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Abstract  
The extensive introduction of online technologies to support teaching and learning is impacting 
how teachers teach and students learn. It is also affecting both teaching staff’s and students’ per-
ceptions of what each others’ roles are.  The research reported here is part of a larger study that 
explored different aspects of teaching and learning in online environments.  This study was un-
dertaken within an Australian university and involved an institution-wide survey of students.  The 
paper reports on students’ perceptions of their roles as online learners and the expectations they 
have of online teachers.  The outcomes of the research suggest that different cohorts of students 
have different expectations.  These expectations are informed by their mode of study and also by 
their perceptions of how staff engage with online teaching.  Recommendations include proactive 
management of student expectations by staff, as well as a commitment by staff to meet those ex-
pectations. 

Keywords: Online learning, E-learning, online teaching, role of online teacher, role of online 
learner 

Introduction 
The widespread introduction of online technologies to support teaching and learning has signifi-
cantly altered the practice of teaching in many tertiary institutions (Abrioux, 2004).  The tradi-
tional higher education classroom has increasingly moved from a face-to-face environment to one 
that is integrated, blended or even replaced by online interaction (Lockyer & Bennett, 2006).  Not 
only can this new environment provide a rewarding and engaging experience but Singh, 
O’Donoghue and Worton (2005) suggest that it provides many opportunities for students and in 
particular can enable them to become self-directed, independent learners and eventually lifelong 
learners.   

Teaching and learning in this online environment, however, involves shifts in both understanding 
and in behavior (Salmon, 2005).  This 
paper explores whether the expectations 
of the role teachers and students play in 
the modern, tertiary institution have kept 
pace with the adoption of online tech-
nologies. Although this research is a 
case study, it is expected that the results 
and recommendations will be of interest 
to those involved with the delivery of e-
learning in the higher education context. 

Material published as part of this publication, either on-line or 
in print, is copyrighted by the Informing Science Institute. 
Permission to make digital or paper copy of part or all of these 
works for personal or classroom use is granted without fee 
provided that the copies are not made or distributed for profit 
or commercial advantage AND that copies 1) bear this notice 
in full and 2) give the full citation on the first page. It is per-
missible to abstract these works so long as credit is given. To 
copy in all other cases or to republish or to post on a server or 
to redistribute to lists requires specific permission and payment 
of a fee. Contact Publisher@InformingScience.org  to request 
redistribution permission.  
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E-learning, in the context of this research, is the learning processes and interactions between stu-
dents and teachers that are supported by information and communication technologies (ICT).  
Recent studies have focused on examining issues related to the implementation and evaluation of 
e-learning in higher education (Lefoe, Gunn & Hedberg, 2002; Singh et al., 2005; Wang, 2006).  
Likewise students’ perceptions of e-learning have been explored (see for example Coldwell, 
Craig, & Goold, 2006; Keller & Cernerud, 2002).  Other studies have focused on the evaluation 
of particular courses where online learning environments (OLEs) are used (Goold & Coldwell, 
2005; Smith, Coldwell, Smith, & Murphy, 2005); or on investigating and evaluating tools and 
features used in OLEs, as a whole or by particular student cohorts (Herrington & Oliver, 2002).  
Where broad-scale research of student evaluations of OLEs has been published, the focus tends to 
be on the ICT aspects of the OLE.   

Publication of research on students’ roles in OLEs for learning across a university is limited and 
usually emphasizes students’ attitudes towards, and their perceptions of, the benefits of OLEs 
(Haywood, Macleod, Haywood, Mogey, & Alexander, 2004).  Insights into the changing role of 
both teacher and students in OLEs need to be gathered if these environments are to be used in the 
optimum way (McShane, 2000).   

Haywood et al. (2004) report on a longitudinal study of students’ preparedness for and percep-
tions of e-learning in the UK and Europe.  They suggest that students enter University with at 
least a basic level of ICT skills and that they have access to and a willingness to use ICT for study 
as well as social and recreational activities.  Students also have a positive attitude towards the use 
of ICT to support teaching and learning.  However, students are generally unprepared for new 
learning experiences.  They consider the use of ICT as a supplement to traditional teaching only 
and are concerned about the loss of quality of their learning experience as well as the apparent 
transfer of burdens and costs to them.  Cowan (2006) suggests that the advance of technologies 
has made syllabi, which require students to know, understand, and apply material, out of date.  
Instead students need to concentrate on the higher levels of learning in the cognitive domain.  
Therefore, students need to develop “sophisticated abilities in problem-solving, making judg-
ments, searching, analyzing, thinking critically, and collaborating with others” (Cowan, 2006, 
p.3).  The research by both Cowan and Haywood et al. suggests that generally students require 
coaching as to what their role is and what the role of the teacher is, to gain the benefits afforded 
by technology supported education. 

