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Abstract
With the development of online education, increased attention has been given to standards, 
motivations and best-practices within online education. This study is designed to explore the 
intersections between perceptions and practices that educators who teach online hold in relation 
to perceptions and practices of students who are taking online courses. Applications are provided 
for institutions, faculty and students who are considering participating in an online education 
environment.

Online education is one of the shaping factors 
that will determine the future of higher education. In 
a time where enrollment in on-campus programs has 
dropped, online or distance education has increased 
for the fourteenth year in a row (Seaman, Allen, & 
Seaman, 2018, p. 3). In the 1990s, online learning be-
come a model that institutions began to adopt (Chao, 
Saj, & Tessier, 2006, §1). As of fall 2016, 31.6 percent 
of all students in the United States were taking at 
least one distance course (Seaman, Allen, & Seaman, 
2018, p. 3). 

While the popularity of this modality of learning 
is rapidly growing, there are key pedagogical consid-
erations related to quality, access, retention and overall 
student learning that should be addressed. Faculty are 
currently navigating issues of delivering content vir-
tually (Guo, Kim & Rubin , 2014; Crook & Schofield, 
2017) as well as examining ways to create engaging 

learning environments that help translate what may 
have previously been done in a traditional setting into 
an online environment (Williams & Gil, 2018). Sit-
uations like the one where students at George Wash-
ington University sued the institution due to the low-
er quality of online learning (McKenzie, 2018) serve 
as an example that educators need to be keenly aware 
of the quality of educational experiences in the digital 
world. This study is designed to explore the intersec-
tions between perceptions and practices that educa-
tors who teach online hold in relation perceptions and 
practices of students who are taking online courses.

Literature Review
Distance education is defined as “teaching and 
planned learning in which teaching normally occurs 
in a different place from learning, requiring commu-
nication through technologies as well as special in-
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stitutional organization” (Moore & Kearsley, 2011, 
p. 2).   Some institutions would be considered sin-
gle-mode institutions in distance education, meaning 
they exclusively offer education via distance and there 
is no traditional, face-to-face instruction. Other insti-
tutions are categorized as dual-mode, providing both 
distance education and traditional, face-to-face class 
options (Moore & Kearsley, 2011).

Online education is one subsect of distance edu-
cation. While online learning is relatively new, given 
the development of technology, distance education is 
well established.   “Although its beginnings are dis-
puted, the history of distance education is well doc-
umented, especially in the 20th century” (Sumner, 
2000, p. 267). Online programs came about as early as 
the 1980s, with Western Behavioral Science Institute 
in California launching a new program, and in 1985 
Nova Southwestern University in Florida followed 
suit with a graduate program (Miller, 2014), prompt-
ing a significant growth of online programs in the 
1990s (Chao, Saj, & Tessier, 2006).

For the past fourteen years, distance education 
enrollment has continued to increase, despite the fact 
that, since 2012, overall enrollments have been de-
clining (Seaman, Allen, & Seaman, 2018, p. 3). The 
Babson Survey Research Group found that in the 
fall of 2016, there were 6,359,121 students taking at 
least one distance course, which represents 31.6 per-
cent of all students. With the development of online 
education as an option in distance education, there 
has been increased attention given to standards, mo-
tivations and best-practices within online education 
(Chao, Saj, & Tessier, 2006; Moore, 2014; Lee, 2017). 
There is still a gap, however, in understanding how 
perceptions among educators and students may influ-
ence practices in online education. This led to the fol-
lowing research questions:

RQ1: What perceptions are held related to the 
concept of online education among faculty and 
students?
RQ2: Why do students and educators believe 
online education is growing so steadily in the 
current higher education environment?
RQ3: In what ways do perceptions of on-
line education impact expectations and/
or sense-making of the learning experience 
among faculty and students?
One of the biggest concerns related to online 

education is quality of experience and, as a result, 
the impact of learning. For example, Bidwell (2013) 

found that 42 percent of students believe they learn 
less in an online course compared to a traditional 
class (§ 4). This is supported by what Gallop Research 
found when, despite the flexibility and value provided 
by online education, the majority of people identified 
online programs as “only fair” or “poor” (Saad, Bust-
eed, & Ogisi, 2013, § 3). In addition, when it comes to 
employability after obtaining a degree, 56 percent of 
employers prefer candidates to have a traditional edu-
cation (Bidwell, 2013, § . 2). Finally, while a majority 
(72.4 percent) of academic leaders hold the percep-
tion that online education is either equal or superior 
to traditional education, only 29.1 percent of chief 
academic officers think that their faculty “accept the 
value and legitimacy of online education” (Allen & 
Seaman, 2016, p. 5-6). Given these perceptions, it can 
raise the question of why online education seems to 
be flourishing.

