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  Abstract


  The popularity of online programs that educational institutions offer is continuously increasing at varying degrees, with the major demand coming from adult learners who have no opportunity to access traditional education. These adult learners have to be sufficiently ready and competent for online learning, and have their own varied expectations from the online learning process. Hence, this mixed method study is conducted to explore the participants’ readiness and expectations at the beginning and their satisfaction levels at the end of an online learning experience. An e-readiness scale and an e-satisfaction scale was administered as quantitative measures, with open-ended questions gathering qualitative data. Participants of the research were registered to different e-learning programs at Ankara University Distance Education Center, Turkey, during the 2013-2014 academic year. Analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data revealed facts about online learners, which should prove useful to both e-instructors and e-program administrators.
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  Introduction


  The number of online programs that educational institutions offer is continuously increasing at varying degrees, namely associate, undergraduate and even graduate degrees. Most of these programs address adult learners who have a need for higher education degrees, but lack the opportunity to access traditional education. Whether they simply prefer or are obligated to enroll in online education, these adult learners have to be ready and have to possess some basic technical skills in order to benefit from online learning. They also have different expectations from the online learning environment. Hence, assessing to what extent they are ready for e-learning and revealing their expectations of e-learning is important to the design and delivery processes of e-learning. Moreover, learners’ satisfaction levels are important for educators, instructional designers and other stakeholders, in order to modify and revise both the academic and administrative aspects of an e-learning program so as to increase the quality of the learning environment. Hence, in researching the success of e-Learning, it is important to reveal not only the readiness and expectations of learners, but also the level of satisfaction about various dimensions of the learning process (Gulbahar & Cinar, 2011; Gülbahar, 2012).


  Being ready and having expectations as an input to the e-Learning process, and satisfaction levels as an output to see what came out of the process, can be perceived as two important variables to be considered in any future interventions in an e-Learning environment. By observing changes in these variables, it may be possible to improve quality by way of a scientific, reliable and valid method. Owing to these facts, this research study is conducted to observe online learners before and after online learning through quantitative measures. In other words, these variables can be used to assess the quality of e-learning, and also to record their perceptions about the experience throughout the whole process.


  e-Learning and Readiness


  e-Learning can be defined as the transformation of teaching-learning processes through learner-centered approaches with the support of information and communication technologies (ICT) (Aoki, 2010). In parallel with this definition, e-readiness is defined as the measure of the degree to which a community may be eager and prepared to make benefit of using ICT (Dada, 2006). Although there are so many studies regarding factors affecting outputs of e-Learning, few studies exist in the literature about the effects of e-readiness and possible factors that affect the outputs of e-Learning (Keramati, Afshari-Mofrad & Kamrani, 2011). Keramati, Afshari-Mofrad and Kamrani (2011) analyzed the role of e-readiness factors in e-learning outcomes. They identified three groups and came up with a structural equation model; these factors were technical, organizational and social. Results of the study showed that organizational readiness factor has the most important effect on outcomes.


  Moreover, studies about e-readiness in higher education are also limited (Darab & Montazer, 2011). It is observed that ICT competencies and access to technology and resources are among the factors that should be considered for e-readiness (Stephen, Mutula & Brakel, 2006; Dada, 2006; Hanafizadeh, Hanafizadeh & Khodabakhshi, 2009).


  In their study, Shraim and Khlaif (2010) indicated four dimensions for e-readiness as usability, individual competency, motivation and obstacles. In another study, Watkins, Leigh and Triner (2004) investigated e-readiness by considering access to technology, technical competencies, motivation, online audio-video, and discussions as factors. More recently, a study conducted by Yurdugül and Sırakaya (2013) aimed to develop an online learning readiness scale, by translating the original scale developed by Hung, Chou, Chen & Own (2010) into Turkish. The scale is composed of five dimensions, which are self-directed learning, motivation for learning, computer/internet self-efficacy, learner control, and online communication self-efficacy.