A small-scale study reported by Newlands and Coldwell (2004) attempted to address some of the 
discrepancies between teacher and student expectations. This study did not investigate the skills 
and attitudes that students bring to online learning but rather their expectations of their online 
learning experience.  The study identified four barriers to learning: responsibility for learning, 
interaction, use of appropriate learning strategies, and acquisition of required ancillary skills.   

While both teachers and students generally have a good understanding of what the roles of teach-
ers and students are in a face-to-face environment, the roles in an online environment can be sub-
tly different.  “Online teaching and learning changes the scope and skills we require of academics 
and teachers.  It changes what we actually do with students” (Salmon, 2001, p. 2).  For successful 
teaching and learning to take place, both teachers and students need to be clear on the roles that 
they are expecting of each other.  A mismatch between these expectations can lead to frustration 
and a less than satisfactory teaching or learning experience.  Consequently Chang and Fisher 
(2003) argue that teachers and students must understand their roles in the online environment if 
they are to contribute and participate successfully in an OLE. 
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The Role of the Teacher 
The role of the teacher in any learning environment is to “ensure that some type of educational 
process occurs amongst the learners involved” (Chang & Fisher 2003, p. 5).  In the traditional 
classroom the teacher’s role can be seen as that of an instructor imparting knowledge to students 
as well as advice on “how to do it” (Cowan, 2006, p.5).  Conti (1985) refers to the teacher-
centered style as one in which the responsibility for directing the learning environment is the in-
structor.  Jarvis (1995) suggests that this style of teaching relies on strategies aimed at transmit-
ting knowledge to the learners.  However, the role of the teacher in tertiary institutions “needs to 
change to match the development and potential of new online environments” (Salmon, 2002, p. 
3).  Teaching successfully in an online environment does not come from teachers doing what they 
have always done (Salmon, 2002).  In an OLE the teacher’s role becomes that of an educational 
facilitator, providing guidance and fostering “a sense of community among learners” (Chang & 
Fisher, 2003, p. 5).    

It has been suggested that the online teacher needs to adopt the roles of facilitator and coach (Lai, 
1999) combined with moderator and tutor (Cowan, 2006) as well as subject matter expert and 
technician (Anderson, 2004).  Aggarwal and Bento (2000) suggest that the teacher in the online 
environment also needs to assume the role of mentor; whereas Chan (2003) proposes that the role 
of adjudicator be included.  Goodyear, Salmon, Spector, Steeples, and Tickner (2001) developed 
a model which encompasses eight roles for the online teacher, those of content facilitator, tech-
nologist, designer, manager/administrator, process facilitator, adviser/counselor, assessor and re-
searcher (see Table 1).   

Table 1: Roles and indicators of key competences of the online teacher 
(Source: Goodyear et al., 2001, pp. 69-70) 

Role Task areas 

Content facilitator Facilitate the learners understanding of the content  (‘In-course’ activity) 

Technologist Making technology choices to improve the online environment 

Designer Designing worthwhile learning task (‘Pre-course’ activity) 

Manager/administrator Administration and record keeping 

Process facilitator Welcoming, establishing ground rules, creating community, managing com-
munication, modeling social behavior, establishing own identity 

Adviser/counselor Providing students with advice or counseling on a one to one basis  

Assessor Provides grades and  feedback 

Researcher Creation of new knowledge relevant to content 

 

Salmon (2001) describes the person who is responsible for responding to and building on the con-
tributions of online discussions as an e-moderator.  While in some instances the e-moderator or 
online tutor or teaching assistant may be a separate person, in the context of many tertiary institu-
tions e-moderation is considered part of the teacher’s role.  In the context of this research the e-
moderation is considered to be only one part of the role of the teaching staff involved.  King 
(1993) defined the role of the e-moderator as “the guide on the side” (versus “sage on the stage”) 
which Collison, Elbaum, Haavind, and Tinker (2000) suggest is the most appropriate role for 
leading a virtual learning community.  They also suggest that the tasks of an online instructor or 
tutor should include: being aware of all postings within discussion forums; encouraging participa-
tion and keeping track of the involvement of individual students; keeping the discussion focused; 
and encouraging higher order thinking.   
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Mazzolini and Maddison (2006), among others, support the role of the instructor as the person 
who allows students to adopt a more central role in their own learning.  A number of authors have 
suggested that the new paradigm has therefore seen a shift from teacher-centered and institution-
centered learning, to learning that is student-centered (see for example Barrett, 2006; Butler, 
2000; Chang & Fisher, 2003). 

Stacey (2000) suggests that the online teacher will therefore need to provide the discipline knowl-
edge and the organization, design, management and sequencing of learning, as well as the social 
presence through online interaction.   

