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This teacher action research study focuses on causes for a decrease in course satisfaction by students enrolled
in a large-scale, compressed timeline online course compared to satisfaction in previous courses. To deter-
mine modifications to the large-scale, compressed timeline online course, I analyzed course evaluations and
the structures of this course and small-scale online courses. Based on evidence and self-determination theory,
I increased the frequency and supportive nature of student-faculty communication and slightly reduced the
number of assignments in order to strengthen feelings of relatedness, autonomy, and competence. Evaluation
scores and comments from the second large-scale, compressed timeline online course indicated that satisfac-

tion is influenced by these changes.

INTRODUCTION

During the migration from traditional brick
and mortar classrooms to virtual online plat-
forms, thinking about e-teaching has expanded
to include new perceptions of students’
engagement with course content, curricular
and pedagogical modifications, instructional
roles, formative and summative assessment,
and the many factors that influence learning.
One useful strategy for gathering information
about how to strengthen online programs to
better meet local programmatic needs is

through the satisfaction ratings of the student
course evaluations.

Filak and Sheldon (2003) argue that the
many factors investigated as possibly impact-
ing students’ satisfaction, or lack thereof, with
university classes can be understood when
analyzing student satisfaction through the lens
of self-determination theory (SDT). SDT pos-
its that humans possess innate psychological
needs for competence, autonomy, and related-
ness, and that experiences in social contexts
will support or deter fulfillment of these needs.
People gain a sense of competence when their
experiences promote feelings of confidence,
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effectance, and success when they employ
their capacities attempting challenges. Auton-
omy is associated with feeling self-determined
in that people are the source of their actions
and behavior, and they value their actions.
Relatedness results from feeling care for oth-
ers, cared for by others, connected to others in
the social context, satisfied, safe, and under-
stood (Deci & Ryan, 2002, 2008; Deci, Valle-
rand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991; Filak &
Sheldon, 2003; Ryan & Niemiec, 2009).

Ryan and Deci (2009) acknowledge that,
while SDT is a theory based on the assumption
that there is a common human nature and a set
of basic human psychological needs (the need
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness),
people’s diverse cultural values influence their
individual experiences and the meaning made
from these experiences. Reinforcing this
notion of the dialectical relationship between
basic human needs and the social environment,
Deci and Ryan (2002) emphasize the interac-
tion between the social context and human
nature, and the potential for experiences within
the social context to support or interfere with
meeting basic needs. When these needs are ful-
filled, people experience growth, engagement,
development, wellbeing, motivation, and
integrity. These feelings are forestalled when
the needs remain unfulfilled. Thus, people pre-
fer social contexts that promote meeting these
needs and are dissatisfied with social environ-
ments that interfere with fulfilling these needs.
Regarding educational settings, dissatisfaction
is associated with contexts in which students
have a sense that achievement success, and
individual potentials and capacities are beyond
reach; lack the support and tools to be success-
ful; lack voice, choice, power, and understand-
ing of the rationale for learning experiences;
and feel their environments are controlling,
unfriendly, cold, and uncaring, and where they
do not feel valued, respected, or liked (Deci &
Ryan, 2002; Jang, Reeve, Ryan, & Kim, 2009;
Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Niemiec,
2009). Filak and Sheldon (2003) demonstrated
this relationship in their study that underscored
that feelings of competency, autonomy, and

relatedness predicted course and instructor
evaluation scores.

Because of a considerable decrease in grad-
uate student course evaluation scores when
employing a new large-scale online model
compared to evaluation scores from previous
classes taught using other models (face-to-
face, small-scale online, and compressed
video), I investigated factors that may have
influenced student satisfaction with the new
model. The research questions that guided this
study were (1) How does the large-scale, com-
pressed timeline online model compare in
structure to the small-scale online model? (2)
How do student course evaluations for the
large-scale, compressed timeline online class
compare to other course evaluations? (3) What
factors may have contributed to reducing stu-
dents’ satisfaction with a large-scale, com-
pressed timeline online class compared to
previous classes? (4) What changes can [ make
to future large-scale, compressed timeline
online classes to promote greater student satis-
faction without compromising course integ-
rity? (5) How do these enacted revisions
impact student satisfaction for a second large-
scale, compressed timeline online class?

