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ABSTRACT 

 

Online learning in public schools and higher education continues to grow exponentially; 

however, little is known as to whether students are ready for a virtual learning environment 

(Larreamendy-Joerns & Leinhardt, 2006). The purpose of this qualitative cross-case research 

study was to explore the transitional experiences of college students at undergraduate and 

graduate levels when introduced to an online learning environment for the first time. 

Using Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, the researcher explored how four college 

students in South Texas experienced an online learning environment for the first time.  The 

researcher used purposeful sampling that included two first year college students and two first 

year graduate students who had not taken an online course.  

Findings suggest the participants underwent a transition within and across the four 

elements of the transition theory: self, support, situation, and strategies. Different strategies and 

different levels of support were utilized as each transitioned from a traditional classroom 

environment to an online learning environment.  Findings indicate that regardless of certain 

background experiences, each participant emerged from the transition as a new self who is 

more self-aware and prepared to handle challenges encountered in online and face-to-face 

classroom environments.   

The study has implications for various stakeholders connected to online learning.  The 

findings suggest that K-12 educators, working in traditional classroom settings may want to 

find ways to incorporate independent work that allows students to adjust more easily to the 

online learning environment where self-sufficiency is fundamental. Professors teaching online 

college courses need to be aware of the significance of high level of support needed for online 
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students to maintain a successful transition into the online learning environment.  Higher 

education administrators should consider the option of having college students take online 

courses early in their collegiate career to strengthen their self-sufficiency with the hope of 

increasing overall retention.   
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Over the last 15 years, I have had the opportunity to experience online learning from 

various perspectives, both personally and professionally.  As illustrated in figure 1, I have taken 

the role of observer, having watched how my younger sister engaged in learning online.  Then I, 

as a college student, engaged as an online learner.  Shortly thereafter, I began to use my expertise 

and knowledge about online learning to teach high school social studies to students online.   

Below I share with the reader a bit more about each of these experiences in order to help 

contextualize my subjectivity as I now have transitioned to that of qualitative researcher, whose 

area of interest is concerned with online courses and student experiences as they transition from 

a traditional classroom setting to one that is virtual.  

 

Figure 1. My transition through online learning  

I was first introduced to the idea of online learning ten years ago when my younger sister, 

a high school freshman at the time, was diagnosed with cancer for the second time.  The disease 

and the treatments took a great toll on her physically and mentally, and as such she was unable to 

attend school in a traditional manner.  Due to her physical condition my sister was faced with 

very unique challenges, most due to her inability to physically attend school, as she was 

generally very weak.  Fortunately, the use of online courses allowed her an opportunity to 

complete course assignments regardless of her inability to attend traditional courses.  Watching 

my sister continue to make progress regardless of her long stays in the hospital really opened my 

eyes to the possibilities of online learning.  At that time, I began to look at online learning as an 
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education equalizer, allowing all students access to education regardless of physical abilities or 

geographic remoteness.   

A year later as a freshman at a junior college I enrolled in my first online course.  I 

enrolled in the online course, not because it was the only option, but rather it was the 

convenience of the anytime anywhere option for a course.  I was spending a great deal of time at 

this point in my life helping my parents run a restaurant and take care of my baby sisters, as my 

parents spent a majority of their time with my sister whom was extremely sick.  This was a very 

rude awakening for me as a student; as I struggled with managing my time with my school work, 

helping my parents run our family owned business, and more or less raising my two youngest 

sisters as my parents spent a majority of their time at the hospital with my sister.  I was able to 

now see the challenges that occur as a result of trying to manage deadlines and working on my 

own within the online learning environment, while also trying to manage all of the external 

factors in my person life.  Prior to enrolling in my first online course I had limited technology 

experiences aside from my own use of a computer at home, which was limited as we had barely 

gotten our first computer a few months prior to my enrollment.  I was challenged in various ways 

in this new learning environment.  I was challenged by my low level of technology experience, 

as well as, my ability to manage time myself in the online environment.  I loved the 

asynchronous nature of the course; however, the fact that I could complete the assignments 

whenever I found time caused me to get myself in trouble a time or two, as I did find myself 

missing deadlines for assignments.  I am not really sure what I felt about online courses after the 

first one. I was successful in the end if the final course grade is the gauge for success.  Since 

completing this online course I took many more courses as an undergraduate, a Master’s student, 

and a doctoral student.  I have found that online courses provided a great opportunity for me as I 
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have always had a very busy work schedule and many personal obligations.  Taking courses that 

allowed me to work anytime and anywhere provided me a wonderful opportunity to finish my 

degrees.  I truly believe that there were many moments in my educational career in which online 

courses were beneficial, as I have always carried a heavy load of working full time and attending 

college. 