Perhaps the most prominent benefit is the poten-
tial online education has to address economic con-
cerns. While the lifetime earning gap between high 
school graduates and college graduates continues to 
spread, the cost of college tuition is increasing ex-
ponentially faster than inflation, resulting in student 
loan debt rising as a national concern (Nguyen, 2015). 
Additionally, while some perceptions related to qual-
ity of online education seem to be held tightly by ed-
ucators, students, and the general public, studies have 
indicated that learning outcomes from online edu-
cation have the opportunity to be just as strong as a 
traditional classroom (Navarro & Shoemaker, 2000; 
Nguyen, 2016; Kim, 2017).

            Trends, standards and best practices. 
Despite the potential economic benefits, there are 
some significant concerns that scholars have also 
identified in online education. Some of these concerns 
include “teaching effectiveness, faculty-to-student ra-
tios, attrition rates, student satisfaction, and institu-
tional resources invested in online delivery,” (Chao, 
Saj, & Tessier, 2006, § . 1). When students are en-
rolled in an online course, they seem to have a higher 
likelihood to withdraw from the course (Community 
College Research Center, 2013). Part of the efforts 
to address concerns involve exploring student satis-
faction, which relates both to learning outcomes and 
student retention. For example, convenience is the 
most cited reason for being satisfied with an online 
course, and lack of interaction is the most often cit-
ed reason for dissatisfaction (Cole, Shelley, & Swartz, 
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2014). Even though research indicates that students 
enrolled in online courses are more likely to drop out 
of a specific class compared to in-person counterparts, 
other studies indicate that long-term degree success 
of online students may actually be greater compared 
to traditional students. Online students in communi-
ty colleges who “take some of their early courses on-
line or at a distance have a significantly better chance 
of attaining a community college credential than do 
their classroom counterparts” (Shea & Bidjerano, 
2014, p. 103). Further supporting the positive out-
comes for students, online education has the capacity 
to “change cultural norms, enhance learning cultures, 
and improve communication skills” (Hamdan, 2014, 
p. 1) as well as the potential for faculty to encourage 
the development of personal learning environments 
among students via technology use (Kim, 2017).

To help develop a positive experience for students 
and educators, scholars recommend specific devel-
opment opportunities for faculty who teach online 
(Baran & Correia, 2014). Studies indicate the very 
experience of being trained to teach in a digital envi-
ronment as well as the act of teaching online can ul-
timately influence perceptions in areas such as: 1) the 
quality of online education; 2) the role of intellectual 
property right in distance education; 3) and general 
attitudes toward online education (Windes & Lesht, 
2014). Thus, motivations, behaviors and perceptions 
vary not only by student profiles but also by faculty 
profiles. This led to the following research questions:

RQ4: What do students perceive as requisite 
qualities to succeed as an online student?
RQ5: What do faculty and students perceive 
as requisite qualitied to succeed as an online 
faculty member?
RQ6: What are the perceived advantages and 
disadvantages of online education?
Despite the amount of research focused on on-

line education, there seems to be a growing need to 
understand both practices that enhance perceptions 
of quality and excellence in online education as well 
as influences that impact behavioral intentions to par-
ticipate in online education. This study is designed to 
bridge that gap.

Method
To address the above research questions, an online 
survey was used that employed a series of qualitative 
questions derived from previous findings related to 
online education (Saad, Busteed, & Ogisi, 2013; Cole, 

Shelley, & Swartz, 2014; Kruger-Ross & Waters, 
2013). The surveys were launched via Survey Mon-
key, a national survey tool, during the spring 2017 se-
mester. The first survey was designed for faculty who 
teach online courses and the second was designed for 
students. While most students had participated in an 
online course, as expected in alignment with nation-
al trends, the sample also included students with no 
online course experience. Students who had not taken 
online courses were directed to specific sections of the 
survey instrument in order to only gather data relat-
ed to perceptions of online education as opposed to 
items related to personal experiences in online educa-
tion. Participants were recruited via email and social 
media through the networks of the primary research-
ers, using online educator communities, and through 
students recruiting peers to participate. These par-
ticipants were gathered from throughout the United 
States and from a variety of institutions. There were 
107 participants (32 educators and 75 students) rep-
resenting private and public institutions as well as a 
range of university sizes. No participants were com-
pensated for their participation in this study.

