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Narrative Review of Experimental Research Studies on Improving Students’ Experience in Online and Distance Learning: Implications for Praxis
Abstract

A narrative review of 10 peer-reviewed articles from 2002 to 2009 was conducted based on effective strategies for online and distance education classrooms. The proceeding points were made based on the researchers’ summation: (a) there is a need for increased emphasis collaboration, (b) e-tivities should be geared toward authenticity through synthesizing information, personal and professional relevance, (c) course design is imperative in spawning increased collaboration, authenticity, and levels of comfort with technology, (d) e-tutors should foster high levels of interaction, innovation, creativity, and out of the box thinking through creation of projected geometrical e-tivities, (e) above all e-tutors should show concern, support, caring, and give feedback as soon as is possible to remove any feelings of isolation.  
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Narrative Review of Experimental Research Studies on improving Students’ Experience in Online and Distance Learning: Implications for Praxis
Introduction
Based on anecdotal and empirical evidence garnered form one semester of online e-tutoring with the University of the West Indies Open Camps, this narrative review was spawned. There was a marked decline in performance and participation throughout the semester September to December 2010. Students displayed flagging motivation as the weeks progressed with minimal participation and weak performances. One third of the class after the first month dropped out of the program and 75% of those who participated 10 out of 12 weeks of the program gave optimal responses to scored participation questions. Online students did not display any desire to move beyond the basic expectations of stipulated assignments nor did they embrace out of the box ideas. This is validated when this researcher attempted to implement the Fish philosophy as a means of fostering increased participation among students. Additionally, this researcher started a series of websites geared toward “making someone’s day” and “sharing jokes” which were ignored. The only questions and responses given were those connected to grades. 

Heuristically, this narrative review was fuelled by the need to understand and find effective strategies to boost flagging student performance and participation. A Copernican change is needed to move away from the continued emphasis on extrinsic and tangible rewards as opposed to the intrinsic motivation to accomplish and the feeling of achievement that comes from acquiring new knowledge. The search for and implementation of innovative strategies geared toward enhanced participation and performance should be the sine qua non in each facilitator’s pedagogical and andragogical repertoire.   
Problem/Purpose of the Study
The aforementioned empirical evidence purported by this researcher is validated by Ezenne (2007) who discovered marked differences in performance between his face-to-face and online postgraduate education courses at the University of the West Indies Mona. He concluded, “The final overall results for the course indicated a significant difference in the performance of both groups of students, with the face-to-face group having a better overall performance than the online group” (p. 63).  Allen, Bourhis, Burrell, and Mabry (2002) in their meta-analysis indicated that students possessed a “slightly higher level of satisfaction with live course settings that distance education formats” (p. 89). Per contra, Neuhauser (2002) in her study on differences in learning styles between face-to-face and online students summated, “no significant differences in test scores, assignments, participation grades, and final grades, although the online group’s averages were slightly higher” (p. 99). The disparity in viewpoints forms the genesis of this study with the need to ameliorate praxis. 
Song, Singleton, Hill, & Hwa Koh (2004) posed the fundamental questions which this narrative review answered, “What makes a learner successful in an online environment? What creates barriers or challenges?” (p. 59). These recurring problems provide the backdrop to which a panacea is needed. Frankola (2001) and Worely (2000) underscored the high attrition rate among online learners which Williams, Duray, and Reddy (2006) culled “as e-learning most embarrassing secret” (p. 596).  Moreover, Worely reported a drop out rate of 10% to 50% and 10% to 20% in online learning as opposed to face-to-face instruction which is similar to Jordan’s (2009) findings where she purported isolation and lack of immediacy of response are issues surrounding low retention rates in online and distance learning environments. 
The proliferation of online programs offering convenience, flexibility, and ease of use makes it more imperative that answers to the aforementioned questions be found. Amongst the cacophony of dissident views on the negative aspect of the online environment, proponents have offered positive feedback indicating that online learning engenders synthesis and integration of information into a cohesive unit (Song et al.: Petrides, 2002: & Vonderwell, 2003) 
The purpose of this narrative review was to report the extant research literature on “online and distance learning education improving student experiences” to create a bank of creative, innovative, and student-friendly strategies to boost students’ performance and participation. 
Title Searches, Articles, Research Documents, and Journals on Online and Distance Education
A search conducted on December 26, 2010, produced valuable information appropriate for the research literature lore on the issues of “online and distance education improving student experiences” (Table 1). Google yielded 6,770,000 results whilst Google Scholar contained 2,070,000 results. EBSCOhost database displayed four peer-reviewed and scholarly articles studies based on “online and distance education improving student experiences.” ProQuest database provided 19 articles with 17 dissertations and two peer-reviewed journal articles from 2007 to 2009. 

