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Perceptions and Experiences 
of E-Learning among On-

Campus Students

ABSTRACT

This chapter explores the experiences of on-campus graduate students in Library and Information Studies 

(LIS) who take online classes using the relevant literature and analyzing data from an exploratory study 

to begin to answer the overarching research question: What are the factors inluencing the perceptions 

and afective experiences of on-campus graduate students who take courses taught via Web-based in-

struction? Speciic subareas of the existing research literature addressing student perceptions of online 

learning and hybrid and blended learning provide direction and frame the discussion. Empirical evidence 

is provided via qualitative data from a study comprising face-to-face, semi-structured interviews with 20 

on-campus students at the Florida State University School of Library and Information Studies (SLIS), 

all of whom must take online courses to complete the Master’s degree at SLIS.

INTRODUCTION

The perceptions and experiences of on-campus LIS 

students who are required to take online classes are 

essential to extending research in online learning 

in LIS. Up to this point, most work has examined 

online distance learners in online LIS courses or 

programs, or on-campus learners in face-to-face 

classes, and has frequently compared the two. 

Less studied is the experience of on-campus stu-

dents taking online classes. Being aware of the 

factors at play for these students is increasingly 

important as more LIS programs introduce online 

instruction locally or through consortia such as 
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WISE (Web-based Information Science Educa-

tion). More students who anticipate a completely 

face-to-face curriculum in graduate school will be 

required to take some classes online. Some will 

do so because of institutional policy, others by 

delivery situations (such as those at the SLIS) in 

which it is not possible to complete the degree by 

taking only on-campus classes. Similarly, many 

students nationwide are required to use e-learning 

technologies in their on-campus classes. Adding 

the approach of this chapter to research methods 

in LIS online learning will help us improve LIS 

education by understanding the issues involved 

when we require on-campus students to take online 

classes, and be better attuned to the experiences of 

these students in order to improve their satisfaction.

We present the major factors identified in 

this data analysis, putting them in the context of 

the literature and theory about e-learning in LIS 

(including hybrid, blended, and mobile forms) 

and the affective experiences of students in face-

to-face and technology-mediated settings. This 

examination draws on two specific sub-areas 

of interest: students’ experiences with teaching 

and learning that involve combinations of online 

and face-to-face components (such as hybrid 

and blended learning), and students’ perceptions 

of e-learning technologies even (or especially) 

when they are used in non-remote settings. The 

chapter concludes with implications for research 

and practice in librarianship.

BACKGROUND

Convergence: Blended, 
Hybrid, E-Learning

In the 1990’s, discussions of blended and hy-

brid learning in LIS were often centered on the 

importance of, and goals of, including a face-to-

face component in an otherwise all-online degree 

program (e.g., the online programs at Illinois and 

Syracuse in the mid-‘90s; see Barron, 2003). 

Following that, a broadened focus emerged that 

included how online interactive technologies 

course be used in, and support, classes that would 

otherwise be fully face-to-face.

Theoretical discussions and empirical work on 

blended and hybrid learning tended to consider 

two areas: first, the possible differences in learn-

ing outcomes when one mode was added to the 

other (Lim, Morris, & Kupritz, 2007; Reasons, 

Valadares, & Slavkin, 2005), and next the intrinsic 

deficits and benefits brought to the educational 

process by doing so (Lopez-Perez, Perez-Lopez, 

& Rodriguez-Ariza, 2011; Wu, Tennyson, & Hsia, 

2010). Examples of deficits and benefits inherent 

in combining face-to-face with online delivery 

modes include: increased interaction among 

students and between students and instructors; 

increased motivation to read materials and com-

plete tasks on time; and increased flexibility and 

independence for students and instructors in terms 

of time and tasks (Lopez-Perez, Perez-Lopez, & 

Rodriguez-Ariza, 2011, p. 819). Findings from a 

recent study of 985 students engaged in blended 

learning indicate that “the implementation of 

blended learning has a positive effect on reduc-

ing dropout rates and in raising exam pass rates” 

(Lopez-Perez, Perez-Lopez, & Rodriguez-Ariza, 

2011, p. 824).

In general, though, research on online and 

blended learning has been primarily directly at 

the level of the individual course rather than on 

hybrid approaches at the program level. Little 

research or discussion has focused on students 

in on-campus programs, yet enrolled in fully-

online courses (i.e., a blended degree program, 

but not a blended course), considering instead 

blended courses (Babb, Stewart, & Johnson, 

2010, p. 736). Lopez-Perez, Perez-Lopez, and 

Rodriguez-Ariza (2011, p. 824) found in their 

study of blended learning at the University of 

Granada that “e-learning activities complement, 

rather than replace, traditional forms of learning”. 

According to Babb, Stewart, and Johnson (2010, 

p. 736), hybrid and blended delivery options 
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should be used to support a learning community, 

interaction, dialogue, and mentoring, but must not 

overshadow traditional learning due to perceived 

advantages of efficiency or reduced costs of an 

online delivery. Findings from their study of 75 

undergraduate students who took hybrid courses 

demonstrate that it is important for students to be 

able to interact with each other and for them to 

receive helpful and timely communication and 

feedback from their instructors, but the authors 

emphasize that their findings are limited to hybrid 

courses and do not extend to fully-online courses 

offered in an otherwise face-to-face program 

(Babb, Stewart, & Johnson, 2010, p. 744). Wu, 

Tennyson, and Hsia (2010, p. 163), in a study of 

blended learning in Taiwan, conclude that commu-

nication and collaborative learning among students 

are important components of blended learning 

that need to be fostered—a conclusion echoed in 

Yukawa’s (2010) communities-of-practice model 

for blended learning.

Wu, Tennyson, and Hsia (2010, p. 163) con-

clude that students’ satisfaction with blended 

learning will increase as they become more 

experienced and confident with the technologies 

used in online learning, and that the technologies 

themselves need to be appropriate and flexible. 