The Role of the Student 
Students need to take an active approach to learning if they are to be successful online learners 
(Palloff & Pratt, 1998).  Consequently students need to be involved in discussions, be prepared to 
speak out, develop solutions, and work within minimal guidelines.  Further, generating deeper 
levels of understanding requires students to work collaboratively (Chang & Fisher, 2003). 

Zariski and Styles (2000) suggest that students need to become self-directed learners, which re-
quire them to be highly self-regulated, be responsible for organizing their learning, and be reflec-
tive.  Students who are self-directed learners will understand content plus have a positive attitude 
towards themselves as learners.  This will enable them to reflect on their learning and will pro-
vide the motivation to continue learning throughout life (Clayton, 2003).  Armarego and Roy 
(2000) argue that by having students complete reflective journals, or some other measure of self 
assessment, they have opportunities for reflection and introspection so that they can make sense 
of the experiences they have gained.  An “e-learner must be able to identify and prioritize his or 
her personal skill gaps” and “manage the learning experience, including setting clear goals, estab-
lishing specific plans, and securing needed resources” (Birch, 2002). 

Quek and Wong (2003, p.289) warn that being successful in the online environment requires that 
students understand the purpose and function of online learning.  This will need to be made ex-
plicit and involves giving both teachers and students time to be comfortable in using the tools 
provided in the online environment.   

The Study Environment 
The research presented here is part of a larger study that was supported by a Strategic Teaching 
and Learning Grant at Deakin University in 2005.  The overall study was investigating different 
aspects of cultural diversity, as perceived by teachers and students, in the online learning envi-
ronment (OLE).  The study used a variety of data-gathering techniques including a literature re-
view, focus groups with teaching staff, and a university-wide online survey of students.  The per-
ceptions of students of their role and the role of a university teacher, particularly in the context of 
online learning environments, are discussed in this paper. 

Deakin University is a multi-campus institution catering for local and international students 
studying in a wide variety of disciplines within arts, teacher education, science and technology, 
and health sciences including nursing, at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Students 
study on campus or off campus. The University has a long tradition of using information and 
communication technologies (ICT) to support distance education students, particularly to facili-
tate communication between teaching staff and students.  More recently the strategic direction of 
the University has been to incorporate online technologies into the learning experience of all stu-
dents, encouraging the use of “…a comprehensive learning environment through integrated net-
worked technologies to enrich learning experiences for off-campus and multi-modal students as 
well as for on-campus students” (Deakin University, 2004a).  Distance education students can 
expect a learning experience that incorporates traditional paper-based resources, but increasingly 
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resources are provided electronically as well.  There is an expectation that they will interact with 
teachers and students in online classrooms, taking part in discussions and virtual tutorials, and 
undertake group work facilitated by the technology. 

Distance education students are not the only ones to experience the impact of technology on their 
learning experience.  Deakin University endeavors to provide as similar a learning experience as 
possible to all students.  This has traditionally entailed attempting to match an off-campus learn-
ing experience to an on-campus one.  The trend now is for a balanced approach with both on-
campus and off-campus students exposed to online learning.  On-campus learning therefore has 
evolved into a blended mode with traditional face-to-face teaching methods being supplemented, 
enhanced, and in some cases replaced, by online teaching methods.  This is supported by the cur-
rent OLE, which is implemented using WebCT Vista (now BlackBoard Vista). 

The University is committed to preparing students for lifelong learning and has mandated that 
every undergraduate must experience at least one wholly online course during the degree program 
(Deakin University, 2003).  A wholly online course is defined as one where all teaching and ad-
ministrative support is provided online.  Essentially this means that there is no face-to-face teach-
ing in the course at all.  A key characteristic of a wholly online course is that it is designed to help 
students to develop their skills in communicating and collaborating in an online environment 
while studying the course curriculum. There are two further levels of online presence defined by 
the University.  An extended online presence is one where at least one major teaching activity, 
such as lectures, tutorials, assessment or workshops, occurs wholly online or is significantly sup-
plemented by online technologies.  A basic online presence entails administrative support, pro-
viding students with a first and main point of administrative contact for the course online.  This is 
the lowest level of online capability and a minimum requirement for all courses. 

Evidence provided by surveys previously undertaken within Deakin University (Deakin, 2005) 
suggested that students were not in wholehearted agreement with the University’s approach to 
online learning.  Although they generally agreed that online learning environments enhanced the 
teaching and learning experience, wholly online courses were not necessarily considered a good 
approach, with many students suggesting that they were simply a cost-cutting measure.  This sug-
gested that there was a lack of understanding by students as to why they are expected to complete 
online courses.  Further, it suggested that there was an inconsistency with the way in which online 
learning and teaching is viewed by students and teachers and, also, what role each is expecting 
the other to play. 

