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An Investigation of the Relationships Between Leamkg Context, Student 
Approach to Leaming and Student Leamhg Outcornes in Distance Educaîion 

Nancy Price 
McGili University, 1997 

The purpose of the present study was to explore qualitative differences in student 

leaming outcomes in distance education courses The following relationships were 

examined within the context of thne McGill Distance Education Program courses 

that vary widely in content and instructional goals: 1) the relationship between 

learning contee student approach to leaming and student leaming outcomes; 2) 

the relationship between student and insîructor perspectives of the leamhg 

expectations, course structure and design, and the selected method(s) of 

assesment. Leaming context was defined as everything touching on the teaching 

and support environment in distance education courses. Student approach to 

l e d g  was defineci in relation to deep and surfâce approach subscales h m  the 

Approaches ta Study Inventory (Raden  and Entwistle, 198 1). Student leaming 

outcomes were defhed in both qualitative temis, the levels of learning student 

demonstrate in response to a qualitative measme, and quantitative temis, -dent 

final grade. The design of this study employed a mixture of both qualitative and 
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quantitative data coiïection and analysis procedures. The data set included 

instructor interviews, a qualitative masure of instructor's student leamhg 

expectations for their course, qualitative measurrs of students' course leamhg 

expectatiom, and quantitative masures of students' g c n d  leamhg approach, 

students' specific approach to Iearning in their course, and students' positive and 

negative impressions of the* course. The d t s  indicated a strong positive 

correlation between a deep approach to leamhg and positive course impression in 

one of the courses. The resuits aiso indicated that student grade was strongly 

positively correlated with the adoption of a d a c e  approach to leamhg in one of 

the courses. There was no correlation ktween student grade and a qualitative 

masure of leaming outcome. The findings of this study supported the view that 

hi& quaüty student leaming outcomes are expected in distance education courses 

and that d e n t s  can hdeed achieve high quaiity Leaming outcomes within this 

context. 
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É t u k  sur la dation entre le contexte d'apprentissage, I'appmche de l'étudiant 
envers l'apprentissage et des mesures Qualitatives et quantitatives sur les résultais 

d'apprentissage 
Nancy Price 
McGilI University, 1997 

Traditio~eUemeat, en ce c p i  concerne Ia formation à distance, la théorie comlllt la 

recherche sur la « réussite w de l'6tudiant ont mis l'accent sur le pôle perséw6rance- 

abandon. Toutefois, si le principal objectif de ce type d'enseignement est d'amener 

les 6tudiants ~ E L I ~  produire des résultatsd'apprentissage de haute qualit& la 

recherche s'y rapport devrait comprendre des mesures qualitives de ces résultats. 

C'est dans cette optique que la p b n t e  étude tente d'explorer les différences 

qualitatives deans les résultats d'apprentissage en formation distance. 

Particulièrement, cette &de analyse les points suivants relativement à trois cours de 

ce type offert par i'Universit6 McGill et variant beaucoup quant au contenu et aux 

objectifs éducatifs: 1) La relations entre le context d'apprentissage, l'approche de 

l'étudiant envers i'appretissage et la difference qualitative dans les résuitats 

d'apprentissage des étudiants. 2) L'analyse du contexte d'apprentissage du point 

de vue de l'étudiant et & celui de l'emseignant. 3) La relation entre le type de 

cours, les objectifs d'apprentissage fixés pour celui-ci, sa srnicture et sa 

conception, et les méthodes d'6valuation choisies. Cette &tude fait appel à une 

combinaison de méthodes de coliecte de données et d'analyse de natures 

qualitatives. Les do~mées comptant  des entrevues avec des enseignants, une 

mesure qualitative des attentes de ceuxci envers leurs étudiants en ce qui touche 
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l'apprentissage pour le cours donné. les mesures qualitatives àes d s  attentes 

chez l'étudiant, de d m t  que des mesincs quantitatives sut I'approcbe gCdrale et 

particulii!re des Ctudiants envers l'apprentissage, et leurs commentaires favorables 

ou âéfavorables sur le cours en question. Lcs résultats indiquent m e  forte 

corrélation positive entre une approche en profondeur envers l'appretissage et une 

impression positive du cours dans l'un des cours. Les résultats indiquent aussi que 

la note de I'Ctudiant est fortemant [comlrited] d'une approche envers 

l'apprentissage dans l'un des cours. Ii n'y a aucune codlation entre la note de 

I'6tudiant et une msure Qualitative des résultats d'apprentissage. Les résultats de 

cette etude supportent l'idée que des résultats d'apprentissage de haute qualité sont 

attendus poux les cours de forniaton 5 distance et que les Ctudiants peuvent réaliser 

des résultats d'appxcntissagc de haute qualité dans ce contexte. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

The concept of excellence in higbei education has been and continues to be 

inextricably linked to high quality M e n t  learning outcornes. In 1929 AN. 

Whitehead describeci his view of the mle of an institution of higher educaiiox 

The miversity imparts information, but it imparts it irnaginatively. . . . 

This atrnosphm of excitement, arising h m  imaginative consideration, 

traasfonns hiowledge. A fact is no longer a bare fact: it is iavested with 

al1 its possibilities. It is no longer a burden on the memory: it is energking 

as the p e t  of out dreamç, and as the architect of our purposes. @-139) 

Ramsden (1992) asserts that this concept has remairied surprisingly unchangexi 

throughout the years. Indeed, Ramsden cites more recent investigations of  

objectives for stuûent learning in higher edudon that echo Whitehead's view 

(Entwistle, 1984; Hale, 1964; Knapper, 1990). Ramsden maintains that teachers 

in higher education do not ultimatdy evduate the acbievement of leaming 

objectives in t e m  of the quantity of information students possess; rather, 

achievemet of learning objectives are determined based on students' possession 
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of "self-critical awareness of what they do not how,  and their readùless to find 

out more." (p.23) 

Unfortunately, there seems to be a discrepancy between the outcornes of  

student Iearning as de- by the aims of higher education and the reality of what 

students in fact leam, "In other words, there is a gap between what lecturers say 

they want h m  their students and whaî students actually accomplish." (Ramsden 

1992, p. 17) Entwistle and Ramsden (1983) contend the general view held by 

lecturers is that the "good" siudent, the student who is able to examine a subject in 

depth and analyze it criticaliy, is rare and that mediocre d e n t s  abound. 

Entwistle and Ramsden cite i n t e ~ e w s  conducted by Percy with lecturers 

(Entwistle and Percy, 1971,1974) that support this contention. Research 

examining the objectives of lecturers in higher education in relation to students' 

academic pefiormance bas leù to the fUding that greater ernphasis should be 

placed on investigating student study processes and the environment in which 

student leaming occurs. 

In distance education, which is the conttext for this study, developing an 

understanding of the relationship between these variables may be even more 

complex because there is separation of student h m  iastructor. Indeed, Keegan 

(1 986) identifies the distinguishing characteristic of distance education as "the 
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quasi-permanent sepadon of teacher and leamer throughout the length of the 

leaming process" (p.49). The purpose of the study described herein is to finther 

the understanding of the relationship between Ieaming context, student study 

processes and student learning outcomes in distance e d d o n .  In the context of 

this study, leamllrg context is defined as eveiyttllng touching on the teaching and 

support environment in distance education courses. Student study processes are 

defined as those variables related to student learning approach. Student learning 

outcomes an definecl in both qualitative temis, in relation to the levels of learning 

student demonstrate in respome to a qualitative measine, and quantitative terms, 

in relation to the final grade that -dents' obtain in their course. 

The theoretical basis of this study is drawn fbm thrre sources; Biggs' 

(1979) theory of student learning, Ramsden's (1988) model of situational 

infiuences on student learning, and Kember's (1989% 1995) longitudinal-process 

model of student dropout in distance educsifion. Each of these sources will be 

described ia detail below. 

Biggs' (1979) theory of student learning has been proposed as a mechanism 

for linking learning context and student learning processes to student leaming 

outcomes. Biggs theorized that W n t  learning is composexi of three stages which 

he de6nes as input, process, and output. At the input stage, factors such as 
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curriculum, instructional design, ad lesmiag environment are considered. The 

process stage is concemeci with the individuai student's approach to selecthg and 

learning h m  the input, Three dimensions of stuây p<oceos are distinguisbed by 

Biggs, utilizing, m g  and achieving. Each dimension bas a motivationai 

and a cognitive camponent The motivationai components are described by Biggs 

as being those most commoly ascribed to students i.e., extrinsic, intrinsic and 

achievement The cognitive components refened to by Biggs are SUrfke lwel and 

deep level pmcessing. The output stage refers to the subsequent quality and 

quantity of pefiormance. Biggs views ai i  of these variables as deeply 

interconnected. 

Biggs (1 979) has developed the Stnicture of the Observed Leaming 

Outcorne (SOLO) Taxonomy in order ta provide a measure of leaming quaiîty. 

The SOLO consists of five levels of response that Biggs applies to leaming the 

meaning of a finite display of information and mahg judgrnents about that 

information. In other words, Biggs uses the SOLO Taxonomy to assess leaming 

quality at the task level. The five levels of response are considered to form a 

hierarchy of learning, with the possibility of transitional responses between levels. 

Responses to a leaming situation are assessed in reiation to their stnictural 

complexity. Trigwell and Prosser (1992) modifiexi Biggs' caîegones of response in 
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order to assess leamhg at the course Iwel and have defermined that it is valid to 

use the SOLO at this level. 

In relation to the second stage of Biggs' theory, the process stage, research 

conducted by Marton and Saijo (1976% 1976b) is considemi to be Whe pioneering 

work in this area" (Kember and Harper, 1987a). This work led to the introduction 

of the concept of "approach to learning" or '%e deep and d a c e  approach 

dichotomy in learning". Students who employ a deep approach to le-g search 

for meaning in written material, critidy examine evidence presented in support 

of an argument, and relate evidence and arguments presented to their own personal 

knowledge and expience. In contrast, a surfâce approach is characterized by the 

rote learning of information. 

in order to assess student approach to learning using quantitative 

measures, Ramsden and Entwistle developed the Approaches to Study Inventory 

(198 1). The theoretical basis of the Approaches to Study Inventory stems 

primarily fiom the research conducted by Marbn and Saljo (1976% 1976b) and 

Biggs' (1979) theory of student Iearning. Harper and Kember (1986; Kember & 

Harper, 1987% 1987b) have modifIed the Approaches to Study Inventory for use 

with distance education students and have deteRniLled thaî it is valid to use the 
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inventory and its associated theories of leaming styles with distance education 

students. 

Ramsden (1992) maintains that the way in which anyone goes about 

learning depends on the relationship between the person and the content king 

leamed. An spproach to leamkg, therefore, describes the relationship between 

the -dent and the leaming the student is undertaking. Ramsden emphasizes Uiat 

"an approach is not about learning facts versus learning concepts: it is about 

leaming just the unrelated facts (or procedures) versus leaming the facts in relation 

to the concepts." (p.45) Many research studies have demonstrated that the 

outcomes of student learning are closely associated with the approaches the 

student uses. A deep approach to leamhg has ken fomd to be related to high 

quaiity learning outwmes and a surface approach is related to Iowa quality 

learning outcomes (Biggs, 1988; Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983; Marton and Saljo, 

1984, Prosser and Miiiar, 1989; Trigweli and Presser, 1992). Hacper and Kembcr 

have examineci the relationship between sadent approaches to leaming in distance 

education and the outcome meanires of pmistence/drop-out and @fail (Harper 

and Kember, 1987b). Harper and Kember found that that for both distance and 

face-to-face students, the d a c e  approach was the variable that discriminateci at 

the highest level between persistence and withdrawai or failure. 
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According to Ramsden (l988), there is persuasive evidence of wnsistency 

in approach to leamhg over t h e  and across ta&. However, Ramsden M e r  

contends th& although stable, apptoaches to leamhg are not fixed md are 

fesponsive to variables in the teaching context These variables in the teaching 

wntext refer to students' perceptions of the curricula, the teaching methods, and 

the methods of assessment Studies have supported the view that there are 

common tendencies to adopt particuiar approaches based on the different 

demands of courses and students' previous educationai experiences. Wariabiiity 

in approaches thus coexists with consistency." (Ramsden, 1992, p.51) 

Ramsden (1988,1992) bas proposed a model of situational influences on 

student learning. It emphasizes the role of the situation or Iearning conttext in 

students' adaptation of learning approaches. Students' perceptions of Ieaming 

demands are seen as king partly a fimction of students' previous experience of 

learning, and partly a fhction of the characteristics ofthe prrsent leaming 

wntext. According to the model, the learning context is made up of three domains; 

teaching, assessment, and crirriculum. The teaching domain refers to the method 

of transmitting the leaming content. The method of evaluating what is leamed 

consthtes the assessment domain, and the curriculum domain refers to the 

content and structure of what is learned. The model assumes that different 



approaches to leaming wül k adaptive m différent leamhg contexts. It is argueci 

that students WU ûy to adapt to their perception of the leerning expectations. 

Ramsden stresses that striving to adapt does not necessariiy indicate that 

students' endeavors will be succxssfiü and, altemately, successhil adaptation does 

not necessatily imply that student leamhg will occut- However, Ramsden assea~ 

that in so far as the contextual domains are controlled by the teacher, the learning 

environment can be stnicured in such a way as to maximize the likelihood that 

students wiii adapt their leaming appmaches to confonn with the teacher's 

leaming outcome goals. Ramsden cautions thaî his model is not complete: '?he 

way a d e n t  engages with the [learning] task is only pady explained by the 

relationship between context and expaieme. A complete model would need to 

include mafly diverse elements, such as chance, determination to succeed, and the 

motivational facto rs..." (Ramsden, 1988, p. 16 1) 

Kember (1 gaga, 1995) has proposed a model of student hp-out fiom 

distance education that incorporates the situationai influences depictecl in 

Ramsden's (1988) model and includes the "many diverse elements" Ramsden cites 

as necessary components of a complete model. Kember's model is based upon a 

model developed by Tito (1975) for ttadjtiod, f8ce-to-face, higher education. 

The Tinto moâel of drop-out h m  higher education is one of the most widely 
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cited and empindy  tested (Bean, 1982). Accordhg to the Tito model, the 

personal characteristics and past history of the student impact upon fundamental 

levels of commitment to the educational institution and to the goal of completion. 

These student fhctors and their comsponding levels of commitment are perceived 

to interact with the chacteristics of the particuiar educational institution which 

together impact upon the student's Level of integration into the academic and social 

structures of the institution. Academic and social integration of the student after 

enrollment is perceived to be most directly related to persistence. Kember has 

attempted to reorient the Tinto variables into a form more appropriate for 

distance education. 

Kember (1989% 1995) describes his model as a longitudinal-process model, 

and includes components relating the drop-out process to student background 

charaaeistics, goal commitment, the academic environment, and the social and 

work environment. In relation to the academic environment component, Kember 

explains that in distance education, shidents typically have liale or no face-to-face 

contact with the teacher. The primary elernent in a distance education course is 

often a study package delivered thugh the mail. Therefore, in the conte- of 

Kember's model, everything touching on the teaching and support environment, 

including the stuày package, is included in the academic realm. Social and work 
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environment are asessed in relation to the degree in which the student can 

integrate the study process. Kembet9s model also includes a student costhenefit 

analysis component. Kember (1989b) cites the iinear nature of the model as a 

strength because it acknowledges the muiti-variate nature of drop-out and dows  

for indirect influences on the dropbut process. The model also aliows for the 

changing nature of the items constituting the components by including a recycling 

loop. 

Based upon his mode1 of student drop-out fiom distance education, 

Kember (1989% 1989b, 1995) has developed the Distance Education Student 

Progtess (DESP) inventcny. The DESP inventory measmes four dimensions of a 

distance education strident's experience: emotional encouragement, extenial 

attribution, academic integration, and academic incompatibility. Kembes defines 

academic integraîion as comprising aiî elements of a distance education course and 

all of the different aspects of contact, academic9 administrative and social9 between 

the distance education institution and the student. Academic integration is divided 

into a positive and negative track, with the negative track referreâ to as academic 

incompatibility. Academic integration and acadernic incompatibility each contain 

four subscales muuuring d e n t  approach to leaniing, motivation, course 

evaluation, and language ability. Student approach to leaming is measuxed using 



four sub-scales of the Approaches to Studying Inventory (Ramsden & Entwistle, 

198 l), modifieci and validated for use with distance education students (Harper & 

Kember, 1 986). 

Kember (1989% 1989b. 1995) defines measures of progres and dropout 

using d e n t  Grade Point Average (GPA) as a measne of academic achievement 

and a ratio between course moduies/courses attempted to those attempted as a 

measine of persistence. The final outcome measure is course completion versus 

drop-out. 

The rationale for the present study has evolved h m  a critical review of 

current research and theory that examines the relationship between learning 

context, student study processes and d e n t  leamhg outcomes. Theories 

proposed by Biggs (1979) and Ramsden (1 988,1992) have emphasized the 

relationship between leamhg con- student leaming processes and qualitative 

differences in student leaming outcomes. Similarly, KemWs (1989% 1989b, 

1995) model of student dropout h m  distance e d u d o n  relates student 

outcomes to leamhg context and d e n t  leaming processes. However, the £inai 

outcome measun in the Kember model is persistence versus drop-out. Student 

"niccess" in distance education has traditionally emphashl persistence/attrition 

processes (Bernard and Amundsen, 1989; Billings, 1988; Kennedy and Powell, 
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1 976; Sweet, 1986; Taylor et al., 1986). It bas ken argved that qualitatve 

ciifferences in d e n t  leamhg outcomes must also be included because the 

priinary objective of higher education is to help d e n t s  develop high puslity 

1-g. 

The purpose of the present shdy is to therefore explore qualitative 

differences in student leaming outcomes in distance education courses. 

Specifïcaily, this stuày seeks to examine the following within the context of three 

distance education courses that Vary widely in content and instructional goals: 1) 

the relationships between leamhg wntext, sbident approach to leaming and 

qualitative ciifferences in student leaming outcornes; 2) the analysis of the 

leaming context h m  the perspective of both student and instructor, and 3) the 

relationsbip between type of course, course learning expectations, course structure 

and design, and the seleded method(s) of assessment. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Traditionally, d e n t  achievement has been defineci in relation to the 

quantity of  information students leatn, However, it has been argued that ifthe aim 

of higher education is to produce high quaiity leamhg outcomes in its students, 

student achievement must also be measund in temis of Qualitative Merences in 

learning outcomes. The prrrpose of this literature review is to examine the 

progress of research t o m &  spec-g the conditions under which high quality 

student learning outcornes wiU be achieved in higher educafion. The application of 

this literature to distance ediiration wili also be examined. 

This review includes studies that investigate any of a number of 

components and theones beiieved to be related to quaiitative ciifferences in &nt 

leaming outcomes in higher education, Specifically, it is composed of three 

distinct categories of research: studies examinhg the relationship between d e n t  

leaming processes and qualitative Merences in leaming outcorne; reseamh 

exploring the relationship between instructional variables and d e n t  leaming 

processes; and investigations of the relationship between 1e-g context, student 

leamuig processes and qualitative Merences in student leaming outcomes. 
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As a result of the enormous range of research studies conducted in this 

ana, it is beyond the scope of this review to include aU of the studies examinurg 

each of the ~ategones descrii  above. Rather, the saidies selected for review 

represent a sample of the research that incorporates the theoreticai heworks of 

Biggs (1979), Ramsden (1988; 1992) and Kcmber (1989% 1989b, 1995). 

Wherever possible, criteria for study selection was contingent on the inclusion of a 

description of subjectq a methodology, and a presentation of results. However, in 

order to include a range of researcb, it was not always possible to meet the set 

criteria. Therefore, it is indicated when a specific study under review lacks the set 

Studies Examintna 
. . the Relatioaship Between Student L e e  Processes and 

Qualitative Merences in Leamhg Outcorne 

Typically, studies examining the relationship between student Ieaming 

processes and qualitative differences in learning outcorne bave f d  on 

e x a d g  this relaiionship at the level of a specific leaming task Overdi, the 

research conducted at the d e m i c  task level has established that a deep approach 

to leaming is relaîed to high quality leaming outcomes and a surface approach is 

related to lower quality learning outcomes (Biggs and Collis, 1982a; Entwistk and 

Ramsden, 1983; Marton and Saljo, 1984, Rosser and Millar, 1989). High 
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quality and lower @ty learning outMmes have typically been dehed in reiation 

to the lewels of leaming described in taxonomies of learning. 

Pioneering research in this area was conducted by Marton and Saljo 

(1976a). The aim of thek study was to tecornt the perspective of the learner in 

relation to how a specific leaming task, the reading of expiiicit academc articles, is 

undertaken and to measam the leaming outcomes in qualitative temis. Students 

were asked to read passages within suggested timt Mts and were then asked 

specifïc questions pertaining to the text and, in some instances, to explain what 

the passage was about. Students were a h  given a series of openeaded questions 

in order to evoke information regarding how the srudent appmhed  the reading 

process and they were asked specific questions designed to assess student 

comprehension of the passage. Students' responses were recordeci. The fkdings 

of the research indicated that different students c1earIy leam ciifferent things h m  

one and the same text and variations in leaming are in relation to what is learned 

rather than simply in tmns of how much is leamed. Based on these hdings, 

Marton and Saljo identifid a number of levels of leaming outcomes that cunsisted 

of £imdamentaiiy different conceptions of the content of the leaming task. 

