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Abstract

With the rapid growth of online learning at community colleges and the low course completion
and performance associated with it, there has been increasing need to identify effective ways to
address the challenges in online teaching and learning at this particular setting. Based on open-
ended survey responses from 105 instructors and 365 students from multiple community colleges
in a state, this study examined instructors’ and students’ perceptions of effective and ineffective
instructional practices and changes needed in online coursework. By combining structural topic
modelling techniques with human coding, we identified instructional practices that were
perceived by both instructors and students as effective in supporting online learning as well as
ineffective and needing improvement. Moreover, we identified a handful of misalignments
between instructors and students in their perceptions of online teaching, including course
workload and effective ways to communicate.

Keywords: Online instruction, community college, instructor perception, student

perception
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Introduction

Community colleges provide a key point of access to postsecondary education for
millions of low-income and ethnic minority students. Yet, community colleges face many
challenges, including limited space, faculty shortages, and large proportions of students who
hold jobs while enrolled in college and therefore may find it difficult to attend on-campus
courses (Carnevale et al., 2015; Ives, 2006). These circumstances provide a context in which
distance learning can thrive. Indeed, almost one-third of community college students attempted
at least one course online in 2016; among these “ever online students,” 40% took an entirely
online curriculum (Xu & Xu, 2019). Despite the high hopes for online learning to expand
educational opportunities for community college students, existing studies have consistently
identified high mid-semester withdrawal rates and low course performance among online courses
offered at community colleges (e.g., Hart et al., 2018; Xu & Jaggars, 2013). Even more
concerning is the fact that students from disadvantaged backgrounds, such as ethnical minority,
low-income, academically underprepared students, and student parents, are subject to greater
online performance decrements (Fendler et al., 2018; Johnson & Mejia, 2014; Xu & Jaggars,
2014; Wladis et al., 2016).

A growing effort has been directed to identify effective instructional practices that can
better support online learning from both instructors’ and students’ perspectives (e.g., Bolliger &
Martin, 2018; Delen & Liew, 2016; Jackson et al., 2010; Johnson & Davies, 2014). Yet, the
majority of these studies were conducted at four-year institutions, and the findings may not be
generalized to community colleges due to the distinct populations the two sectors serve (e.g.,
Fike & Fike, 2008; Xu et al., 2019). Due to open-door admission policies, community colleges

disproportionately serve a large number of racial minorities, low-income students, and non-
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traditional students. According to the report from Fry and Cilluffo (2019), the share of
underrepresented minority students in community colleges in 2016 is 43% compared to 35% at
public four-year universities and 29% at private four-year universities. Nearly 50% of
community college students were from families below the lower-middle income threshold
compared to 35% at public four-year and 27% at private four-year universities. In addition,
around 40% of the students at community colleges tended to work full-time while enrolled
compared to 21% at four-year universities (Brenden, Deil-Amen, Rios-Aguilar, 2015).
Community college students also tend to be less academically prepared on average compared
with four-year students (Fike & Fike, 2008), and may need additional support to navigate an
online course successfully. These differences in student populations imply that the specific
challenges associated with online learning may differ between community college and four-year
university students. Indeed, existing studies have consistently found large performance gaps
between online and face-to-face courses at community colleges (e.g., Hart, et al., 2018;
Kozakowski, 2019; Xu & Jaggars, 2014) compared with little to no performance decrements by
course modality at four-year universities (e.g., Bowen et al., 2014; Joyce et al., 2015).
Accordingly, it is unclear to what extent instructional practices perceived as effective among
four-year faculty and students are also perceived as effective in promoting online learning at the
community college setting.

In light of the fast growth of online coursework at community colleges and the low
course completion rates associated with online learning in this setting, it is critical to understand
community college instructors’ and students’ perceptions of online instructional practices. To
achieve this goal, we developed an anonymous open-ended survey and collected information

systematically on instructors’ and students’ perceptions of effective and ineffective instructional
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practices and changes needed in online coursework across multiple community colleges in the
North Carolina Community College System (NCCCS). By comparing instructors’ and students’
perceptions of effective and ineffective online instructional practices and how to improve online
instruction, we intend to identify possible ways through which online instruction can be
improved at community colleges.
Instructional practices to facilitate online learning

A number of researchers have examined promising ways to support online instruction.
These researchers seemed to agree that the challenges of online learning stem primarily from the
increased need for self-regulation due to the absence of regular, structured, and physical class
meetings (Broadbent & Poon, 2015), the greater difficulties in achieving effective interpersonal
interactions (Cox, 2006; Jaggars & Xu, 2016), and the lack of easy access to student supports
such as tutoring, counselling, and other services that are typically located on campus and are not
available online (Destin, 2018; Schneider & Clark, 2018). Based on teaching and learning
theories both in general and in the specific setting of virtual environments, researchers have
recommended several online instructional principles and specific practices that have the potential
to address these challenges. For instance, Johnson and Davies (2014) proposed a list of
instructional strategies to help students manage, evaluate, and adjust their learning processes,
such as sending regular reminders and encouraging self-assessments. Similarly, Bolliger and
Martin (2018) proposed 20 instructional strategies that have the potential to improve the quality
of student-to-student and student-to-instructor interactions, such as having students introduce
themselves to each other and providing students with detailed feedback on their assignments.

A growing number of studies attempted to examine instructor and student experiences

and perceptions regarding online teaching practices. Primarily conducted at four-year
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universities, these studies found that instructors and students value strategies that keep students
on track, such as providing checklists each week and sending reminders for upcoming deadlines
(e.g., Bolliger & Martin, 2018; Martin et al., 2018). Additionally, several studies found that both
instructors and students rate highly practices that facilitate instructor-to-student and student-to-
student interactions, such as offering constructive feedback on students’ progress and including
icebreaker activities to allow students to introduce themselves to each other (e.g., Bolliger &
Martin, 2018; Bork & Rucks-Ahidiana, 2013; Martin et al., 2018; Martin et al., 2020). For
instance, Martin and colleagues (2020) surveyed 115 instructors at a southeastern university
about their perceptions of the effectiveness of twelve facilitation strategies in online courses. The
respondents rated timely responses to questions and feedback on assignments/projects the
highest. These instructors also reported group projects and synchronous sessions to be helpful
when asked about other effective strategies they used in their online classes. Interviews with
online students and instructors further reveal that strategies for enhancing interpersonal
interactions not only allow instructors to provide more timely academic support to students and
allow students to learn from each other, but also help to create a sense of community and
belonging in a virtual learning environment (Kear et al., 2014; Shieh et al., 2008).

While studies conducted at four-year institutions provide important insights regarding
possible strategies to better support online learning, it is unclear whether strategies perceived as
effective in these studies may be applicable to the two-year setting (Fike & Fike, 2008; Xu & Xu,
2019). For instance, while intensive online collaborative activities are generally well received by
students in four-year universities (Bolliger & Martin, 2018; Walker & Kelly, 2007), these

activities often involve strong time commitment from the students and therefore might be more
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challenging for community college students who tend to be less academically-prepared and are
more likely to enroll part-time.

A small but growing body of research has examined the perceptions and experiences of
online instructors and students at community colleges (e.g., Cunningham, 2015; Jackson et al.,
2010; Stanford-Bowers, 2008). For instance, Jackson and colleagues (2010) collected survey
data on student perceptions of online courses from two community colleges and found that
student course satisfaction was higher in classes where instructors provided more timely
responses and engaging lectures and classroom activities. Cunningham (2015) surveyed 40
community college students about specific instructional practices for enhancing social presence
in online courses and found that quick email responses from the instructor and collaborative
group work opportunities played an important role. Similarly, Stanford--Bowers (2008)
conducted group interviews with students, administrators, and faculty at one community college
and elicited opinions on barriers to student persistence in online courses. Interestingly, the study
identified disagreement in perceptions between the administrators/faculty and students: while
students found the lack of adequate technical support, poor course design, and limited personal
contact with instructors as the most important barriers, the administrators and faculty did not
report these issues as concerns.