BACKGROUND

In 2008, a midsouth university school of edu-
cation began replacing some face-to-face,
online, and synchronous classes (offered at
several different sites via compressed video)
with a large-scale, compressed timeline online
model supported by Educational Alliance (a
pseudonym; EA), a branch of a private, for-
profit company. As was true with previous
classes I taught, the first EA course (EA1) was
designed for experienced educators interested
in licensure as school leaders. Two hundred
thirty-nine educators working towards the
Master of Science in Education (Educational
Theory and Practice) enrolled in the class.
Four teaching assistants (TAs) were assigned
to interact with students, answer questions, and
grade assignments. The TAs were full-time
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teachers or administrators with advanced
degrees related to the program. I had previ-
ously taught this course five times during
small-scale online classes during 5-week sum-
mer sessions and as a semester-long synchro-
nous, compressed video class. At the end of
teaching my first course using the EA model, I
received low evaluation scores for all course
evaluation items. For example, the mean score
for the item “I would highly recommend this
professor to other students” was 2.5 (5.0 =
“strongly agree;” 1 = “strongly disagree”).
This mean score is more than 2.0 points below
the score for the item related to overall satis-
faction of me as the instructor on all course
evaluations during my previous five semesters
teaching graduate education courses. Clearly, I
needed to seriously and systematically reflect
on the possible causes of the divergent EA1
course evaluation scores and make changes to
future EA courses.

GENERAL METHODS

To launch my thinking about how I could
improve student satisfaction, I turned to
teacher action research. I chose Mills’ Practi-
cal Action Research model (Mills, 2011)
because [ was interested in analytically exam-
ining my practice, investigating practical ques-
tions, and developing a plan for effecting
change. Figure 1 illustrates the stages of my
action research study. During the first stage of
my action research, I gathered data (features of
online course models and results from student
course evaluations) to compare my first large-
scale, compressed timeline online course with
previous courses. Evidence from these data, in
conjunction with consideration of self-deter-
mination theory, guided modifications to my
second large-scale, compressed timeline
course. During the second stage of my inquiry,
I gathered data from student evaluations for
the second large-scale, compressed timeline
online class and compared these student evalu-
ations to those for EA1l to determine if the
changes improved student course satisfaction.

STAGE 1

The purpose of Stage 1 was to make changes in
a second large-scale, compressed timeline
online class based on an investigation of the
first large-scale, compressed timeline online
course and previous courses, including small-
scale, online courses.

Method

Since I was focused on making changes in
my practice, | first generated a list of the fea-
tures, including my practices, of EAl and
other online classes I had taught. A second
data source was students’ ratings on course
evaluation items common to the evaluation
instrument for the EA model course and all
other courses offered for which I received
evaluation summaries.

Last, I collected and reviewed comments on
all evaluations. While it would be most infor-
mative to compare comments from EA and
non-EA online courses only, it was necessary
to review comments for all courses because
comments provided to me were not necessarily
separated by course.

Results and Discussion

The online courses offered via two different
models shared features but also differed in
some respects as summarized in Table 1. Sim-
ilarities included the expectations of the stu-
dents’ time commitment and the structure and
number of assignments. One major difference
between the non-EA and EA online models
was that students enrolled in EA1 had less time
to complete course work because they enrolled
in the course during 5 weeks while they were
working full time, while the non-EA students
either enrolled in semester-long classes during
the school year or a 5-week session during
their summer vacation. A second major differ-
ence between the models was the student
enrollment:  approximately 20 students
enrolled in the non-EA online classes; 329
enrolled in EA1. A third major difference was

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers. com grde/articl e-pdf/14/4/195/ 11344114/ qr de- 12- 2013- 0002en. pdf by guest on 29 May 2026



198 The Quarterly Review of Distance Education Vol. 14, No. 4, 2013

IDENTIFY AN AREA OF FOCUS
How can I improve student satisfaction for my course leading to higher
student ratings of course and instructor?

scale and EA online
courses

B. Collect scores for
student evaluation

C. Collect student
comments on course
evaluations

Stage 2

Stage 1
ANALYZE AND INTERPRET
DATA
Stage 1 — | A. Compare and contrast features of > Stage 1
COLLECT DATA online course models DEVELOP AND
A. Generate list of B. Compare and contrast item IMPLEMENT ACTION
features of small- scores on evaluations PLAN

C. Read and re-read student
evaluation comments from non-
EA courses; organize comments
thematically; compare

items comments and scores to EA

course evaluations; interpret

possible contributions to student
satisfaction/dissatisfaction by
course and instructor

A. Determine what
instructor actions may
contribute to
improving student
satisfaction and
course evaluations

B. Modity EA course to
include these actions

C. Implement EA course
with modifications

COLLECT DATA

A

Gather evaluation

scores and
comments from
modified EA —
course

ANALYZE AND INTERPRET DATA
Compare and contrast evaluation comments and scores to
previous courses; organize comments using same themes;

Stage 2

determine if changes were effective

Source:  Mills (2011).

