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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the research was to investigate the college students’ opinions about
distance education courses. The distance education questionnaire (DEQ) was developed
for evaluating the perceptions of the students. The DEQ was conducted on 66 college
students enrolled in the compulsory courses. The DEQ consisted of 18 items and two
factors covering the technical and educational factors in the light of statistical analyses.
When the results of the research were generally evaluated, it could be said that the
majority of the students were not pleased with the distance education courses from the
point of the technical (connection, accessibility, etc.) and educational (interaction,
communication, etc.) factors. Some implications were presented regarding the results.
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INTRODUCTION

Many teaching methods (inquiry-based learning, peer instruction, problem-based
learning, brain-based learning, cooperative learning, and project-based learning, etc.)
instead of traditional instruction have been developed so far by the researchers (Ebrahim,
2012; Author, 2014; Houff, Klinger, & Coffman, 2013; Kogan & Laursen, 2014; Puente &
Swagten, 2012). The common characteristic feature of those methods is the application
of active learning. Students engage, explore, explain, extend, and evaluate the
knowledge in and out of the classroom and instructor mentors to the students in the
active learning. On the other hand, recently distance education has become popular as an
alternative teaching method. The number of students enrolled in universities increased
dramatically over the past years in worldwide (Bolliger & Inan, 2012). Therefore, the
institutions of higher education include universities, faculties, vocational schools of
higher education, and institutes, etc. could address the demand in terms of campus,
dormitory, building, instructors, laboratory, classroom, and time, etc. As a result of this,
the institutions of higher education have started offering distance education
courses/programs (Saba, 2011).

Many researchers (Anderson & Ponti, 2014; Harvey, et al., 2014; Rovai, 2002; West, 2011,
Young, et al., 2001; Young 2006) have examined the effects of distance education on
teaching and learning in many different ways (the roles of students and instructors, the
comparisons between face to face learning and distance learning, the cognitive
perspectives of distance learning, and the effects of distance education on metacognitive
strategies, etc.).
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These studies showed that distance learning differs from face to face learning in a
number of ways covering communication, interaction, flexibility, and the roles of students
and instructors, etc. It could be said that distance education is an effective teaching
strategy according to traditional instruction pedagogically (Gaytan & McEwen, 2007).
Many studies are needed for determining the effects of distance learning and education;
therefore distance education should be investigated in every aspect.

There are some advantages and disadvantages of the DE courses/programs as reported
by the researchers (Bolliger & Inan, 2012; Exter et al.,, 2009; Kanuka & Jugdev, 2006;
Motteram & Forrester, 2005; Rovai, 2002; Shin, 2003; Tu & MclIsaac, 2002, West, 2011).

Some advantages of distance education courses/programs could be categorized as
follows: a) the students could easily access online courses/programs regardless of
location and time; b) the students could organize their study plans; c) the students could
participate in an accelerated degree programs; d) the students could freely express the
opinions and feelings in online courses; e) the students could freely share information
with other students in distance learning courses/programs.

Some disadvantages of distance education courses/programs could be listed as follows:
a) face-to-face personal interaction between students and instructor might be limited in
online courses; b) lack of interaction amongst students enrolled in distance education
courses/programs might be restricted; c) the students might encounter the issues of
negative emotions (isolation, hopelessness, stress, anxiety, boredom, frustration,
overload, and loneliness, etc.) technical problems (disconnectedness, network, and online
communication, etc) and economical problems (the usage of old technologies and
software, cost etc.); d) the instructor cannot integrate collaboration tools (discussion
forum, chat rooms, etc.) into distance education courses/programs activities.

The purpose of the research

The purpose of the present study was to examine students’ opinions about distance
education courses. The opinions of the students were evaluated and collected with
distance education questionnaire. The research question investigated was: Do the
students prefer face to face learning or distance learning?

