 

assessments with prompt feedback on their performance (Alebaikan, 2010).  Therefore, 

to construct an effective online environment, detailed information on how assessment 

will be conducted, as well as variation in assessment techniques, is essentially required.   

Assessment methods should be designed to address the constructivist and collaborative 

nature of working online (not just the delivery mode) and should therefore be aligned 

with learning approaches and integrated with the learning design as much as possible 

(Salmon, 2011). 

Course Evaluation:  Measuring students’ reflections on the effectiveness and 

quality of online learning components plays a deciding factor in the planning and 

implementation of successful and effective online learning environments (Filimban, 

2008; Alebaikan, 2010).  This should be based on students’ feedback regarding the 

quality of instruction and the effectiveness of their online learning experiences.  Results 

in this study signified a deficient level of developing evaluation techniques to assess the 

quality and effectiveness of the online courses associated with a lack of students’ 

participation in evaluation activities within online courses being offered at KFU.  

Therefore, students’ participation in evaluation activities and being able to reflect on 

their learning experience is seen as a vital component in measuring the quality and 

effectiveness of online courses that would construct successful online learning 

environments at KFU. 

Delivery Mode:  KFU students participating in this study made clear their strong 

preferences to blend online courses with more physical classes, where students can have 

opportunities for both online and offline interaction with their instructors and 

classmates.  Likewise, instructors’ results in this study tended to support the use of 

blended learning approaches in teaching and learning and believed that it has advantages 

in terms of students’ outcomes and teaching practices.   
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6.3.3    Online Communication 

Students’ interaction with their instructors and with other students in online 

classes is one of the main practical aspects of online learning, particularly when it is 

based on a learner-centered and social constructivist learning environment, where the 

focus is on active learners who construct their knowledge in an interactive dialogical 

processes.  Relying heavily on the learning management system presented in 

BlackBoard or WebCT for all knowledge delivery could place risks on students learning 

outcomes.  The use of synchronous and asynchronous communication tools for 

interaction, not only promotes the deep approach of learning, but also enhances the 

capacity for collaborative, transactional learning and dynamic online interaction among 

its participants.  Utilising such capacity for interaction and collaboration among KFU 

online participants was reported by both the students and instructors in this study to be 

insufficient and in some courses was virtually absent.   

The lack of participation in dynamic online communities was indicated 

repeatedly, by student and instructor participants, to impede the effective learning within 

online environment.  Both qualitative and quantitative results from the students 

confirmed that the communication aspects of online learning environments have 

considerably influenced the students’ responses towards learning in such environments.    

Overall, this study’s results concluded that there is a potential for an online 

community to emerge within KFU learning environments.  Participants seemed 

enthusiastic about the virtual community surrounding online courses at KFU.  However, 

to construct effective online courses, the quality of communication needs to be 

pedagogically enhanced and driven within KFU online environments.  Stimulating social 

interaction in online learning environments, by encouraging students to participate in 

discussion activities or engage in collaborative activities, should be critically considered 

by KFU online instructors.  Online instructors should also attempt to measure the 

electronic communication activity and specify its functionality in enhancing online 

communities (Skelton, 2007).   
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6.3.4    Online Instructor 

In this study, instructors’ perceptions towards the effectiveness of online learning 

environments at KFU were found to be influenced by several factors.  A summary 

conclusion for each factor is provided in the following section. 

 

Instructor’s Perception of Importance:  The extent to which instructors utilise the 

current technologies to design and facilitate an effective learning environment is 

critically influenced by their perceptions of the importance of online learning (Siragusa, 

Dixon & Dixon, 2007).  In this study, instructors’ perceptions of importance of online 

learning appeared to influence how they designed and delivered online learning at KFU.  

They viewed online learning through the flexibility it offers to students ‘anytime, 

anywhere’ to reach prospective students, particularly students who have family and job 

commitments or live in remote areas.  Thus, their implementation of online learning is 

within the traditional approach, as they duplicate their face-to-face practices into an 

online environment.  Instructors voiced less emphasis on the importance of designing 

online learning environments that are based on the pedagogical advantages, such as the 

potential for empowering, motivating and engaging the students with their learning, 

along with fostering and sustaining the students’ interactive and collaborative 

engagement within online communities.  Therefore, the design and delivery of online 

courses at KFU lacked these attributes that drive successful learning outcomes.  

Providing flexible and accessible learning environments is a vital component, but not 

sufficient for better learning qualities.  Considering the issue of effectiveness and quality 

of online education in tertiary settings, instructors must place more emphasis on the 

academic quality in these types of courses.  The importance instructors place on the 

pedagogical benefits will influence how they design and deliver online courses to 

address these benefits.   

Instructor’s Availability and Active Participation:  Instructor availability and 

active participation is one of the critical factors of successful online implementation 

(Inoue, 2007; Flimban, 2008; Salmon, 2011).  Results from this study reported that 
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student-instructor relationships were perceived to be weak within the current online 

learning environments at KFU.  Although the quantitative data showed that students in 

this study were aware of being ‘self-disciplined’ in online environments, this fact could 

be altered by the lack of the instructors’ roles in being available and actively 

participating in online courses.  Results from this study signified that instructors’ 

availability and active participation in providing clear instructions and prompt feedback 

were missing elements in the current online learning environment at KFU.  The lack of 

connection between the students and their instructors left students without a complete 

understanding of the course directions, which in turn caused them a sense of being lost 

in their virtual environments.   

  The lack of instructors’ availability and active participation were emphasized, 

by the instructors who participated in this study, to be caused by the large number of 

students in each online course.  This was seen as one of the critical issues that were 

associated with the students being able to learn effectively online.  The large number of 

enrolments presented KFU instructors with both teaching and administrative burdens in 

developing and delivering effective online courses.  The current numbers impeded the 

students’ access to communication and to practice a sense of community through online 

learning.  Therefore, the effectiveness of online learning hinged on the methods the 

university employs to address the issue of the considerable amount of student 

enrolments.   

Instructor’s Technical and Pedagogical Knowledge:  Instructors’ technological 

literacy plays a key component in building and facilitating an effective online learning 

environment (Keppel et al., 2004, Alebaikan, 2010, Salmon, 2011).  Generally, KFU 

instructors expressed a confidence level of having sufficient computer skills to manage 

teaching through online mechanisms.  However, these are not sufficient to ensure 

“powerful educational ends” (Skelton, 2007, p. 34).  In higher education, one of the most 

critical elements that contribute to constructing an effective online environment is the 

instructor’s pedagogical knowledge in the areas of instructional development and 

delivery (Martinez et al., 2007; Georgina & Olson, 2008; Koehler, 2011; Kadijevich, 

2012).  Instructors’ results in this study reported serious concerns about the knowledge 
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required to teach effectively using technologies within online environments.  The level 

of instructors’ technological knowledge, along with the associated pedagogical 

knowledge, were the most common factors perceived by most of the instructors in this 

study that affected their teaching practices and contributed to the effectiveness of online 

education at KFU.  