FIGURE 1
Modified Dialectic Action Research Spiral Summarizing Action Research Methodology

that [ interacted a great deal more and in differ-
ent ways with students in the non-EA classes.
Because of the intentional EA model design, |
had very little interaction with EA1 students.
Next, I turned to the results of evaluations
for 18 classes in which 668 students were
enrolled. For the combined EA1 and non-EA
courses, 52% of the students completed evalu-
ations. Course evaluations were not available
for four non-EA classes for unknown reasons.

Three different evaluation forms were used by
the department thus a direct comparison of all
instrument items across all courses was impos-
sible. However, I did identify items that were
the same or similar for the different evalua-
tions and compared ratings for these common
items. The means for similar items are found in
Table 2. The EA1 students’ mean scores were
lowest for items related to overall rating of
professor (M = 2.5), clear explanations/exam-
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TABLE 1

Features of Small-Scale, Online Courses and Large-Scale, Compressed Timeline Online Courses

Feature

Non-EA Online Classes

EA Online Class

Student enrollment

Class schedule

Student time
commitment

Student assignments

Faculty
responsibilities

Approximately 20

Semester-long school year courses
Five-week summer courses

Approximately 150 hours; 10-12 hours per
week

Readings, reaction papers (to readings),
interviews with practicing educators, litera-
ture review, analysis of school curriculum,
discussion board contributions

Develop and update curriculum, instruction,
and assessments;

Assess student work; provide substantive
feedback; re-assess work;

Interact with whole class, in small discus-
sion groups, and individually;

Interact with students via e-mails, online
discussion boards, precourse sessions, live
community/school visits, phone calls;
Inform students about plagiarism tool; facil-
itate students’ submissions to plagiarism

No cap

Five-week course during school year

Approximately 150 hours per course; 30 hours
per week

Readings, reaction papers (to readings), inter-
views with practicing educators, literature
review, analysis of school curriculum, discus-
sion board contributions

Develop and update curriculum, instruction,
and assessments;

Train TAs to assess student work and supervise
grading;

Interact with TAs via weekly phone confer-
ences and e-mails;

Interact with students via e-mails forwarded by
TAs;

Inform students about weekly focus using
video;

Inform students about plagiarism tool;

website

* Facilitate students’ submissions to plagiarism
website

ples (M = 2.7), appropriate assignments (M =
2.8), useful feedback (M = 2.8), and effective
course design (M = 2.8). EA1 students ranked
all similar items lower than did students in
non-EA classes. For these same items, the
mean scores for non-EA classes fell between
4.5 and 4.9 including the scores for the same
non-EA course taught online during the 5-
week summer session. The EA1l students’
mean scores were highest for items rating clear
course objectives (M = 3.4), clear grading cri-
teria (M =3.3), effective use of technology (M
= 3.3), appropriate materials/resources (M =
3.2), effective student-to-student interactions
(M =3.2), and demonstrated instructor content
knowledge (M = 3.2). The mean scores for
these same items on non-EA student evalua-
tions fell between 4.4 and 5.0 including the
same course taught online during the 5-week
summer session. While these scores were
informative, I felt more in-depth information

from which to identify potential changes to
make in the course was needed.

Before developing an action plan for EA
course modifications, I conducted a qualitative
analysis of the students’ comments to help me
narrow the focus of factors that may have con-
tributed to the low EAIl evaluation scores.
Before examining EA1 evaluation comments,
I reviewed non-EA evaluations for which I
earned high overall instructor ratings (M >
4.5). This included all courses except EA1. I
was unable to distinguish comments by stu-
dents enrolled in online courses from com-
ments by students enrolled in face-to-face and
compressed video classes because, for some
semesters, comments reported by the univer-
sity to me were not separated by course. Fifty-
eight students (17%) enrolled in these classes
contributed comments.

After reading comments from all non-EA
evaluations, I determined that the unit of anal-
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ysis would be a passage that included only one
descriptive opinion. After separating the non-
EA course comments into 184 statements,
each describing one opinion, I grouped the
statements into categories based on similar
themes (Merriam, 2009). The categories of
students’ views included those related to their
personal and professional growth because of
the class assignments, their time and effort
commitment to the course, the instructor’s pro-
fessional content knowledge, the instructor’s
knowledge and ability to design and facilitate a
course (pedagogy), the instructor’s ability to
provide a caring and supportive environment,
and general descriptive comments about qual-
ity of instructor and course.

