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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this research was to determine whether online courses would be a good match for adult students enrolling in career technical education courses at Regional Occupational Programs (ROP).  Students already attending the ROP classes were surveyed concerning their experiences with online education, preferences for an online class compared to face-to-face classes and possible success in an online course.  Due to recent budget cuts in the State of California, many educational programs, such as ROPs, must look for alternative methods for delivering courses.  The purpose of the research was to determine if students in an ROP environment would have success in online courses.  The original intent of the study was to study a student population by demographic groups; however, the results reflected little statistical difference in the response percentages between the demographic groups.  The study, which included distribution of a questionnaire to 102 students currently enrolled in an ROP course, does conclude that a significantly high percentage of students considering future enrollment at an ROP have the personal characteristics required for successful completion of an online course.
INTRODUCTION

1. General Statement of the Problem


Significant budget restrictions on education providers, in particular Regional Occupational Programs (ROP) within the state of California, have severely hampered these educational entities from providing career technical education to interested prospective adult students.  


As a result of these budget restrictions, ROPs have had their budgets cut by approximately 15% during fiscal year 2008-2009 and an additional 20% budget cut will occur during fiscal year 2009-2010.  Additionally, ROPs will no longer be reimbursed based on Average Daily Attendance (ADA).  They will be provided a lump sum of money with expectations that they provide whatever education they can with these funds.


Faced with these budget cuts, it is almost imperative for ROPs to identify and consider alternative means of delivering career and technical education courses.  One such alternative is distance learning.  

 
Distance learning is typically defined as a formalized teaching and learning system specifically designed to be carried out remotely by using electronic communication (O’Lawrence, H., 47).  Distance learning delivered via the internet has experienced rapid growth in recent years.  The online model of distance learning offers many advantages to educational organizations and generally attracts a unique profile of student.  Significant to the purpose of this study is the statement that “two of the academic disciplines experiencing the most growth in online programs are Career and Technical Education and teacher education” (Caudill, J., 2007).

Although today’s distance education relies heavily on the Internet for delivery, a variety of labels are used to describe distance learning; the most common of which are online learning, Web-based instruction, and eLearning.  Regardless of the term used to define distance learning delivered over the Internet, they all share common characteristics.  The programs are available to students 24 hours a day from any location in the world and students can learn at their own pace although course time limits are usually set by course directors.


Although there are numerous aspects of distance learning that could be analyzed, e.g., types of distance learning, teacher involvement, teacher acceptance, etc., this study was limited to an analysis of career technical education students’ backgrounds and their suitability for distance learning courses.
2. Review of Related Literature


There is limited literature available concerning distance learning and adult students in a career technical education environment such as an ROP.  However, there is a wide range of opinions and conclusions referencing the appropriateness of distance learning, especially for nontraditional students such as adults.
O’Lawrence (2006) completed a study that identified a number of factors influencing adult participation in distance learning classes including characteristics such as: (1) adults possess a variety of prior learning and work experiences, (2) adults learn best by having control over their learning environment, and (3) adults enjoy the ability to participate voluntarily in the learning experience.  Interestingly, the author noted a discovery that many students did not understand that the definition and the role of distance education are very broad (p. 47).
Roblyer (2000) completed a study that explored students’ motivations for choosing distance learning and one of his findings was that the convenience of distance learning is more important to students than most other factors.  The study also notes that many students chose distance learning delivery systems even though they did not particularly enjoy them.  The author concludes that control over pace and timing of learning were more important for students who chose distance learning compared to students who chose face-to-face courses where interaction with instructor and students was most important (p. 159).
In a study conducted at the State University of Georgia (O’Malley & McCraw, 1999), the investigators found that distance learning was perceived by students as having some benefits although they were not necessarily knowledge related.  In this study, students appeared to be ambiguous regarding the effectiveness of distance learning when compared with traditional methodologies.  The students included in this study believed that they could make the same grade in a distance learning course as they could in a traditional course.  The paper concluded that students perceive that distance learning has a significant advantage to traditional methodologies.  These advantages included saving time, fitting in better with personal schedules and enabling students to take more courses.  Students do not believe that they learn more in distance learning courses and have concerns related to being able to contribute to class discussions.  Paradoxically, students expressed a preference for traditional courses to distance learning courses, yet they want more distance learning courses.

