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Is it Time to Face the Facts? What Undergraduates Really Think of Online Courses.

Introduction/Need for Research
Online learning environments are becoming increasingly popular throughout education. Nearly two million students in the U.S. were engaged in some form of online course work in higher education by 2004 (Hiltz & Turoff, 2005). Research indicates that online learning is comparable to face-to-face learning environments. Careful design and delivery of an online course is required to support the changing roles of both students and instructors (Young, 2006). Priority area four of the Agricultural Education National Research Agenda, challenges educators to actively and emotionally engage and motivate learners (Doerfert, 2011). The purpose of this research was to determine student perceptions in face-to-face and online learning environments to gain a better understanding of the motivational factors perceived by students to enroll in an online versus face-to-face undergraduate writing course.

Theoretical Framework
Most learning is motivated. Motivation engages students in activities that facilitate learning (Schunk, 2012). When students are motivated to learn they tend to seek opportunities to engage in pursuits beyond what is expected, rather than give up when they are confronted with a challenge.  Cognitively defined, “motivation is the process of instigating and sustaining goal-directed behavior” (Schunk, 2012, p. 346). Method of delivery and social interactions in face-to-face and online learning environments differ; learning goals and expectations must be clearly defined and focused on student need to assure meaningful and impactful motivation to learn (Klein, Noe, & Wang, 2006). Based on expectancy-value theory, people are motivated to perform when they believe a goal or task is achievable and a viable outcome results in future success (Schunk, 2012).

Methodology
To determine students’ perceptions and thoughts about online learning, as it pertained to motivation, students in two separate sections of a writing course at [university] were asked to participate in an online survey (N = 70). The survey was adapted from a computer self-efficacy measure (Compeau & Higgins, 1995) and administered through an online software program. Students were asked a variety of questions related to online learning. Included in these questions, were open-ended questions to establish students’ initial thoughts about their experiences of online learning. The researchers analyzed the written responses to a question asking students about the disadvantages of taking an online class versus taking the same class in a face-to-face setting (n = 68). Themes were analyzed using Glaser’s constant comparative method (1964).

Results/Findings
Four consistent themes were identified throughout the students’ responses to the disadvantages and advantages of an online course. The themes of motivation, less interaction (both personally and content wise), less quality, and technical difficulties were identified. An example of a response within the motivation theme was, “I don’t think I try as hard in online courses as I do face-to-face because there is less pressure from the professor, as well as from other students.” Other responses in this theme included issues of lacking personal organization, time management, concern for the course, laziness, and self-discipline.
	An example of the responses in the interaction theme was, “You don’t get the same interaction with peers or teachers while taking an online class. It’s easier for students to cheat with online classes. The learning environment is not the same.” The students also mentioned online classes lacked hands-on learning opportunities, getting to know the professor, overall concern from the professor, and working with classmates. 
	The third theme that emerged from the question was the lack of quality within the curriculum for taking an online class. An example of a response within this theme was
“Why am I paying so much money to take it when I am just looking things up online, which I could do for free.” Other responses in this theme mentioned not receiving the same quality experience as a face-to-face class, skipping readings and lectures, and not learning as much in online courses. 
The final theme was technical difficulty. The responses within this item discussed the lack of timeliness for responses to questions, Internet connectivity, and confusing written emails and instructions. An example response for this theme was:
Much harder for non-computer people to get in contact with professor and to understand how to make the computer part of the class work efficiently. I spend more time figuring out how the professor wants something turned in than I do actually working on the assignment.

Conclusions
The findings from this research indicate that more proactive attempts at encouraging engagement of students on a personal level and within the content is needed by teachers of online classes. The students indicated they are lacking personal interaction with online course teachers and hands-on style learning activities. This study indicates more research is needed to determine how online courses can be formatted in a way that complement and mirror face-to-face learning environments. Expectancy- value theory posits that opportunities to succeed build self-efficacy (Schunk, 2012). As students become comfortable with accomplishing tasks in an online course structure, they may be more likely to participate in what they perceive to be difficult tasks compared to face-to-face learning. 

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
This research suggests that while the current generation of college students are technologically savvy (Hiltz & Turoff, 2005), they still appreciate the social and interactive component of learning in face-to-face environments. When preparing online course curriculum, instructors should try to implement intentional activities that encourage interactivity among students, but also interactions between student and teacher. Software programs and platforms like Adobe Connect™ may be able to give online classes the feel of face-to-face classes by incorporating a face-to-face component. 
To keep students motivated and engaged in classes, instructors should implement meaningful resources and activities within the course curriculum that allow students to critically think about the material being taught. Also, instructors should highlight the practical application of the learned skills, creating a bridge from classroom activities to real-world expectations for students.
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