Instructors’ results in this study tended to emphasise the importance of 

Technological Pedagogical and Content Knowledge (TPACK) (Koehler, 2011; 

Kadijevich, 2012) as an essential type of knowledge that instructors need for effective 

teaching.  For any proposed effective online environment, instructors need to be aware 

of the importance of TPACK and engage in more professional development that focuses 

on how to obtain such crucial knowledge for effective online teaching.   

Instructor’s Professional Development:  Instructors’ being responsible for their 

professional development by being more active in their own learning process is seen as 

an essential factor contributing to the quality and effectiveness of online learning 

environments (Filimban, 2008, Alebaikan, 2010; Salmon, 2011).  In this study, results 

from instructors reported a positive level of willingness and readiness to participate in 

professional development activities for teaching via online environments.  However, a 

lack of instructors’ personal engagement in such activities was evident.   

The lack of the technical, administrative and training support provided by the 

institution for instructors is argued in the literature, to be a critical factor that affects 

instructors’ satisfaction and perception of being able to achieve success in teaching 

online courses (AL-Augab, 2007; Skelton, 2007; Filimbane, 2008).  Instructors reported 

quite a high level of satisfaction towards the technical and administrative support and 

assistance offered by the University Management and IT department with the design and 

delivery of their online courses.  They indicated however, an insufficient level of 

training sessions provided by KFU for the instructors, in regards to online pedagogies.  

As online education is relatively new, KFU management should provide instructors with 

adequate and sufficient training sessions, particularly on how to incorporate and utilise 

current technologies for effective teaching practices.   
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Involvement in the Development Process:  Result from this study showed that the 

structure and organisation of online courses and its delivery system being mandated by 

the university administration without the instructors’ involvement.  At this stage, the role 

of instructors in the redesign process of online courses is limited to selecting the 

appropriate course content and converting them into online materials.  Taking into 

consideration instructors’ new experience of online learning, the selection of a general 

design model by the administration at this stage might be justifiable.   However, in terms 

of the academic quality, it is critical for instructors to involve and decide in the design 

and development process of online courses.  Providing more flexible course 

development options is essential for effective teaching (Georgina & Olson, 2008).  

Support from an instructional designer is highly recommended for online instructors 

with the course redesign process (Alebaikan, 2010). 

  

6.3.5    Online Learner 

In this study, students’ perceptions towards the effectiveness of online learning 

environments at KFU were found to be influenced by several factors.  A summary 

conclusion of each factor is provided in the following section. 

 

Learner’s Prior Knowledge and Experience:  The result of this study indicated 

that KFU students were still influenced by the traditional face-to-face learning 

environment which is based on a teacher-centred approach, where teachers are the 

dominant person within the learning process.  Shifting to a new distance learning 

environment resulted in students feeling insecure and therefore demanding more 

guidance and follow up from their instructors.  This result highlighted the challenge 

facing online students of having no experience in understanding the shift towards 

student-centred learning environments.  They seemed to be less aware of their new roles 

in online learning environments and how they can manage their tasks to fulfill the online 

course requirements successfully.  Therefore, online students at KFU need to be 

supported by the institution and instructors to understand their roles.  More instructional 
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scaffolding and guidance needs to be provided to students in this new learning 

environment to ensure students can complete these online courses successfully.   

Learner’s Needs and Styles:  Designing the course content, materials, resources 

and assessments to meet the learning styles and needs of the learner is a fundamental 

component in constructing an effective online learning environment.  In this study, the 

variation in students’ needs and learning styles has been pronounced to have influence 

on their perceptions towards the effectiveness of online course designs at KFU.  The 

learners’ degree of control and autonomy in online learning, along with students’ ability 

to choose and accommodate their own needs, objectives and learning styles are seen as 

important motivational factors in constructing an effective online environment.  The lack 

of theses attributes in the design of online courses at KFU have been evident in this 

study.  

Learner’s Motivation:  The motivational level of learners is one of the most 

powerful factors in successful and effective learning.  Learners, through online 

environments, have the most powerful motivational factors, since such an approach 

requires them to use self-observation, self-reference, self-judgment and self-checking, 

they therefore tend to learn better and faster (Clark, 2002; Pastore & Carr-Chellman, 

2009).  Although the quantitative result, presented in Chapter 4, showed that KFU 

students reported a high level of readiness to be in charge of their studies and to stay 

disciplined in accessing course requirements and engaging with online communities, 

students through their discussion comments requested more guidance and follow up 

from their instructors.  Also, instructor participants expressed concerns about the 

students being independent and self-disciplined towards their learning, and considered it 

was one of the important factors associated with the students being able to learn 

effectively and achieve better learning outcomes.  This contradiction between 

instructors’ and students’ results may indicate that online students are likely to be 

influenced by their previous learning experiences as being part of a teacher-centered 

learning environment.   

The shift from a teacher-centred to a student-centred approach is still deficient 

within KFU online learning environments.  This denies the students the most important 
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motivational factor, which is the degree of control over their learning (Filimban, 2008; 

Pastore & Carr-Chellman, 2009).  When the learner has the ability to choose and 

accommodate their own motivational needs, learners will play an active role and 

learning will become more effective.  In this study, students’ high level of willingness 

and readiness to manage and be self-disciplined towards their learning is confronted 

with the fact that online learning is implemented with the traditional approach (teacher-

centred environment) along with the lack of instructors’ availability and active 

participation.  Therefore, KFU instructors need to be more aware of the influence of 

their traditional teaching practices on the students’ performance and successes through 

online environments.  The transition from a teacher-centred learning environment 

towards a student-centred learning environment is essential to increase students’ 

autonomy, motivation and critical engagement.  This shift needs to be accompanied with 

support and training for students on how to use and manage their learning effectively, 

particularly those students experiencing a new learning environment.  Motivational 

design of online courses should utilize “educational scaffolding to provide clear 

directions and purpose to keep students engaged, while also creating assessments that 

efficiently clarify learning objectives" (Pittenger & Doering , 2010, p.276). 

Learner’s IT Skills:  To construct an effective online environment, online 

platforms should be user friendly and easy to operate.  Technological ease of use is one 

of the critical factors influencing students’ satisfaction of online learning (Sun et al., 

2008; Alebaikan, 2010).  It is challenging to assume that online students know how to 

use the LMS and manage their learning in online learning environments, particularly 

with students who have limited confidence in the use of online technologies.  In this 

study, students’ results revealed that students encountered some technical difficulties 

related to downloading the visual and auditory content, as well as managing and 

navigating the BlackBoard.  These drawbacks decreased students’ motivation and 

produced dissatisfaction, which in turn affected their learning experiences and outcomes.  

