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Executive Summary
During spring 2006 the Office of Distance and Distributed Education (DDE) surveyed students
and instructors enrolled in, or teaching courses in, the distance education environment. The
purpose was to cast light on how distance education at CSUS is going for students and
instructors. DDE was also interested in finding out ways to improve its services. Quantitative and
qualitative data were collected and analyzed at the conclusion of the spring semester. Twenty-six
instructors and 1,139 students completed the surveys.
The Instructors’ Perspective on DDE
When asked to report their level of satisfaction with technical and instructional support they
receive from DDE, every instructor selected “satisfied” or “very satisfied.”
When asked to comment on their instructional approaches, professors revealed that teaching in
the distance environment can challenge their capacity to engage students, but they also report
that the distance environment offers possibilities for engagement that may make it more
powerful than traditional course delivery methods.
According to instructors, distance education students perform academically at least as well as,
and often better than, traditional students and are more likely to complete the course than are
traditional students.
Instructors make full use of technological methods for ensuring the integrity of student work and
of quizzes and exams and are interested in expanding ways to guard against plagiarism using
technology in ways that might benefit traditional course delivery methods.
The Students’ Perspective on DDE
Sixty-one percent of the students indicated “very satisfied,” 34% “satisfied,” with the role of
technology in their ability to learn in the course.
Eighty-three percent of the students rated the effectiveness of their communication with their
instructor as “good” or better.
With moderate variability, most students reported having adequate access to university services
ranging from the bookstore to academic advising.
Ninety percent of students reported adequate access to the library.
Qualitative data suggest that students find participation in class discussions and student-tostudent interaction in the distance environment as at least as good as and often better than
participation in traditional classes.
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Background
The Office of Distance and Distributed Education (DDE) is located structurally in the
Division of Academic Technology and Creative Services, located geographically in the
Academic Information Resource Center (AIRC), governed by the Office of Academic Affairs,
administered by the Vice President for Academic Affairs, and regulated by policy ratified in
revised form by the Academic Senate on April 26, 2001.
On this campus Distance and Distributed Education in policy “…is defined as a formal
educational process in which the majority (50 percent or more) of instruction takes place when
the professor and students are not in the same place at the same time” (University Policy
Manual). The language of policy continues and embraces a notion at the core of DDE’s inquiry
into itself: interaction. According to the Manual, “the interaction between professor and students
is mediated using audio, video and/or computer technologies.”
Audio, video, and computer technologies exist in two basic forms: video-based and webbased. It is possible to mix the two and create hybrid forms that fulfill the purposes of academic
interaction. Video-based technology is indexed in policy language via a rich list of video-based
examples: “…cable television, two-way compressed video, microwave, satellite, videotape, CDROM, video streaming.” Web-based technology engages the Internet and shifts gradually from
Web-enhanced courses to totally Web-based courses depending on how much time is spent in
physical vs. cyberspace.
The University Policy Manual clearly places the burden on the faculty to monitor and
improve distance and distributed education: “The faculty have the collective responsibility to
ensure both the rigor and integrity of all courses offered as well as the quality of instruction.”
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The central role of the university library in both academic rigor and integrity is also spelled out
in policy:
Elements of library support available to students taking distance education
courses may include courier and electronic document delivery, electronic
journals, full-text databases, end-user searching, reference assistance and
instruction, network access, reciprocal borrowing and interlibrary loan services,
cooperative arrangements with other libraries for collection access, cooperative
development of databases, and other strategies that emphasize access to resources.
Access to resources is essential to the academic interaction at the heart of distance and
distributed education.
According to its website, the Office of Distance and Distributed Education serves the
following list of functions for the faculty: identifies and develops DDE courses and/or programs;
coordinates course scheduling; trains faculty, staff, and students; coordinates professional
graphic, video, multi-media and programming support; recommends policies and implements
processes, practices and quality control measures to insure the integrity of DDE services;
initiates and manages DDE assessment related to teaching and learning effectiveness, student
performance, and quality of support services.
In 2001 and 2002, after the Academic Senate ratified revisions to DDE policy, DDE did
much assessment work to find out what was working well and what needed attention. Ann Haffer
analyzed qualitative and quantitative data collected by way of focus groups and surveys of
instructors and students. The rigor and detail of these analyses during this period of change
helped DDE develop into its current shape. In spring 2006, DDE decided to look again at its
services as a way to confirm what has been working well and to identify areas where
improvements might be made. To this end, DDE revised the faculty and student survey
instruments from 2001-2002 and surveyed students and faculty online in May 2006 (see
Appendix A and B for copies of the surveys).
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Survey Methodology
Faculty and student surveys from 2001-2002 were examined and revised to reflect current
DDE questions and concerns by Rose Leigh Vines, Director of DDE, and Terry Underwood,
Professor in the College of Education, survey analyst for the report. Jean-Pierre Bayard, Director
of Academic Technology and Creative Services, reviewed and approved the survey revisions and
arranged for online collection of responses from faculty and students through the use of
Flashlight. Mike Lee, Dean of Academic Affairs, was asked to review the survey items as well.
Distance education course instructors were notified and asked to participate themselves in the
survey and to enlist their students to participate.
The 2006 faculty survey consists of four sections (see Appendix A). Section one asks
faculty to rate the degree to which they have been satisfied with technical and instructional
development support provided through DDE. Section two asks them to rate the frequency with
which they were able to effectively use a number of instructional approaches in the distance
environment. Section three seeks to collect background information on the specific technologies
used by the faculty as well as their perceptions of the academic benefits and drawbacks of
distance education for a variety of types of students in comparison to similar types of students in
traditional classes. Section four asks faculty to respond qualitatively about the strengths and
challenges of teaching in the distance education environment at CSUS based on their
experiences. Open-ended questions are also asked in other sections of the survey, including an
item that asks faculty to describe ways that they ensure the integrity of student work if they use
online exams.
Section one of the 2006 student survey (see Appendix B) collects demographic data from
students enrolled in distance education courses. Section two asks students to rate their level of
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access to university services and to technological support. Section three focuses exclusively on
library services and includes an open-ended question that explores what is going well for them in
library services and what might be improved. Section four asks students to rate the degree to
which the technology promoted learning. Section five focuses on student motivation and
satisfaction in relation to their experiences with distance education and includes three openended questions.
The qualitative and quantitative results of these surveys were analyzed at the end of the
spring 2006. Mike Lee, Dean of the Office of Academic Affairs, assigned the analysis and report
writing to Terry Underwood from the College of Education. A graduate assistant was hired to
examine and code faculty and student comments in response to open-ended questions.
Discussion of the findings will proceed in four parts. First, characteristics of the survey
respondents will be explicated. Second, findings from the faculty survey will be explored using
both open-ended and numerical data. Third, the voices of the students will be heard in some
detail. Finally, a summary of the findings will be provided.
Characteristics of the Survey Respondents
According to DDE’s website, over 7,500 students take distance education courses
annually from more than 70 different course offerings housed in at least 21 different academic
departments ranging from anthropology to nursing to music. Given this figure of more than
7,500 students, the 1,139 student response rate turns out to be 15% of an annual population, 30%
of a semester population. It is more difficult to quantify the response rate for faculty and
therefore draw a conclusion about how fully they represent all DDE faculty. To protect the
anonymity of the faculty and students who participated, any data that could be used to connect a
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particular student with a particular course and instructor were stripped from the data set before
analysis.
Based on data from the 1,139 students who did respond, the mean age of students
enrolled in DDE courses in spring 2006 was 25 years; median age was 23 years; eldest
respondent was 74 years. Less than 2% of this population was older than 50; less than 7% older
than 40; less than 17% older than 30. Data available at the Office of Institutional Research (OIR)
website [http://www.oir.csus.edu/Students/trends/AGE_TOT.cfm] indicate that the proportion of
students older than 30 years who take distance education courses may be greater than the
proportion of students older than 30 years in the general university population, which is
approximately 14%. Students were asked to report whether they rarely came to campus or took
campus-based courses in addition to distance education courses. Sixteen percent reported only
distance education courses; 84% took campus-based and distance courses.
Students were asked to report their gender and ethnicity on this survey. Sixty-seven
percent of the student respondents were female. OIR data for gender trends from 1973 to the
present [http://www.oir.csus.edu/Students/trends/SEX_TOT.cfm] reveal a steady drop in
enrollment for males from approximately 60% in 1973 to approximately 40% in 2005. The
reverse trend is evident for females with a steady increase from approximately 40% in 1973 to
approximately 60% in 2005. The proportion of females who take distance education courses may
also be greater than the proportion of female students in the general university population.
A comparison of students who enroll in distance education courses versus the general
university population is in terms of ethnicity is problematic because the ethnicity categories used
on the DDE survey differ from the ethnicity categories reported by OIR, particularly in regard to
the Asian/Pacific Islander category [http://www.oir.csus.edu/Students/trends/ETH_TOT.cfm].

