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ABSTRACT

This ex post facto descriptive study examined the open-ended comments from 566 university students

in their course evaluations for online courses. The results indicated that the most prevalent themes for

effective online teaching are personalized feedback, instructor engagement, clear assignment instructions

and expectations, an engaging course delivery, instructor knowledge, timely responses, and having practi-

cal and useful content. The results of this study are important for instructors because student perspectives

contribute to students’ motivation and learning. This information is vital to instructors for prioritizing

areas of online course construction to include the most effective teaching and learning strategies.
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INTRODUCTION

The growth of online learning had been steady
before the COVID-19 pandemic, but its growth has
been remarkable during and after the pandemic
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). In
fact, fall 2019 saw about 37% of college students
take at least one online class, whereas in fall 2020
nearly 52% of college students were enrolled in
an online class (Smalley, 2021). Due to the pan-
demic, 650,000 more students enrolled in higher
education classes in the fall semester of 2019 com-
pared to the fall semester of 2020. Despite the fall
2020 decline in overall enroliment, the number of
students taking online classes grew 93% and exclu-
sively undergraduate online growth topped 367%
(Lederman, 2021).

This increase in students taking online courses
requires that the same high-quality expecta-
tions are represented in both traditionally taught
courses and online courses. It is vital that instruc-
tors consistently examine their online instructional

practices by investigating students’ online learning
experiences (Thomas et al., 2018). Examining the
quality of online teaching is important so that stu-
dents have positive learning experiences that make
them successful individuals (Bazluki et al., 2018)
and thus more apt to re-enroll in online classes
(Blackmon & Major, 2012).

Many studies have tried to understand stu-
dents’ perceptions of online classes. These studies
addressed several areas in online teaching such as
identifying the students’ preferred and purposeful
instructional activities, their reasons for tak-
ing online courses, and guidelines for improving
online courses, student engagement, and teacher
feedback. Despite the extensive research on online
teaching and learning, there is a need for research
focused on how faculty can utilize this informa-
tion to design high-quality online instruction and
facilitate student learning. Given that online learn-
ing is now an integral part of higher education, this
research focused on the following two questions:
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1. What do students identify as the most
effective and least effective online teaching
practices?

2. How can that information be used to help
faculty focus their time and effort on
the most effective online teaching and
learning practices?

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Recent studies have used surveys to deter-
mine students’ perceptions of online teaching and
learning practices. Surveys most commonly pres-
ent questions with Likert scales, and some include
open-ended questions to gather specific insights
into students’ experiences in online courses. Thus,
the researchers look at both quantitative and quali-
tative data in many cases. This literature review
includes mixed-method studies using qualitative
and quantitative data and descriptive studies that
collected only quantitative data. However, Smith
et al. (2019) shared that the qualitative data from
their study was much more compelling than their
quantitative data and thus more useful for a better
understanding of students’ perceptions.

Jayaratne and Moore (2017) concluded from
330 student surveys that instructional videos,
PowerPoints with recorded narratives, quizzes,
and video recordings of the live class were the four
most helpful and preferred instructional activi-
ties for students. Similarly, Li et al. (2021) found
that students preferred a variety of media and
varied material for the course content. They also
concluded that clear expectations on assignments,
timely responses, and regular announcements and
reminders were perceived as effective instruc-
tional practices in online courses. The researchers
noted that both instructors and students agreed
that discussion forum activity was ineffective for
achieving high-quality, student-student interac-
tion. However, the results from Mokhtari (2021)
indicated that “the majority of students agreed that
discussion forums can provide adequate collabora-
tion and interaction between students” (p. 7014).
She also found that group work was effective but
that feedback must be continuous, immediate,
and brief to improve students’ understanding, and
that the appropriateness of the technology tools is
also significant.

Huss and Eastep (2013) conducted their study
with the hopes that the results could strengthen

course design and delivery in a midwestern uni-
versity. Their survey results demonstrated that
student preferences for online learning were
focused on instructor preparedness, communi-
cation (responses, directions, assignments, and
feedback), discussion boards, and group work.
Smith et. al (2019) surveyed 402 students to col-
lect quantitative and qualitative data regarding
students’ perceptions of their online courses and
learning experiences. From their results, they
developed a hierarchy of needs for online students
from primary to more sophisticated as follows:
organizational structure, clarity of expectations,
availability/presence of instruction, responsive-
ness of instructor, interactions in course, quality of
tasks, and learning and assessment.