Table 1. Illustration of Scholarly Journals, and Dissertations Found on Online and Distance Education Improving Student Experiences

	Web sites
	Online and Distance Education Improving Student Experiences

	Google
	6,770,000

	Google Scholar
	2,070,000

	EBSCOhost database
	4

	ProQuest Dissertations and Theses
	17

	ProQuest database
	2


Literature Search Procedure


For inclusion in this narrative review, articles were peer-reviewed, experiential, and contained findings and recommendations on improving students’ performance and participation in online and distance education. Ab initio, 14 studies were considered for review. However, upon a more meticulous analysis on the peer-reviewed articles, 4 articles did not relate to student performance and participation and were eliminated. All 10 articles reviewed were experiential research based on researchers’ findings on improving online and distance learning. Appendix A presents a summary of the 10 peer-reviewed articles, the authors, and the year of publication. Table 2 below displays the authors, the location of the study, the research methodology implemented, and the sample size. For 2 studies no sample size was given since those studies were based on continuous implementation of methods used to improve student performance and participation. At first, the researcher thought of omitting these 2 studies. However, they are included for their valuable contribution to the rest of the paper. The sample size for the 8 studies is 2,609.

Table 2. Summary of Ten Peer-Reviewed Articles.
	Author
	Location
	Research Methodology
	Sample Size

	Picciano, A.
	University of New York, USA
	Mixed 
	23

	Herrington, J., Oliver, R., & Reeves, T. C.
	Edith Cowan University, Australia
	Qualitative
	Not Given

	Song, L., Singleton, E. S., Hill, J. R., & Hwa Koh, M.
	University of Georgia, USA
	Mixed
	76

	Muilenburg, L. Y. & Berge, Z. L.
	University of South Alabama, University of Maryland, USA
	Quantitative
	1,056

	Beldarrin, Y.
	Florida Virtual School, USA
	Qualitative
	Not Given

	Williams, E. A., Duray, R., & Reddy, V. 
	Florida Atlantic University, University of Colorado, USA
	Quantitative
	300

	Young, S.
	University of Wyoming, USA
	Mixed
	199

	Lee, M. J. W. & Chan, A.
	Charles Sturt University, Wagga Wagga, Australia
	Mixed
	38

	Sahin, I. 
	Selcuk University, Konya, Turkey
	Quantitative
	917

	Jordan. L.
	University of the Arts, London
	Qualitative
	Not Given


Narrative Review of Research Articles
The narrative review is presented in chronological sequence from 2002 to 2009. This narrative review presents invaluable information on the important facets of the online environment fomenting student satisfaction.  According to Ferguson and DeFelice (2010):

 In 2005, online course/program enrollment grew by 18.2%.  This exceeds overall higher education course enrollment growth and also exceeds – by 10 times – the online course enrollment growth projected by the National Center for Education Statistics (Allen & Seaman, 2005). (p. 2)
The exponential growth of the online environment is indubitable as the following narrative review reveals.  