Since receiving my Master’s degree in secondary education, I have embarked on a career 

as an educator, working with high school students.  I have been a teacher for nine years; the last 

three have been at an early college high school with a career and technology emphasis.  My 

students, as they enrolled in their high school courses, are also enrolled in college courses 

working towards an Associate’s degree or a technical certificate prior to graduating high school.   

I see this as an amazing opportunity for our students; however, it does come with challenges in 

scheduling.  As a result, I am currently teaching high school government fully online to a group 

of high school seniors.  Yet, my students are also in attendance in a traditional learning 

environment, the actual school that is of traditional architecture; brick and mortar.  In fact, my 

high school has adopted the same learning management system as the college the students are 

attending.  We guide the students in the usage of the program on our campus, with the hope of 

the students having an easier transition to the fully online courses at the college.   

I know that at my campus many of my students are graduating from our program and 

moving on to institutions of higher education and will be successful in whichever learning 

environment they choose.  However, at the same time, from my own experiences it seems as 

though many students may actually be entering into college without a technological or social 

background and yet they are still expected to do well in an online learning environment.  For 

members of both the K-12 and higher education community, it is important to consider how 
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prepared students (high school and college level) are for a new learning environment that may 

include online learning, especially if the use of online courses is going to continue to grow.  

Background of the Study 

In the last decade educational institutions have seen an exponential growth in the 

availability and use of online learning; which has been prevalent at both the K12 level and in 

higher education.  However, the growth has been much more substantial at the higher education 

level.  Below I offer some insight on the current status of online learning in K12 and higher 

education. 

While some states (e.g. Florida) have passed legislation mandating virtual programs for 

students enrolled in public school (Davis, 2012), few state education policy makers have mapped 

out comprehensive plans to prepare high school students for postsecondary experiences that 

include online learning or have even prepared state mandated standards for online courses 

(Davis, 2012).  Despite this lack of state’s policy guidelines, Picciano, Seaman, Shea and Swan 

(2012) projected that by 2016 five million [of the nearly 49.8 million as reported by the National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2015] K-12 students (mostly high school) would be enrolled in 

online and blended learning and that these students would be taking online courses in more than 

seventy-five percent of all school districts in the United States.   

Similarly, more than eighty percent of all colleges and university now offer some form of 

online learning (Bichsel, 2013).  As of 2012, there were well over 7 million students in higher 

education taking at least one online course, accounting for over 33.5 percent of the number of 

students enrolled higher education (Tonks, Weston, Wiley & Barbour, 2013; Allen & Seaman, 

2014).  Despite recent declines in overall college enrollment (Bichsel, 2013), online courses have 

continued to grow exponentially in recent years (Armstrong, 2011).  In fact, Allen and Seamen 
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reported that in one year, from 2011to 2012, the number of college level students taking an 

online course increased by over 400,000.  They go on to project that within the next five years a 

majority of higher education students will be enrolled in some form of an online class.  And, of 

those students enrolled in online courses, many of them will be categorized as nontraditional or 

continuing students and may include more military students (Bichsel, 2013).  

Some attribute that the projected exponential increase in online course enrollment is tied 

to the economic trends, budget deficits, and increased availability of technology, (Digital 

Learning and Technology, 2011) and targeting the needs of specific groups of students (Bichsel, 

2013; Picciano, Seaman, Shea and Swan, 2012).  For instance, institutes of higher education in 

recent years have been faced with fiscal scenarios that call for radical transformations of 

instructional programs.  Reduced budgets, staffing capacity, as well as classroom space 

limitations due to increased enrollment are also factors that have contributed to the number of 

courses and programs being placed online (Friedman & Weiser Friedman, 2011).  However, 

others such as Aslanian and Clinefelter (2012) have suggested that colleges and universities are 

just responding to the demands of a global market that calls for innovation and requires students 

to have specific job skills.  As such, these institutions are targeting students who are returning to 

college for career reasons and in turn colleges and universities are “embracing post-traditional 

learners and their circumstances (including the need for anytime, anywhere access)” (p. 7).  