METHOD

Participants

This study was performed in a two-year college classroom. The participants selected in
this study were 66 students from four different departments (i.e., Industrial Glass and
Ceramics, Geotechnic, Drilling Technology, and Natural Building Stone Technology) at a
state university in the Turkey. Of the participants, 24 students (36.40%) were female
while 42 (63.60%) were male. Distance education questionnaire (DEQ) was given to
students who completed compulsory courses which are suggested by council of higher
education successfully. These courses cover History, Foreign Language, and Literature.

Instrument and Procedures

The DEQ was developed for this study by the researcher. The literature was examined to
develop the basis for the distance education questionnaire (Barnard-Brak & Shiu, 2010;
Bolliger & Inan, 2012; Chaney et al., 2007; Robert et al., 2005, Tu, 2002; Young 2006). 12
students were required to write an essay about their perceptions during distance
learning.
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Also, several experts in distance education and six volunteer students from four different
departments at the university were interviewed about distance education courses. The
experts were instructed to

assess the clarity of each item;
suggest changes for any unclear items;
represent the items’ relevance; and
remove or add any items.

YV VY

The items reported in the literature obtained from essays, interviews, and according to
the evaluation report of the experts were categorized to construct the items of the
questionnaire. The DEQ initially consisted of 52 positive and 6 negative statements.
Respondents rated each item on a 5-point Likert scale, with the following scale anchors:
1=strongly disagree (SD), 2=disagree (D), 3=undecided (U), 4=agree (A), 5=strongly
agree (SA). The validation and verification analyses were performed by giving the
questionnaire to the students. Statistical analyses were performed with IBM SPSS
Statistic 22.

The clarity of the items was pilot tested on 120 students not involved in the current
study. These students’ responses were submitted to statistical analyses to establish
validity and reliability. The pilot test data were analyzed.

The statistical analysis indicated that the result of Bartlett’'s test of sphericity was
1294.77 for the questionnaire (p<0.01). The questionnaire did not produce an identity
matrix. Thus, multivariate normal distribution was accepted for factor analysis (Hair et
al., 2009).

The value of 0.77 was obtained for Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KM0O>0.60) from the principal
component analysis. Rotation analysis was conducted with the principal component
analysis and varimax method to identify the components. Two components having
eigenvalues greater than 1.00 (Pett et al., 2003) were defined.

The validity was confirmed with the total variance percentage greater than 41% (Kline,
2005). Validity analysis enabled to include 18 items having the factor load of 0.50 in the
questionnaire. The items with lower factor load (= 0.50) were excluded. The factor
distribution and factor load of these items are represented in Table 1. Total item load of
18 selected items changed from 0.886 to 0.519.

The factors in the DEQ were defined as “Technical Factor and Educational Factor”. The
calculated variance percentage for the first factor “Technical Factor” including 8 items
was 31.27%.

The calculated variance percentages for the second factor " Educational Factor’ was found
as 41.16% for 10 items. The first factor dealt with technical problems while the second
factor dealt with educational issues.

The eigenvalues for the factors were 5.63 and 7.41, respectively. Two factors also
accounted for 72.44% of total variance. Cronbach’s alpha value of the questionnaire was
0.90. The technical and educational factors’ Cronbach’s alpha values were found 0.81 and
0.89, respectively.
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Table: 1
The Distribution of Factors and Factor Loads of the Items

Items Technical Educational
Factor Factor
1 I think that the technical problems I encounter 0.886
should be solved as soon as possible.
2 I think that web-pages of the courses are functional. 0.821
I think that the university provides the instructors
3 necessary and sufficient educational service 0.805
for the distance education courses.
4 I could follow the distance education courses 0.773
indicated in the schedule. )
I can easily connect with
5 the distance education courses. 0.756
6 I could return to the examination 0.753
questions if I have enough time. )
7 I think that it is better to give information and 0.705
tutorial about the system before starting the courses. )
I could easily take mid-term
8 and final examinations online. 0.562
I think that distance education is
9 . h 0.851
more suitable for numerical courses.
10 I could easily communicate with friends on the system. 0.847
I think that distance education courses
11 . . t 0.795
are as effectively as the courses given in class.
I think that distance education is more
12 . 0.774
suitable for language courses.
13 I think that the contents of the mid-term and 0.741
final examinations are similar to the contents of the topics. ]
I would like to continue
14 distance education courses in the future. 0.734
I think that the presentations and
15 videos of the distance education 0.709
courses are understandable.
16 I could easily communicate with instructors. 0.645
17 I think that distance education courses are informative. 0.616
I think that distance education courses
18 are more motivational than traditional courses. 0.519

