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Abstract 

 

Many colleges and universities are transitioning to online distance education programs both for the cost 

advantages, the ability for expansion, the increasing possibilities of online learning, and for profitability.  

However, faculty and students often have concerns and different, possibly negative, perceptions of online 

courses, which has been documented in different studies.  However, the literature has also shown that 

online programs can be very successful and can meet and exceed the expectations of faculty and students.  

As a university is transitioning to an online program, it is important to seek student feedback about online 

courses and perceptions.  The following study utilizes a student survey to surmise current perceptions and 

satifaction with online learning in graduate-level Library and Information Studies courses at the 

University of North Carolina at Greensboro.  The results from the study showed that students 

significantly prefer face-to-face courses and have been less than satisfied or only moderately satisfied by 

the current online offerings.  As the LIS program is only in the beginning stages of its online program, 

several recommendations have been made, including regular student surveys of online courses and 

student perceptions, better communication between the faculty and students regarding online learning, 

blended online course offerings, and a coherent, consistent plan for an online program. 
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Online learning in the UNCG LIS Department: Student Perceptions 

 

In the fall of 2011, I entered the UNCG LIS program at an interesting time, just as it was creating 

and transitioning into an online format, in addition to its on-campus offerings, to accommodate distance 

learners.  As a student who had chosen to come to UNCG so that I could attend classes in person, I was 

surprised to discover that some of the courses I needed to take would only be offered online (due to 

demand or simply to increase online offerings), and as I spoke to other students I learned that many 

students had come to UNCG for hands-on, face-to-face learning, only to discover that many of their 

courses were only available online.  The rumor, not yet proven right or wrong, was that the program was 

going to increase its online course offerings and encourage professors to teach online courses instead of 

face-to-face courses, even if that isn’t their preference or forte.  To me and my fellow students, the idea of 

a primarily online curriculum was upsetting, especially when we chose this program instead of one of the 

online MLIS programs so that we could have real classes with real discussions in real time.  As I 

continued to speak with students, as well as members of the online learning committee for the department, 

it became clear that there was a disconnect between students and the department, where communication 

had not been encouraged and feedback had not been solicited from students, and I saw a need for a forum 

for students to express their opinions about online learning and for the department to receive feedback on 

this issue. 

 Problem Statement: There are two main problems involved in this project: First, a lack of 

communication between the department and students that has led to frustration and speculation about the 

direction of online learning in the program.  Second, no one has asked whether current students are 

interested in and want to participate in online learning as opposed to traditional face-to-face learning.  
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Related to this problem is the fact that no data has been collected on students’ perceptions or satisfaction 

with online learning up until this point in the program.  

 Some of the main questions to be answered in this project include: What are students’ preferences 

for online learning?  What has been students’ satisfaction leverl with online LIS courses up until this 

point?  In what format do students feel they learn best, online, face-to-face, or some combination of the 

two?  Related questions that are less important but also relevant include: What do students see as the 

benefits of online learning?  and, how many online LIS courses have students taken up until this point?  

These related questions are important because knowing why students are interested in online courses may 

help the department gear the online learning program to those needs and interests, and knowing how 

many online courses students have taken in the program may indicate whether students are more 

comfortable and satisfied with online courses after taking several.  Other questions relate to students’ 

satisfaction with Elluminate, an online conferencing tool, and their satisfaction with discussions in face-

to-face classes (for the sake of comparison).  Above all, we want to know students’ preferences for online 

learning versus face-to-face courses, and beyond that, we hope to discover other patterns that relate to 

those preferences. 

 Lit Review: A lot of literature exists on the questions of student perceptions of online and 

blended learning versus face-to-face courses, as well as reasons why students may prefer one or the other.  

Janet Owens et al. cites several key issues that affect distance learners’ perceptions of an online format, 

including: the sense of isolation, the attitudes and knowledge of the teaching staff, and students’ 

knowledge and use of learning technologies (Owens, Hardcastle, & Richardson, 2009). For many 

learners, the sense of isolation came not so much from a need for social interaction but rather a desire to 

share learning experiences with other students.  Lisa Kirtman also notes a desire for peer interaction and 

learning from peers (2009).  Owens also notes a perception that distance learners are treated differently, 

i.e. not as well, and suggests the importance of timely feedback from instructors as well as consistent 

delivery of course material (Owens et al., 2009).  Owens also notes the need for proper orientation and a 

mentoring program to help combat feelings of isolation as well as insecurities with technology and the 
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online environment.  Glazer and Wanstreet also offer suggestions to improve the perceptions of online 

learners after finding that online learners felt at least minimally connected to other learners (68%) and 

faculty (64%), but more than 40% felt no connection to their school (program) or university (Glazer & 

Wanstreet, 2011).  They suggest encouraging learners to work together when possible, confirm the need 

for immediate feedback from instructors, and also suggest a mentoring program. 