Regardless of why online course enrollment may increase, it is well documented that with 

the abundance of online courses new opportunities exist for students, educators, and the 

educational institutions (Mayadas, Bourne & Bacsich, 2009).  Opportunities such as providing 

students with options when traditional on-campus instruction is not available or in other cases the 

face-to-face medium that is often found in traditional on-campus instruction is not the desired 
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method of learning of the student (Larreamendy-Joerns & Leinhardt, 2006).  Armstrong (2011) 

reported that opportunity also lies in providing students with an online option, as a matter of 

choice and convenience for the student.  In these cases, students may elect to take an online 

course due to the flexible nature of the online delivery.  As a result, online learning provides 

students with the opportunity to take courses without a risk of disruption of their everyday 

activities, giving the students flexibility to complete assignments in a time and place that is most 

convenient based on their day to day schedule (Larreamendy-Joerns & Leinhardt, 2006).   

Dobbs (2009) has suggested that online learning would continue to grow and benefit 

students because it is both affordable for university and in many cases can be easily accessible 

for students.  However, Dobbs, as well as Armstrong (2011) and others, cautioned that in spite of 

the affordability and accessibility of online courses, the continued exponential growth creates a 

series of new challenges and concerns for both higher education and K-12 education 

professionals.  Despite the clear advantages when online courses are offered, researchers also 

cautioned that there are several challenges, if not concerns from within the educational 

community about online learning.  These concerns include how institutions are able to keep up 

with the logistics of expanding online learning while maintaining quality course work and 

addressing student needs.  

  For instance, Armstrong (2011) and El Mansour (2007) have suggested that there is a 

concern that students may not be achieving the same learning outcomes in online courses as they 

may if they were enrolled in a face-to-face class. It may be that the very nature of the courses, 

which are in many instances asynchronous by nature (which allows students to complete their 

coursework whenever and wherever), may in fact create disconnect between the student and 

instructor.  Armstrong reported that while students may prefer the asynchronous nature of online 
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courses, this format may actually lead to a loss of communication within the online learning 

environment.  

 Furthermore, Rovai (2003) suggested that many students who are enrolled in online 

courses may not be as engaged in the college/university community and in turn face fears of 

isolationism.  This then raises the issue of whether students who are enrolled in online courses 

will drop out of college more so than students enrolled in traditional courses.  Accordingly, it is 

imperative that university faculty, staff and administrators better understand the dynamics at play 

when attempting to respond to the continued growth and popularity of online learning.  

 Lastly, and central to this study are the concerns as to whether or not students are ready 

for a virtual learning environment, even when it includes a generation of students who are 

assumed to be more accustomed to technology than previous generations (Larreamendy-Joerns 

& Leinhardt, 2006).  While a student’s knowledge of current technologies may enable them to be 

socially connected, if not a self-learner, it does not guarantee that they will ease into a learning 

environment that is different in format, if not function, successfully.  Even though many students 

are connected with others socially through portable technology devices, it has been rare that 

instructional planning took into account the learning styles and needs of the digital learner 

(Costello, Lenholt, & Stryker, 2004).  

Problem Statement    

A review of current literature reveals findings that offer insight into some of the 

opportunities, challenges and concerns educators and institutions face in their effort to provide 

quality and responsive online learning experiences to students.  However, a large gap exists 

between the number of students enrolled in online learning in higher education and those 

enrolled in online course in the K-12 educational arena (Allen & Seaman, 2014; Picciano, 
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Seaman, Shea & Swan, 2012).  Without adequate technology comprehension, as well as how 

well a student understands the similarities and differences between a traditional classroom setting 

versus a virtual setting, a student may in fact be vulnerable to failure.  As such, the significance 

of this gap becomes even more pronounced when considering retention rates of college students, 

especially those enrolled in online courses (Rovai, 2003), and whether or not they had been 

prepared prior in their educational experiences for the demands of a new learning environment.  

While there is evidence to suggest that online learning environments have a distinct, if 

not growing presence in the K-12 education setting, there are fewer students overall taking 

online courses in K-12 compared to the number of students enrolled in online courses in higher 

education.  Even so, online learning at the K-12 level as grown significantly since it was first 

introduced as an opportunity for an alternative learning environment two decades ago (Tonks, 

Weston, Wiley & Barbour, 2013).  Currently, over thirty states have options of fully online high 

school programs, a majority of which are charter schools (Watson, Pape, Murin, Gemin & 

Vashaw, 2014).  Over the last ten years, online learning has moved into the traditional school 

settings, albeit slowly, as well.  Several states have begun to encourage the growth of online 

learning by offering incentives by utilizing the textbook budget for digital resources; also some 

states have created “innovation zones” which allows schools to bypass seat time requirements 

allowing students to complete courses online for credit (Watson, Pape, Murin, Gemin & Vashaw, 

2014).  Some attribute this shift to policy changes that reflect the needs of rural districts, college 

and career readiness, accelerated instruction, credit recovery, scheduling conflicts, and twenty-

first century career skills (Picciano, Seaman, Shea &Swan, 2012; Tonks et al., 2013).   