Picciano (2002) cogently noted a high correlation between student satisfaction and interaction in the online learning environment.  Picciano made three distinct conclusions based on his research:

1. The number of postings on the discussion board has no relationship to student performance in the examination.

2. The number of postings on the discussion board has a relationship to the written assignments. 
3. There was no significant relationship between students’ perception of social presence in the form of the number of postings and their performance in the final examination. However, there was a significant positive correlation between students’ number of postings and their performance in the written assignment.
In this case the final examination consisted of multiple choice questions which did not allow the type of discussions that occurred within the online environment.

Herrington, Oliver, and Reeves (2003) espoused 10 characteristics of authentic activities to worthy of implementation within the online environment. The following Figure 1 displays all ten activities. Their findings suggest the need for the use of authentic environments for online learning settings and suggest that authentic settings foster the development of self-regulatory and self-learning skills. The promotion of authentic settings for critical thinking within the online learning environment foments a more self-sufficient learner. 

Figure 1.Ten Authentic Activities Espoused by Herrington et al.
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Song, Singleton, Hill, & Hwa Koh (2004) in their  mixed methodology study of 76 online students discovered that reflection, flexibility, and convenience were the forte of the online environment with lack of immediacy of response and feeling of isolation stemming form dearth of community synergy (Petrides, 2002: & Vonderwell, 2003). Song et al. discovered: (a) design of the course, (b) level of comfort with online technologies, and (c) time-management were the determining factors in students’ level of satisfaction with the online program. Lack of a feeling of community and technical problems stymied satisfaction in the online learning environment. Where a feeling of community prevailed cognitive learning occurred. The stronger the online learners’ sense of community, the less isolated they felt (Song et al.).
Muilenburg and Berge (2005) in their study found eight barriers to online line learning with nine independent variables based on demographic and other differences. A tabular representation is given in Table 3.  According to Muilenburg and Berge, “the strongest association found in their study was between online learning enjoyment and social interaction, administrative/instructor issues and learner motivation and online learning enjoyment had a small effect with time and support for online learning” (p. 43). The corollary of this, are Lee, and Chan’s (2007) findings. They concluded that: lack of sense of belonging as a result of isolation, time management issues, and immediacy of feedback were some of the challenges confronting online and distance learners. Jordan (2009) made similar discoveries. 
Table 3. Eight Barriers to Online Learning and Nine Independent Variables
	Barriers to Online Learning
	Independent Variables

	Administrative issues
	Gender

	Social Interaction
	Age

	Academic Skills
	Ethnicity

	Technical Skills
	Type of Learning Institution

	Learner Motivation
	Self-Rating of Online Learning Skills

	Time and Support for Studies
	Effectiveness of Learning Online

	Cost and Access to the Internet
	Online Learning Enjoyment

	Technical Problems
	Prejudicial Treatment in Traditional Classroom

	
	Number of Online Courses Completed



Beldarrin (2006) explored the benefits of implementing wikis, blogs, and podcast to foster student interaction in the online learning environment. She also implemented Writeboard, InstaColl, and Imeem as a means of generating increased student involvement in the online process. In her article she posited the positive benefits to be derived from using podcast in the online environment. Wikis, she expatiated, are useful tools in chronologically setting up material for reference within the online and traditional classrooms. Wikis, like blogs are collaborative and can be utilized as repositories of information whereas blogs can create the impression of synergy and community spirit. In order to ensure proactive implementation of such technologies, there is need to consider the comfort level in technology use, fiscal resources, and visionary leadership. These are also excellent tools to aide in the seamless transition from face-to-face learning to online learning.  


Williams, Duray, and Reddy (2006) in their study of team work and group cohesiveness in the online learning environment among 300 Masters Students formed the following conclusions:

1. Team member’s orientation towards teams is a significant predictor of overall student learning, and teamwork orientation positively predicts student team source learning. 