  Thus, individual properties, ICT competencies and motivation, together with access to technology, are identified as key factors for e-readiness across almost all research studies. Moreover, there may be some other factors that affect students’ success and are therefore also important for e-readiness. Based on the existing literature, factors that should be considered for e-readiness are shown in Figure 1.


  [image: Figure 1]


  e-Learning and Satisfaction


  Satisfaction of online learners is one of the important factors that shapes the design, delivery and implementation of e-Learning and almost certainly affects the quality. As an output variable, satisfaction even may reveal what happened during the whole process and may be considered as the determinant of how successful was the course, program, instructor, selected technologies and design, based on the scope of the questions asked. Beqiri, Chase and Bishka (2009) conducted a study to unveil the factors affecting satisfaction. They found out that those learners who have positive attitudes towards online technologies and have acquired sufficient ICT competencies are more satisfied when compared to others. Similarly, Pena and Yeung (2010) investigated a similar phenomenon and concluded that satisfaction decreases in parallel with a decrease in ICT competencies.


  Jung-Wan and Mendlinger (2011) investigated the effect of perceived self-efficacy on perceptions of ease of use and usefulness of online learning systems, together with its effects on behavioral intention toward online learning acceptance and student satisfaction. The researchers concluded that perceived self-efficacy is important for online learning acceptance and perceived usefulness of online learning systems positively influences student satisfaction.


  Palmer and Holt (2009) used a survey to find out what contributes to learner satisfaction. Their survey was composed under the headings of organization and structure, teaching and learning, teaching staff and other students, assessment, attribute development, and unit performance. The researchers concluded that a very high proportion of learner satisfaction comes from how confident learners felt about their ability to communicate and learn online, having a clear understanding of what was required for them to succeed, and how well they thought they were performing.


  According to another study conducted by Machado (2007), it was seen that an increase in the opportunities provided, and the competencies of administrative and academic staff leads to an increase in the satisfaction of learners. Moreover, technological competencies of learners also affect the satisfaction levels of learners (Machado, 2007). Lee and Rha (2009) investigated the influence of structure in terms of instructional design, and interaction in terms of management style, on student achievement and satisfaction in a web-based distance learning environment. The researchers concluded that learners who participated in a structured course were more satisfied with structure, whereas learners who participated in the interactive course were more satisfied with interpersonal interaction. On the other hand, Palmer and Holt (2010) stated that learners value the features of a Learning Management System (LMS) and that their satisfaction can increase based on the features that the LMS provides to them.


  Hence, from these and many other research studies, it can be concluded that the technical competencies of learners, teaching process, instructional content, technical and pedagogical competencies of e-Tutors, instructional technologies attitudes towards e-Learning approach, usability of LMS and interaction levels can all play an important role in learner satisfaction. Hence, the dimensions in Figure 2 were considered for the current research study in order to reveal the satisfaction levels of learners.
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  Distance Education Programs Offered by Ankara University


  The Distance Education Center of Ankara University, Turkey, at which this study has been conducted, delivers various diploma programs for college, undergraduate and graduate degrees. The two-year college programs include computer programming, medical documentation, insurance and banking, tourism and catering services, and a judicial services support program. In addition to two-year college programs, another popular program is the Divinity Diploma Upgrade, for divinity students who already hold two-year college diplomas. Ankara University also has graduate level (MS degree) programs, while non-dissertation programs have been developed to increase professional competencies of students and professionals in the subject areas of Human Relations, Journalism, Health Management and Social Services. In addition, some traditional courses are also given through either blended learning or e-learning. In total, the online learning programs and courses have 16,000 learners, of which 14,000 are in college programs, 1,776 in undergraduate programs and 231 in graduate programs.


  Ankara University Distance Education Center uses various technologies to create and deliver e-Learning programs. Moodle is used as the learning management system, whereas various commercial and open-source virtual class software is also used. For content creation, a national product named “Etudio”, together with some other commercial and open-source software is used by the instructional designers. Video recordings are also produced by media experts as instructional content for e-Learning courses.