The incongruence between instructors and students identified in Stanford--Bowers
(2008)’s study regarding how to improve online learning highlights the importance of collecting
opinions from both instructors and students. This may not only help collect effective
instructional practices more comprehensively, but also pinpoint possible discrepancies between
instructors and students regarding online teaching and learning. Such misalignment often

contributes to non-optimal instruction and poor learning outcomes (Cox, 2009; Karp & Bork,
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2012) and may be exacerbated in online learning settings due to the lack of timely in-person
communication (Bambara et al., 2009; Bork & Rucks-Ahidiana, 2013; Stanford--Bowers, 2008).
In addition, all of the existing studies focus only on effective instructional practices in online
learning. Yet, understanding instructional practices that are perceived as ineffective and/or
needing changes, especially from students’ perspectives, may also provide valuable insights into
specific areas that require attention and improvement.

This study builds on the existing literature and further contributes to it by collecting
open-ended responses from both instructors and students on their perceptions regarding
instructional practices in fully online courses from multiple institutions of a state community
college system. Specifically, we address three research questions: what are community college
instructors’ and students’ perceptions of (1) effective practices in online instruction, (2)
ineffective practices in online instruction, and (3) critical changes necessary to improve
online instruction?

Method
Data Collection

This study was conducted during the spring term of the 2018-2019 academic year in the
North Carolina Community College System (referred to as NCCCS hereafter), the third-largest
community college system in the United States. NCCCS uses mainly Moodle and Blackboard to
implement its online courses. Online course enrollments have risen steadily at NCCCS: From
Fall 2013 to Fall 2017, the percentage of students who took at least one course online increased
from 43% to 66%. In a similar vein, 22% of the students who enrolled in the 2016-2017
academic year took online courses exclusively, which was up from 14% in 2012-2013. Despite

the steady increase in online enrollment, there has been a persistent performance gap between
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online and face-to-face courses: in fall 2015, the average course passing rate of online courses
was 77%, more than 10 percentage points lower than that of face-to-face courses.

In view of the persistent performance gaps, the NCCCS Excellence in Research and
Analytics research team reached out to the official Distance Learning Administrator contacts for
all the 58 North Carolina community colleges to help collect promising strategies in improving
online learning experiences. These contacts were asked to further distribute a survey among
faculty and students who had any online teaching and learning experiences at their individual
colleges to reflect on effective and ineffective instructional practices that the respondent had
experienced in online coursework and what changes were needed to improve online instruction.
The detailed survey items and questions are presented in Table 1. It is important to note that the
goal of this open-ended survey was not to understand how representative a particular practice
had been used at NCCCS, nor to determine the views of the entire systems’ students or faculty.
Instead, it aimed to collect practices that are promising in improving online teaching and learning.
Accordingly, most of the colleges relied on a convenience sample in collecting responses from
online instructors and students.

Twenty-seven colleges provided at least one response to either or both the faculty and the
student versions of the survey, with 19 colleges providing at least one faculty response and 18
colleges providing at least one student response. Student demographic for the 27 responding
colleges is fairly similar to those of the 58 community colleges in the system in terms of gender,
ethnicity, and student age. A total of 105 instructors and 365 students from the 27 community

colleges in NCCCS completed the survey. Compared with the demographics of students at
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NCCCS, the survey sample tended to have higher proportions of female students, White students,
and African American students, while lower proportions of Hispanic students.'
Analytical Approach

We combined machine learning with human coding to identify core themes in instructor
and student responses. Specifically, we first used structural topic modeling (STM) (Roberts, et
al., 2014) to develop the coding scheme from the open-ended survey responses in an objective
way and then conducted independent human coding of the entire sets of responses based on the
key themes identified through STM. Compared with traditional human coding of qualitative data,
STM does not require the researcher to establish an ex-ante coding framework, but instead
allows the main themes to emerge from the large number of open-ended responses by analyzing
the co-occurrence of these words and identifying words that frequently occur together. Yet, STM
is limited in its ability to effectively identify themes in short texts—Ilike the data used in this
study—since the algorithm is mainly based on word co-occurrence in the data, which is limited
in short texts due to data sparsity (Qiang, et al., 2017). Hand-coding the responses based on the
key themes that have been identified through STM can thus help systematically examine the
validity of the coding scheme developed based on STM and refine the coding scheme using
human knowledge. Below, we outline the steps taken in our two-stage data analysis.

Development of coding schemes. In the first stage, we used STM to develop a coding
scheme for each question and for instructor and student responses separately. The basic intuition
behind STM is to group words based on the frequency of their co-occurrences in the responses.

Based on the keywords in a word group identified by the algorithm, the researcher can then

' The majority (77.84%) of the student respondents were female, 58.8% of the students were White, 25.3%
of them were African American, 6.3% of them were Hispanic, and 9.6% of them were other races or
unknown. In contrast, among the students at NCCCS, 60% of them were female, 57% of them were

White, 21% of them were African American, 12% of them were Hispanic, and 10% of them were other
races or unknown.
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interpret the meaning of the words and the potential topic captured by these words. For instance,

99 ¢6s

nstructor,

99 ¢¢

a group of words of “emails, communication,” and “feedback” could be
interpreted as a topic about “effective student-instructor communication.” More specifically, the
process of identifying key topics for each open-ended question involved three steps: (1)
Conducting “stemming” to prepare the survey responses, which involved removing all
punctuations, transforming the text to lowercase, and reducing words to their root form; (2)
Setting the number of topics, where we estimated the model using a wide range of numbers of
topics (e.g., from 2 to 30); and (3) Determining the optimal number of topics by balancing both
the model fit and the interpretability of the results. In the third step, we first narrowed down the
number of topics to a small range (e.g., from 2 to 8) based on the measures of held-out likelihood
and semantic coherence. Then, two researchers coded the responses independently and
determined the number of topics that made the most sense (e.g., 6 topics for instructor
perceptions on effective instructional practices). After obtaining the key words that emerged
from STM, researchers interpreted the collection of the words and identified the key themes
based on the findings in the existing literature. Appendix A provides a detailed explanation
regarding the steps through which we identified the key themes based on STM and Appendix B
provides the model fit results for each survey question.

Human coding based on key themes. In the second stage, two assistants independently
applied the themes that emerged from the STM to review and code all the survey responses.
During this process, the research assistants paid special attention to themes that were not
identified as a distinct theme based on the STM but aligned well with the existing literature on
online teaching and learning. We added these themes to the coding scheme to complement the

results from the machine learning algorithm with human knowledge. After each round of human
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coding, we calculated the kappa values for the agreement between the two assistants for each
code, identified areas of disagreement, discussed the new codes added, and refined the coding
schemes. We repeated this process three times until satisfactory levels of kappa statistics (0.70)
were obtained (Landis & Koch, 1977; McHugh, 2012).2 The final kappa statistics for all the
codes ranged from 0.70 to 0.94, with 73% of the codes having a kappa value higher than 0.8 (see
Appendix C). Finally, a third researcher intervened to negotiate for a consensus where a
disagreement occurred.
Results

A total of 36 themes were identified from instructors’ and students’ perceptions of
effective and ineffective online instructional practices and required changes to improve online
learning outcomes. Below we summarize the definition of these themes, sample responses for
each theme, and the frequency of each theme. More detailed description of these themes and
sample response is provided in Appendix D. >
Effective Instructional Practices
Instructor Perceptions

(i) Regular announcements and reminders. The most frequently mentioned effective

instructional practice, which appeared in nearly 30% of all instructor responses, is using regular

? The kappa result can be interpreted as follows: values < 0 as indicating no agreement and 0.01-0.20 as none to
slight, 0.21-0.40 as fair, 0.41— 0.60 as moderate, 0.61-0.80 as substantial, and 0.81—-1.00 as almost perfect
agreement.