Likewise, the level of students’ techno-literacy and ability to deal effectively with 

technical difficulties was repeatedly highlighted by instructors being associated with 

students’ performance and success through online learning environments.  These 



         249 

249 

 

findings asserted the importance of designing a learning management system (LMS) that 

is user friendly and easy to operate by students.  It is important for educational 

institutions to recognise that students’ computer literacy plays a critical role in their 

access, and eventually in their learning. 

Demographical Characteristics:  The influence of online students’ gender on 

their perception towards the effectiveness of online learning environments was evident 

in this study.  The results showed that female students were more likely and willing to 

communicate and interact with their course instructor and with other students in their 

online environments, compared to their male counterparts.  This may have implications 

for course instructors to increase the engagement of female students within groups of 

students, especially for courses populated with males, as an effective medium to enhance 

interaction.  Any mechanisms aimed at improving interaction and communication would 

be positively received by students, particularly females (Skelton, 2007).  

Results of this study reported that the level of appreciation, usage and perception 

of the Accessibility, Communication and Instructional Design components of current 

KFU online courses was perceived similarly between older and younger students.  The 

results also indicated that the majority of online students, who majored in different 

academic paths and acquired different level of English Language understanding, had 

similarly positive perceptions towards the effectiveness of online learning environments.  

This similar positive response from a wide selection of students with different age 

groups, academic majors and English Language level might influence the implication of 

any recommended online learning environment at KFU.  For example, the implication of 

the factors that create successful online environments would be effective across a variety 

of students with different age groups. 

 

6.4    Implications of the Study 

Recently, there has been an increase in the provision and implementation of 

online learning programs in Saudi’s higher education institutions (colleges and 

universities).  This increase, is the result of having to address the substantial amount of 
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student enrolments in Saudi Arabia, through providing flexible access to educational 

resources ‘anytime, anywhere’ for a wide segment of prospective students in order for 

them to be able to continue their higher education.  To develop sound and effective 

online education in Saudi tertiary settings, investigating and evaluating the quality and 

effectiveness of current online learning environments is a fundamental task.  The 

effectiveness of online education is influenced by a number of factors that are 

underpinned by five main focus areas that formulate the proposed online learning 

conceptual framework in Chapter 2 (section 2.12).  Thus, online learning could be an 

efficient and effective approach for particular contexts.  Utilising the conceptual 

framework proposed in this study could assist in constructing an effective online 

learning environment in Saudi tertiary settings. 

This study illustrated how the use of online learning environments is embedded 

within Saudi tertiary environments.  Although results of this study indicated a high level 

of satisfaction and positive attitudes towards online education, the potential of online 

education enhancing students’ outcomes and teaching practices is still deficient.  Results 

from this study revealed that students’ outcomes are greatly influenced by the 

instructional design components of their online courses, along with how online 

interaction and collaboration are facilitated by instructors within these online 

environments. 

The movement towards online learning in Saudi Higher Education should 

consider its impact on the learning and teaching experiences and the quality of learning.  

The results of this study emphasised the need for caution in maintaining academic 

quality and sense of community when designing and delivering online courses in Saudi 

tertiary environments.   

In this study, the pedagogical needs of the students are unable to be met through 

the current online learning environments.  This is due to the large volume of students 

enrolled in the online programs at KFU.  The current numbers impede the students’ 

access to communication and to practice a sense of community through online learning.  

It also presents online instructors with challenges in terms of managing large classes and 
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assessing the students’ participation in online courses.  This presents undergraduate 

students and online instructors with challenges that have to be addressed.   

The influence of online learning initiatives in Saudi higher education 

environments, along with the international influences of utilising emerging technologies, 

are dynamically changing the overall learning environments within the Saudi tertiary 

sector.  Therefore, it is useful to set the results of this study within the context of Saudi 

higher education developments in online learning environments.  Based on this study’s 

findings, along with the conceptual framework that underpinned the investigation of this 

study, several implications are recommended to improve and construct an effective 

online learning environment in Saudi tertiary settings.  Considering these 

recommendations would assist the decision makers in developing effective online 

education programs.  The following section presents the recommended implications for 

both instructors and tertiary institutions involved in online education. 

 

6.4.1    Implications for Instructors 

Online instructors need to understand the rationale and practice the shift from a 

teacher-centred to a student–centred approach.  They need to develop strategies that 

facilitate the students’ control over the knowledge they construct and over the learning 

activities they engage in.  Instructors must understand their critical role as facilitators (e-

moderators) to actively engage students, and more critically, as designers of effective 

online learning environments.  Instructors should understand their roles in supporting 

and assisting their students to understand their roles and develop the relevant skills to 

successfully manage their learning process through online learning environments (Kaleta 

et al, 2005).  Instructors need to address issues of system navigation and handling 

technological difficulties during the course.   

The functionality of the LMS features and tools must be pedagogically 

customised by instructors to foster students’ engagement in collaborative and dialogical 

learning to provide for a flexible and dynamic learning space.  Students must engage in 

meaningful tasks that are relevant to their goals and intentions.  Instructors should 
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provide open and active discussion environments and ensure authentic participation by 

students.  Instructors need to strive to create community through interesting group 

discussions, sharing of resources and projects, and peer evaluation.  They need to 

develop teaching strategies that allow and encourage students to work collaboratively 

with their peers in their online classes.  For example, students use blogs, as an e-

portfolio or journal, to reflect and describe their own learning experiences as well as 

comment on important posts made by other course participants.  Students could also use 

wiki to produce collaboratively edited materials or for documenting group projects 

(Minocha, Schroeder & Schneider, 2011).  The adoption of the five-stage model of 

Salmon (2011) would be an effective approach to facilitate the process of designing and 

managing online activities that motivate and engage students in a collaborative learning 

environment. 

In respect to course instructional design, course outlines and materials should be 

provided to students at the beginning of the course in both formats:  Paper-based format, 

in one main easily identifiable location; and digital format, to be flexibly accessible via 

the LMS.  The focus of course structure needs to be clearly presented in the course 

outline and illustrated to students by the instructor early on in the course (e.g. course 

aim, objectives, and tasks students should be able to perform), so that students can easily 

interpret the instructors’ intention and understand the course design.  Detailed 

descriptions of the course need to be provided digitally via BlackBoard.   

In addition, specifying course content clearly is essential and it must be well 

organised, written and up-to-date.  Deciding on course content needs to be based on 

theoretical and pedagogical criteria (e.g. motivation, critical engagement, and 

empowering).  Course content must contribute to deep and critical perspectives of 

knowledge.  They must enhance the students’ engagement with course subjects through 

providing supporting electronic resources (e.g. links to related Web content that can be 

hosted through the BlackBoard and WebCT); incorporate a variety of enrichment 

materials such as multimedia-based materials (e.g. hyperbooks, e-journals, Web 2.0 

tools); and offer a wide variety of learning resources and technological tools to 

accommodate the diversity of students’ needs and learning styles.  They need to ensure 
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clear assessment definitions are given in the course outline (e.g. what is required to be 

accomplished, detailed information on how assessment will be conducted), as well as 

incorporate different assessment techniques and more learner-managed approaches (e.g. 

performance-based assessment items such as synchronous discussions).  