Participants
There were 32 educators, 62.5 percent female (n=20) 
and 37.5% male (n=12), who participated. Out of 
those educators, 65.63 percent (n=21) were full-time 
faculty and 34.38 percent (n=11) were adjunct faculty. 
There were 75 students who participated, with 74.67 
percent (n=56) reporting as female and 25.33 per-
cent (n=19) reporting as male. Every class rank was 
represented. The highest represented groups were ju-
niors (n=20, 26.67 percent) and seniors (n=20, 26.67 
percent). The next highest representative groups were 
graduate students (n=13, 17.33 percent) and soph-
omores (n=13, 17.33 percent). The least represented 
group were freshman (n=9, 12 percent). A variety of 
majors were represented including communication, 
business, public relations, journalism, education, and 
graphic design.

Instrument
The survey instrument for educators contained de-
mographic information, 10 open-ended, qualitative 
questions related to pedagogical practices and per-
ceptions of online education. The survey instrument 
for students mostly mirrored questions from the fac-
ulty survey, though the questions were tailored for 
student participants. Additional items explored the 
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topic of online learning experiences and perception of 
online education overall. For students who indicated 
they had never participated in an online environment, 
items explored their reasons for not taking online 
classes.

Coding
Two researchers independently read the qualitative 
responses for both student and professor, and then 
applied the constant comparison approach (Glaser 
& Strauss, 1967). This process allowed for coding of 
emergent themes, which is an appropriate method 
because, despite the growing body of research ex-
ploring online education, there is limited research on 
the specific perceptions and practices among online 
educators and students. This analysis provided the 
following overarching themes among educators and 
students.

Analysis
Definitions. To explore foundational perceptions and 
understanding related to online education, partici-
pants were first asked to define online education. As 
expected, it is apparent that online education is asso-
ciated with the use of technology as a learning meth-
od. For example, one student participant said: “Online 
education is taking courses online, completing and 
submitting all class assignments online, and inter-
acting with a teacher either through online videos or 
notes or another form of added assistance.” Faculty 
responses noted not only the integration of technol-
ogy but also the pedagogical uses of technology as an 
online educator. Technology was not the only theme, 
however. For some student participants, definitions 
had relational dimensions, specifically a perceived dis-
tance or lack of affinity from faculty toward students 
in online education environments. One participant 
defined online education by saying “Online education 
is an education structure where students interact with 
course material almost exclusively online with limited 
access to the professor and other students.” Another 
student provided a more extensive explanation of this 
distance by saying “ There were a few times where I 
felt my teacher was not interacting with students in 
the same way that she would if it was an in-person 
class. I think the online learning set up allowed her to 
be more dismissive of student concerns and colder in 
her responses.” 
Contributing factors to growth. When asked about 
advantages in online education, economic factors 

emerged as a theme. Faculty mentioned the economic 
benefit of online classes by stating “It’s cheaper than 
on-campus alternatives” and “Cost effective for insti-
tution and students.” Students also mentioned eco-
nomic factors but identified that universities often are 
charging more for an online course than an on-cam-
pus course. Some students identified economics costs 
as a reason for not taking online classes, saying things 
such as “they’re more expensive,” and “Online courses 
are slightly expensive and I personally benefit from 
being in a classroom with tangible lectures and ma-
terials.”
Characteristics of effective online students. The 
second area of analysis moved from understanding 
online education to understanding qualities and char-
acteristics that make an effective online educator or 
student. Student participants were asked to reflect on 
qualities they believe are important to be an effective 
online student. One of the most dominant themes 
from this was that online students need to be disci-
plined. Motivation and time commitment were also 
repeated themes. Participants used phrases such as 
“An effective online student needs to be organized 
and self-motivated to succeed in personal study,” and 
“By being hardworking and eager to constantly learn 
even outside of the school environment can really 
help create an effective online student.” In addition, 
participants expressed that online students need to be 
organized, particularly given the lack of face to face 
time. A final theme that was significant relates to be-
ing a life-long learner or an individual who is willing 
to naturally pursue a learning experience with little 
guidance. One participant explained this idea by say-
ing “Passion, Perseverance, and hope. We all fail at 
one point, but that should not be a discouragement 
but room for growth.” 
Characteristics of effective online educators. In the 
same vein as the question to students related to what 
makes an effective online student, educators were 
asked what qualities make effective online faculty 
members. Educators had four significant themes that 
make an online educator effective. First, they are sub-
ject matter experts who are willing to experiment or 
try new things in a digital environment. Second, they 
have the ability to motivate and inspire. Third, they 
are able to effectively communicate. Fourth, they have 
an affinity or empathy for students. Explaining the 
role of both affinity for online learners alongside of 
the fluid nature of a digital environment, an educator 
responded that the necessary qualities are: “Empathy, 
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patience, flexibility and a willingness to partner with 
students to create a negotiated learning environment.” 
Training and qualifications for online educators. 
Similar to the question that asked about effective on-
line students, this study asked both students and on-
line educators to identify qualities and training that 
make educators effective in an online context.