Babb, Stewart, and Johnson (2010, p. 742) extend 

this argument, pointing out that the technology has 

to be deployed by the instructor in ways that foster 

navigation, communication, and flexible use. They 

also find that active learning in an online learning 

system, rather than passive learning, “enhanced 

students’ satisfaction with their performance” 

(Babb, Stewart, & Johnson, 2010, p.742).

Studies of blended or hybrid courses do not 

generally distinguish among types and complexity 

of technology used, so this body of knowledge 

includes diverse findings: from settings as simple 

as a face-to-face class with an online discussion 

board to a fully virtual classroom intermixed with 

face-to-face meetings (Parker & Martin, 2010, 

n.p.). Also, the primary location of the learner 

(off-campus or on-campus) is not always addressed 

directly, although the location of learning activi-

ties and internet connectivity is important to their 

experiences (Livingstone & Helsper, 2007). In 

reading the literature on blended or hybrid learn-

ing, it is clear in many cases that each researcher 

has come to conclusions about the viability of 

blended learning based on the specific instances 

with which they are familiar. This is typical of 

e-learning literature in general, in which conclu-

sions about the full range of e-learning tools and 

practices are often based on empirical data from 

(and/or personal experience with) a very specific 

set of tools implemented in a specific way for a 

specific educational context having narrow peda-

gogical standards, philosophies, and practices.

Examining the research about blended and 

hybrid learning also demonstrates a gradual shift 

in the mid-2000s (discussed in more detail in the 

following section) from a focus on outcomes to a 

focus on student perceptions. Before and after this 

subtle shift, though, the literature demonstrates 

continued attention to both aspects; the shift is in 

what receives primary attention, not the totality of 

research. Finally, no discussion of blended, hybrid, 

and e-learning is complete without mentioning 

that education is converging in such a way that 

all learning is becoming hybrid. Rare now is the 

course that does not draw on some technology to 

deliver content, interaction, or assessment (Allen, 

2011; Bouhnik & Marcus, 2006).

Student Perceptions and 
Technology Use

Early studies of online learning considered learn-

ing outcomes, content delivery, and adapting 

pedagogical methods for an asynchronous learn-

ing environment (Harasim, 1989; Harasim, Hiltz, 

Teles, & Turoff, 1995; Hiltz & Wellman, 1997). 

Questions and concerns about those important 

issues have diminished during the last decade due 

to: increased bandwidth and changes in technol-

ogy that allow more synchronous and multi-media 

online learning than in the past; the preponder-
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ance of early research findings demonstrating the 

successes and benefits of online learning; and by 

the increasing familiarity of faculty, students, and 

employers with the process of online learning. 

More recent research has thus focused on subtler 

issues, such as providing supportive environ-

ments for faculty online (Marek, 2009), critically 

examining the influences of course management 

systems on teaching and learning (Coopman, 

2009; Lane, 2009; Lonn & Teasley, 2009), and 

student perceptions of various online, hybrid, and 

blended learning experiences (Aharony, 2011).

One aspect of student perceptions of e-learning 

has to do with learners’ willingness to use technol-

ogy. This chapter concentrates on adult learners 

and their use of learning technologies (e.g., as in 

Selwyn, Gorard, & Furlong, 2006). Adult learn-

ers’ perceptions of how relevant technology is to 

their daily lives—in this case, to their daily work 

lives as developing LIS professionals—can shape 

how willing they are to engage with technology 

in learning (see., e.g., Eynon & Helsper, 2011). 

This willingness is also further influenced by prior 

experiences with learning and technology. Kim, 

Kwon and Cho (2011, p. 1513) also support the 

point that students’ prior experiences shape their 

expectations and subsequent satisfaction, and that 

students with less realistic expectations of online 

learning (and perhaps graduate school) are more 

likely to get discouraged than are students with 

greater experience (see also, Astani, Ready, & 

Duplaga, 2010).

The ability and willingness of librarians to 

engage with emerging technologies in the library 

and use them to their full extent to serve patrons 

is shaped in part by their educational experiences 

with technologies; techniques to improve those 

experiences can directly affect library practice 

(Kules & McDaniel, 2010; Luo, 2010; Parker & 

Martin, 2010). The specific tools used are less 

important than how they are implemented, and how 

their use is modeled and adapted by instructors 

and students (Burnett, Bonnici, Miksa, & Kim, 

2007; Kim, Kwon, & Cho, 2011; Lonn, Teasley, 

& Krumm, 2011; Schilling, 2009).

Students’ perceptions of e-learning go beyond 

their willingness to accept and use technology. 

As Kim, Kwon and Cho (2011, p. 1513) argue, 

“cognitive learning does not occur separately 

from affective learning,” and a “social dimension 

in class ... provides an impetus to form a sound 

learning community where students develop 

social bonds which support their academic suc-

cess” (see also, Delfino & Manca, 2007). Their 

findings are cautionary, though, and emphasize 

that “social activities should be integrated into 

the course context rather than pursued purely for 

socializing” (Kim, Kwon, & Cho, 2011, p. 1518). 

In LIS courses, however, students are not there 

just to learn course content. Building professional 

networks is an important component of earning 

a professional degree, so socializing serves a 

purpose not directly related to learning outcomes 

(Kazmer, 2006).

Another way of examining student percep-

tions and technology use is to separate people, 

technology, and educational practices into types or 

groups, which helps focus the inquiry and highlight 

important distinctions among the findings. (For 

example, this technique was used in the preced-

ing paragraphs to distinguish adult learners from 

other online learners, as well as LIS students from 

other online students). Another instance of making 

divisions is found in the work of Lonn, Teasley, 

and Krumm (2011) in which they distinguish the 

‘residential’ from the ‘commuter’ campus. This 

division is relevant to blended learning because 

brings to the fore distinctions among students’ 

various expectations for what they will encounter 

in their learning environments based on their loca-

tion and times of attendance. An alternative and 

common approach is that taken by Kim, Kwon, 

and Cho (2011), who distinguish between online 

and face-to-face learners. This method does not 

adequately handle the distinction between on-

campus students who may take one course online 

in a semester and distance students whose entire 
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program is online. In fact, the majority of such 

research did not occur in LIS settings although 

there is extensive literature on e-learning in LIS 

education, some of which is related to this explora-

tion and cited here. Most of the work referenced 

here on student perceptions took place in settings 

that, in significant ways, do not mirror LIS educa-

tion and needs a brief explanation.

