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Abstract
___________________
Online education is making incremental changes in the media of instruction. The format and ways online education is developed affects and is affected by some variables relevant to the learner. The study seeks to identify the relationship between learning styles and interactions between genders. It also taps into the students' reactions to online education in TEFL as determined by (degree of satisfaction with regards to classes, degree of mastery of content, degree of applicability of content, and preferences for learning tools applied) to the various online sessions they have taken in a TEFL methodology course. Findings revealed that there are obviously a multitude of factors that influence reactions to online learning and teaching. The study concluded that it is not possible to estimate the weighting of these factors that occur in a student's mind as he/she evaluates an online course.
_______________
Introduction and Background:

Online education is on the increase as a medium for proliferating knowledge and skills. Limited review of the literature indicates that distance learning courses are rapidly expanding. As Bertagonoli metaphorically notes, online education is scorching hot (Bertagnoli, 2001). In 1998, Gibson reported that over 85% of all colleges and universities with enrollments over 3000 offered distance-learning options in some form for students. The case in Kuwait is not far from that described by Gibson, as anecdotal reports by faculty and students indicate that students take advantage of email to have significantly more access to faculty members, that student participation is higher, and that there is evidence that students take a more active role in their learning. There is little doubt that the Web is the most phenomenally successful educational tool to have appeared in a long time (Mason 1998). Keegan (1999) cites Mason's statement and also argues that web-based education is a subset of distance education and that skills, literature and management decisions developed within distance education are applicable to web based education. Today, web-based education is growing faster than any other educational technology (Crossman 1997), specifically at tertiary level. Recent technology has made possible several new methods of transmitting information. Internet methods can be classified into two broad categories: 
(1) computer communication and conferencing and
(2) information access, retrieval, and use. 

Computer communication and conferencing methods include e-mail, mailing lists, newsgroups, interactive messaging or “chat” sessions, and video conferencing. Information available on the Internet can take a number of different forms, including text, data, graphs, and pictures. The tools of the Internet provide efficient methods of accessing information, including File Transfer Protocol (FTP), Telnet, Gopher, and the World Wide Web.

A number of studies in education and communication technology have focused on the use of these methods. The overwhelming conclusion of these studies is that the effectiveness of Internet use comes from the potential of greater interaction between the instructor and the students and in the hands-on learning of new concepts. The Internet represents an information revolution, and its use in pedagogy is beneficial whenever interaction, discussion, research, or transmission of information is involved. Most of these studies have been descriptive in nature. Few experiments have been carried out to determine if Internet-based courses affect learning and teaching.

One of the exceptions is Gregor and Cuskelly’s (1994) experiment using a bulletin board discussion method. They observed high participation in the discussion. Their findings support the hypothesis that students find value in electronic communication, that is, better access to the instructor, more interesting assignments, and future use of e-mail in their academic and professional careers. 

Now that individual students learn differently (they have different learning styles), they have different personalities that influence their behavior in and out of the classroom, and they perform with different degrees of success on different kinds of assignments (some are fearful of taking part in class discussions, others are test-phobic, and still others are terrified by stand-up presentations, etc.). In addition, students differ in the amount and intensity of their out-of-school commitments. As faculty, we consider all of these factors as we create syllabi and design courses. We understand how each of these factors affects student learning and satisfaction and make adjustments. However, we are less familiar with the impact of on-line tools and how these tools combine with student's individual traits to influence their online learning experience.

One line of research suggests that student reactions to online learning are influenced by a variety of audience characteristics such as attitudes toward technology maturity, and other demographic characteristics. For instance, it has been suggested that students with a more thorough understanding of online computer communication have more positive attitudes toward the distance-learning course (Irani, 1998). Wegner finds that students who perceive that the online course is information-rich and adequate to the instructional task at hand make greater use of the learning environment (Wegner, 1999). In Wegner’s study, 80% of the survey items relating to instructional delivery and learning opportunities receive higher ratings by 70 students taking an online course than students taking the same class in a traditional classroom setting. 