According to a study at the School of Technology at Indiana State University (Mupinga, Nora, Yaw 2006, 185), all students have unique learning styles, expectations, and needs that need to be met.  This study sought to identify the learning styles, expectations and needs of online industrial education students.  They sampled 131 students enrolled in three web-based sections using an informal and free online Myers-Briggs Cognitive Style Inventory personality test.  They concluded that there were no particular learning styles predominant among online students.  In terms of expectations for online learners, they found that prompt communication with professors, prompt feedback on assignments, clear expectations of the professors and academic rigor were of importance to students.  Students’ needs included technical help, flexible instructors, course information in advance, sample assignments, and additional reference material.

Several career and technical education studies have examined various demographic attributes of learners in online education.  Furst-Bowe and Dittmann (2001) found the majority of the students in their study to be female.  They also found that the characteristics and personal situations of students enrolled in distance education courses can present barriers to effective learning and success in online learning environments.  The student access barriers were defined as costs, feedback and teacher contact, alienation and isolation, student support and services and lack of experience/training.  Some students may be more affected by job conflict, since many were employed full-time, and by family time constraints than financial issues.  

As much as possible students want to be a part of the larger school community (Galusha, 1998).  However, more so than traditional students, distance learners are more likely to have insecurities about learning including financial costs, disruption of family life, and perceived irrelevance of their studies.  A second area of concern is the perceived lack of feedback or contact with the teacher.  Because there is not daily or weekly face-to-face contact with teachers, students may have trouble in self-evaluation. A third area of concern for distance students is the lack of support and services such as providing tutors, academic planners and schedulers, and technical assistance. The isolation that results from the distance learning process can complicate the learning process for adult students. Support for distance learners should not be overlooked when planning distance programs. (Galusha, 1998).

Common to many research findings concerning distance learning, Beard, Harper and Riley (2004) found that some students expressed concern about the lack of instructor interaction.  Students also expressed frustrations with hardware and software concerns.  However, all students stated that they would take another online course, and many said they would take another online course even though they preferred interaction with the instructor (p. 31).
3. Research Question


For the purposes of this study, the research question is: Do Students Desiring to Take Career Technical Education Courses at an ROP have the capabilities, e.g., self-motivation, ability to structure one’s own learning, previous experience with technology, good attitude toward the subject matter, learning and temperament styles necessary to take Online Courses?  There are numerous aspects involved in the evaluation of Internet-Based courses (or online education as it is referred to in this study); however, we chose to limit this study to an evaluation of potential students to see if their background and skills were conducive to online education.
4. Definition of Terms
As the research group reviewed the literature, it was noted that several terms were used interchangeably throughout the literature.  For this student, the following definitions apply.

As adopted by the California Industrial and Technology Education Association on June 10, 2006, Career Technical Education (CTE) is organized educational programs offering sequences of courses directly related to preparing individuals for employment in current or emerging occupations requiring other than a baccalaureate or advanced degree.

Regional Occupational Programs (ROP) are educational entities established by California Education Code.  Their mission is to provide high-school and adult students with career technical education.

Distance education or distance learning is defined as any type of instruction in which the student and instructor are separated by physical distance (Wahlstrom, Williams & Shea, 2003).

Online learning is a form of distance education distinguished by use of the Internet.
5. Significance of the Research

Online learning has become a significant tool for providing education in an environment faced with increasing demand and decreasing resources.  Additionally, the growth in popularity of distance education programs in recent years can be attributed to the growth of the Internet and improvement of technologies that support online learning environments.  These factors have created an incentive for educational organizations to develop and offer online programs.  A classic example of this growth can be found in the Department of Vocational Education and California State University San Bernardino.  Approximately, seven (7) years ago, all vocational education courses were offered on campus only.  Today, the only option for all vocational education courses is through online offerings.