Instructors must enhance the students’ motivation through personalising course 

content, assignments and assessments to be relevant to students’ needs, prior knowledge, 

experiences and goals.  The need to increase the degree of learner control and choice 

over learning activities is paramount.  Instructors must also work on encouraging course 

extensions and outside perspectives, along with providing regular feedback that reflects 

students’ progress.  Feedback should be timely, relevant and appropriate in terms of its 

content and how it is delivered (Armellini & Aiyegbayo, 2010). 

Instructor-student relationships should be strengthened through the course. 

Instructors should increase real time interactions during the semester by providing online 

office hours and teleconferences during the semester.  They also need to enhance and 

encourage students’ engagement through discussion activities via the BlackBoard 

(students need to know that participation in discussion is an integral part of the class).  

Instructor’s active and frequent participation in discussion activities should be 

maintained throughout the course.  Through asynchronous communication tools, 

instructors should answer students’ questions and provide immediate assistance when 

students experience difficulties.  The potential use of real time learning environment 

(e.g. live chat classrooms, Virtual Worlds such as Second life environment) should be 

considered and is highly recommended, where interactions and responses are more 

effectively enhanced. 

Instructors need to develop both formative and summative evaluation to identify 

how to improve instruction and determine the overall effectiveness of their online 

courses.  Formative evaluation should be an ongoing routine throughout the online 

course and be based on the student’s feedback (e.g. number and quality of postings).  

Summative evaluation instruments must be developed to assist students’ performance 

(e.g. student’s self-evaluation), quality of course instruction, communication (e.g. peer 
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evaluation), and technology being used (e.g. functionality and ease of use) (Palloff & 

Pratt, 1999).  

 

6.4.2    Implications for Tertiary Institutions  

Tertiary institutions have a major role in implementing online learning.  A new 

learning environment has to be managed and supported sufficiently in order to succeed 

and achieve desirable outcomes.  Administrators and decision makers have to 

understand and act upon the concept that instructors and students need to appreciate and 

recognise the importance of online learning, based on the pedagogical advantages and 

learning outcomes.  

Institutions should develop strategies that assess and address students’ 

technological needs and skills and provide students with prompt and sufficient feedback.  

The level of students’ technological skills and their knowledge of the use of online 

spaces need to be assessed prior to their enrolment in online courses.  Training should be 

offered to students who lack the level of required skills.  Orientation programs must be 

developed and designed for online students.  The orientation courses for students should 

emphasise the rationale and importance of online learning in enhancing their educational 

outcomes, highlight their roles, and provide guidelines for developing effective study 

skills within online environments.   

In respect to instructors, careful management strategies for supporting them need 

to be planned and provided.  Instructors of online courses are a major key factor in the 

success of online learning.  The level of instructors’ technological skills and pedagogical 

knowledge should be assessed.  Institutions should provide instructors mandatory 

training courses based on assessing their technological skills and pedagogical 

knowledge.  Offer professional development with more emphasis on the online 

pedagogies and instructional design rather than the technical side.  They should enhance 

and increase the instructors’ level of engagement in professional development programs 

related to technologies and its effective utilisation in teaching; particularly through 

online environments (e.g. provide incentives, holding professional meetings between 
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online instructors, administration members and IT staff).  Institutions should consider 

the use of the TPACK framework to assess instructors’ knowledge of technology 

integration in order to design courses and programs for their professional development 

to improve this integration (Koehler, 2011).  Instructors need to be educated on 

international initiatives within online education such as the utility of social computing or 

Web 2.0 tools, Virtual Words and Mobile Applications in online learning.  

Institutions should consider reducing the number of students enrolled in one 

online class by increasing the number of classes offered by an online course.  They need 

to encourage and promote more instructors to teach online courses in order to provide 

more of these types of classes.  Instructors should be freed up from the administrative 

burdens to be able to be available and more responsive to their students via e-mails and 

discussion boards.  

Instructors should be involved with the IT services staff in the strategic planning 

and decision making aspects of online learning.  They should be able to provide more 

flexible course development options to allow instructors to develop a course structure 

and organisation that is responsive to the pedagogical needs of their students. 

Finally, tertiary institutions need to develop a well-structured annual evaluation 

of courses that investigates students’ and instructors’ perceptions of online learning, 

which should be considered when implementing future developments and planning of 

online programs.  In addition, tertiary institutions need to evaluate the effectiveness of 

online course design based on international quality standards such as the Quality Matters 

Standards Rubric 2011-2013 for higher education (Quality Matters, 2012). 

 

6.5    Limitations of the Study  

The sample size of the participants in this study comprised of a relatively small 

percentage of the total undergraduate students and instructors involved in online learning 

environments at KFU.  The small size of the sample, and the fact that only one Saudi 

institution was sampled, limits the extent to what can be concluded and extrapolated of 
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the current and future implementations of online education in Saudi Arabia tertiary 

sectors. 

The participants of this study came from one university in Saudi Arabia.  It was 

decided for the purpose of this study that the focus of data collection be limited to the 

online instructors’ and students’ perceptions of this University.  Faculty administrators 

and IT staff were not included in this study.  Investigating the perceptions of faculty 

administrators and IT staff could enrich the findings of this study and provide a holistic 

overview of the current implication of online learning in KFU.   

The sample used in this study, which is comprised of tertiary students and 

instructors who were recently engaged in one of the first implementations of online 

education in a Saudi University, limits the results of perceptions to a particular group of 

instructors and students.  Online instructors may not have a full awareness of all of the 

technical features and pedagogical aspects that can be utilised to construct an effective 

online environment.  Discussion comments from students and instructors recorded by 

the open-ended questions may not be fully representative across other faculties or other 

tertiary institutions in Saudi Arabia.    

The process of data collection from student participants presented this study with 

other limitations.  This process intended to distribute an online survey form; however it 

was restricted by KFU administration in its access to online students’ emails.  Students 

were then approached in person and the only chance for face-to-face contact with the 

participants was when they came to do their final exams for their online courses.  This 

limitation, to some degree, affected the response rate of students as well as the quality of 

students’ responses within this study. 

The author of this study was required to translate the research instruments into 

the Arabic Language because all participants were Arabic native speakers.  The 

qualitative data collected from both students and instructors through the open-ended 

discussion questions were translated into English and interpreted by the author.  Finding 

the most appropriate English translation of the participants’ Arabic responses was 

challenging and might to some degree include biases from the author of this study. 
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6.6    Recommendations for Future Research 

Based on the findings of this study, a number of prospects for future 

investigations are suggested: 

 

1. To add more depth and enable more generalisations to this study’s findings, this 

study could be undertaken with a larger population of online students and 

instructors across a number of Saudi tertiary institutions.  