Methodology 
The research design included gathering data from both staff and students at the University.  The 
first part of the project was a series of focus groups with purposefully selected staff experienced 
with online course design, development, implementation, or operation (teaching).  These were 
held during mid-2005.  Focus groups are useful to explore whether there is a common view as 
suggested by Barnett (2006, p. 2), “The goal in organizing focus groups is to investigate consen-
sus experience, or attitudes/beliefs related to a clearly defined topic.”  The teaching staff repre-
sented a broad range of areas and were from all faculties and campuses across the University.  
While focus groups were not asked specifically about roles of staff and students in the online en-
vironment, they did provide an insight into what their role in online teaching was, as well as what 
they expect the students’ role to be.   

The findings of these focus groups were then benchmarked with external teaching staff through a 
workshop at the Asia-Pacific WebCT User Conference in September 2005, involving 20 Austra-
lian and international participants.   
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An online student questionnaire was deemed the most appropriate survey instrument for the final 
part of the study.  This questionnaire aimed to gain a representative student sample as well as be-
ing the least demanding method, in terms of time and resources, to implement and administer.  
Thomas (2004) provides the rationale for the choice of online survey.  The questionnaire was 
posted on the University’s intranet in September 2005 and was made available for two weeks to 
all students enrolled at the University.  The students received an invitation to participate via a 
message posted on the Student Portal as well as an announcement in the OLE.  The incentive to 
participate was the opportunity to win an MP3 player.   

The survey consisted of 60 questions.  These questions were either suggested by the literature or 
developed by the researchers in brainstorming sessions.  The questions sought responses to: 

• demographics (age, gender, country of birth, language, cultural background); studies at 
Deakin (mode of study and enrolment, enrolled faculty, major area of study, experience 
with online courses); 

• perceptions of the OLE; 
• perceptions of group work; 
• perceptions of the role of teaching staff; 
• perceptions of their role as a student; and 
• expectations of learning generally, and of learning online. 

 
Most of these questions required a 5-point Likert type response from ‘Strongly Agree’ to 
‘Strongly Disagree’ or a ‘yes/no’ response.  There were also a number of open-ended questions 
that required a free text response.  The software tool NVivo was used to analyse the free text 
comments.  

The responses to the last three questions above – the perceptions of the role of teaching staff; the 
perceptions of the role of students; and the expectations of learning – are the focus of this paper. 

Results 

Student Survey 
In 2005 Deakin University had an enrolment of over 32,300 students (Deakin University, 2006) 
spread over five campuses: two city, two regional, and one rural campus. Student enrolments are 
categorized in a number of ways, including attendance at campus and by mode of study.  The ma-
jority (60%) of students were enrolled in on-campus mode while 40% were enrolled in off-
campus or distance mode. The latter included off-shore students who study overseas at partner 
institutions.  All off-campus students are assigned a home campus, usually a regional or rural 
campus, for administrative reasons.   

Nearly 60% were full-time students and 57% were female.  A standard three-year undergraduate 
degree is made up of 24 courses completed over six semesters.  Full-time students therefore nor-
mally undertake four courses per semester. In a normal semester a full-time student would be ex-
pected to access up to four of 1500 undergraduate or 700 postgraduate courses via the online 
learning environment. 

The total number of completed surveys was 2711. Ten of these were unusable and were not in-
cluded in the data analysis.  The size and range of the student responses are considered to be rep-
resentative of the student population as a whole.  Table 2 lists the demographics of the students 
who responded to the survey. 
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Table 2: Student Survey Demographics 
  Total Number Percentage 

<20 389 14.4 
20-25 1367 50.6 

Age 

>25 945 35.0 
Male 1055 39.0 Gender 
Female 1646 61.0 
Full-time 1929 71.4 Mode of Study 
Part-time 772 28.6 
On-campus 1868 69.2 Mode of Enrolment 
Off-campus 833 30.8 
Australia 1838 68.0 
Asia region 441 16.3 

Country of Birth 

Other 442 15.7 
Yes 1487 55.0 Previously Completed an Online Course? 
No 1214 45.0 

Students’ Views of the Teacher’s Role 
The question that explored students’ perceptions of the role of the teacher was:  “I believe that the 
teacher’s role at University is to … (please tick all that apply)”. For this question, 14 options were 
identified by the researchers with an additional ‘other’ option to allow students to suggest other 
roles.  The researcher-selected options for this question were informed from the literature, the 
outcomes from staff focus groups and from the researchers’ online teaching experiences.  The 
results are shown in Table 3 and are ordered by frequency of mention. 