2. Group cohesiveness significantly predicts team source learning.

3. Student learning suffers if there are trust issues in the team. (p. 607)

From this study, it is evident that teamwork and student involvement in the team process could engender community spirit, synergy, and global sharing.  


Young (2006) in her mixed method study of 199 online students discovered 7 categories which students deem effective andragogical and pedagogical techniques. These seven techniques are represented in Figure 2. Expanded open-ended questions revealed that students were most effective when the facilitator was: (a) visible and actively involved in learning, (b) worked hard to establish trusting relationships,  and (c) provided a structured, yet flexible classroom environment (p. 65). Similar studies by Stein (2004) substantiate structure as a crucial part of student satisfaction in the online learning environment. 
Figure 2. Seven Effective Andragogical Online Tutor’s Tools
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Lee, and Chan’s (2007) conducted their mixed-methodology research study on the importance of podcasting in the online learning environment. Students stated that they enjoyed listening to the podcast and viewed the exercise as worthwhile and also helpful in alleviating their anxiety level about the subject. Furthermore, the “length, style, topics chosen, and format were suited to their needs and preferences” (p. 95). They indicated that they podcast acted as a study guide and provided hints on the most significant aspects of the course. Another aspect purported by Lee and Chan and not fully developed was that of videocasting or vodcasting.   

Sahin (2007) found a significant positive correlation between students’ level of satisfaction and personal relevance, instructor support, active learning, and authentic learning. Personal relevance and students’ satisfaction were significantly correlated which according to Sahin “indicates that students who are able to link course content with their personal experiences tend to be more satisfied in distance education” (p. 117). Such results augment similar findings by Thurmond, Wambach, Connors, and Frey (2002) and Trinidad, Aldridge, and Fraser (2005). This finding undergirds the need for more student-centered course designs using students’ previous and innate knowledge as a starting point in order to boost student involvement (Ellis & Cohen, 2005).

Jordan (2009) attempted to transform students’ experiences in distance learning through: (1) tackling isolation: Building a community of learners, (2) Design of discussion activities, (3) enhancing engagement through authentic, collaborative assessment design, (4) enhancing learning through feedback, and (5) developing a community of educators.  Jordan stipulated the following as a means of generating introductory activities that are:
1. Indicate real-time presence from the tutor. This encourages students to participate as they are keen to make themselves known to the person who will be overseeing their activity and assessing their contributions. A discussion opener that is posted one or two days into the course may be preferable to one that is already set up when students enrol, as this indicates that the tutor is active, online and awaiting their response. 

2. Introduce the tutor from both a professional and personal perspective and demonstrate the tutor’s empathy with the particular challenges and barriers that students will be coping with as part-time, off-campus students. 

3. Gives students the opportunity to introduce themselves. However, many students will have already introduced themselves and/or become well-known by the group through previous modules, so it is important to request additional, topical information that they will not have been asked for previously. (p. 2)
Jordan (2009) stated that authentic, collaborative role-play with the use of wikis, and Web 2.0 where students are given a pertinent problem to solve also fosters student satisfaction and leads to more global sharing. Formative aspects of feedback foist critical thinking skills among learners and leads to more engagement. Just as successful online student communities are important so too are successful tutor communities. Organizations, according to Jordan should ensure successful tutor communities are in place to bolster student communities and ensure authentic, collaboration, learning, and synergy. 