LIS education in the U.S. generally involves a 

master’s degree, which is a professional (distinct 

from a purely academic) degree and a terminal 

degree (i.e., it usually does not lead to a doctorate). 

Students come to LIS master’s programs from a 

wide variety of educational and work backgrounds, 

and represent a broad spectrum of ages within the 

category of adult learners. The content of LIS 

courses encompasses an extensive and heteroge-

neous range of technical topics involving topics 

in the sciences, social sciences, and humanities, 

and also presents scholarly approaches to the 

material. LIS programs have been serving off-

campus and other ‘non-traditional’ students since 

the 1880s, and were among the earliest adopters 

of high-tech, remote delivery options before the 

Internet. All these factors coalesce to make LIS 

education an unusual topic of study, and means 

that research findings from other settings are not 

automatically applicable. The materials selected 

here for inclusion were judged to shed light on key 

aspects of LIS education and suggest a valuable 

line of inquiry that is explained in the next section.

ON-CAMPUS LEARNERS...ONLINE

Identification of Problem 
and Research Question

Online, hybrid, blended, and mobile learning 

(taken together, ‘e-learning’) are not only becom-

ing increasingly common but also increasingly 

interwoven with face-to-face classroom experi-

ences in the current educational, technological, 

and economic environment. As noted in the intro-

duction, even at campus-based institutions, many 

students who anticipate a completely face-to-face 

curriculum are required (or choose) to engage in 

some form of e-learning. Many benefits accrue 

to students from adding learning technologies to 

their array of educational experiences, range from 

acquiring technical and communication skills to 

encountering a wider variety of opinions and ex-

periences from their classmates (Kazmer, 2005b). 

Some students and faculty resist technology, but it 

has been difficult to explore in-depth the specific 

affective factors shaping that resistance, and to 

keep such investigations current in a rapidly-

changing technical environment (although, see 

Conole, de Laat, Dillon, & Darby, 2008; Holley 

& Oliver, 2010).

It is important to understand the experiences 

of on-campus students in online classes, and 

particularly those who do not prefer the online 

format, precisely because their experiences differ 

from other students. When expectations differ, 

needs, perceptions, and affective reactions also 

do so. Thus far, existing research has not provided 

solid reasons for these differences. Therefore, the 

overarching question guiding this study was: What 

factors influence the perceptions and affective 

experiences of on-campus graduate students who 

take courses taught via web-based instruction?

Methods

As part of a larger process of developing greater 

theoretical and practical understanding of the ex-

periences of on-campus students in the e-learning 

environment, and to focus that understanding 

specifically on library and information science, 

we completed an exploratory study. We conducted 

in-depth, face-to-face, semi-structured interviews 

with 20 on-campus students at Florida State 

University (FSU)’s School of Library and Infor-

mation Studies. This population was appropriate 

for the exploratory study because all students at 

SLIS must take some online courses to complete 

their degree.
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Recruiting participants for this study was 

specifically designed to get a purposive sample of 

students who self-identified as being on-campus, 

and who preferred face-to-face interaction to other 

modes. This aspect of recruiting was largely done 

by using posters within the SLIS building to alert 

students of the study (since posters would be seen 

primarily by students who were on campus), 

and by completing all interviews face-to-face 

(deliberately done to try to exclude students who 

would be happier doing an interview by telephone 

or online. This also excludes students who were 

not located in or near Tallahassee, where the 

SLIS campus is located). The population is not 

statistically representative, nor was it meant to be 

for this qualitative study.

As a result of the way recruiting was done for 

this study, respondents were fairly homogenous 

in the sense that the majority of them held assis-

tantships at the University, most of which were 

within SLIS. The assistantships allowed them 

to attend classes full-time and work part-time, 

generally within a field related to what they were 

studying. This participating sample differs from 

the SLIS master’s student population (approxi-

mately 500 students) in two important ways: most 

students are off-campus online students who work 

full-time and take classes part-time; and many 

students categorized as ‘on campus’ actually live 

far enough away from FSU that they take mainly 

online classes. Many of those who agreed to be 

interviewed had moved to the vicinity with the 

express purpose of attending SLIS, and were 

surprised – some unpleasantly so – to find that 

much of the program was online.

Farley, Jain, and Thomson (2011) undertook 

a research design similar to the one used here, in 

which the sample was restricted to students who 

self-identified as preferring face-to-face classroom 

learning (in their case by attending lectures rather 

than watching them online), and they found (not 

surprisingly) that those students expressed a prefer-

ence against online learning. This approach is also 

supported by Parker and Martin (2010) in their 

work with students in fully online and blended 

courses, which indicates that “students may have 

signed up for a [predominately] face to face course 

due to their comfort in more traditional learning 

environments and their lack of confidence in an 

online setting” (n.p.).

The interview questionnaire asked students 

about their current and prior educational experi-

ences, focusing on interactions with students and 

faculty; emotional experiences in online and on-

campus class settings; and experiences with con-

tent delivery and group work in both settings. The 

interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. 

Techniques from grounded theory were used to 

allow factors that were most important to the in-

terviewees to emerge clearly in the analysis. More 

details about the qualitative research approach 

of this research team can be found in papers by 

Kazmer (2007, 2010) and in books by Charmaz 

(2006) and Strauss and Corbin (1998). NVIVO8 

qualitative analysis software was used to support 

data analysis. The data were first approached using 

open coding to capture emerging themes which 

made use of concepts from existing research litera-

ture about online learning (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, 

p. 48-52). The constant comparative method was 

used to compare data with the codes, new codes 

with prior ones, and new codes with the overall 

content of the data. Axial coding (see Kazmer, 

2010, p. 763) was used to categorize codes and 

identify and characterize relationships between 

and among codes. Throughout the process, two 

researchers approached data analysis separately. 