Regional Occupational Programs have experienced significant budget cuts in recent months and will experience even deeper budget cuts in coming months.  At the same time, the demand for career technical education courses is at a peak because of the recent down-turn in the United States economy.  Aspiring ROP students have either lost their job, a spouse has lost their job or they are seeking re-training to enter a more stable or lucrative field of employment.
Given this environment, it seemed appropriate to begin an initial evaluation of the potential value of online learning in a career technical education environment and more specifically in an ROP environment.
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

6. Subjects
The participants in this study consisted of 102 students currently attending classes at the Colton Redlands Yucaipa Regional Occupational Program.  Course titles included Pharmacy Technician, Office Administration, Clinical Medical Assistant, and Certified Nursing Assistant.  

7. Instrumentation/Data Collection
The research group met to review the research question which was to determine if the characteristics and background of ROP students would allow them to successfully participate in distance learning courses.  We identified a series of questionnaire items we thought would allow us to make a determination of a student’s suitability for distance learning.  Once we identified the questions, we then designed a questionnaire which is included as Appendix 1.  The questionnaire was divided into three parts.  The first part consisted of four questions designed to gather demographic information about participants because our initial thought was that we wanted to identify differences in the responses by demographic groups.  The second part of the questionnaire consisted of nine questions which asked students to select one of three responses that most closely resembled their feelings about classroom activities and requirements.  The third part of the questionnaire consisted of nine questions which could be answered with a yes or no and were designed to ascertain student’s feelings about distance learning.
A draft of the questionnaire was prepared and administered to several instructors and students at the ROP.  The purpose of this pre-administration was primarily to determine if the questions and responses were easy to understand.  Based on the recommendations of the instructors and students, several ambiguous questions were revised and/or eliminated.  Two questions were added to the questionnaire and the sequence of the responses of several questions was revised to be consistent.

Over a period of several days, the questionnaire was administered to students currently attending a career technical education course at the ROP.  Participants and courses were randomly selected and participants were advised that participation in the study was optional and all information collected would remain anonymous.  A total of 102 responses were received.

Demographic information for the 102 participants was as follows:
Age Groups:

	Age Group
	14-18
	19-25
	26-31
	32-40
	41+

	Number of Students
	10
	71
	3
	7
	11


Gender:

	Gender
	Male
	Female

	Students
	29
	73


Ethnicity:

	Ethnicity
	Asian
	African American
	Latino/ Hispanic
	European American/White
	Native   American
	Other

	Number of Students
	7
	18
	50
	24
	0
	4


Technology Experience:

	Technology Experience
	Little or no  technology skills
	Some technology skills
	High technology skills

	Number of Students
	18
	63
	21


8. Data Treatment Procedures
Initially, the data was analyzed by each of the four major demographic groups, i.e., age, gender, ethnicity and technology experience.  However, the results of this analysis revealed little, if any, statistical difference between the demographic groups.  For example, the first question of the survey asked students to identify the importance of feeling that they were a part of a class.  Analyzing the response by age group revealed that 8.82% of the respondents indicated that it was not particularly necessary for them, 36.27% of the respondents indicated that it was somewhat important and 54.9% of the respondents indicated that it was very important.  Analyzing the same question by ethnicity revealed that 9.80% of the respondents indicated that it was not particularly necessary for them, 32.35% of the respondents indicated that it was somewhat important to them and 57.84% of the respondents indicated that it was very important to them.  Analysis by gender and technology experience revealed results that were within one or two percentage points of the age group and ethnicity results.  Analysis of the responses to all other responses revealed the identical statistical insignificance.

Because there was so little statistical difference in the response percentages between the demographic groups, the research team decided to use a grand mean which is the mean of the subsamples.  Accordingly, the percentages reflected in this research represent the grand mean of the demographic groups responding to the questionnaire.
9. Presentation of Findings
As noted, the questionnaire included 18 items.  The Although the analysis of the responses to our questionnaire did not produce the desired results in terms of identifying difference between demographic categories, the study did reveal significant information concerning the background and characteristics of students and their subsequent suitability for taking online courses.