 Beqiri et al. investigated the factors affecting student satisfaction in completely online courses 

with no face-to-face interaction (Beqiri, Chase, & Bishka, 2009).  They find that the demographic of 

students most likely to be more satisfied with the delivery of online courses fits the following profile: 

male (although this is a marginal difference), married, more than one mile from campus, and in a graduate 

program, as opposed to undergraduate.  They also suggest that students are more likely to be satisfied if 

they are familiar with online learning and if they have some familiarity with the subject matter 

beforehand.  Beqiri et al. recommended a blended course delivery mode as opposed to completely online 

interaction.  Dobbs et al. also found that students who have taken online courses in the past were more 

confident that they would achieve a good grade (Dobbs, Waid, & del Carmen 2009).  These majority of 

these students also indicated that they learned about the same or more in online courses than traditional 

courses, and just over half of them preferred online courses, citing the flexibility of the hours and the 

responsibilities of work and family.  Dobbs et al. says that in general, those who have taken online 

courses view them favorably; however, a somewhat substantial minority does not (Dobbs et al., 2009). 

 Two conclusions that may be particularly relevant to our program concern programs in transition 

and/or learners in transition to online formats.  Lisa Kirtman, after studying a group of online learns and a 

group of traditional learners in the same course, found that the majority of learners were positive about 

online learning and said they felt no difference in their learning; further, Kirtman found few differences in 

their grades on exams, lit reviews, and short papers (2009).  However, Kirtman did find that traditional 

students scored higher on the midterm than online students, whereas by finals the scores were even.  She 

suggests that online learners may still have been adjusting to the online format at that point.  Overall she 

cites similar learning outcomes, and states that many students found the self-guided nature of online 
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learning to be one of its main advantages.  Also, Nakayama & Yamamoto examine student assessments 

during the transitional phase of an online learning environment of both blended and fully online courses 

and discover that students’ perceptions and skills may change during the course of the semester, and most 

students in blended courses agreed more strongly with the statement “I learn better in online courses” by 

the end of the semester when they were surveyed for a second time (Nakayama & Yamamoto, 2011). 

 Ismail Sahin finds the following factors most important in relation to student satisfaction with 

online learning: personal relevance, instructor support, active learning, and authentic learning (2007).  He 

also suggests several times that student feedback is crucial to developing a successful online program. 

 Ward et al., in studying synchronous interactive online instruction (SIOI) found that most 

instructors and students view SIOI favorably, and cited that the mean student ratings were the same for 

face-to-face and SIOI courses in all but one dimension, and both were consistently higher than 

asynchronous learning (Ward, Peters, & Shelley, 2010).  Ward et al. found that students saw ease of 

access and the minimizing of costs (besides tuition) to be two of the main advantages of online learning, 

and they stated that the potential of web-based learning to enhance dimensions of constructivist learning 

approaches (where students build their knowledge based on real-life experiences) is significant but mainly 

untapped at this point (Ward et al., 2010).   

Overall, the literature points us toward several general conclusions: online learning has the 

potential for student satisfaction in most aspects, but online learning can be lacking in terms of isolation, 

feedback and interaction with professors and students, and comfort with technology.  Most studies have 

found a preference among students for SIOI/blended learning over asynchronous (completely online) 

learning.  The literature suggests that students who have taken online courses before are more likely to be 

satisfied with online courses and more likely to feel confident in their ability to succeed in online courses.  

Also, the literature suggests that learners can transition to online learning and achieve success.  Further, 

the literature suggests that students enjoy several aspects of online learning, especially the convenience 

and flexibility of the schedule, the self-guided nature of online learning, the cost savings (besides tuition), 

and the ability to incorporate online learning into their responsibilities at work and with family.  Finally, 
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the literature makes several suggestions to increase the effectiveness of online learning, including: 

seeking regular student feedback about online courses, developing a mentoring program, encouraging 

timely feedback from professors, consistency in course design, and proper orientation for online courses, 

especially in terms of technology.  Overall, the literature also recommends a blended approach to online 

learning. 