Student responses related to training for faculty 
largely focused on three areas: 1) the ability to use 
the Learning Management Software (LMS) and 
other technology used throughout the class; 2) an ex-
pertise in the subject of the course material; 3) and 
effective strategies for online communication with 
students both pedagogically and personally. Student 
responses often interconnected these three areas into 
one thought. Participants expressed a desire for more 
immediacy in communication with professors as well 
as strong pedagogical practices in class-related com-
munication and feedback. In addition, students men-
tioned practices related to pedagogical trends in on-
line education that can feel as if the instructor is less 
qualified. The concept of equity or understanding how 
to create a similar educational experience as that of a 
traditional, face-to-face class translated into a digi-
tal environment was repeatedly stressed as necessary 
training for faculty. 

Similar to the student participant perceptions, 
educators’ responses had three significant themes 
emerge related to what faculty need training in pri-
or to teaching online. First, educators need training 
on the LMS for the institution. Second, they should 
be prepared to translate content into a digital envi-
ronment, supported by strategic pedagogical practices 
that are likely distinct from face to face pedagogical 
practices. And third, effective communication hab-
its that support student learning should be taught to 
online educators. Many faculty responses combined 
an understanding of the LMS system with the way 
pedagogical practices may be supported or mitigated 
in an online learning environment. 
Student Perceptions about Online Education. 
Student participants identified a primary theme of 
flexibility or convenience as an advantage to online 
education. Participants expressed sentiments such as 
“Classes can be taken at the convenience of the stu-
dent. They sometimes offer more time to complete 
assignments than a traditional classroom setting,” and 
“Flexibility on location and time. It gives those that 
live a distance away and that work full time the abili-
ty to attend.” Being able to self-regulate the learning 

pace and define the learning environment was also 
an advantage that came up repeatedly among partici-
pants. One participant explained “Can complete work 
at any time from a comfortable environment, lowers 
social anxiety threshold, removes costs associated 
with arriving at a classroom.” Another student shared 
that online education is “great for people who want to 
get an education while working and having a family.” 
The accessibility for nontraditional students who have 
heavy commitments emerged when participant made 
comment such as “It’s very easy for non-traditional 
students to get a degree” and “It is flexible for people 
that need to work or trying get back to school.”

Perhaps the strongest theme to emerge from the 
student participants related to disadvantages of online 
education is the perception of lack of relationships. 
This applies to both relationships with faculty and 
students, as well as peer to peer. Participants made 
comments such as “In some courses online you don’t 
have an instructor, you have to learn all the material 
on your own,” “Having to do everything on your own,” 
and “No human contact, harder to ask questions or 
ask something to be explained in a different way.” 

Another key disadvantage that emerges was the 
lack of interaction that students believed caused an 
inability to gain additional information or get assis-
tance in learning from faculty. One student explained 
this by saying “there is less direct instruction and 
therefore, it feels like less learning at times.” Another 
participant categorized the lower communication and 
pedagogical challenges as being part of a lower-clas-
sification of class in the mind of the instructor: “They 
[online classes] are treated as lesser of a class, so the 
students are not given the appropriate amounts of en-
ergy in trying to succeed in these classes at times.”

Additionally, technology issues represented a sig-
nificant disadvantage for students. One student ex-
plained “Disadvantages would include risk of having 
technological issues with the electronic devices that 
are used to access the online education.” Another 
participant expressed a disadvantage as having “Less 
awareness about when assignments are due or what is 
expected — They cannot be accessed without internet, 
so it sucks when the power is out or the internet stops 
working. (Which happens a lot more than expected).”  
Faculty Perceptions about Online Education. On-
line educators had several themes that emerged as 
advantages of online education. Themes included the 
capacity to reach more students, the ability to help 
students have self-efficacy in their educational jour-
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ney, and accessibility for students related to time and 
content. 