Obviously, access to the Internet is a must in order to be a participant in online courses.  Accordingly, the students were asked if they had reliable access to the Internet and 77 out of the 102 respondents (75.49%) responded affirmatively.  Students were also asked if they were comfortable asking for help through e-mail or on forums when they didn’t understand part of the lesson.  In response to this latter question, 66.67% of all respondents indicated that they were comfortable which indicates previous experience with Internet-based activities.
Table 1 – Internet Access 
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In order to ensure a valid evaluation of responses, students were asked if they have ever taken an online course and 85 out of 102 respondents (83.33%) indicated that they had never taken an online course.  Perhaps one of the reasons they have never taken an online course is provided by their response to a question which asked if they believed they would learn more through the use of online materials as opposed to a traditional lecture.  In response to this question, 79 out of 102 respondents (77.45%) indicated that they did not believe they would learn more in an online class.  Again, this supports the high response rate reflecting that students had never taken an online course.
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Another question asked students if they felt comfortable working and communicating with people they have never seen face-to-face and 82 out of 102 respondents (78.43%) indicated that they were comfortable.  This position is strongly corroborated by the finding that 80 out of 102 (73.53%) respondents felt comfortable taking an online course.
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And finally, students were asked how important it was for them to feel that they were part of a class.  Significantly, 93 out 102 respondents (91.17%) indicated that it was either somewhat important or very important to them.  Students were also asked if they would prefer an online course to a traditional face-to-face course.  Not surprisingly, 79 out of 102 respondents (77.45%) indicated that they would prefer a face-to-face course.
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10.
Limitations of the Design

The primary limitation in the design of this study was lack of time.  In this regard, the design of the questionnaire was particularly affected by the lack of time.  

Even though efforts were made to revise or delete ambiguous questions, there were still some questions that produced questionable results.  Additionally, there were some questions that were predicated on students’ having completed an online class.  For example, 83.3% of students responding indicated that had never taken an online course.  However, in response to another question, students responded that they did not believe they could learn the same in an online course as compared to a traditional face-to-face course.  If the respondents have never taken an online course, they do not have the experience and expertise to compare the two types of courses.


Additionally, the responses to a series of questions concerning reading and writing produced an unusual correlation.  Students were asked to classify themselves as a reader and writer and 53.92% responded that they were a good reader, yet 58.82% responded that they were an average writer.  Although the literature review did not reveal information to support this finding, it has been the experience of this study group (as educators) that good readers are typically good writers.
CONCLUSION

Despite the limitations of this study and their impact on development of a questionnaire, this study provides an excellent starting point for additional research into the viability of online courses in an ROP environment.  Importantly, the study reveals that a majority of students considering enrollment at an ROP have the characteristics required for successful completion of an online course.


The primary data supporting this conclusion is the survey result that approximately 80% of students surveyed indicated that they were comfortable working and communicating with people they have never seen face-to-face and approximately 75% felt comfortable taking an online course.   Additionally, student attitudes appear to be appropriate as over 75% students feel that they could achieve the same grade in an online course as compared to a face-to-face course.
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

During the brief term of this study, a number of future research questions and foundations for future studies arose.  As alluded to earlier in the study, a number of anomalies were observed with the quantitative survey.  Based on the experience gained with this questionnaire, it is recommended that consideration be given to adding a qualitative section.  The qualitative section would be used to ask participants to extend particular responses in order to clarify ambiguous or contradictory responses.  This extension to the questionnaire could elaborate on the respondent’s answers and give more in-depth detail to their responses.  


Another possibility for extension of this research study could include modification of the existing questionnaire to include a Likert scale for certain responses.  A Likert scale is often used in questionnaire design to circumvent the problem of obtaining meaningful quantitative answers to restricted closed questions – a problem that occurred with the questionnaire used for this study.  For example, one of the questions included in the survey asked if online learning courses made them uncomfortable and they were asked to respond yes or no.  This approach produced some contradictory responses as outlined in the study.   A Likert Scale response would allow respondents to provide more in depth responses and provide researchers with more valid statistical measurements of respondent’s attitudes and opinions.