Using the same categories, I deductively
analyzed comments submitted by EA1l stu-
dents (244 passages from 104 students, or
31.6% of those enrolled in the EA course) to
identify what the two sets of comments (EA1
evaluations and non-EA evaluations) had in
common and to determine what was missing
that might be related to students’ views of the
course and instructor (Merriam, 2009). I iden-
tified the passages within each category as
positive, negative, or neutral/recommenda-
tions lacking a positive or negative tone. For
the non-EA courses, 97% of the comments
were positive. Three categories received most
of the positive comments with general descrip-
tions about the quality of the course and
instructor receiving the greatest number
(37%), perceptions of the instructor’s profes-
sional content knowledge and ability to design
and facilitate the course receiving the next
highest number of positive comments (24%),
and perceptions of the instructor’s ability to
provide a caring and supportive learning envi-
ronment receiving the third highest number of
positive comments (22%). Table 3 summarizes
the percent of comments that were positive,
negative, and neutral or recommendations.

Next, I deductively analyzed the comments
contributed by EA1 students applying the
same categories. Seventeen comments (7%)
were positive and fell into two categories: stu-
dents’ views of the impact of course assign-

ments on their professional and personal
growth and views of the instructor’s pedagogy.
Eighty-five percent of the comments were neg-
ative with two categories receiving the highest
proportion of negative comments: students’
perceptions of the instructor’s knowledge and
ability to design and facilitate a course (57%),
and perceptions of their time and effort com-
mitment to the course (18%). These two
groups of students held different views for
every category with the most contrast between
views about the time and effort they needed to
invest to successfully complete my courses
(i.e., their workload for the classes), the
instructor’s abilities to provide a caring and
supportive learning environment, and the
instructor’s knowledge and abilities related to
designing and facilitating courses.

I contend that students’ levels of satisfac-
tion with their graduate education courses are
strongly linked to their basic needs of auton-
omy, relatedness, and competency being sup-
ported or thwarted during their class
experiences. I also propose that two major fea-
tures of the EA model that differed from the
non-EA model inhibited these needs from
being met: (a) the compressed course timeline
during the school year, and (b) the nature and
frequency of faculty interaction with students.
Paired with this compressed timeline was the
EA program marketing which emphasized a
course design for working students leading
very busy lives. EA1 students may have inter-
preted this advertisement to mean that their
invested work and time required for success
with the courses would be reduced from that
required for 14-week or summer 5-week
courses. This structural difference may have
led, in part, to students’ dissatisfaction because
they were unable to complete assignments and
meet academic challenges to their level of
competence, thus thwarting their need for
competency. Student comments reflect this
frustration with being unable to competently
meet the time and effort requirements of the
course. For example: This course was not
designed for working teachers. The work load
was unreasonably overwhelming. My teaching
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profession suffered because I normally work
after school hours on lessons, grading, etc.

This impression was not reported by stu-
dents enrolled in the 14-week class or the sum-
mer 5-week non-EA online classes. While
these students made a few comments about the
amount of work and effort required for their
graduate courses, they paired these comments
with positive feedback about the course such
as: This course was excellent and well-
planned. It also required a tremendous amount
of work, but the learning experience was fan-
tastic.

The frequency and nature of student-faculty
interactions also differed in the two sets of
classes. Since the student enrollment for the
EA courses technically has no limit and enroll-
ment has been over 1,000 in some classes
(facilitated by one professor), a major consid-
eration with course design is the scalability.
This scalability hinders faculty from interact-
ing with students, so EA courses are structured
such that faculty primarily interact with TAs
who conduct the majority of the course com-
munication with students. [ argue that this lack
of interaction, in conjunction with the nature of
these interactions between students and me,
contributed to their dissatisfaction because
their needs for feeling valued, understood, and
cared for were unmet during the course. In
addition, the EA1 students’ feelings of related-
ness may have been thwarted because the vol-
ume of work aligned with expectations of a
three-credit hour graduate-level course
assigned during a compressed 5-week sched-
ule contradicted the marketing message to
working students who lead busy lives. Student
comments demonstrate their views that the
social context fell short of meeting their needs
for relatedness. For example: Part of the
requirements to be admitted to the program
was that applicants had to be currently teach-
ing. Did [professor] forget this or was it that
she cared not? On the contrary, I propose that
the frequency and nature of the interactions
during non-EA courses met students’ need for
relatedness. Evidence of this support can be
found in a student’s comment: Very ... helpful.

Great with understanding that we all work and
needed some flexibility. She cared that we
learned.