tis important to note that a theme that was reported by only a small number of survey respondents does not
necessarily mean that these practices are not important due to two reasons. First, the survey did not urge respondents
to provide an extensive list of instructional practices. In addition, since this study is not intended to be a
representative study, the fact that some practices that were less frequently mentioned by the survey respondents does
not mean that these practices are also less important for other instructors and students in the system. Since the goals
of this study is to identify any themes that are worth considering in improving online teaching and learning, we
decided to retain all the themes that emerged from the data (including those with small numbers of responses). That
said, in discussing the implications from these findings in the discussion section, we intentionally avoid making
claims or pedagogical recommendations based on a particular theme with few responses; instead, we focus on
patterns of results that are shared across multiple themes or themes mentioned by at least 10% of the respondents in
our sample.
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announcements and reminders to give students clear guidance about what they need to do in the
upcoming week and to remind them of upcoming assignments and exams. In addition to keeping
students on track, instructors perceived regular announcements and reminders as an important
channel of instructor-to-student communication, which demonstrated instructor presence in the
course. For example, one instructor noted: “I communicate with my students three times per
week. Weekly I post the announcements of assignments due. On the assignment due date, I send
a reminder to the students who have not submitted their work for the week.” In a similar vein,
another instructor noted: “I periodically create video announcements with myself in them so
students get a sense of my presence in the class.”

(ii) Varied materials and diversified media in content delivery. More than 25% of the
online instructors found delivering course content using varied instructional materials and
diversified media to be effective. A number of instructors emphasized the use of visual
presentations, particularly using lecture videos in addition to texts to enhance student learning.

For example, several instructors said that they usually produced short videos that “introduce the

2 ¢ 29 ¢e

material we will cover,” “tie into the course topic,” “explain more complicated concepts,” or
provide “‘how to’ videos for assignments.”

(iii) Proactive outreach with timely support. More than 20% of the instructors reported
that they reached out to students who seemed to be struggling, and gave them timely
encouragement and guidance on their learning. These instructors indicated that such proactive
outreach would motivate students who were fulfilling the expectations of the course and also
provide encouragement and timely support to students who were not. For example, one instructor

mentioned: “If a student does poorly on an assignment early in the semester, I reach out

individually and provide suggestions on how to improve next time, such as study strategies,
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proofreading more carefully, and taking advantage of multiple attempts. Then I give words of
encouragement, like ‘Hang in there, I know you can do this!””

(iv) Timely response. Around 20% of the online instructors mentioned it was critical to
respond to students’ emails, discussion forum posts, and text messages promptly so that students
felt the instructor was approachable and responsive. One instructor said: “I also respond to
student emails throughout the day every day to ensure their questions are answered promptly and
they feel heard.”

(v) Quality feedback on assignments. Around 12% of the instructors suggested that
quality feedback on assignments was essential to help students improve their performance.
According to these instructors, the feedback should go beyond the numeric/letter grades, and also
include personalized compliments of what students have done and constructive criticism. One
instructor noted that he/she would always “highlight the things students have done well before
delving into the areas for improvement” to “enable self-efficacy” and keep “a positive
atmosphere.” Another instructor focused on providing “detailed feedback for any loss of points
on an assignment.”

(vi) Offering discussion forum activities. Approximately 11% of the instructors
indicated that discussion forum activities that involved student interaction had the potential to
enhance learning from and social interactions with peers. Some instructors mentioned that they
had “a weekly open forum so that students can discuss any issues they may have had with the

29 ¢¢

chapter or with the assignments,” “required discussion board where students help each other
complete assignments,” or “a fun icebreaker activity” on the discussion board.

Student Perceptions

Six themes were identified for students’ perceptions of effective instructional practices.
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(i) Varied materials and diversified media in content delivery. Close to 30% of the
students appreciated when instructors used a variety of media and varied materials to deliver
course content. They also appreciated when students were provided with multiple media to
receive the same information, which allowed them to choose their preferred way of accessing the
information. For example, one student found it helpful when instructors provided “multiple
views of learning. For example, having videos, PowerPoint, readings etc. Not everyone learns
the same way so having multiple teaching styles included helps.”

(ii) Clear expectations on assignments. Around 20% of the students pointed out that it
was critical for instructors to clarify their expectations on assignments. Students particularly
appreciated specific guidance, clear evaluation criteria, and concrete examples that they could
draw on to meet these expectations. One student mentioned: “Not all but most of my instructors
give details on what they want in an assignment. Sometimes it can be misleading to students and
[students] completed in a different way but not the way the instructor had wanted.” Another
student found “having easy to follow and descriptive instructions as well as samples greatly
helps to complete assignments correctly.”

(iii) Timely response. More than 15% of the students appreciated when instructors
provided timely responses to their emails and discussion forum posts. Consistent with the
comments from instructors, students reported that timely responses helped them get quick
answers when they had questions and allowed them to move forward instead of lingering on the
questions. One student noted: “When they respond to their email in a timely manner. This helps
because I can get the assignment done without waiting too long.”

(iv) Regular announcements and reminders. Close to 10% of the students suggested

that regular announcements and reminders sent by instructors helped them stay on track. One
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student reported: “My biology teacher sends updates about assignments which helps me to stay
on track in my class.”

(v) Quality feedback on assignments. About 7% of the students indicated that they
benefit from the quality feedback from instructors. In particular, feedback on assignments early
on in a term helped students understand instructors’ expectations and specific ways to improve
their performance in future assignments. One student noted: “the thing that helps me the most is
when they comment on the work I have done. It helps me to understand what they are looking
for.”

(vi) Explaining course content with concrete examples. Approximately 6% students
suggested that it helped them to grasp the material when instructors provided concrete examples
to explain the concepts, skills, and/or processes to be learned. One student mentioned, “[The
instructor| explains what we are doing and gives an example of the concept in his life. This helps
me understand the concepts better.”

Ineffective Instructional Practices
Instructor Perceptions

Four themes were identified from instructors’ responses regarding ineffective
instructional practices. Interestingly, three out of the four themes are about instructional practices
that involve social interactions.

(i) Poor attendance in synchronous class meetings. Around 25% of the instructors
found synchronous class meetings (e.g., video conferences and virtual office hours) ineffective
due to low attendance rates. One instructor reported that most students did not attend
synchronous meetings and preferred asynchronous communications: “I have attempted many

attempts at synchronous meetings. We have made this a very easy process for our students, but



HOW CAN WE IMPROVE ONLINE LEARNING AT COMMUNITY COLLEGES 17

the majority of students do not prefer to meet synchronously. The majority of our students live in
an asynchronous world where they would rather text than make a phone call.”

(ii) Lack of high-quality engagement in the discussion forum. More than 20% of the
instructors suggested that discussion forum activities failed to achieve high-quality interactions
as intended, especially student-student interactions. Instructors noted that students rarely took the
initiative to respond to each other, even when responses were required. One instructor mentioned:
“If I do not require that students respond to a discussion post a day or two after posting their own
response, they never go back and read the thoughts of others.” Another instructor reported: “I
require peer feedback on discussion boards. However, some students regularly wait until the last
day to post and never respond to a peer.”

(iii) Unsuccessful group projects. More than 10% of the instructors found that group
projects were not successful. They pointed out that this might be partially due to the greater
challenges associated with effective collaboration in an online setting. One instructor reported: “I
tried a collaborative Wiki page as a weekly assignment, but about half the groups seemed to have
trouble figuring out how to collaborate.”

(iv) Problems surrounding deadlines. Approximately 7% of the instructors reported
that students had difficulties with following deadlines, especially when the deadlines were set in
an inconsistent way across assignments. Some instructors specifically indicated that allowing
extensions for assignments might result in students abusing the policy and falling behind.
Student Perceptions

Four themes emerged from students’ responses to ineffective instructional practices that

undermined their online learning.
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(i) Insufficient instructor communication and engagement. Around 25% of the
students indicated that there was limited instructor communication and engagement in online
courses, leading to insufficient support for students to understand the course content and
complete assignments. One student complained: “The majority of the instructors are not really
involved in my online classes. If I am lucky, I might hear from them once or twice during the
semester to remind me to do some assignment or take a test.”