7

According to OIR data, however, White students made up roughly 75% of the student population
at the university in 1973; in 2005 White students constituted roughly 50% of the population.
According to the DDE survey, 52% of the students who enroll in distance education courses are
White.
OIR reports an increase from 3% in 1973 to 17% in 2005 in the Hispanic/Latino student
category. DDE survey data suggest that proportionately fewer Hispanic/Latino students enroll in
distance education courses; 13% of the DDE survey respondents identified themselves as
Hispanic/Latino. OIR data suggest a steady proportion of African-American students in the
general population at CSUS, rising and falling between 6% and 8% between 1973 and 2005. Six
percent of the DDE survey respondents identified themselves as African-American/Black. The
trend for Native American students has been flat since 1981 with fewer than 2% of the student
population in this category; this figure is consistent with the 1% of Native American students
who took the DDE survey.
Major differences in survey categories for Asian/Pacific Islander students disallow a
confident analysis of this group of students. Twenty-three percent of the DDE survey
respondents identified themselves as Asian/Pacific Islander. When data from all of the ethnicity
categories used by OIR that might be considered parallel to the DDE category Asian/Pacific
Islander are compared, it appears as if the proportion of students who enroll in distance education
courses (23%) may be greater than the proportion represented in the general university
population at less than 20%.
In summary, students classified by ethnicity who enroll in distance education courses
mirror proportionately the numbers of students in the general university population with three
exceptions. First, female students appear to enroll in distance education courses in
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proportionately higher numbers than might be expected given their representation in the total
student body. Second, Hispanic/Latino students appear to enroll in distance education courses in
proportionately fewer numbers than might be expected given their representation in the total
student body. Third, Asian/Pacific Islander students appear to enroll in distance education
courses in proportionately higher numbers than might be expected given their representation in
the total student body.
The DDE survey collected data that permit creating a profile of faculty survey
respondents as well, but the degree to which this profile typifies the CSUS distance education
instructor is unclear. The faculty members who responded to the survey were experienced in the
distance education environment. Eighty-one percent reported at least two academic years of
teaching in distance education; seventy percent reported three academic years of experience.
Fifteen percent had been teaching in the distance education context for just one semester.
Of this faculty group, few instructors have shifted all or even most of their teaching from
traditional to distance delivery. Sixty-five percent of the faculty taught only one course through
distance education in spring 2006; twenty-seven percent taught two courses; eight percent taught
three or more courses. This faculty group appeared to favor video-based courses, but a sizable
number also delivered their instruction on the Internet. Seventy-seven percent taught at least one
televised course with 75% of this number teaching by way of cable television with some students
in the studio classroom and some students watching on cable, video streaming, or videotape.
Twenty percent used video streaming only (live and/or archived) with no cable broadcast. In
contrast to televised courses, 62% taught a Web-based or Web-enhanced course. Of this number
19% taught completely online (no campus meetings) with 31% almost completely online with
limited campus meetings. An additional 25% reported teaching at least 50% of their course
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online with several campus meetings. These data suggest that at least 75% of the faculty
respondents fall within the strict policy definition of distance education in that at least 50% of the
course is delivered though application of technology.
In summary, the faculty providing input into this survey can be characterized as
experienced in distance education, flexible in their instructional uses of televised and online
technology with a likelihood of use of hybrid course models, and willing to embrace the policy
definition of DDE in that the majority of them relied on technology completely or almost
completely for their course delivery. Few of them, however, taught more than two distance
education courses. The majority of them taught one distance education course.
Data Analysis
Students and faculty were asked to respond to most of the survey items by selecting a
category on a Likert scale, e.g. strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree, not applicable.
Responses in each category were tallied and converted to percentages for this analysis. The
decision to report the findings in the form of percentages rather than means and standard
deviations was made for three reasons. First, it isn’t clear conceptually that the distance between
“strongly agree” and “agree” is as large as the distance between “agree” and “disagree,” leading
to the conclusion that this scale is properly viewed as an ordinal rather than an interval scale.
Second, almost all of the distributions are skewed, that is, responses toward the negative end of
the distribution are rare. Third, the survey was not designed to generalize to any other setting.
Students and faculty were also asked several open-ended questions intended to yield data useful
in characterizing the DDE environment on campus from a qualitative perspective. A graduate
assistant coded the qualitative comments to reveal themes and patterns. The researcher and
assistant approached the qualitative data first using an open coding methodology. A second pass
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was made through the data specifically to confirm or disconfirm quantitative findings. As the
analysis shows, the quantitative and qualitative data fit together nicely to present a detailed
profile of the work of the Office of Distance and Distributed Education.
Findings from the Faculty Survey
Faculty Satisfaction with Support Services. Faculty members rated the degree to which
they were satisfied with technical and instructional support they received in several areas. As
Table 1 indicates, no instructor indicated in any of the areas that they were neither “dissatisfied”
nor “very dissatisfied”:
Table 1
Faculty Satisfaction with Support Services