Evidence for meeting or thwarting EA1 stu-
dents’ need to feel they are the source of their
own actions and value their own actions
(autonomy) was less obvious when reviewing
the comments. Based on their comments, stu-
dents’ dissatisfaction with the course may have
been influenced by feeling they lacked power
with making choices about when they com-
pleted assignments, how much time they spent
on assignments, and how they spent their non-
class time because of the compressed timeline
during the school year. The students may have
felt they had no voice because of the limited
communication with me. The following stu-
dent comment reflects this dissatisfaction with
their lack of control of their work during the
course and during time outside of the course: /
like many other teachers had parent/teacher
and CEA conferences during this week, we
were required by our district to stay until 7:30
two different nights. The following two weeks
we had Benchmark testing and SAT-10 testing.
On the contrary, the traditional timelines and
direct lines of frequent and varied communica-
tion promoted feelings of autonomy for the
non-EA student. These students’ had choices
regarding when to complete assignments,
voices because of their interactions with the
professor, and power because of the value they
perceived from assignments they felt prepared
them for future success. These feelings are
reflected in comments such as: The materials
used were informative and opened me up to
new ideas I will use in the school environment.

My next step was to develop an action plan
for making changes to the second EA course.
Keeping in mind that Mills (2011) recognizes
that action researchers can only make changes
in what they have control over, I excluded
making changes in the course lengths, much of
the required coursework, and course time
investment because course lengths are decided
on by university administration rather than
being under my discretion, and it is important
to me that my courses preserve the academic
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TABLE 2
Mean Scores for Course Evaluation Items

Small-Scale
Online, Five-
Week; During

Compressed Small-Scale
Video; Semester- Online; Semester-
Long; During Long; During

Face-to-Face;
Semester-Long;

Summer; Two School Year, School Year; During School
Evaluation Item First EA Course; Classes; Four Classes; Five Classes; Year; Six Classes
Related to (N=172-175) (N=12-13) (N = 48-54) (N =41-44) (N =106-108)
Overall rating of 2.5 4.8 4.6 4.6 4.9
professor
Demonstrated 32 5.0 4.7 4.8 4.9
instructor content
knowledge
Clear explanations/ 2.7 4.7 4.5 4.7 4.8
examples
Clear course 34 4.7 4.7 4.8 4.8
objectives
Appropriate 2.8 4.7 4.7 4.7 4.8
assignments
Clear grading criteria 33 4.8 4.7 4.6 4.8
Useful feedback 2.8 4.8 X 49 X
Effective course 2.8 4.7 X X X
design
Appropriate materials/ 32 4.8 X X X
resources
Effective use of 33 44 X X X
technology
Effective student-to- 3.2 4.6 X X X

student interactions

Note: 5= strongly agree; 4 = agree; 3 = neutral; 2 = disagree; 1 = strongly disagree. X = Similar question not included

on student course evaluation.

integrity of three-credit hour graduate-level
courses. Based on the literature about student
satisfaction ratings of their instructors and
courses (Best, 2000; Chang & Smith, 2008;
Endres, Chowdhury, Frye, & Hurtubis, 2009;
Espasa & Meneses, 2010; Frick, Chadha, Wat-
son, Wang, & Green, 2009; Heiman, 2008;
House, 2006; Marks, Sibley, & Arbaugh,
2005; Walker & Kelly, 2007), self-determina-
tion theory (Deci & Ryan, 2002; Filak & Shel-
don, 2003; Jang et al., 2009; Ryan & Niemiec,
2009; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009) and findings
from my collected data, I decided to make
changes with student-faculty communication

during my next EA class, and slightly reduce
the number of course assignments.

While Filak and Sheldon (2003) determined
that when a social environment meets all three
needs for competence, autonomy, and related-
ness, students are most satisfied with their
instructors, I felt I could influence student sat-
isfaction the most by concentrating on meeting
one of these needs, relatedness, by increasing
the frequency of my interactions with students
and changing the nature of these interactions to
make them more supportive. In addition, by
changing the quality of the interactions to
include personal interactions, rationales for

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.conm qrde/article-pdf/14/4/195/11344114/qr de-12-2013-0002en. pdf by guest on 29 May 2026



Improving Student Satisfaction With Large-Scale, Compressed Timeline Online Courses 203

TABLE 3
Percentages of Positive, Negative, Neutral/Recommendation Comments for Each Theme on Student
Evaluations for Non-EA Courses and EA1

Non-EA Courses
(184 passages from 58 students)

First EA Course (EAI)
(244 passages from 104 students)