Comparable results were found by Zhang et. al,
(2020) in data collected from 207 undergraduate
management students who indicated support for
the following aspects of online teaching: “online
technological competence (basic online modality),
instructional design, teaching, presence, online
social comfort, cognitive presence, interactivity
and social presence” (p. 46). Distinguishing char-
acteristics for effective online learning were found
by Seifert (2021) in her mixed-methods study of
216 students. Her results indicated that “blend-
ing learning is the ideal approach to implement
the strengths of face-to-face learning with online
learning” (Seifert, 2021, p. 9).

Other studies gathered data for a research
review or meta-analysis of previous studies that
focused on student perceptions of online teach-
ing and learning. Liebold and Schwarz (2022)
conducted an integrative review of students’ per-
ceptions of teacher online feedback. Their findings
indicated that timely teacher online feedback was
most important and that considering the prefer-
ences of the students would benefit the teacher in
providing effective feedback methods and offering
media in the course. In their qualitative research
synthesis, Blackmon and Major (2012) found
five recurring themes about student experiences:
“ability to balance school and life, time manage-
ment skills, acceptance of personal responsibility,
instructor accessibility, and connection with peers”
(p. 80). From their qualitative research synthesis,
they suggested that instructors work to establish
presence in online courses, build interactive rela-
tionships, and create a sense of community.
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The results from student surveys regarding
their perceptions of online learning vary greatly,
due mainly to the statements and questions used
in the surveys. Researchers may guide students
towards specific topics because of the questions
they ask. For example, a question might focus spe-
cifically on the usefulness of discussion boards
or the importance of instructor made videos.
Identifying areas of importance for online teach-
ing and learning can help instructors determine
where to spend their time when creating and teach-
ing their own online courses. Compiling results
from many studies can provide further validation
of what is most important to students.

Many institutions offer guidelines, or even
give a list of criteria, for online course construc-
tion and teaching. Still, much of the work of
supplying content, organizing modules, deter-
mining appropriate activities and assignments,
and creating assessments is left up to the instruc-
tor, usually with no additional time allotted in a
teaching load for course construction. Faculty are
challenged by increased workloads when teach-
ing an online class (Sammons & Ruth, 2007).
Therefore, it is imperative that instructors iden-
tify and focus on the areas that will benefit their
students’ learning the most.

Instructors regularly use information from
their course evaluations for course improve-
ment; however, the use of course evaluations
for decision making has been highly criticized.
It is not clear whether course evaluations evalu-
ate teaching effectiveness and provide value.
Student course evaluations have been frequently
researched and the results raise concerns about
their reliability, validity, and utility (Abrami et
al., 1990). Lawrence (2018) contended that there
is a “preponderance of evidence that suggests that
the average student evaluations of teaching are
not a valid measure of teaching effectiveness” (p.
1). Negative comments have been found to focus
on instructors’ race, sex, and personality traits
rather than their teaching or the student’s learn-
ing (Carmack & LeFebvre, 2019). Grade inflation
can also result due to the significance placed
on course evaluations because higher grades
can contribute to better evaluations by students
(Goldman, 1985).

Some studies have found that students’ evalu-
ations of teachers measure how likable students

find a teacher rather than how good or effective
a teacher they are (Clayson, 2022; Feistauer &
Richter, 2018). Smith (2004) found that many of
the evaluative category statements identified in
his study (responsiveness, availability, profes-
sionalism, friendliness, fairness, promptness,
empathy) were standard measures used in cus-
tomer satisfaction surveys. “The use of course
evaluations to measure student satisfaction may
come with the realization that it is easier and less
disagreeable to evaluate satisfaction than attempt-
ing to evaluate instructor’s teaching activities”
(Smith, 2004, p. 22).

Conversely, Herbert Marsh, a leading researcher
in evaluating teacher effectiveness, stated that
student evaluations are “demonstrably useful in
improving teaching effectiveness when coupled with
concrete enhancement strategies in specific areas
that teachers target for improvement” (Bembenultty,
2009, p. 741). If teachers can take advantage of the
feedback from students and target specific evalu-
ation factors to improve their teaching, they can
improve their teaching effectiveness (Bembenutty,
2009). Similarly, Aleamoni (1987) summarized
research on student ratings from a 74-year period
and found that information from student evalu-
ations document instructional effectiveness and
can be used by instructors to enrich and improve
their courses.