2. Triangulation of data collection, by using both quantitative and qualitative 

measures to collect data from instructors and administrators is recommended for 

future studies investigating the effectiveness of online education in tertiary 

settings. 

3. Future research opportunities might include, developing criteria for evaluating 

the pedagogical and instructional design components of the online courses in 

Saudi higher education institutions. 

4. Develop a study that addresses factors that improve the pedagogical and 

instructional design implementation of online courses. 

5. A survey instrument could be designed to assess the effectiveness of online 

education underpinned by the critical components that would construct an 

effective online learning environment introduced in the conceptual framework 

proposed in this study. 

6. This study examined the perceptions of online students and instructors towards 

the effectiveness of online education in Saudi tertiary environments.  Future 

research could be conducted to include the perceptions and experiences of 

faculty administrators and IT staff members to gain a holistic overview of online 

education implementations in Saudi tertiary settings.  
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6.7    Conclusion 

This thesis provided an original study of the effectiveness of the online learning 

model (EDE) recently implemented within KFU learning environments in Saudi Arabia.  

This study synthesised a conceptual framework, based on the literature pertaining to 

constructing an effective online learning environment, which consisted of five main 

focus areas:  Online learning theories and pedagogies; online instructional design; online 

communication; online instructor; and online learner.  This conceptual framework might 

potentially be utilised and contribute to any future research considering the effectiveness 

of online education in tertiary settings. 

This study successfully obtained insights into tertiary instructors and 

undergraduate students in relation to how they experienced learning and teaching within 

online environments and how they perceived its effectiveness.  This study was 

distinctive in investigating and providing insights into the underpinning pedagogies and 

instructional design aspects associated with the current online teaching and learning at 

KFU.  Accordingly, a number of critical factors that would construct effective online 

education in Saudi tertiary settings were collectively determined.  Associations between 

participants’ demographical characteristics and their perceptions of the usefulness and 

effectiveness of online education were also identified in this study. 

This study asserts that online learning has the potential to offer an excellent 

learning experience in Saudi Arabia.  The results of this study indicated that generally, 

online students at KFU held a positive attitude and a high level of satisfaction towards 

the presentation and effectiveness of current online learning environments (EDE).  

Female students from this study appeared to have higher expectations of interaction than 

male students within current online learning systems at KFU.  There were no significant 

differences in satisfaction and achievement between age groups, academic major, and 

English Language level with students experiencing online learning environments.  

Student participants appreciated, enjoyed and benefited from the accessibility aspects 

including; flexibility, convenience and autonomy offered by online learning 

environments.  However, they held more value to traditional education and through 
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necessity; they chose to study via online learning modes.  In terms of students’ 

achievement and successes, they were mostly influenced by the quality of instructional 

design components of online courses, along with the asynchronous interaction and 

collaboration aspects.  Results of this study highlighted the importance of placing more 

emphasis on the potential of online learning in enhancing the learning process and 

driving better educational qualities. 

Furthermore, the results of this study indicated that generally, online instructors 

at KFU were satisfied and held a positive attitude towards the provision of online 

learning environments.  Instructors’ viewed the importance of online learning as a 

valuable service that potentially facilitates higher education to reach prospective 

students, particularly students with job and family obligations, as well as distant students 

in Saudi Arabia.  However, in terms of the educational quality, achievement and 

outcomes, instructors in this study perceived the KFU online learning model (EDE), in 

its current provision, less effective than traditional face-to-face education and students’ 

outcome were still adverse.  The design and delivery of online courses, reported by 

instructors in this study, had hardly any impact on their teaching and working styles.  

The only impact reported by the instructor participants was in regards to the workload 

when preparing and delivering online courses. 

Results of this study indicated that online courses at KFU are designed and 

delivered in a very traditional way.  The pedagogies associated with current online 

education at KFU are still teacher-centered, where students have less control over the 

knowledge they construct, as well as the activities they engage in.  Results also indicated 

that most of online courses at KFU foster the strategic approach of learning more than 

the deep approach of learning.  A deficiency in aligning the pedagogies and course 

design with the current online learning theories was evident in this study.  

Teaching students in the digital age requires more than simply learning how to 

use technology, it requires different teaching strategies and instructions that critically 

engage the students in a virtual learning environment and requires an entire new model 

of designing and assessing such new instructions (Skelton, 2007).  Findings from this 

study indicated that KFU instructors lack pedagogical knowledge to design and convert 
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their traditional courses towards their online versions.  This results to the conclusion that 

the current online learning system (EDE) at KFU is transferring but not transforming.  

Although the urgent need, from the university, to provide online education as a way to 

address or overcome the issue of the substantial amount of student enrolments, the need 

for pedagogical transformation is essential (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). 

In this study, both quantitative and qualitative results collected from online 

instructors and students, highlighted a number of identifiable issues that had influence 

over the overall quality and effectiveness of online learning environments at KFU.  

These issues related:  the large number of enrolments, which increased the intensity of 

course workload for instructors, resulting in the lack of instructor availability to 

students; lack of social presence and interaction issues; the students’ and instructors’ 

role; students’ active engagement in discussion and collaboration activities; instructional 

design aspects of the course (structure, content, resources, materials, availability and 

format); the lack of clarity of assessment definitions and the variety of assessment 

methods; the lack of course evaluations and participation in course evaluations; students’ 

techno-literacy level; instructors’ technical and pedagogical knowledge; the level of 

instructor’s engagement in professional development activities; and the insufficient level 

of training sessions provided for instructors. 

Based on the findings of this research and the literature that supports these 

findings, a number of critical components that would enhance the effectiveness of online 

learning systems at KFU were determined.  These components would generally 

construct an effective learning environment with any proposed online learning system in 

Saudi tertiary settings.  Collectively, these identified components are related to the five 

main focus areas contributing to the effectiveness of online learning proposed in the 

conceptual framework of this study.  

Finally, this study has confirmed a number of useful findings and implications 

that could benefit tertiary instructors, administrators and policy makers to plan and 

construct effective online learning environments in Saudi higher education.  
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Instructor’s Qualitative Survey 

(Discussion open-ended Questions) 
 

Background information 

1. Name of the course, undergraduate, enrolment number of online course, 

academic rank, years of teaching face to face, years of teaching online? 

2. Can you describe your level of computer skills?  And in what ways you use 

computers? 

3. Do you feel that you have sufficient computing skills?  

Perception of importance and attitude towards online learning 

4. What do you believe to be the rationale for integrating online learning into your 

teaching?  