Neutral/ Neutral/
Recom- Recom-
Categories of Students’ Views Positive Negative mendations Positive Negative mendations
Their personal and professional 7% 0% 0% 2% 4% 0%
growth because of the class
assignments
Their time and effort 0% 1% 0% 0% 18% 1%
commitment to the course
The instructor’s professional 7% 0% 0% 0% 0% 1%
content knowledge
The instructor’s knowledge and 24% 0% 1% 5% 57% 6%
ability to design and facilitate a
course (pedagogy)
The instructor’s ability to 22% 0% 0% 0% 6% 0%
provide a caring and supportive
environment
General descriptive comments 37% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0%

about quality of instructor and
course

assignments, reasons I valued student learning
from assignments, and my understanding of
the immense workload, I hoped that students
would value their work and feel that they had a
louder voice related to the course (i.e., feel
more autonomous). Selected changes to fac-
ulty-student interactions included sending pre-
course welcome letters, including my profes-
sional background, the course syllabus, text-
book names, book sources, and detailed
directions for all assignments; communicating
more frequently (at least weekly) via e-mails,
including assignment descriptions and ratio-
nales, solicitation for assignment feedback,
reassurances that [ understood the challenges
of the compressed schedule, appreciation for
students’ commitment to quality work, my
commitment to maintaining the integrity of the
course, invitations to respond via e-mail to
engage in discussions with any student who
was interested in continuing e-mail discus-
sions; responding to students’ e-mails

promptly 7 days a week until at least 10:00
P.M. since students completed much of their
coursework on weekends and at night;
responding once a week to students’ questions
collected by the TA; and when communicat-
ing, using a more personal and conversational
tone, students’ names, including additional
background and rationales for assignments or
decisions | had made, and encouraging stu-
dents to continue the conversations with me
until they felt their questions or concerns were
addressed to their satisfaction.

With regard to making changes to increase
students’ feelings of competence, which Filak
and Sheldon (2003) determined had the great-
est impact on course approval, since I was not
ready to significantly reduce the workload, I
decided to postpone considering this dimen-
sion of self-determination theory. However,
because of the concerns about the EA course
discussion board assignments (which were not
mentioned in non-EA class evaluations includ-
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ing those for 5-week online summer classes), I
decided to eliminate most of the discussion
board discussions until I could conduct a sepa-
rate study to guide me in what changes to
make.

With Stage 1 nearly complete, | was anx-
ious to enact changes in the second EA class.
Unfortunately, I was assigned a different EA
course (EA2), but rather than set the action
research aside, [ moved forward with the study
because EA2 was similar to EA1 in that both
courses were structured using the EA model
except for modifications to EA2 resulting from
the action research; enrolled educators inter-
ested in earning master’s degrees in education
focusing on classroom and/or school leader-
ship; included assignments focused on com-
plex ideas about curriculum, curriculum
change, and curriculum processes connected to
students’ prior knowledge, skills, and under-
standings, with assignments targeting recom-
mendations for reform; were designed to retain
the integrity of a three credit hour graduate-
level course regarding the number and com-
plexity of assignments; were supported by the
same distance education platform; had similar
student enrollment numbers (EA1 = 329 stu-
dents; EA2 = 338 students); and were sup-
ported by four TAs who worked full time as K-
12 educators and held at least master’s degrees
in relevant fields. However, the students
enrolled in EA1 (Curriculum Management)
were working toward their National Board cer-
tification while those enrolled in EA2 (Sec-
ondary Curriculum) were meeting course
requirements for their school administration
license. I had previously taught the EA2 course
online during 14-week (school year) and 5-
week (summer) sessions.

STAGE 2

The purpose of Stage 2 was to gather data from
student evaluations of the second large-scale,
compressed timeline online class to compare
with previous classes to determine if the modi-

fications contributed to greater course satisfac-
tion.

Method

At the conclusion of EA2, I reviewed the
course evaluation scores for items similar to all
other courses. Table 4 includes the mean
scores for end-of-course evaluation items for
EA courses and the mean of means of non-EA
course evaluation items. I also analyzed stu-
dents’ comments on course evaluations with
the same six categories employed when ana-
lyzing other evaluations (students’ personal
and professional growth because of the class
assignments, their time and effort commitment
to the course, the instructor’s professional con-
tent knowledge, the instructor’s knowledge
and ability to design and facilitate a course, the
instructor’s ability to provide a caring and sup-
portive environment, and general descriptive
comments about quality of instructor and
course).