At our institution, information from course
evaluations is typically disseminated to only the
instructors of the courses. It is rarely combined
and analyzed to determine trends that can be use-
ful for all instructors teaching within a program or
department. By analyzing the data from multiple
courses in multiple online programs within the
same department, instructors can tap into patterns
or generalizations relative to a wide range of stu-
dents’ perspectives and make informed decisions
as to what they should spend their time on in cre-
ating effective online courses. Our study analyzes
input from numerous courses and programs over
three years. We synthesized information from
a variety of online classes and programs over
multiple years to address the study’s research ques-
tions with a high level of external validity. This
research, conducted prepandemic, is crucial in
determining a baseline of what constitutes quality
online instruction, as student evaluations of online
instruction can provide a great deal of information
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that can then be utilized to improve online educa-
tion (Lowenthal et al., 2015).

METHOD

The design of this study was ex post facto
descriptive with quantitative and qualitative
analysis. We used course evaluations completed
electronically and submitted by students for courses
in the Teaching, Learning, and Leadership (TLL)
department for data collection. Before starting the
study, the Institutional Review Board at the uni-
versity found this project exempt from review. We
collected student comments from the course evalu-
ations and compiled, coded, themed, tabulated, and
analyzed them so that both quantitative and qualita-
tive analysis could be completed.

Participants

The study participants were students enrolled in
courses offered by the TLL Department in a public
university in the Midwest. They were enrolled in
undergraduate or graduate online courses offered
in undergraduate teacher education, master’s in
education, career and tech education, and educa-
tional leadership programs from Fall 2016 through
Spring 2019. Students in these programs included
those enrolled in both traditional and nontradi-
tional, undergraduate, and graduate courses. Most
students were pursuing teacher licensure or post
bachelorette certificates and degrees in an educa-
tional area or in instructional design. Students in
the EAD program were typically employed in tech-
nical colleges or were pursuing leadership roles
in education.

The TLL department at the university where
the study was conducted collects course evalua-
tions from students for every course every semester
(fall, spring, and summer). We analyzed course
evaluations from Fall 2016 through Summer 2019
that had been administered electronically via
Qualtrics to students in online courses in the TLL
Department. This included courses from BS, MS,
and EdD levels. BS courses were from the follow-
ing programs: Technology Education, Marketing
and Business Education, Family and Consumer
Science Education, and Technology and Tech Ed
and Training. The MS programs included Career
and Tech Ed and Education, and the EdD pro-
gram was in Career and Tech Ed. We also included
courses from the online professional development
program for educators, which offers certificates

in Instructional Design, Math Specialist, Reading
Teacher and Reading Specialist, as well as a variety
of professional development courses for teachers.
The course evaluations used by the TLL depart-
ment at our university included both quantitative
(Likert-scale) and qualitative statement completion
(open-ended narrative). We used only the qualitative
sections from the course evaluations for this study.

The course evaluations were collected by the
department support person who views and dis-
tributes evaluations as part of their job. To ensure
anonymity, the department support person removed
the instructor’s name and course number from each
course evaluation. They also reviewed each docu-
ment to remove any instructor’s name or course
names from the comments. The course evaluations
were then sent to a graduate research assistant who
prepared a spreadsheet for each of the four open-
ended statements: (@) The best things about this
course are; (b) This course would be improved if; ()
The best things about the instructor’s teaching are;
and (d) The instructor’s teaching would be improved
if. They then opened each individual student course
evaluation, copied the comments from each open-
ended response section, and pasted them into the
corresponding spreadsheet until all comments from
the evaluations had been transferred to the spread-
sheets. Responses were kept intact for each entry in
the spreadsheet, meaning that a response could have
contained one word, a phrase, a sentence, or even a
paragraph addressing multiple topics.

The collected data consisted of four spread-
sheets containing the compiled comments taken
from 566 individual student evaluations from Fall
2016 through Summer 2019. To begin the coding
process, the lead investigator chose the spread-
sheet containing comments from “The instructor’s
teaching would be improved if” and used a con-
stant comparative method to determine emerging
themes while reading the comments on the spread-
sheet (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). As themes
emerged, the comments were coded.