The final analytic synthesis was performed by the 

project’s principal investigator (Kazmer).

FINDINGS: LIVING AND 
LEARNING ONLINE

This section discusses findings from the data 

analysis and is organized by theme into several 

areas. First are two major themes: connectedness, 

and institutions and occupations. After those 



51

Perceptions and Experiences of E-Learning among On-Campus Students

are presented, four sub-topics under the general 

theme of in-class experiences are given. These 

sub-topics are: interaction in class, multitasking in 

class, value, and instructional choices. Quotes are 

identified by participant number and gender, and 

were chosen specifically because they exemplified 

commonalities found in the data.

Connectedness

Participants in this study explicitly minimized 

the ability to make and foster social contacts 

online and indicated that, as a result of this mode 

of instruction, their learning suffered. (We note 

that education research has repeatedly shown 

that measurable learning outcomes in e-learning 

do not significantly differ from those in face-to-

face learning. Lack of a significant difference in 

quantifiable outcomes is an assumption of this 

research. In this chapter, we focus on students’ 

perceptions and self-reporting of their affective 

experiences with e-learning, even if they directly 

contradict the ‘no significant difference’ assump-

tion). Though students criticized the social uses 

of mediating technologies, many of these same 

participants indicated they regularly use Facebook 

and other social networking tools. Some students 

mentioned using it to enhance their connection 

with SLIS and other students. There was a range 

of success: some responded that Facebook had not 

improved their social lives, while others credited it 

with saving their social lives. A variety of informal 

and formal groups of graduate students have been 

created on Facebook to provide students with 

institutional and ‘backchannel’ support.

Involvement in the academic community 

at SLIS is also supported by the assistantships 

that most on-campus students in this study held. 

For the most part, though, the social networks 

they formed extended only to other face-to-face 

students. Despite the emphasis they placed on 

the importance of interaction as a part of their 

academic (and in non-academic) settings, very 

few respondents had attempted to make or sustain 

connections with other online students, presum-

ably due to the perceived lack of reality or depth 

in such interactions. (See discussion of Value, 

below). As P3 (male) says: “There’s no need to 

really connect emotionally to other people in an 

online classroom, because nobody really cares 

who you are. Because I know nobody’s gonna 

remember who I am from an online classroom, 

so there’s just no natural human sense to feel 

compelled to connect to other people. I mean, it’s 

not in my self-interest; it doesn’t have to be my 

self-interest to get to know people.”

Students put a premium on face-to face-inter-

action when talking to professors or socializing 

with other students and complained about what 

they saw as a lack of ‘real’ interaction between 

students, regardless of the amount of in-class in-

teraction with other students online. The concept 

of ‘real connections’ appeared repeatedly in the 

data; participants juxtaposed the concept with 

the apparently ‘less than real’ connections made 

in online classes. Several students, for instance, 

made references to “not really getting to know 

people” in their classes. Students cited lack of 

eye contact, inability to see facial expressions and 

body language, and being unable to hear tone of 

voice as barriers to “real” connections with other 

students in online courses. Interacting by audio 

in or out of class, when technology permitted, 

seemed to lessen some of these problems, but 

not resolve them.

The limited amount of visual or audio inter-

action these students experienced in their online 

classes meant that there were very few prompts, 

other than names, by which students felt they 

could identify and distinguish among their peers. 

This led to a corresponding lack of identification 

with them. These students felt little sense of com-

munity in the online setting, which runs counter 

to the experiences of internet users as a whole 

(Baym, 2010; Sessions, 2010). While online 

social networks have thrived, the social aspect 

of online learning for these students seems to be 

extremely limited, if present at all. The platforms 
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used to support e-learning and social networking, 

of course, have very different purposes: there are 

few ways for Blackboard [student] users to modify 

their online identities, for example, while social 

networking sites are expressly a customizable 

online presence. Still, neither synchronous online 

classroom nor asynchronous course discussion 

boards offered study participants a sense of be-

ing a member of a discrete group, compared to 

the face-to-face class educational experience. 

P14 (female) explains what it feels like to be in 

a face-to-face class: “I feel like I am part of sort 

of a group or community that, you know, even in 

law school, which, you know, you almost never 

have any kinds of group activities, there is this 

feeling that ... we’re all sort of in this together.” 

P10 (female) used a similar phrase to describe 

a face-to-face class: “I like [face-to-face class] 

because it feels like, unless it’s really boring and I 

can’t concentrate... well, we’re-all-in-this-together 

kind of thing. If the teacher’s good, they’re there 

to help us all learn, so it’s... a little bit like a com-

munity of practice meeting, you know.” She went 

on to add that when in an online class, she feels 

“distant” and at the end, “Click! and you’re gone, 

you know. There’s no interaction with other class 

members, you’re just kinda there alone.”

Many of these students said they did not feel 

as though they knew—or even had met—their 

classmates unless they had had some face-to-face 

interaction with them. It was assumed that people 

do not express themselves, or represent themselves, 

accurately when communicating online, and that 

the only way to get to know someone is to meet in 

person. P9 (male) explains: “When you have your 

first impression of, of people, you form your first 

impression pretty quickly. And kind of unfairly 

online, because you never really met them. So their 

online demeanor may not necessarily reflect who 

they are... It takes a lot longer to get that familiarity 

when you’re meeting somebody online, you take 

a lot of meetings to get that feeling.”

Non-academic or informal social interaction 

was also cited often as an advantage of face-to-

face learning. Informal conversation before and 

after class was an aspect of face-to-face learning 

that these students felt was not replicated in the 

online setting. They felt that there was no online 

equivalent of the camaraderie that was formed by 

the opportunity to interact with their fellow stu-

dents outside the classroom. The casual interaction 

that occurs after class was especially important to 

participants, who often described it as adding some 

finality or ‘closure’ to the class experience. The 

slow ‘winding down’ from the intellectual rigors 

of a face-to-face class was, for most students, a 

pleasurable experience and often added to their 

learning. As P9 (male) puts it: “That’s the best part 

about the face-to-face classes, that afterwards you 

can talk to your fellow students, either to complain 

[laughs] or just to talk about whatever. That you 

get to see those students, your, you know, your 

classmates. Get to talk to them. You know, online 

class you almost never do.”