(ii) Unclear expectations on course assignments. Close to 25% of the students reported
that they were confused and were not able to complete assignments appropriately due to a lack of
clarification of instructor expectations and clear guidance on how an assignment should be
completed. One student complained that instructors “sometimes forget to give examples to help
understand the concept of the assignment and what exactly the instructor is looking for.”

(iii) Unreasonable workload. More than 10% of the students reported unreasonable
workload from their online courses, which impeded them from optimal learning gain. For
example, one student noted: “I feel sometimes online courses are so jam-packed with busy work
that I focus on getting assignments done and don’t really retain the information.” Interestingly,
some students also expected online courses to have a lighter course load than face-to-face
courses and were disappointed with unreduced demand. One student explained: “Instructors do
not give a fair course load. A lot of us take online classes because we’re older, work full time,
have families and the course load is meant for kids who don’t have much going on outside of
school.”

(iv) Insufficient feedback on assignments and assessments. Around 10% of the
students reported that sometimes instructors did not provide sufficient feedback on assignments

and/or assessments, giving students limited information on how to improve their performance in
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future assignments and assessments. In addition, among the responses mentioned lacking
sufficient feedback, more than 60% of the student respondents mentioned the need for “timely
feedback,” specifically. For example, one student noted that instructors may “wait to the last
minute to grade assignments and don’t give feedback. This causes the students to work in the
dark, not knowing if the assignment they completed was correct or not before they submit
another assignment.” Similarly, close to 15% of the feedback-related responses mentioned the
lack of “detailed feedback”. For example, one student reported that “the instructors that do not
give specific explanations as to what you did wrong on an assignment are the worst.”
Changes Necessary to Improve Online Teaching and Learning

Instructor Perceptions

Six themes were identified from instructors’ responses about changes necessary to
improve online teaching and learning.

(i) Improving instructor communication and engagement. The most common theme
as reported by more than 25% of the instructors is that the instructors should make efforts to
improve the level and quality of their communication with students and engagement in the
course: “Instructor communication and presence in the class if the instructor doesn’t attend the
class why should the students?” Instructors perceived communication as fundamental to
developing a positive instructor-student relationship, which in turn helps students feel connected
to the course and strengthens their motivation to learn and succeed. Instructors highlighted
specific ways how their communication with students could be improved, such as increasing the
levels of communication (e.g., “A higher level of faculty-student communication’) and

humanizing instructor-student interaction (e.g., “I think it is very important to make personal
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contact with students” and “instructors who are open to letting their students know them as
people. Instructors who are humorous).

(ii) Clarifying expectations on online learning. Nearly 20% of the instructors suggested
that students tended to underestimate the workload in online courses and also have insufficient
skills, such as the ability to manage time wisely and to keep track of progress on course
assignments that are critical to successful online learning. Thus, it is important to clarify course
expectations and communicate explicitly the challenges associated with online learning early on.
For example, one instructor stated that it would be helpful to clarify that “better time
management skills” were needed since “students think that online classes are easier just because
they don't have to be in a classroom but actually it’s important that students understand the time
commitment and focus needed”.

(iii) Delivering content using varied materials and diversified media. Around 10% of
the instructors mentioned that they would like to use more diversified media in content delivery
(e.g., “I think students need to have video examples available not just a text book™) and bring in
additional useful and varied materials into the instruction (e.g., “provide a variety of content and
assessments”). One instructor said: “I have provided my students with multiple resources in
order to make them successful. I am continuing to add anything I am made aware of in order to
help my students. I am finding that a number of students take advantage”

(iv) Providing timely response. Nearly 5% of the instructors mentioned that they would
like to do a better job providing timely responses to students’ needs and questions. They
indicated that students were more likely to actively seek help from the instructor and develop a
personal connection with the instructor when they felt that the instructor was approachable and

responsive. One instructor mentioned: “Respond timely to students when they have a technical
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problem, or questions. If it takes days to get a response, or students don’t get a response at all, it
defeats the learning experience, and conveys a lack of caring to students.”

(v) Improving feedback on assignments and assessments. A handful of instructors (3%)
reported that they would like to try to improve both the quantity (e.g., “regular feedback from
instructors” and “immediate weekly feedback’) and quality of the feedback provided to students
(e.g., “detailed feedback on assignments”™). For instance, one instructor emphasized the need to
“provide instructive feedback anytime a student does not receive a perfect score.”

(vi) Improving feedback on student progress. In addition to providing better feedback
on assignments, several instructors (around 3%) suggested that they would like to better monitor
and provide feedback on students’ overall progress in a course. One instructor mentioned: “More
automatic monitoring and feedback of student progress, starting early in the term with attendance
and completion of early assignments.”

Student Perceptions

Six themes were identified from student responses about changes necessary to improve
online teaching and learning. It is worth noting that more than 20% of the students reported that
no change in online instruction was needed.” As a result, themes identified under this question
tend to receive a smaller number of mentioning by respondents.

(i) Delivering content using varied materials and diversified media. The change most
frequently suggested by students (around 10%) is to use diversified content delivery media,
particularly audio or videos with instructor presence, and to provide varied course materials,
such as multiple examples of the implication of the course content in different scenarios. One

student mentioned: “I like when teachers video themselves explaining the lessons. When the

* Among the students who reported “no changes needed,” most of them did not report any ineffective practices
either. Others reported practices that they found ineffective but could not think of a specific way to improve it.
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instructor gives verbal information about the subject it really helps, especially for those who are
audible learners.”

(ii) Setting up deadlines in more reasonable ways. Approximately 7% of the students
reported that instructors should set up the due dates in a more reasonable way. Some students
suggested setting up a clear schedule for assignments early in the course so that the students
could plan ahead of time. One student mentioned: “More professors to post due dates for
assignments as early as possible for students who may need to work ahead for whatever reason.”

(iii) Improving discussion board activities. Nearly 5% of the students reported that,
while they believed discussion board activities could be beneficial, the current discussion forum
activities needed to be substantially improved. On one hand, students recognized discussion

99 ¢¢

forum to be a valuable way to “share information,” “get in touch and assist each other,” and
“express concerns” and would like to “have more interactive assignments on the discussion
board.” On the other hand, students felt that the current discussion board activities were “just
busy work™ and did not generate meaningful and productive conversations. One student
complained that “students are typically forced to respond to a certain amount of people which
ends up not being a productive discussion. There needs to be more back and forth discussion
about intriguing topics.”

(iv) Sending regular announcements and reminders. About 4% of the students would
like their instructors to send announcements and reminders more frequently, such as “email[ing]
students regularly about due dates.”

(v) Providing timely response. Around 2% of the students suggested that more timely

responses to their needs and questions were needed. Some students mentioned that it would be

helpful if the instructors made themselves more accessible and were able to answer emails or
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discussion forum posts in a timely manner. One student noted: “I need professors to respond to
their emails in a timely manner. Sometimes their help is extremely needed when taking an online
course.”

(vi) Improving feedback on assignments and assessments. Nearly 1% of the students
suggested that they would like to receive better feedback on assignments. Some students
mentioned that feedback on assignments should go beyond grades to help students know why
their answers were incorrect and how to correct them. One student complained: “When I get a
question wrong, I would like a complete answer on where the answer can be found in the text
and why it is wrong.”