Once that spreadsheet was completed with
themes created and all the comments coded, the
themes were then added to the other three spread-
sheets. Before the other two investigators coded
the entries on their spreadsheets, we discussed the
themes so we had a consistent understanding of
what would be appropriately coded for each theme.
The other two investigators in the study were each
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assigned spreadsheets, and they read the com-
ments on the remaining three spreadsheets and
coded each individual comment to the appropriate
theme. They also added themes as they emerged in
response to their specific group of comments.

The number of entries for each spreadsheet are
listed in Table 1. The entries were broken down into
individual comments to code as we found applica-
ble. In some cases, a phrase or sentence was used to
communicate a complete thought, whereas in other
cases two to three sentences may have been used
to communicate a complete thought or may have
been coded under more than one area. For example,
a student may have left a simple comment such as
“perhaps more in-depth feedback.” That comment
was coded under the theme of assignment feedback.
Or comments may have been more complex and had
to be deconstructed to code, such as, “more com-
munication, clearer directions, faster response times
on emails.” That entry consisted of several different
themes that, when broken apart, were coded under
communication, assignments instructions/expecta-
tions, and response time.

Table .
Number of Responses Per Open-Ended Statement

Open-Ended Statements Number
The best things about this course are 1355
This course would be improved if 1065
The best things about the instructors’ teaching are 1252
Theinstructor’s teaching would be improved if 1229

To address interrater reliability, after all the cod-
ing was completed by us, each investigator reviewed
a sample of the coded statements from another’s
spreadsheet. If discrepancies were found, they were
discussed between the two investigators until a con-
sensus was reached. Comments such as N/A or “no
improvement needed” were not coded.

RESULTS

The results of this study are organized into four
sections corresponding to the data from each of the
four questions. A quantitative analysis of qualita-
tive data is shown on each spreadsheet in the form
of the number of responses by theme. The top 20
themes are included in each figure and subthemes
are provided in the tables.

The Best Things About this Course Are...

Figure 1 specifies the top 20 themes identified
in response to the open-ended statement, “The best
things about this course are...”. The total number
of comments are provided after each theme.

Figure 1.
The Best Things About this Course Are...

As shown in Figure 1, students commented

mostly on engaging delivery/practical (389 com-
ments), instructor’s engagement (277 comments),
assignments-instructions/expectations/choice
(275 comments), and materials (265 comments).
Subthemes were then identified within some of the
major themes, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2.
Number of Entries for Most Frequent Themes and Subthemes
for “The Best Things About this Course Are...”

Engaging Delivery/Practical 389
Practical/useful 144
Variety 132
Instructor’s Engagement 211
Flexibility/enthusiasm/passion m
Timely/available/responsive/present 70
Feedback 55
Assignment Instructions/Expectations/Choice 215
Practical/useful 154
Variety/choice 52
Materials 255
Practical/useful 125
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Variety of material | 109 | |
The subtheme of Practical/useful carried across
three different themes. The students wanted deliv-
ery of content, materials, information, activities,
and assignments that were practical and useful. One
student said, “This course was very practical and
applicable for a classroom teacher. | also appreciated
the choice involved in each module’s assignments.”
Another concurred, “The materials and activities
were relevant with how learning is currently evolving.
| practiced real-world applications of what | learned.”
They also appreciated variety in the materials used,
delivery methods, activities, and assignments, as
one student pointed out, “I appreciated the variety
of assignments, from reading to discussion postings,
brief writing assignments to communication of learn-
ing through technology tools. It was energizing to
engage with others in a similar field of students.”
Comments on how the instructor’s engagement
was the best thing about the course fell into three
major subthemes: (a) Flexibility/enthusiasm/passion
(111/277 comments), (b) Timely/available/responsive/
present (70/277 comments), and (c) Feedback (55/277
comments). Students were clear with their comments
on how the instructor made a difference for them. For
instance, one student remarked, “She was a delightful
coach, collaborator, and all of the characteristics one
wants in an instructor, she set up an example by prac-
ticing all what she teaches and believes in.” Another
commented,
The resources he provided, his
responsiveness to questions, the
amount of time he spent with each
project team, his willingness to give
feedback on our drafts ahead of dead-
lines. He really wanted us to succeed
in this course. | learned a lot in this
course that | will be able to apply to
improve project management at my
organization.