Table 3: Roles and responsibilities of teachers   

Student reflection of teacher role n % 

T1 Provide useful feedback on my work 2487 92.1 
T2 Provide guidance in discussions 2260 83.7 
T3 Challenge me to think about issues 2024 74.9 
T4 Provide stimulating experiences 2001 74.1 
T5 Provide challenging experiences 1970 72.9 
T6 Help me to learn 1870 69.2 
T7 Be available when I need them 1643 60.8 
T8 Use language that I can understand 1330 49.2 
T9 Tell me exactly what I need to know 1146 42.4 

T10 Tell me how to do things 912 33.8 
T11 Conduct research 869 32.2 
T12 Speak my language 505 18.7 
T13 Tell me when to do things 481 17.8 
T14 Know all the answers 433 16.0 
T15 Other 197 7.3 
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Figure 1 shows the results in a graphical manner.  Clearly, providing feedback and guidance are 
considered to be the primary roles of teachers. Challenging students to think, providing stimulat-
ing and challenging experiences, and helping students to learn, are not far behind.  Over 60% of 
respondents thought that teachers should be available as needed, although only 16% thought that 
teachers should know all the answers.  Surprisingly only 32% of respondents considered conduct-
ing research to be a role of teachers; yet at our University the normal workload of teaching staff is 
40% teaching, 40% research and 20% administration. Research is often conducted during the 
non-teaching semester however.  
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Figure 1: The teacher's role is ... 

Of the 197 ‘other’ responses most were variations on those already identified (see list in Table 3).  
The roles of teachers not previously identified but listed by students were: 

• provide resources to support student study (n = 23). 

• prepare students for their future (n = 11) 

• undertake class management functions (n = 9). 
 
Determining whether students’ perceptions of the role of teachers varied across the different 
campuses was also of interest.  As mentioned earlier, students study at either a city, regional, or 
country campus or they study externally either in distance mode or off-shore.  For each of the 
fourteen questions, a Chi-square test of independence was conducted to see whether any variation 
existed amongst the different campuses.  In all cases except for options T2, T7 and T11 statisti-
cally significant differences were found (see Table 6 in the appendix).  The tables showing the 
statistics (Tables 6 – 11 inclusive) have been included in the appendix to aid readability within 
the body of the paper.   

Post hoc analysis was applied to identify where the variation actually occurred, which showed 
that off-campus or distance students deviated away from the other groups across all questions 
(Table 7).  This is not surprising for many of the questions, such as those relating to language (op-
tions T8 and T12), since distance students tend to have little or no verbal communication with the 
teaching teachers.  Also, for questions relating to the pacing and nature of learning (T6, T7, T9, 
T10, T13), the variation of distance students may be explained by the fact that their study is often 
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self-paced within academic constraints, and many of the students are of mature age and would 
take a greater responsibility for their learning. 

In contrast to distance students, students from the city campuses appeared to have the greatest 
reliance or expectations about the roles of teachers, particularly with issues relating to the man-
agement and guidance of their learning.  Regional and country students tend to fall in-between the 
city and off-campus cohorts. 

Students’ Views of the Student Role 
The main question that specifically explored students’ perceptions of their role was: “I believe 
that my role as a student at University is to … (please tick all that apply)”.  For this question, 12 
options were identified by the researchers.  Again, an additional ‘other’ option was included to 
allow students to suggest other roles not previously identified by the researchers.  The results are 
shown in Table 4 and are ordered by frequency of mention. 

 

Table 4: Roles and responsibilities of students 

Student reflection of student role n % 

S1 Be self-motivated 2411 89.3 

S2 Submit work on time 2399 88.8 

S3 Submit work which is my own 2366 87.6 

S4 Be aware of the requirements in my subjects 2296 85.0 

S5 Allocate sufficient time to complete my studies 2275 84.2 

S6 Ask for help when I'm not sure 2221 82.2 

S7 Explore ideas rather than just remember facts 2187 81.0 

S8 Be prepared for classes 2098 77.7 

S9 Find out what I need to know 2026 75.0 

S10 Express my opinion 1793 66.4 

S11 Be aware of the relevant university legislation 1703 63.1 

S12 Memorize all the answers 306 11.3 

S13 Other 109 4.0 
 

Figure 2 shows the results in a graphical manner.  Clearly, students see that it is their responsibil-
ity to understand requirements and University legislation; submit work which is their own in a 
timely manner; prepare for classes, and ask for help when needed; and, above all, motivate them-
selves.  Over 80% agreed that it was important to explore ideas and conversely only 11% agreed 
that memorizing answers was part of their role. 
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Figure 2: The student's role is ... 

 

Of the 109 ‘other’ roles mentioned, the two suggestions volunteered most frequently related to 
students taking responsibility for their own learning (n = 51) and being proactive (n = 27).  “En-
joying what I learn” (n = 9) and developing generic skills (n = 8) were the next two most fre-
quently mentioned roles/responsibilities. 