However, online learning in public schools has not grown as rapidly as charter schools 

have, and in many cases still are not offering online learning as an option for students.  In fact, 
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regardless of a strongly perceived movement to expand the growth of online learning, there are 

still policies in place in many states that are inhibiting public schools ability to implement online 

learning as an opportunity.  Currently there are many K-12 schools that are challenged by 

privacy laws that are in place to protect student data and prevent schools from taking the 

initiative to put a course online (Watson, Pape, Murin, Gemin & Vashaw, 2014).  Watson goes 

on to state that many districts are tied to traditional modes of educational settings because their 

funding is based upon student seat time.  As such, the lack of online learning opportunities in K-

12 schools becomes a compelling matter of concern when considering potential postsecondary 

experiences of students that may include online learning and whether students are familiar 

enough with the different set of classroom environment dynamics to be successful.  

As the enrollment growth continues in online learning, educational institutions continue 

to struggle with retention of students enrolled in online courses (Allen & Seaman, 2014). 

According to Allen and Seaman, 41 percent of chief academic officers in higher education 

agreed that retention is the biggest issue when comparing online to face-to face courses. It may 

be that one of the issues faced by students in online courses face is the level of preparation to 

successfully navigate in a new learning environment.   

Students that are currently entering colleges, as well into many graduate programs, are a 

part of a new generation, the Millennial or Net Generation.  Millennial students have very 

different characteristics than other college students, which require colleges and universities to 

not only understand these new students, but also to change the way in which they operate 

(Stapleton, Wen, Starrett & Kilburn, 2007).  However, there is a preconceived notion that the 

millennial generation of students has a higher satisfaction and a higher preference with online 

courses; with the assumption being that they spend a majority of their time online and working 
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with technology (Stapleton, Wen, Starrett & Kilburn, 2007).  Furthermore, there is an 

assumption that this group of students is well prepared to enter these courses; however, research 

shows that this is a false perception (Stapleton, Wen, Starrett & Kilburn, 2007). 

 As online course enrollment and online course offerings continue to grow exponentially, 

it is important to gain the perceptions from the students in order to gain a better understanding of 

online programs and the students taking the courses.  Even more pertinent is to include student 

voices from the Millennial or Net Generation, from those who are perceived to be 

technologically savvy and yet are experiencing online learning for the first time in an educational 

setting.  By gaining access to student perceptions of their transition from traditional classroom 

setting to an online setting may ultimately help determine how online programs can be changed 

to better serve the needs of those students already enrolled in these courses and those who will be 

taking them in the future (Siegle, 2011).  

Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative cross-case research study was to explore the transitional 

experiences of college students at the undergraduate and graduate level when introduced to an 

online learning environment for the first time.  The study sought to provide insight to the 

challenges, strategies, and supports encountered by students and in turn provide a more in depth 

understanding of the various structures that are needed to help students transition from a 

traditional to a virtual classroom.  Ultimately, by understanding the preparation and support 

structures needed for student success, retention can be addressed within online learning at 

institutes of higher education.   

There were three research questions that guided the study: 

1. What are the participants' experiences of being a student in an online learning 
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environment for the first time? 

2. What does it mean to first year college students and first year graduate students to 

transition from a brick and mortar school to a virtual classroom? 

3. How do the participants describe personal, situational, and support strategies during their 

experience in an online learning environment? 

Significance of the Study 

 The online learning environment is still relatively new and continues to develop.   

Gaining the perceptions of first year college students and first year graduate students who are 

engaged in online learning environments for the first time will provide greater insight into the 

unique challenges of the students.  The information attained as a result of this study is useful to 

K-12 policy makers, administrators, and educators as these individuals influence the preparation 

that students receive prior to graduating high school and moving into higher education.  

Furthermore, the information gained as a result of the study is helpful for those in higher 

education that are involved in online course development, specifically the educators, personnel in 

the distance learning offices, and administrators.  By gaining an insight into the preparation level 

of the students enrolling in online courses higher education personnel can focus on developing 

the courses in a way that is more conducive to students taking an online course for the first time.   

 The ultimate goal is to provide a stronger background to the students prior to enrollment 

and rethinking the way in which support is offered to students enrolling in online courses, thus 

easing the transition into the online learning environment and helping with the overall retention 

rates in online learning. 