Institutions and Occupations

Students in this study identified three institutional 

and occupational factors affecting their satisfaction 

with online classes at SLIS: factors influencing 

their choice of SLIS for their degree, previous 

experiences with other educational institutions, 

and their expectations for occupational networking 

and support in this professional degree program.

In explaining why they chose SLIS’s Tallahas-

see campus for their degree, students identified 

several factors. Location was cited as an important 

reason, and some students decided to attend SLIS 

instead of another school because they already 

lived in or were going to be moving to the Tal-

lahassee area. Others moved to Tallahassee and 

were disappointed to discover that many of the 

classes were online, and that they did not need 

to move because the degree truly can be earned 

entirely from a distance. Other reasons for choosing 

SLIS were program ranking, cost, and flexibility 

(course offerings, number of required credits, 

curriculum options).
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Students who moved to the area specifically to 

attend the MLIS program were particularly disap-

pointed by the lack of face-to-face contact with 

their professors and fellow students. This may be 

a critical point in establishing why the majority 

of these students preferred face-to-face classes to 

online ones. Of the three respondents (out of 20) 

who preferred online classes, two were already 

living in the area, and already had established 

social and family networks outside of FSU. The 

third moved to the area for her husband’s school-

ing as well, and appreciated the convenience of 

online classes for balancing her family and work 

obligations. Many of the students who had moved 

to the area solely for the LIS program did so 

without realizing how much of the program was 

online and, as a result, were disappointed that there 

was not a closer-knit, on-campus community that 

they could use to establish new face-to-face social 

connections and networks that would help them 

settle into their new lives as graduate students.

Participants’ expectations about on-campus 

community, camaraderie, and connectedness were 

in part due to their earlier educational experiences, 

in particular, their undergraduate programs. Many 

of these students came from small colleges and/

or closely- knit academic departments, where 

interpersonal relationships between students and 

faculty were a priority. Almost all the students 

said they had more social interaction with other 

students and professors in their undergraduate 

programs, and they expected that graduate school 

would be similar or perhaps even more social and 

friendlier, because their status would be closer 

to that of the faculty and the number of students 

would be smaller. The data reveal a split here 

between people who complained that the pro-

gram lacked social interaction, and those who 

were able to find other students and create what 

seemed to be relatively tight-knit social groups 

among themselves. As P2 (female) explains: “I 

personally do feel a connection. But I know I’ve 

worked really hard for that and tried very hard for 

that... I would love to just sort of be around and 

chat with people more, that’s what I miss. Is that 

feeling of sort of hanging out, which I had when 

I was an undergraduate.”

Students who lived close to campus seemed 

more satisfied with their social interactions. As 

well as with their general experience of the cam-

pus. Living on campus allowed students to feel 

more comfortable with the number and type of 

interactions they had with others, although in most 

cases those were not as fulfilling as they wanted. 

Students seemed to prioritize interaction with other 

students over interactions with friends and family 

at home. Some mentioned that being on campus, 

away from family, friends and ‘life’ in general, 

allowed them to focus on their academic studies 

in a way they would not be able to do at home.

Students complained about a lack of structured 

social activity among SLIS students. Some men-

tioned the weekly coffee hours offered through 

SLIS’s library but, overall, participants felt that 

SLIS as an organization did not make enough 

effort toward encouraging interaction. Some felt 

that face-to-face professional networking and so-

cial interaction were important to their academic 

and professional careers. As librarianship often 

requires soft skills, they felt this was an aspect that 

could be missed by going through the program 

entirely online. As P3 (male) explains: “A part of 

becoming a professional is becoming presentable 

to, to other people. To have these social skills that 

will make you successful, and I feel like given 

the…the, the uncertain future of library studies, 

I think it’s really important that we don’t allow 

people to intensify this negative stereotype of 

librarians as people that just shut themselves off 

in front of their computer terminal.”

IN-CLASS EXPERIENCES

Participants indicated that differences among fac-

ulty using the same instructional technology, and 

especially the instructor’s ability (or lack thereof) 

to “come across personally” online, affected their 



54

Perceptions and Experiences of E-Learning among On-Campus Students

perception of online classes. In LIS e-learning 

literature, the topic of differences between in-

dividual instructors has been like the proverbial 

‘elephant in the corner’ because researchers are 

understandably wary of describing colleagues 

as ineffective. Without, then, labeling users of 

e-learning technologies as ‘good’ or ‘poor’, the 

following discussion explores some personal 

factors associated with instruction that led to 

students’ perceptions.

Interaction in Class

Participants cited ‘problems’ with technology 

as a barrier to learning, and some suggested an 

orientation to acclimate them to the online class 

environment. Others cited the lack of guidelines 

concerning etiquette and expectations for par-

ticipation. The speed of synchronous sessions 

discouraged some students from participating in 

online discussions. Some were intimidated by 

the idea that class sessions were recorded, while 

others found recordings useful for reviewing class 

material. Students were divided on the usefulness 

of discussion boards and deadlines in increasing 

their accountability for active participation. Some 

felt that they needed externally imposed account-

ability to feel like they were in class and keep 

them on track. Those who were more comfortable 

with technology felt that such structure impeded 

their independence in the online environment and 

diminished the flexibility that provides much of 

the appeal of learning online.