0%

Very
Dissatisfied
0%

Not
Applicable
19%

19%

0%

0%

20%

Faculty web sk 68%
classes (e.g.,
WebCT, Web
editing, image
the web,
PowerPoint, et

12%

0%

0%

20%

Friday afterno 31%
open labs in th
Faculty/Staff
Resource Cent
the Academic
Information
Resource Cent

8%

0%

0%

61%

Training in
the studio
classroom
Student
operator
support in
televised
classes

Very
Satisfied
62%

Satisfied

Dissatisfied

19%

62%
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Daily help
available in
the Faculty/
Staff
Resource
Center

50%

15%

0%

0%

35%

Work with an 35%
instructional
designer

15%

0%

0%

50%

Work with a
graphic
designer

15%

0%

0%

50%

35%

These data provide evidence that instructors who do use support services are satisfied with
technical and instructional design support services currently available. Friday afternoon open
labs appear to be used less frequently than other services (61% checked not applicable) with
work with instructional and graphic designers used by only half of the instructors (50% checked
not applicable for both items). Note, however, that among instructors who use these supports,
satisfaction is high.
A high level of satisfaction is evident in the comments instructors made as well in
response to the items “Please describe technical and/or instructional development support that
you would like to see changed or added to sustain and improve distance and distributed
education.” No comments that could be coded “negative comments” or “complaints” were found
anywhere in the faculty comments. The following excerpt is a representative sample of faculty
comments and captures the flavor of the data set:
This "wheel isn't broken" so don't change it very much because
it seems to working just fine.
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One faculty comment suggests that differentiated faculty support might be considered:
We are exceptionally lucky to have such EXCELLENT support on our campus. I
would like to see more advanced level courses - many that I have taken were too
basic and/or didn't progress quickly enough (seems as though some need basic
computer skills, whereas others of us need more advanced usage of some things).
With regard to the large percentage of respondents who indicate that Friday afternoon labs and
instructional and graphic designers are “not applicable,” the following comment may have
relevance:
I would like to see the services available to faculty made more obvious to our
faculty. I don’t have the sense that people know what is available to them. The
people in the library are doing a great job in this regard and providing outstanding
resources.
An alternate explanation for high numbers of “not applicable” was offered in the following
comment:
I have had no difficulties with finding support and I have had no technical
problems with which I have needed support—DDE courses have been very
successful for me.

Faculty Uses of Instructional Approaches. DDE wanted to know the frequency with
which instructors were able to use different instructional approaches such as engaging students in
active participation, providing feedback, and the like. This section of the survey hones in on the
broad purpose of distance education as spelled out in the University Policy Manual: the use of
technology to mediate interaction between professors and students. Table 2 displays faculty
responses to the survey items in this area:
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Table 2
Faculty Uses of Instructional Approaches
__________________________________________________________________________
Never

12%

Occasionally Almost
every class
12%
38%

Every
class
30%

4%

0%

23%

31%

42%

8%
Providing
for student-tostudent
interaction (e.g
email,
ListProc,
Group
assignments/
projects,

8%

38%

11%

35%

Engaging
8%
students in
active
participation
(e.g., discussio
problem
solving,
any active
application or
analysis of
class concepts
responding
to one another
essays or journ
etc.)

Engaging in
studentfaculty
interactions
(e.g. email,
office hours,
ListProc,
discussion
forums,
chat room,
phone)

Rarely
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collaborative
learning
experiences)

4%
Providing
prompt,
detailed feedba
students (e.g.,
returned
assignments w
one week,
email
responses with
two days,
chat
forum
participation
on the same
day)

4%

0%

34%

58%

0%
Providing
learning
experiences
that attend to
different styles
learning (e.g.,
providing
verbal as
well as visual
instruction,
providing
models
of practice/a
pplication and
opportunities
to practice/
apply skills
and concepts)