Results and Discussion

The EA2 evaluation was completed by 183
of the 338 (54%) students enrolled in the
course. The highest mean scores were docu-
mented for items related to clear course objec-
tives (M = 4.6), and clear grading criteria (M
= 4.5). The lowest earned score for the items
related to useful feedback (M = 3.8) and
effective student-to-student interactions (M =
3.2). Neither of the low scores was unex-
pected since the EA model requires TAs,
rather than faculty, to complete all grading,
and TAs typically complete an assignment
rubric for each student, providing very little
other feedback. Since I had eliminated most
discussions among students, it was expected
that the item related to the usefulness of stu-
dent interactions would be low. The remain-
ing EA2 items earned mean scores from 4.1 to
4.3. Except for the item regarding the effec-
tiveness of student-to-student interaction
which stayed the same, students enrolled in
EA2 ranked all end-of-course items higher
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than items similar to those for the EA1 evalu-
ation with an increase in item mean score
from 0.8 to 1.7 mean points.

The item score reflecting the overall fac-
ulty rating increased from 2.5 to 4.2. EA2
mean scores were within a range of 0.3 to
0.7 mean points of the non-EA courses’
mean of means (not including the scores for
the items about student interactions and feed-
back on assignments). Comments from 42
students on the end-of-course evaluation pro-
vided additional insight into their percep-
tions of the quality of the EA2 course and
instructor. Of the 131 comments, 51% were
positive, 34% were negative, and 15% were
neutral or recommendations. The greatest
number of positive comments addressed
views of the instructor’s knowledge and abil-
ity to design and facilitate the class (23%),
with the next highest percent earned by the

ability to provide a caring and supportive
environment (14%), followed by 8% describ-
ing general impressions of the course and
instructor. The highest number of negative
perceptions (21%) addressed the instructor’s
ability to design and facilitate the course,
with 10% of the comments relating to the
time and effort required for the course. While
the percent of positive comments for EA2
(51%) is far below that for non-EA courses
(97%), there was a large improvement when
compared to EAl (7%). Notably, the same
two categories earned the most positive com-
ments on the EA2 and non-EA courses: the
instructor’s ability and knowledge to design
and facilitate a course and the instructor’s
ability to provide a caring and supportive
environment. Regarding negative comments,
the percent was much higher for EA2 (34%)
compared to non-EA course (1%), and the

item seeking feedback about the instructor’s percent of negative comments for EA2

TABLE 4
Mean Scores for EA Student Course Evaluation Questions and Mean of Mean Scores for all Other Evaluations

Course and Mean of Item Scores

Mean of Mean Mean Scores for Mean Scores for
Scores for all First EA Course;  Second EA Course
Courses Except Stage 1 of Stage 2 of
EA Courses Research Research Change in Mean of
Evaluation Item Related to (N=207-219) (N=172-175) (N=183) EA Scores
Overall rating of professor 4.7 2.5 42 +1.7
Demonstrated instructor content 4.7 32 43 +1.1
knowledge
Clear explanations/ examples 4.7 2.7 43 +1.6
Clear course objectives 4.8 34 4.6 +1.2
Appropriate assignments 4.7 2.8 43 +1.5
Clear grading criteria 4.7 33 4.5 +1.2
Useful feedback 4.9 2.8 3.8 +1.0
Effective course design 4.7 2.8 42 +1.4
Appropriate materials/resources 4.8 32 4.1 +0.9
Effective use of technology 4.4 33 4.1 +0.8
Effective student-to-student 4.6 32 32 0

interactions

Note: 5 =strongly agree, 4 = agree, 3 = neutral, 2 = disagree, 1 = strongly disagree.
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dropped by more than half compared to the
EA1 (85%).

SUMMARY AND
CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

University faculty continually seek ways to
improve their courses in order to promote stu-
dent academic success, increase student inter-
est in coursework, and raise course evaluation
scores. When student evaluation scores for my
first large-scale, compressed timeline online
course were much lower than scores for previ-
ous courses, including small-scale online
classes I directly taught, I was highly moti-
vated to conduct teacher action research to
gain insight into what I could do to raise stu-
dent satisfaction with my second large-scale,
compressed timeline online course.

A close examination of the structures of the
two online course models indicates that stu-
dents in the non-EA courses had more time to
complete coursework, interacted more with the
faculty, and shared the course with many fewer
students. Course evaluations from students
enrolled in the non-EA courses and EA1 reveal
divergent views particularly regarding the time
and effort needed to successfully complete the
course, the instructor’s abilities to provide a
caring and supportive learning environment,
and the instructor’s knowledge and abilities
related to designing and facilitating courses.
Based on the contrast between the two online
models, student evaluation scores and com-
ments, and a review of the literature about
online teaching and self-determination theory,
I determined that the compressed course time-
line and the nature and quantity of faculty
interactions with students were the major fac-
tors that contributed to low student evaluations
for EAl. Based on these comparisons, I
decided to slightly reduce the number of vir-
tual discussion assignments, increase the fre-
quency of my interactions with the students,
and change the nature of my communications
with students.