When these data were collected, all partici-

pants had had experience taking classes in which 

interaction was primarily text-based. Some classes 

included an audio component used primarily by 

instructors; most students still chose to interact 

via text in the synchronous classes. Several factors 

were mentioned when describing shortcomings, 

particularly related to interactive chat, includ-

ing the slower pace of text chat as compared to 

natural conversation. Some respondents were 

uncomfortable because they were slow typists, 

and did not feel they could actively participate 

and express themselves as well as they could in a 

face-to-face class. Text chat discussion tended to 

be dominated by those who were quicker in typing 

out contributions, and it can be difficult to gain 

permission to enter the flow of the conversation 

via audio. One student (P18, female) discusses 

her experience in text chat online: “I’m not real 

quick typing on the computer, so...a lot of times 

I will type in a chat and by the time I get it typed, 

somebody else is already written it, so I said, ‘I’ll 

delete.’” She adds, “Online, I think, people, some 

just like to talk or chat or write more, and kind of 

monopolize the conversation and it’s harder for 

the teacher to cut ‘em off.”

The notion that online synchronous interac-

tions encouraged more trivial, less meaningful 

discussions was common among participants; 

many felt that text chatting especially precluded 

true interaction. Instead, they overwhelmingly 

identified visual cues, such as body language, 

facial expressions, and contextual clues such as 

tone of voice, as essential components of interac-

tion. Text displays, in their thinking, may qualify 

as communication, or even conversation, but fall 

short of true interaction.

Most of these students preferred asynchronous 

discussion boards for online exchange of ideas. The 

discussion boards were seen as valuable assets for 

face-to-face classes, as well as for online learning 

by many of the participants. Asynchronous discus-

sion allows for deeper, more thorough exploration 

of ideas than does real-time, synchronous online 

interaction. The shortcomings of text chat—no 

visual or aural contextual cues—are not as notice-

able in the discussion board environment, because 

the written word is the expected norm and the 

atmosphere demands a more formal, considered 

approach. P11 (male) says: “[A] positive part of 

asynchronous instruction is while the volume of 

information being transferred is slower, there is 

time to reflect and respond.” The type of thinking 

required in developing a piece of formal writing 

is different what transpires in a discussion setting, 
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focusing as it does on individual reflection rather 

than a quick interplay of ideas.

Several participants mentioned the perma-

nence of writing as something they liked about 

discussion boards, but which did not lend itself 

well to a synchronous online environment, in 

which their anticipation of a more relaxed and 

conversational tone was not fulfilled. P1 (female) 

shares her reaction to the permanence of online 

conversation: “Everything you say, you have to put 

in print and then press enter and it’s there forever 

and archived!” One of the benefits of oral discus-

sion—considered by most of the participants to 

be essential aspect of their education—is that it 

does not carry the weight of written communica-

tion and allows a freer flow of interaction. P11 

(male) says: “I think people were more careful 

in their text online, because for instance, if you 

made a comment, you couldn’t soften it with 

body language...when it’s written down, it, it has 

a level of importance far more than something 

done verbally.”

Multitasking in Class

Students discussed multitasking and distraction 

(sometimes using the terms interchangeably) 

in online classes. A bias against multitasking 

in the classroom became evident, and many of 

these students gave the impression that the abil-

ity to multitask was a drawback of the online 

environment. Being able to tune out and focus 

their attention elsewhere kept the online class 

from feeling ‘real’ to them. Some participants 

thought—rightly or wrongly—that instructors 

were also multitasking and felt this was not ap-

propriate in a synchronous class.

These students uniformly believed that less 

content was presented overall in the same two 

hours as is presented in a face-to-face class. 

“Frustrated” was the most common word students 

used to describe their emotions when part of an 

online chat. Some students were exasperated with 

instructors or peers who were slow typists, and 

indicated that they were often bored and easily 

distracted while waiting for the next line of chat 

dialogue to appear. Many participants discussed 

the difficulty of focusing completely on a discus-

sion or lecture that took so long to develop, and 

said they multitasked during class, often doing 

things that had no relation to the class itself. 

These other activities ranged from checking email 

or looking at other websites, to preparing meals. 

Most participants felt that they were not missing 

much, since it took them much less time to read 

the discussion after it had transpired than to wait 

for it to unfold in real time. P6 (female) indicated 

that: “You can not look at [the text chat] for ten 

minutes and then go back and read everything that’s 

happened in the last ten minutes in one minute and 

it’s just so easy to not really pay full attention to 

it.” In classes that included an audio component in 

the synchronous sessions, the ability to multitask 

decreased but students still felt that the amount 

of content delivered and created was less than it 

would otherwise be in a face-to-face setting.

Value

That online classes do not take place in the “real 

world” was an idea expressed by many respon-

dents and used in a variety of contexts. When 

describing their difficulty adjusting to an online 

class environment, several students mentioned 

it was hard for them to remember that online 

classes were real. Certainly, the metaphor of the 

‘virtual world,’ or a ‘second life’ when describing 

computer-mediated communication is one that 

has been used to describe all manner of online 

communities, not just those of distance learners. 

In the context of this study, however, it seems that 

these phrases have progressed from hyperbole to 

assumed truth. P1 (female) actually phrased it this 

way: “Sometimes it hard for me to remember that 

these classes are real and these people are real, 

because all they are are names on my screen... it’s 

just like [an] alternate world where these classes 
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take place, you know, where people aren’t real... 

It’s just different when it’s not in real time.”

One participant felt that the need to display 

some sort of personality in an environment that 

was so limited in terms of emotional and relational 

cues led some people to resort to the lowest com-

mon denominator in their conversation. This par-

ticipant, P3 (male), said: “That kind of discussion 

wouldn’t happen face-to-face. We have these stu-

pid, silly, just trying to get attention conversations 

in an environment where we cannot be known, so 

we’re just trying so hard to be clever, and be seen 

as popular in whatever way we can earn it.” The 

theme of accountability (discussed earlier with 

respect to required asynchronous discussions) 

emerges again here: a perceived lack of account-

ability from not having to ‘face’ the professor or 

other students while talking in class, combined 

with the lack of opportunity to ‘see’ whether other 

students are behaving in classroom appropriate’ 

ways (e.g., not multitasking).

When asked what advice they had for new 

online students, many respondents still recom-

mended attending synchronous online meetings, 

despite the shortcomings that have been noted. 