Another student pointed out how engagement fos-
tered a feeling of care,
| also appreciate her self-created
videos and her timely, detailed, and
personalized feedback—I really felt
connected to my instructor and felt
as if they cared about me personally
and was invested in my success. That

is no small feat in an online course!
Thank you.

This Course Would be Improved If...

Figure 2 specifies the top 20 themes identi-
fied in response to the open-ended statement, “The
course would be improved if...”. The total number
of comments are provided after each theme.

Figure 2.
This Course Would be ImprovedIf...

As outlined in Figure 2, students commented
mostly about ways the specific course could be
improved (127 comments), organization of the
course (98 comments), discussion boards (94
comments) and instructions and expectations of
assignments (93 comments). Only one theme was
broken into subthemes in this area (see Table 3).

Table 3.
Number of Entries for Most Frequent Themes and
Subthemes for “The Course Would be Improved If...”

Course or Assignment Unique Comments 121
Organization 98
Structure of the course itself 12
Layout of the course shell 39
Discussion Boards 94
Assignment Instructions/Expectations 93
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In identifying how this course could be
improved, students responded with comments
related to a specific course. These comments may
have been beneficial to the specific instructor and
program, but they did not relate to online delivery.
Comments of this type are as follows: “During the
tip sheet we worked in smaller groups. It would
have been easier to have less people in a group,
I could have done more work but learned more
in the process of the creations on the product,”
and, “Providing more structured training in CBT
authoring tools.”

Comments related to organization when iden-
tifying ways the course could be improved fell
into two subthemes: Structure of the course itself
(72/98 comments) and Layout of the course shell
(39/98 comments). The first subtheme consisted
of comments related to how the content and
the assignments for the course were distributed
across the course. One student shared, “Directions
and rubrics need to be more clear overall. Some
weeks were highly work intensive and some weeks
were very light. A more even distribution would
have been helpful.” Another concurred, “The
assignments were spaced out so we could receive
feedback before moving on, adding onto the pre-
vious assignment.” Students also felt the course
needed organizational improvement if they could
not easily find what they were seeking, as demon-
strated in the following comment: “I felt I had to
jump around a lot to find necessary documents,
rubrics, etc.” Another student shared,

The course would be improved if
things were not so congested on the
site. | somehow missed a couple of
important parts of our assignments.
There is just so much to read and
so many places to look to make sure
you’re not missing anything.

Another summed it up by saying,

... links to the pdf’s were more
clearly organized ... meaning, |
was looking for a pdf for an assign-
ment and could never find it. It was
stated that it could be found within
the activity, but I couldn’t find it.
It would be nice to have all links
active on the “readings’ page.

Within the section on how the course could be
improved, 94 students commented on the discus-
sion board feature. These responses were mixed.
Some students wanted less of a focus on discussion
board posts and expressed concern with how to use
and manage discussion board posts:

There were a lot of students in the
class, and it was time consuming to
read and try to respond to all of the
online discussions

When we, as distance learners, are
required to converse with our class-
mates about material we do not yet
understand and have no experience
with, how are we expected to have a
meaningful conversation about it?
And how are we supposed to learn
the content from that? Why is it
beneficial? It’s a waste of time. It’s

like the blind leading the blind

Rather than using discussion
boards for all collaborations, the
instructor could use different strat-
egies, such as forming groups to
work on a project together.

Some students requested more opportunities
for class-wide discussions each week to build com-
munity, “l wish there was more mandatory course
discussions. | have taken quite a few ... online
courses over the years. There was times | felt alone.”

Students requested more clarity, detail,
and consistency for the theme identified as
Assignment Instructions/Expectations. In most
cases, comments referred to the expectations of the
assignments and expressed frustration as to uncer-
tainty about when things were due. One student
simply said, “Clearer directions and instructions.”
Another student shared, “The assignment instruc-
tions for most of the weekly activities lacked detail,
clarity, and a strong sense of what the final prod-
uct should be.” Several students stated that they
would have liked more examples of work turned in
by previous students so they could see the level of
quality and technical expertise they were meant to
reach. Although some students acknowledged that
their instructors were very willing to respond to
questions about assignments, they also stated that
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this information should have been placed in the
course shell at the beginning of the course.

When there was a rubric provided for an assign-
ment, the student comments referred to making
sure instructions for the assignment on the rubric
did not differ in any way from those in the course
shell to avoid confusion. Regarding the submission
of assignments, students identified that due dates
should be easily accessible and consistent through-
out the course, and they should be provided early
in the course to allow students to schedule around
work and family demands. This was especially
important when group work was a part of the class.