0%

15%

35%

50%

According to these data, instructors who teach distance education courses routinely attend to
different learning styles (85% almost every class or more often) and provide prompt feedback to
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students (92% almost every class or more often). These instructors report greater variability with
regard to providing for student-to-student interaction (54% occasionally or less often) and
engaging students in active participation (32% occasionally or less often). Because there are no
data that describe perceptions of traditional faculty with respect to these instructional
approaches, it is impossible to compare these responses with instructors in traditional classes.
Comments made by instructors in response to a question about the most challenging
instructional approaches in the context of distance education were wide-ranging and
idiosyncratic, but a clear theme emerged related to student-student interaction: Getting students
to talk to one another and to the instructor is a challenge. According to one instructor, the videobased technology itself may be part of the cause:
Encouraging class discussion is the most challenging aspect of the distance ed
class, because students in the room are intimidated by the cameras, and unlikely
to talk.
According to another instructor, the fact that distance education courses permit students to view
classes in archived form also has an impact on how often students participate in discussions:
It is difficult to get students watching at home to call into the studio. This is most
likely because they are watching the archived tape, not live.
Some professors found it extremely difficult to get students actively involved in class
discussions and felt this was a major problem with distance education courses:
Trying to get my in-studio students to talk and ask questions has been
challenging.
I would like more active participation from the remote class. I would like more
advising for the remote section students to ensure that they realize their success
depends on their being proactive in learning in this format.
The lack of direct student contact is a bit of a morale buster.
Student evaluations cannot be currently completed in the distance education
environment. Students do not ask as many questions when they are put on camera,
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and I have not received any phone in questions. There is not a projector in the
studio for the students to see what I am working on. There are only small TV
monitors for them to look at. I would like to try out one of the new studio rooms
in the new ARC building.
A comment describes a solution the instructor has tried to engage more students in
discussion; this comment includes reference to a hybrid model of delivery involving both videobased and web-based technologies:
We used chat as our method for the videostreamers and it would be helpful if a
computer was provided for this.
A comment in regard to interaction extends the possible role of chat as both a problem and a
solution:
During online office hours I have been using the chat feature on WebCT which
limits me to text based interaction. It would be nice to have a feature that supports
graphics (drawings, equations etc.,) and also may be audio support. I haven't
checked WebCT 6 to see if it supports any of these features.