Research Design
Topical Coding 


Topical coding was used to determine the frequency of categories and themes. Figure 3 displays the frequency of various qualities indicated when a topic coding was conducted.  Collaboration was the highest quality students regarded as essential in improving performance and participation. Collaboration was associated with “community spirit,” “group cohesiveness,” and “social interaction.” Carr (2000) and Jung, Choi, Lim, and Leem (2002) in their research found that student satisfaction and course design and the amount of tutor-student interaction, and student-student interaction were interrelated. The need to promote collaboration is a vital element in the lifeline of the online environment. The equivalency theory purported by Simonson, Scholosser, and Hanson (1999) ensures that there are equal learning experiences in the face-to-face learning environment as there is in online and distant education settings. Similarly, authenticity in the form of relevance to empirical personal and professional experiences was the second highest appearing in five out of the 10 peer-reviewed articles.  Time-management and reflection students viewed as equally effective in ensuring satisfaction with the online and distance learning settings. Although, not as important, students’ level of comfort in using technology determined their satisfaction level as well and as Picciano (2002) noted, this was directed related to the amount of postings students had per discussion. 
Figure 3. Frequency of Positive Qualities.
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Figure 4 shows the negative qualities which student indicated affected their performance and participation in the online and distance learning environment. These four out of the 10 studies contained issues of isolation which is axiomatic since its counterpoint would be collaboration. Three out of the 10 studies included information on immediacy of feedback being important in students’ sense of satisfaction with the online environment. Tutors who showed concern and care for their students were also important within the online and distance learning environment. 
Figure 3. Frequency of Negative Qualities.
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Implications for Online and Distance Educators

From the narrative review several ipse dixits should be part of the e-tutor’s andragogical tool kit. Collison, Elbaum, Haavind & Tinker (2000) posited eight facilitator tasks that encourage relevant online work and interaction:

1. Leading introductory, community-building activities

2. Providing virtual ‘hand holding’ to the digitally challenged

3. Acknowledging the diversity of participants’ backgrounds and interests

4. Infusing personality with tone, graphics and humor

5. Maintaining a nurturing pace of responding

6. Keeping up with a pace set

7. Organizing posts and discussion threads

8. Balancing private email and public discussion. (p. 49)
Additionally, Salmon’s (2002) projected a five stage model for improved praxis in distance and online environments. According to Muirhead ( 2005): 

The five-step model reflects a positive progression in the quality and intensity of interaction between students and between students and their teachers. The online instructor’s role is multidimensional and changes at different stages depending upon the student needs and circumstances within each class. Therefore, the instructor has to use discernment about their teaching strategies to effectively meet student learning needs. (p. 27)
Step 1 Access & Motivation: 
In this initial stage e-tutors should address technical issues and determine the level of expertise that students need. All help should be provided to ensure that students acquire a level of comfort in using technology. Instructor concern, support, and care is imperative. Salmon further links students’ motivation to continue the course as the determining factor in whether they stay in the online program or become part of the attrition statistics. 
Step 2 Online Socialisation: This stage is equally important especially given the feedback from this narrative review. Course design and assignments should be geared toward fostering increased collaboration, engagement and interaction among all stakeholders in the online and distance education process. Muirhead (2005) noted, “the second stage involves building the foundation for a vibrant online community by using short e -tivities that cultivate trust between students” (p. 26).   
Step 3 Information Exchange:
 Salmon (2002) offered the caveat that:

it is common for novice e-moderators to spend huge effort and time in trying to encourage contribution at stages 1 and 2, only to find themselves largely logging on to read their own messages. If e-moderators are too rigorous, they soon burn out! (p. 36)

Here the emphasis is on learning heuristically and engendering activities that build trust and allow students to share knowledge and experiences. 
Step 4 Knowledge Construction:
This is the synthesis stage of development where e-tivities are focused around personal and professional reflection and relevance. Authentic learning takes place where students integrate theories and concepts and combine information to construct realities. At this stage out of the box thinking is the norm rather than the exception and students embrace diversity with the goal of increased understanding. 
Step 5 Development:
Muirhead (2005) stated:

this stage represents the development of new cognitive skills that enable students to learn to monitor and evaluate their thinking. Students take personal ownership of their learning experiences and assist students within their study groups and new students to the class. Instructors select e-tivities that encourage reflective thinking by sharing problem-based situations or scenarios that require interpretation information, creativity and a willingness to test assumptions. (p. 27)