The Best Things About the Instructor’s
Teaching Are...

Figure 3 specifies the top 20 themes identified
in response to the open-ended statement, “The
best things about the instructor’s teaching are...”.
The total number of comments are provided after
each theme.

Figure 3.
The Best Things About the Instructor’s Teaching Are...

As outlined in Figure 3, students commented
mostly on feedback (306 comments), instructor
knowledge (216 comments), and timely responses
(211 comments). Subthemes were identified under
feedback (see Table 4).

Although there were individuals who sim-
ply identified feedback as positive without going
into further detail, there was also a number that
expanded their comments allowing for the iden-
tification of three subthemes related to specific

Table 4.
Number of Entries for Most Frequent Themes and Subthemes
for “The Best Things About the Instructor’s Teaching Are...”

Feedback 306

Content of feedback k)

Timeliness of feedback 99

Regularity of feedback 32
Instructor Knowledge 216
Timely Responses n

aspects of the feedback that students saw as benefi-
cial: (a) Content of feedback (115/306 comments),
(b) Timeliness of feedback (99/306 comments), and
(c) Regularity of feedback (32/306 comments).

Content of feedback was identified most often
by students: “All feedback for required assignments
was thoughtful and thorough,” “Her individual
feedback on assignments was always detailed and
specific to foster ongoing growth and improvement
in my work,” and, “When | didn’t quite grasp a
concept, the instructor recognized it and gave me
specific feedback telling me how to improve.”

At the same time there were individuals whose
comments pointed out the importance of the tone
of the feedback given, as in, “She models how to
be a facilitator with her encouraging tone and con-
structive criticism.” When students commented
on feedback, some talked about either its helpful-
ness for developing a better understanding of the
course content and its importance in guiding them
on future assignments, or they pointed out their
appreciation of the individualized nature of the
feedback, e.g., “Provided feedback and encourage-
ment throughout the course.”

The other subthemes focused on the concept
of timeliness and regularity. Terms frequently
used by students included “timely,” “quick,” or
“prompt.” One student even commented, “He went
above and beyond on making himself available
concerning the feedback.” While some students
simply identified their desire for timeliness, others
expanded to identify why they felt this was impor-
tant: “She gives very specific, quick feedback and
you receive a grade very quickly, which enables
you to know what changes need to be made to
the next project paper,” and, “She gives feedback
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multiple times when students make corrections.
This is greatly appreciated.”

The many aspects about feedback that were
identified by students may be summarized in the fol-
lowing comprehensive response of a single student:

She practiced what she preached
and showed us how to be excellent
instructors rather than just teach-
ing us how. She actively responded
in our discussion boards, provid-
ing personal responses to every
student’s post. She also provided
feedback on assignments very
quickly and again with individual
details. By far, | felt she was the
most engaged and genuine pro-
fessor | have encountered. | can’t
imagine the amount of time she
invested in participating with us
and the effort absolutely showed
through. Thank you!!!

The theme with the second highest number of
entries (216) was Instructor knowledge. In addition
to comments that articulated that the instructor was
knowledgeable of the subject matter, students refer-
enced personal characteristics about the instructor
and that they valued their instructor’s past or cur-
rent experience in the field. Students commented,
“Very knowledgeable about the subject,” and, “She
is in the field and knows what educators face day-
to-day.” Another student commented, “knowledge
of education/his actual experience and up to date
knowledge of what is going on in education.”

The theme that had the third highest number of
entries (211) was Timely responses. Student com-
ments related to an instructor’s timeliness included
the following: “Quick to respond to emails and is
available for phone calls as well!"” and “Prompt
about answering emails—Offered timely sugges-
tions. Grades were posted promptly, which was
very beneficial for tracking and monitoring one’s
progress.” Another student shared, “Very clear and
communicative. Always kept us ‘in the loop’ with
any changes to timelines or course expectations.”

The Instructor’s Teaching Would be Improved If...

Figure 4 specifies the top 20 themes identi-
fied in response to the open-ended statement, “The
instructor’s teaching would be improved if...”.

The total number of comments are provided after
each theme.

Figure 4.
The Instructor’s Teaching Would be Improved If...