Methodological Framework 

This cross-case study used a qualitative research framework to explore the transition 
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experiences of undergraduate and graduate level students taking an online course for the first 

time.  Qualitative researchers’ methods vary and result in interpretative understanding or 

meaning related to certain situations, thus the results may be transferable, but are not 

generalizable (Mertens, 2010).  The research study was informed by the use of interpretivism, 

which holds that a person takes in new knowledge, relates it to prior experiences, and then 

constructs a new meaning (Wood, Smith, & Grossniklaus, 2001).  Merriam (2009) suggested that 

a basic, interpretive study is the most appropriate type of research that utilizes a qualitative 

approach.  In interpretivism a majority of the focus is on interaction and the participant 

interpretations of a particular situation, therefore this research relied heavily on in-depth open-

ended interviews that allowed the participants to share their views (Creswell, 2009) of taking an 

online course for the first time and to place in context changes they encountered as a result of 

engaging in an online learning environment.  

Not all students learn the same, and as a result their experiences in online learning may 

be described differently.  As such, interpretivism was an appropriate methodological framework 

to allow the researcher to make sense of how the participants interpreted their understanding 

related to assignments online, products, and assessments that involved multiple interactions, such 

as, the interaction from student to students, teacher to students, and the student interaction with 

the content itself, if not different modes of interaction (i.e., discussion forums and Skype) (Regan 

et al., 2012).  

Case Study 

 This research called for qualitative methods to gain a deep understanding of  how the 

students interpret their experiences, construct their worlds, and the meaning that they attribute to 

their experience in the online course (Merriam, 2009).  As such, this research was designed as a 
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qualitative cross-case study, informed by visual analysis, while focusing on a unit of similar 

groups of people within a specified phenomenon based on certain characteristics (Merriam, 

1998) and the notion of bounded system (Smith, 1978).  A cross-case research design in turn 

allowed for an in-depth understanding of the individual participants’ experiences in an online 

learning environment and then across the specific cases (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009).   

 Case study is relevant for use in a research study when the researcher is looking for an in-

depth understanding of a social phenomenon (Yin, 2009).  The social phenomena in this case 

being the online learning environment.  Case study research has been utilized throughout the 

social sciences including education, where the general focus of the study is people or programs 

(Stake, 1995).  Using a case study methodology allowed me to retain the comprehensive and 

meaningful characteristics of real-life events that were experienced by the participants as they 

entered into and then through an online course (Yin, 2009).   

 Purposeful sampling was used to identify the participants for the study.  This is a widely 

used approach in “qualitative research for the identification and selection of information-rich 

cases related to the phenomenon of interest” (Palinkas, Horwit, Green, Wisdom, Duan, & 

Hoagwood, 2013, p. 1).  By using purposeful sampling, I was able to include variation of 

undergraduate and graduate students, gender, age, and course discipline.  

 The duration of the data collection lasted approximately 8 months, or two college long 

semesters (spring and fall).  During that time, I met with each participant individually, three 

times for one-hour interviews.  In addition to the open-ended interviews, I collected participant 

journals and utilized photo elicitation by asking the participants to take pictures of where their 

learning environment occurred.  Additionally, course related materials such as syllabi and 

institutional data were collected and analyzed.  Data analysis occurred throughout the data 
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collection process and involved identification of recurring themes.   

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of Transition Theory informed this study.  The Transition 

Theory framework holds that as the participants are going through the transition, both to a new 

learning environment and also the transition into college, they will undergo a change in the 

perception they hold towards themselves and the world (Schlossberg, 1981).   

Transition Theory 

Transition theory was used as means of looking at the experiences of the participants.   

Transition theory was adopted by Nancy Schlossberg.  According to Schlossberg a transition is 

occurring if, “the event or non-event results in a change in assumptions about oneself and the 

world and thus requires a corresponding change in one’s behavior and relationships” 

(Schlossberg, 1981, p. 5).  Schlossberg (1981) identified three different types of transitions: 

anticipated, unanticipated, and non-events.  There are two types of transitions, those that are 

anticipated and those which are unanticipated.  The transition itself is not about the change as 

much as it is about the way in which the change is perceived by the person affected (Schlossberg, 

Waters & Goodman, 1995).  Therefore, the premise is that a transition can only be defined as a 

transition if the person undergoing the transition sees it as one (Schlossberg, Waters, & 

Goldman, 1995).   

 According to transition theory, there are four major variables that determine how a person 

will handle a transition: situation, self, support, and strategies for coping (Schlossberg, Waters, & 

Goldman, 1995).  The situation describes what is happening; defining whether it is an event or 

non-event.  The self variable identifies who the transition affects, while the support variable 

identifies what forms of support or resources are available to the individual undergoing the 
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transition (Schlossberg, 1981).  The final variable is the strategies that are used in coping with 

the transition.  The strategies will differ amongst the people undergoing the transition, as each 

will have a different perception of the transition (Schlossberg, 1981).   