 In terms of reaching more students, faculty ex-
pressed both a belief in getting valuable, discipline 
specific information to a wider audience as well as the 
general ability to fit more students into classes. One 
online educator explained “It’s cheaper than on-cam-
pus alternatives.” Another educator said “You can 
learn from anywhere. As a professor, I don’t have to be 
in the same place -- I can teach from anywhere, and 
my students can engage from where they are, mak-
ing it accessible, convenient and with few barriers to 
learning.” In terms of helping students own their own 
educational journey, one educator said “It challenges 
the student to take responsibility for their own edu-
cational growth and development. That’s the primary 
advantage.” And a second explained online education 
“connects with students who have emotional difficul-
ty with traditional classroom formats; it has the abil-
ity to reach students in places far from a traditional 
campus.” Finally, faculty identified the convenience of 
pedagogical options related to time, reviewing con-
tent, and engagement in class information with stu-
dents as an advantage. One faculty explained, “We 
can discuss highly charged topics such as race, gender, 
and politics with a frankness that would be virtual-
ly impossible in a physical classroom, especially in a 
large class.” 

Online educators primarily identified four areas 
that are disadvantages in online education: 1) Lack 
of social and nonverbal communication; 2) student 
motivation and responsibility; 3) time constraints and 
investments; 4) and technology issues. In terms of 
communication, educators used explanations like “loss 
of face-to-face interaction, loss of building strong rela-
tionships, more difficult to sit down with student and 
work through problems together” and “When teach-
ing an in-person class, I can read body language and 
adjust my teaching accordingly. I miss this in online 
classes.” Additionally, another faculty participant ex-
plained that even formalized class communication can 
be challenging without being in the same physical lo-
cation, “Communication can be challenging when you 
can’t see body language or anticipate group questions 
about work, assignments.” In terms of student moti-
vation and discipline, one faculty member said “Some 
students are not disciplined for the “freedom” of not 
having to go to an actual classroom to complete the 
course.” Finally, in terms of time and technology, fac-
ulty expressed the limitations that can be faced in on-

line learning. Faculty pointed out that these issues can 
relate to communication, such as one faculty member 
who said “The time delay in communication, feedback, 
and answering questions” was a disadvantage. 
Effective Pedagogical Practices in an Online En-
vironment. Students identified classes where they 
learned the most as having two primary factors. First, 
regular activities or assignments that provided an 
environment for engagement while allowing for the 
flexibility of learning styles. Second, students iden-
tified faculty who intentionally connected, designed 
classes in easy to understand ways, invested time in 
communication, and worked to make the online class 
engaging as a primary reason why they succeeded.

Faculty were also asked to identify “the most 
effective strategies” they use when teaching online. 
Educators also had two primary areas that came out: 
Pedagogical practices that required consistent atten-
tion by students and intentional communication be-
tween peers and faculty within a class. For example, 
one educator said:

I have learned that many people who enroll 
in online classes are doing so for the sake of 
convenience, which means they tend to avoid 
optional participation that they feel is incon-
venient. However, crossing the barrier of me-
diation is crucial for building the personal con-
nection that is necessary for students to bond 
with the university and do well over time (and 
not drop out). 
Another faculty explained why personalized 

communication is particularly important: “I choose 
words carefully that suggest a human connection and 
constantly exhort and motivate students toward the 
value of independent thought and personal contribu-
tion of ideas.” Other faculty identified how the same 
learning obstacles that students face in a traditional 
class (like how to do group work) may be heightened 
in an online environment. One instructor explained 
that moderating learning groups which are faculty 
facilitated can be a beneficial approach. “Student’s 
struggle with groups in any leaning environment so 
whether online or in class, I facilitate/ moderate their 
first group assignment.” Other instructors identified 
the need for scaffolding in an online course such as 
clear instructions, rubrics, examples, and resources. 

Discussion
Conceptions of Online Education: Several interest-
ing themes emerged that displayed perceptions of on-
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line education that may impact the overall behaviors 
and participation in online education (ex. Faculty are 
removed from the class and not as involved since it 
is online). Because students may be enrolling in on-
line courses with these perceptions already in place, it 
is important for faculty to be even more intentional 
about developing class culture and communication in 
an online environment. As may be expected, the idea 
of technology is deeply connected to online educa-
tion. Faculty and institutions must effectively leverage 
their LMS and additional technology components 
in order to have an intuitively designed course. Uni-
versities should be equipped not only to develop a 
course online but also to support students throughout 
the educational experience with tech support, which 
faculty may not be qualified to do, and which would 
detract from the faculty member’s attention to their 
primary role of helping students learn.