Students clearly felt that any live participation, 

no matter how frustrating and flawed, was better 

than nothing. It is viewed as a critical part of the 

educational process and, for many respondents, 

learning without it is inconceivable. Attending 

alone is not sufficient, though; active participa-

tion is vital, as indicated in the following two 

interview excerpts:

P2 (female): I think you don’t really get anywhere 

near as much out of the class, unless you’re re-

ally participating... I really get the feeling a lot 

of times that those lurkers are not completely up 

to speed on what’s going on.

P5 (female): You tend to get more out of it if you’re 

actually actively participating or listening... if the 

student is not actively engaging in the material, 

they’re not going to get as much out of it.

The ability to express oneself to others, and 

to receive feedback and criticism, was almost 

universally cited by participants as fundamental 

to learning. Their preference and tolerance for the 

different media which classes can use (face-to-

face, text chat, text chat augmented with audio) 

were largely determined by how well each one 

allowed the participant to engage comfortably 

with their classmates and instructor. This quote 

from P3 (male) exemplifies the feelings of many 

participants: “I see education as a discussion, as 

a dialogue, it’s not ‘read these lecture notes and 

be prepared.’ ...And it’s that kind of feedback and 

discussion that you start with your position and 

through interacting with others, slowly something 

else emerges, you know, and I think that’s how ... 

my education has gone on. It’s always been ... a 

kind of dialogue.”

INSTRUCTIONAL CHOICES

Participants in this study prioritized several 

specific instructional characteristics, including 

organization, personality (including online per-

sona), and efficient use of time. (These qualities 

have a long presence in the literature. See, for 

example, Kazmer, 2000, 2005a). Respondents 

prioritized organization over other traits for good 

online teachers. Once an instructor was organized, 

personality—and the ability to express one’s per-

sona online—seems to be the next most important 

factor in successful online instruction. Students 

encouraged sharing of best practices among pro-

fessors, and some were bothered by the lack of 

standardization in the online environment.

According to these students, ‘housekeeping’ 

and administrative concerns took on an exagger-

ated importance in online classes, with non-content 

related questions that are easily dealt with in face-

to-face classes taking several minutes or more to 

resolve in online text chats. Many respondents 

felt that the synchronous class session was the 

wrong forum in which to address these questions, 
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and that asynchronous discussion boards were a 

more effective way to deal with questions that 

did not require an immediate answer. The time 

taken to ask and respond to such questions would 

have been better used by focusing on the subject 

at hand. P14 (female) expresses: “Sometimes 

people are rehashing about, like, questions that 

could be answered if they looked at the syllabus. 

And I’m not, I’m hardly a stickler as far as... you 

should have a syllabus memorized, but ... I get 

the feeling that people are piping up with stuff 

in online classes that maybe they wouldn’t if it 

was a face-to-face class... And I guess sometimes 

that’s what I get [frustrated], if I sense that it’s not 

being an effective use of time.”

Another factor associated with efficient use 

of time was the perception that online classes in-

cluded a lot of students saying something just to be 

saying something. This problem was particularly 

prominent in online classes where participation 

during synchronous sessions was mandatory and 

constituted a significant portion of the students’ 

grades. Several participants doubted the useful-

ness of such class requirements, and felt that they 

led people not to reflect or consider complexities 

of the subject matter, but instead offer superficial 

responses just to earn credit. Synchronous sessions 

in which participation was mandatory were espe-

cially frustrating in large classes (some classes at 

SLIS enroll up to 55 students). The large number of 

responses to every question and discussion prompt 

that occurred when each person was required to 

contribute, and the resulting lack of coherence 

between those responses, impeded discussion and 

made for a confusing, unfocused class.

While instructors play a large role in the 

students’ satisfaction with both online and face-

to-face classes, their influence was cited as espe-

cially significant in the online setting. While most 

instructors have a basic grasp of the technology 

that is commonly used in face-to-face courses 

(chairs, tables, lecterns, PowerPoint), participants 

felt there is a wider divergence in the abilities of 

instructors to conduct class comfortably using 

online technology. Conversation in the face-to-

face setting has a set of socially accepted norms 

lacking in synchronous settings, especially when 

larger numbers of people come together with vary-

ing connection speeds, quality of equipment, and 

comfort online. The manner in which conversation 

unfolds online largely depends on the expectations 

and conventions that the instructor establishes. 

Students expect the instructor to direct discus-

sion, and rein it in, if need be. Instructors who 

are either unfamiliar with a specific interactive 

technology, or who do not adjust their instructional 

style to minimize its limitations and leverage its 

opportunities, diminish their capacity to deliver 

truly meaningful instruction. Modeling appropri-

ate behavior in synchronous sessions is the most 

direct way for an instructor to set the tone of the 

class, and using the course website is the simplest 

way to reinforce this structure.

Most students cited some very positive experi-

ences they had had in online classes, almost all 

of which were attributed to the professor’s pro-

ficiency in manipulating the online environment 

and organizing the course. In the excerpt below, 

P17 (female) describes the instructor of one of her 

favorite classes, a professor who had a pleasing 

online persona, good organizational skills, and a 

solid command over the technology:

He’s very organized and he gives very clear direc-

tion, he organizes his class page well, so ... there’s 

never a question of where to find stuff... [and] 

he’s always very communicative and so we know 

what’s going on... He had a very approachable 

personality, he’s very-- when you take the class 

with him and have questions, he’s very, very nice 

about it. He’s very open. It’s, you know, ‘no stupid 

questions’ and ‘there’s no wrong answers’ and ‘I 

really want to hear about your experience.’

She goes on to explain further why disorga-

nized professors make for a less successful, and 

less enjoyable learning experience in the online 

environment:
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When you take out the face-to-face, then it’s very, 

very difficult to pin things down if something gets 

confused. And so then ... you’re emailing back and 

forth and you know, it just takes something that 

could be a little issue, and then just magnifies 

it. It’s like you never quite get back on track and 

everything continues to be slightly misunderstood.