Diffmnces in levels of processing were also identifid when students were asked 

to describe their approach to leaming and remembering. When shident 1e-g 
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outcomes were compareci with student level of processing, procesres and 

outcomes were found to correspond. According to Marton and Saljo, "the most 

important wnclusion we draw h m  out research ïs that learning shodd be 

described in teuns of its content." @.IO) 

Most stuàies have focused on Qualitative àBerences in leaming outcomes 

at the task level. However, TrigweU and Rosser (1992) conducted a study that 

examineci the relationship between approach to leaming and outcornes at the 

course level. Subjects were 122 students enroiied in a first year nursing 

communications course. An adaptation of the Approaches to Study Inventory 

(Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983) was useà to assess d e n t  prefemd approach to 

leaming. Leaming outcomes were assessed using both qualitative and quantitative 

measures. Quantitative measures were d e n t  t h a i  grade in the course!. 

Qualitative measures of leaming outcorne were assessed using an adapteâ version 

of Biggs' (1979) Structure of the Observeci Leaming Outcorne (SOLO) 

Taxonomy. In their study, students were asked to respond to the foliowing 

request: 

Please describe what you think the contentlsubject matter of this course 

was about. (One way of doing this is to pretend you are t e h g  a niend 
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the sorts of things you thought the lecturer was tryïng to teach you and 

wanted you to leam in this subject) 

Responses were assesJed using the following caîegories of response: 

1. Uni-structural. Those rrsponses that focus on one issue/aspect of the 

course. 

2. Multi-structural. Responses îhat describe or list some or aU areas of 

study without Iinking them in any way. 

3. Protabl'y Multi-struct~ul. Responses that have mdti-structurai 

elements but cannot with any certauity be described as muiti-structural. 

4. Probably Refutio~l. Responses that exhibit some elements of 

relational but the elements are not expressed strongly enough to say with 

certaiaty that they are relationai. 

5. R e l a t r o ~ ~  Responses that describe the course as a whole. The areas 

of study are descnbed in such a way tbat the student appears to be seeing these 

areas as parts of a whole rather than as distinct parts. 

The resdts supported that of previous research conductd at the task 

levei. That is, positive relationships between a deep approach to study and higher 

quality 1ea-g outcornes were ais0 found at the course level. There was an 

insigrificant relationship between the d a c e  approach variable and the qualitative 
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differences in 1ea-g variable. When fm anaïysis was performed on tk data, 

it confïrmed and extendeci the nndings of the comlational d y s i s ,  with 

qualitative diffêrences in leaming outcomes more substantkdly dated to 

qualitative appmaches to leeming than to quantitative measures of leaming 

outcorne. According to Trigweil and Prosser, "tbis suggests that tbh me8SUCe of 

qualitative differences in 1e-g outeorne may have more vaüdity for research in 

student learning than measures of quantitative measures such as achievement." 

(p.272) Furthemore, the fidings of the study indicate that d e n t  grades do not 

seem to be a reliable measure of leamhg quality. B a d  on the consistency of the 

results of their study to those canducted at the academic task level, Trigweil and 

Prosser contend that the SOLO is validly used at the course level. 

Harper and Kember (1986) administered the Approaches to Studying 

lnventory (Ramsden and Entwistle, 1981) to a total of 779 distance and face-to- 

face students studying M a r  subjects at the Capricornia Institute and the 

Tasmanian College of Advanceci Edwation in Australia In addition to comparing 

the inventory scores of the two subgroups of the sample, the results were 

assessed by comparing the scores obtained in the present study to those of 

previous users of the inventory: 2208 students h m  66 academic departmene in 

British universities and poiytechnic, 540 students h m  the Australian National 



University, and 357 Opm University students. Factor dysis  of the distance 

education student data mdicateù that the approaches to oaady of distance d e n t s  

is not significantiy different h m  that of fàce-to-f8cc d e n t s .  The fint two 

factors, the surfkce facor and meaning orientation h r ,  wwae identifieci for both 

the distance stuclents and total groups and these factors are simila. to those found 

by al i  known previous sbdies that have used the inventory. Based on these 

redts, the researchers concluded that it is valid to use the inventory and its 

associated theories of learning styles with distance education students. In 

addition, the similarity of the factor structure found for distance students to that 

of the total group as weli as to stnrturrr identifid by previous users of the 

inventory provide support fot the view that the approach to study of distance 

students is quaiitatively similar to that of face-to-face students. 

Kember and Harper (1987b) next examineci the rebionship between 

leaming approach and the outforne variables academic performance and 

persisteme in distance education and face-to-face students. In this siudy, the 

distinction was made between academic performance and pmistence based on the 

possibility that categorizing withdrawais (a persistence variable) as failures (a 

performance variable) could confound the relationship between process variables 

and output variables. Face-to-fhce and distance d e n t  data were examineci 
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separately because it was hypothesized that different variables wodd be related 

to persistence for the two groups. Discriminant analysis was pciformed on the 

data. 

Separate analyses of pedormarice were conducted. In order to obtain a 

measure of performance, the persisting students were split into two groups: 

students who received a passing grade and d e n t s  who received a higher grade. 

Discriminant analysis was then wd to distinguish between the two groups with 

regard to process variables Face-to-face and distance students were exaniined 

separately. The analysis reveaied that f8ce-to-f= stucients who achieved a grade 

better than a pass tended not to giobetrot (over-readiness to jump to conclusions) 

or to fear Mure and were inclined to be achievement-motivateci and syllabus-free 

(do not rely on staff to define learning tasks). In contrast, distance students who 

achieved a grade better than a pass most importantly did not have negative 

attitudes to study, did not have a strategic approach (awareness of implications of 

academic demanch made by stan) and were inclineci to have organi;red study 

methods and to be syllabus-bound. 

In relation to persistence, the results indicated that for both distance and 

face-to-face -dents, the d â c e  approach was the variable that discriminated at 

the highest level between persistence and withdrawai or fdure. Students who did 
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not use a s u r f e  appmach were more ükey to persist Otha variables measined 

by the inventory that signincantiy discnminated - . .  between pasistm and non- 

penisters in distance education courses included syhbus-boundaess (is. reiïance 

on M t 0  define lecaning ta&) a d  fear of fiilme. The results al00 reveaied tbat 

aithough individuai variables in the inventory significantly discriminated between 

persisters and nonpersisters, the inventory as a whole cannot be used as a clear 

predictor of either persistence or performance. 

Baseci on their results, Kember and Harper (1987b) mggested that 

persisteme rates might be increased if students were re-oriented fiom a surface 

approach to studying to a deep appmach. However, this suggestion is completely 

dounded by their resuits. Although the d t s  demonstrated that the s u f f i  

approach variable discnmuiated . . .  at the highest level between pemsters and 

nonpersistas, the deep approach variable itseif was not a signifiant 

discriminating variable in th& study. They M e r  suggested that interventions 

should be aimed at adapting the course design and the learning environment in 

order to orient distance students towards a deep approach to study. 

Notwïthstanding, the effects of input variables such as course design and learning 

enviro~l~llent were not factored into their study. Therefore, this suggestion is 

completely unsupported by their resuits. 
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Research Explorhg the Relationshi~ ktwem Iastnictional Variables and Student 

Leamiop: Processes 

A number of studies have been conducted that examine the influence of 

different instructional variables on the approech to study that stuàents adopt. Ln 

addition to method of assessment (Marton and Saljo, 1976b; Ramsden and 

Entwistle, 1983 ) and acaàemic departmental organization (Biggs, 1982; 

Entwistle and Ramsden, 1981), instructional variables such as contrasting subject 

specialisms (Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983), students' perceptions of teaching 

quality (Entwistle and Tait, 1990; Prosser and Trigweil, 1991; Ramsden, 1992; 

Trigwell and Prosser, 199 1) and lectiaers' c~nceptions of teaching (Gow and 

Kember, 199 1) have also ken found to influence the approach to leaming that 

students will adopt. 

Assesment demnds. Ln a study conducted by Marton and Saljo (1976b), 

the researchets attempted to induce alternative levels of processing and levels of 

learning outcome through demand characteristics imposed on subjects. Forty 

fkt-term students served as paid subjects and were asked to read three chaptm 

of text and to be prepared to answer some questions about the content. Subjects 

were divided into two p u p s  with group participation detennining the type of 

demand characteristic imposed. Demand characteristics were in the form of 
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questions the groups received a f k  reading the first two chapters of text. One 

group of subjects was given questions aimed at gmerating a siùaia approach to 

leaming wMe the o t k  p u p  was exposed to Questions intended to induce a decp 

approach When the subjects had wmpleted the reading both groups were 

asked to recaii and nimmariZe the third chapter and to answer questions intended 

to masure surface and deep level aspects of the text. Semi-stmcnued interviews 

were also carried out with the subjects. Marton and Saljo (1976b) found that 

students adapted their approach to study based on their expectations ofrecail 

demands. Students who habitually applied a deep approach to study were 

induced to adopt a surface approach in the face of continuous excessively factual 

questions. However, aithough habitual surface leamers did adapt their approach 

to study when conhnted with deep dernands, they did not adapt a deep 

approafh. These fhdings indicate that the criteria used for evaluating learning 

exerts a siificacant inauence on both leaming pn>cesses and outcornes. 

Academic departmental 0raani;ration. Ramsden and Entwistle (198 1) 

examinai the effects of academic departmentai organhîion on -dents' approach 

to study. Subjects were 2208 students representing 66 academic departments in 

su  disciphes from universities and polytechnics. Students were asked to 

complete a modined form of the Approaches to Studying Inventory (Entwistle et 
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aL, 1979), to provide infonnrih'on regardhg student grades and honoms 

specialism(s) as well as a self-rating of academic pragrrss to date, and ta provide 

their perceptions of honours department courses by reoponding to a course 

perceptions questionnaire. Factor analyses were conducted in order to detemine 

the relationship between approaches to shidyllrg and course perceptions. 

Ramsden and Ennivistle found that a deep approach ta study was related to good 

teaching, W o m  in leamhg, clear goais and standards, and l e s  reliance on formai 

methods of instruction Additional findings indicated that departments rat& 

highly by students on good teaching and fieedom in leaming had students with 

higher average scores on deep appmach to study and its related variables. Lady, 

positive attitudes to study and a deep approach were Iinked to students' seK- 

ratings of academic progres. 

Contrastinp: Subiect Smialimis. With the data collected fiam subjects 

who participated in the Academic dewutmental omanization reseatch, Entwistle 

and Ramsden (1983) examineci d e n t  approach to 1 e a . g  in the wntrasting 

subject specialimis of Science, Social Science and Arts. Based on previous 

research, it was expected that comprehension leaming, associated with a deep 

approach to learning, would be found to be more wmmon in the Arts and Social 

Science disciplines than in the Sciences. Conversely, it was expecteù that 
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operation leaming, aswciated with a surfâce appn,ach to study, would be more 

cornmon in the Sciences Bascd on the data wiiected with the Approaches to 

Studying Inventory (Entwistle et al., 1979), Entwistle and Ramsden examined 

relationships betwecn sub-de scores and subject speciaiism using analysis of 

variance. The £ïndings indicated that operation Leaming and compreheasion 

leamhg arc associated with the dif3erent subject specialismp in the expected way. 

In addition, a deep approach to study was found to be most common in the Arts 

and Social Science disciplines. However, Entwitfe and Ramsden stressed that 

even when the effects of subjcct specialism and discipline are large and significant, 

there are st i l l  considerable differences bektwe the individuai departments. 

Students' perceptions of teachina quality. In relation to students' 

perceptions of teaching quaiïty, studies have examined d e n t  perceptions using 

teaching evaluation questionnaires (Rosser and Trigwell, 1991; Trigweil and 

Prosser, 199 1 a), questionnaires tapping students' preferences for contrasting 

aspects of their pereeived academic environment such as types of lecturing, 

examining, and courses (Entwistle and Tait, 1990). and questionnaires specifidy 

designed to provide an indicator of d e n t  perceptions of their leaming 

environment over their whole academic program (TrigweU and Rosser, 199 1 b). 



Entwistle and Tait (1990) conducted two studies in order to expIore the 

relationships between approaches to leaming, evaluafions of teaching, and 

perceptions of  the academic environment. In the nrst study, Entwistle and Tait 

asked traditionai sadents to cornpletc a questionnaire consisting of scales fiom 

the Approaches to Studying Inventory together with a range of items describing 

evduations of various aspects of students' academic environments. Measures of 

academic performance were also obtained based on a student self-rating of 

academic progress and on the average of the gracies obtained by the student across 

ali courses at the end of theY fht year. The sample consisted of 43 1 first-year 

d e n t s  enrolled in electricai engineering courses in two universities and thme 

polytechnics. Among the findings of the fint study was the association between 

the perception of a course having a demanding workload with the reproducing and 

non-academic orientation, This 5nding is supported by earlier research by 

Entwistle and Ramsden (1983) who found a linlrage between a d a c e  approach 

and a heavy workload or perceiveci time pressure. Another key fhding of 

Entwistle and Tait's fkst study was a la& of a connection between good teaching 

and approach to studying. This lack of a connection was also found in Entwistle 

and Ramsden's (1983) research. 
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In a second study conducted by Entwistle and Tait (1990), students were 

asked to express a prefmct for contrasting aspects oftheir perceiveci academic 

environments. A new questionnaire was developed that incorporated those items 

found in the first study to most strongly defhe the sniây orientations, study 

habits and methods. and the general factors re1ating to evaluations of the academic 

environment, and new items rrlating to preferences. This new questionnaire was 

given to a sample of 271 kt-year students h m  engineering and psychology. 

The response rate for the second study was 60 per cent The results of the 

second study indicated that d e n t s  who adopt deep appmaches to studying 

show a clear preference for an environment which is likely to encourage 

understanding. while students with a surfàce approach prefer an environment that 

promotes rote leaming. Entwistle and Tait (1 990, second study) cautioned that 

good teaching in higher e d d o n  is typidy defined in ternis of factors that 

encourage understanding. However, based on the îïndings of the second study. it 

seems Wrely that students who are oriented towards a surface approach to study 

do not define good teacbhg in th& mannet. Therefore, it seems that the criteria 

they use to evduate teaching quaiity will k considerably different fhm that of 

students who are onented towards a deep approach to study. 
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Ropo (1993) examined the relationship between student approaches to 

learning and their evduative perceptions of the instnictional context The sample 

wnsisted of 18 1 students largely h m  the department of engineering (n=165) with 

the remainder h m  the department of architecture. Saidents completed a 

questionnaire consisting of questions firom the Approaches to Studying Inventory, 

questions relating to other aspects of studying such as cooperation and social 

clirnate between shidents, and questions relating to perceptions of teaching. 

Student teaching perceptions were also measured using open-ended questions. 

Additionally, thirty students were intervieweci about their perceptions of teaching 

and studying at the University. Cornparisons were made between three subgroups 

of students: experienced and inexperienced students (more than/less than five 

years as a d e n t ) ;  efficient and inefficient Leamers (determined according to the 

number of credits obtained per year); and fidi-tirne and part-time students. 

Results were summarized into three conclusions. First, the results seemed to 

support the view that approaches to shidying are relatively independent of the 

-dents' perceptions of teaching. These redts support those of Entwistle and 

Tait (1990, first study) and Entwistle and Ramsden (1983) who found a Lack of a 

comection between good teaching and approach to studying. According to Ropo, 

the resuits of his study " m y  be interpreted to indiate that satisfztion or 
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dissatisfaction with teaching depcnds on how weli the student's Mie situation or 

conditions for shidying fit together with experienced instruction in supporting the 

acquisition of the student's goal."(p. 126) SecondIy, resdts between experienced 

and inexperienced students indicate that long-tam dissatisfaction with teaching 

decreases students' comprehension orientation, associateci with a deep approach, 

to study. Lastly, the d t s  indicated that the processes between instructionai 

context, perception of teaching and appmach to Iearning are refated to shdents' 

experience as -dents, to their efficiency as students (as defined in the present 

study), and to their fûU-time versus part-the stanis. 

Eley (1992) has criticized studies, such as those wnducted by Entwistle 

and Tait (1990, fhst study) and Entwistle and Ramsden (1983), that compm 

relatively large but separate samples of d e n t s  taking different courses. 

Accordhg to Eley, the researchers make within-student Merences based on 

between student fhdings: The findings ... are usually that students studying 

within diffetent complexes of course requirements report different mixes of study 

approaches, and that the approaches reported are systematically related to the 

between-group dinerences in the perceived course requirements." Q.232) Eley 

asserts '"that two different students each in a diffèrent teaching contexts are found 

to have dopted different study approaches does not necessarily imply that if 
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they swapped contexts they would a h  swap study appmaches." (p.233) He 

M e r  contends that %y themsclves such between--dent camparisons caawt 

Iogidy distinguish an association m e e n  snidy approaches and teaching 

contexts h m  one between students aud teaching contexts." @233) 

ï,eainezs' conceptions of teaching. k c t u r d  conceptions of teaching and 

their subsequent approaches to teachhg have also been addressed in the Iiteratute* 

Trigwell, Prosser and Taylor (1994) explored the intentions associated with 

lecturers' teaching approach. Theu findings indicated tbat logical relationships 

exist between teaching approach and intention with five quaiitatively d i n i t  

approaches to teaching. Appaches ranged h m  a teacher-fôcused approach 

with the intention of transmitting information to a student-focuseci approach 

aimed at students changing their conceptions. In a later study conducted by 

Trigwell and Rosser (1996), strong relations were found betwem conceptions of 

teaching and teaching approach. Relations between conceptions ofteaching and 

learning were Less strong; however, lecturers with highly evolved conceptions of 

teaching differentiated between teaching and leaming in substantially different 

ways than lecturers with less highly-evolved conceptions. Although no causai 

relationships between Lecturers' teaching appach and student approach to 
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learning w m  proposed by TrigweU and Prosser, the researchers did question 

whether such a relationship does ïndeed exist, 

Gow and Kember (1993) conductexi a study in *ch they examineci the 

relationship between teaching orientation and the Quaiity of student leaming. In 

order to investigate Iecturer's vie- of teaching and leamkg, researchers 

conducted semi-stnictured interviews with 39 lecturers at a polytechnic in Hong 

Kong. Lecturers were randomly selected h m  the entire academic &of 

approximately 1200 people. The sample was determineci to be adequately 

representative of the range of specialisms offered by the polytechaic and included 

a range of level of appointment. 

Based on the semi-stnictured interviews, Gow and Kember (1993) 

established a number of consûucts related to teaching conceptions. A trial 

questionnaire was developed based on these constructs. Results of the trial 

questionnaire were anaiyzed and necessary revisions were made. The revised 

questionnaire was administered to fifteen departments, representing a wide varîety 

of academic disciplines, h m  two institutions. The response rate was 29.7 per 

cent; however, no b i s  was detected when the characteristics of the responders 

were compared with those of the sample of the =en departments. 
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The revised questionnaire mealeci two tcaching conceptions which were 

defined as c'leaming f=ilitationn and "biowledge traiismissionn. Lectures who 

held teaching conceptions de- as leaming facilitation were chsiactaycd as 

those who conceive of teacbing as a facilitative process to help students develop 

problem solving skills and critical thhkhg abilities. They conceive k t  their d e  

is to provide motivation, to stimulate interest and to encourage interactive class 

sessions. In contcast, leamers who view teaching as the transmission of 

howledge focus more on the subject than on the leaming. The lecturer is 

conceived to be a subject matter expert, and teaching involves the accurate and 

c h  presentation of that subject matter. 

nie relationship betwecn teaching conceptions end the quaIity of student 

leaming was then exaniined. Students h m  the same fifteen departments were 

asked to complete Biggs' Study Process Questionnaite (SPQ) and over 3000 SPQ 

scores were obtained. Correlations were obtained between the conceptions of 

teaching scales and final aad change SPQ scores by department The resuits 

indicated that learning facilitation has a signincant negative correlation 6 t h  the 

nnal surfàce approach scores. Knowledge transmission has a sigdicant negative 

correlation with both final and change in deep approach scores. 
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The researchers (1993) found that in deparunents where the predominant 

orientation to teaching is hwledge  transmission, -dents' use of a deep 

approach to Ieaming tends to decline thugh the period of the course ofstudy. 

Conversely, departments who hold a leraning facilitation orientation to teaching 

tend to discourage the use of a d a c e  approach to leaming. Rit in context with 

the body of research examining the effect of teaching method, learning tasks, 

assessrnent demanâs, and workloads on student approach to leaniing, Gow and 

Kember suggest that these e r s  are strongiy influenced by teaching orientation. 

Furthemore, teaching orientation affects the curriculum design, the method of 

teaching, and the leaming tasks assigned. Aitemately, these fàctors inauence 

student learning approach. The researchers concluded that in order for students to 

adopt meaningfbi approaches to learniiig, initiai attention should be focused on 

lecturers' conception of teaching. 

Investigations of the Relaîionshi~s Between Learninp; conte* student Leamhg 

Processes and Qualitative Differences in Student Learninp; Outcornes 

The research presented thus far can be classifïed into two basic categories; 

d e s  examining the relationship ôetween student leaming processes and student 

learning outcomes, and studies investigating the relationship between learning 

context/environment and the approach to 1e-g that students adopt, To date, 
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v q  littie research has explored the relationship between ail three (Trigweil and 

Prosser, 1991). 

Boulton-Lewis (1994) cornparrd wnceptdhions of learnîng held by 

869 students and theù 21 lectums in 12 courses tepresenting 5 miversity 

faculties. Students and instnictors were asked to &te approximately one page 

describing their beliefs abut learning with the aid of a prompt. Their respoDSeS 

were analyzed based on Biggs' (1979) Structure of the Observecl Learning 

Outcorne (SOLO) Taxowmy ( d e s c n i  in detail in the Introduction). Lecturrrs 

SOLO levels and their descriptions of student learning were compared with those 

of the students. In addition, students' approach to leaming was assesseci using 

Biggs' (1987) Study Process Questionnaire. Relationships between approach to 

leaming and student SOLO level w m  then examined. The results indicated that 

across aU ciisciplines and courses, the majority of both students and lecturers were 

at the multistnictural SOLO level in relation to their beliefs about learning. This 

indicates that for the rnajority of students and instnictors, descriptions of their 

beliefs about leamiag were selective and undeveloped. However, there was a 

larger proportion of lecturers whose beliefk about leaming w m  determined to be 

at the relational level. At the relational level, most or all of the relevant items are 

included in relation to a kiie£ Conflicting information is addressed and discussed 
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in terms of a relating concept inhement to the context, and a remlution is found. 