5. How do you perceive the importance of this mode of education and what it your 

attitude towards it? 

Perception of Role 

6. How do you perceive your role in online environments? 

Perception of availability 

7. What is the status of your availability for your students while teaching online 

course? 

Perception of developing and delivering online materials 

8. Describe how you develop and deliver the online course content?  

9. How long did it take you to have the material developed online (on the Web)?  

10. Do you think that online teaching has made any difference to your workload? 

11. What assistance do you get from the school to develop your materials online? 

12. What other issues do you encounter when developing and delivering the material 

online?  What are the differences between the material developed for the Web 

and the material developed for conventional classroom delivery? 

Perception of students’ reaction, satisfaction and feedback 

13. What was the students’ initial reaction towards this mode of delivery?  Are the 

students, in general, satisfied with this mode of course delivery? 
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14. What is the students’ level of satisfaction towards; a) the quality of the material 

on the web, b) the teaching approaches, c) communication means? 

15. What are the main problems students encountered with this mode of delivery 

during the semester? 

Perception of students’ outcomes and achievements 

16. How do you compare students’ outcomes between online methods and face-to-

face methods of delivery? 

Perception towards online pedagogies 

17. In what ways do you utilise the Internet / WWW or any other forms of 

technology in your teaching? (e.g. lecture notes, course outlines, assessment, 

email, discussion groups etc.) 

18. How do you currently teach online (what are the pedagogies you currently 

employ) / teaching strategies?   

19. Do you think online learning has affected your teaching methods (pedagogy)? 

20. What are your values and beliefs regarding online learning and pedagogies? 

Involvement in the denvelopment process 

21. Do you engage / get involved in the development process of online course?  

How? 

Instructional design consideration 

22. What are the principles you consider when 1) designing and 2) delivering online 

courses?  What considerations do you make when teaching the 21
st 

century 

learner? 

Critical factors for effective online learning environment 

23. What do you think the critical factors that contribute to an online learning 

environment in higher education are? 

Professional development 

24. Do you think teachers’ techno-literacy affects their pedagogical practice?  To 

what extent?  

25. Do you engage in any professional development activities regarding online 

learning? 
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Perception of satisfaction 

26. Describe your level of satisfaction with the following: 

- IT support and assistance 

- Institution’s support and assistance 

- Pedagogies and instructional design of 

online courses 

- Students’ achievement and success 

 

Perception of online education effectiveness and quality 

27. Do you think that online learning is as effective as face-to-face delivery 

methods? Why/Why not? 

28. Are there any barriers for students to learn online, and also for teachers to teach 

online? 

29. Describe any positive/negative experiences with the implementation and use of 

online education? 

Blended Learning 

30. Do you see online learning as a replacement or enhancement to face-to-face 

learning? 

31. Have you heard of blended learning or hybrid learning? 

32. What do you think is the difference between teaching online and the term 

blended learning?  Describe. 

33. What do think would be the advantage of using mixed or blended approaches in 

terms of students’ outcomes and teaching practice? 

34. After you experienced teaching via online modes, do you prefer to teach fully 

online, in a classroom, or to combine the two approaches?  Why? 

Suggestions to improve online education 

35. What is your future plan regarding utilising technology in your future teaching? 

36. Do you have any suggestions or recommendations to improve the application of 

online education in KFU? 
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 إستبانة المعلم حول بيئة التعليم اإلكترني عن بعد
 معلومات أساسية

سنوات الخبرة في التدريس العادي / عدد الطالب والطالبات في المقرر/ المرتبة العلمية / اسم المقرر .1

 .والتدريس عن بعد الكترونيا

 غالبا ما هي أساليب استخدامك للحاسب وألي األغراض؟, ما هو مستوى مهارات الحاسب لديك .0

للتدريس بأسلوب التعليم عن بعد (  مهارات حاسب)عتقد انه لديك العلم والمعرفة االكترونية الكافية هل ت .3

 باستخدام اإلنترنت؟

 أهمية التعليم عن بعد
في البيئة التعليمية ( الكترونيا)ماهية برأيك األسباب األساسية إلدماج التعليم عن بعد عبر اإلنترنت  .4

 الجامعية؟

 النوع من التعليم؟ وما هو موقفك تجاهه؟ كيف ترى أهمية هذا .5

 دور المعلم في بيئة التعليم اإلكتروني عن بعد
 كيف ترى دورك كمعلم في هذا النوع من التعليم؟ .6

 مدى توفر المعلم لطالبه

 ما هو مدى توفرك كمعلم لطالبك أثناء تدريس المقرر عن بعد؟ .7

 تطوير و عرض المقررات عن طريق بيئة التعلم عن بعد
 .كيف يتم تطوير وعرض محتوى المقرر الدراسي عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت صف .8

 ماهي المدة الزمنية المستغرقة في تطوير محتوى المقرر الدراسي عن بعد وعرضه على الويب؟ .9

هل هناك صعوبات أو مشاكل تواجهك في تطوير محتوى المقرر الدراسي عن بعد وعرضه و تدريسه  .12

ير وعرض محتوى المقرر الدراسي عن بعد وبين تطوير وعرض المقرر على الويب؟ قارن بين تطو

 الدراسي وجها لوجه؟

 هل زاد هذا النوع من التعليم كثافة العمل لديك؟ وكيف؟ .11

الجامعة لك كمعلم في تطوير وتدريس المقرر الدراسي /ما هو نوع المساعدات والدعم المقدم من قبل الكلية .10

 عن بعد؟

 ردود فعل الطالب

 لهذا النوع من التعليم؟( ردود الفعل)استجابة الطالب  ما مدى .13

 ماهي برأيك المشاكل والصعوبات التي تواجه الطالب في بيئة التعليم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت؟ .14

جودة وكفاءة محتوى المقرر : مامدى رضى الطالب عن بيئة التعليم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت بالنسبة ل .15

 .وطريقة التواصل, طريقة التدريس المستخدمة الكترونيا, لويبالدراسي المعروض على ا

 تحصيل الطالب
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وجها )ماهو الفرق بين تحصيل الطالب الدراسي في التعليم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت وبين التعليم العادي  .16

 ؟(لوجه

 

 طرائق التدريس

 ما هي كيفية استخدامك لإلنترنت أو أي نوع من التكنولوجبا في التدريس؟ .17

 عبر اإلنترنت؟( الكترونيا)ما هي طرائق التدريس التي تستخدمها في بيئة التعليم عن بعد  .18

 ماهي قيمك ومعتقداتك التعليمية تجاه التدريس في بيئة التعليم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت؟ .19

تدريسه هل تعتقد أن مستوى المعرفة باستخدام الحاسب والتقنيات الحديثة لدى المعلم يؤثر على فاعلية  .02