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results of the distance education questionnaire were categorized into the technical
and educational factors as follows.

Technical Factor
This factor dealt with technical problems of the distance education system which covers
web-page of the courses, connection, accessibility, and usefulness, etc. The students’
respondents for this factor were given in Table: 2.
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Table: 2
The Percentage Distributions of the Students Concerning Technical Factor

Items SD D U A SA

I think that the technical problems
1 I encounter should be solved 9.1% 6.1% 13.6% 25.8% 43.9%
as soon as possible.

I think that web-pages of

0, 0, 0, 0, 0,
2 he courses are functional. 409% 6.1% 24.2% 22.7%  6.1%
I think that the university provides the
3 instructors necessary and sufficient 42.4% 15.2% 16.7% 18.2%  7.6%

educational service for the distance
education courses.

4 I could follow the distance education 45.5% 10.6% 13.6% 15.2% 10.6%
courses indicated in the schedule.

I can easily connect with the distance

. 43.9% 18.2% 12.1% 13.6% 10.6%
education courses.

6 I could return to the examination 54.5% 12.1% 15.2% 12.1% 6.1%
questions if I have enough time.

I think that it is better to give
7 information and tutorial about the 4.5% 7.6% 19.7% 27.3% 40.9%
system before starting the courses.

I could easily take mid-term and final

.. . 48.5% 12.1% 15.2% 15.2% 7.6%
examinations online.

> 70% of the students would like the technical problems they encounter to be
solved as soon as possible.

> 47% of the students think that web-pages of the courses are not functional.

> 58% of the students think that the university does not provide the instructors
necessary and sufficient educational service for the distance education
courses.

> 56% of the students do not want to follow the distance education courses
indicated in the schedule.

> 62% of the students do not easily connect with the distance education courses.

> 67% of the students could not return the examination questions if they have
enough time.

> 68% of the students think that it is better to give information about the
system and apply it before starting the distance education courses.

> 61% of the students could not easily take mid-term and final examinations on-
line.

Educational Factor

This factor dealt with educational issues which include communication and interaction
between the instructor and the students, motivations and perceptions of the students,
etc.

The students’ respondents for this factor were given in Table: 3.
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Table: 3
The Percentage Distributions of the Students Concerning Educational Factor

Items SD D U A

SA

I think that distance education
is more suitable for numerical 45.5% 16.7% 12.1% 10.6%
courses.

13.6%

I could easily communicate

o () o o
with friends on the system. 42.4% 13.6% 18.2% 12.1%

13.6%

I think that distance education
courses are as effectively as 51.5% 10.6% 10.6% 6.1%
the courses given in class.

19.7%

I think that distance education
is more suitable for language 47.0% 10.6% 15.2% 9.1%
courses.

18.2%

I think that the contents
of the mid-term and final
examinations are similar
to the contents of the topics.

22.7% 7.6% 43.9% 18.2%

6.1%

I would like to continue distance

0, 0, 0, 0,
education courses in the future. 48.5% 12.1% 15.2% 6.1%

18.2%

I think that the presentations and
videos of the distance education 40.9% 19.7% 13.6% 13.6%
courses are understandable.

12.1%

I could easily communicate

ey 51.5% 13.6% 19.7% 7.6%
with instructors.

7.6%

I think that distance education

. . 48.5% 12.1% 12.1% 12.1%
courses are informative.