According to the researcher, the fact that the majority of both student and 

l e c w  rrsponses were at the muiti-strucnPal level indiCates that gmeraily they 

can describe some or many of the relevant aspects of the leamhg process. 

However, they have not yet "organized the information sufnciently to view it as 

an overarching structure that they cen apply selectively to different aspects of 

leaming or teaching." b.400) Boulton-Lewis (1994) a h  found that there was no 

strong relaîionship between increasitlg yedievel of course and increasing 

knowledge of the l&g process as assesses by the SOLO. A sigdicant 

relationship was fomd ktween approach to learning and SOLO level with 

increase in deep approach related to in- in SOLO levels. Tukey pst hoc 

analyses revealed signiscant differences for deep approach between the uni- 

structural and relational SOLO leveis. When the content of student responses ta 

the SOLO taxonomy was assesseci randomly, it was found that the majority of 

-dents define learning Quantitatively in tenns offincreasing knowledge. Based on 

these £kdings, Boulton-Lewis asserts that "current teaching and assesment 

methods are having M e  positive effèct on students' knowledge of the leaming 

process and on their appmach to leamhg." (p.400) 
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Trïgweii and Rosser (1991a) wnducteû a study in which they examineci 

mident evaluations of  th& leamhg environment, sîudent appmach to learniag. 

and both quantitative and quaiitative litatmkrences in student learning outcornes. 

The sample comisted of 143 studcnts who were enroiied in the same nrSt year 

nursing communications course. Students were broken down bto eleven gtoups 

with eleven different teachers and the course was taught over a penod of fo-n 

weeks. Quantitative ciifferences in student learning outcorne were based on course 

grade while qualitative diffkrences were assaKd using a rnodifïed form of Biggs' 

(1979) Structure of the O b m e d  Leaniiag Outcome (SOLO) Taxonomy. The 

SOLO taxonomy was adapted by Tripeil  and Pro= (1992) in order to measun 

qualitative Merences in leaming outcornes at the course levei. (See Trigweil and 

Rosser (1992) cited d e r  the heading Studies Examune . .  
the ReMonship 

Outcome for a more detailed description.) Student approaches to leaming were 

measured using sub-des  fiom Entwistle and Ramsden's (1983) Approaches to 

Study Inventory. Sîudent evaiuations of their learning environment were based on 

responses to an adapted form of a teaching and course evaluation questionnaire 

developed by Moses (1986). 
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Factor analysis of leamhg approach, learning outcome and evaluations of 

the leaming envirorunent were performed and the three fhctors w m  found to 

explain a total of 57% of the variance. A deep approach to leeming was found to 

be associated with positive d e n t  evaluations of tk learning environment 

Th- r e d t s  conflict with those of Entwistle and Tait (1990, £kst study) who 

found a Iack of a coIiriection between good teaching and appmach to studying. A 

deep approach was also found to be linkeâ with qualitative ciifferences in learning 

outcome. This supports the fïndings of a stuày conducted by Trigwell and 

Prosser (1992) in which the researchers found substantial a d  signincant 

relationships between the deep appmach to study variable and the qualitative 

differences in ka-g variable at the course level. Quantitative Merences in 

leaming outcornes were linked to a d i r e  approach to 1earni.g and to elements of 

the leaming environment suggesting that subject relevance, opporhinities to ask 

questions, and clear assessment criteria may help a student who adopts a d i  

approach to achieve good assessment results. Citing previous research on the 

influence of assessment on approach to leamïng, Trigweli and Prosser assert that 

"in an environment whm assesment encourages a surface approach, subject 

relevance, chances to ask questions, and clear assessment criteria may simply 

enhance the effectiveness of the surfke approach." (p.257) It shouid a h  be 
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noted that no relationships were found between qualitative differences in learning 

outcome and evaluations of the leaming environment. 

Rosser and Tngwell(1991) conducteci between~~Iass and withar-course 

examinations of the data obtained in Trigwell and Presser (1991 a). According to 

Rosser and Trigwell, while the withinaurse d t s  provide indications of 

wbettier individual students who rate the teaching and course more highly al00 

adopt deeper approaches to study and achieve higher quality leaming outcomes, 

the betweeniilass methodology conttibutes to the validity of saident ratings for 

summative purposes. "The betweenclass methodology shows whether those 

teachers and courses with higher ratings also had students who adopted deeper 

approaches to their d e s  and had higher quality leamhg outcomes." b.295) 

In relation to the between-class auaiysis, Pearson correlation coefficients 

were conducteci between the class means of student ratings of teaching and 

courses, prior academic ability, approaches to leaming, and qualitative and 

quantitative leaming outcomes. The results of the betweenclass analysis 

suggested tbat, g e n d y ,  in thox classes where the teaching and course received a 

higher rating, the students bad adopted deeper approaches to their learning and 

had attained higher qpaiity leaming outcornes. The kdings also indicated that for 

the course under investigation, quantitative measincs of leamhg outcome, d e n t  
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grades, might not be an accuratt measurr of validity for d e n t  evaluation of 

teaching- According to Rosser and TrigweU (1 991) the results indicate that in 

terms of how students approach their learning, the validity of ratiugs of courses is 

confirmeci and the ratings ofteaching are supported. in addition, the nsults 

codïrmed the validity of studeat ratings of teaching and courses for summative 

purposes in terms of the Quality of leaming outcornes. 

In relation to the within-course d y s i s ,  the data was assesseci using factor 

analysis. Factor analysis explained 53% of the variance. The £ht factor had high 

loadings on the deep/relating ideas approach to learning and the Qualitative 

differences in Ieaming outcorne variable. This suggests that a deep approach to 

learning is related to the qualitative differences in learning outcornes- The second 

factor had high loadhgs on student evaluations of teaching and course variables. 

The third factor had high positive loadings on pnor academic ability and the 

quantitative ciifferences in leaming outcomes variable, a s d  positive loading on 

the qualitative differences in leaming outcomes variable, and a d negative 

loading on the surface approach to leaming variable. This suggests that a surface 

approach to learning is negatively related to prior academic ability and both 

learning outcomes. ûverall, the t h e  factors suggest that within the course, using 

the individuai d e n t  as the unit of analysis, the ratings of neither the teaching nor 
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the course wem rela-ted to #or academic ab'ïty, approach to learning, or leaming 

outcorne. "Thus there is no evidence to suggest that individuai d e n t s  who 

adopted deeper approaches to study or had better learning outcornes rated the 

teaching or the course higher." (p.300) In their discussion of the study, Prosser 

and Tngweli (1991) state: 

While we have interpreted the results as offering mpport for the vaiïdity 

of student ratings of teaching and courses, an alternative iaterpretaîion 

exists. Students who enter the course with a particular orientation to 

leaming may automatically sbnictiire their studies acwrding to those 

orientations and then rate the course and teaching in ways related to those 

orientations. Further research ushg an orientation to study pretest wodd 

be required to test this hypothesis.@.301) 

In a second study conducteci by Trigweli and Prosser (1991b). the 

researchers focused on saident perceptions, as opposed to student evaluations, of 

their learning environment It was hoped tbat by making perceptions the focal 

point of the study, it would be possible to establish a relationship between 

perceptions of the leaming environment and the quaiïty of student learning 

outcornes. OveraIl, the second study ewsunined perceptions of the leaming 

environment its relationship to student learning approaches and qualtative 



Context, Appmach and Outcorne 
41 

differences in -dent leaming outcornes. Student perceptions of their leamllig 

enviromnent were assessed using the Course Experience Questionnaire developed 

by Ramsden (1991) to ~issess student perceptions of theù learning environment 

over their whole academic pro- The questionnaire contains five sub-reks: 

Good Teaching, Clear Goals, Appropriate Workload, Appropriate Assessment, 

and Ernphasis on independence. Student approaches to leamhg w m  measured 

using sub-scales h m  Entwistle and Ramsden's (1983) Approaches to Study 

Inventory. The SOLO Taxonomy, aàapted by Trigweil and Rosser (1992), was 

used to measiae qualitative differences in Ment leaming outcornes at the course 

level. Subjects in this study were 55 students in the final year of a three yeat 

nursing course. 

Factor analysis of course perceptions, approach to learning and qualitative 

differences in le-g outcornes were wormed and IWO factors were formd to 

explain W ?  of the variance. The be factor indicated a high negative loading on 

the Surface Approach and positive Ioadings on two variables relatai to student 

perceptions of their learning environment; a high positive loading on the 

Workload/Assessment variable and a moderatdy high positive Loading on the 

Good Teaching!Clear Goaldindependence variable. According to Trigweli and 

Prosser (1 99 1 b), this suggests that the perception of a heavy workload, and 
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assessment aimed at rote recall is iwociated with stuâcnts adopiag a surfiace 

approach and this findhg is supporteci by previous research, The second f e r  

indicated a high positive loadbg on the Deep ApproachlRelsting Ideas variable, 

the variable Good TeachkglClear Goais/Independence, and the Qualitative 

ciifferences in leaniing variable. This factor suggests that students who perceive 

that the teacbing was good, that there were clear goais and some independence in 

Iearning also adopted a deep appmach to learning and had higher quaiity leamhg 

outcornes. The results supported the existence of a relationship between d e n t  

perceptions of their leaming enviro~menf, their amaches to leaming and 

qualitative differences in leamhg outcornes. The finclhg that learning approach is 

related to mident perceptions of the leaming environment is supported by 

Entwistle and Tait (19909 second study) who found that students who adopt deep 

approaches to studying show a clear preference for an environment whifh is Iücely 

to encourage understanding, while students with a &ace approach prefer an 

environment that promotes rote 1eaming. 

In their discussion of implications for fuhae research, Trigweil and Rosser 

(1 991 b) suggested thai "futurr rescarch may weii focus on the effects of different 

contexts (with substantial descriptions of the contexts) u, and not just on 

perceptions and evaluations of such contexts." (p.263) Trigweli and Rosser al00 
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maintain that "in fûture research, it is this set of relations between approaches, 

perceptions and outcomes which we klieve is most important for practice 

and requirPs substantidy more research? (p.263) 

Kember's (1989% 198% 1995) theoretical model of student drop-out 

h m  distance education relates student outcomes to leaming context and dudent 

learning processa. Kember, Lai, Minphy, Siaw, & Yuen (1992) used the DESP 

inventoy to test Kember's model with a sarnple of 1060 Hong Kong distance 

education students emolied in four distance leaming courses. (Kember's model and 

the DESP inventory are described in the Introduction.) Kember et al. attempted 

to link the scales of the DESP together into a path model. Background 

characteristics were the starting point of the path model, with the four main 

d e s ,  social integration, extemal attribution, academic integration, aad academic 

incompatibility, considered as intervening variables. Pmgress miteria, used to 

indicate completion or drop-out, were the resulting outcorne measures. The 

results indicated that the path model showed a good fit with the theoretical model. 

The path model suggested that student background characteristics influence the 

social and academic integration variables, whkh alternately relate to the progres 

variables. 



Context, Approach and Outcorne 
44 

Background cbanictmstico were found to correlate with the intervening 

variables. According to Kember et al (1992). this implies that the way a d e n t  

attempts to adapt to study is strongiy inf'iuenced by the pre-entry chatacteristics, 

experiences and socid pattems of the snident. However, the path model aiso 

suggested that between entry and outcorne, the distance educaîion student goes 

through processes of development and adaptation. The intewening variables in 

the path model attempt to descri'be and measure influences of social integdon, 

extemal amibution, acadex.uk inteption, and ademic incompatibility on d e n t  

progress. The path model indicaieci that entry characteristics influence the degree 

of social integration and, alternately, the extent of d e m i c  accummodaitiotl 

According to the path model, externai attribution and academic incompati'bility 

lead to lower GPA and an i n c r d  potential of drop-out. 

Kember et al (1992) found that the demie accommodation factor was 

not related by a signincant path to either GPA or dropout ratio. The Academic 

accommodation refers to such things as positive course evaluation, intrinsic 

motivation and deep approach to &y. This £înding supports those of Kember 

and Harper (1987) who found that surface approach was the Approach to 

Studying Inventory variable that best disctiminsited between students who 

persisted in their courses and non-persisters, but dccp appmach ocores did not 
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distinguish better pedormance- In a shdy conduaed by Gow and Kemkr (1990) 

&dings indicated that deep appmach scores deciined through the course of study 

or were lower in final year of sady compareci to initial scores. Accordhg to 

Kember et ai , these concUmng d t s  may be interpreted as the iack of an 

assesment process in higher education that encourages and tests for those leaming 

quaiities epitomized in the deep approach and intrinsic motivation subscaies of 

the Approaches to Study Inventory. 

Roberts, Boyton, Buete, and Dawson (1 991) have applied Kember's 

(1989) model to distance education at Charles Sturt University-Riverixla. The 

Kember model was ''used tu provide a theoretical framework around which to 

conduct the study @.61)." For the purpose of their study, the seven 

components comprishg the Kember model were reduced to five; background 

characteristics, goai cornmitment, academic environment and integration, social and 

work environment and integration, and costhnefit analysis. The researchers 

conducteci semi-structured interviews with thircy-six students enrolled in two 

subjects. The researchers cautioned that the sample could not be considered 

representative of the total population of distance students due to the ssiz of the 

sample and the fact that it was drawn fhm only two courses. 
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Xnterviews wae based on a questionnaire âeveloped by Kember and 

consisted of forty-three items. Items were broken down into five groups 

wmsponding to the five major components of the Knnber model. The resuits of 

these interviews indicated that of the thirty-six students, seven d e n t s  stated 

that they studied only to pass assignments and another seven stated that they 

study only to pass assignments and e m  when they have tirne constraints and 

when they h d  the subject unintereshg. Roberts, Boyton, Buete, and Dawson 

(1991) found that although a n u m k  of students in the sample may be resorting to 

surface leaming techniques, their incentives for doing so may differ. The 

interviews revealed that a number of factors eithei individuaiiy or wileftively 

contributed to the application of a d a c e  approach to leamkg. These factors 

were time constraints, the form of assessrnent demandeci, and a lack of 

relevandmterest of subject materiah. 

Roberts, Boyton, Buete, and Dawson (1991) fond  thaî the Kember mode1 

provided an appropriate and practical theoretid framework for their 

investigation. "The plethora of interacting %tors Likely to influence extemal 

students to continue or abandon theu studies is dl encapsulateci in one or more of 

Kember's major components (p.82)." The researchers ais0 emphasized th& in 

their study, the Kember model was used to examine student progress, and that the 
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description of the model as a model of dropout is limiting. They finther suggest 

tbat there is tremendous potential for the model to be d as a tool in the area of 

m e n t  counseling. Lastly, it was conclidcd that 'Kember's linear-process m d e l  

of progress and attrition has enormous potentiai for researchers and counselors in 

the field of distance education (p.83): 

hittina It AIi Tonether 

The purpose of this literature review was to examine the progress of 

research towards detennjning the relationship between leaming context, student 

approach to learning, and qualitative ciifferences in student leaming outcomes. A 

review of the literature in this area has determineci thai research examining 

qualitative difkrences in d e n t  learning outcomes can be classifieci into two basic 

caîegories; studies examining the relationship between stuâent 1-g processes 

and student leaming outcornes, and studies investigating the reiationship between 

leaming contua and the approach to leaming that students adopt. Very little 

research to date has examinai the relationship between aU three variables. In their 

discussion of implications for fiinire research in the area of higher education, 

Trigweii and Prosser (1 99 1 b) asserted that "in future research, it is this set of 

relations between approaches7 perceptions [of the student leanllng context] and 
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outcomes [a which we btlieve is most important for practice and recpires 

substantidy mon reseanh." @263) 

In relation to reseamh in the area of distance e d d o n ,  the bulk of studïes 

examlliuig student success h a .  focuscd on the effects of student (Hougb, 1984; 

Rekkedal, 1983; Thornpson and Knox, 1987; Woodley d Parlett, 1983) and 

institutionai variables (Rekkedai, 1983; Scaies, 19û4) as opposed to learning 

context and high quality leamiag outcornes (Bernard and Amundsen, 1989; 

Cwkson, 1989). Persistencdattrition rates have been examineci as the most 

significant measure of success for the independent variable(s) under investigation 

(Rekkedai, 1983). Reseamh cornductecl by Kember, Lai, Murphy, Siaw, & Yuen 

( 1  992) has incorponited components related to leaming con- in the distance 

education contact However, qualitative differences in student leamhg outcomes 

in distance education have not been addresseci in this research 

The present study examines the relationship between Icaming context, 

student approach to learning end student Iearning outcornes in distance educatiom 

Leaniing context and student approach to leaming in theV distance education 

courses will be assessed with Kember's (1 989% l989b, 1995) Distance Education 

Student Progress (DESP) inventory. In order to measure qualitative différences in 

learning outcornes at the course level, the Tngwelî and Prosser (1992) adapteci 
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vasion of Biggs' (1979) Structure of the Observeci Leaming Outcorne (SOLO) 

Taxonomy will be used. Morcover, in order to test the hypothesis proposeci by 

Rosser and TrigweU(1991) that "students who enter the course with a pazticuiar 

orientation to le-g may automatiicaly stxucture their studies accordhg to those 

orientations and then rate the course and teaching in ways relatai to those 

orientations."@.301), an approach to learning pmtest wiii be used as 

recommended by Rosser and Trigwelî. This pretest will be a slightly modified 

form of the Ramsden and Entwistle (1981) Approaches to Study Inventory 

modined and validateci for w in distance education by Harper and Kember 

(1 986). 

Lastly, research fhdings have indicated that examination of lecturer's 

conceptions of teaching and learning is warrante& Resuits of research conducted 

by Gow and Kember (1993) examining the relatioaship between teaching 

orientation and the qualty of student lcarning indicate that in order for students to 

adopt rneaningfid appmaches to leaming, initial aîtention should be focused on 

lecturers' conception of îeaching. As well, the resuits of a shidy cornparhg 

conceptualizations of1eamhg held by snidents and their lechaers led Bouiton- 

Lewis (1994) to assert that "crtmnt teaching and assessrnent methods are having 

Littie positive eff i t  on students' knowledge of the leaming pmcess and on their 
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approach to learning.'' (p.400) Therefore, in addition to examining sndent 

perceptions of the leaming contcxt, the prrsnt shidy wi i l  aiso explore the student 

leaniing expectations held by instnictors in relation to th& course as weii as  the 

possible relationships betwecn course lemhg expectati0ns7 course stnictiirr and 

design, and the selected method(s) of assessment. Instnictors' student leamhg 

expectations wilI k assesseci using the SOLO Taxonomy. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

The present study is an investigation of the relationships between leaniing 

wntext, student appraach to leaming and student leamhg outcornes. In this 

study, the learning context is denned 8ccording to the academic enviromnt 

component of Kember's (1989% 1995) longitudinal-process mode1 of drop-out 

fiom distance education. In relation to the academic environment compwent, 

Kember explains that in distance education, Jhdents typically have Linle or no 

face-to-face contact with the teacher. The primary e1ement in a distance education 

course is o h  a stuây package delivered tbn,ugh the mail. Therefore, in the 

context of Kemkr's modei, everything touching on the teaching and support 

envuOnment, including the Shi* package, is included under the academic 

environment component. 

Student approach to learning is d e h d  according to research conducted by 

Marton and Sdjo (1976% 1976b). Marton and Sdjo identifieci a number of leveb 

of learning outcornes that consisted of hdamentally different conceptions of the 

content of the learning task. Conesponding differences in levels of processing 
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were also identifieci- These bdhgs led to the introduction of the concept of 

"approach to 1eazniLlf or %e deep and surface approach dichotomy in learning". 

Students who employ a deep apploach to leaming seaceh for meanhg in wrim 

materid, critically examine evidence presented in support of an argument, and 

relate evidence and arguments presented to theu own personal knowledge and 

expenence. In contrast, a surfiwe approach is characterimi by the rote leaming of 

information, 

Student learning outcornes are defineci in both quantitative and qualitative 

ternis in the present study. Student grades in their course consiitute a quantitative 

measure of learning outcorne. Quaiitative l e -  outcornes were assessed using 

the Trîgwveli and Pmsser (1992) adapted version of Biggs' (1979) Structure of the 

Obsewed Leamhg Outcorne (SOLO) Taxonomy. Responses to a question asking 

students to describe what they think the contenhbject matter of their distance 

education course was about are assesseâ in relation to their stniftiaal complexity. 

The SOLO consists of five levels of q n s e  that are considered to fonn a 

hiemchy of leaming, with the possibility of transitionai responses between levels. 

This study also explores conceptions of leamhg held by instructors, their 

possible infiuence on instructionai design and mahad of ssscssment, and, in tum, 
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the relatiomhip between these &dors and student leamhg approach. Instnictors' 

wnceptions of leamhg wcre assessed using the SOLO Taxoaomy. 

SaniDLc 

Distance education students 

The sample for tbis study corisisted of students enroiied in one of three 

specific courses oEered by McGill University's Distance Education Programme. 

This programme is designed to provide teachers with professionai developrnent 

courses. The programme recognizes that there are teachers who live too fm away 

to attend on-campus courses or who prefer to study at a distance for a variety of 

reasons. Courses within the distance education programme are ais0 avaiiable for 

credit to McGill University's on-catnpus d e n t s  in the Education program. 