By embracing these five stages of development and growth and inculcating such stages into the development and design of the online and distance education curriculum, e-tutors will be well equipped to deal with the challenges in such environments. Furthermore, the creation of e-student communities within the distance and online environment could foment higher levels of collaboration and deplete feelings of isolation. E-tutor communities would also spawn creativity, a more focused understanding of the issues at play and how best to cater to the needs of the e-student and distance learner. 
Recommendations for Future Research


Three meta-analyses were found on the comparison of traditional and online and distance education. More research is needed on information on the online and face-to-face environment within the Caribbean. Understanding the cultural differences and similarities in the Caribbean online learner would aid e-tutors and e-administrators in promoting higher levels of participation and performance and lower levels of attrition. A compelling study could be the creation of a prototypical Caribbean e-learner and his/her learner preferences and styles. Fodder for an action research would be to create a community of e-learners and observe what happens as a result. A post and pre survey to determine feelings of isolation and motivation and any improvements would expand the body of research literature lore. Congruently, creating a community of e-tutors and observing the changes made vis a vis course design and implementation would add of the limited body of information.   
Summary
The proceeding points were made based on the researchers’ summation: (a) There is a need for increased emphasis collaboration, (b) e-tivities should be geared toward authenticity through synthesizing information, personal and professional relevance, (c) course design is imperative in spawning increased collaboration, authenticity, and levels of comfort with technology, (d) e-tutors should foster high levels of interaction, innovation, creativity, and out of the box thinking through creation of projected geometrical e-tivities, (e) above all e-tutors should show concern, support, caring, and give feedback as soon as is possible to remove any feelings of isolation.  
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Appendix A: Summary of Studies Evaluated (2002-2009)
	Date
	Author
	Peer-Review Title
	Peer Review Content

	2002
	Picciano, A.
	Beyond student perceptions: Issues of interactive, presence, and performance in an online course
	A significant and positive relationship exists between student perceptions of their interaction in the course and their perceptions of the quality and quantity of their learning

	2003
	Herrington, J., Oliver, R., & Reeves, T. C.
	Patterns of engagement in authentic online environment
	The implementation of authentic activities within the online environment promotes high levels of self-direction and independent thinking.

	2004
	Song, L., Singleton, E. S., Hill, J. R., & Hwa Koh, M.
	Improving online learning: Student perceptions of useful and challenging characteristics
	Course design, learner motivation, time management, and comfortableness with online technologies impact the success of an online learning experience.

	2005
	Muilenburg, L. Y. & Berge, Z. L.
	Student barriers to online learning: A factor analysis
	Researchers found eight barriers to online line learning with nine independent variables based on demographic and other differences.

	2006
	Beldarrin, Y.
	Distance education trends: Integrating technologies to foster student interaction and collaboration
	This researcher explored the benefits of implementing wikis, blogs, and podcast to foster student interaction in the online learning environment. 

	2006
	Williams, E. A., Duray, R., & Reddy, V.
	Teamwork orientation, group cohesiveness, and student learning: A study of the use of teams in online distance education.
	Researchers found a correlation between teamwork and orientation toward teamwork in predicting student learning and team source learning. 

	2006
	Young, S.
	Student views of effective online teaching in higher education 
	This researcher discovered 7 categories in which students viewed effective online classroom facilitation

	2007
	Lee, M. J. W. & Chan, A.
	Reducing the effects of isolation and promoting inclusivity for distance learners through podcasting
	Researcher discovered positive effects of implementing podcast as an andrgogical tool in the online classroom environment. 

	2007
	Sahin, I.
	Predicting student satisfaction in distance education and learning environment
	This researcher found a significant positive correlation between students’ level of satisfaction and personal relevance, instructor support, active learning, and authentic learning. 

	2009
	Jordan. L. 
	Transforming the student experience at a distance: Designing for collaborative online learning.
	This researcher illustrates effective methods used to foment engagement, collaboration and authentic learning among online and distance learning students. 
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