For the 12 questions, a Chi-square test of independence was conducted to see whether any varia-
tion existed amongst the different campuses.  This time, little or no significant variations for most 
of the questions relating to the student’s role was found.  The exceptions were options S1 (self 
motivation), S3 (submit own work) and S8 (prepared for class). The results are in Table 8 of the 
appendix. 

S1 (self motivation) is the most interesting of the results with significantly fewer city-based and 
overseas students acknowledging that self-motivation is important.  The results for S3 (submit 
own work) and S8 (prepared for class) were more or less as expected.  Relatively fewer overseas 
students listed submitting their own work as important. As off-campus students rarely attend 
classes it is not surprising that fewer put down the need for being prepared for class (Table 9 in 
the appendix). 

There were a number of questions on the survey that related to students’ expectations of the Uni-
versity experience, learning, and online learning.  Table 5 shows the responses to those questions.  
Each question used a five-point Likert scale from strongly agree (SA) to strongly disagree (SD). 

Overall there is a very high proportion of respondents who generally agreed across all questions 
except (not surprisingly) for “I accept what we are taught without questioning much” with only 
30% responding positively (although even 30% could be considered high in this context).   
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Table 5: Students’ expectations of university experience 

 Students reflecting student expectations SA A N D SD 

E1 1877 670 144 6 4 
 

I want to develop skills and knowledge for my career. 
69.5% 24.8% 5.3% 0.2% 0.1% 

E2 982 1323 338 50 8 
 

I believe what I learn will help me to develop as a 
person and broaden my horizons. 36.4% 49.0% 12.5% 1.9% 0.3% 

E3 1220 1092 335 53 1 
 

My focus is on doing the very best that I can in my 
studies. 45.2% 40.4% 12.4% 2.0% 0.0% 

E4 666 1178 717 126 14 
 

My focus is on making the most of all the opportuni-
ties that are available to me. 24.7% 43.6% 26.5% 4.7% 0.5% 

E5 835 833 650 331 52 
 

My focus is on completing my course as quickly as 
possible. 30.9% 30.8% 24.1% 12.3% 1.9% 

1196 1189 294 21 1 E6 It is important that I understand the relevance of what 
we are expected to learn 44.3% 44.0% 10.9% 0.8% 0.0% 

107 706 800 898 190 E7 I accept what we are taught without questioning it 
much 4.0% 26.1% 29.6% 33.2% 7.0% 

679 1311 522 168 21 E8 I am prepared to ask the teacher for help whenever I 
am unsure of anything 25.1% 48.5% 19.3% 6.2% 0.8% 

585 1268 599 225 24 E9 I am prepared to ask other students for help whenever 
I am unsure of anything 21.7% 46.9% 22.2% 8.3% 0.9% 

559 1030 861 188 63 E10 My participation in scheduled classes is important 
20.7% 38.1% 31.9% 7.0% 2.3% 

 

When divided up on a campus basis, five of the above ten questions relating to the student experi-
ence showed statistically significant differences across the campuses.  Chi-square statistics for 
these questions are provided in Table 10 of the appendix.  It should be noted that to meet the as-
sumptions of the Chi-square distribution, the ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’ responses were aggre-
gated into ‘generally agree.’  Likewise the ‘strongly disagree’ and ‘disagree’ responses were ag-
gregated into ‘generally disagree’.  

Following on from the Chi-square tests, the post hoc analysis (Table 11 in the appendix) once 
again revealed that off-campus students tended to stand apart from the other groups.  They were 
less likely to ask other students for help (E9) and were also less concerned with making the most 
of available opportunities (E4) or completing their studies as quickly as possible (E5). 

Discussion 
Universities are concerned with the recruitment, retention, and progression of their students.  Pro-
viding a positive transition for incoming students is an important area with most universities im-
plementing various first-year initiatives and orientation programmes. An aim of such programmes 
is frequently to provide students with realistic expectations of the university learning experience.  
A component of this is for students to understand their role as students, as well as what they can 
realistically expect from teachers.  While many universities provide student charters to articulate 
these expectations, such as the Deakin University Student Charter (2004b), it is questionable how 
many students fully comprehend or even take notice of them. 
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To eliminate or minimize the discrepancies between these expectations, it is necessary to have an 
understanding of what today’s students see as their role and what expectations they have of uni-
versity teachers.  Equally it is necessary to know the expectations that teachers have of students, 
and of their own role in the teaching and learning partnership.   

From anecdotal evidence within the University, teachers at the city campus hold the view that 
their students have quite different expectations from students at regional campuses with respect to 
online learning in particular.  These views are supported to a lesser extent by teachers at the re-
gional and rural campuses.  The results presented here support this view and various factors could 
be at play here.   

Firstly, there is a higher proportion of international students at the city campuses than at either the 
regional or rural ones.  Indications are that international students have a higher dependency on 
teacher input into their learning than local students.  This may be a cultural factor.   