Students were selected to participate in the present study based on their 

enrollment in specific distance education courses: Effective Written 

Communication, Introduction to Logo, and Leamhg and Behavioral Roblems in 

Children. These courses are traditional distance education courses in the sense 

that there is separation of student h m  insûuctor. The courses are print-based 

and materials are maiid to individual students. 

Those d e n t s  included in the sample were enrolled in one of the thme 

courses held dining the FaU session, Septembez to DeCernber, of 1992. Students 



Context, Approach and Outcorne 
54 

were asked to complete Questionnajres two tiws during the Fail session; at the 

beginning of their course and just @or to course completion Oniy those students 

who completed both questionnaires (N=30) wm included in the study. The 

return rate of both questionnaires was 61% (30 out of 49). This corresponds to a 

breakdown by course of 60% (9 out of 15) for Introduction to Logo; 85% (1 1 out 

of 14) for Learning & Behavioral Problaiu in Children; and 50% (10 out of 20) 

for Effective Written Communication. 

Course Lnstnictors 

Each of the three course instnictors were also responsible for the 

development of their respective courses as weil as the teachiag of them. 

Instructors were inte~ewed individdy in the Winter session, Jmuary to May, 

of 1992. These specinc courses were selected because they Vary widely in 

content. A brief description of each course, based on interviews with the course 

instructoddevelopers, is provideci below: 

Effective Written Communication. An interactive writing program where 

the basic principle is that the student must create a writing workshop in their own 

environment. They must mate  this workshop among their peers and go through 

the writing proces together and &are their brainstorming9 thir organhtion, the 
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Grst draft, their goals and their purpose for Wnting. This course is seIf-directed 

and structureci a r o d  the individuai's needs. 

introduction to Logo. In this course, students are the programmers 

learning the basics of Logo programming a d  how to put it together to create 

things. The goal of this course is for d e n t s  to be able to manipulate what they 

have leamed with Logo in order to create tools that are usefbi to them. 

Learnina and Behavioral Problems in Chiidren. This course is about the 

learning and khavioral difficulties that exceptionai children experïence. The 

course goes through the entire range of exceptionality and looks at teaching 

strategies, curriculum adjustments and tools that are used with these children. 

Materials 

Instruments 

Distance Leaniiiip Pte-Questionnaire. (See Appendix A) The Pre- 

Questionnaire was used to assess students' general approach to leaming and was 

administered to students at the beginning of their course. General appmach to 

leaming refers to d e n t s '  typical study orientation The Pre-Questionnaire was 

made up of subscaies from the Distance Education Student Progress (DESP) 

inventory (Kember, Murphy, Siaw, & Yuen, 1991). The entire DESP inventoxy 

measures four dimensions of a distance education Ment's expdence: emotional 
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eacouragement, extanal atûinnion, acadcmic integration, and academic 

incompaîibility. Acadcrnic intcgration comprisCs dî elements of a distance 

e d d o n  course and ail of the Merent aspects of contact (Le. aîadernic, 

administrative and social) bctween the distance e d d o n  institution and the 

d e n t  Academic htegration and academic incompatiibiüty each contain foin 

subscaies measuring student approach to leaming, motivation, course evaluation, 

and language ability. 

There have been two main versions of the DESP inventory. The original 

version was tested using four distauce education courses (ICember, Murphy, Siaw, 

& Yuen, 199 1 ; Kember, Lai, Murphy, Siaw, & Yuen, 1992) and was later 

modifieci based on the Çidings of this research, The revised version contains the 

same subscales and scales as the onginai version, but changes have been made to 

the items that constitute the subscaies. These changes were largely r e l u  to 

improving the reliabiiity of the subdes.  This was accomplished by increasing 

the number of items within the subscaies. The revised version has been tested and 

results indicate that the path mode1 fiom the revised version substantiaîly 

replicates that of the original (Kember3 1995). 

The Pre-Questionmire, as explained above, is wmposed of the subscaies 

in the DESP that messiac student approach to learning. These particdar 
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subscales originate with the Approach to Study Inventory (Ramsden & Entwistle, 

198 l), modified and validated for use with distance education snidents by Harper 

& Kember (1986). Subscaies wae modified slightly in the present study in order 

to obtain mesures of both general and spccinc approach to leaming. 

For the Pre-QuestioNiaire, snidents were asked to respond to 29 questions 

and were given the foiIowing instructions: "PIease circle the number that best 

describes your attitude towards each statement. m e r  every question. Please 

do not leave ariy blank." Responses were selected based on a Likert sale ranging 

fkom 1, "Definitely Agree" to 4, "Defïnitely Disagree" with 5, "Don't Know" and 

6, T o t  Applicable". In addition to these questions, sadents were also askeà, 

'Wow long has it been d you have taken a higher-eduration level course?' and 

if they had %y Commentsr'. 

Distance Leaniinp: Post-Questionnaire. (See Appendix B) A Post- 

Questionnaire package was mailed to students just prior to the completion of thev 

course. It included the same subscales measuring approach to leaming in the Pre- 

Questionnaire; howevet, the Post-Questionnaire package contained additional 

measUres to assess leaming context and leaming outcome variables specific to 

distance education courses. Additional measures included: the other subscales 

comprising the Distance Education Student Progress @ESP) inventory (Kember, 
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Minphy, Siaw, & Yuen, 1991) with the exception of the enrohent 

encouragement and English ability subscales, the Shu*iac of the Observai 

Learning Outcorne (SOLO) Taxonomy (Biggs 1979; Tngwe11 and Prosser, 1992), 

and Bloom's Taxonomy (Bloom, 1977). A description of each of the me- 

contained in the Post-Questionnaire package is presented below. 

Distance Education Student Promess (DESP) Inventory. Aii of the sub- 

scales, with the exception of the enrobent encouragement and E u h  ability 

sub-scales, comprishg the DESP inventory were included in the Post- 

Questionnaire package. The enroiiment encouragement suôscaie was excluded 

because in the context of the present study, the study participants were teachers 

who enrolied in courses to upgrade SWS or students who enmiied in courses to 

meet program requirexnents. The English abiIity suôscaie was excluded since it 

was designed for students studying in Hong Kong. Student responses to the 

DESP were in the form of a Likert scaie ranging b m  1, r)efinitely Agree" to 4, 

'?)ennitely Disagree" with 5, "Don't Know" and 6, 'Wot Applicable". The scaies 

included in the DESP were used in order to provide measutes of stuâent academic 

accommodation and incompaîibility, exnotionai encouragement, and extemai 

attribution. 
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Stnictrnt of the Obser~d  Les- Oldcome (SOLO). The SOLO Taxonomy was 

developed by Biggs (1979) in order to provide a m a r u n  of learning quality. The SOLO 

consists of five levels of response that Biggs appües ta leamhg the meaning of a finite 

display of information and making judgments about that information. In other words, 

Biggs used the SOLO Taxonomy in order to essess learning quality at the îask level. The 

five levels are considenxi to form a hietarchy of leaniing, with the poss'bility of 

transitionai responses between levels. Responses to a ~~~g situation are assesseci in 

relation to their structural complexity. 

TrigweIi and Prosser (1992) have modifiecl Biggs' categories of response in 

order for them to pertaîn to the assessment of leaming at the course level. Bascd 

on the consistency of the results of their study to those that have examineci the 

relationship between appach to study and qualitative ciifFerences in learning 

outcornes at the academic task level, Tripe11 and Prosser contend fhat it is valid 

to use the SOLO at the coune level. In their study, students were asked to 

respond to the foilowing quest:  

Please describe what you think the content/subject matter of this course 

was about (Ont way of doing this is to pretend you are telling a fiend 

the sorts of things you thought the iastnictor was m g  to teach you and 

wanted you to leam in this subjecL) 
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In the present study, students w m  asked to respond to the same question 

posed in the Trigweli and Prosser (1992) study. As welï, student respoa~es were 

assessed using the categories of response adapted and validateci for use at the 

course Ievel by Trigweii and Prosset (see Appendix C). They are as foilows: 

1. Uni-srn~charrl.- Those nsponses that focus on one issue/aspect of the 

course. 

2. Multi-trucr~ral: Responses that describe or list some or al1 areas of 

study without linking hem in any way. 

3.  Probably Multi-structural: Responses that have mdti-structural 

elements but cannot with any certainty k describeci as muiti-structural. 

4. Probabï'y RelutionuI: Respoaws that exhibit some elements of 

relational but the elements are not express& strongly enough to say with 

certainty that they are relational. 

5. Rela t io~l :  Responses that describe the course as a whole. The areas 

of study are described in such a way that the student appears to be seeing these 

areas as parts of a whole rather than as distinct parts. 

Student final academic standinn in course. A letter grade was recordeci for 

each student. The percentage scores wrresponding to the l e m  grades are as 

follows: A, 85-1 00%; A-, 8044%; B+y 75-79%; By 70-74Y0; Bo, 65-6904 F, 0- 



64% (faim). A 1- grade of%" mpmmts "incompleten: deadiine extendeci 

for submission of work in a course for a maximum of fom month. In the -sent 

shidy, the mean percentagc score corrtsponciing to a particular letter grade was 

used to represent each student's fbd acaàemic standing. For example, the leüer 

grade "A" corresponds to a mean peiceatage score of 92.5%. Therefore, an "A" 

grade was recorded as 92.5% for the purpose of data analysis. Student grades 

provided a quantitative measure of leaming outcorne. 

Blwm's Taxonomy. Bloom's taxonomy of the cognitive leamhg domain 

assesses leaming in relation to six discrete categories. (See Appendix D) In the 

present study, students were askeâ the foiiowing question: "In your opinion, 

what kuid(s) of learning do you think the tutor expected in this course? (Indicate 

more than one if appropriate.)'' Student responses to Bloom's taxonomy were 

used as a qualitative masure of d e n t  evaiuation of lcarning in their course. 

Instnictors' SOLO. During the course of the semi-structured interviews, 

instnictors were asked to tespond to the following question: 

How would you describe the content or abject matter of your course? 

(One way of doing this is to imagine you are teiling a fiiend or colleague 

what you taught and what you wanted your students to leam in this 

course.) 
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Instnrçtor responses to the SOLO were used to qualitative différences in 

instnictor's conceptions of d e n t  leaming in their course. Iiistnrtor responses 

were also comparexi to those of their stuâents using the same five cetegories 

described above. 

Procedute- 

Permission to Collect Data 

In the fa11 of 1 99 1, prelimiaay discussions were held with the Director of 

McGill University's Distance Education Programme, Mr. Peter Bmpee. The 

purpose of the discussions was to familiarize Mr. Burpee with the research topic 

in order to obtain his support and permission to coliect &ta fiom courses within 

the program. Subsequently, the researcherwas permitted to use this setting in 

order to coliect data and was ptovided with a schedde of distance education 

courses that were being off& in the F d  session. 

Three distance education courses were then selected for study b d  on the 

fact that they varied widely in content and instructional goais. Next the course 

instructon were contacted in writing (se Appendixes E & F) and were provided 

with an overview of the rrseatfh and theù role in the study. A copy of the Re- 

Questionnaire was also provided. The course developers/iictors were 

contacted by telephone. The purpose of this phone caîi was to address any 
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questions the course instnictors may have had and to obtain permission to coîïect 

data h m  the sadents enroilad in thek courses. Thcy were a b  asked to engage 

in an interview with the researcher. 

Instructor Interviews 

Interviews were held with the course instnictors in the faIl of 1992. Two 

of the interviews were held at McGill University. The course instnictor, the 

researcher and the researcher's thesis advisor were present at these interviews. 

Wïth the consent of the course instructor, each of the interviews was recorded and 

later transcribed verbatim- Due to the fact that one of the course 

instructors/developers lived outside of the province, the third interview was held 

over the phone and, with the consent of the course instnictor, was tecorded. This 

interview was also transcribed verbath. Copies of the transcn'bed interviews 

were given to the course hstmctor in order for them to clmi.@, mo-, a d o r  

include any additional infoI1I1Sition as they saw fit. 

Interviews were semi-structured in the sense that they were loosely based 

on questions that attempted to uncover information concerning course structure 

and design, the methods of assessrnent used, and the leamhg that the course 

instructorldeveloper expected students to accomplish (see Appendix O). In 

addition, the three course inshuctors were asked the following question so that 
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their responses could later be asscssed using the SOLO Taxonomy: "How would 

you describe the content or subject matter of your course?" When necessary, the 

following prompt was also useck "ûne way of doing this is to imagine you are 

t e b g  a fkiend or co11eague whaî you taught and what you wanted your d e n t s  

to leam in this course." 

Student Data 

Students were mailed an initiai letter of ttansmittal, (see Appendix H) 

dong with the Distance Learning Pre-Questionaaire approximate1y two weeks 

&er their courses began in September of 1992. The purpose of the letters of 

transmitîal and foliow-up Ietters was to S o m  students of their role in the snidy 

and to seek their participation. A foilow-up letter (see Appendix I) and a second 

copy of the Pre-Questionnaire was mailed to students two weeks later in an 

attempt to increase response rate. 

Numbers were attached to the questionnaires so that the researchers could 

match responses to the pre and pst assessment packages. The numbers were 

also necessary in orda to match responses to a specinc course. AU student 

responses to the SOLO were transcribed Student SOLO responses were 

identified aecotding to their course and their assigned subject number. Neither the 

course instmctors nor the Director, Mr. Peter Burpee, had access to this data. 
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Approximately three wecks prior 16 the completion of their courses, 

students were mailed the Post-Questionnaire package dong with a second l a i a  of 

transmittai. In this letter of transmitîai students w m  told they wouid -ive 

monetary compensation ($5.00) for complethg the pst-assessment package (see 

Appendix J). This was done in order to encourage a high rate of response. Two 

weeks Iater shidents were mailed a foiiow-up Ietter (se Appendix K) and a 

second copy of the Post-Questionnaire package- Foilowing course completion, 

students' nnal academic standing in their course, represented by a letter grade, was 

recorded 

Only those -dents who completed both q u e s t i o ~ s  (N=30) were 

included in the study. The rrtiim rate of both questionnaires was 61% (30 out of 

49). This corresponds to a breakdown by course of 60% (9 out of 15) for 

Introduction to Logo; 85% (1 1 out o f  14) for Leamhg & Behavioral Probtems in 

Children; and 5û% (10 out of 20) for Effectve Writîen Communication. 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative Analyses 

Instructors. The three instructor interviews were asinscribed and then 

coded by a tesearcher as falling into one of four possible categories: description of 

learning, description of course structure/dewign, description of rnethod(s) of 
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assessment, or none of these. A second researcher then reviewed the tmmxîpts 

coded by category. The two resear~hers then met to discuss any discrepancies 

conceming codhg category. Respo~lses were then rr-coded acoording to a decision 

feached between the two researchers. 

Two researchers independentiy d e d  instructor responses to the 

Structure of  the Observeci Learning Outcorne (SOLO) Taxonomy. The coding 

exercise required the researchers to categorize instnictor descriptions of leaming to 

an appropriate SOLO level. Assigrnent to SOLO level was determifled using the 

same levels of response that were used with the student data (See Structure of 

the Obsemed Leamhg Outcorne (SOLO) Taxommy above). There was 

agreement between the two tesearchers in aü îhree cases. Quotations fiom 

instructor transcripts and their corresponding SOLO lwel are provided in 

Appendix L. The SOLO Taxonomy asesses responses in relation to their 

structure. Descriptions of insmictor's student learning expectations were also 

examineci in relation to theù contemt. Content was examined using Bloom's 

Taxonomy of the Cognitive Domain (Appendix D) as a guideline. 

Instructors' descriptions of their course design w m  examined in order to 

determine underlying fmrs tbat influenead the course design process. As weil, 

the coded descriptions of course design were analyzed in relation to how bey 
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supporteci the course leaming expectations. Instnrtor statements conceming their 

selected method(s) of assesment were caded using Blwm's Taxonomy of the 

Cognitive Domain as a guidêline. (See Appendix D.) 

Students. Stuâents' schial course learning outcomes were analyzcd using 

the Structure of the Observed Leaming Outcorne (SOLO) Taxonomy. Of the 30 

students Who participateci in the study, 26 completed the SOLO Taxonomy. This 

co~responds to a breakdown by course of 78% (7 out of 9) for Introduction to 

Logo; 82% (9 out of 1 1) for Leaming & Behavioral Problems in Children; and 

100% (1 O out of 10) for Effective Written Co~~~munication. 

Assessment of qualitative dBdiffaaces in d e n t  learniog outcomes was 

conducted in two stages. In the first stage, two researchers independentiy 

assigned student tesponses to one of the SOLO levels. There was agreement 

between the two rrsearchers in 16 out of the 26 cases, or 62% agreement. 

Foilowing a discussion of the critena used by each re~eafcher for each of the 

SOLO Levels, the resemchers again coded aU student responses. The second stage 

of the assesment process yielded agreement between the two researchers in 77% 

of the cases (20 out of 26 cases). In the six cases where there was not agreement, 

the two researchers again discussed the criteria used for the assessrnent of the 
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specifïc response, and an appropriate level was detcrmincd. Exemples of student 

SOLO responses and the d t i n g  coâing are presented in Appendix C. 

Quantitative Analyses 

A quantitative analysis, incorporating descriptive statistics, was useci. 

The selection of appropriate statistical procedures was guided by the fact that in 

the present study the sample is small (N-30) and the t&ree groups comprising the 

sample are of unequal size (n=9, n=lI, n=IO). 

Distance Leamina Pre-Questionnaire. Student responses to the DESP 

subscales comprising the Distance Learning &-Questionnaire were in the foim of 

a Likert scale ranging h m  1, ' P e ~ t e l y  Agree" to 4, "Dennitely Disagree" with 

5, "Don't Know" and 6, T o t  Applicable". Student respomes were tecoded 

using an ordinal sale in order to investigate possible relationships between DESP 

subscale scores on the pre and ps t  questionnaires, SOLO Taxonomy levels of 

response, student responses to Bloom's Taxonomy, and d e n t  grades. 

Post-Questionnaire Assessment Package. As with the Pre-Questionnaire, 

student responses to the DESP subscaies of the Post-Questionnaite were in the 

form of the Likert scaie described above. Responses to DESP questions on the 

Post-Questionnaire were c a t e g o d  into one of fourteen subscaies that wnstitute 

the four scales of the DESP: emotional encouragement, extemal attribution, 
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academc integration, and acadanic iacompabiiiity. A mean score was derived for 

each of the fourteen subscales. Mean subscale scores were then converted into a 

totai mean score for each of the four DESP d e s .  Scores wm &ed using an 

ordinal d e  in order to provide a cornplpison with qualitative deta 

Structure of the Observeci Leamhg Outcome (SOLO) Taxonomy. The 

SOLO Taxonomy levels of response w m  d e d  using an ordinal sade w h m  

"1 " represents 6'Uni-stcu~tural" and "5" represents 6'Multi-structuraln. This was 

done in order to assess relationships between this variable and others using 

quantitative analysis. 

Student Final Academic Standing in Course. In order to analyze 

relationships between this quantitative measure of learning outcorne and other 

variables, it was necessary to convert student grades to an ordinal d e  where " 1" 

represents a grade of "Cn and "5" represents an "A" grade. 

Bloom's Taxonom~. Student respomes to Bloom's Taxonomy were 

recoded using an ordinal d e  where "1" represents '~owledge" and "5" 

represents "Evaluation" so that relationships behveen this variable and others 

could be analyzed ushg quantitative methods. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

In this chapter, the ~ d t s  of the qualitative and quantitative analyses of 

the data are presented. The pinpose of the data analysis was to investigate the 

relationships between learning con- stucient approach to leaming and student 

learning outcornes. Therefore, in this chapter, the thirtetn questions that guided 

the aaalysis are orgmhd d e r  the foilowing headings: Leaming Context, 

Student Approach to Learning, Student Learnîng Outcornes, and Interrelations 

Between Variables. 

Leamin2 Context 

Learning wntext was defined as everything touching on the teaching and 

support environment in each of the three distance education courses mâer 

investigation. These three distance education courses, Introduction to Logo, 

Leamùlg and Behavioral Problems in Children and the Effective Wntten 

Communication, Vary widely in content and instructional goals. The analysis of 

the leaming context was guided by four basic questions: 

1. How do the instructors/developers of three diffkmnt distance education 

courses describe the leamhg that they expect students to accomplish in their 

coufse? 
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Instructors' learning expedations for students were detmnhed according 

to the redts  of the coding of their responses to the Stcuctinc of the Observeci 

Learning Outcorne (SOLO) Taxonomy and statements h m  the iosmictor 

interviews. The SOLO Taxonomy assesses responses in relation to their 

structure. Statements h m  the htructor interviews were aiso examinecl in 

relation to their content. Content was examineci using Blobm's Taxonomy of the 

Cognitive Domain (Appendix D) as a guideline. 

The r e d t s  indicate that for the Introduction to Logo course, the 

instnictor's d e n t  leamhg expectations were coded as falling into the Relational 

SOLO category. This suggests that the instnictor expected students to see the 

areas of study as parts of a whole rather than as distinct parts. For example, when 

describing the role of the shident, the instnictor stated: 

They are the programmers... learning the basics of Logo 

progmmmïng ... behg able to put it togethex to aeate things. The thing that 

I want them to get most out of this by the end is king able to manipulate 

what they've learned 4 t h  Logo to be able to create tools that are useful for 

them. 