One instructor wrote at length about subtleties of the distance education environment that point
the direction for minor changes that could have major effects:
The studios need to be setup for faculty to use laptops with easy access to web
(without having to give MAC addresses for every laptop a faculty member might
use). The classroom microphones need to be easier to use for the students. Most
of the time when a student is asking a question, a blast over the speaker from the
control room states "Use the Mic". This adds to students not wanting to ask
questions. There needs to be some que or signal setup to the control room on
when to focus or frame the laptop or computer screen. Currently, a lot of time I
am on screen just talking, instead of showing the material I am talking about on
screen. It is more important that the material be shown than me (I am not that ego
centric, that I need to see myself on screen for most of the lecture). I have gotten
comments about my lectures being boring because they say I am just talking on
the screen. It would help to show more of what I am talking about on screen, and
have it available in podcast or portable media format.
One instructor provided a comment that captures the essence of the challenge many other
instructors addressed in one way or another:
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The most significant challenge is the time required to achieve these
strategies/approaches [i.e., active participation, interaction]. A great deal of time
is required to do an effective job.
The issue of time constraints was repeatedly mentioned as a problem within distance education
because of specific technical problems and because the challenge of involving students in
discussions. Both of these concerns ultimately lead teachers to spend additional time working out
these issues:
It takes A LOT of time and effort to develop so is a lot of work that isn’t always
appreciated.
The number of emails. Questions that would normally be answered in class or by
classmates get sent to me instead.
The major "problem" has been the added time required to do develop and
implement effective teaching/learning strategies.
Students in this day and age expect instructors (esp. those online) to be available
24/7. This and online courses are a lot of work. So -- TIME is a number 1 factor
for me. And one more thing... some students do not realize what it takes to be a
student in the DDE program -- and fall short quickly. However, the biggest issue
is the course schedule. :-( Students that are new to the program don't know how to
get to class! I've had students contact me far into the semester -- they haven't
come to class because they had been waiting for the "TBA" (for location) on the
course schedule to change. I know that this has been an issue for a long time.
Could we at least make the link on the course schedule more prominent? (instead
of a number or a letter)
Time constraints.... the problem of clearing out of the studio if another professor
is teaching in it immediately following. This should be avoided if possible. My
students often want to speak to me after class and it is most difficult to close down
and pack up---while also attempting to meet their needs.
Although promoting interaction with technology as the mediator can be challenging,
faculty comments indicate a number of ways in which interaction and engagement can be
promoted. Comments in response to a question about the most powerful aspects of DDE also
varied widely, but a common theme that emerged was this: Instructors can encourage interaction
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in the distance education classroom perhaps to a greater degree than in the traditional classroom.
Here is an example of an approach used by one instructor:
A group project began about half way through the semester, and this has
encouraged student interaction online and in class. I think the group project is the
best approach I have used to get students talking and working together. I think
this is really important for online students especially.
Several instructors commented on the power of collaborative learning assignments in
conjunction with technology to create a synergy that can result in higher levels of engagement
than are possible in the traditional classroom. Study groups, project groups, and the like can be
more effective when mediated by technology because the technology makes communication
among group members more convenient and easily accomplished.
A number of faculty members pointed to the capabilities of technology itself as a
powerful tool for learning and teaching as exemplified in the following comment:
Email, interactive online activities and the gradebook are excellent ways to
facilitate engaging students, increasing active participation and application,
addressing various learning styles and providing prompt/individual feedback.
One instructor emphasized the importance of incorporating the human touch when technology is
the mediator:
Greeting my distant students at the beginning of each class [is helpful]. Showing
pictures of the distance students when they called in or emailed me with a
response or question [is helpful].
Faculty members acknowledged that distance education courses have the ability to meet
the individual needs of the students. Delivering the content using a variety of different styles of
learning is evident in the following faculty statements:
I think because people all learn differently, it is important to deliver content in a
variety of modes.
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Providing learning experiences that attend to different styles of learning [is
important] (e.g., providing verbal as well as visual instruction, providing models
of practice/application and opportunities to practice/apply skills and concepts).
Although we are all proud of the comforts and conveniences our campus has to offer faculty and
students alike, in some instances staying away from campus has its benefits:
The distance education environment fits well with the model of adult learning in
which the student is responsible for obtaining the information she/he knows
she/he needs. My students were less stressed and very appreciative of the option
to stay home and view the class rather than come (and park!) on campus.
Clearly, CSUS faculty who teach in distance education courses grapple with the same
instructional issues faced by all instructors, namely student engagement, active participation, and
interaction. The distance education context may present its own unique challenges (e.g., cameras
as intimidation), but it may also present its own unique solutions (e.g., email and the gradebook).
Faculty Perceptions of Student Performance in the Distance Education Environment.
Faculty members responded overwhelmingly in the affirmative when asked to agree or disagree
with the following statement (faculty survey item 21): “Using the Internet/Web in this course
enhances my students’ abilities to understand the ideas and concepts I want them to learn.”
Eighty-eight percent agreed, 34% strongly. This response showed up again in responses to items
18 and 19, which ask faculty to compare distance students and traditional students in terms of
drop out rate and the level of success in the course.
In the absence of actual drop out data for traditional and distance education courses,
faculty perceptions of this phenomenon must form the basis of the discussion here. Forty-four
percent of faculty reported that fewer students drop out from distance education courses than
drop out from traditional courses with 48% reporting that the drop out rate is about the same in
distance and traditional courses (faculty survey item 18). In sum, over 90% of the faculty
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reported that if distance education is a factor in students’ dropping out from courses, it is not a
negative factor and may actually be a positive factor—it prevents students from dropping out.
In the absence of student learning and performance data from distance education courses
and traditional courses, faculty perceptions of this topic must also form the basis of the
discussion here. Forty-six percent of faculty reported that their distance education students
achieve higher success in their course than traditional students achieve with another 46%
indicating about the same level of success in distance vs. traditional courses (faculty survey item
19). Taken together, these findings support the claim that students successfully complete distance
education courses at least as well as students in traditional courses and—according to some