Lack of contact with the instructor is the chief concern mentioned by 50% of the online course students. Edelson finds that the most difficult hurdles to overcome in an online course involve the anxiety caused by “the disunities of time, space and action, and the numerical superiority of student comments to those of the instructor” (Edelson, 1998) Students who are cognitively mature and relatively confident in their ability to express themselves have the least anxiety concerning the online course (Larison, 1997). The study-participant graduate students perceive that online interaction and student performance in a computer-conferencing course are superior to the traditional classroom in a study by Larison (1997). Student success in an internet-based course requires careful attention to the student audience as well as careful selection of instructional design (Winiecki, D. J. and Chyung, 1998).

As for gender differences, studies in traditional learning education (Spender, 1982), and (Stalker, 1996) have suggested that inequity between male and female students has often been caused by gender differences in communication patterns. Holland (2001), Michel (Accessed September2002), Herring (1994), and Tannen (1994) found the same type of gender inequities for online communication patterns. Hermanussen and Overdijk [29] suggested that, similar to traditional education, the more dominant the study climate is, the more stereotyped an online education environment is. Researchers have examined the experience of females in technology-based classrooms revealing a consistent pattern, established in the early years in school, in which girls are “put-off” technology both as process and as career choice. Elements of exclusion include attitude, anxiety, and motivation, access, socialization and culture, learning context, learning design, nature of content, and learning and cognitive style differences (Campbell, 2000).

Some researchers have been investigating the barriers that may impede women from having access to computers and the Internet; these are:
1. Learning context: computers often support math or science/technology courses, militating against females, who tend not to enroll in these courses in high school or university (Elkjaer, 1992.
2. Teacher behavior: teacher attitudes reflect attitudes in general towards the sexes in classrooms. There are fewer female models in “hard fields,” teachers have higher expectations for performance from boys and boys are given more attention and receive better explanations. Male students claim the newest computers and peripherals, resist turn-taking, generate more noise, and demand more teacher attention, argue more, and are encouraged to compete. In mixed groups males take over input devices,
and ridicule female performance (Culley, 1993; Elkjaer, 1992; Inkpen, Upitis, Klawe, Lawry, Anderson, Ndubda, Sedighan, Leroux, & Hsu, 1994; Taylor 1997).
3. Prior experience: research in traditional and computer-mediated communication (CMC) environments reveals that males assume a much inferior level of understanding from their female peers (Kalbfleisch, 1996), which may lead to the personalization of a stressful and unsuccessful experience 

Computer anxiety may be a social construct, learned through experience at home and in school, and reinforced by male dominance of video arcades and technical professions. Adult women may enter technology based learning activities with low self-esteem. This tendency could be compounded by the inevitable problems with networks and equipment.

Males tend to participate in more informal computing experiences than females and feel more comfortable with technology (Spenneman, 1996). Access relates directly to experience through attitude and achievement (Krendl & Broihier, 1992; Liao, 1999; Ogletree & Williams, 1990; Pryor 1995; Taylor & Mounfield, 1994).
4. Access: the issue of access to computers and, by extension, information, is of concern across the world as numerous studies have shown that computer ownership and computer use is predominantly male, likewise the pattern of online use and access (Balka & Doucette, 1994). 
Unequal access begins in the home and at school, ranging from a 2:1 ratio to a 3:1 ratio, or worse, in favor of male ownership of computers (Culley, 1993; Gilbert & Kile, 1996; Rogers 1995; Spenneman, 1996).

Spenneman (1996), among others, (Shade, 1993; Spertus, 1991) speculates that the level of computer ownership and use reflects the socioeconomic differential between men and women over the industrialized world. Shade (1997) continues to identify inequitable access as a major barrier for women’s participation on the Internet.
5. Learning designs: the language of computing and programs contain cultural and emotional associations hostile to women (Provenzo, 1992). Many computer or Internet classes are designed and conducted by male computer experts, who often have a very technical perspective on this issue.  Only few girls choose a computer science education or a career in the prospective computing sector.