The coding of the content of this statement ushg Bloom's Taxonomy suggests 

that this course is an Application course in which students are expected to leam 
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specific i n f o d o n  related to developing a skiii ~..le-g the bascs of Logo 

programmhg ...l and to apply tbat slciii to new situations ["...to manipulate what 

theyfve learned with Logo to k able to mate tools that aze usefbi for thfl As 

weil, the fact that the iastnictor descn'bes leaming in relation to "being able to put 

it together to create things" suggests that the course stresses the Synthesis of 

ioformation in order to create these tools. 

For the Learning and Behavioral Probfem in Childien course, the results 

of the codmg exercise indicate that the instnictor's student leamhg expctations 

fàll under the Pmbably Relational SOLO Level. This indicates that although the 

instructor's student learning expectations display same elements of relation, such 

as  linLing the areas of study together in some way, these elements are not strong 

enough to say with certainiy that they are relational. The coding of the content of 

the instructor's statements conCernhg leamiag suggest that this course is 

primarily Knowledge-basai although it can be described as an Application course 

for those students wha possess practicai experience in the content area: 

First of di, I'd say it's almowl- corne. A d  that they gt to find 

out ...p&cai stuff about ewp tioiial chüdrrn. -.In fia that it cm be a 

hm&-on, h temis of tbat ifthese diildrrnan inyourclassmom, thai the 

t y p s  of sîrategés and new lemhg techiques that ah presented in the 
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te>dbook, you canapply. So it can be an appîication came. New. ifyou 

dont have these chiidtan m tk ckmorn then it makcs it, youlmow, 

d i . &  to calI it enappG&on murse. 

Lady, the instructor's student leaming expectdons for the Effective 

Wmen Communication course were mded at the Relational SOLO Level. This 

indicôtes that the instnictor's student Ieaming expectations are for the student to 

see the areas of study as parts of a whole rather than as separate parts. When 

asked to describe the kind of leamhg a Jndmt should corne out of their course 

with the instructor stated: 

I f s  so selfdirecteci 1 can't put adjectives on... You see every one of them 

has to fiIl out a writing inventory where they're talking about their own 

strengths and weaknesses and what they need to work on and what sorts 

of work they do on the job and you icnow, what sorts of problexns they've 

been having and how they d d t  with them and they have to answer a 

whole bunch of things. They're right in our textbook AU out shdents 

have to do this ... and so realiy the course is an individual order. It's really 

structureci around the individual's needs. 

Baseci on the coding of the content of this statement and nlated statements ("But 1 

always look at it in tenns of the process.. 1 mean W s  our phüosophy, this is the 
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process."), it seems that this course is pro~essdriented and emphasizes the 

development of Evaluaîion skilis ("they're tallgng about theh own strengths and 

weaknesses and what they need to work on"). 

It appears thaî these three distance education courses vary not only in 

terms of content, but in temis of theù iiiJtnictional goals. In tum, the 

instructionai goals of the instnictor determine the student leaming expectations for 

their course. A simmery of the results m rekionto couse typ+ expacted ld of 

leaming, design emphask and Bloom h g  f>r metbod(s) of assessrnent is pmvided 

in Table 1. 

2. How do the instnictorsldevelopers of the three dinmnt distance 

education courses describe their course sûuctureldesign? 

Course stnicture/design was examineci based on statements h m  the 

interviews with the iiiStnictors/developers. For example, in the Infrociicction to 

Logo course, the instnictor stated that 

The nicest thing that one student mentioned about this- the way the course 

is laid out last tune and I'm trying to keep it this time too, itas kind of  like 

building blocks. You build upon w&t you leam the last time ... constautIy 

throughout the course. 
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This statement indiCates that th- is a hierarchy of learning and that the course 

design supports this hierarchy. As weli, it seems that the instructor/developer 

designed the course so that emphapis wouid not be on the icnowledge-based 

information (%y this, ty that"); rathcr, the coucsc was designed so that students 

would focus on the creative aspect: 

That was the biggest thing in my mind ali the way through. 1 didn't want 

to be a really h z e ,  ... too much of a breeze, 1 was making sure- Do I have 

enough to please? You Imow, to keep them busy, thinking, interested ... I 

fike to have something where they're not just doing things, ...try this, try 

that, but things they have to create themselves. They're not just foiiowing 

instructions, ifs a challenge ... 

In the kïzming and Behavioral Problem in Children course, the 

instructor stated thaî in designing îhe course her initial thoughts were: '7 think 

what happened was inithüy, tk way the couse was preseated ... 1 trkd to findout 

what texts were being uscd here" Et seems that the desigp ofthe c a m e  ewlved 

fkomthe pxesentttion of inforrlll~tionin theform ofa te% The instnrtor ako 

empbasised the ro4e of the stu& pi& in tk cours des@: 

EssentiaUy the study @de ... just tek  hem-.. the path to folbw, m tanis of 

likq behaviow-this is week one. You shouid be dohg this right mw. Week 
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two, wekenow lmkmga ... yai shouîd be rradmgthis, or that Dont fom 

to m3 in ... youknow, gnraigthem this kixri of drrcticmaiity. 

It tppears that 9 this course, whae the ttansmission o fhowldg  is higbligbted, a 

key factor in the course desigp is stnztwe 

The desis ofthe course, when Ys pit tom=, 1 thidc, the khd of îèdbadr 

I'vebeen m g h m  the students has hem, ifs very structmd, t k y  hm 

exady w k  they're domg Otha comments, ... whae ... thB is nd this 6ist 

distance &catim course [tk student has taken]. .. said, you knw, y o u  

couse is so easy, 1 hm what to do aud whm ûtkr muses, they fek 

th= wasn't thesame siruchne ..1 tried to eplainto thun that sometines 

depmding m the subject matter, that it aidt alway s be ... as stnictued, 

may bP as I am, or as dear, cc as &hed  ... becaise of the subject xmtter tseK 

Accofding to the instnidor of the Effective Wntten Comm2micdon course!, 

a key factor that influmced t h  muse des* was the f a  that: "1 kept having to 

think well how can we adapt this to a mal, you how, interactive writing 

program." It seems that in this process-oriented course, interaction was an 

essentid component. In order to maintain this interaction, the course was 

designed in such a way tbat: 
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The fïrst, the basic principle of this is that the d e n t  has to create a 

workshop in their own envimnment. ... They camiot take this course in 

isolation and the ones Who do, the ones Who do d y  d e r .  ... They have 

to create a wriîing workshop among their peem and usually they're in a 

school setting because they are ali teachers ... so it works. 

The instructor a h  describeci the course as king stnictured mund the individual 

student' s needs: 

You see every one of them has to fïii out a writing inventory where they're 

talking about theu own strengths and weaknesses and what they need to 

work on and what sorts of work they do on the job and you know, what 

sorts of problems they've been having and how they dealt with them and 

they have to a m e r  a whole bunch of things. They'ie right in our 

textbook. AU our d e n t s  have to do this and so really the course is an 

individual order. It's really structured around the individual's needs. 

To summarize, based on the iastructors' descriptions of the course design 

process for these thrce distance education courses it appears that the type of 

course, knowledge-based versus application versus process-orienteci, had a 

signincant influence on the design and structure of the course. A sumnary d the 
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resdts in relatbn to minse type, cipe~ted level of 1e-g des@ emphssis a d  

Bloan codiqg for methoâ(s) of apsessnent is provided in Table 1. 

3. How do the instructoddevelopers of t h e  Mixent distance education 

courses descri'be their method(s) of assessment in their course? 

The method(s) of assessment used in the courses wao examineci using 

statements taken fiom the interviews with the course instructorS/developem 

Instructor statements concerning their selected methd(s) of assessment were 

analyzed using Bloom's Taxowmy of the Cognitive Domain as a guide. (See 

Appendix D) 

The methods of assessment used in the Introduction to Logo course were 

based on a format of evaluation whereby students determine their grade based on 

fulfilling certain criteria set by the instnictor: 

They [the students] don't teil me at the beginniig what they are going 

for .... 1 just lay it out in such a way that ... they know what they have to, 

what the expectations are for a certain grade sa when it cornes in, like when 

the first assignment cornes in if1 find there's only ... three assignments and 

no challenges and they're supposed to send all exercises ali, assignments, 

and a l l  challenges, well then I'il say weii based on what you've sent, you 

know you have worked for this category and this is how you've done it 
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and then 1 evaiuate what they've done and how weii theytre corne dong 

m... and usuaiiy 1 maLc it very clear for them at the beginning of the wurse, 

make sure they're aware that this is the way ifs done* 

It wodd appear that this method of maiuation provides students with a 

sense of control over the evaluation process. 

in this course, students were required to submit weekiy assignments to the 

instnictor. These assignments were b a s i d y  focusexi around having students 

develop their slcüls with Logo prognimming: "it wodd take you h u g h  stcpby- 

step on different passes of Logo pmgramming and then you wodd have a few 

little exercises to try on the cornputer printoff and a challenge to do at the end." 

However, the instnictor emphasized that in orâer to =ive an "A" grade: "to 

send in everything and we have a little plus it has to be ... not just sending in 

everything it bas to be above a d  beyonci, ... creative ... inventive somewhat." 

Students were also required to complete a project 

that's wbt  their finai project usuaiiy is to create some kind of a... program 

for display purposes or something they cari use in their classroom and I've 

had things fkom umm solar systerns Eaking a tour through the solar system 

and also the planets coming up and thcy draw them and all these littie men 

flying by ... 1 find you can just go so far with it.. depending on your 



Context, Approach and ûutcome 
80 

imagination and the time you want to put into h.. you can mate a lot of 

fun thuigs. 

This quote seems to indicate îhat this pmject requins more than simply the 

application of skills. The imtructor stresses tbat the snidents are to "createn 

something and that students can Tust go so far with it.. depending on your 

imagination9'. Therefore, the method of assessrnent encourages students to 

Synthesize the components of their Logo course in order to create something 

whole in the form of a creative pmject. 

The instnictor of the kmning and Behavioral Problems in Chiidken 

course described the methoâs of assessment used in her course in relation to the 

structure of the exams: 

There are two emms, therefs a rnidtem, and a nnal ewm.. essentïaüy 

composed oftrucEalse questions, m which f it's f&e, they hve to make the 

staîement tnic .... And they 'w ept to match ... bicaly the theoretical 

presentaticns and ... miportant mncepts. And then there's short essay 

questions. Now, they 'reexposed to al three ... types of cpesticns and 

exanples tkougbait thecourse baause thy  also have &out fan... m.3 

activities which they have to aomplete througbout the entire corne.... So d 



Context, Approach and Outcorne 
81 

ofthemstaiala>mesnrw>tkIt'saii- T h e a ~ i n n , ~ i s b a s e d  

on al1 of these cpestion, so it's nahing irw. 

This quote s-s tha! the aams anphspis stuâents' abiiity to t rsasd and 

demcmstrateCompithensicm of tk coume mfarmaSion &dents n this course wae 

also requinxi to comp lete a paper: 

Whenit pt to th& papa. thenthatk the practicd. .. bmuise the typeof ... 

paper that they'rr required to do is one which they lwkat an aoxptiaiality 

of their ckke, I send them arradiiig p a c w ,  es- for -dents that 

dont have a Iiibrary, ya i  know like zm educdonal li'bmy of sœne kind close 

by . And thai they research on aparticular.+eachhg st nit=... and how 

wodd you gp ly  t to anexceptionalchilcl. So therets tk ptacfical aspect 

and the application. 

This quoteindiaes t h  thepapaquitedstudexts to Apply their laiowled~ to a 

@ai sitixâion. This srieg~sts that students wae encouragd to use thinking skills 

bey md simply demnstrating conprehasion of informition. It is interestingto 

note that while the instructor described the exams, which emp hasise the ttansaission 

and understanding of inBDll118tial, in tams of th& stmcnireY the papa, whidi 

stresses ahi&er order thiakisg skip (Le. the app lidori of information), was 

d e s m i  n rekion to the type of learning it danandcd âom students 
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Aocardmg to the instrucîor of the Effective Written Co~~~~t(nication coursey 

the methoci() of assessment used in the course are in the form of standard 

assignments. This methoci of assesment was selected in order îo: 

To give them [the students] some guidelines .... because if 1 said.. you have 

to design three assignments for yoursef ...... I wouldnft be able to switch 

papers b e e e n  students, the interaction wouid be- you see, that's the 

problem. You have to have some kind of ... format. But other than that, 

those thîngs are so flexible, and I mean the stuàents have done d kinds of 

things. They've said ï'd Iüre to do this one first and I'd iike to change this 

into that and 1 have no problem with that 

AIthough the method of assessment is standard, the instnictor emphasizes 

that "Ys  as flexible a course as you could ever nod* The leamhg 

"process" and Self-Evduation are highlighted throughout the instructor's 

description of the method of assesment: 
I 

My assignments corne in packages. The first package is the wxiting self- 

evduation, some pre-written joumals and maybe some samples of their 

former writing. The next three packages are direction assignments which 

include aii the rough work, a lot of the plocess, any feedback they've 

received h m  other writers, ... a self-evaluatîon. So they evaluafe 
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themselves every single step of the procers including at the end and 

... those packages are just ... whatevcr it took to get ail of this togethet, as 

weii as the jourds. 

Evaluation of student leamhg is baseû on set rriteria given to the &nt and 

students are expecteâ to Evaluate their leaming in relation to this set criteria= 

On the student criteria, on the ... student responsibilities ... coupled with 

that it's the process, and then mupled with that the praduct which wouid 

be "In order to q m  for a 'C' you have to do the foiiowing, ... so in order 

to get an 'A' you have to set challenge in writing goals, you have to fiilfill 

all of your responsibilities as a d e n t ,  of course, you have to produce 

writing that is publishable ... and you have to have complete control over 

the language .... So the criteria is given to the student, it's in their han& and 

they have to give themselves a mark and i f 1  don"tlieve that- they have 

to jm their mark for the course. 

Overall, it seems that the methad of assessrnent in this course is geared towards 

fostering the leaming process and putîing control of the Learning proc~ss in the 

hands of the students. 

The differmce~ m the selected methais of assessmait described above seem 

to SU- that the couse instmcto~~/devebpm detennhe the method(s) of 
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assesment based on both the type ofcourseand thetypeof leamingeqected i~ the 

muse. A summay of the nsults mrelatian to m e  type, apected level of 

leaming dsi~emphasis and BZoom axling br mahDd(s) of assssmcnt is pmvided 

in Table 1. 

4. How do d e n t s  evaiuate the various course design wmponents and 

the method(s) of assessrnent used in their course? 

Student evaluations of th* course design and the method(s) of assessment 

were a n a l y d  quantitatively ushg the subscale scores for ''positive impression of 

the course" and "negative impression of the coursen. S u b d e  questions 

addressed various coune design components such as student impressions of the 

o .  course study guide, course -on and structure, tutor feedback, and the 

course activities and assignments. (See Appendîx B for DESP questions.) 

Positive impression of the course was evaluated within a range of scores fiom O to 

4 with O indicating a low positive impression and 4 indicating a high positive 

impression. Mean scores for the positive impression s u b d e  for each of the 

three courses were 3 289, 0.40 1 for Introduction to Logo, &&= 3 .O04 

SD= 0.456 for Lemning and Behavioral Problems in Children and - 



Table 1 

for Method(s1 O- 

Description 

Introduction to 

h g 0  

- 

Course Type Application Knowledge Process 

Expected level of leamhg: 

SOLO 

Bloom 

Design Emphasis 

Bloom Coding of 

Assessment 

Relationai SOLO Robably Relational Relationai SOLO 

SOLO 

Application Evaiuation 

LeamingPnxess 

Application of SWs Comprehension and Evaluation 

and Synthesis Application of 

Knowledge 
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M= 2.920, SD= 0.575 for Effective W&en Conmunicorion. Negative impression - - 
of the course was evaluafed based on a range of scores h m  O to 4 with O 

i n d i d g  a low negative impression and 4 indicating a high ncgative impression, 

Mean scores for the negative impression subscale for each of the three courses 

were - M= 1.001, - SI)=03900 for Intrdtlction to Logo, - M= 0.9400, 0.2498 

for Lemning ancl Behavioral ProbIem in Chilaen and - M= 1.1490, --2892 

for Effective Written Contmuni~~on. Ersunination of the mean scores indicates 

that for the three groups, students had higher subscale scores for positive 

impressions of their course thaa they did for negative impressions o f  their course. 

In order to detamine whether this was a signiscant difference, one way 

anaiyses of variance were performed. The aaalysis of positive impression by 

group indicated a nonsisnificant difference with FJ2,27)= 1.5, @.240. A 

nonsignificant différence was aiso deteminexi for negative impression by group 

with E(2,27)= 1.24, @.305. These finàhgs indicate thm are no significant 

differences in student's positive and negative impressions across courses. In other 

words, students' positive and negative evaluations of course design components 

and the selected methoci() of assessment were siniilar amss courses. 
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Student Learnina Awrosh 

Analysis of Ment  appoach to 1eaming was addresseci by the following 

questions: 

5. 1s there a ciifference ktwcen students' g e n d  approach to learning and 

their approach to leaming in a specinc course? 

The Chi Square Test for Goodneu of Fit was used in order to determine 

whether signifiant differences exïsted baween general and specifk approach to 

learning in each course. The results indicated that in the Introduction to Logo 

Course, there was no significant difference between generai and specific leamhg 

approach: chq(1, n=9) = 1.00, ~ 0 . 0 5 .  A nonsigniscant ciiffierence was found in 

the Leaming and Behavioral Problents in Childien course: c q ( 1 ,  n=ll) = 0.82, 

pcO.05. Lastly, there was no signincant difference between general and specific 

approach to leaming in the Effective Wn'tten Communication course: : chix(1, 

n=1 O) = 0.00, ~ 0 . 0 5 .  

6.1s there a ciifference in the learning approach reported by students at the 

end of the semester bnween the three différent distance education courses? 

One way anaiysis of variance was conducted in order to determine whether 

there were signincant dinérences between the three courses in specific approach 

to learning. Specific approach to leaniing was assesseû using d e n t  Deep 
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Approach and Sinface Approach subscale scores h m  the DESP inventory 

contained within the Post-Questionnaire assessrnent package. Anelysis of Dœp 

Approach by group indicated nonsignificant cüi%mmces with z(2,27)=1.78, 

24.189. Adys is  of Sirrface Approach by group also indicated nonsignincant 

différences between courses with E(2,27)=1.89,@. 17 1. 

Student Learnulp; Outcorne 

Student leaming outcomes were analyzed using both quantitative and 

qualitative measUres. Student learning outcomes were examineci in relation to the 

following research questions: 

7. How do students describe the leaming they thinlr was expected in theu 

distance education course and what @tative Ievel of learning outcome did they 

actuatly achieve? 

Students' perceptions of their course leaming e-om were deriveci 

nom their responses to Bloom's Taxonomy. Students' a c t d  qualitative 

differences in leaming outcomes were anaiysed baseci on their responses to the 

SOLO Taxonomy. Student perceptions and their actuai learning outcomes will be 

discussed separately under each course headhg. 

Introduction tu Logo. Of the nine students who participatecl h m  this 

course, two did not provide a response to the SOLO question. The remaihg 
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seven students had leamhg outcornes that were categorized as f-g into Uni- 

structural, Muiti-strucnual and Pmbably Mdti-stnictural lewels of response. 

Figure 1 contaias the distcïbuîion of SOLO responses for this course. 

Uni-structural Mufti- Probably Probably Relational 
structural Multi- Relational 

Structural 

Studmt SOLO Levd 

Fimire 1. Distribution of Student SOLO Taxoaomy Lcvels For Introduction to 

Logo ( ~ 7 )  

Students were also asked to respond to the following question using 

Bloom's Taxonomy as an indicator: "In your opinion, what kind(s) of leaming do 

you think the tutor expected in this course?" The bighest levels of leaming that 

*dents selected wexe Synthesis and Evaluation, with the majority of responses 
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indicating Synthesis. Figure 2 contains the distr'buiion of responses to Bloom's 

Taxonomy for this course. 

Knowledge Corn- Application Analysis Synthesis Evaluation 
prehension 

Student Bloom's Level 

Fimire 2- Distribution of Student Bloom's Taxonomy Levels For Introduction to 

Logo (n=7) 

Lemning and Behuvioral Problems in Childken. Eleven of the students 

enroiled in this course participated in the study. Two students did not respond to 

the SOLO questioa The remaining nine students had responses to the SOLO that 

were divided among the Multi-structural, Probably Muiti-structural, Probably 
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Relatio~liil and Relational levek The distribution of SOLO responses in this 

course are ülustrated in Figure 3. 

Uni-structural Multi- Probably Probably Relational 
structural Multi- Relational 

Structural 

Studont SOLO Level 

m r e  3. Distribution of Student SOLO Taxonomy Levels For Learning and 

Behavioral Problems in Children (n=9) 

One student did not complete Bloom's Taxonomy. The ten responses to 

Bloom's indicated that students selected either Compreheasion, Synthesis, or 

Evaiuation as the highest level of the kinds of learning the tutor expected in the 

course. The distribution of responses to Bloorn's Taxonomy in this course are 

illustrated in Figure 4. 
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Knowledge Corn- Application Analysis Synthesis Evalwtion 
prehension 

Student Bloom's Lovd 

Eimre 4. Distribution of Student Bloom's Taxonomy Levels For Learning and 

Behavioral Problems in ChiIdren (n=9) 

Eflective Wdtten Cornmirnication. The ten mdents who participakd in the 

study had responses to the SOLO taxonomy that werr distn'buted among the 

Multi-structural, Pmbably Multi-structural and Relational SOLO levels. The 

distribution of SOLO respomes in this course are iiiustcated in Figure 5. 
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Uni-structural Multi- Probably Probably Relational 
structural Multi- Relational 

Structural 

Studant SOLO Lovml 

Sa Distriiution of Student SOLO Taxcmomy Levels For EfEctive Written 

Student responses to Bloom's Taxonomy indicated tbat students selected 

Application, Synthesis and Evaluation as the highest Ievel of leamhg the tutor 

expected in the course. The distribution of rcsponses to Bloom's Taxonomy in 

this course are iliustrated in Figure 6. 