Participants in this study identified that students 
are the stakeholder group that has the strongest be-
lief that online education is beneficial, likely due to 
the reasons identified above with flexibility. However, 
when asked whether, if given the option, they would 
take an online class over a traditional course, the ma-
jority of student participants disagreed or strongly 
disagreed with the statement. This seems to imply 
that the benefit of online education may be influenced 
by factors unrelated to the quality of learning, such 
as constraints with jobs, family commitments or lo-
cations. In addition, based on the qualitative data, 
faculty cited the financial benefit of students taking 
online classes but the student participants mentioned 
the increased cost related to online education. This 
seems to reveal two important areas. First, online 
education does have a financial benefit to universi-
ties as they are able to gain increased revenue. Some 
universities have a higher tuition rate for these online 
classes than the in-person ones on campus. Second, 
faculty seem unaware that taking online classes can 
actually be an increased financial burden for students. 
However, both faculty and students acknowledged 
that online learning is a way that people can work, 
have flexibility, lower costs in commuting/rent/travel, 
etc. This study reveals that there is a need for a more 
nuanced understanding of the financial and economic 
factors contributing to online education, rather than 
simply explaining it as a more affordable way for stu-
dents to learn. 
Qualities to Success in Online Education: Build-
ing off of perceptions related to the nature of online 

education, the next questions explored what kind 
of educators and students may flourish in an online 
environment. While some of the qualities identified 
seem to be able to be learned behaviors (communica-
tion practices, time-management and organization), 
others seem to be a requisite within the individual 
(motivation and flexibility).

Both educators and students identified the need 
to be flexible, highly motivated and to have a desire 
to engage in an online learning environment as core 
components to thriving in online courses. As online 
education continues to mature, technology issues and 
pedagogical practices may develop to a place that re-
quires less personal drive by both students and faculty 
in order to flourish. However, the current state of on-
line education seems to indicate that it is important to 
address this area. Universities should consider wheth-
er a faculty member has this drive and desire to teach 
online, rather than simply requiring a translation of a 
course to go online and assigning the original instruc-
tor. Individual faculty should engage this topic at the 
beginning of a course to create an awareness among 
students that, potentially, may produce a stronger 
learning environment overall.

One of the most cited needs among students and 
faculty was a robust capacity to communicate in on-
line courses. At face value, it may seem that simply 
having faculty model strong communication habits 
would be enough, but digital communication training 
may actually be needed. Ideally, training should in-
clude formal habits (for example, how to give substan-
tive feedback in a timely way for assignments online, 
best-practices in setting reminders for assignments or 
providing class announcements, etc.) but also infor-
mal practices such as establishing virtual office hours, 
sending emails to students who are not only strug-
gling (preferably before it is a significant course con-
cern) but also to those who are doing well (which can 
continue to motivate highly engaged learners). 

In conclusion, while it is often perceived that the 
hard skills (technological information or the ability to 
leverage technology) are the primary inhibitors to on-
line education, this study reveals that soft skills related 
to communication and perceived immediacy between 
faculty and peers is quite significant to the overall 
conceptualization, expectations and sense-making of 
online learning environments among both faculty and 
students.
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Advantages and Disadvantages
 of Online Education

When reviewing what faculty and students iden-
tified as advantages to online education, there were 
similarities in themes. For example, flexibility was a 
significant area of value. This study, however, further 
explored why flexibility matters. Students identified 
the growing demands that are faced among students 
who no longer match the traditional, university-res-
idential, undergraduate profile. As educators, online 
education can provide flexibility related to economic 
factors, life-stage demographics, and it also has the 
capacity to allow students from around the world to 
attend institutions of their choice without facing geo-
graphic limitations. 

Additionally, self-regulated learning is a signifi-
cant value. Students repeatedly mentioned the capac-
ity to make the educational journey fit within their 
schedule. In the same vein, educators identified how 
self-regulated learning is not simply about doing work 
when students want to, but also about providing the 
capacity for students to review material on-demand, 
reflect in more intentional ways, and participate in 
ways they may not be able to in a face-to-face setting. 

The disadvantages identified in this study 
seem to mirror topics from the perceptions about 
online education and needed qualities to succeed. 
Communication and lack of relationship were signif-
icant concerns among both students and educators. 
The feelings of not authentically knowing each other, 
being isolated, or being unsupported were notewor-
thy. While face to face education has the potential to 
help mitigate these challenges, when an online stu-
dent is not organized or does not care, the capacity to 
truly gain knowledge seems to be reduced. 