As for the relationship between gender differences and learning styles, some interesting gender differences in learning can be found. Siebert/Gerl (1975) found in an investigation about participants in adult education classes, that women prefer to continue learning in organized classes, whereas men would rather go without if they can continue with self-organized learning. This could be important when we will look at the interest in participating in virtual seminars.

Online female students also exhibited characteristics of FTF learning styles because they exhibited signs of preferring to learn in a connected manner following Belenky's et al. (1986)
and MacKeracher (1994) models. These models suggest that female students place emphasis on relationships, are empathetic in nature, and prefer to learn in an environment where cooperation is stressed rather than competition.

Belenky et al. made an investigation with 135 American women of all social classes and diverse educational background about their ways of thinking. They found 5 different types that partly differed from the ones Perry (1970) found in men. Besides these different ways of thinking they also found interesting points about important learning experiences of these women. They found, that for most women, the encouraging self-affirmation is much more important at the beginning of a learning process than at the end. Most of the interviewed women seemed to be attracted by the kind of knowledge that comes from own experiences, and most often they called experiences made outside of schooling institutions, to be their most important learning experiences. It might be interesting to put this in relation with many women’s preference to learn in groups rather than alone. This should be kept in mind when designing internet-based learning environments. The majority of the interviewed women wish for a clearly structured learning environment.

A dialogue way of learning was preferred. Women seem to learn in a person-to-person fashion.  The contact with teachers and fellow students seems to be very important to them. They refer to each other and have a connected learning: women build on knowledge from experience and integrate and develop statements of others in the group, whereas men would rather try to confront one statement against other. Schiersmann (1987) stresses that women prefer learning that serves a purpose.

An important hint on women’s ways of learning - especially when thinking about Internet-based learning - is their participation in distance education. Bandlow et al (1994) found that in 1992 only 31,2% of the students at the German distance university Hagen were women (at regular universities their percentage was 42,3% in the same year). The dropout rate of these women was 80% after the third year. Reasons for this dropout rate are not yet examined. 
This high dropout rate should be kept in mind when designing Internet-based learning environments.
Methodology:

Purposes of the study

The research is intended to identify and explore the relationships between the independent variables of learning style and demographics (gender variation), and dependent of learning material delivered online. Therefore, the objectives of the study can tacitly be formed as follows:
1. identifying whether performance on achievement tests (indicative of mastery and application of the material learned in an online environment) is affected by gender;

2. identifying whether performance on achievement tests in a TEFL methodology course delivered online is affected by learning styles of the students; 
3. recognizing the effects of interactions between gender and learning styles in internet-based instruction in a TEFL methodology course; and
4. tapping into the students' reactions to online education in TEFL as determined by (degree of satisfaction/liking of classes, degree of mastery of content, degree of applicability of content, and preferences for learning tools applied) to the various online sessions they have taken in the TEFL methodology course.
Questions of the Study:

The questions that this study seeks to answer are:

1. Do the scores on the achievement test in TEFL methodology delivered in an online environment vary according to the gender of the students who studied the course online?

2. Do the scores on the achievement test in TEFL methodology delivered in an online environment vary according to the learning styles of the students who studied the course online?
3. How do students react to online education?
4. Are there interaction effects between the gender and the learning styles of the students who studied TEFL methodology in an online environment?

The Sample 
1. The students at the college of education who are English major do not use the internet in learning, but for purposes of the current study, they were delivered the TEFL method course online. 
2. The age of the second year students is (20-21) years old. 
3. 87% are female students whereas 13% are male students.