Discussion and Conclusion
Summary of Key Findings and Relevance in The Existing Literature

We identified several instructional practices that both instructors and students found to be
effective in supporting online learning. These practices can be grouped into one of two
categories. The first category includes practices that aim at facilitating instructor-student
interaction, such as sending regular announcements and reminders and responding to students’
questions in a timely manner. These practices have also been commonly cited as important ways
to improve student engagement in the existing online learning literature (e.g., Bolliger & Martin,
2018; Jackson et al., 2010), as they help students to establish personal connections with the
course instructor, which in turn helps students feel connected to the course and strengthens their
motivation to learn and succeed (Xu et al., 2020). The second category involves practices that
have the potential to improve student-content interaction, such as providing varied materials and
using diversified media in content delivery. This aligns well with the research in multimedia

learning that suggests multimedia help to strengthen retention of information by providing
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students with both verbal and visual representations of the information (Mayer & Moreno, 1998;
Moreno & Mayer, 1999). Additionally, providing students with diversified media for the same
content allows students to choose their preferred way of accessing the information, and is thus
more responsive to the needs and interests of diverse groups of students (Martin & Bolliger,
2018). Interestingly, some of these “effective practices” are also mentioned in respondents’
comments on “changes necessary to improve online teaching and learning”, such as the need of
varied materials and diversified media in content delivery. This implies that despite the
agreement on the potential of these practices in improving online success, there may be
important hurdles standing in the way of implementing these strategies in an optimal way.
Students and instructors reached less consensus on “ineffective strategies.” Yet, one key
theme that both instructors and students agreed on is discussion board activities. Specifically,
discussion forum activity was reported as being ineffective in achieving high-quality student-
student interaction by around 20% of the instructors and was on the top of the list of instructional
practices that needed to be improved by both students and instructors. This result aligns with
prior findings that student-student interaction was negatively associated with course completion
in online courses at community colleges (e.g., Grandzol & Grandzol, 2010) and adult students in
online professional development programs tended to not value interpersonal interactions with
peers (Rhode, 2009). Meanwhile, this finding is in contrast to previous studies conducted at four-
year institutions where both instructors and students, especially undergraduates, viewed
discussion board activities as effective and indispensable to facilitating interpersonal interactions
in online learning (e.g., Bolliger & Martin, 2018; Walker & Kelly, 2007). Yet, this finding does
not necessarily mean that student-student interactions are not as important at community colleges.

Instead, it might be that it is more challenging to organize high-quality online student interaction,
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such as meaningful discussion forum activities in settings where a large proportion of students
have other commitments outside school and are academically underprepared (Croxton, 2014).

Prior research conducted in community colleges documented misalignments between
students and instructors in various perceptions, including students’ responsibilities, instructor
responsiveness, and specific ways instructors should consider to improve student engagement
(e.g., Bork & Rucks-Ahidiana, 2013; Stanford-Bowers, 2008). Our results support this
phenomenon and reveal two specific areas of misalignments. First, instructors and students
diverged on what should be a reasonable workload for online students. While students expected
online course to impose less coursework on students and adjust to the busy schedule of adult
learners, instructors seemed to expect online students to exert equal levels of efforts, if not more.
The consistent findings about the discrepancies between instructors and students in their
perceptions of online learning may indicate that both instructors and students have
misconceptions about the challenges of online learning and the responsibilities they need to
assume when teaching/learning online (Bawa, 2016). Therefore, while a statement about the
course workload required can be provided to alleviate potential misunderstanding, additional
systematical professional development and online learning orientations may be needed to address
the fundamental misconceptions about online learning (Bawa, 2016).

In addition, while both instructors and students valued student-instructor interactions,
they differed in their preferred way of communication: while more than 25% of the instructors
reported providing synchronous class meetings, students rarely took advantage of these
opportunities. Instead, students generally preferred asynchronous interactions with the course
instructor, such as through text messages and emails. This finding aligns with some of the

existing literature that points out that students, especially adult learners, prefer asynchronous
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over synchronous tools as the former are more flexible to use for help-seeking, and induce less
social anxiety (e.g., Li et al., 2011; Hsiao, 2012; Hollenbeck et, 2011; Tello, 2007).
Implications

The findings from this study have several pedagogical and policy implications. First, we
identified a list of instructional practices that were perceived as effective in supporting online
learning by both instructors and students and can, therefore, be promoted widely among online
course instructors. In spite of consistent evidence on the effectiveness of these instructional
practices in the literature, our results indicate that some of these practices may not have been
well implemented in online courses at community colleges. Institutions may consider promoting
these practices by incorporating them into online course evaluation rubrics, as well as
professional development opportunities to guide instructors to apply them to their own
instruction.

Second, the findings of the ineffective practices and the misalignment between instructors
and students in online course workload highlight the importance of providing additional support
to both online instructors and students. Specifically, to enable instructors to design and
coordinate discussion forum activities in a more engaging way, it is important that instructors
receive guidance and necessary support on the importance and techniques of deploying specific
tools to facilitate interpersonal interactions and build a sense of community (Baran & Correia,
2014; McKenna et al., 2019). In a similar vein, the literature on online learning has identified a
number of ways to address misalignments between instructors and students in their perceptions
of student/instructor responsibility, workload, and skills necessary for successful online learning
(e.g., Bawa, 2016; Bork & Rucks-Ahidiana, 2013; Stanford--Bowers, 2008). For students, online

readiness assessments and systematic course orientation that outlines the recommended study
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behaviors and responsibilities expected of students at the beginning of a course could help
students understand the challenges of online learning, an individual’s readiness to learning online,
and the skills necessary for successful learning in a virtual environment. Similarly, instructors
may benefit from professional development activities that provide important information on the
characteristics of students enrolled in online courses, the challenges these students typically face,
and additional support that students need to succeed in online learning.

Finally, given the misalignment between instructors and students in their preferred way
of communication, instructors will need to consider the strengths and weaknesses of different
interaction tools and use them strategically to meet specific instructional needs. For instance,
instructors may use asynchronous tools for daily communications, such as text messages to send
students reminders and emails to answer students’ questions. In the meantime, instructors may
offer occasional synchronous meetings such as video conferences to strengthen student-instructor
connection and promote social presence (Hrastinski, 2008; Moallem, 2015).

Limitations and Future Research Direction

This study has several limitations: First, it utilized a relatively small convenience sample.
This is partly due to the low response rate associated with an open-ended survey, which requires
greater efforts to answer the questions (Moser & Kalton, 2017). Accordingly, findings from this
study may not be representative of typical opinions of online instructors and students at NCCCS.
Yet, open-ended surveys allow flexible responses from participants and is an especially useful
exploratory tool for identifying themes that are not pre-determined by researchers. Future
research can build on the list of instructional practices identified in our study to develop close-
ended questionnaires to systematically collect information from online instructors and students at

a larger scale at community colleges. Additionally, our study validates the instructional practices
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only with student and faculty perceptions and opinions, rather than student performance
outcomes. Thus, even for a practice that is deemed highly effective by both instructors and
students, it is unclear whether it will indeed lead to higher student course success rates. Future
studies are needed to evaluate the impacts of the perceived effective practices on student learning
outcomes through rigorous research designs.

Here we present two examples of our ongoing efforts to demonstrate how findings from
the current study could be used effectively to inform data collection that intends to capture
instructional practices and their relationship to student outcomes in a more systematic way. First,
drawing on the instructional practices nominated by online instructors and students in the current
study, we developed a comprehensive close-ended survey that systematically collects
information on college online instructors’ use of instructional practices that are promising in
engaging and supporting students in an online course. We administered the survey to online
instructors at multiple community colleges and examined how reported frequencies of practices
may cluster to form meaningful groups of instructors, as well as factors (e.g., instructor
background characteristics) that are correlated with the implementation of these practices.