Limitations and Future Research
While this study was a strong step forward in explor-
ing how perceptions influence the practice and ex-
perience of educators and students online, it would 
benefit by having more participants. Additionally, 
by incorporating more methodologies such as fo-
cus groups or in-depth interviews, additional details 
may surface that give a fuller-picture to some of the 
themes. Future studies would benefit from experi-
ments that may be able to support specific communi-
cation practices that can be leveraged either or certain 
pedagogical practices that are particularly useful in an 
online environment. Additionally, it would be inter-
esting to develop a case study of a university provid-

ing a comprehensive support system that represents 
best-practices in the areas of communication behav-
iors and technology support for online instruction. 

Conclusion
The future of online education appears to be one of 
the fastest growing trends in the academy. While past 
studies have cited challenges, this study supports the 
idea that many of the current obstacles in online ed-
ucation are able to be addressed through enhanced 
support and communication habits. This study in-
dicates that key perceptions may actually relate not 
specifically to learning outcomes but truly are about 
communication, technology and relationships. When 
these are addressed, students and faculty will be able 
to thrive in new and dynamic ways within online ed-
ucation.

References
Allen, I.E., and Seaman, J. (2016). Online report card: 

Tracking online education in the United States. 
Babson Survey Research Group. Retrieved from: 
http://onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/onli-
nereportcard.pdf

Baran, E., & Correia, A. P. (2014). A professional 
development framework for online teaching. 
TechTrends, 58(5), 95-101.

Bidwell, A. (2013, October 15). Americans doubt 
the rigor and quality of online education. U.S. 
News & World Report. Retrieved from: http://
www.usnews.com/news/articles/2013/10/15/
americans-doubt-the-rigor-and-quality-of-on-
line-education

Commission on Public Relations Education (2017, 
October). The state of undergraduate public rela-
tions education. Presentation at the Public Rela-
tions Association of America Educators Acade-
my Super Saturday conference, Boston, MA.

Chao, T., Saj, T., and Tessier, F. (2006, January 1). 
Establishing a quality review for online cours-
es. EducauseReview. Retrieved from: http://
er.educause.edu/articles/2006/1/establish-
ing-a-quality-review-for-online-courses

Cole, M. T., Shelley, D. J., & Swartz, L. B. (2014). 
Online instruction, e-learning, and student 
satisfaction: A three year study. The Internation-
al Review of Research in Open and Distributed 
Learning, 15(6).

Community College Research Center. (2013, April). 



Teaching Journalism & Mass Communication 8(2), 2018 • 19 

What we know about online course outcomes. Re-
trieved from: http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/media/
k2/attachments/what-we-know-about-online-
course-outcomes.pdf

Crook, C., & Schofield, L. (2017). The video lecture. 
The Internet and Higher Education, 34, 56-64.

Freberg, K., & Kim, C. (2017). Social media edu-
cation: Industry leader recommendations for 
curriculum and faculty competencies. Journalism 
and Mass Communication Educator, 72(3), 1-13.

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of 
grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative research. 
New York, NY: de Gruyter.

Guo, P. J., Kim, J., & Rubin, R. (2014, March). How 
video production affects student engagement: an 
empirical study of MOOC videos. In Proceedings 
of the first ACM conference on Learning@ scale 
conference (pp. 41-50). ACM.

Harrison, G. B., & Bak, E. N. (2017). Service-learn-
ing in a public relations campaign class: How 
contingency management supports positive out-
comes. Partnerships: A Journal of Service-Learning 
and Civic Engagement, 8(2), 79-91.

Hamdan, A. K. (2014). The reciprocal and correlative 
relationship between learning culture and online 
education: A case from Saudi Arabia. The Inter-
national Review of Research in Open and Distrib-
uted Learning, 15(1).

Jaasma, M. and Koper, R. (1999). Out-of-class 
communication between students and faculty: 
the relationship to instructor immediacy, trust, 
and control, and to student motivation. Paper 
presented at the Annual Meeting of the Western 
States Communication Association (Vancou-
ver, British Columbia, February 19-23, 1999). 
(ERIC document ED427380).

Kim, C. (2017). Out-of-class communication and 
personal learning environments via social media: 
Students’ perceptions and implications for facul-
ty social media use. Teaching Journalism & Mass 
Communication, 7(1), 62-76.