 وعطاءة في هذا المجال؟ وكيف؟

 مشاركة المعلم في التطوير

 هل تشارك بنفسك في تطوير وعرض المقرر الدراسي عن بعد؟ كيف؟ .01

 استراتيجيات تصميم المقرر الدراسي
عرضك وتدريسك للمقرر , ماهي استراتيجياتك و مبادئك  األساسية التي ترتكز عليها أثناء تصميمك .00

 الدراسي عن بعد؟

عوامل المؤثرة على فاعلية التعليم اإلكتروني عن بعدال  

تطوير وتدريس المقررات عن بعد باستخدام , ماهي بإعتقادك أهم العوامل المؤثرة على فاعلية تصميم  .03

 اإلنترنت؟

 التطوير المهني
 هل حصلت على أي تدريب يتعلق بالتعليم عن بعد وكيفية تسهيل التدريس خالل هذه البيئة؟ .04

 في أي أنشطة للتنمية المهنية بخصوص التعليم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت؟هل تشارك  .05

 مستوى الرضا

 :صف مستوى الرضا لديك عن بيئة التعليم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت بالنسبة ل .06

 الدعم الفني من قبل مركز تقنيات التعليم ▪

 الكلية/ دعم الجامعة ▪

 طريقة التدريس المستخدمة ▪

 ية المعروضة الكترونيامحتوى المقررات الدراس ▪

 مستوى تحصيل الطالب وجودة التعليم لديهم ▪

 جودة وفاعلية التعليم عن بعد

 هل تعتقد أن التعليم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت فعال كما هو وجها لوجه؟ لماذا؟ .07

 صف خبراتك اإليجابية أو السلبية عن تطبيق واستخدام بيئة التعليم عن بعد؟ .08
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ل هناك أي عوائق تمنع الطالب من التحصيل العلمي الجيد أو تمنع المعلم من ه, في بيئة التعليم هذه .09

 التدريس الفعال؟

 

 

 (Blended Learning) التعليم المخلوط
بالكامل أو ( وجها لوجه)يمكن أم يستبدل التعليم العادي ( التعليم عن بعد)هل تعتقد أن هذا النمط من التعليم  .32

 ؟)مدمج مع التعليم العادي فيما يسمى بالتعليم المخلوط) أنه يستخدم كمعزز لتعليم العادي

 هل سمعت بالتعليم المخلوط أو التعليم المدمج؟ .31

 ؟(التعليم المدمج)ما هو باعتقادك الفرق بين التعليم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت وبين التعليم المخلوط  .30

 ى كل من تحصيل الطالب وأداء المعلم؟ماهي باعتقادك الفائدة من استخدام التعليم المدمج أو المخلوط عل .33

أو الجمع / أو التعليم عن بعد/ هل تفضل التعليم العادي, بعد تجربتك للتدريس عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت .34

 ؟ لماذا؟(التعليم المخلوط)بينهما 

 المقترحات

 ما هي خططك المستقبلية في استخدام التكنولوجيا في التعليم والتدريس؟ .35

ترحاتك للتطوير من برنامج التعليم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت وجعله أكثر نجاحا ماهي نصائحك ومق .36

 وفاعلية؟
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Information Sheet and Consent Form 

(Student’s Questionnaire) 

 

Dear Student, 

 

You are being invited to take part in a research study designed to determine the 

effectiveness of online learning technology in Saudi higher education. The information 

being sought is your perspective and experience of your online course. The result will be 

used to assess the effectiveness of various aspects of online instruction. The research 

result will fulfil requirements for a doctoral dissertation in Education. The result of the 

study also may be presented at a conference and/or published. 

The study aims to provide information for stakeholders at King Faisal University 

(KFU) regarding online education so they may develop an understanding of the factors 

which affect the integration of online teaching and learning and how they might develop 

and support online courses. It is anticipated that this research will help educational 

policy makers in the development of strategies to attain successful implementations of 

online programs.  

Your participation is voluntary, by consent, and you are not under any obligation 

to participate in this study. If you choose to participate, you may discontinue 

participation at any time without penalty or without providing an explanation. 

Associate Professor Glenn Finger 
Deputy Dean (Learning and Teaching),  
Faculty of Education Executive 
 
School of Education & Professional Studies 
Gold Coast Campus, 
Griffith University, 
Queensland. Australia. 4222. 
 
Telephone +61 (0) 7 5552 8618 
Facsimile   +61 (0) 7 5552 8599 
 
www.griffith.edu.au 
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Participation in this research poses no risks as the research requires only that you 

identify your thoughts about participating in online education. 

The data collected from this research will be reported in general terms and will 

not involve any identifying features. All recorded data will be used for the researchers’ 

purposes only. However, your anonymity will at all times be secured. All recorded data 

will be stored securely for a period of time after the completion of the research, and then 

it will be destroyed. A summary report of the study findings will be made available to 

the participants as well as to the participating University. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for your consent and participation in this research 

Please note that: 

 

Your participation is voluntary. Therefore, by completing this questionnaire, your 

consent to participate will be assumed to have been provided. 

 

You are free to withdraw from completing the survey at any time without comment or 

penalty. 

 

You can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research 

Ethics Committee on +61 (07) 3735 5585 (or email research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if 

you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this project. 

 

If you have any questions about the survey or your participation in it, please contact: 

 

Associate Professor Glenn Finger, Deputy Dean (Learning and Teaching), Faculty of 

Education, Griffith University 

 

Email: G.Finger@Ggriffith.edu.au. 

 

Ahlam AL-Abdullatif, PhD Candidate, Griffith University 

 

Email: Ahlam.AlAbdullatif@student.griffith.edu.au 

 

 

mailto:G.Finger@Ggriffith.edu.au
mailto:Ahlam.AlAbdullatif@student.griffith.edu.au
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هللا الرحمن الرحيم بسم  

 

أختي الطالبة/ أخي الطالب   

:السالم عليكم ورحمة هللا وبركاته  

 

في ( يالتعليم االلكترون)أضع بين يديك استبانة علمية، صممت لتحديد فاعلية التعلم عن بعد باستخدام االنترنت         

التعليم )لتعلم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت مدى فاعلية ا" التعليم العالي السعودي، وذلك ضمن  بحث علمي بعنوان 

، "على كل من طالب و طالبات و أعضاء هيئة التدريس بالتعليم الجامعي في المملكة العربية السعودية( االلكتروني

.في قسم تقنيات التعليم، كلية التربية، جامعة قريفث بأستراليا، وذلك الستكمال درجة الدكتوراه  

 

المطلوبة هي تصورك و خبرتك في مسارك التعليمي عن بعد عبر اإلنترنت، سيتم استخدام النتيجة المعلومات         

و قد يتم عرض نتيجة . لتقييم فاعلية الجوانب المختلفة للتعليم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت في المملكة العربية السعودية

. الدراسة أيضا في مؤتمر و نشرها  

 