faculty—with even higher levels of success.
Comments from faculty help illuminate the finding that distance education courses may
actually result in better learning than traditional classes for some students. Consider the
following comment from a professor in a graduate course:
I work predominantly with graduate students who work full time. They have
difficulty getting to class every week, and are rarely prepared for class. This
meant I did straight lecture as it is hard to do application activities if the students
don't have the facts to apply. Now I use a combination of once a month, 8 hour
classes with WebCt activities in between classes. Students come to class
refreshed, prepared, and ready to work.
Another faculty extended this comment to all students regardless of their level:
The flexibility of reaching more students and reaching them in more ways
[enhances student performance.]. I started using it more than 2 years ago to
enhance topics, offer activities and learning tools which worked very well to
enhance the class. For two years now I have been using it to teach web-enhanced
and for some students this flexibility helps them meet life demands (such as work
and parenting), allows them more learning methods and opportunities and allows
me many ways to reach out to students and ideas for teaching. It also teaches them
confidence with technology.
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One faculty member noted that he was able to improve his own teaching practices through the
technology experience he gained while teaching a DDE course.
Because I was able to view my lecturing style, I could make improvements in my
delivery. I also started to use power point in my non-T.V. courses because I
discovered it was an effective tool in the T.V. course.
One survey item that did not receive quite the same high ratings involved comparing ESL
students in distance education courses with students in traditional courses (faculty survey item
20). Forty-eight percent of faculty reported that ESL students have about the same success in
distance education courses as they have in traditional courses, a percentage that squares with the
percentage reported above for faculty perceptions of all students (i.e., 46%). However, just 32%
reported that ESL students have higher success in distance education courses compared to a
figure of 46% for all students’ having higher success (see above). Moreover, 20% of the course
instructors reported that ESL students have less success in the distance education environment
compared to 8% of all students. Note that ESL students were never mentioned in any written
comments. This finding may need further exploration.
Faculty Comments on Ensuring the Integrity of Student Work. Faculty who administer
on-line exams use a variety of measures to ensure integrity of the student work. Some instructors
create multiple versions of the exams so that each student is tested on the same concept but the
questions are phrased differently. Here are comments from two instructors:
I use alternate test questions so a student would not necessarily receive the same question
as another student. This is not a perfect solution since it is possible for one student to take
the class for another student.
I make sure each question on the exam has multiple versions of the question (so question
1 on the exam will have 5-10 questions the computer randomly chooses, one for each
student testing the same concept/content, just asked differently). The answers on each
question are randomized (so answer a won’t be the same on each exam).
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Some faculty restricted the amount of time students are given to take the on-line examinations to
ensure honesty:
Students are given a short period of time to take it (tests are timed and given for a set
period).
I also limit the time for all tests and quizzes - so they can't take too long to look up
answers, or find another source.
Some instructors use WebCT to ensure that it is indeed the student enrolled in the course who is
taking the examination. Students must sign in using their login and a password:
I review in class and have posted an academic honesty policy, and I use WebCT where
they must log in using their password and login.
In addition to integrity on exams, several instructors voiced concern with student
plagiarism and student resubmission of work. The following comments exemplify this concern:
I would REALLY like to see a plagiarism program incorporated into our online
learning environment and more links from activities to the gradebook.
I also still have challenges with students plagiarism so would love to see a plagiarism
program so past students’ work becomes logged permanently preventing students from
reusing work.
Faculty Findings in Summary. An experienced group of distance educators responded
enthusiastically to the distance education environment at CSUS. From their perceptions in
general, it seems clear that DDE is serving the faculty well. Although instructional challenges are
evident in distance education, particularly the challenge of promoting student-to-student
interaction and active engagement, the instructors collectively make the case that these
challenges do not counterbalance the advantages of distance education, which may offer unique
solutions that enhance students’ learning experiences. Faculty perceptions of student retention
and achievement are positive, faculty experiences with support services on campus are positive,
and the professors appear to look forward to the future in distance education with optimism. The
following comment represents a theme evident throughout the faculty written comments:
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Asynchronous distributed learning environments are here to stay! Our students
demand it given the increasing complexity of their lives and work schedules, and I
find that it is very invigorating to have a class of "engaged" learners in this
environment.
Findings from the Student Survey
The data from the student surveys will be discussed according to the following Table
titles: Comparison of Method of Communication with Instructor and Effectiveness of
Communication; Student Access to University Services; Effects of Low Technology Skills on
Course Achievement; Student Access to and Use of the Library Services; and Student
Communication and Isolation within Course Settings. Written comments from students will be
reported to allow a more nuanced understanding of the numerical data. Before consideration of
these topics, however, it is important to frame the discussion with information about students’
overall level of satisfaction and reasons for taking distance courses.
In response to item #22 (The technology used in this course helped me to understand the
ideas and concepts), 84% of the students agreed, 33% with strong agreement. In response to item
#28 (How satisfied were you with the role of technology in your ability to learn in this course,
61% indicated “very satisfied” with 34% indicating “satisfied.” Item #29 queried students about
their top three reasons for taking a distance education course. The following lists these reasons
with the number of respondents for each: convenience and time (808); keeping a work schedule
(529); no other section offered (293); placed in the course at registration (206); I learn better in a
technological environment (165); child and caregiver responsibilities (115). These data suggest
that the estimated 7,500 students who take distance education courses annually are satisfied with
their learning in these courses and that the availability of distance education is an important
factor in their capacity to satisfy their life commitments.
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Comparison of Method of Communication with Instructor and Effectiveness of
Communication. Item #6 asked students to report their most frequent method of interacting with
the course instructor. Choices on the survey are office, hours, telephone/voice mail, fax, email,
and other. Although 22% of the respondents indicated “other,” only one student reported using a
fax machine. Percentages for the remaining three methods are presented in Table 3. Item #27
asked students to rate the effectiveness of their communication with their instructor. For
purposes of Table 3, responses in strong or in agreement with the statement “I could
communicate effectively with the instructor” are coded “good”; responses expressing
disagreement or strong disagreement are coded “not good”:
Table 3
Comparison of Method of Communication with Instructor and Effectiveness of Communication