15.2%

10

I think that distance education
courses are more motivational

0, 0, 0, 0,
than traditional courses. 42.4% 13.6% 16.7% 9.1%

18.2%

> 60% of the students think that distance education is not suitable for numerical

and language courses.
> Approximately 60 % of the students think that they could not easily
communicate with friends and instructors on the system.

> 62% of the students think that the distance education courses are not as

effectively as the courses given in class.
> 449 of the students doubt that the contents of the mid-term and final
examinations are similar to the contents of the topics.

> 61% of the students do not want to take and continue different distance

education courses in the future.

> 61% of the students think that the presentations and videos of the distance

education courses are not understandable.
> 61% of the students think that the distance education courses are not
informative.

> 56% of the students think that the distance education courses are not more

motivational than traditional courses.
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CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to assess the quality of the distance education courses
through evaluation of the students’ opinions. The instrument, called the DEQ (Distance
Education Questionnaire) was developed for this study. When the students’ perceptions
were generally evaluated, the students were not pleased with distance education courses.
Some results according to the students’ perceptions were presented in terms of the
educational and technical factors as follows:

> Distance education is not suitable for language and numerical courses. The
students do not know how to learn and study the distance educations
courses in this system.

> Distance education does not sufficiently provide the communication and
interaction between the instructor and the students. The students usually
prefer to learn by asking relevant questions or topics.

> The students have great difficulty learning the topics in the distance
education courses therefore these courses are not adequately effective in
motivate the students.

> The instructors do not usually follow the syllabus in the distance education
courses. Therefore the students could encounter some problems. As a
result of this, in the mid-term and final examinations the students would be
asked the questions concerning the topics which the students did not learn
or know

> Many of the students do not want to choose and follow new distance
education course in the next term.

> Most of the students have great difficulty in connecting the courses’ web-
pages and they could not easily take mid-term, quizzes, and final
examination. Therefore they think that web-pages of the courses are not
sufficient from the technical aspect.

> Majority of the students could not return to the examination questions
even if they have enough time. The system does not allow them to check
the examination questions during the examination. This situation might
negatively influence the performance of the students.

> The students and instructors had not been given any training concerning
how to use online courses at the beginning.

IMPLICATIONS

When the results of the research were generally evaluated and interpreted in terms of the
educational and technical factors, some implications might be offered as follows: The
learning strategies (cognitive, metacognitive, and resource management strategies) in
regard to distance education courses or programs should be taught to the students.

The office hours should be arranged to provide communication and interaction between
the students and the instructor. Thus the students can ask the questions, they can learn
the concepts and fundamental principles regarding the topics. From this aspect, one of
the disadvantages in online courses could be eliminated. Besides, the hybrid model which
consists of distance education and face to face education for active learning classroom
environment could be used in the online courses. The students can easily make contact
with class friends and instructor.

To enhance the motivation of the students in distance learning, the students should be
given some responsibilities (projects, paper-based homework, and presentation, etc.)
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providing their learning. Besides, live (not prerecorded) distance education courses
should be designed instead of videos and presentations. By this means the students
would like to attend and follow the courses.

The indicated syllabus should be followed and applied in online courses. The contents of
examinations should be similar to the contents of the topics. The students should not be
laid heavy burdens in distance education courses. The instructors should explain each
topic as presented in the schedule. They should remark the students’ achievement level
and background in online courses.

Web-pages of the courses should be user friendly. Students should easily connect the on-
line courses and examinations regardless of time and place. They should go back and
forth the examination questions during the examination period. Technical problems the
students encounter should be solved as soon as possible. Besides, the students and
instructors should be trained concerning distance education courses and they should
practice on the system at the beginning.

To enhance the quality of distance education courses or programs, the economical,
technical, and educational problems should be initially eliminated by the institutions of
higher education, and then the instructors should be adequately prepared with the
teaching strategies and techniques required to teach and conduct effective distance
education courses/programs. Finally, the students should need to take their own
responsibility for distance learning.
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