Most students understood that online instruc-

tion as a method is not generally taught to future 

professors, and many professors themselves may 

never have taken online classes. This understand-

ing did not diminish their desire for online classes 

that ‘worked’, especially given the number that are 

required by SLIS for the master’s. They strongly 

recommended that the university provide some 

sort of training to all professors who teach online, 

whether it be a formal workshop, or even just 

having them sit in on the classes of instructors 

who tended to get positive evaluations from their 

students. The latter would be especially worth-

while in those situations in which a professor is 

working from another’s syllabus. For whatever 

reason, students felt that new professors work-

ing from another’s syllabus were at a particular 

disadvantage online.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The boundaries between face-to-face and online 

classes are now blurred and can be expected to 

continue to dissolve. Those involved in higher 

education need to be aware of how students prefer 

to use (and to avoid) technology, as well as keep 

current with the rapid pace of change in pedagogy 

brought by technology. Those involved in LIS 

education especially need to focus some of our 

research attention on the underexplored question 

of how students’ experiences with technology 

during their degree programs affect their use of 

it during their career. For example, do students 

who had unpleasant experiences with online in-

teractive technology become professionals who 

are reluctant to implement interactive technology 

to provide information services? Conversely, do 

students who took fully-online degrees have dif-

ficulty in positions requiring many face-to-face 

interactions? This second question has appeared 

in the literature but has not generated much data 

(although, see Kim & Kusack, 2005; Wilde & 

Epperson, 2006) and should be explored further.

Another topic that needs more research atten-

tion is that of online endings; that is, how individu-

als transition out of online classes, programs, and 

communities when the time comes for them to end 

(see also, Kazmer, 2007). This research direction 

is indicated even by data from the current study. 

The analysis indicated that, in contrast to face-

to-face classes, online courses had abrupt, often 

unsatisfactory endings. For example, P5 (female) 

described how she felt at the end of an online 

class: “If it has been an exceptional class, I still 

have some excitement, I still have some energy. 

It’s less so, because then I’m sitting alone in my 

apartment... it’s a little lonelier, actually. But I’m 

just, it’s like, okay, it’s over. I’ll call my mom... 

Just so I have someone to share it with.” Students 

who feel dissatisfied with the ending processes 

of their classes or programs may extend that dis-

satisfaction to their degree-granting institutions 

or to LIS education in general. Further research 

is needed to explore how ending processes affect 

future educational activities and the relationship 

with their alma maters.

A third topic that has emerged from this data 

is privacy and anonymity in learning, a subject 

influenced by many factors. Norms of privacy and 

anonymity in the face-to-face educational environ-

ment differ from those in online educational set-

tings. In the United States, the Family Educational 

Rights and Privacy Act limits the options students 

and instructors have to use new technologies to 

support learning. Increased institutional scrutiny 

of potential areas for academic dishonesty in online 

learning increases the tension between the need 

for privacy and that of allowing individual identi-

ties online. Technologies that include audio and 
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video– in contrast to the text-only modes that were 

more common 15 years ago – reduce students’ and 

instructors’ abilities to operate in a learning envi-

ronment in which each student’s content speaks 

for itself without reference to gender, race, age, or 

physical appearance. The issues are complex and 

require more research to better understand how 

legal, ethical, and educational needs can best be 

balanced, while still accommodating changing 

social norms.

CONCLUSION

The ability and willingness of librarians to engage 

with emerging technologies in the library and 

use them to their full extent to serve patrons is 

shaped in part by their educational experiences 

with technologies. Techniques to improve those 

experiences can directly affect library practice. 

This study examined the perceptions and affective 

experiences of on-campus students taking online 

classes in an LIS program. Data collected through 

interviews with these students indicated that their 

experiences generally reflect two major trends 

(connectedness, and institutions and occupations) 

and four sub-topics under the general theme of 

in-class experiences (interaction in class, multi-

tasking in class, value, and instructional choices).

After taking online classes and being exposed 

to a variety of e-learning modes, the students inter-

viewed in this study indicated they would like to 

have valuable aspects of the online environment, 

such as the ability to hold extended asynchronous 

discussions, added to their on-campus classes. In 

other words, they are quick to seize upon aspects 

of e-learning by which they may receive the most 

benefits to their education. This conclusion can 

be generalized to all the themes explored in this 

analysis: students identify what supports their 

learning and appreciate those techniques, tech-

nologies, and practices when they are applied, 

regardless of type of content or delivery mode. 

As all learning continues to move towards e-

learning, it is important to bear in mind that good 

pedagogy is always good pedagogy, but using 

unsuitable technology can undermine even the 

best instruction.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Blended Learning (Hybrid Learning): Edu-

cational settings that include a combination of 

face-to-face and technologically mediated content 

delivery and interaction modes.

E-Learning: A general term used to refer to 

all learning, formal or informal that incorporates 

electronic (usually digital, and often network-

based or mobile) technology to support learning.

Learning Consortia: Multiple institutions 

working together to allow students to take classes 

at any institution within the consortium and provid-

ing the opportunity for students to take specialized 

classes not offered at their own schools.

Online Departures (Endings): Some online 

communities or other shared online endeavors end 

in ways that are unpredicted and often negative, 
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but others are designed to end and in many cases 

that ending is normative and/or desirable. Indi-

viduals experience these endings as ‘departures’, 

although they often do not involve a physical 

change of location.

Professional Networking: Establishing inter-

personal relationships with other people who work 

in the same or related fields with the purpose of 

improving one’s own job and career performance. 

It also has the purpose of improving one’s profes-

sion or discipline by fostering collaboration and 

is often supported by social networking.

Social Networking: Networking that is sup-

ported by web or mobile technologies, through 

which individuals interact, form groups, meet 

new people, maintain ties, and share interests, 

content, and activities.

Synchronous Learning (Asynchronous 

Learning): Synchronous learning occurs when all 

learners (including the instructor) are together at 

the same time, even if they are interacting exclu-

sively using remote technologies. In asynchronous 

learning, the students and instructor do not interact 

in real time but use communication technologies 

that allow each person to learn at different times.