The Research Method and Tools

The study is a qualitative/quantative investigation into the relationship between learning styles and demographics (gender only investigated) as the independent variables and efficient online education (indicated by achievement tests). Two standardized questionnaires were utilized to establish the independent variables – Paragon Educational Consulting Student Learning Style Inventory (2002) and another questionnaire – the Demographic Background and Computer/Internet Use Survey which had been created to tap into the subjects' demographic characteristics and computer and Internet background and skills based on the literature and on consultation sessions with the graduate TEFL methodology course students addresses the subjects' demographics including age, gender, academic background, etc.; and their reactions (degree of satisfaction/liking of sessions, degree of mastery of content, degree of applicability of content, and preferences for learning tools applied) to the various online sessions they have taken. These questionnaires were sent to all (210 subjects constituting the study's population) in the TEFL Teaching Methods course who have taken at least one online class; individual students are not identifiable and individual responses are not presented; aggregate information was used to draw conclusions and recommendations, and it was all done via email.
Statistic treatment:

Means, ANOVA (2 x 8 design) and a follow-up study using the Tukey (Φ)  multiple comparison test.
Findings: 


To verify the hypotheses of the current study, the researcher made use of one way analysis of variance, the results of which are summarized in the following table:

Table (4) shows the results of the one-way analysis of co-variance for the experimental groups:
	Source of variation
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Squares
	F

	Gender
	125.30
	1
	125.30
	*16.57

	Learning styles
	570.12
	7
	81.45
	*10.77

	Gender x learning styles
	90.36
	7
	12.91
	1.71

	Residual within groups
	1466.56
	194
	7.56
	___


*significant at 0.05

1- The previous table shows that there are statistically significant differences between the subjects of the study, of both genders. The mean scores of males on the achievement test (maximum score 50; minimum 25, the number of items on the achievement test being 25 short answers questions) was 46.12 which is greater than the mean scores of female students that was calculated at 44.15. In this way, hypothesis one is rejected, as there are statistically significant differences between males and females on the TEFL methods course achievement test.

2- The scores of the subjects on the TEFL methods course varied according to the different learning styles of the subjects of the study. 
3- Respondents were asked to indicate their gender, academic background and student status. As well, students have been asked about their previous Internet and computer backgrounds. Sixty four percent of the sample was between 21 and 25 years of age, 88% were between the ages of 26 and 30; one student was above 35 years of age. Arabic is the mother tongue of subjects in the sample. 74.6% percent of the sample are married, 18.4% are either divorced or separated. 7% of the sample members are single. 89.3% of the sample members come from rich background estimated on the average monthly earnings. 91.2 % of the sample members received private education in the high school stage. 100 % of the sample subjects have PCs, and 87.9 % have access to the Internet, often logging in online on a daily basis, while 11.7% of them log online irregularly. 
4- In terms of their personality type as determined on the Paragon Educational Consulting Student Learning Style Inventory (2002), the sample is 40 extroversion and 60 introversion. 35 % of the subjects are intuitors while 65 are sensors. 65 % of the females versus 45% of the male subjects are feelers while 55% of the males versus 35% females are thinkers, and there are 5 times as many judgers as perceivers. The dominant type of personality in the sample is ES's Action-oriented realists (45%). In terms of learning style, over half of the respondents (51.0% (25 students)) were convergers (preferring to combine active experimentation and abstract conceptualization), one quarter (26.5% (13 students) were assimilators (preferring to combine abstract conceptualization and reflective observation), and smaller numbers of students were accommodators (14.3% (7 students) and divergers (8.2% (4 students). 
5- Students who preferred learning through concrete experience had negative reactions to the threaded discussions and liked the more active assignments and exercises. Students who preferred abstract conceptualization did not like the active assignments and exercises. The students who preferred learning through active experimentation did like the threaded discussion but did not like the chat rooms. Again, the caution should be raised that the numbers in each of these cells is extremely small. The TEFL methodology course was designed to use groups and team extensively; students completed case studies in groups, dialogued with the instructor in groups, and competed with other teams in groups. While group work had been assigned in other classes, none had used groups this extensively and the students did not like the practice. Hence, the lower numbers overall in the class and it is not discussed. Extroverts were less satisfied with the quantitative courses than the qualitative courses. Similarly, the students who make decisions based on emotions (the feelers) reported less satisfaction with quantitative courses. There are small dips with regard to belief in mastery but the dips are very small. Sensors (persons who like facts and details) did not believe they had mastered the material as well as they wished they had (60%) in TEFL methodology course. In addition, 40% of the sensors report they did not apply the TEFL methodology ideas in their teaching classes as much as they had expected to or used to when they had the same course in the traditional lecturing method when they were seniors in the undergraduate stage. The course in TEFL methodology was the first course to be offered in the MA in TEFL education programme online. It has an overall satisfaction rating of 81%. However, the intuitor (the person who prefers the gestalt) is least satisfied with the course (58%), is less sure of his/her mastery (63%) and has the lowest application of material (89%). The sensor's need for detail is 20% satisfied, and 40% mastery. And the feeling person is only 25% satisfied with the online TEFL methods course. To investigate the directionality of the differences, a Tukey follow-up statistical study was done; the results are summed up in the following matrix:

Table (2) shows the results of Tukey (Φ)   multiple comparison test of the adjusted means of the learning styles and gender differences:

	Group
	F ratio and significance levels

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8

	Introverts (m = 31.3)
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Intuitors (m = 39.2)
	0.005
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Thinkers (m = 30.8)
	0.26
	0.22
	-
	
	
	
	
	

	Perceivers (m =36.6)
	0.12
	0.20
	0.16
	-
	
	
	
	

	Extroverts (m = 18.7)
	0.42
	0.16
	0.09
	0.06
	-
	
	
	

	Sensors ( m = 10.8)
	0.37
	0.24
	0.18
	0.07
	0.03
	-
	
	

	Feelers (m = 10.2)
	0.03
	0.14
	0.01
	0.21
	0.10
	0.15
	-
	

	Judgers (m = 13.4)
	0.17
	0.55
	0.28
	0.17
	0.11
	0.86
	0.52
	-


*Significance level: 0.05


All students were also asked to identify three characteristics and qualities of on-line classes that attracted them and three characteristics that served as detractors from the experience. They identified 5 major factors that detracted from a positive experience. 59.3% of the students noted that the decreased social interaction was a detractor; 52% stated the detractor as inability to talk over issues with classmates; 40.7% identified that the amount of work was higher than expected and was a detractor from the overall experience. 11% remarked about the forced independence and 28.8% found the additional technology experience to be a detractor. The factors that encouraged enrollment in the on-line classes included its convenience (59%); its flexibility (46%), the decrease in travel time (40.7%), the independence (25%), more time for the family (18.6%), and the ability to speed up graduation (6.8%). 

Also, students indicated the use of the online course had helped them gain new skills as compared to the traditional classroom setting. Similarly, most students responded positively concerning whether they would take another online computer-assisted course.

Students responded positively to the question concerning the use of the internet as an effective learning tool. Students had a relatively less favorable response when comparing their ability to learn the material in the online computer course to their ability to learn the material in the traditional classroom setting.
Summary and Conclusions:

This study was designed to explore the relationships between learning style preference, demographics, and satisfaction with, mastery of, and application of on-line learning in TEFL methodology classes. While there are few statistically significant findings (especially with the small sample sizes in certain cells), some observations seem relevant. Persons with the learning style of concrete experimentation do not seem to like the passive threaded discussions although the active experimenters do. Concrete experimenters like assignments and exercises, but abstract conceptualizers do not. Nobody liked chat rooms, but the active experimenters hated them. 

Some of the findings fit very comfortably with our intuition extroverts like to interact, naturally they would not like to simply read; feelers make their decisions with emotions, not with numbers, naturally they would not be overjoyed with quantitative courses. Chat rooms are more often disliked because they are not well managed and it takes a while to gain comfort with them. What is impossible to tell is if these findings are any different than they would be in a traditional style classroom.