The scores and student comments from
evaluations for my second large-scale, com-
pressed timeline online course showed great
improvement over evaluations for EA1. I pro-
pose that increasing the quantity of the stu-
dent-faculty interactions and altering the
nature of those interactions promoted students’
satisfaction with the course because these
changes enhanced students’ feelings of relat-
edness. In other words, they felt more con-
nected to others and cared for by others
because of the changes in faculty-student inter-
actions. In addition, I contend that the reduc-
tion in discussion board assignments
contributed to students’ feeling of competence,
as evidenced by the increase in the scores for
the evaluation items related to the instructor
providing appropriate assignments and an
effective course design. This is also evidenced
from the increased percentage of comments
about the instructor’s knowledge and ability to
design and facilitate the class. To a lesser
extent, these changes increased students’ feel-
ings of autonomy, of having a voice and con-
trol over the quality of their work.

This connection between online course sat-
isfaction and student-faculty interactions has
strong support in the literature. The findings of
this study align with research of large- and
small-scale online language classes from
which Russell and Curtis (2013) concluded
that the reduced quality and quantity of fac-
ulty-student interactions in large online classes
may be related to students’ dissatisfaction with
the course; Walker and Kelly’s (2007) study
which determined that many students enrolled
in online courses expressed dissatisfaction
with the quantity and quality of interactions
with faculty; Endres et al.’s (2009) study in
which they determined that faculty practices,
including interactions with students, correlated
with student course satisfaction; and Chang
and Smith’s (2008) findings which noted a sig-
nificant and positive relationship between stu-
dent-faculty interactions and student course
satisfaction.

The purpose of teacher action research is
for faculty to improve their teaching and stu-
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dent learning by systematically investigating
practices, making changes based on data col-
lection and analysis, and investigating the
resulting changes in practice. Within the con-
text of practical action research as applied to a
study of student course evaluations, there were
limitations to my study. One limitation was
that I studied two different groups of students
rather than applying an intervention to one
group. Unfortunately, the 5-week, compressed
timeline of the courses did not permit a more
in-depth study investigating the results of an
intervention part way through one course. A
second limitation to the findings is that I stud-
ied students who were enrolled in two different
courses rather than students enrolled in the
same course. However, students in both
classes were very similar in that they were
practicing teachers seeking master’s degrees in
education programs with overlapping curricula
and from the same department at the same uni-
versity. Because I was not scheduled to teach
the EA1 course immediately after teaching it
the first time, I chose to apply the interventions
to the next course I taught rather than delay
investigating how to improve my large-scale
online course. I felt a sense of immediacy to
determine how to improve my courses to effect
student satisfaction because delaying the study
would have impacted thousands of students
enrolled in courses before I taught the EA1
course the next year. Finally, typical of studies
involving student course evaluations, the
investigation is limited by the number of stu-
dents returning their course evaluations.

Since the primary purpose of teacher action
research is for faculty to learn more about their
teaching and student learning in their class-
rooms, | argue that these limitations do not
detract from what I have learned about my stu-
dents’ satisfaction with my course and how I
can improve my online courses. While it is not
the intention for teacher action research results
to be generalized across large populations, the
findings are also very informative for other
university faculty teaching online courses.

Despite the limitations of teacher action
research, my study contributes to the evolving

body of literature that describes the results of
interventions intended to promote student sat-
isfaction with online courses. In addition, the
study contributes to the nascent body of litera-
ture about large-scale, compressed timeline
online courses. Equally important, this study
expands the research literature that applies
self-determination theory to understanding
student course satisfaction and changes to
improve students’ satisfaction with online
courses.

As a result of my study, I am confident
about changes I will make in my next large-
scale, compressed timeline online course to
promote students’ feelings of relatedness,
competency, and autonomy that result in
improved student course satisfaction. I
strongly urge college faculty and administra-
tors who design large-scale, compressed time-
line online courses to include frequent
opportunities for supportive student-faculty
interactions. Leveraging new communication
technologies can support this communication;
however, even with leveraging new technolo-
gies, building in frequent and supportive inter-
actions between faculty and students enrolled
in online courses is not practical with one fac-
ulty member and thousands of students. Sec-
ond, in order to maintain the integrity of
graduate-level courses that include complex
assignments linking theory with practice with
opportunities for student-student discussions, I
urge university administrators to avoid a 5-
week course length for online classes.
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