Knowledge Corn- Application Analysis Synthssis Evaluation 
prehension 

Studant Bloom's Lavol 

6. Distribution of Stu&nt Bloom's Taxonomy k v e k  For Effective Wriüen 

Communication (n= 10) 

8. 1s there a corre1ation between qualitative and quantitative m e a m  of 

student 1e-g outcornes? 

In the present study, students' actuai leaming outcome was measured 

qualitativel'y using the SOLO Taxonomy. In order to assess whether there was a 

correlation between this Qualitative variable and the quanti'tative measute of 

student learning outcome, student grade in their course, it was necessary to 
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convert Ievels of response on the SOLO to radc scores using an otdinal d e .  

Student grades wm also ranked acc~rding to the same ordiaal d e  used for the 

SOLO. The Speaunan comlation was then calculated between d e n t  grade and 

theu SOLO level. Correlations were obtaincd for the three courses overd and for 

each of the individuai courses. Overall in the thne courses, a weak positive 

correlation was found betwem the between the qualitative and quantitative 

measure of student learnkg outcome (rs= 0.280). 

Spearman correlations were then caicuiated between these variables for 

each individual course. Weak positive correlations were determined beîween 

student SOLO level and saident gracie in the Innoduction to Logo course (rs= 

0.41 8) and the Effective Wtinen C o m ~ i c a t i o n  course (r,= 0.404)- A weak 

negative correlation was found between shident SOLO level and d e n t  grade in 

the teaming curd Behm>iord Problemr in Chilàken course (rs= -0.234). 

9. 1s there a relationship between students' perceived course learning 

expectations and the qualitative or quantitative meames of mident learning 

outcome? 

In the present study, students' pereebed course leaming expectations 

were assessed Qualitatively using Bloom's Taxonomy. The SOLO Taxonomy was 

used in order to obtain a qdtative measure of their a c d  course leaming 
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outcomes. The pmti'tatrve mesure of student learnùig outcome was student finel 

grade in thei course. In orda to compare these measmes, it was necesary to 

convert levels of response on the SOLO and the Bloom's to rank scores using an 

ordinal d e .  As weii, student grades were ranked according to the same ordinal. 

Spearman correlations were then calculated in order to detemiiae whether 

signincant correlations exîsted over ail three courses. They were then calcuiated 

for each individual course. 

The Spearman correlation was dcuiated for d e n t  SOLO level and 

student Bloom's Taxonomy level. The d t s  indicated that overall, there was no 

correlation (r,= 0.W2) between students' perceived course leaniing expectations 

and their actuai leaming outcomes. A weak negative correlation was fouad 

between student grade and d e n t  Bloom's Taxonomy level (r,= -0.238). These 

findings indicate that for the three courses overali, there was no relationship 

between students' perceptions of course leaming expectations and a qualitative 

meanin of student leaming outcome nor was the= a relationship baween student 

perceptions of their course 1e-g expectations and their nnal grade in the course. 

Spearmaan corre1ations were next calculated between between students' 

perceptions of course leaming expectations and a qualitative measure of Went 

learning outcorne for each of the three courses. In the Introduction ?O Logo course 
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a weak negative wmlation was detemimed between stuàent SOLO level and 

shuient Bloom's level (rs= -0.418). Weak positive correlations were found 

between these variables in the the Effective Wtinen Communication (rs= 0.449). 

and Lemning d Behavioral Problems in Chihiken (rs= O. 180) courses. 

Lady, Sperirman correlations were caicuiated between student grade and 

student perceptions of tkir course Ieaming expectations in each of the three 

courses. Weak negative correlations were found between Student Bloom's level 

and their course grade in the Introduction to Logo (rs= 9.449) and temning and 

Behmioral Problems in Chikaen (r,= -0.40 1) courses. A weak positive 

correlation was found between these variables in the the Effective Written 

Communication (r,= 0.327) course. 

Interrelations Between Variables 

Relationships between leaming context, student approach to learning and 

shident learning outcornes wiU be examinecl in the followhg section. 

10. Overall, is there a relationship between d e n t s '  general approach to 

leaming and their evaluation of the course design and method(s) of assessrnent 

used? 

Strdent's g e n d  approach to leamhg was measured using Deep 

Approach and Surface Approach subscaie scores h m  the Distance Leaming Pre- 
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Questionnaire students completed upan entering their course. Student evaiuations 

of their course design and the method(s) of asscssment were ad@ by pst- 

questionnaire subscale scores for "positive impression of the course" and 

"negaiive impression of the course". Subscaie questions addressed various course 

design components such as student impressions of the cours+ study guide, course 

. . admuiistration and structure, tutor feedback, and the course activities and 

assignments. (See Appendix B for DESP questions.) 

In order to detetmine whether a correlation existed h e m  gmerai 

approach to learning and students' impressions of their course overaii in the three 

courses, the Pearson correlation was dculared for generai use of &ep approach 

and positive impression of the course. The resuits indicated that there was a weak 

positive correlation between these two variables (F 0.284). No correlation was 

found between g e n d  use of W a c e  approach andpositive impression of the 

course (r-0.065). 

The Pearson correlation was ais0 calculated for general use of deep 

approach subscale scores and subscale scores for negotive impression of the 

course. The resuits indicated that there was a weak negative correlation ktween 

these two variables (r -0.134). A weak negative cordation was found between 
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general use of siqfrne apptoach subscale scores and s u b d e  scores for negutive 

impression of the course (r= -0.238). 

11. 1s there a relationship between students' specific approach to leaming 

and their evaiuation of the course design and methoü(s) of assessment useà in each 

of the three courses? 

Specinc approach to leaming was assessed ushg Ment  Deep Approach 

and Surface Approach subscaie scores fkorn the Post-Questionnaire assessment 

package. Student evduations of their course design and the method(s) of 

assessment were analyzed usiag the post-questionnaire s u b d e  scores for 

'positive impression of the course" and "negative impression of the course". 

Subscale questions addressed various wune design components such as student 

impressions of the course study guide, course administration and structure, tutor 

feedback, and the course activities and assignments. Pearson comlations were 

calcdated for leaming approach and course impression for each of the three 

courses. 

In the Introduction to Logo course, a moderaie positive correlation 

(d.654) was found between adopting a +ce appmach to leamhg and having a 

positive course impression. There was no correlation between adopting a deep 
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approach andpositive course impression (r-0.036). No correlation was fomd 

between adopthg a h e p  appioach and ha* a negative course impression 

(F -0.023). A weak negative correiation was found b a n  mrfoce approach 

and negarnte course impression (~4 .358) .  

In the Leming and Behaviorai Probiems in ChiZ&en course, a weak 

positive correlation (4.526) was found between adopting a deep approach to 

leaming and having apsitive course impression. A weak negative wirelaîion was 

determined between adopting a siaface approach to leaming and having aposifhe 

course impression (~4.129). A weak positive comlation (rcO.514) was found 

between adopting a szu$ace appmach to leaming and having a negative course 

impression. A weak negative comlation was detemineci between adopting a deep 

approach to leaming and having a negrrrive course impression (r-0.528). 

A strong positive correlation (r4.840) was determiaed between adopting 

a deep approach to learning aad having apositive course impression in the Effective 

Wriîten Cornmunication course. A weak positive correlation (~0 .447 )  was found 

between adopting a M f c e  approach andpositive course impression. A weak 

negative correlation (~4 .190 )  was found between deep approach and negative 

course impression and a weak positive comlation (~4.307) was fond baween 

surfce appmach and negative course impression. 
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12. 1s there a relationship between students' specinc approach to leamhg 

in their course and tbeir perceptions of the course leaming expectaîions. 1s there a 

relationship between stuàents' specific approach to leamhg in their course and 

their d leaming outcomes? 

Students' specfic approach to leaming was measured using the Deep 

Approach and Surface Approach subscale scons h m  the pst-assessment 

package. Student perceptions of the course l e h g  expectations were m e d  

quaiitatively using Bloom's Taxonomy. Students' actuai leamhg outcomes w m  

measured qualitatively using the SOLO Taxonomy. In order to determine whether 

there was a correlation between student leamhg appmach and the qualitative 

measures , it was necessary to convert student levels of response on the SOLO 

and the Bloom's to rank scores using an ordinal scale. As welî, student learning 

approach scores were r d e d  according to the same ordiilal d e  used for the 

qualitative measures of student 1e-g outcorne. Speamuin comlations were 

then calculated for the three courses overd and for each individual course. 

The results indicated that for the three courses overall, there was no 

correlation betwan adopting a decp approach to leamhg in a course and student 

SOLO level (rs= 0.02). It was also found that the adoption of a stofce approach 

to learning overall a d  student SOLO level w m  weakly comlated in the negative 
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direction (rs= -0.136). When Speamian eonclations were calcuiated for approach 

to leaming in a course d shdent percqtion of course leamhg expcaations, a 

weak positive comlation (rs= 0.232) was fomd between adoption of a deep 

approach and Bloom's level. As weii, a weak negative correlation (r,- -0.120) was 

found between adoption of a W a c e  appach and Bloom's level. Although the 

com1ations were weak, thcy were in the expected direction with a siirface 

approach negatively comlated with student SOLO and Bloom's Taxonomy 

levels. 

Correlations were then calculated for each individuai course. in the 

I~od t re ton  to Logo course, a moderate positive comlation was found between 

adopting a deep approach to leaming and student Blmm's level (rs=0.671). A 

weak negative comlation (r,= 4.277) was determine. between adopting a M a c e  

approach and student Bloom's level. A wedc negative correlation was determineci 

between adopting a deep approach to learning and d e n t  SOLO level (rS=-û. 180). 

There was no wrre1ation (rs=û.OOO) between adopting a surface approafh to 

learnuig and sîudent SOLO level. 

In the Leamhg and Behavioral Problems in ChiZhen course, no 

correlation was found between adopting a deep approach to leaming and student 

Bloom's level (ts4.000). As weil, no correlation (rs=O.OOO) was determineci 



Context, A p a c h  and Outcornt 
103 

beîween adopting a szqfiace approacb and stuàent Bloom's level. A weak positive 

correlation was detennined baween adoptmg a &ep approach to learning and 

student SOLO level (rH.354). There was a weak negative comlation (rpû.354) 

between adopting a siaface approach to learning and shdent SOLO levd. 

Lastly, in the Eflective Wntten Communication course, a weak positive 

correlation was found between adopting a deep approach to learniag and d e n t  

Bloom's level (rs4-491). As well, a weak positive comlation (rfl.127) was 

deteRnined between adopting a W a c e  appmach and student Bloom's level. No 

comtation was determineâ between adopting a deep approach to leamhg and 

student SOLO level (r,=0.000). There was a weak negative correlation (rH.378) 

between adopting a surface approach to leamhg and student SOLO level. 

1 3. 1s there a relatiomhip between how the insûuctors describe the 

expected learning and shidents' perceptions of course learning expectations or 

their actual learning outcornes? 

ïnstructors' learning expectations for students were based on the coding of 

the interview data using both the SOLO Taxonomy and Bloom's Taxonomy. 

Student perceptions of their course leaming expectations were based on theù 

responses to Bloom's Taxonomy. Actuai d e n t  leaming outcornes were 

detenniLled using the SOLO Taxonomy. 
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Intro&tion to Logo. B a d  on the cdhg of the insimctor's response to 

the SOLO question, the m r ' s  student learning -ans were 
categorued at the Relatiod SOLO Level. ûfthe seven saidents who answered 

the SOLO question, no studcntJ had actuai leaming levels that were d e d  as 

Relatiod. The highest level of leaming students achieved in the course was et 

the Probably Mdti-structural level. 

The instructor's description of the kind of learning expected fiom students 

was determined to be in the category of Bloom's Taxoaomy referred to as 

Synthesis. Six  of the nine students who completed Blwm's Taxonorny indicated 

Synthesis as the highest level of leaming the insauctor expected in the course. 

The remaining three students hdicated that Evaluaîion was the highest level of 

learning expected in the course. 

Leaming and Behioral Problems in Childken. In this course, the 

instmctor's student levning expectations were coded at the Probably Relational 

SOLO Level. N i e  of the sîudents in this course responded to the SOLO 

question. One student had a response that indicated they had achieved a level of 

leaming outcome that correspondeci with the Probably Relationai category and one 

student's response indicated thei. actuaî leaming outcorne was at the Relationai 
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SOLO level. The other students' actuaî leaming outcomes were almost evedy 

scattered between Multi-structural and Probably Multi-structurai levels, 

The instnictor's description of the kind of Iearning expected h m  

students was determined ta be in the catcgories ofBloom's Taxowmy refemd to 

as Knowledge, Comprehension, and Appücatioa Of the ten students who 

completed Bloom's Taxowmy, five shidents indicated that their percepîion of the 

highest level of leaming expected was Evaluation, four studenîs categonzed the 

highest level as Comprehension, and one student indicated that their perception of 

the highest level of learning expected was Synthesis. 

Eflective Wtinen Commurzic~tiun. The instnictor's student leamhg 

expectations for this course were coded at the Relational SOLO Level. Six of the 

ten students who answered the SOLO question had learning outcomes that were 

categorized at the Multi-structural SOLO level. Three of the students had learning 

outcomes coded at the Robably Muiti-structural SOLO level and one student had 

a leamhg outcorne at the Probably Relational SOLO level. 

The instructorys description of the kiad of leaming expected fiom students 

was determined to be in the categmy of Bloom's Taxonomy referred to as 

Evaluation. Five of the ten students indicated that their perception of the highest 

level of leaming expected in their course was Evaluation Four students responded 



that Synthesis was the highest level of leamhg expeckd in their course, and oiu 

student indicated that the highest level of lemhg qectcd was Applicaîion. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

Traditiody, d e n t  achiwement has been defineci in relation to the 

qmtity of information students learn. However, cumnt research and theory 

in the area of higher ducation has arguai that if the aim of higher education is 

to produce high quality leaming outcomes in its students, student 

achievement must be measured in tems of qualitative differenres in leaming 

outcomes. If the goal of distance education is consistent with that of higher 

education in general, qualitative meanaes of student learning must also be 

addresseci in that context.. 

The research on student success in distance education has primarily 

focused on persistence/attrition rates as the most signincant measure of 

success. A shift in the defhition of student success fiom measurement of 

progress/dropout rates to measurement of qualitative differences in student 

ieaming outcomes, is nedeci. The present midy constituted a prelimiaary 

step in this direction by exploring qualitative merences in -dent l e d g  

outcomes in distance educafion courses. 

Higher education theory has emphasized the relationship between 

qualitative diSemces in student leaming outcornes, 1e-g context and 
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student leamingprocesses. Cumiit reseachexamsiing @Cativedinèrences 

in d e n t  learning outcornes can k classified into two basic categorks; 

studies examining the relaîionship between mdent leamhg pmceses and 

student leaming outcomes, and studies mvestigating the relatioaship between 

leaming context and the approach to leaming that students adopt. Veiy Iittle 

research to date has examineci the relationship between aii three variables. In 

the axa of distance education, Kember has proposed a model of student 

dropout from distance education that relates student outcomes to leamhg 

context and student l e d g  processes. However, qualitative measUres of 

student learning outcorne are not included in the Kember model. In the 

present study, relationships between leaming context, student approach to 

learning and d e n t  1-g outcornes were examined within the context of 

three distance education courses verying widely in content and instructional 

goals. 

In the present study, leamhg context was evaluatbd h m  the 

perspective of both the course hstructor and the students enrolled in the 

course. The variables that codtuted leemiag conte- in this study included 

the imtructor's learniag expectations for their students, the course structure 

and design, and the selected method(s) of assessment. Student approaches to 
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leaming wm examincd in order to detcrmiae tbeg relatioaship to the leaming 

context coI1Stituting each of three distance e d d o n  courses. Measun~ were 

taken of both students' generai l e d g  approach and the approach to 

leaming students' adopted in their course. Student perceptions of the course 

learning expectations and their actuai leamhg outcornes were assesed 

qualitatively using Bloom's Taxonomy and SOLO Taxowmy. Student 

leaming outcorne was also assessed using a quantitative measure of shdmt 

final grade. 

This chapter b structured in such a way that relationships be-n 

leamiog context, Went approach to learning, and student leaming outcomes 

are discussed within the context of each of the three distance education 

courses under investigation: Introduction to Logo (IL) , Learning and 

Behavioral Problems in Children (LBC) and Effective Written Communication 

@WC). Similarities and differences between the courses wiU be addressed 

under a separate heading. For the sake of clarity, in this chapter the use of 

the term "student leaming outcome(s)" refers to the qualitative measure(s) of 

d e n t  learning unless oherwise indicated. 
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Introduction to Logo a] 

The coding of the content of  ors' statements regading *dent 

leaming expectations using Bloorn's Taxonomy indicated that for the 

Introduction to Logo course, Application and Synthesis were the levels of 

le-g that students were expected to achieve. The m i h g  of of the . 

stmcture ofthe instructor's statements regarding student leaming 

expectatiom indicated a SOLO level response at the Relational level, 

indicating that students were expecteâ to c e  the areas of study as parts of a 

whole rather than as distinct piirts. The course structure supparted the 

hierarchy of learning skills required to leam the Logo program and was 

designed in such a way that the creative potential of the program, as opposed 

to the more basic skills involveci in pmgmmmïng, w m  emphasized Course 

structure and design supported the instructorYs leaming expectations for the 

course. The method of assessrnent selected by the instructor suggests that 

students were provided with the incentive to develop higher levels of leaming 

that reflected the expectations of the instructor. In this course the final 

project required students to create a Logo program for dispiay purposes or 

for use in the classmom. To accompiîsh this task, students had to synthesize 

the various course components. 
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When d e n t  penxptions of the course learning expectations were 

cornpared with the expecEations held by their hsûmctor, responses to 

BLoom's taxonomy indic8ted that the majority of students perceiveci that 

Synthesis was the highest level of learning expected. This corresponds to the 

hsiructor's statements concemhg course leamhg expectatiom. Analysis of 

students' actual leaming outcornes was fonducted using the SOLO Taxonomy 

which showed leaming at the Uni-structural, Multi-structural and Probably 

Multi-structurai levels. Student SOLO levels were therefore not consistent 

with the instructor's Relationai SOLO level- A weak negative correIation was 

found between student perceptions of the coinse learning expectations and 

their actual learning outcome in the course. 

In relation to the approach to learning that students adopted in the IL 

course, a moderate positive comlation was found between a deep approach 

to learning in the course and d e n t s '  perceptions of course learning 

expectatiom. A weak negative comlation was determined between approach 

to leaming in the course and students' actual course leambg outcornes. The 

quantitative assessment of student learning outcome (student grade) was 

strongly positively comlated with the adoption of a surface approach to 

leaming in the course. A faidy strong negative comlation was fond between 
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student grade and adopthg a deep approach to leaming in the course. These 

findings seem to indicaie an inconsistency between students' course 1e-g 

expectations and their final grade in the course based on the fact that students 

who adopted a deep approach to stdy received a lowa final grade than did 

students who adopted a d a c e  appmach to shdy. However, the comlation 

between d e n t  perception of coume leaming expedations and their final 

grade was weak. Although these variables were not strongly comlaîed, they 

were in the wgative direction. M y ,  neither students' g d  leaming 

approaches measured at the beginning of the course, nor the approach to 

leaming they adopted in the IL course were comlated with -dents' positive 

and negative impression of the course. 

Leatniap; and Behavioral Pmblems in Children (LBC) 

in this course, the coding of the iastnictor's statements regarding 

student Iearning expectations suggested that the Lemning ond Belmioral 

Problems in Chiklien course is primarüy Knowledge-based although it can 

also be described as an Application course for those students who possess 

practical experience in the content ama. The codiag of the instnictor's 

statements about student learning expectatiom indicated a SOLO level of 

Probably Relational. At this level, the instructor's student leaming 
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expectations display some elements ofrelation, such as linlring content areas 

together in some way, dthough these elements are not strong enough to say 

with certainty that they are relational. In this wurse, where the transmission 

of information about children with speciai needs is the main focus, a key 

factor in the course design was structure. In fact, the course structure is 

based on the structure of the student textbook, supporthg this instructor's 

expectations regarding student Leanring outcomes. Based on statements fiom 

the course instructor, it appears that the methods of assesmient used in this 

course require students to demonstrate comprehension of the wurse 

information in the form of exams and to apply their knowledge in the form of 

a project The coding of selected methods of assessnent and the levels of 

learning expected by the instructor indicates an inconsistency between these 

two variables. 

When sîudent perceptions of the course leaming expectations were 

compared with the expectations held by îheir iastnrtor, responses to 

Bloom's taxonomy indicated that students se1ected either Comprehension, 

Synthesis or Evduation as the highest level of leaming expected in the LBC 

course. The fact that students indicated higher levels of expected 1earning 

outcomes than those indicated by the course instnrctor is signifiant given 
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that the instniîtor stated that shadeat leamhg wouid vary depending on 

whether or not students posstssed practicai experience as teachers in a 

cIassnx>m (see Question 1 in the R d t s  chapter). Although differences in 

subjects' teaching experience was not 8ccounted for in the present shidy, 

given that the McGill Distance Education program is composed of teachers 

seeking professionsi developmeat and on-campus Education students who are 

not teachers' previous experience may be a signifïcant factor influenchg 

student perception of expected level of leaming outcorne. 