The study yields results consistent with previous research related to learning outcomes cited above, in particular, that of Sandercock and others ) Sandercock, G. and Shaw,1999). Specifically, students indicated the use of the online course had helped them gain new skills as compared to the traditional classroom setting (mean of 3.87). Similarly, most students responded positively concerning whether they would take another online computer-assisted course. This is consistent with several studies (see the work of Soo, as well as the group studies involving Stringer, Sandercock, Wegner and others) which indicate that students have more positive attitudes about their learning in an online course (Sandercock and Shaw, 1999; Stringer, S. B. and Thomson, 1998; Berge, 1999)

Since the population of the study consists of graduate students familiar with computer technology, these results also are consistent with previous research in which students with a greater understanding of online communication and more cognitively mature graduate students were more comfortable with and performed better in distance learning courses (Irani, 1997; Larison, 1997).

There are obviously a multitude of factors that influence reactions to on-line learning and teaching. It is not possible to estimate the weighting of these factors that goes on in a student's mind as he/she evaluates an on-line course. For example, when is the convenience and pleasure of being with family worth the sacrifice of the socialization with peers? To what degree is the flexibility enough to outweigh the nuisance of being so independent? Intuitively, it seems also to be true that the faculty is improving their skills in designing, presenting, and managing on-line classes and students are beginning to expect different components and interaction with faculty and fellow students. In short, we are making adjustments. Nevertheless, more research, especially in terms of learning style and personality as they impact the on-line learning experience can point us in effective directions for course design and management.  
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APPENDIX A. COMPUTER LITERACY QUESTIONNAIRE 


  



Name: ___________________________________________________ 

Course: __________________________________________________ 

Date: ____________________ 

Year in College: ____________ 

Social Status: 

[image: image1.png]


 Single                         [image: image2.png]


 Married                 [image: image3.png]


 Divorced           [image: image4.png]


 Separated



1. Do you have access to a computer where you live? [image: image5.png]


 Yes [image: image6.png]


 No 

2. What type of computer do you use? 

[image: image7.png]


Power PC (Mac) 

[image: image8.png]


Apple Macintosh 

[image: image9.png]


IBM/PC with Windows 98 - XP 

[image: image10.png]


IBM/PC with Windows 3.1 

[image: image11.png]


Other
3. Does your computer have a modem or network connection? [image: image12.png]


 Yes [image: image13.png]


 No 

4. How long have you been using computers? 

[image: image14.png]


Less than 6 months
[image: image15.png]


1 year
[image: image16.png]


2 years 

[image: image17.png]


3 years 

[image: image18.png]


4 years 

[image: image19.png]


5 or more years
5. Age _____ 

6. Gender [image: image20.png]


 Male [image: image21.png]


 Female 

7. During a typical week, how much computer activity do you engage in? 

[image: image22.png]


None 

[image: image23.png]


1 - 2 hours 
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3 - 4 hours 
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5 - 6 hours 
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6 - 8 hours 

[image: image27.png]


More than 8 hours
8. Rate your attitude toward the computer on the following scale: 

[image: image28.png]


Hate them (nasty things. I try to stay away from them) 
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Dislike them 
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No strong feelings 
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Like them 
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Love them (great tools and toys. I use them whenever I can).
9. What are your reasons for using the computer? Check all boxes that apply and indicate the software you use for these purposes. 
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Word Processing_______________________________________________________ 
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Games___________________________________________________________
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E-Mail (Provider)______________________________________________________ 
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World Wide Web (Browser)______________________________________________ 
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Spreadsheet_________________________________________________________
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Database___________________________________________________________
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Graphics___________________________________________________________
[image: image40.png]


MultiMedia_________________________________________________________
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Other (Please specify)___________________________________________________
10. How often do you use each of the following? Circle appropriate answer. 

Communication - E-Mail 

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently
Accessing the World Wide Web 

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently
Word Processing 

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently
Spreadsheet/Database 

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently
Graphics/Multi-media 

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently
Research and Information 

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently
11. Optional Comments: 