In addition, to explain how an online course could be designed to address the challenges
of online learning, the second research project developed an online course quality rubric (authors,
2020) to provide a systematic and descriptive benchmark for researchers and practitioners who
are striving to develop a culture of high-quality college-level online courses. We used the rubric
to observe one hundred online courses randomly selected from a large community college and
link these observations to student course performance data to provide empirical link between

specific instructional practices and student learning outcomes. Findings from the current study
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provide critical foundations for developing the survey instruments and the online rubric for the
two ongoing quantitative projects described above.
Conclusion

This study examines instructor and student perceptions of online instruction at
community colleges to identify effective online instructional practices, issues with the current
online instruction, and possible strategies for future improvement. In spite of the limitations and
caveats mentioned above, this study sheds light on important ways to improve online instruction
in community colleges by identifying specific practices that either offer promising ways to
support or could potentially impede teaching and learning in a virtual environment. Our results
also reveal misalignments between online students and instructors in their expectations of course
workload and preferred ways of communication. Taken together, these findings highlight the
importance of providing clear guidance to navigate the learning process, and to improve
interpersonal interactions and student engagement more intentionally and visibly in online
courses. Finally, we illustrate specific ways how findings from this open-ended survey can be
used to inform future development of closed-ended surveys or other data collection tools to

capture the use of instructional practices and perceptions of these practices at scale.
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Table 1

Survey Questions for Instructor and Students Respectively

Topic Questions asked
To instructor To student
Effective In your online classes, or those you Please describe one or two
instructional manage or support, please describe any  things instructors do in online
practices specific strategies that you have used, or courses that really help you
helped others to use, that have produced learn, complete the courses, and
consistent success in terms of higher get a good grade. Why do you
course grades, course success rates, or think these things help you?
persistence to the end of the course.
Ineffective In your online classes, or those you Please describe one or two
instructional manage or support, what specific things instructors do or don’t do
practices strategies have you used, or helped in online courses that really

Changes necessary
to improve online
teaching and
learning

others to use, that have failed to produce
consistent success or even reduced
success in terms of lower course grades,
course success rates, or persistence to
the end of the course?

What kind of more general change do
you think could significantly increase
student success in online courses?

prevent you from learning,
cause you to withdraw, or get a
bad grade.

If you could change one or two
things about online courses that
would help you to be more
successful than you are now,
what would those changes be?
What would the changes look
like?
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APPENDIX

Appendix A

Open-ended data can provide valuable information through direct views into a
respondent’s thinking; yet, many researchers and practitioners are reluctant to use open-ended
surveys as they are more difficult to analyze than closed-surveys (Roberts et al., 2014). A major
challenge with open-ended responses is that the analysis of text data requires the researchers to
define the dimensions on which the data should be coded based on prior knowledge of the topic
and theoretical expectations (Schuman & Presser 1996). Although originating from computer
science, structural topic modeling (STM) has been increasingly used in educational research as a
powerful tool to identify key themes in educational text data, such as open-ended survey
responses, discussion forum posts, and reflective writings (e.g., Chen, Yu, Zhang, & Yu, 2016).

In particular, STM is applied to develop a coding scheme for each question and for
instructor and student responses separately. The basic intuition behind STM is to group words
based on the frequency of and their co-occurrences in the responses. Based on the keywords in a
word group identified by the algorithm, the researcher can then interpret the meaning of the
words and the potential topic captured by these words. More specifically, the process of
identifying key topics for each open-ended question involves three steps.

(1) First, before we ran the STM, we conducted standard pre-processing called
“stemming” to prepare the survey responses for each open-ended question for analysis. This
involves removing all punctuations, transforming the text to lower case, and reducing words to
their root form (e.g. removing tense and reducing “communicating” to “communicate”).

(2) As an unsupervised method, STM requires setting the number of topics before
running the model. The optimal number of topics needs to balance model fit and substantive
interpretation. The recommended approach in the literature is to re-estimate the model multiple
times with different pre-set numbers of topics and compare the topics that emerged from each
estimation (e.g., Chen, et al., 2016). For each open-ended question, we therefore estimated the
model using a wide range of numbers of topics from 2 to 30.

(3) We then compared the results of each model and determined the optimal number of
topics by balancing both the model fit and the interpretability of the results.

(a) In particular, we first narrowed down to a smaller range of numbers of topics that
yielded similar and relatively better model fit based on two commonly used indicators
of model fit—the held-out likelihood and the semantic coherence—of these models
(more details are presented in Appendix B). For instance, for instructor perceptions of
effective instructional practices, we chose to narrow down and focus on results using
K equaling to 2 to 8, which yield better model fit based on the two indicators
(Appendix B Figure 1).

(b) Based on the numbers of topics chosen, STM generates a number of topics from the
raw data and reports keywords and example responses associated with each topic.
Considering that coding the topics into themes based on the word profiles requires
human interpretation and decisions, two researchers coded the themes for the word
profiles within each coding set independently and cross-validated our theme labels.
Most of the themes were consistent regardless of the number of distinct topics pre-set
by the researcher. In models with fewer topics, several of the themes identified in the
more numerous coding schemes often ended with similar themes and therefore could
be combined.
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Appendix B

For each survey question, we analyzed the responses using STM with a wide range of
numbers of topics from 2 to 30, compared model fit of the results, and chose models with better
fit to narrow the space of possible solutions. For each question, the model fit of the various
solutions and the process and result of solution selection is presented below.

Instructor perceptions on effective instructional practices. Results of model fit for
instructor perceptions on effective instructional practices are shown in Figure 1. As the number
of topics increased from 2 to 30, the held-out likelihood fluctuated within a small range, and the
semantic coherence increased from -85 to -75 first and then decreased gradually. Therefore, we
narrowed down the solutions to numbers of topics equaling 2 to 8, which yielded a relatively
similar and better model fit. Two researchers coded the responses independently and determined
that six themes make the most sense.

Student perceptions on effective instructional practices. Results of model fit for
student perceptions on effective instructional practices are shown in Figure 2. As the number of
topics increased from 2 to 30, the held-out likelihood fluctuated within a small range from two to
seven topics then fluctuated drastically; the semantic coherence decreased substantially from two
to seven topics and then fluctuated within a small range. Therefore, we narrowed down the
solutions to the numbers of topics equaling 2 to 7, which and eventually led to six themes from
student responses about effective instructional practices.

Instructor perceptions on ineffective instructional practices. Results of model fit for
instructor perceptions on ineffective instructional practices are shown in Figure 3. Although
large numbers of topics yield high semantic coherence (e.g., K =25, 27, 29, and 30), the large
number of topics identified are not practically valuable for summarizing the key themes from a
relatively small dataset (N=105). Looking at models with small number of topics, the held-out
likelihood fluctuated within a small range from two to six topics; the semantic coherence
decreased substantially from -120 to -140 from two to three topics, increased from -140 to
around -120 from three to four topics, and then fluctuated within a small range from four to six
topics. Therefore, we chose to focus on results using two, four, five, and six topics which yield
relatively better though not the best model fit. Two researchers coded the responses
independently and agreed on six themes.

Student perceptions on ineffective instructional practices. Results of model selection
for student perceptions on ineffective instructional practices are shown in Figure 4. As the
number of topics increased from 2 to 30, the held-out likelihood fluctuated within a small range
from two to eight topics, while the semantic coherence decreased dramatically from four to five
topics. Therefore, we narrowed down the solutions to the numbers of topics equaling 2 to 4,
which yield relatively better model fit, especially for semantic coherence. Two researchers
agreed on four themes after human coding all of the responses.