Students' actual course leaming outcomes were analyzed using the 

SOLO Taxonomy. The levels of a d  learning outcomes were determined to 

be Multi-structuraly Robably-Multi-Stnicturai, Pmbably Relationai and 

Relationai. Here again, it wouid be ianesting to determine if previous 

experience influenceû students' acîuai leamhg outcomes. The wmlation 

between students' perceived course leaming expectations and their actual 

course learning outcomes was weak. 

In relation to the approach to Ieaming that students adopted in the 

LBC course, no relationship was found between specinc leaming approach 

and students' perceptions of course leeming expectations. A weak 

correlation was determined betwccll approach to leaming in the course and 
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students' actuai comse leaming outcomes. Although this correlation was not 

strong, it was in the expeckd dinetion with a surte approach to leaming 

negatively cornlateci with students' actual Icerniag outcomes and a dcep 

approach positively couelated with sîudents' actuaî learning outcomes. 

Lastly, the relatiomhip between student grade in their course and their 

specific learning approach in the course was w& It was, however, in the 

expected direction with the adoption of a d a c e  approach to learning 

negatively comlated with course grade and adoption of a deep approach 

positively correlated with course grade. The adoption of a deep approach to 

leamhg in this course was modeiately positively comlated with a positive 

impression of  the course and no correlation was found between deep 

approach and a negative course impression. Adoption of a d a c e  approach 

was weakly negatively wmlated with both a positive and negative course 

impression. 

Effective Written Communication ( E W q  

When the content of the inseuctor's statements regarding the student 

leaming expectatioris in the Effdve Written CommULUcation course were 

anaiyzed, student leamhg expectations were determinecl to be at the level of 

Evaluation. Students were expected to k able to evaluate their strengths and 
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weaknesses in the writing process. Analysis ofthe struchirt of insîructor's 

statements about d e n t  leaniing expecîations indicated a Relationai SOLO 

level. In this course, d e n t s  were ex+ to see the anças of study as 

parts of a whole as opposed to distinct learning segments. This course was 

designed in such a way that interaction between the studenWwriters and their 

peers was a focus. The course sûuctme emphasiw the wxiting process, as 

opposed to a final product, self-evaiuation, and meeting the individual needs 

of each student The course structure and design appear to support the 

instnrcctor's course leaming expectations. The rnethod of assessment in this 

course is seKevaluaîion and instructor fecdback is process-oriented. 

Therefore, the method of assessment selected by the instructor matched their 

expected level of student leaming outcorne. 

Cornparison of shdent perceptions of the course lcaming 

expectations to the expectations held by their instnictor using Bloom's 

taxonomy revealed that students perceived Application, Synthesis, and 

Evaiuation as the highest level of 1-g expected in the course as compared 

to the instnictor's expectation of Evaluation When studento' actuai lcaniiag 

outcornes were cornparrd to the instnictor's student leaming expectations 

using the SOLO taxonomy, student learning lewls were et the Muiti- 
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I I  

compared to the iiistniaor's Relationai level. A weak positive comlation 

was determined b a n  shdcnt perceptions of the course leaming 

expectatiom and their actuel leamhg outcomes. 

In the EWC mutse, a weak positive conelation was detemiined - 

between specific leaming approach in the course and students' perceptions of 

course leaming expeçtations. No relationship was found between aâopting a 

deep approach to leamhg in the course and students' actuaf leaming 

outcomes. A weak negative correlation was detennined between adopting a 

surface approach to leaming in this course a d  students' actual leaming 

outcomes. Correlations baween d e n t  grades and approach to learning in 

their course were weak However, they were in the expected direction with a 

deep approach to learning positively comlated with course grade and a 

&âce approach negatively comlated with course grade. Interestingiy, a 

strong positive comlation was found between adopting a deep approach to 

Ica-g in this course and having a positive course impression. The 

correlation between specific deep approach and negative course impression 

was weak and in the negative direction. Adopting a d a c e  approach to 
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leaming was d y  positively codateci with both positive and negaîive 

course impression. 

Similarities and Merences ûetween Courses 

L& COIIteXt Sad sadcnt le-Q -h, NO Si@~ant 

differences between specific approach to learning were found in relation to 

the îhree courses. Therefore, regardes of the fact that the three corpses 

selected for study, Introduction to Logo, Leaming and Behavioral Problems in 

Children, and Effective Written Communication, varied widely in content and 

instructional goals, these vatiables do not seem to be related to the appioach 

to study that students adopt in th& course. In a 1983 study conducted by 

Entwistle and M e n ,  the investigators found a relationship between 

contrasting subject specialisms and student approach to leaming. 

Comprehension leaming and a deep approach to study were found to be more 

cornmon in Arts and Social Science disciplines than in the Sciences where 

operation learning was more cornmon. Based on the hdings of the Entwistle 

and Ramsden investigation, one might expect that in the present study 

differences in students' approach to leaming would be fond  between the IL 

course, a product-oriented course, and EWC, a pmcess-orienteci course. 

However, the resuits did not confirm these expectations. 
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Eley (1992) has dcized the Entwistle and Ramsden (1983) study 

that compared relatively large but sepamte samples of students taking 

different courses. Accordhg to Eley, the fact that Entwistle and Ramsden 

make within-student inferences b d  on between-student hdings and infa 

that learning approach is ~ l a t e d  to the between-group Merences in 

perceived course requirements, is a problem. In the present study, within- 

student measures were used in order to examine the relationship between 

students' perceptions of course learning expectations and the approach to 

leamkg they adopted in their course. Adoption of a siùface approach to 

learning was not fomd to be cornlateci with studentsy perceptions of course 

1e-g expectations. However. in the LL coursey a moderate positive 

correlation was detennined between adoption of a deep appmach to leaming 

and students' perceptions of course le-g expectations. No correlations 

between deep approach and leaming expectations were found in the other two 

courses. Therefore, uing within-dent meaSUTesy the present study lends 

some support to the view that d e n t  perceptions of course learning 

expectations and learning appmach are related 

When differenes in the content and insbnictional goals are examined 

between the Learning and Behavioral Roblems in Chiidren (LBC) and 
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Effective Writîen Communication @WC) courses, it seems that the LBC 

course highlights the trensmission of knowledge whereas the W C  course 

emphasizes the development of the wntùig process and interaction between 

writing peers. These differences can be said to represent "Imowledge 

transmission" and "leamhg faEiltationy' differences in teaching conception as 

described by Gow and Kember (1993). Gow and Kember found that leamhg 

fxilitation has a signifiant negative correlation with the finai surface 

approach scores. In the present study, a leaming approach pretest and 

posttest was given to d e n t s  in order to determine ditErences within- 

citudents over their course of study. No ciifferences were found between pre 

and post murnnrs of approach to learning, indicating students did not make 

measurable changes in their general leamhg approach as reporteci at the 

beginuing of the course. 

Clearly, the redts of the present study do not support those of Gow 

and Kember (1993). However, whiie the LBC course may beseen as focusing 

on "knowledge transmission", it seems that some students may have applied 

theu previous experience to the course idonnation thus changing students' 

perceptions of the course leamhg expectatiom. It was not possible to 
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anaiyze the relationship between stuàent experience and perception of course 

leaming expectations within the confines of the present stuây. 

Course evaiuations and leaniian approach, No signifiant différences 

b e e n  courses were found in relation to students' positive and negative 

course impressions. As weil, students' g e n d  leamiag approach was 

determined to be only weakly correlated with student course impressions. 

This wouid appear to dispute the hypothesis proposed by Rosser and 

Trigwell(1991) that "students who enter the course with a paaicular 

orientation to 1 e a . g  may autoxnatidy structure their studies according to 

those orientations a .  then rate the course and teaching in ways related to 

those orientations."(p.30 1) 

In the EWC course, the specific approach to leaming that d e n t s  

adopted in their course, a deep approach, was strongiy correlated with a 

positive course impression. The fincihg that learning approach is related to 

student evaluation of their learning environment supports the results of a 

study conducted by Entwistle and Tait (1990, second study). Entwistle and 

Tait found that d e n t s  who adopt deep approaches to studying show a 

clear preference for an environment which is likely to encourage 
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understanding, while students with a surface approach prefer an environment 

that promotes rote leaming. 

The lack of a correlation between appmach to lcaming and student 

evaluaîion of their learning enviromnent in the IL and LBC couses was also 

found in research conducted by Entwistle and Ramsden (1983)' Entwistle and 

Tait (1990, nrst study), and Ropo (1993) who found a lack of a conneaion 

between good teaching, as  e v a l ~ e d  by students, and appmach to learning. 

L e a b  a ~ m a c h  and Qualitative and quantitative diaerences in 

learnina outcornes. No strong correlations between learning approach and 

qualitative differences in student leaming outcornes were detemiined in any of 

the three courses. This hding conflicts with that of Trigwell and Prosser 

(1 992) who found substantial and signiscaut relationships between a deep 

approach to leamiilg and qualitative differences in student leaming outcows 

at the course level. The lack of a relationship between leamhg approach and 

qualitative ciifferences in leaming outcome aiso opposes the results of a study 

conducted by Boulton-Lewis (1994), who found an increase in deep approach 

was related to an increase in student SOLO level. 

In relation to learning approach and the quantitative meamre of 

learning outcome in this study, students' nnal grade, in the IL course a 
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moderate negative correiaiion was found between d q  appraach and nnal 

gracie and a strong positive cornleiion was determined betw#n surfiace 

approach and final grade. Weak axrelations were found between leaming 

a p a c h  and nnal grade in the other two coinses. However, they w m  in the 

expected direction with a deep approach positively conlated with grade and 

a surface approach negatively comlated with grade. 

Thm was a weak correlation ôetween quaiitative and quantitative 

measurrs of Leamiiig outcome in each of the thme courses. A weak positive 

correlation between the two variables was found in the IL and EWC courses. 

A weak negative wmlation between qualitative and quantitative measims of 

learning outmme was found in the LBC course. The weak correlations 

between qualitative and quantitative meanaes of student leeming outcome 

support the results of a study conducted by Trigweil and Prosser (1992). 

These investigators foimd that d e n t  grades do not seem to be a diable 

measure of leaming quality. 

Instructots' student leaming ex~ectations, student perceptions of 

course leamina expectations, and student actual leamina outcornes. In the 

present study, the iastructors of both the IL and EWC courses indicated their 

student leaming expectations were rit the Relational SOLO level. The 
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instructor of the LBC course indiEBtPA th& the cxpeaed student leaming 

outcome was at the Probably Relational SOLO level. These two levels 

represent the two highest leveis ofleaming depicted within the SOLO 

Taxonomy. The use of Bloom's Taxonomy in the analysis of the content of 

instructors' statements concemhg student 1-g expectations revealed that 

students were expected to teach the level of Synthesis in the IL course, 

Evaluation in the EWC course and Application in the LBC course. These 

represent the higher levels of leaming depicted within Blwm's Taxonomy. 

Clearly, the iastnictors of these thm courses had high quality student 

learning expectations. 

Aaalysis of student perceptions of their course lcaming expectatiom 

indicated that in the IL course, the mejonty of students selected Synthesis as 

the highest level of 1earni.g expected in their course, in the EWC course 

students s e l 6  Application, Synthesis and Evaluation as their perceived 

highest level of learning expectwi and in the LBC CO- Comprehension, 

Synthesis and Evaluation were the highest levels of leaming that d e n t s  

perceived as expected. in all three of these courses, students selected 

categones representing the higha levels of learning depicteci within Bloom's 

Taxonomy matchhg their instnictot's expectations. 
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When students' achiei leamjng outcornes were analyzed using the 

SOLO Taxonomy, the qxclmm of SOLO levels were indicated, ranging h m  

Uai-structurai to Relational SOLO kvels. Conelations between students' 

perceived course leaming -rio and theV actual leaming outcornes 

indicated weak positive com1atiom in the LBC and EWC courses and a weak 

negative correlation between the variables in the IL course. It is interesthg to 

note that completion of the SOLO Taxonomy requires students to provide a 

written response, that is, to express in writing their concepnialization of the 

leamhg content in their course, whereas Bloom's Taxonomy req* only 

that students select an appropriate response fkom six possibilities. Perhaps 

the discrepancy between student responses to Bloom's Taxonomy and the 

SOLO rdects a discrepancy between d e n t s '  feceptive and expssive 

abilities. If this is indeed accurate, then it would confound the r e d t s  of the 

study . 

The SOLO Taxonomy analyses responses on the b i s  of  their 

structure. in analyzing the differences between instnictor SOLO responses 

and student SOLO responses, it is conceivable that what was measured was 

not Merences between instructor's student leamiog outcome expectations 

and students' actual learning outcornes; rather what was measiaed muid have 
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been differences in the way that subjeît matter experts structure theu 

knowledge as compareci to novices. This, too, would confouni the resuits of 

the study. 

Assumïng thet no confiounding occumd w i t b  the present sbidy, 

these results do w t  support those of Boulton-Lewis (1994) who found that 

the majority of both students and instructors are at a Multi-structurai SOLO 

level in relation to their beliefs about leerning. In the present study, although 

students and instructors were not asked about their beiiefs about learning in 

general, the three course iastnictors and a signifiant number of students 

achieved SOLO levels in the Probably Relational and Relationai SOLO 

categories when asked to indicate the course leaming expectations. These 

findings support the view that high quality student learning outwmes are 

expected in distance education courses and that d e n t s  can indeed achieve 

high quality Iearning outcornes within the context of distance education. 

Limitations of the Present Stuây 

A major limitation of the present study was the small sample size. in 

order to determine complex interrelations between variables, it is necessary to 

use multivariate statistical analyses. It was not possible to conduct these 
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analyses due to the smali sample size. Therefore, the conclusions that can be 

drawn h m  the findings of this shdy are limiteâ as weL 

Based on the findings h m  the instnictot interview in the Leaming 

and Behavioral Problems in Children course as wrli as the fhduigs h m  the 

qualitative analysis of the student data, it seems that previous teaching 

experience may have been a sigdicant variable in the present study but this 

was not measured. The sample was composed of both experienced teachers 

seeking to upgrade theù skills and students complethg their Bachelor of 

Education degtee who possess no format teaching eqerience. It seems 

possible that this diverse group of subjects may respond differently to the 

variables measured in the prescnt stuày based on whether or not they 

possess previous teaching experience. Thmfore, the lack of Merentiation 

between subjects in this study limits both the interpretation and 

generaiizabiiity of the d t s .  

The results of the analyses of instmctor interview statements 

regarding course stnrturr and design and their selected method(s) of 

assessrnent could have been strengthened had these statements been coded 

according to the same procedure foilowed with the instnrctor statements 

concerning learning (i.e. independently by two individuah). 
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W y ,  given small number of subjects who paaicipaîed in this study, 

results couid have been strenghened had they been conoboratcd by data from 

interviews with subjects firom each of the tbree courses. 

Implications for Practice and Research 

The findings of the present study regmesent a departme h m  the 

existing fiterature in the area of d e n t  success in distance eduution due to 

the fact that qualitative differences in d e n t  leaming outcomes were the 

focus of the analysis. The redts  of this investigation suggest that complex 

interrelationships exist between the distance education leatning wntext, 

student approach to leaming and Qualitative diBerences in student l d g  

outcomes. The results of this investigation aiso indicate that high quality 

student Learning outwmes are expected in distance education courses and that 

students can indeed acbieve high quaiïty learning outcomes within the context 

of distance education. As documented within the present study, the question 

of how to achieve high quality -dent leaniing outcornes warrants M e r  

investigation. 

In this researcher's opinion, research in the area of student success in 

distance education must shift its focus h m  the study of student 

persistence/drop-out to the study of the quaüty of student lcaming in 
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distance education courses. Ifthe goal of distance e d d o n  is to produce 

grad- with high cpaüty leamhg outcornes, then research in distance 

education must iaclude measunis of Qualitative Merences in student leaming 

outcornes. 
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Distance Education Pre-Ouestionnaire 



How long has it been since you have taken a higher-education leva cwrse? 

I generally put a bt of effort im t ing 
to understand t h i i  thad seem &lt at1-m. 

I prefer to fobw weli-trieâ appoaches O 
pcoblerns rather than attempting anything 
too adventurws. 

The best way for me ?O urderstanô wïiaî 
technical ternis mean is to rernember the 
textbook defiitions. 

I sup~ose 1 am more interested in the 
qua ications l'II get than in courses themselves. 

1 usually set out to understand thoroughly the 
meaning of what I am asked to read- 

I f ind I tend to remember thin best if I 
concentrate on the order in the 
instnictor presented them. 

I am taking distance education courses 
mainty !O impcove my chances of job 
advancement. 

men 1 find I have to tead things without 
having the opportunity to really understand 
them. 

My main interest for taking distance educatiin 
courses is so that I can leam more about 
subjeds that realîy interest me. 

When I'm reaâing I try to rnemofize important 
facts t hat may corne n useful later. 

I find that studying academic topics can 
often be really excling. 

When I'm tadt l i ï  a new topic, I often ask 
myself questions abwt the topic that the 
new information shouid answer. 

I enjoy readirrg so I am well suited to 
distance educatiin courses. 

14. 1 usual don? have the tirne to think abut  3! the irnp cations of what I have read. 

1 5. 1 often find myself questiining things that 
I read in books or study mateciab. 
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Appendix B 

Distance Edwation Post-Assessrnent Packaae 



DISTANCE LEARNING QUESTIONNAIRE lr2 

PLEASE CIRCLE THE NUMBER THAT BEST OESCRIBES YOUR LEARNING EXPERIEIJCE IN 
RELATION TO THE 0 VOU A= NOW C- 

2. 1 read other books in addition to the sîudy materials 
and set texts. 

1 )  (2) (3)  (4 )  ( 5 )  (6) 

4. 1 suppose I was m m  interested in the 
qualifiions i'd get than in t h i  course. 

7. 1 took this coursernainlyto irrp~ove 
my chances of job advancement. 

8. PersonaMamiiy circumtances, unseen at the tirne of 
enrollment, affected my progress in this course. 

(1) (2) (3) ( 4 )  ( 5 )  (6) 

9. My main interest for doing this course was to 
learn more about something that really 
interests me. 

10. As I read the course materiab, I tried to memorlze 
important facts that m$M be useful iater, 

(1)  ( 2 )  (3)  (4)  ( 5 )  (6) 

1 1. The type of work required by assignments was (1) (2)  (3)  (4 )  ( 5 )  (6)  
very d'ïerent from what I expected. 

12 Telephone conversations with the tutor were a 
waste of time in this course. 

(1)  (2 )  (3)  (4) ( 5 )  (6) 

14. This course was not offered at the most suitaMe (1 )  (2 )  (3)  (4 )  (5)  (6) 
tirne in the year. 

16. 1 found that the topics in this course 
were often really exciting. 



18. 1 usually diin7 have the time to thinlr about 
the i m p T i n s  of what I read for th$ course- 

19. 1 often found myseîf questionirig things that 
I read in the M ( s )  or zWdy guide. 

20. 1 was il1 during th& course, so I fowid it d i w k  to 
keep up. 

21. 1 chose thii m r s e  more fiiom the way it fàs 
with rny cafeer phns than from my ouun intemts. 

22. The time albwed for compkting the w r s e  is too 
short. 

23. I enjoy read'i so I am well suited to d i ince 
education courses. 

24. My children interfered with my studies. 

25. 1 spoke wlh the tutor on the telephone often. 

26. The course activaies and assignments helped me 
to leam. 

27. This course was adtnïnistered very effiàently. 

28. The support of my family meanl a kt to me this semester- 

29. The Mor in this course seemeâ to deliht in making 
the simple ttuth unnecessan'fy cornplikateci. 

30. 1 often wondered whether ail the study was worlh the 
effort . 

31. 1 found th8 study guide was usehl in prepafing for 
this course. 

32. 1 found I had to concentrate on mmorizing a 
good deal of what I had to leam for this course. 

33. 1 am very detennined to finish th& course. 

34. The learning materials were presented in a 
confusing way. 

35. My fnends wanted me to go out mîher than W. 

36. In general, I feel I barned a bt from th& oourse. 

37. 1 preferred to spend time daim things other 
than studying for this course. 

38. This semester, I did not let anything 
interfere with studying for this course. 



I spent a good deal of my spare bime finding out 
more abu t  interesthg topics in the Course. 

When tackling a new toQic in this course, I &en 
asked myself questions about the that the 
new information should amer- 

A change in rny work situaion made it d i i i î t  to 
cornpiete this course. 

My famïîy enoouraged me to take th& course 
because they thought the course would be 
important for my career- 

For thiç course, I often fwnd I haâ to tead tMgs 
without having the opportunity to really understand 
them. 

My m u s e  becarne annoyed because I spent 
ço much time studying. 

In general, I read wiôely. 

I found the top- sa interesting that f interd 
to continue leaming about them after th$ 
course is finished. 

47. My empbyer was supportive while I was stuâying. 

48. For this course, I found that the best way for me to 
understand what the technical tenns rneant was to 
remrnber the textbook defilions. 

49. 1 d'in7 need the support of my spouselfamily to 
succeed in this course. 

50. A change in my work ieft me mthout enough time for 
study. 

51. Because 1 work bng tXNIrs I found 1 d i i i t t  to 
study for this course. 

52. The tutots cornments on my assignments helped 
me to leam in this course. 

53. The assignments in this course were too di i i l t .  

54. 1 seemed to have so rnany other things to do 
that there was never enough time for sîuây. 

55. A telephone conversation with the tutor provided 
help when I needed it. 

56. The study guide in this course was easy to ieam frorn. 

57. 1 often considered dmpping out of th$ course. 



1 dii  not understand a bt of the vocabuiary in thet 
study materialS. 

(1 )  

I set out to understand thoroughly the meariing 
of what I was asked to read for th& aum. 