There were several major transitions taking place with the participants in this study.  The 

first two participants were transitioning into college as freshmen while also transitioning from a 

typical brick and mortar class to an online learning environment.  The other two participants 

were both transitioning into a graduate program while also transitioning from a typical brick and 

mortar learning environment to an online learning environment.    College freshmen undergo 

several transitions during this period of time, such as moving away from home for the first time 

and gaining more autonomy (Bland, Melton, Welle, & Bigham, 2012).  This creates some 

challenges, as well as, many opportunities for success (Bland, Melton, Welle, & Bigham, 2012).  

The online course component of the study could also be deemed a transition, as the participants 

are leaving a learning environment where there is constant support and moving into a learning 

environment in which the student is more self-regulated.  Often times as people undergo 

transitions there are both positive and negative outcomes presented (Schlossberg, 1981).  

Transition theory will be further expanded in Chapter 2.   

Operational Definitions 

 Online Learning-For the purpose of this study an online course is fully online course, 

which means that at least 80% if not all of the content is delivered online without having a face 

to face meeting (Allen & Spearman, 2004).   

 Asynchronous- For the purpose of this study asynchronous refers to learning that is not 

happening in the same place at the same time. 

Synchronous-For the purpose of this study synchronous refers to learning that is being 
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conducted at a specific place and time. 

First Time-For the purpose of this study first time implies a person that had not 

previously enrolled in an online course. 

 South Texas-For the purpose of this study, South Texas refers to the region south of San 

Antonio, North of the Rio Grande Valley. 

 First Year College Student-For the purpose of this study, a first year college student is a 

student that is a traditional college student, meaning they came to college straight from high 

school, and is currently considered a freshman based on total credit hours. 

 Graduate student- For the purpose of this study a graduate student is a student enrolled in 

post baccalaureate courses at the master’s level. 

Newly introduced-For the purpose of this study, a newly introduced student is a student 

that has never taken a course online before and is enrolled for the first time. 

 Learning Management System-For the purpose of this study a learning management 

system (LMS) refers to a software program that is utilized for delivery of educational materials 

electronically.   

Lessons learned-For the purpose of this study, lessons learned refers to what students 

learned about themselves, as students, through the experiences in the online course. 

 Performing-For the purpose of this study, performing refers to the ways in which the 

students participated in and completed the course assignments. 

 Tasks assigned-For the purposes of the study, tasks assigned refers to all assignments 

given by the instructor for student completion, which could include tests, quizzes, discussions, 

papers, etc.   

Brick and Mortar-For the purposes of this study, brick and mortar refers to traditional 
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educational setting, in a classroom with four walls. 

 Transition-For the purposes of this study, Schlossberg’s definition of transition was 

utilized.  According to Schlossberg a transition is occurring if, “the event or non-event results in 

a change in assumptions about oneself and the world and thus requires a corresponding change in 

one’s behavior and relationships” (Schlossberg, 1981, p. 5). 

Assumptions  

There were several assumptions made during the course of this research study and are as follows:  

1. The participants shared examples of experiences that they encountered based on them taking 

an online course for the first time.  

2. The participants provided honest and reflective response to journal prompts and interviews, 

and the photo taken by the participants were authentic to their environments.  

3. All data was carefully collected, analyzed, and described using appropriate qualitative 

research methods.  

Limits of the Study 

 As is the case with the nature of qualitative research methods, there are certain inherent 

limitations.  First, the topic itself, student experiences and online learning, generated some very 

specific limitations.  In this particular study, due to the online nature of the courses, gaining 

access to the participants was somewhat of an issue.  Another limitation was that I was not able 

to actively observe the students as they engaged in the courses due to the asynchronous nature of 

the learning environment were not on campus at a specific place and time as is the case with the 

tradition face-t-face classroom.  Therefore, I had to rely heavily on the participant’s recollection 

of the events.  

 A further limitation is the actual information that the participants are willing to share.  I 



18 
 

found that with a few of the participants the journal entries were short or in one case nearly 

nonexistent, which is why it was so very important that I also conducted multiple interviews of 

each and also used the photo elicitation to collect data that could then be triangulated with the 

interviews, journals and documents.  By collecting multiple forms of data I was able to 

triangulate the information and ensure the accuracy of what is represented.   