Method

Effectiveness

Email Office Hours Phone
Item 6

77%

15%

Item 27

Good

Not Good

83%

13%

5%

Qualitative data from the student survey reinforced the conclusion that communication
between instructors and students is generally good. The following comment is representative of a
strong theme in the data:
I stayed connected to the instructor as well as the subject matter. This instructor
also was very accessible not only by e-mail but by phone because she was
sensitive to our needs and different learning levels related to technology.
Students in some cases made the point that their experiences of communication with the
instructor was actually better in the distance education environment:
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I felt like I communicated more with the instructor this way and received better
feedback.
I was able to better communicate with the professor through e-mail.
Students in the minority who did not experience good communication with the instructor
also provided written comments. Some students felt that communication with the professor was
difficult through email since it took a long time for professors to respond. A lack of regular
communication with the instructor made some students feel a bit neglected. Office hours were
beneficial for students to have a guaranteed time to communicate with the instructor. The
following set of comments is characteristic of this theme. Note again that these comments do not
represent the dominant view of students:
Not being able to get a hold of the professor in time when I had a question [was a
problem]. Since we mostly spoke over email, it took awhile to get a response
back.
The only thing that was a problem for me was not being able to communicate
with my instructor on a regular basis.
I felt neglected by the instructor.
The only problem I had was worrying about the professor answering my emails
on time. This is an understandable problem since everyone has a busy/different
schedule. However, when I felt very anxious I was able to go to the professor's
office hours.
Table 3 shows that only 15% of the student population made use of office hours. Comments
from students suggest that office hours are a useful alternative to email as a means of
communication.
Student Access to University Services. Criteria for the operation of distance education
include good access to university services, according to the University Policy Manual. Item #10
asked students about access to the bookstore, #11 about access to academic advising, #12 about
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access to student services, and #13 about access to technical support. As findings reported in
Table 4 reveal, students in general report that access is good:
Table 4
Student Access to University Services

Strongly Agre Agree

Disagree

Strongly Disag N/A

10. I had
adequate
access to the
bookstore

64%

27%

2%

1%

6%

11. I was
satisfied
with access
to academic
advising.

35%

38%

10%

4%

15%

12. I was
36%
satisfied
with access to
student s
ervices (for
example,
financial aid o
registration).

45%

8%

2%

9%

13. When I
31%
needed help
with the
technology,
help was
readily
available and
effective.

37%

6%

2%

24%

These data provide evidence that students have good access to university services generally in
the distance education environment. Although a higher proportion of students responded with
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some dissatisfaction regarding academic advising, this proportion was still small, and analysis of
the written comments provided no additional insight into this matter.
Effects of Low Technology Skills on Course Achievement. Table 5 reveals clearly that
skill with technology is not a factor in student success or failure in the distance education
environment. Note that the population of students who enroll in distance education courses
includes a small percentage of students who had no choice, i.e., they were placed in the course at
the time of registration or there was no other section offered. The small percentage of students
who report problems with their technology skills could come from among this group:
Table 5
Effects of Low Technology Skills on Course Achievement

19. I spent
too much
time
learning to
use the
technology.

Strongly Agre Agree

Disagree

Strongly Disag N/A

2%

6%%

45%

41%

6%

3%

36%

55%

5%

20. I was
1%
at a
disadvantage
because
I did not
possess
adequate
computer
skills.

Analysis of the qualitative data reinforces the conclusion that weak technology skills is
not a significant problem for students. In fact, the written comments indicate that students were
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given the opportunity to improve their technology skills while taking DDE courses. Instructors
were also sensitive to students with low technology skills:
I learned lots of new information about internet and history of computer and lot
more. I strongly believe all students in any deportment need to know this
information.
The continued use of technology bettered my skills.
Student Access to and Use of the Library Services. As data reported in Table 6 show,
students are either satisfied with library services (61%), or they find these services irrelevant to
their distance education experience (34%). A small percentage (5%) reported “not satisfied.”
Moreover, 66% of the students reported that they were able to access databases, full-text articles,
and journals; 3% were not able to access these resources while 31% did not need to access them.
Table 6
Student Access to and Use of the Library Services

Strongly Agre Agree

Disagree

Strongly Disag N/A

9. I had
adequate
access to
A
the library

66%

24%

1%

1%

10%

14. The
technology
worked
B
correctly

48%%

44%

7%

1%

n/a

A

Item 16 probes access to databases, full-text articles, and electronic journals with 66%
affirmative access, 3% reporting no access, 31% not applicable
B
Item 17 probes overall level of satisfaction with library services with 66% fully satisfied, 5%
reporting not satisfied, 34% not applicable
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Students were asked to provide written comments to the following question: What is
going well with library services and how we might improve services for you? Students overall
felt that the library services were good. The following comments are representative of this
theme:
For all my needs so far, the library has been helpful.
Library services was wonderful, not confusing what so ever.
Students did make suggestions for improvement of library services. They felt, for example, that
extended library hours would be beneficial:

Longer hours of availability [would be helpful]. There are a lot of people on
campus that commute and work during the day. It would be better to have
extended hours during the work week.
It would be nice to have 24 hour access to the library for studying purposes just
like SFSU does.
[There were] not enough hours during spring break when I had time to actually
research. I needed evening hours.
In terms of DDE and the library services, students would like more than one copy of videos in
the library, especially if it is required to watch.
I feel that there should be more than one copy of a video shown in class available
at a time, especially if it is a required watch.
Student Communication and Isolation within Course Settings. Data from the faculty
survey highlighted both the challenges and the potential of communication within the distance
education context. Students were also asked to provide their perceptions about these issues.
Table 7 reports the findings in this regard from the student survey:
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Table 7
Student Communication and Isolation within Course Settings

Strongly agree Agree

Disagree

Strongly DisagN/A

2%

6%

45%

42%

3%

24. I felt
5%
isolated
from other
students
.
25. I felt
6%
isolated from
the
instructor.

17%

45%

30%

3%

16%

45%

30%

3%

26. I could
18%
communicate
effectively
with other
students.

46%

17%

6%

12%

27. I could
34%
communicate
effectively
with the
instructor

49%

10%

3%

4%

21. I missed
important
information

Responses to item #21 (I missed important information) indicate that such an occurrence
happened to just 8% of the student population. Responses to item #24 and #25 having to do with
feelings of isolation are positive for the distance education environment with 75% of students
reporting that isolation was not a problem for them. Both #24 and #25, however, reveal that 22%
of the respondents did in fact experience a sense of isolation. This may underscore the wisdom of
strategies like those recommended by one professor earlier: the need for the human touch when
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technology is the mediator (e.g., showing photos of students, greeting them personally, etc.).
Issues of communication raised by the student data parallel those raised in the faculty data:
Students in general find communication in the distance environment effective, but the numbers
include a proportion of students sizable enough to warrant further exploration.
Analysis of the written comments sheds little light on possible solutions to problems of
isolation because virtually all of the comments of this nature were positive. Some students felt
the DDE environment encouraged student participation since it is a less intimidating setting:
There is more interaction amongst students in a discussion forum. Some people
might feel intimidated to talk in a classroom, or might not be as eager to engage in
discussion that opposes the views of the majority. The web-based features in the
course allowed everyone in the classroom to participate in discussions and
express their thoughts and ideas in regards to the various issues discussed in the
classroom.
I was more willing to express my opinion because I personally respond better in
written form. I never felt isolated, I was able to interact online and end up meeting
my fellow classmates in class. I enjoyed the convenience of being able to log on
whenever I wanted to or had the available time.
Since assignments were handled on the web, if I had any questions I would ask
the other students through email, and it did not make me feel stupid because I was
not face to face. In addition, if another student had a question that I did not know,
it helped me to get the information.
Some students felt that the DDE environment introduced and encouraged students to
communicate with their classmates using technology:
I learned to interact with other students through the technology offered through
web ct. Through web ct, I was able to comment on current ideas, topics, and
important events in the news with my classmates and know what they thought as
well. Web ct helped me very much throughout my government 1 course.
Problems for Students in the Distance Education Environment. Students were asked to
respond in writing to the following question: What created problems for you as you learned in
the distance education environment? Many students claimed to have no complaints with the
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DDE environment except for a few minor technology problems, but the list of minor technology
problems was overwhelming. Most students mentioned that they had problems with video
streaming. It would disconnect or footage would appear blurry. This caused unnecessary stress.
More importantly, it also caused students to miss portions of the lecture:
Sometimes I would get bumped off the stream and it would take a couple of
minutes before I was able to return to the lecture.
The streaming cutting off and reconnecting [was a problem]. It stressed me out
since I thought I would not be able to hear the key word or get the adequate
information from the lecture. I would have to reload my real player which took
some time to get it back.
High volume internet users during class hours may have caused frequent pauses
of the live stream. I am always scared that I will miss the keyword.
Sometimes while I was listening to the lectures they would cut in and out of
sound on my computer and the slides would become blurry at some points during
the lecture.
The video streaming was not working good on my computer. I live in downtown
Sacramento, no cable so I was using my internet provider, aol, to access. The
video would freeze on me on several occasions to load more data and pictures
were blurry
Some students found Real Player to be unpredictable, and again, it would disconnect:
The real player that plays the class is very unpredictable, I would get shut out of
the class many times. When I called the support desk at CSU Sac they told me to
contact the professor. I tried to use the suggestions given on real player's website
to fix the problem and nothing ever worked. It was very frustrating.
One student suggested alternatives to Real Audio Player.
I had some minor difficulties with Real Audio Player. It would be nice if students
had a few options such as Windows Media Player, Apple Quicktime, etc.
Other students mentioned that it was difficult to take the class without cable TV. Students were
able to watch the archived lectures but were not able to take part in the live discussions. Some
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asked if it would be possible to have live WebCT video streaming as an alternative to cable
access:
I don't have cable so I watch the lecture via WebCT which means I watch it later.
If live video streaming were available I could better interact with the live class by
calling in and asking questions.
I wasn't able to interact in group activities with other students live at the studio
and I wasn't able to communicate with the professor either. I don't have cable on
television, so I was unable to ask questions via telephone.
For some students, time management was difficult. Most students acknowledged that this
was a personal issue rather than a problem with DDE. For example, some students missed
quizzes because they did not check WebCT often enough. Time management problems became
smaller problems when the professor distributed a clear syllabus and stuck to the assigned dates:
One big thing that was difficult for me was time management. Sometimes I was
unable to go online to access WebCT to see the quizzes or assignments and
because it was my first distance class, I found it hard to keep track of things to do
for a distance class.
I didn't check WebCT often enough and missed quizzes for my class.
Since this class was taken because I was unable to attend the course in class, the
only problem that I had was making sure to stay on top of watching the classes
and motivating myself to study for the course, however since this was a personal
issue there really was no problems with the course itself.
You have to stay self-motivated about class and keep up on watching them
otherwise you miss stuff. That would be the only bad thing about the distance
education program. But if the teacher stays on the guidelines of the syllabus its
usually not a problem.
Positive Aspects for Students in the Distance Education Environment. Students were
asked to respond in writing to the following question: What was positive for you as you learned
in the distance education environment? Their responses indicate that students are enthusiastic
about this instructional delivery system and appreciate the university’s willingness to make it
available. For one thing, students liked having access to the video record of everything that
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happened in class. The ability to replay the video and capture missing information from lectures
is highlighted as a positive in all of these notes:
[It was helpful] having access to the class material and videos after class.
[Having access to the videos] allows the student to review precisely what was
covered in class, which is a unique advantage versus courses that are not recorded
via media.
[The video record] saved me a lot of time because the material I needed to know
was there, without a lot of "fluff."
[I could] go back to different lectures and get any information that I might have
missed the first time.
Being able to hear the lectures over and over if needed [was helpful].
[I could] replay lectures and catch anything I may have missed in lecture, IT'S
JUST SOOOO CONVENIENT!!
Students appreciate that CSUS offers distance education courses so that students with
special circumstances can still get a college degree. For some parents, leaving their family to
attend a class at the university is impossible:
I really like the self pace aspect of the course and it's been nice not having to go
down to the campus to take the tests since I am taking care of my 3 month old
daughter.
Many potential students live in areas where specific courses are not offered or where a four-year
university is not located. Some students found that CSUS was the only college in the state to
offer a hematology course, which luckily is offered through distance education. Access to
courses through distance education has given these students opportunities they may not have
otherwise had:
Just the fact that I can do it. There is not a 4 year college where I live. It is also
great to get perspectives from differing communities.
This is the only course that I'm aware of in the state for this subject (hematology).
The technology made it possible for me to take this course from hundreds of miles
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away, and without having to fly in for labs/tests since they were held locally at
SDSU. Because I get up very early for work, the time fit into my schedule.
More people were able to take Clinical Hematology in areas where the class is not
offered. Clinical Hematology is a class that is important for anyone going into any
aspect of the medical field and through distance education more are given the
opportunity to take this essential course.
I was able to enroll in this course even though I am in Southern California. I have
been trying to get into hematology class since we migrated here in the US seven
years ago but no school here in San Diego offers this course. The nearest school is
CSU Dominguez Hills but this is too far for me as I also have to work. This
distance ed course is truly is blessing for me. Hematology is the only course I
need in order for me to be able to take the CLS generalist exam.
Students felt that DDE courses were positive for a variety of reasons. Many students
made the observation that features of DDE courses, such as having easy access to course
handouts and lectures, should be woven into traditional courses to make learning more effective
for all students:
The convenience of being able to access course handouts and review archives is a
major plus and one I'd like to see all science courses eventually take advantage of
in the future. I believe this is the future to effective learning since a lot of the time
a student isn't able to fully grasp ideas and/or concepts discussed during lecture
but is able to review them at a later date at their own leisure via WebCT video
archives.
Summary of the Findings
Based on the evidence from this survey, the Office of Distance and Distributed Education
is successfully providing a valuable service to the university and to the surrounding community,
reaching beyond the borders of the Sacramento region and touching the lives of students many,
many miles away. Instructors report that they are able to reach students who find traditional
courses inconvenient or even impossible to take, and students report that they find the courses
productive and enjoyable. The dominant impression after analysis of all of the survey data can be
captured in a quote from an instructor reported in an earlier section:
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This "wheel isn't broken" so don't change it very much because
it seems to working just fine.
Clearly, from the perspective of the users of the service, Academic Affairs is well advised to
continue policies and practices currently in place with no major changes.
Instructors are satisfied with the level of technical, instructional design, and related
support provided to them via the Office of Distance and Distributed Education. Although
instructors in distance education courses grapple with the same instructional issues faced by all
instructors, namely student engagement, active participation, and interaction, they have been
innovative and have developed expertise that serves their students well and are actively seeking
ways to improve. Interestingly, the instructors suggest that the technologies underpinning the
distance education context may present their own unique technological solutions that even
surpass the levels of effectiveness achieved via traditional instruction. Instructors report that their
distance education students, with the possible exception of ESL students, perform academically
at least as well as and often better than students they have taught in traditional classrooms.
Moreover, the distance education environment may have a positive effect on student retention.
Although they have suggestions for ways to improve in this area, instructors are able to ensure
the integrity of student work in the distance education context and are eager to bolster this aspect
of their work through greater technological vigilance against plagiarism.
At an intensity level at least equal to and perhaps stronger than that of instructors,
students are also satisfied with their experiences in distance education at CSUS. They report a
variety of reasons for taking courses by way of distance education, including convenience and
time saving, and in some cases their academic work could not occur in the absence of this
delivery system. Students report infrequent instances of difficulty communicating with their
instructors, and in general students find their communication with instructors effective, in some
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cases even superior to traditional forms of communication. They find the record of class
activities left as the residue of the technology valuable because of the flexibility it brings and
because they can access crucial information from class as many times as needed. Students do not
find their level of technological skill a barrier to learning, and when they do, they find that their
instructors are sensitive to their needs, and help is usually available. They are satisfied with
access to university services, including the library, which is serving them quite well. If they have
one request, they would like to see the library open for longer hours, particularly in the evening
and during university breaks. They generally do not feel isolated, can communicate with fellow
students, and appreciate the opportunity to take the courses. When they have complaints, these
focus largely on the interface of the Internet and cable-based applications.
Analysis of the results of this survey suggest that the Office of Distance and Distributed
Education is meeting the mark as specified in the university policy manual in that DDE is
maintaining “…both the rigor and integrity of all courses offered as well as the quality of
instruction.” It seems clear that the collective voice of the instructors and students who
completed this survey would support the following statement: DDE is to be commended for its
good and important work—and for its willingness to take a hard look at itself.
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