Secondly, teachers at the city campuses have little or no experience dealing with off-campus stu-
dents.  This research suggests that teaching in distance education mode is a good training ground 
for online teaching.  Wholly online teaching involves no face-to-face contact, as with distance 
education, but includes a high level of online communication.  City campus teachers are familiar 
(and possibly comfortable) with a teacher-centric mode of delivery and are maintaining this mode 
despite the advent of the more student-centered technologies in their teaching portfolio. 

This has significant ramifications for teaching online.  Regional teachers are experienced at deal-
ing with the special requirements of distance education whereas city campus teachers are not.  
Online requires many of the skills that teaching at a distance requires as teachers do not see stu-
dents face-to-face. 

As for the expectations of off-campus students, the differences here are not unexpected.  These 
students have not had the opportunity to communicate extensively with other students or teachers 
other than via email until recently with the advent of the institutional OLE.  Anecdotal evidence 
garnered through our teaching practice suggests that a small proportion of off-campus students 
can be quite vocal in the online environments (it is as if they have been let off the leash) but the 
majority still act as traditional distance learning students.  This could be due to a range of factors 
including the amount of time off-campus students allocate to their studies, as well as to the prior-
ity they give study amongst the other priorities of their day-to-day lives.   

Further, off-campus students do not have the opportunity of availing themselves of on-campus 
facilities and so are less likely to give “make the most of opportunities” a high rating.   

It is surprising that off-campus students are not concerned with completing as quickly as possible.  
However, this question may have been misinterpreted as meaning completion in minimum time, 
which for most full time students is three years.  For most off-campus students who study part 
time, this is totally unachievable.   

Conclusions 
The assumption by off-campus students that participation is not a high priority has significant 
ramifications for online teaching.  Distance education students are expected to operate within the 
OLE to the same extent as on-campus students.  If they are not prepared to do so this will have a 
negative impact on their learning outcomes.  The University will need to ensure that such students 
are not disenfranchised through increasing demands on their time and resources as a result of the 
need to participate in collaborative learning.  Where online participation is required, students 
should be advised well in advance and educated as to why they are expected to learn in the online 
environment. 
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The teacher-maintained bias against online learning at the city campuses also needs to be ad-
dressed.  This is having a negative impact on students’ online learning experience.  A major thrust 
of the University to ensure students graduate with lifelong learning skills is likely to be jeopard-
ized if students are not encouraged to participate fully in the online learning experience.  A rec-
ommendation to the University will be the need for staff development to ensure that all Univer-
sity staff have the key skills in online teaching so that all students get more of a uniform educa-
tional experience no matter on which campus they are based. 

Finally, the perceptions that students have of what their role is, what the role of teaching staff is, 
and what they can expect from their university experience needs to be carefully cultivated to en-
sure that any discrepancies are minimized.  Further, teaching staff need to be aware of what stu-
dents expect of them as online teachers and should endeavor to manage and meet those expecta-
tions proactively. 

Although wholly online learning is a pedagogy that prepares students for lifelong learning as well 
as operating efficiently and effectively in technology supported work environments, future work 
needs to be undertaken to determine what impact online learning has on learning outcomes, spe-
cifically on the grades achieved. Students need to be convinced of the benefits of wholly online 
learning before they are accepting of it. Further work also needs to be undertaken on improving 
the support for preparing teachers to teach online; and on investigating the impact of such pro-
grammes on the satisfaction levels of both teachers and students. 
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Appendix (Tables 6 - 11) 
The tables listed in this appendix show the results of the statistical tests referenced in the paper. 
The results in the shaded cells are statistically significantly different from other groups. Results in 
italics are not valid as the assumptions of the Chi-square distribution have not been met. 

Table 6: Results of Chi-Square Tests: Teacher's Role vs. Campus  
 

    Chi-Square df 
p-

value 
T1 Provide useful feedback on my work 29.141 4 0.000 

T3 Challenge me to think about an issue 57.331 4 0.000 

T4 Provide stimulating experiences 37.465 4 0.000 

T5 Provide challenging experiences 31.154 4 0.000 

T6 Help me to learn 11.190 4 0.025 

T8 Use language that I can understand 33.643 4 0.000 

T9 Tell me exactly what I need to know 98.231 4 0.000 

T10 Tell me how to do things 95.789 4 0.000 

T12 Speak my Language 29.903 4 0.000 

T13 Tell me when to do things 53.832 4 0.000 
T14 Know all the answers 47.064 4 0.000 

 