  Method


  Research Design


  This research is designed as a mixed-method study where qualitative and quantitative methods were employed. An e-readiness scale and an e-satisfaction scale was administered to the participants, acting as quantitative measures, with each scale having an open-ended question posed to learners in terms of gathering qualitative data on the perceptions of participants. In the quantitative research, descriptive statistics have been used, and content analysis conducted to analyze the open-ended questions, with researchers generating codes and themes based on interpretations performed.


  Research Questions


  
    	To what extent are the participants ready for e-Learning?


    	What factors affect participants’ perceptions about their e-Readiness?


    	To what extent are participants satisfied with their e-Learning experience?


    	What factors affect participants’ perceptions of their e-satisfaction about e-Learning experience?

  


  Participants


  Participants were enrolled in various e-learning programs. These programs were five foundation degrees, one bachelor degree and four post graduate degree programs. The number of respondents to the e-Readiness scale were 2,334, whereas for the e-satisfaction scale it was 2,288. Demographics for the participants of the e-Readiness scale are presented in Table 1.
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  Data Collection Instruments


  The e-Readiness scale was used to identify the participants’ level of readiness for e-learning at the beginning of the semester. This scale has been designed as a 5-point Likert-type scale and involves 26 items, plus one open-ended question. The scale has five factors which are individual properties, ICT competencies, access to technology, motivation and attitude and factors that affect success. The scale was previously proven to be reliable and valid with a Cronbach α value of 0.93 (Gülbahar, 2012). For gathering the expectations of the learners, one open-ended question was also asked to participants, namely “What is your reason for choosing e-learning?”


  The e-Satisfaction scale was used to identify participants’ level of satisfaction in the e-learning environment at the end of the semester. This scale has been designed as a 5-point Likert-type scale and involves 29 items, plus one open-ended question. The scale has four factors which are communication and usability, teaching process, instructional content, and interaction and evaluation. The scale was previously proven to be reliable and valid with a Cronbach α value of 0.97 (Gülbahar, 2012). An open-ended question was used to reveal opinions of the participants, namely “What is your opinion about the e-learning program?”


  Data Analysis


  SPSS 17.0 statistical analysis program was used for quantitative data analysis and MS Excel was used in the qualitative analysis. A total of 1,256 participants answered the open-ended question in the e-Readiness scale and 252 participants in the e-satisfaction scale. From gathering these responses, a process of coding was conducted.


  For the qualitative analysis, inductive coding technique was used. This coding separates according to three groups (Strauss & Corbin, 1990):


  
    	In open coding, the researcher deals with the labeling and categorizing of phenomena as indicated by the data.


    	Axial coding refers to the process of developing main categories and their sub-categories.


    	Selective coding involves the integration of the categories that have been developed to form the initial theoretical framework.

  


  In this research coding was conducted according to the initial theoretical framework and researchers analyzed data via substantial themes.


  Triangulation validation strategy was used in this research for validity (Miles & Huberman, 1994), whilst intercoder agreement strategy was used for reliability. Two different coders analyzed the codes and themes. For this data, Cohen’s Kappa coefficient was calculated and found to be 0.76, which is within the range of acceptance (Krippendorff, 2004; Landis & Koch, 1977).


  Results


  Findings about Participants’ e-Readiness


  The quantitative data gathered via the e-Readiness scale was analyzed, and based on the results, it is clear that the dimension of access to technology has a bigger effect on participants’ readiness. Success factors, ICT competencies, motivation and attitude, and personal characteristics follow the access to technology dimension. The result of the descriptive analysis of the data from the e-Readiness scale for each dimension is presented in Table 2.
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  As seen, the most important dimension related to participants’ readiness is access to technology. The results of the questionnaire represent the ability of participants to access courses from their homes or any other place they wanted, making use of computers which have good hardware and software. They also think that interacting with the instructor, the frequency of involvement to the online interactions and being provided with technical and administrative support, are contributing factors in making them successful.