 Another limitation of the study was ensuring that I represented the information in a way 

that portrays the perceptions of the participants accurately.  I have a background in online 

education, both from the perspective of a student and a teacher.  Therefore, it was increasingly 

important that I was aware of my voice and made sure to identify the voice of the participants in 

the analysis of the data.  To ensure such accuracy, I have included direct quotes from interviews 

and checked both preliminary and final results with the participants in an ongoing manner 

throughout the study.  I also practiced peer debriefing and referenced literature, as well as, 

documented my thought in a researcher journal throughout the course of the study.  

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, I first provided a subjectivity section to help contextualize and explain the 

relevancy of the study to my own experiences with online learning and transitions.  I then 

outlined the background and presented the context of online learning as an alternate learning 

environment; one that is different from the traditional face-to-face learning environment and that 

continues to be the predominate setting for instructing K-12 students.  Given that online learning 

continues to grow throughout universities, but not as quickly in K-12, I have offered a rationale 

for the significance of understanding transitional experiences of students as they encounter 

online learning environments for the first time.  Using Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, allowed 

for an analysis of the data to uncover the specific components that exist within students’ 
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transition to the online learning environment.  I have discussed interpretivism as the 

methodological framework and its appropriateness for this cross-case qualitative study.  In 

addition, the various data collection methods and attempts that were made to maintain 

trustworthiness and accuracy were discussed.  All studies are faced with limitations, as such I 

have identified potential limits of the study and attempts I made to mitigate such limitations. 

Lastly, I have discussed the significance of this study and the implication of the findings on 

instructors and administrators both at K12 and higher education institutions. 
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

 Online learning in institutes of higher education has evolved over the years to the point 

that it is now a fairly accepted normalized way of teaching and learning.  With colleges and 

universities continually having to make do with less resources, and students having to contend 

with rising tuitions, delivering courses and programs online has helped in some ways to control 

costs, reduce achievement gaps, and improve access for low-income and minority students 

(Bowen, Chingos, Lack, & Nygren 2013).  However, such is not the case in the K-12 public 

school system.  While there is some evidence to suggest that online learning is growing 

exponentially in public schools, the transition in moving the traditional, mostly face-to-face 

teaching and learning model to a hybrid or fully online model remains limited in this setting, 

when compared to higher education (Nagel, 2010).   

 Important to this study is the concept that experiences related to traditional teaching and 

learning are distinct phenomena from experiences with teaching and learning using technology 

(Cilesiz, 2011).  Additionally, we know that high school students transitioning to college are 

often in need of college guidance and academic support (Conley, 2010).  However, little is 

known as to what experiences they encounter when transitioning out of a high school that more 

than likely included learning in traditional brick and mortar classroom to now having to learn in 

an online setting.  

 Interestingly enough even less is known about the experiences of graduate students who 

transitioned to an online environment from an undergraduate program that emphasized 

traditional professor led lectures in face-to-face settings.  It has been documented that graduate 

students often experience different stressors than undergraduates; this is because graduate 

students are typically older and perhaps have experienced some of life’s major transitions (e.g. 
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single to married, having children, established careers).  In turn they have increased demands, 

expectations and stress (Nelson, Oliver, Koch, & Buckler, 2001; Toews, Lockyer, Dobson, & 

Brownell, 1993).  As such, an in-depth study of undergraduate and graduate transitional 

experiences to online learning is required to understand the influences on the different types of 

online instructional support provided by educational institutions.  The purpose of this study was 

to explore the experiences of college students, both at the undergraduate and graduate level, as 

they are introduced to an online learning environment for the first time.   

 This chapter provides a review of literature that is significant to the scope of this study 

and related to college students experiencing online learning for the first time.  I begin with an 

outline of Transition Theory/Model, in order to indicate its use within this study.  Next I outline 

the historical development of online learning, and its relevance within the educational 

community.  I then present an overview of the current trends in the use of online in K12 and 

higher education, and the particular challenges that are prevalent at both levels.  I conclude with 

a focus on college freshmen and the current challenges that are faced by this specific group of 

student during the transition to college; as well as look at students new to graduate programs and 

the specific challenges they encounter as a graduate student.  Each student group presents unique 

experiences; that of first year college and first year graduate students within the online learning 

environment and as such offers the opportunity to create a dialogue regarding distinctive 

interactions of between the student and their new learning environments.   

Transition Theory 

This study is about how college students and graduate students describe their experiences 

in online learning for the first time, Transition Theory will inform this study.  Transitions occur 

at various times throughout a person’s life and are considered to be, “natural phases of human 
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development” (Tynjala, Stenstrom, & Saarnivaara, 2012, p. 3).  As such transitions continue 

during people’s educational paths, “where they are confronted with more or less radical 

transitions which involve moving from one environment to another” (Tynjala, Stenstrom, & 

Saarnivaara, 2012, p. 3). 