As outlined in Figure 4, students commented
mostly on assignment feedback (117 comments),
assignment instruction/expectations (84 com-
ments), and communication (56 comments).
Subthemes were identified under two of the themes
(see Table 5).

Table 5.
Number of Entries for Most Frequent Themes and Subthemes
for the Instructor’s Teaching Would Be Improved If...

Assignment Feedback 1
Timely feedback 52
Detailed feedback 54
Assignment Instructions/Expectations 84
Communication 56
Reply quicker 22
Clarity 15
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Assignment feedback was coded into two sub-
themes: Timely feedback (52/117 comments) and
Detailed feedback (54/117 comments). One student
said, “I cannot stress enough the importance of
timely feedback.” Another summarized it by say-
ing, “It’s hard to evaluate how you are doing when
you don’t get a quick or timely return on how you
did or what you need to improve on when you
are turning in other assignments.” Another stu-
dent expressed a time frame for feedback: “The
best feedback time frame relative to learning is
the week following submission.” A few students
pointed out the importance of individualized feed-
back: “The written feedback very much felt like a
bulk reply to everyone and was not tailored to the
individual assignment,” and, “His feedback is 99%
unhelpful. He often just says ‘Good job’ or *Nice
work here.” Nice work on what?”

The second theme was Assignment Instructions/
Expectations. A few students expressed the need for
examples or exemplars. Some students were direct
with, “Communicate the expectations clearly,” and
“The instructor should make assignments more
clearly defined.”

One student shared, “Well, the instructions
were not clear at all. Several times throughout
the course, | found myself reading and rereading
assignment instructions, never feeling 100% con-
fident I understood what was expected.” Another
student explained, “Throughout the course, there
were times when it would have been helpful to see
examples of how our papers should be formatted,
directed or focused.”

The third theme was Communication. From
reading the comments, two subthemes emerged:
Reply quicker (22/56) and Clarity (15/56). The fol-
lowing comments express students’ frustration
with waiting for a response to emails or the mes-
sage board as well as the desire for clear replies:
“Took forever to reply to emails if she even replied
at all,” “Respond to discussion/email questions
within at least 24 hours,” and, “Faster response
to messages for nontraditional students who have
only the weekend to work on their assignments.”

DISCUSSION

This study looked at student responses to four
open-ended survey questions. After coding and
analyzing the responses in each of the four groups,
it was apparent that there were many overlapping

themes. Students focused on the clarity of assign-
ments, feedback, and responsiveness in more
than one section. When students identify a theme
as being the best thing about a course, and then
identify that same theme as needing improvement,
the importance from the perspective of students
is reinforced. An example of this is feedback,
where 306 students identified it as the best thing
about their instructor’s teaching and 117 students
identified that providing more timely or detailed
feedback was a way for the instructor to improve
their course.

When examining the comments from all
four areas, two of the themes had over 300 stu-
dent comments, which were the idea that students
desire practical, engaging courses (389) and that
feedback (306) is a key element of a course. A
total of five themes had over 200 responses,
which were instructor engagement (277), assign-
ment instructions, expectations, and choice (275),
course materials (265), instructor knowledge
(216), and timely responses from the instruc-
tor (211). In addition to timely responses being
a major theme under the best thing about the
instructor’s teaching, we also noted that the
importance of timeliness emerged as an area of
focus in four additional subthemes of commu-
nication, assignment feedback, feedback, and
instructor engagement. An additional concept that
emerged in multiple subthemes was variety in the
delivery of the course, the materials provided, and
the assignments.

Although there were two open-ended state-
ments focusing on the course and two different
open-ended statements focusing on the instruc-
tor’s teaching, the student responses demonstrated
the inseparability of the two, with 277 students
referencing the instructor’s engagement when iden-
tifying the best thing about the course. Students
in this study desired courses that are practical
and useful in nature, use a variety of assignments
and materials, and provide timely feedback. It is
also apparent that the instructors themselves and
their actions make the class the best it can be for
the students.

Many themes identified in this study parallel
established guidelines for creating effective online
courses. Resources abound for instructors who
want information about how to teach online suc-
cessfully. Checklists, webinars, and professional

JOURNAL OF EDUCATORS ONLINE



development courses are available to help instruc-
tors get started. Many of the themes from this study
are highlighted in those resources. For example,
in a brief review of six published books focused
on online instruction, most included chapters or
topics on course design, engagement, communica-
tion, making connections, discussions, and giving
feedback. Aside from reading about how to be an
effective online instructor, asking students what
they need can help inform instructors at the begin-
ning of the semester. Midsemester surveys can
be useful in identifying student concerns about a
course in time to make changes. The end-of-the-
semester course evaluation can provide important
data, but it is obtained too late to address issues
during the semester.