Instructor perceptions on changes necessary to improve online teaching and
learning. Results of model selection for instructor perceptions on changes necessary to improve
online teaching and learning are shown in Figure 5. As the number of topics increased from 2 to
30, the held-out likelihood fluctuated within a small range from two to six themes; the semantic
coherence decreased first from two to six themes and then increased gradually. Therefore, we
narrowed down the solutions to numbers of topics equaling 2 to 4, which yielded a relatively
better model fit and at the same time kept the results as interpretable as possible. After human
coding all the topics generated by STM, two researchers agreed on four themes and after human
coding all of the responses, another two themes were added.
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Student perceptions on changes necessary to improve online teaching and learning.
Results of model selection for student perceptions on changes necessary to improve online
teaching and learning are shown in Figure 6. As the number of topics increased from 2 to 30, the
held-out likelihood fluctuated within a small range from two to ten themes; the semantic
coherence decreased first from two to four themes and then fluctuated within a small range from
four to eight themes. We narrowed down the solutions to numbers of topics equaling 2 to §,
which yielded a relatively better model fit for both held-out likelihood and semantic coherences.
After human coding, six themes were identified from student responses about changes necessary
to improve online teaching and learning.
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Figure 1. Model Selection for Instructor Perceptions on Effective Instructional Practices.
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Figure 2. Model Selection for Student Perceptions on Effective Instructional Practices.
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Figure 3. Model Selection for Instructor Perceptions on Ineffective Instructional Practices.
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Figure 4. Model Selection for Student Perceptions on Ineffective Instructional Practices.
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Figure 5. Model Selection for Instructor Perceptions on Changes Necessary to Improve Online
Teaching and Learning.
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Appendix C
Table C1.
Kappa Statistics for All the Codes.
Coding Themes Kappa
Value
Effective Instructor e Regular announcements and reminders 0.82
Instructional e Varied materials and diversified media in content 0.82
Practices delivery
e Proactive outreach with timely support 0.89
e Timely response 0.77
e Quality feedback on assignments 0.72
e Offering discussion forum activities 0.80
Student e Varied materials and diversified media in content 0.70
delivery
e C(lear expectations on assignments 0.80
e Timely responses 0.81
e Regular announcements and reminders 0.94
e (Quality feedback on assignments 0.93
e Explaining course content with concrete examples 0.79
Ineffective  Instructor e Poor attendance in synchronous class meetings 0.94
Instructional e [Lack of high-quality engagement in the discussion 0.93
Practices forum
e Unsuccessful group projects 0.84
e Problems surrounding deadlines 0.92
Student e Insufficient instructor communication and engagement 0.92
e Unclear expectations on course assignments 0.70
e Unreasonable workload 0.88
e Insufficient feedback on assignments and assessments  0.83
Changes Instructor e Improving instructor communication and engagement  0.84
Necessary e (larifying expectations on online learning 0.79
to Improve e Delivering content using varied materials and 0.83
Online diversified media
Teaching e Providing timely response 0.74
and ' e Improving feedback on assignments and assessments  0.80
Learning e Improving feedback on student progress 0.80
Student e Delivering content using varied materials and 0.72
diversified media
e Setting up deadlines in more reasonable ways 0.81
e [Improving discussion board activities 0.70
e Sending regular announcements and reminders 0.81
e Providing timely response 0.77
e Improving feedback on assignments and assessments ~ 0.75
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Appendix D

Table DI.

Themes of Effective Instructional Practices from Instructor Survey.

Themes Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Regular Instructors send e “I communicate with my students three 33%
announcements weekly times per week. Weekly I post the
and announcements announcements of assignments due. On the
reminders or reminders assignment due date, I send a reminder to

about the due the students who have not submitted their
dates of work for the week.”
assignments or e “I periodically create video announcements
upcoming exams. with myself in them so students get a sense
of my presence in the class.”
Varied materials Instructorsuse @ “I produce a short video to introduce the 26%
and diversified multiple material we will cover and upload it on
media in content instructional Monday.”
delivery materials to e “Icreate Camtasia videos to help explain
illustrate the more complicated concepts.”
course content e “I post instructor videos for lectures and
‘how to’ videos for other assignments.”
Proactive Instructors reach e “If a student does poorly on an assignment 22%
outreach with  out to students early in the semester, I reach out
timely support  (e.g., emailing individually and provide suggestions on
students) who how to improve next time, such as study
seem to be strategies, proofreading more carefully,
having problems and taking advantage of multiple attempts.
(e.g., students Then I give words of encouragement, like
who are falling ‘Hang in there, I know you can do this!””
behind or miss e I frequently send out emails when

assignments) and
provide timely
support

students miss assignments and encourage
them to contact me with any issues. I also
REACHED OUT to students who were
falling behind, missed an assignment, or
generally seemed to be having problems.”
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Table DI.
Themes of Effective Instructional Practices from Instructor Survey (continued).
Themes Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Timely response Instructors respond e “I also respond to student emails 20%
to (or answering) throughout the day every day to ensure
students’ emails or their questions are answered promptly
posts on discussion and they feel heard.”
board in a timely e [ respond quickly to all emails and if
manner and students ask for an extension on an
frequently assignment I try to be accommodating
if I can. I also let students text me or
call me on my personal cell phone.
Some will text or call, but most
students just email me.”
Quality Instructors give e “Always keeping a positive 12%
feedback on detailed/constructive/ atmosphere. For example, I always
assignments clear feedback on highlight the things students have done
assignments well before delving into the areas for
improvement. I want to enable self-
efficacy.”
e “Provide detailed feedback for any loss
of points on an assignment.”
Offering Instructors e “ . .lalsohave a weekly open forumso 11%
discussion board incorporate that students can discuss any issues
activity discussion board they may have had with the chapter or

activities to
encourage student-
student interaction.

with the assignments.”

e “Required discussion board where
students help each other complete
assignments, meant to replicate the lab
environment.”

e .. .Students interact on discussion
boards as well as start out the semester
with a fun icebreaker activity on
discussion...”
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Table D2.

Themes of Effective Instructional Practices from Student Survey.

Themes Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Varied Instructors use e “Multiple views of learning. For  30%
materials and  multiple instructional example, having videos,
diversified materials to illustrate PowerPoint, readings etc. Not
media in the course content everyone learns the same way so
content delivery having multiple teaching styles

included helps.”

e “When the teacher includes a
PowerPoint with slides that
contain specific examples and
shows how to get the correct
answer, it helps me understand
not just the solution, but how to
achieve it.”

Clear Instructors help e “Not all but most of my 19%
expectations on students understand instructors give details on what
assignments what they are they want in an assignment.

expected to do for the Sometimes it can be misleading

course (e.g., clear to students and [students]

instructions for completed in a different way but

deadline) or give not the way the instructor had

examples about wanted.”

assignments e “Having easy to follow and
descriptive instructions as well as
samples greatly helps to complete
assignments correctly.”

Timely Instructors respond to @  “When they respond to their 17%
response (or answering) email in a timely manner. This

students’ emails/posts
on discussion board
in a timely manner
and frequently.

helps because I can get the
assignment done without waiting
too long.”

“Being very responsive to emails
and questions.”
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Table D2.
Themes of Effective Instructional Practices from Student Survey (continued).
Themes Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Regular Instructors send “My biology teacher sends 10%
announcements weekly updates about assignments which
and announcements or helps me to stay on track in my
reminders reminders about the class.”
due dates of “The professors send plenty of
assignments or notice via email or blackboard
upcoming exams. announcements to alert everyone
to what is due even though we
have the syllabus as reference.”
Quality Instructors give “The thing that helps me the most 7%
feedback on detailed, constructive/ is when they comment on the
assignments clear feedback on work I have done. It helps me to
assignments understand what they are looking
for.”
“Most try to give you feedback
on work completed. Try to help
with positive feedback.”
Explaining the Instructors provide “[The instructor] explains what 6%

course content
with concrete
examples

good examples to
help students
understand the course
content.

we are doing and gives an
example of the concept in his life.
This helps me understand the
concepts better.

“I prefer some explanation and a
lot of examples of calculations.”
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Table D3.

Themes of Ineffective Instructional Practices from Instructor Survey.

Themes Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Poor attendance When instructors e “Ihave attempted many attempts at 25%

in synchronous hold synchronous

class meetings

Lack of high-
quality
engagement in
the discussion
forum

Unsuccessful
group projects

sessions (e.g., Adobe
Connect), very few
students attend
actively.

It is challengingto e
stimulate a high-
quality discussion

via the discussion
board in this course. e

o
Students’ group °
projects and
collaborative work
are not successful.

°

[ ]

synchronous meetings. We have made
this a very easy process for our students,
but the majority of students do not prefer
to meet synchronously. The majority of
our students live in an asynchronous
world where they would rather text than
make a phone call.”