Methodology: It seemed like the easiest and best way to answer the research questions and create 

a line of communication between students and the department was to create a survey using a free online 

tool called SurveyMonkey.  This option seemed best for several reasons; first, it is a simple format and 

many people are familiar with SurveyMonkey.  Second, it is convenient, meaning the student can 

complete the survey whenever they feel like it within the four-day period.  Third, the tool assists with data 

analysis, and fourth, the survey results are easy to share with others, including most importantly the 

department’s online learning committee.  Being able to tell students that the online committee would see 

the results is important because students are more likely to take a survey if they know that their opinions 

will be heard and possibly used to shape department policy.  I also chose SurveyMonkey because it is a 

free tool, and one that I was already familiar with because we used it at my previous workplace. 

In developing the questions for the survey, I was fortunate that the department’s online learning 

committee was receptive to my research project and interested in the results.  First, I worked up a 

preliminary set of questions in a Google document and shared the document with members of the 

committee, getting their feedback and suggestions.  Then, I tweaked those questions and added and 

deleted from the questions based on the feedback I received.  Once the survey was created in Survey 

Monkey, I sent a test version to the members of the committee, so they could see it in the same format 

that students would.  In designing the survey, I made a point to put only one question per page on the 

survey so that a student could consider that one alone, instead of looking ahead to the next question.  I 

hoped there might be more time for reflection that way. 

The committee’s feedback on the test survey was useful, especially since most of the members 

have conducted various surveys for their own research.  I learned several important points about online 
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surveys, including: how to arrange a scale from 1 to 10 of user satisfaction (start with negative and move 

to positive so that a “false positive” response isn’t created, since people often choose what they see first), 

what terms to use (saying “blended” instead of “hybrid” courses), when to use short answer questions 

instead of a list (if the list of options is too long and not comprehensive, short answer questions are 

preferable), how to specifically gear questions to only the online courses in UNCG’s LIS program to 

prevent irrelevant feedback, and the importance of an introduction in the survey (I hadn’t considered an 

introduction in the initial drafts). 

 From this feedback and my own trial and error, I came up with a 9-question survey with a variety 

of question styles (some with a scale, some multiple choice, some short answer), to be sent out to all 

current LIS students on the department listserv, which I have access to for relevant departmental 

communication.  I gave students four days (Tuesday-Friday) to answer the survey, and I asked the 

Graduate Assistants to participate and spread the word via email and word of mouth.  I also asked my 

professors to mention the survey in our class or to let me mention the survey during class.  Finally, I sent 

out a reminder link to the survey through the listserv on the final day, Friday, to encourage participation 

before the deadline (a deadline is always a good motivator!). 

 Analysis on the data will vary from question to question, but each format should indicate student 

preferences in one way or another.  For the scaled questions (rate your satisfaction from 1-5), 

SurveyMonkey automatically highlights the number on the scale with the most responses and displays 

percentages, so it should be easy to see if the scale is leaning one way or another.  Two questions 

regarding preferences for online versus face-to-face are very straightforward, simply asking which format 

students prefer in multiple choice format, and the results should be easy to determine with percentages 

(SurveyMonkey provides a bar graph as well).  Several questions include short answers (these questions 

relate to what courses students prefer to take online or face-to-face), and these questions will take longer 

to analyze.  SurveyMonkey allows you to compare answers based on common words, which I will 

explore, but that system may or may not provide very scientific conclusions.  I will also look at the 

answers in terms of related groups, and try to determine the most common responses overall to the short 
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answer sections.  In these sections, it will probably be worth mentioning all the responses received.  I may 

use the question regarding how many online courses a student has taken to try to determine whether more 

online course experience usually means more satisfaction with online learning, but really that could be a 

research project in itself.  Also, I will try to determine which reasons for taking online courses are the 

most common based on the percentages of respondents who choose a particular reason. 

 Findings: 120 students responded to the survey within the four-day window.  Since our program 

has about 250 students total, the response is significant (almost 50 percent), and that in itself shows that 

the question of online learning in the program is a hot-button issue.  Overall, the students who responded 

preferred face-to-face courses to online courses by significant numbers.  To the question “Given a choice, 

do you prefer online, face-to-face, or blended courses?” more than 50 percent (55.5) responded that they 

prefer face-to-face courses; 29.4 percent preferred blended courses, and 8.4% preferred online courses.  

Blended, it seems, is a good compromise for many students.  Also, in the final question, “In what format 

do you feel you learn best?” 60.2 percent of students responded that they learn best in face-to-face 

courses; 23.7% in blended courses, and 4.2% in online courses. 

 As far as satisfaction with online LIS courses they have taken or are currently taking, most 

students scored in the generally satisfied range, with the average rating on a scale from 1-5 being 3.43.  