  Factors Affecting Participants’ Perceptions about e-Readiness


  In terms of qualitative measures, answers supplied by 1,256 participants to the open-ended question on e-Readiness were analyzed, and 26 codes and nine themes were noted. The emerging themes are presented in Table 3. These themes are also factors that affect participant’s perceptions of e-Readiness.
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  When values of the themes are analyzed, it is noted that accessibility and individual responsibilities have more effect as to why they chose e-learning. According to this finding, the following opinions were offered by participants.


  
    “I can access the system without time and location problems that I have because of my intense work schedule time, which are a limitation for me. I am feeling more independent and this system is more technological”.

  


  
    “I chose e-learning because I am married and have a small child”.

  


  
    “I am living abroad and I haven’t had the chance to attend formal training, hence I chose e-learning”.

  


  Moreover participants stated that economic issues, obligations, anxiety disorders, health problems, attendance flexibility, strength of interaction and communication, variety of materials and institution prestige as other influential factors in choosing e-learning. One participant who has an anxiety disorder expressed these thoughts:


  
    “I feel anxious while I am working face-to-face in a classroom and this makes me unsuccessful. When I manage my own learning process I am more successful, and in this way I can manage my own responsibility and this makes me more motivated”.

  


  The participants stated that they overcame problems arising from familial, economic or health issues which prevented them participating in formal training, through the flexible structure provided by distance education. This supports the time-space freedom which is the most important advantage of distance education. Individuals who consider distance education as an alternative, indicated that their expectations were affected due to the accessibility and difference in methods employed in distance education. Having a degree also showed up as another important expectation for the individuals. However, it also provides an important advantage in terms of time management for individuals who want education for personal development and lifelong learning, but need to manage this alongside their business life. Other aspects that affected the participants’ expectations are: distance education offering alternative types of content that provide effective learning, and the prestige of the institution where the individuals hope to be educated.


  Findings about Participants’ e-Satisfaction


  Data gathered by way of the e-Satisfaction scale was analyzed as a quantitative measure. The result of the descriptive analysis of data from the e-Satisfaction scale is presented in Table 4.
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  When Table 4 is analyzed, it is seen that the participants’ satisfaction levels are mainly affected by instructional content, communication and usability, and teaching process. It is seen that, usage of the different kinds of interaction tools, activities planned in order to increase the interaction and usage of the different kinds of evaluation methods are the most important factors which affect the participants’ satisfaction. Steering related learning process, asynchronous interaction opportunities for those not able to attend synchronous activities, and experienced instructors are also seen as important within the process.


  Factors Affecting Participants’ Perceptions on e-Satisfaction


  Qualitative data analysis was also carried out with the responses of 252 participants who answered the open-ended question on e-Satisfaction. The analysis of open-ended questions revealed divergence among the answers. The factors most linked to satisfaction are the advantages of e-Learning, whilst the factors leading to dissatisfaction are the obstacles faced during the e-Learning experience. For the advantages only three themes emerged; whereas for the obstacles there were 10 emerging themes. The themes and their corresponding frequencies and percentages are presented in Table 5.
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  Bearing in mind that the themes consist of factors which affect participants’ perceptions, it is not surprising at first sight to see more obstacles than advantages, with technical problems at the top. Participants stated that technical problems mostly influenced their dissatisfaction during online lessons, in particular, the experiencing of technical problems during asynchronous lessons due to virtual classroom software issues. One of the participants stated the following:


  
    “I couldn’t watch the lesson videos because of my low speed internet connection. There is no high speed connection where I am living, so I have to connect through my GSM operator. So videos and virtual classroom software is a problem for me due to connection speed”.

  


  Another problem affecting satisfaction was the evaluation system. Especially, participants want online exams instead of face-to-face exams, more active usage of the announcement system by instructors, and the provision of guidance about time management from instructors.