In looking at the results of this study, along
with studies on students’ perceptions of online
learning, instructors can identify some basic
guidelines on what to prioritize in their online
courses. Organization of the course shell in the
learning management system is important to stu-
dents so that assignments and materials are easily
found (Seifert, 2021; Smith et. al, 2019). Course
shells do not have to be filled with bells and whis-
tles, but they do need to be concise and clear so
students do not waste time trying to find the infor-
mation they need to complete the work. Details
are important when assignments are created, and
clear directions are essential, with examples pro-
vided when they would benefit the learner (Smith
et. al, 2019).

When students ask questions, instructors
should respond in a timely manner and keep stu-
dents informed regarding due dates and course
changes (Bolliger & Martin, 2018; Huss & Eastep,
2013; Jackson et al., 2010; Li et. al, 2021; Smith et.
al, 2019). Many online learners have only a few
days set aside to complete their work and waiting
for a response from an instructor can be frustrat-
ing. Promptly providing comments or feedback
to students on assignments is crucial so students
know how they are performing in a course and how
to move forward to the next assignment (Leibold &
Schwarz, 2022; Mokhtari, 2021). Finally, students
in our study strongly desired personalized feed-
back instead of generic comments.

Instructional designers can help instruc-
tors create a clear organizational structure for
an online course. Instructors need to map out

course schedules and expectations carefully to
allow themselves time to engage in each course,
build community with their students, and respond
and give feedback promptly (Zhang et. al, 2020).
Without careful planning, an instructor can
become overwhelmed with a mountain of assign-
ments to grade, questions to answer, and updates
and revisions to make.

LIMITATIONS

Although multiple steps were taken to
increase the reliability of the study, there were
limitations related to the challenge of precise cod-
ing in a situation where student responses were
open ended and there were multiple coders. Some
students’ comments were concise and matched
the themes, while others were more complex and
intertwined several concepts. To minimize the
limitation of inconsistency of the coding process,
at the beginning of the process, each researcher
coded a sample of those completed by the other
two researchers and compared results to identify
discrepancies and come to an agreement on the
definition of each code.

An additional limitation to this study is our
institution’s course evaluation system. Completion
of student evaluations is optional and only admin-
istered at the end of the semester. Students are
sent a link to an online survey about two weeks
before the semester ends. Although some instruc-
tors may remind students about the opportunity
to complete the evaluation and encourage their
participation, there is no requirement that all stu-
dents complete the evaluation. Thus, evaluations
from a given course may not capture the perspec-
tives of all students in that class. Additionally,
they may not be inclusive of comments students
have shared throughout the course. To address
this limitation, this research encompassed many
responses over several years and from a variety
of programs.

RECOMMENDATIONS

With the rise of the internet and new tech-
nologies, access to quality online education has
changed the concept of traditional education and
proven to be useful and valid for many students.
In fact, over 30% of American students in higher
education are taking at least one distance course
(Josep, 2024). Therefore, it is important to repeat
research like this study to determine changes
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occurring in the perceptions of students regarding
what constitutes quality online instruction.

This study had the advantage of looking at a
large data set of student responses. The one com-
monality in the subjects was that they were enrolled
in online courses because they chose to enroll in
an online program and were not forced into online
learning because of the impact of COVID-19. This
does raise the question as to whether there would
be a difference in expectations and desires of
those who are in online courses because that is the
only option.

To ensure the confidentiality of students’ com-
ments on evaluations, no demographic data were
collected. It is known the participants were from
a range of program areas and covered an age
range of several decades. Noting that some of the
courses from which evaluations were drawn were
early in the students’ program of study and others
were their final course, it is fair to assume stu-
dents would also have a range of familiarity and
expectations for their online learning experience.
Future research that looks at the students’ perspec-
tives based on demographics such as program of
study, age, traditional versus Nontraditional stu-
dent, or level of online experience would allow
for a more focused approach in delivering online
learning that addressed the students’ specific needs
and expectations.
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