“We have tried doing a F2F training
session along with a synchronous session
with faculty and had low attendance with
the synchronous sessions.”

“If I do not require that students respond 21%
to a discussion post a day or two after

posting their own response, they never go

back and read the thoughts of others.”

I require peer feedback on discussion

boards. However, some students regularly

wait until the last day to post and never

respond to a peer.”

“Stimulating quality discussions has been

a challenge.”

“I tried a collaborative Wiki page as a 12%
weekly assignment, but about half the
groups seemed to have trouble figuring
out how to collaborate.”

“I tried creating teams to work together
and turn in homework. That generated
complaints as some students felt that
others were not actively participating and
should not receive the same grade as
others who were actively involved.”
“Group projects have not been as
successful as [ would like.”
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Table D3.

Themes of Ineffective Instructional Practices from Instructor Survey (continued).

Themes Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Problems When the due dates e “Itried providing due date extensions and 7%
surrounding are set up in a way the same students would regularly ‘take
deadlines that is not consistent advantage’ of the opportunity. This will

or too flexible, it cause those same students to fall further

undermines and further behind and they will

students’ learning. consistently ask for extensions.
Surprisingly, I have had at least two
students per semester who will not follow
due dates but consistently ask for
extensions.”

e “Having inconsistent due dates caused

students to miss assignments.”
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Table D4.

Themes of Ineffective Instructional Practices from Student Survey.

Themes Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Insufficient The instructors lack e “The majority of the instructors are not 25%
instructor communication, do really involved in my online classes. If I
communication not engage with the am lucky I might hear from them once or
and engagement students, or do not twice during the semester to remind me to

make themselves do some assignment or take a test.”

available to e “[didn’t like their lack of communication.

students. Their lack of communication was so bad.”
Unclear The instructors fail e “Sometimes forget to give examples to 23%
expectations on to make course help understand the concept of the
course assignments (e.g., assignment and what exactly the instructor
assignments deadlines) easy to is looking for.”

find and understand e “Sometimes, instructions for certain

and sometimes do assignments are so vague that you have no

not provide timely idea what you are supposed to do.”

and correct

information on

course

requirements.

Unreasonable  The course requires @ “Instructors do not give a fair course load. 11%

workload unreasonable work A lot of us take online classes because
that is sometimes we’re older, work full time, have families
unnecessary or not and the course load is meant for kids who
meaningful for don’t have much going on outside of
learning. school.”

e ‘I feel sometimes online courses are so
jam-packed with busy work that I focus on
getting assignments done and don’t really
retain the information.”

e “Give unnecessary work online when they
don’t give the same in seated courses.”
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Table D4.

Themes of Ineffective Instructional Practices from Student Survey (continued).

Themes Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Insufficient Instructors failsto e  “Wait to the last minute to grade 9%
feedback on provide timely or assignments and don’t give feedback. This
assignments and detailed feedback on causes the students to work in the dark, not
assessments assignments or knowing if the assignment they completed

assessments was correct or not before they submit

another assignment.”

e “If the instructor takes a while to give you
feedback that could impact your grade
because you won't know what to improve
on until you get the grade.”
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Table D5.

Themes of Changes Needed to Improve Online Instructions from Instructor Survey.

Themes Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Improving Instructors are e “Ithink it is very important to make 22%
instructor more engaged with personal contact with students, especially
communication the course in those who are having a difficult time. It

and engagement

Clarifying
expectations on
online learning

Delivering
content using
varied materials
and diversified
media

general and
improve the level
and quality of
communication.

Instructors coach
students on the
course requirement
and the amount of
time and the skills
necessary to be
successful in
online learning.

Instructors use
multiple
instructional
materials to
illustrate the
course content.

is much harder for them to drop or fail if
they have a relationship with the
instructor.”

“A high level of faculty-student
communication. Greater instructor
engagement with students.”

“Better expectations from students 18%
entering the course as to how much time

and effort the course will require.”

Online students should know up front

(prior to registration): the general time
commitment per week to be successful in

the course; the number of assignments

due and when they are due; the computer
requirements for course; how late

assignments are handled.”

“For me personally, I have provided my  10%
students with multiple resources in order

to make them successful. I am continuing

to add anything I am made aware of in

order to help my students.”

“I think students need to have video

examples available not just a textbook.”
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Table D5.

58

Themes of Changes Needed to Improve Online Instructions from Instructor Survey (continued).

Themes Definition

Sample Responses

Frequency

Providing timely Instructors respond e
response to or answer
students’ emails or
posts on the
discussion board in
a timely manner
and frequently. °

Improving Instructors give )
feedback on detailed/constructi
assignments and ve/ clear feedback

assessments on assignments

°
Improving Instructors monitor e
feedback on students’ course

student progress progress and
provide feedback
on their course )
progress.

“Respond timely to students when they 5%
have a technical problem, or questions. If

it takes days to get a response, or

students don’t get a response at all, it

defeats the learning experience, and

conveys a lack of caring to students.”

“To be more responsive to students

outside of the 8-to-5 Monday - Friday
schedule.”

“Detailed and timely feedback on 3%
assignments. The instructor should

provide instructive feedback anytime a
student does not receive a perfect score.”
“Instructors should know how to set up a
course in Moodle so students have

immediate weekly feedback regarding
assignments and their overall progress in

the course.”

“More automatic monitoring and 3%
feedback of student progress, starting

early in the term with attendance and
completion of early assignments.”

“Instructors should know how to set up a
course in Moodle so students have

immediate weekly feedback regarding
assignments and their overall progress in

the course.”
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Table D6.

Themes of Changes Needed to Improve Online Instructions from Student Survey.

Category Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Delivering Instructors use e “Ilike when teachers video themselves 10%
content using  multiple explaining the lessons. When the
varied instructional instructor gives verbal information about
materials and  materials to the subject it really helps, especially for
diversified illustrate the course those who are audible learners.”
media content. e “Iwould prefer to read text, watch

lectures, and take online quizzes and tests
on what I had read in the book.”

Setting up Instructors setup @ “More professors to post due dates for 7%
deadlines in more reasonable assignments as early as possible for

more due dates. students who may need to work ahead for
reasonable whatever reason.”

ways e “Classes having due dates during the week

and not on weekends. Assignments
shouldn’t be due on a Saturday night
because the weekend is our time off from
school.”

e “I wish the due dates in assignments
weren’t so close together or an assignment
every week. When you stack on classes
keeping up with work for two different
classes that is due that same week is

hard.”
Improving Instructors e “Students are typically forced to respond 5%
discussion incorporate to a certain amount of people which ends
board activities discussion board up not being a productive discussion.
activities to There needs to be more back and forth
encourage student- discussion about intriguing topics.”

student interaction. e “Meaningful discussion boards, not just
busy work where others give a ‘me too’
response.”
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Table D6.

Themes of Changes Needed to Improve Online Instructions from Student Survey (continued).
Category Definition Sample Responses Frequency
Sending regular Instructors send e “It would be really cool to get 4%

announcements weekly

and reminders announcements or
reminders about the e
due dates of
assignments,
upcoming exams etc.

Providing Instructors respond @
timely response to or answer
students’ emails or
posts on discussion
board in a timely

manner and °
frequently.
Improving Instructors give °
feedback on detailed/constructive/
assignments clear feedback on
and assignments
assessments °

notifications on your phone just like a
text with reminders of what's due soon!”
“Set up a reminder system with students.
Try Remind 101 to keep students up to
date.”

“To be more successful I need 2%
professors to respond to their emails in a
timely matter... sometimes their help is
extremely needed when taking an online
course.”

“Having assistants to answer email

questions since the professor will be

busy, this way the student can quickly

get a response to their question.”

“When I get a question wrong, I would 1%
like a complete answer on where the

answer can be found in the text and why

it is wrong.”

“More feedback from the teachers.

When I get a question wrong, I would

like a complete answer on where the

answer can be found in the text and why

it is wrong.”