(1)  

Long hours at work left l i  time for course work, ( 1 )  

My main reason for taking this course 
was that it will help my camer. 

( 1 )  

1 find that what I ieamed in this course will be 
extremely usefut. 

(1 )  

Please describe what you think the content/subjed matter of th& course was about. (One way of doing this 
would be to imagine yau are telling a friend the wRs of t h i ï  you thought the instnidor was trying to te& 
you and wanted you to leam in thi i  course-) 



64. In your opinion, what W ( s )  of iearning do you think the Mor expected in th& course? (Indicate more than 
one if appropriate.) 

Knowledge 

Comprehension (Interpret information in one's own words) 

Application (-(y knowkdge or generaiïkatîon to a new situation) 

Anaiysis [Break dom information into iîs constituent parts] 

Sy nthesis (B~ng bgeüwr parts of knowledge to form a whole and build 
reiationships for new situations) 

Evaluation (Make judgments on aie bas& of given criteria) 

Other Please explain: 

Any comments? 

THANK-YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS QUESIIONNAIRE. 
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Appcndix C 

Coding Examdes of Student SOLO Reswnses and their Identifieci Levei 



Student Remonses and Their Identifiecl SOLO Level 

1. Uni-stmcchao Those responses that focus on one issue/aspect of the 

course. For example: 

The course 1 am taking is helping me to improve my wntmg in 

Engiish. Gohg tbrough diffèrent technics w, it is easier to Wnte an 

article Iater on (Effdve Written Communication) 

2. MuZti-strzieftual: Responses that describe or list some or al1 areas of 

study without linking them in any way. For example: 

The course helpeà you in pinpointhg exceptional children. Taught 

you approaches and strategies and dinerent types of exceptionalities- 

How to test them to evaiuate to deai with them what to expect. 

(Leamhg and Behavioral ProbIems in Children) 

3. Probably Multi-stnrcturul: Responses îhaî have multi-structurai 

elements but cannot with any certainty be describecl as multi-structurai. For 

example: 

The course was about cornputer prognimmiag (Introduction to Logo 

Writer). Whüe designed for children in elementary schoois and having 

done BASIC at times 1 found the coune quite tedious, but overall the 

skills leamed were quite valuable. in generai a turtie figure is used to create 



figures or draw lines then these slrills are combined to write procedures, 

then procedures are put together to Wnte programs. (Logo) 

4. ProbPbly RelatiomJ: Responses that exhibit some elements o f  

relational but the elements are mt expressed strongiy enough to say with 

certainty that they are relational. For example: 

1 feel this course was about real worId writing as opposed to 

academic university paper type writing. Being able to choose 

assignments and topics offered a r d  oppominity to be autonomous 

and to work on subjects and products that were of interestlconcem 

to me and to write for r d  readers- peers, fnends, etc. rather than one 

professor. 1 loved tbis course- worked harder than 1 thought 1 wouid but 

felt proud of the results. (Effective Written Communication) 

5. Rehtionul: Responses that descnii the course as a whole. The areas 

of study are described in such a way that the student appears to be seeing these 

areas as parts of a whole rather than as distinct parts. For example: 

Leaming and Behavioral Problems in Children is an introduction to 

children who require special education programmes because of 

physicai or mental, or exnotional impairment It examineci in detail the 

special needs, reasons for the handicaps and the factors influencing theù 



learning and behavior. Listnicbod techniques and strategies for the 

classrmm were also mriewed. A greater knowledge of the problans f d  

by these chiidrea and the speciai tccbniques used to help them will 

definitely help me in hardling such students in the reguîar ciassrwm. 

(Leaming and Behavioral Problems in Children) 
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Appendix D 

Blcoom's Taxonomy of the Comitive Domain 



BLOOM'S TAXONOMY 

a COGNlTlVE DOMAIN 

1. MOWLEDGE: the recall of speciflcs ami u n i v ~ ,  the recall of methods rad 

pmcesses, or tbe r d  of a pattern, structure, or Wng.  

2. COMPREHENSION: cefas to a type of umhjtandhg or apprthension such dsat the 

iadividull knows what is king communirOtoA and can make use 

of tk matcriai or idei king commanïcatcd arithout acessaily 

3. APPLICATION: 

5. SYNTHESIS: 

6. EVALUATION: 

the use of abstroctiom in particular anâ coiicrete situations (i.e., g d  

'ideas, ruks of procedures, generahd wihods, tsehnicai priacipks, 

ideas, theorics) . 

bteakdown of a communicatim into its constituent eltwms or parts 

such that the relative bieiarchy of i&as is made clar W o r  tbc 

relations betweea the ideas exprrssed arc made explicit. 

the putting togerber of elcments and pans so as to fam a whole. 

judgemeats abat  tbe vahe of mptairl and mahods for given purpoxs. 

Quintiptive and qyaîitative judgements about the extent to which 

material and methaîs satîsfy criteria. 
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Centre for University Teaching and Leaming 
McGiii University 
3706 McTavish Streot 
PAcr.:~~al, Quebec H3A 1 Y2 

Centre d'enseignement suoérieur (51 41 3984623 
Univentté ?AcG;il 
3700. rue ?AcTawsh 
Monuëa:. Qkbec H=;4 IYZ 

October 24,  1990 

Dear Distance Education Instmctor, 

Many of you already have some information about the research 
pro j ect w e  are conducting concerning the instructional role of 
communication technologies in distance education. This pro ject is 
funded by FCAR (Fonds pour la formation de chercheurs et l'aide a 
la recherche) for a three year period which began September 1990. 
In this f irst year, the pro ject  has employed t w o  M.A. students from 
the Dept. of Educational Psychology and Counselling, who vil1 be 
doing their theses in conjunction with the pro ject (Helene Rogerson 
and Nancy Price). We are lucky indeed to have this funding and we 
would like to take this opportunity to further inform you about how 
you may aid us i n  carrying out t h i s  research. The attached sheet 
provides you with some background information concerning the 
research study and a brief outline of the procedures w e  w i l l  follow 
for each of? the three years. 

As you will see, one of the procedures w e  w i l l  be carrying out 
involves the analysis of both E-mail and FAX communications. Peter 
Burpee has told me that he has asked a l 1  of you to save these 
com;nunications from the courses you are presently teaching - we are 
interested in  both s ides  of the transmission (i. e., both instructor 
and student messages). If you cheose to allow us t o  analyze the 

\ communications you save, please be assured they will be treated , 

completely anonymously. In fact, w e  would appreciate your help in 
removing student names from communications bef ore we look at t h e m .  
Neither will your name be used at any point in the analysis, w e  
will only need to separate instructor f ~ o m  student transmissions. 1 
We are also interested in taking a look at communications which , 
have been saved from courses taught previously. 

This letter is meant to provide i n i t i a l  information, we vil1 
be personally contacting each of you i n  the near future to 
ascertain your permission and to discuss any questions you may 
have. Thank you very much. 

- --œ 

Sincerely, 



~roject T i t l e :  ' An Investigation of the Instructional Role of 
communication Technologies in Distance Education 

Background ( i n  brief) to the Reseuch Bttady: 

Distance education has, in the l a s t  fifteen years, become a viable and 
useful instructional mode in postsecondary education. However , 
distance education has often been criticized for offering only a 
"second ratel1 education (Keegan, 1986 ; Wedemeyer , 198 1) . Such 
criticism most often f ocuses on the lack of interpersonal communication 
between the student and instructor and among students. This lack of 
communications is considered to increase the possibility of students 
being simply @@passive consumers of knowledgetg rather than active 
learners (Rumble, 19 8 3 ) . Modern communication technologies have the 
potential of providing this missing component. Theref ore, an 
investigation of the instructional use of these technologies is an area 
of crit ical  concern for both distance learners and distance teaching 
programs and is the focus of this research study. 

~rogression and Procedures of the Reserrch Study: 

During the f irst year, the research will f ocus on establishing the role 
of mediated communication by codifig E-mail and FAX communications using 
a discourse analysis procedure. The focus of the second year will be Q the investigation of student fa tors (e.g., computer experience and 
accessibility, available the, attitudes, etc..) and other factors 
(e-g., instructorts directions, course requirements, time delay in 
responding to communications, etc.) which may influence both the 
quality and quantity of student communications. A questionnaire will 
be developed and instructional materials will ho collected to gather 
information about student, instructor and course factors . ) Finally , 
during the third year, an instructional comparison will be made of the 
two communication technologies in use. A questionnaire evaluating the 
effectiveness of various characteristics as they relate to the 
accomplishment of course objectives will be administered to both 
students and instructors. The resulting questionnaire data wfll be 
viewed against the actual communications resulting from each course. 

Both quantitative and qualitative methods will be used in this research 
but emphasis will be on the collection of data in field situations 
using multiple sources and multiple methods which can then be 
triangulated (Miles & Huberman, 1984). 

Keegan, D. S.  (1986) . The Foundations of Distance Education. London: 
Croom Helm. . .  

Miles, M. L Huberman, A. (1984). Qualitative Data Analvsis : 9 
Sourcebook of New Methods. Beverly Hills: Sage Publications. 

Rumble, Go (1989). On defining distance education. The American 
Journal of Distance Education, 3 (2) , 8-21. 

Wedemeyer, C .  (1981) . searnina at the Back-door. Madison, WX: 
University of Wisconsin. 
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Date: October 22, 1991 

To: Peter Burpee and Distance Education Tutors 

From: C h e r y l  Amundsen (Helena Rogerson, Nancy P r i c e )  

Re: Distance Education Research Pro ject: Report on the f irst 
year ' s activities 

September 1 marked the end of the first year (of a 3 year period) 
of the distance education research project funded by FCAR (Fonds 
pour la formation de chercheurs et 1' aide a la recherche) . As you 
will recall, the primary purpose of this project is to investigate 
the communication between instructor and students, especially as 
it involves FAX or E-mail. Our specif ic objectives are as follows: 

1) To identify the different purposes for which students and 
instructors use the communication systems available to them. 

r?) To -investigate to what extent the communications betveen 
- instructor and student ref lect the course learning objectives . 

2 - 3) To determine both the interna1 factors (student attitudes, 
computer experience, etc.) and external factors (nature of 
response, course requirements , etc. ) which influence both the 
quality and.quantity of communications. 

4) To identify the particular instructional characteristics 
of FAX and electronic mail which may influence their 
appropriateness for various learning outcomes. 

Helene Rogerson (a graduate student in Ed. Psych.) is addressing 
the first two objectives. She contacted many of you last year 
about saving the communications from your class; she may be 
following up with some of you again. She has completed a review 
of the pertinent literature in this area and we have spent some 
t i m e  considering the appropriate methodoiogies for addressing our 
research question. She is now in the process of preparing the data 
for analysis. She hopes to complete the analysis by the early 
Fall, Cheryl and Helene prepared and presented a paper on this 
part of the research program at CIPTE (conseil interinstitutionnel 
pour le progrès en technologie éducative). If any of you are 
interested in a copy of the paper (it is written in French), please 
let C h e r y l  know. 

Nancy Price is addressing the third objective. You vil1 be hearing 
from her this coming year as she will need your cooperation in the 
formative evaluation of a student questionnaire and in providing 
specif ic information about your course design. Nancy has completed 
an extensive review of the literature concerning student factors 



in distance education. She has also been collaborating with two 
researchers in Hong Kong on the adaptation of a questionnaire which 

a they have developed. They are interested in further validation of 
this questionnaire based on other populations. We plan to have ber 
lit-erature review in a publishable format by J a n u a ~  and vil1 
cestainly make it available to any of you who may be interested. 

Dr. Robert Bernard of Concordia University and Cheryl have been 
lucky enough to receive further iunding for research in distance 
education (Le.,  SSHRC (Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada research grant for 1991-1994). This grant is 
entitled, @@The Devalopment and Validation of a Mode1 of Learning 
Success in Distance Eductionm. This wotk will provide a 
theoretical and practical framework for our present FeAR grant and 
future work of interest to both Bob and Cheryl. 

We want to thank you for your cooperation this past year and 
encourage any of you who are interested in more information about 
this project to contact Cheryl (398-6648 - McGill Centre for 
University Teaching and Learning). 
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INSTRUCTOR QUESTIONS: 

-How did you become involveci in the area of dirtaiw education? 

- C m  you go back to when you were designing the course aad share yout thougha at that 
tirne? ( probe: Whaî were your major consideraiions during the design process?) 
-Were there any guidelines given to you for the course design? 

-In your course, how important is it for you to have reguiar contact with your students? 
-Why did you communïcate with your students? 
-Why do you think they c o m m e c d  with you? 
- Would you consider the communication technologies to be effective? 
- M y  or why not? 

-If you were redesigning the course, what would you do the same or dinmntly? 
- M y ?  

-How would you describe the subject matter of the course? (SOLO: One way of doing 
this is to imagine you are teiiing a fnend or colleague what you taught and what you 
wanted your students to leam in this course.) 

-What shouid students have I d  by the end of this course? 

-How is mident learning evaluated in your course? 
- f i t  iduenced your decision to evduate learning in this way? 

-Thus far, do you th* the students have accomplished the leaming goals of the course? 
-Why or why not? 
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Dear Distance Education Student, 

We would greatly appreciate it if you w u i d  complete the attached questionnaire. 

Because we understand that you are a buq penon. we have designeâ the questbnnaim to 

take a maximum of ten minutes to cornplete. The information you provide will hep us to 

better undentand the process of leaming at a d is tank 

A second questionnaire will be sent ta you just pnor to the completion of your distance 

education course. This questionnaire will ask for your perceptions of your own leaming 

process. 

Your responses to these questionnaires are strictly confidential and are in no way related 

to course grades. At no time will names be attached to responses; we areinterested h 

considering responses on a group basis, not on an individual basis. Although both the 

course instructors and the prograrn director, Peter 8urpee. support our work, our 

findings will not be discussed with them until they are available in final report fonn. 

We estimate that this report will be available by September, 1992. 

We thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. (Enclosed is a self- 

addressed, stamped envelope.) If you are interested in receiving a copy of ouf final 
report, please indicate so by returning the attached fom. If you have any questions, 

please contact Cheryl Amundsen at the McGill Centre for University Teaching and 
Learning: 398-6648. 

Sincerely, 

Cheryl Amundsen, Ph.D., Researcher Nancy Pria,  M.A. Student 

McGill Distance Education Program McGiII Educational Psychology Department 



Please send me a copy of the final report concerning the investigation of leaming in 

distance education. 
Name: 

Address: 
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Dear Distance Education Student, 

We have already rBCBiVed a number of oornpleted questionnaires oonceming kamirtg at 
a distance. If you have not yet wrnpleted and returned the questionnaire, we ask y w  
to please consider doing so. 

The questionnaire is designed to take a maximum of ten minutes to amplete. Your 
responses are strictly oonfidential and are in no way related to murse grades. 
Furthemore, the number at the bottom of the questionnaire ensures that students 
are not identified by name. 

For your convenience, a copy of the questionnaire is enclosed abng with a self- 
addresseci, stamped envekpe. If you have already returned the questionnaire, we thank 
you for your participation and remind you that a second questionnaire will be sent to 
you just prior to the cornpletion of your distance education course. This questionnaire 
will ask for your perceptions of your own leaming process. 

We estimate that the findings of our research will be available in final report fomi by the 
summer of 1993. If you are interested in reœiving a copy of the final report, Qlease 
indicate so by returning the form attached to the questionnaire. If you have any 
questions, please contact Cheryl Amundsen at the McGill Centre for University Teaching 
and Learning: 398-6648. We look forward to your correspondence. 

Sincerely, 
fi 

Cheryl Amundsen, Ph.0.. Researcher 
McGiII Distance Education Program McGill 

Nancy Price, M.A. Student 
Educational Psychology Department 
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Dear Diance €ducation Student, . 
We would Iike to take this opportuni@ to thank ail of you who took the time to 
comptete and return our first questionnaire concerning learning at a distance. 
We are now sending you the second quesüonnaire. This quesüonnaire is 
longer than the Zrst but should require no more than fifteen minutes of your tirne 
to cornpiete. This time, you will be asked to expiore your perceptions of your 
leaming pmcess(es) in the distance education course you are arrrentty 
Rnishing. PieagflEPm9LBte t-8 af whe-ou haira 

h d m m  ypur -e CO- - 

Because your responsem a n  crltical to oui research, we wlll rmd 
you a $5.00 bill In ieturn for your comphted questlonnalm. In 
addiion to the envelope addressed to McGill (put the cornpleted questionnaire 
in this envelope) you should have received Monopoly money and an envelope 
addressed to you. - Simply place the Monopoly money in the envelope 
addressed to you and return it dong with your questionnaire to McGill. Upon 
receiving your questionnaire, we will substitute.the Monopoly money for a $5.00 
bill and mail it to you. 

Your responses to the questionnaire are strictly confidentid and are in no way 
-related to course grades. At no time will names ôe attached to responses; the 
number at the bottom of the questionnaire ensures that students are not 
identified by name. 

Please retum the cornpleted questionnaire in- the endosed envelope. We 
estimate that the fi ndings of oui research will be available irl final report fom in 
the summer of 1 993. if you are interested inpceiving a copy .of the final repoit, 
and you have not already submitted a request for one, please do so by 
retuming the attached fom. 

If yoo have any questions, please contact Cheryi Amundsen at the Will 
Centre for University Teaching and Learning: 398-6648. Thank you again for 
your cooperation. Happy holidaysl 

Sincerely, 

Cheryl Amundsen, Ph.0. 
Mffiill Distance Mucation Pmgram . 

Nancy Price, M.A. Student 
Mffiitl Educationai Psychology 
Depart ment 
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Dear Distance Education Student, 

If you have yet to amplete and mtum the D'itance Leaming Questionnaire #2, we ask 
you to please consider doing so. This is the last opportunity we have to obtain your input 
conceming leaming in distance education. We would like to emphasize how important 
your input is to our research. We believe that students can make an enormous 
contribution towards improving the qualÏty of distance education. 

The Distance Leaming Questionnaire #2 expkres your perceptions of your own leaming 
process in relation to the distance education coune(s) you have just finished and it 
should require no more than fiftwn minutes of your time to cornplete. (Another a p y  of 
the questionnaire is enûosd for pur  comtenience.) Responses to this questionnaite are 
strictly confidential and are in no way related to course grades. 

Please return the completed questionnaire in the enclosed envebpe. We estirnate that the 
findings of this research project wil be avalable in final report form by the fall of 
1992. If you are interested in receiving a copy of this final report, and you have not 
previously submitted a request for one, please do so by retuming the fom at the bottom 
of this letter. 

If you have any questions. please contact Cheryl Amundsen at the MiIl Centre for 
University Teaching and Leaming: 398-6648. We hope to receive your completed 
questionnaire shortly and thank you again for your mperation. Have a great summer! 

Sincerely, 

Cheryl Amundsen, Ph.D. Nancy P b ,  M.A. Student 
McGill Distance Education Program McGill Educational Psychology Department 

Please send me a copy of the final report coricerning the investigation of learning in 
distance education. 

Name: 
Address: 
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Codinp: Examdes of Instructor SOLO Rmnses and their Identifid Level 



Instnictor Remonses and Their Identifieci SOLO Level 

Introduction to Logo: Relational SOLO L-evei 

The nicest thing that one student mentioned about this- the way the came is laid 

out ... ifs kind of We building blocks. You build upon what you leam the last 

time coIlSfantly throughout the course so if you were starting a project you could 

start it with a very simple thing at the beginning and at the very end it couid be 

very complex because a s  you've gone dong week ta week you've leamcd how to 

refke it M e r .  

They are the programmers ... leaming the basics of Logo prograrnming ... king able 

to put it together to create things. The thing that I want them to get moa out of 

this by the end is being able to manipulate what they've leamed with Logo to be 

able to create tools that are usefûi for them because so many times you take a 

course and at the end ifs Lice oh that was fun but ya okay that gets put on the 

shelf for a whiie you know it's not something that you're going to use- but this is 

something that can be used to maice- especially for chüdren who having difnculty 

or to enrich students you cm d e  iittle programs that they can sit d o m  and you 



can design it yourself to meet their needs so it wouid work, the ody drawback is 

that ... because it is vey t h e  consuming to do i t  

Lemirtg and Behavioral Problems in Chüdren: Proba'bly Reiationai SOLO Level 

I'd say it's a howledge course. 

WeU, nrst of ali, they ge t... the theoretical aspects in tenns of types of 

exceptionaiity, the theory part. 

It looks at a i i  the exceptionalities and the process... and the empbasis that 1 have 

in the course is d y  to look at the various teaching strategies and curr icul~~~l  

adjustments and so on Especially those a tacher in a classoom could, you 

know, use. 

Zffective Wrirten C~mmtmic~on:  Relational SOLO Level 

So what we absolutely insist on maintaining is that there is a workshop ... which 

means they wiii go tbrough the writing process ... Ya, which meam that they 

would shae their brainstorming, they would share their orgdtion,  they would 

share the nrSt ciraft, they wouici taik about the umm the exercisey they would look 



at ... what sorts of things in the larger scheme might impact upon this, they'il look 

at their goals and their purpose and al l  that s t d f  so that every step of their 

thought pmcess they've discussed with each o t k .  Then they share a draR 

You see every one of them has to f3.i out a writing inventory where they're taking 

about their own strengtbs and weakuesses and what they need to work on and 

what sorts of work they do on the job and you know, what sorts of problems 

they've been having and how they dealt with hem and they have to answer a 

whole bunch of things. They're right in our textbook. Al1 our stiodents have to do 

this and so really the course is an individual order. It's rPally structured around 

the individual's needs. 

So itts all, the whole course is a process, the assignment is a process, uhh 1 dont 

know of any other wurses iike this. 