If time is not a constraint, interviewing participants would be a thorough way to discover the correlations of learning levels, comfort and online learning.  This form of research would allow the researcher to comprehensively obtain appropriate data for the research study.

Due to the continual increase in technology within education, it is necessary to review the available research and continue to investigate the findings.  In order to fully benefit from research, it is necessary to evaluate research studies and include new variables and find correlations.  This research allows for continual improvement within the field of education and contributes to maximizing the benefits of online education courses.
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APPENDIX A
Questionnaire

The following survey asks questions about your classroom needs and your experience with online education.  Please answer the questions as accurately as possible as instructed for each section.

There are no right or wrong answers.  Your answers will be kept confidential and will be shared only as a collective summary without reference to any names.  The survey will not be used in your course grade calculation.
Name ____________________________ (Optional)

Part 1

1. Please select your age group by placing a check mark by the appropriate category:

_____ 14 - 18


_____ 19 – 25


_____ 26 – 31


_____ 32 – 40


_____ 41+

2. What is your gender?


_____ Male


_____ Female

3. What is your race/ethnicity?


_____ Asian


_____ African American


_____ Latino/Hispanic


_____ European American/White


_____ Native American


_____ Other

4. What is your prior technology experience?


_____ Little or no technical skill


_____ Some technical skill


_____ Very skilled

Part II – For each question, circle a response that is most true of you.

1. Feeling that I am part of a class is:

a. Not particularly necessary for me

b. Somewhat important to me

c. Very important to me

2. I would characterize myself as someone who:

a. Puts things off until the last minute

b. Needs remind to get things done

c. Often gets things done ahead of time

3. Classroom discussion is:

a. Rarely helpful to me

b. Sometimes helpful to me

c. Almost always helpful to me

4. When an instructor hands out direction for an assignment, I prefer:
a. Having the instructions explained to me

b. Trying to follow the instructions on my own, then asking for help if I need it

c. Figuring out the instructions by myself

5. If I had to go to the ROP to take exams or complete work:

a. I would have difficulty getting to the ROP, even in the evenings and on weekends
b. I may miss some lab assignments or exam deadlines if ROP labs are not open evenings and weekends

c. I can go the ROP anytime

6. Considering my responsibilities and personal schedule, the amount of time I have to work on an online learning class is:

a. More than enough for an ROP or an online learning class

b. The same as for a class at the ROP

c. Less than for a class at the ROP

7. When I am asked to use VCRs, DVDs, computers and the Internet, voice mail, or other technologies that are new to me:

a. I put it off or try to avoid it

b. I feel apprehensive, but try anyway

c. I look forward to learning new skills

8. As a reader, I would classify myself as:

a. Poor – I usually need help to understand the text or other written materials

b. Average – I sometimes need help to understand the text or other written materials

c. Good – I usually understand the text and other written materials without help

9. As a writer, I would classify myself as:

a. A poor writer – I usually need help with my writing, especially with organization grammar, punctuation, and spelling

b. An average writer – I am moderately comfortable with writing and occasionally need help with organization, grammar, punctuation and spelling

c. A strong writer – I am comfortable with writing and have strong organizational, grammar, punctuation and spelling skills

Part III – Circle Yes or No for each question in this section.

10. Have you ever taken an online learning course?

a. Yes

b. No

11. Do you have reliable access to the Internet?

a. Yes

b. No

12. Do you feel comfortable asking for help through email or on forums when you don’t understand part of the lesson?

a. Yes

b. No

13. Are you comfortable working and communicating with people you have never seen face-to-face?

a. Yes

b. No

14. I believe that I can learn the same amount in an online learning course as I could in a traditional face-to-face course.

a. Yes

b. No

15. I believe that I can make the same grade in an online learning course as I could in a traditional face-to-face course.

a. Yes

b. No

16. I believe I can learn more or would learn more through online learning material than through lectures

a. Yes

b. No

17. Online learning course make me uncomfortable.

a. Yes

b. No

18. I would prefer online learning courses to traditional face-to-face course

a. Yes

b. No
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