Table 7: Results of Teacher's Role vs. Campus: Posthoc analysis 
 

      Standardized Residuals 

 
City Country Distance Overseas Regional 

T1 Provide useful feedback on my work Yes -0.7 0.2 0.7 -1.1 0.5 

  No 2.3 -0.5 -2.3 3.7 
Not Valid -1.6 

T3 Challenge me to think about an issue Yes -1.5 0.5 2.0 -2.7 0.6 
   No 2.6 -0.9 -3.4 4.8 -1.0 
T4 Provide stimulating experiences Yes -0.1 0.6 -1.6 -1.4 2.2 
    No 0.1 -1.1 2.7 2.4 -3.7 
T5 Provide challenging experiences Yes -0.4 1.4 -0.8 -1.8 1.6 
    No 0.7 -2.3 1.3 3.0 -2.6 
T6 Help me to learn Yes 0.5 0.5 -1.3 -0.7 0.8 
    No -0.8 -0.7 2.0 1.1 -1.2 
T8 Use language that I can understand Yes 0.6 0.7 -2.3 -2.4 2.3 
    No -0.6 -0.7 2.2 2.4 -2.3 
T9 Tell me exactly what I need to know Yes 4.4 0.0 -5.9 1.3 0.1 
    No -3.8 0.0 5.1 -1.1 -0.1 
T10 Tell me how to do things Yes 4.8 0.9 -6.3 0.6 -0.2 
    No -3.4 -0.7 4.5 -0.5 0.2 
T12 Speak my Language Yes 0.7 1.3 -3.3 -1.6 2.9 
    No -0.3 -0.6 1.6 0.8 -1.4 
T13 Tell me when to do things Yes 4.3 1.0 -4.7 0.4 -1.4 
    No -2.0 -0.5 2.2 -0.2 0.7 
T14 Know all the answers Yes 3.1 0.5 -5.0 2.2 0.3 

    No -1.4 -0.2 2.2 -0.9 -0.1 
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Table 8: Results of Chi-Square Tests: Student's role vs. Campus 
 

   Chi-Square df p-value 
S1 Be self-motivated 42.756 4 0.000 

S3 Submit work which is my own 29.838 4 0.000 

S8 Be prepared for classes 79.183 4 0.000 

 

Table 9: Results of Student's Role vs. Campus: Posthoc analysis 
 

   Standardized Residuals 

 
City Country Distance Overseas Regional 

S1 Be self-motivated Yes -1.1 0.5 1.3 -1.2 0.3 
  No 3.2 -1.3 -3.8 3.4 -0.7 
S3 Submit work which is my own Yes -0.7 0.3 0.7 -1.5 0.6 
  No 1.9 -0.8 -1.9 4.0 -1.5 
S8 Be prepared for classes Yes 1.5 1.1 -3.4 -0.3 1.6 

  No -2.7 -2.0 6.4 0.6 -2.9 
 
 
 

 

 

Table 10: Results of Chi-Square Tests: Students' expectations vs. Campus 
 

    Chi-Square df p-value 

E4 
My focus is on making the most of all the opportunities that 
are available. 95.176 8 0.000 

E5 
My focus is on completing my course as quickly as possi-
ble. 90.044 8 0.000 

E7 I accept what we are taught without questioning it much. 83.043 8 0.000 

E9 
I am prepared to ask other students for help whenever I am 
unsure of anything. 158.520 8 0.000 

E10 My participation in scheduled classes is important 483.760 8 0.000 
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Table 11: Results of Students' Expectations vs. Campus: Posthoc analysis 
 

 Standardized Residuals 

 City Country Distance Overseas Regional 
E4 Agree 0.3 1.1 -3.5 1.2 2.9 
 Neutral 0.4 -1.4 3.1 -1.1 -3.4 

  

My focus is on making the 
most of all the opportuni-
ties that are available. 

Disagree -2.1 -0.8 
Not Valid 5.6 -1.7 

Not Valid -2.7 

E5 Agree 1.9 1.0 -3.7 0.8 0.9 
 Neutral 0.2 -0.5 0.9 0.3 -1.3 
 

My focus is on completing 
my course as quickly as 
possible. 

Disagree -4.3 -1.4 6.5 -2.0 -0.2 
E7 Agree 0.7 1.1 -2.6 -0.6 1.8 
 Neutral 2.3 0.8 -3.7 2.7 -0.3 
 

I accept what we are 
taught without questioning 
it much. 

Disagree -2.6 -1.6 5.4 -1.9 -1.3 
E9 Agree 1.8 1.1 -5.2 0.2 3.1 
 Neutral -1.0 -1.7 4.3 1.1 -3.3 

 

I am prepared to ask other 
students for help whenever 
I am unsure of anything. 

Disagree -3.2 -0.2 7.5 -2.2 
Not Valid -3.4 

E10 Agree 5.1 3.4 -11.7 1.5 4.4 
 Neutral -4.9 -3.1 11.3 -1.0 -4.6 
 

My participation in sched-
uled classes is important 

Disagree -3.7 -2.9 8.4 -1.8 -2.7 
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