توفير المعلومات للمتعاملين و المعنيين بجامعة الملك فيصل فيما يتعلق بالتعليم عن بعد تهدف الدراسة إلى         

حيث أن ذلك قد ينمي لديهم إدراك العوامل التي تؤثر على تكامل التعلم و ( يالتعليم االلكترون)باستخدام  اإلنترنت 

الدراسية  تالتدريس على اإلنترنت و كيفية تطوير المقررا نتائج هذا البحث سوف . خدام  اإلنترنتعن بعد باست 

تساعد صناع السياسة التعليمية في تطوير اإلستراتيجيات و الخطط للحصول على تطبيقات ناجحة لبرامج التعليم عن 

.بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت بجامعة الملك فيصل  

 

سمات ذات صفة تعريفية، جميع  البيانات الناتجة من هذا البحث سيتم تقريرها بصفة عامة، ولن تتضمن أية        

ال يشترط كتابة اسمك ومع ذالك سيتم حفظ . البيانات المسجلة سيتم استخدامها ألغراض البحث العلمي فقط

سوف يكون ملخص تقرير نتائج الدراسة متاحا للمشاركين بجامعة الملك . المعلومات بسرية وعدم الكشف عن هويتك

" يى نسخة من نتائج البحث آمل كتابة عنوانك االلكترونفيصل، في حالة رغبتكم في الحصول عل Email حتى "  

.نتمكن من تزويدك بنتائج البحث  
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 الرجاء مالحظة أن:- 

 

التعليم )البحث يتطلب منك فقط تحديد أفكارك ورأيك الشخصي بخصوص بيئة التعلم عن بعد باستخدام اإلنترنت 

(.يااللكترون  

 

.مال هذه االستبانة سيتم تقديم موافقتك بالمشاركة في تعبئتهامشاركتك طوعية و اختيارية، بإك  

 

.لديك الحرية في االنسحاب من إكمال هذه االستبانة في أي وقت بدون تعليق أو جزاء  

 

إذا كانت لديك أية استفسارات بخصوص السلوك األخالقي عن تطبيق هذه االستبانة،  يمكنك االتصال بمدير 

:خالقيات البحث البشري بجامعة قريفيثأخالقيات البحث، بلجنة أ  

The Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research Ethics 

Committee 

 

: أو على البريد اإللكتروني   +61( 27) 3735 5585: على  

Email: research-ethics@griffith.edu.au  

 

:إذا كانت لديكم أية استفسارات بخصوص االستبانة أو مشاركتكم بها الرجاء االتصال على  

 

، كلية التربية ، جامعة قريفيث( التعيلم و التدريس)أستاذ مشارك جلين فينجر ، عميد : مشرف الدراسة   

Associate Professor Glenn Finger, Deputy Dean (Learning and Teaching), Faculty of 

Education 

 

  :البريد اإللكتروني

Email: G.Finger@griffith.edu.au 

 

أحالم  محمد العبد اللطيف ، طالبة الدكتوراة ، جامعة قريفيث: الباحثة   

Ahlam AL-Abdullatif, PhD Candidate, Griffith University 

 

:لبريد اإللكترونيا  

Email  :Ahlam.AlAbdullatif@student.griffith.edu.au 

ahlam.alabdullatif@gmail.com 

 

 

حثنشكرك على موافقتك ومشاركتك في هذا الب  

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:G.Finger@griffith.edu.au
mailto:Ahlam.AlAbdullatif@student.griffith.edu.au
mailto:Ahlam.AlAbdullatif@student.griffith.edu.au
mailto:ahlam.alabdullatif@gmail.com
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APPENDIX I 

INSTRUCTORS’ CONSENT FORM 
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Information Sheet and Consent Form 

(Instructor’s Qualitative Survey) 

 

Dear Instructor, 

 

You are being invited to take part in a research study designed to determine the 

effectiveness of online learning technology in Saudi higher education. The information 

being sought is your perspective and experience of your online course. The result will be 

used to assess the effectiveness of various aspects of online instruction. The research 

result will fulfil requirements for a doctoral dissertation in Education. The result of the 

study also may be presented at a conference and/or published. 

The study aims to provide information for stakeholders at King Faisal University 

(KFU) regarding online education so they may develop an understanding of the factors 

which affect the integration of online teaching and learning and how they might develop 

and support online courses. It is anticipated that this research will help educational 

policy makers in the development of strategies to attain successful implementations of 

online programs.   

Your participation is voluntary, by consent, and you are not under any obligation 

to participate in this study. If you choose to participate, you may discontinue 

participation at any time without penalty or without providing an explanation. 

Associate Professor Glenn Finger 
Deputy Dean (Learning and Teaching),  
Faculty of Education Executive 
 
School of Education & Professional Studies 
Gold Coast Campus, 
Griffith University, 
Queensland. Australia. 4222. 
 
Telephone +61 (0) 7 5552 8618 
Facsimile   +61 (0) 7 5552 8599 
 
www.griffith.edu.au 
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Participation in this research poses no risks as the research requires only that you 

identify your thoughts about participating in online education. 

The data collected from this research will be reported in general terms and will 

not involve any identifying features. All recorded data will be used for the researcher’s 

purposes only. However, your anonymity will at all times be secured. All the 

information will be kept confidential.  I will keep the data in a secure place.  Only 

myself and the faculty supervisor mentioned above will have access to this information. 

All recorded data will be stored securely for a period of time after the completion of the 

research, and then it will be destroyed. A summary report of the study findings will be 

made available to the participants as well as to the participating University. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant's Agreement: 

 

 

Thank you for your consent and participation in this research. 

Please note that: 

 

Your participation is voluntary. By completing this qualitative survey (open-ended 

questions), your consent to participate will be assumed to have been provided. 

 

You are free to withdraw from completing qualitative survey (open-ended questions) at 

any time without comment or penalty. 

 

You can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research 

Ethics Committee on +61 (07) 3735 5585 (or email research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if 

you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this project. 

 

If you have any questions about this qualitative survey or your participation in it, please 

contact: 

 

Associate Professor Glenn Finger, Deputy Dean (Learning and Teaching), Faculty of 

Education, Griffith University 

Email: G.Finger@Ggriffith.edu.au. 

Ahlam AL-Abdullatif, PhD Candidate, Griffith University 

Email: Ahlam.AlAbdullatif@student.griffith.edu.au 

 

 

 

mailto:G.Finger@Ggriffith.edu.au
mailto:Ahlam.AlAbdullatif@student.griffith.edu.au
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APPENDIX J 

GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY ETHICAL APPROVAL LETTER 
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APPENDIX K 

KING FAISAL UNIVERSITY APPROVAL LETTERS 
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APPENDIX L 

PERMISSION LETTER FOR DATA COLLECTION IN KING 

FAISAL UNIVERSITY 
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