However, ratings of 1 (very unsatisfied) or 2 made up 22.7% of the responses, which is a large number for 

such a negative rating.  However, 63% of students did rate online LIS courses from 3-5 points on the 

scale, which shows that overall students are fairly satisfied with the courses.  The ratings of Elluminate 

were similar, with 66.4 percent of students rating the conference tool with a 3 or higher (the average was 

3.34), but 20.1 percent of students rated it with a 1 or 2.  Again, this is a large minority for such a negative 

response. 

 On the other hand, students rated face-to-face group discussions at an average of 4.42, with 50.8 

percent considering themselves not just satisfied but very satisfied.  Eighty-nine percent of students rated 

face-to-face discussions with a 3 or higher, no one rated the discussions as “very unsatisfied,” and .8%, or 

one person, rated face-to-face group discussions with a 2. 
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 The short-answer questions asking students whether they prefer certain courses online or certain 

courses face-to-face created some contradictory evidence.  While several responses for each question 

were very common, between the two questions responses contradicted each other.  For example, 12 

respondents said they prefer web- or technology-related courses online, but then 9 respondents said they 

prefer to take web- or technology-related courses face-to-face (some cited the usefulness of having an 

instructor there to explain).  On the online course preferences, many students put simply “no” (6) or “no 

preference” (5) or N/A and not sure (4).  Most other responses were mentioned only one or twice, except 

that 5 people responded that they like independent studies to be online.   

 Several responses were common for the face-to-face course preferences: many people preferred 

to have core courses (9), lecture courses (5), courses with group work (5), advanced courses including 

cataloging (9), reference courses (4), and media production courses (4) in a face-to-face format.  Several 

students made similar comments about wanting to be able to network and wanting to be able to meet and 

learn from fellow students.  Overall, the face-to-face preferences question received more total responses 

(79) than the online course preference question, which received 59 responses.  Both questions echoed the 

preference for face-to-face courses, with 8 respondents saying they didn’t want to have any courses online 

and 29 respondents saying they wanted to have all courses face-to-face in the following question.  These 

findings confirm the results seen throughout the survey. 

 The question asking students how many online LIS courses they have taken, including those in 

which they are currently enrolled, was not as fortelling as expected.  Almost all respondents had taken an 

online course (85.7 percent), and the majority had taken two or more (66.4 percent), with only 14.3 

percent having taken none.  Surprisingly, many students had taken five or more (15.1%).  With so many 

people having taken online courses in the LIS program, I would have expected higher ratings for the 

online courses, since students usually adapt to the format and become more satisfied with online courses 

as they gain experience.  This may speak to the quality of some of the online courses or the preference for 

face-to-face courses.  However, I do wish that the question had not included current courses, because 



ONLINE LEARNING: LIS STUDENT PERCEPTIONS 

 

most likely students are still adjusting to those courses and their opinions may continue to evolve 

throughout the semester, as Nakayama and Yamamoto discusses in their study (2011). 

 Conclusions: Based on the feedback I received before this survey, I am not surprised that 

students who responded prefer face-to-face programs.  However, I was not expecting such an 

overwhelming response, both in terms of total respondents and those who prefer face-to-face courses.  

The timing of the survey is relevant because most students had just registered for courses for the 

upcoming semester, and they are more than halfway through their current courses.  This means they may 

be dealing with issues with online courses both in current courses, as well as anticipating more online 

courses in the spring.  A major problem that was mentioned throughout the survey is the fact that students 

do not currently have a choice to take either face-to-face or online courses.  Many courses are only 

offered in an online format, and many others fill up face-to-face, leaving only the online option.  The lack 

of face-to-face options has been a problem for at least the past two semesters, and I think the strong 

response of students to this survey partly results from frustration with constraints on their preferences for 

or against online.  Essentially, I think the student body feels like it is being forced to take online courses, 

and the department hasn’t made it clear whether that is the case or not.  As students we mainly base these 

conclusions on the courses we see being offered, and so far it remains true that we do not have both a 

face-to-face option and an online option for all, or even most, courses. 