  Participants stated that they became bored of lessons, which decreased their interest, where they were presented by instructors with a monotone delivery. They also stated their satisfaction about usage of the system wherever and whenever they wanted, instructors being experts in their respective areas and the variety of materials. On the variety of material, one participant stated:


  
    “Every person has a different working style. Some like working with a printed book, some of them via images or audio materials; so I am very pleased to have materials with different styles”.

  


  Participants pointed out some negative aspects which they came across during the e-learning process that affected their satisfaction. They especially stated technical problems that originated from both themselves and the system, and delays experienced within the evaluation period as issues that negatively affected their satisfaction. In addition to these, it was determined that content offered in different formats and the academic experience of the instructors positively affected them.


  Discussion and Conclusion


  The purpose of this study was to explore the participants’ readiness and expectations before, and the satisfaction levels after, an online learning experience. In accordance with this purpose, answers given by participants to the open-ended questions, in addition to the quantitative data from the scales, were analyzed.


  Prior to the online course, it was observed from results of the quantitative analysis that online learners put more emphasis on factors that affect success as being access to technology and ICT competencies which can be perceived as individual characteristics as a whole. In other words, it can be said that the participants’ readiness can be interpreted in terms of these variables. Similarly, findings from the qualitative analysis also revealed factors affecting participants’ perceptions about their e-Readiness as individual factors, namely accessibility, getting a degree, delivery approach and time management. Hence, the findings from the two data sources were almost in parallel, as they both emphasize the importance of individuality and accessibility.


  Hence, what participants expect especially from the distance education program is having an effective learning experience through interacting with the instructors and other participants. Results of the qualitative data show that they have an expectation of being able to fill the deficiency of not being able to attend within the formal education system because of their individual responsibilities. Based on this, it is observed that state of the access type, which supports the interaction, creates an expectation.


  After the online learning experience, it was observed from the results of quantitative analysis that the participants’ satisfaction levels were mainly affected by instructional content, communication and usability, and teaching process. The dimension they were most happy about was instructional content, which can be said to be the heart of online learning. On the other hand, qualitative data results reveal the participants’ satisfaction levels were affected by the dimensions of advantage of delivery approach, competencies of e-tutors and variety of instructional materials. This finding supports the finding of the study of Ilgaz and Aşkar (2013), which showed the perceived benefit levels of students in a distance education program related to online courses are important in affecting their satisfaction levels. Cole, Shelley and Swartz (2014) also researched in a three year study, the factors affecting satisfaction regarding online education at a university. As a result, they determined that the online education is convenient as a positive factor, but that the rarity of interaction is a negative factor which affects satisfaction. The primary negative factors which affect satisfaction are related to technical problems. On the other hand, as it is a user-friendly system and it makes it possible to solve problems quickly, these are seen as the important factors affecting participant satisfaction levels (Lee, 2014). Time management, which is something that affects student satisfaction and originates from individual characteristics, also affects their satisfaction. Especially in an online learning environment, it is essential that participants should have improved pre arrangement abilities in order to be able to work without a locus of control (Zimmerman, 2002). The effects of the ability of the individual in arranging the learning environment and process on their academic success and satisfaction are proved by the research (Lynch & Dembo, 2004; Barnard, Paton & Lan, 2008).


  As a summary, the variables presented in Figure-3 came out of this research study as the major variables that affect e-readiness and e-satisfaction.
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  At the beginning of the e-Learning process, individuals should have known to what extent it meets their needs and also, they should have determined what properties it has. In terms of this, it has been shown that their expectations are more objective and this situation provides participants with an opportunity to take greater advantage of the system. It is essential to minimize factors that negatively affect satisfaction by evaluating them in order to highlight the system’s successes which originated in negative situations in distance education. These negative situations drive students away from distance education, sometimes permanently. Recent studies on the relation between various variables prior to, or at the end of e-Learning, have shown that individuals’ academic success scores, and the satisfaction levels, can be analyzed and the overall quality of e-Learning evaluated.
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