Kim, C. & Freberg, K. (2016). The state of social 
media curriculum: Exploring professional expec-
tations of pedagogy and practices to equip the 
next generation of professionals. Journal of Public 
Relations Education, 2(2), 68-82.

Kinsky, E.S., Freberg, K., Kim, C., Kushin, M., and 
Ward, W. (2016). Hootsuite University: Equip-
ping academics and future PR professionals for 
social media success. Journal of Public Relations 

Education, 2(1), 1-18.
Kruger-Ross, M. J., & Waters, R. D. (2013). Predict-

ing online learning success: Applying the situa-
tional theory of publics to the virtual classroom. 
Computers & Education, 61, 176-184.

Lane, A. B., & Johnston, K. A. (2017). Bridging the 
writing gap between student and professional: 
Analyzing writing education in public relations 
and journalism. Public Relations Review, 43(2), 
314-325.

Lee, K. (2017). Rethinking the accessibility of online 
higher education: A historical review. The Inter-
net and Higher Education, 33, 15-23.

McKenzie, L. (2017 Oct. 18). “Questions on quality 
of online learning.” Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved 
from: https://www.insidehighered.com/digi-
tal-learning/article/2017/10/18/faculty-analy-
sis-criticizes-online-education-george-washin-
gton

Miller, G. (2014, November 10). “History of distance 
learning.” World Wide Learn. Retrieved from: 
http://www.worldwidelearn.com/education-arti-
cles/history-of-distance-learning.html

Moore, J. (2014). Effects of online interaction and 
instructor presence on students’ satisfaction and 
success with online undergraduate public rela-
tions courses. Journalism & Mass Communication 
Educator, 69(3), 271-288.

Moore, M. G., & Kearsley, G. (2011). Distance edu-
cation: A systems view of online learning. Cengage 
Learning.

Navarro, P., & Shoemaker, J. (2000). Performance 
and perceptions of distance learners in cyber-
space. American Journal of Distance Education, 
14(2), 15-35.

Nguyen, T. (2015). The effectiveness of online learn-
ing: Beyond no significant difference and future 
horizons. MERLOT Journal of Online Learning 
and Teaching, 11(2), 309-319.

 Reese, S. A. (2015). Online learning environments 
in higher education: Connectivism vs. disso-
ciation. Education and information technologies, 
20(3), 579-588.

Saad, L., Busteed, B., and Ogisi, M. (2013, October 
15). In U.S., Online education rated best for value 
and options. Gallup. Retrieved from: http://www.
gallup.com/poll/165425/online-education-rat-
ed-best-value-options.aspx

Seaman, J., Allen, E. I., and Seaman, J. (2018). Grade 
increase: Tracking online education in the United 



20 • Kim and Freberg, Navigating perceptions and practices to develop learning communities

States. Babson Survey Research Group. Re-
trieved from: http://onlinelearningsurvey.com/
reports/gradeincrease.pdf

Shea, P., & Bidjerano, T. (2014). Does online learn-
ing impede degree completion? A national study 
of community college students. Computers & 
Education, 75, 103-111.

Sisson, D. and Martensen, T. M. (2017). Educating 
students for the social, digital and information 
world: Teaching public relations infographic 
design. Journal of Public Relations Education. 3(2), 
96-107.

Sumner, J. (2000). Serving the system: A critical his-
tory of distance education. Open learning, 15(3), 
267-285.

Wang, M. (2017). Using crisis simulation to enhance 
crisis management competencies: The role of 
presence. Journal of Public Relations Education. 
3(2), 96-107.

Williams, V. & Gil, J. D. (2018). Using video tutori-
als to augment online teaching. Teaching Journal-
ism & Mass Communication, 8(1), 38-31.

Windes, D. L., & Lesht, F. L. (2014). The effects of 
online teaching experience and institution type 
on faculty perceptions of teaching online. Online 
Journal of Distance Learning Administration, 
17(1), n1.

Carolyn Mae Kim, Ph.D., APR, specializes in public 
relations education, credibility and social media. She is 
actively involved in both academic and professional or-
ganizations, with the goal of being a bridge between the 
academy and the profession. Carolyn.Kim@Biola.edu

Karen Freberg, Ph.D., is actively involved in researching 
in public relations, reputation management, social media 
and crisis communications. Along with research, she also 
tries to inspire and brainstorm creative applications for 
this research not only to the scholarly community, but also 
for businesses and agencies in public relations. Karen.Fre-
berg@Louisville.edu

© Carolyn Mae Kim and Karen Freberg, 2018. 
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non-
Commercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License.