 In a way, this survey may be biased, because this is the first opportunity students have had to 

speak up on the issue, and those who have a strong opinion are more likely to take the time and fill out a 

survey.  We may be hearing more from students who prefer face-to-face courses and not so much from 

those who don’t have a preference or are satisfied with the way things are.  Also, I will admit that I have 

my own biases on the issue: while I see the benefit of online courses, I, too, feel forced to take some 

courses online that I would prefer to have taken face-to-face.  Also, while I think some instructors are 

very qualified to teach online courses, I don’t think that all or even most instructors are comfortable 

teaching in this format, and I do not necessarily want to be one of the guinea pig classes for that 

instructor.  Further, like many of the respondents, I think the spontaneity and engagement of face-to-face 
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courses exceeds that of even blended courses, and I came to the program to take courses mainly in a face-

to-face format.  These biases aside, I have tried to keep my questions and analysis as unbiased as possible, 

and I have solicited the feedback of all the members of the online committee (whom I would say are 

largely pro-online) in order to balance out my own biases.  In analysis, I’ve tried to combine certain short-

answer responses into larger groups, but I’ve tried not to combine these responses to my own advantage.  

Biases or not, the numbers speak for themselves: more than half the respondents prefer face-to-face 

courses, and 60 percent of respondents feel they learn better in face-to-face courses. 

 I would make several recommendations based on this survey.  First off, I think this survey or a 

similar version needs to be given again at several times throughout the semester, to minimize the 

influence of timeliness.  Student feedback is essential to budding online programs, and it should have 

been gathered before this survey, and needs to be gathered on a regular basis.  Second, I would 

recommend that all online/blended courses have satisfaction surveys at the end of the course (I believe 

some instructors have already taken this on individually).  Further, I would recommend a blended 

approach to nearly all online course, since the literature and the respondents support that as a more 

fulfilling option that cuts down on feelings of alienation, loneliness, lack of engagement, and lack of 

discussion.  I believe that most online courses in the program use a blended approach, but I’m not positive 

all do, or to what degree.  Also, I think all online courses should have a consistent approach; several 

students complained on the survey that instruction varied widely from one instructor to another, and while 

instructors should certainly have some freedom, there needs to be some accountability for what is being 

taught and how it is being taught. 

 

 Further, I would recommend that both face-to-face and online versions of each course should be 

offered.  This may not be an option, but that is what respondents want.  If that is not going to be offered, I 

would advise that the department not pretend like it is offering us the option when it is not.  The 

department has not communicated enough with students, and while this survey has been a great 

opportunity for students to give feedback, an official response is needed.  As for what courses should be 
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online and what face-to-face, it’s unfortunately difficult to say.  Personally, I thought it made sense to 

make technology- and web-related courses online, but about half the respondents preferred that while the 

other half preferred to have such courses in person because of the highly technical nature of the courses 

and the need for face-to-face interaction with an instructor.  I would say that independent study courses 

seem a popular course to be delivered online, while on the other hand respondents preferred to have 

lecture-based courses, courses involving lots of group work, discussion-based courses, and advanced 

courses such as cataloging to be offered on a face-to-face basis. 

 Many of the responses simply demonstrate that this is the infancy of the online program, and 

many kinks still need to be worked out.  However, I think the response from students is that they do not 

want their education and their two years of work to be wasted on an online “experiment.”  While some 

kinks must be worked out during courses, I think the department needs to have a more coherent and 

gradual plan to implement online courses, as opposed to the somewhat haphazard approach taken so far.  

Speaking for myself, these two years are very important to me, and I want to receive the best education 

and most exposure to ideas that I can receive.  I am willing to take online courses at times if they are well 

done, but quality needs to be insured, and a detailed plan needs to be implemented.  Also, while I think 

students will adjust somewhat to online learning, as I know I have as the semester has progressed, it 

would be a mistake to force too much online learning at once, especially when many students expected 

face-to-face courses in the program when they enrolled. 

 Further, I would recommend that a similar anonymous survey be given to the faculty.  From my 

own work as a GA, I know that not every professor wants to teach online, but many feel forced to.  The 

quality of online professors was mentioned several times throughout the survey by respondents, and I 

think that stems in part from the fact that not all instructors are well-prepared or even enthusiastic about 

online courses. 

 All that being said, I think an online LIS program has great potential, and I think students and 

professors will be more and more supportive of it as time goes on and as communication is more open 

and a well-structured plan is implemented.  As much of the literature confirmed, the possibilites for online 
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learning are endless, and the technology can be very satisfying to students when done right.  Some studies 

even suggest that blended learning has more access points and opportunities for learning than face-to-face 

courses, and I am inclined to believe it.  From this survey, I also believe that students would be receptive 

to a structured, well-planned blended course, and perhaps even find it more beneficial that just face-to-

face.  However, I think this survey shows that there is definitely an appropriate time and place for face-to-

face courses, even in this digital era. 
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