 Schlossberg’s Transition Theory evolved as a means of studying adult development; the 

theory supports the facilitation of coping by offering strategies that can be used by the individual 

that is experiencing a transition (Heggins & Jackson, 2003).  A transition is defined as, “any 

event or nonevent that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” 

(Schlossberg, Waters, & Goodman, 1995, p. 27).  Whatever the cause of the transition, when a 

transition does happen as defined by the person experiencing the change, there are opportunities 

for growth and development through the person’s ability to overcome the challenges during the 

transition process (Schlossberg, Waters, & Goodman, 1995).  It is important to note that a 

transition only occurs if the person that is experiencing it defines it as a transition, it is possible 

that as a change occurs the person experiencing the change will not actually place any 

significance to and as such it would not be considered a transition (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton 

& Renn, 2010).  As a person goes through the transition process coping will occur, as the person 

lets go of the former roles they had and the ways in which they once perceived themselves and 

the new roles they learn (Anderson, Goodman & Schlossberg, 2012).   

The first step in the transition process is to determine what form of a transition is actually 

occurring; either anticipated, unanticipated, or a nonevent (Schlossberg, 2011).  Each individual 

will view the change from an individual perspective; therefore, each person defines the transition 

differently regardless if the event or non-event is the same.  Transitions do not necessarily occur 

immediately, they could take place over a longer period of time; therefore, it is important study a 
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person at several different points of time to really gain a good understanding of the transition 

(Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton & Renn, 2010).  As such, the transition process is different for 

each individual, as each perceives the change differently.  For instance, when working through a 

transition there are variables that could create additional challenges or could help the individual 

to better cope with the change; such as, the environment or the situation that is creating the 

transition. 

The Transition Model incorporates the 4S’s System, which describes the major variables 

that influence the ability an individual has to cope with the change: the self variable, the situation 

variable, the strategies variable, and the support variable (Anderson, Goodman & Schlossberg, 

2010).  The 4 S’s model is represented in figure 2 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The transition process adapted from Anderson, Goodman & Schlossberg (2012) 

 The situation variable refers to the transition itself, in terms of how the transition may 
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have an impact on the individual undergoing the transition.  In the scope of this study the 

possible transition results from the change in the learning environment.  What impact is the new 

learning environment going to have on the participants?  The self variable refers to the different 

aspects that the individual brings to the transition; for example, socioeconomic status.  In the 

scope of this study a participant’s perception of the study could be altered if they are low income, 

and do not have access to a computer or the Internet at home.  The third factor is the support 

variable.  The support variable refers to the resources that are made available.  In the scope of 

this study, this could refer to such resources as technology support for issues with connection to 

the online learning system.  Or it could also refer to moral support the participant gets as they 

work through the transition.  The final factor is the strategies variable.  The strategies variable 

refers to the way in which the person responds to the transition.  For the purpose of this study, 

this could refer to the challenges the participants undergo as they navigate through the course 

and the specific strategies that each of them incorporates to cope with the transition and complete 

the course successfully.  “An individual’s ability to cope with transitions depends upon the 

changing balance of his or her assets and liabilities” (Anderson, Goodman & Schlossberg, 2012).   

Suggesting that as the students experience challenges within the online learning environment 

their ability to cope will depend on what internal variables and support structures are in place, 

and what potentially negative variables such as their environment are in place.  Lack of support 

structures can be a further liability, inhibiting the students ability to cope with challenges as they 

emerge during the transition.  Important to this study is the discussion of transition from the 

points of view of undergraduate and graduate students and how they view their new learning 

environment that is now online.  

Transition theory has been applied to the collegiate experiences of specified groups of 
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students, such as a study which was conducted utilizing the Transition Theory to understand the 

transitional issues experienced by international university students (Heggins & Jackson, 2003).   

Heggins and Jackson found that when international students were experiencing problems and 

challenges they would often seek support from familial and social sources of support.  Another 

transition study, conducted by Jones (2013), focused on the student group student veterans.  That 

phenomenological study was concerned with identity development in student veterans who made 

the transition from active military service to higher education. Jones’ findings suggested that 

because of the constant dynamic tension evident as these student veteran identities changed from 

that of military service member to that of civilian student required institutes of higher education 

to take notice and be able to respond in different ways to meet the academic, if not socialization 

needs of a student veteran.  Furthermore, as pointed out by Jones (2013), student veterans will 

often undergo simultaneous and various transition related to work, individual, and relationship 

that are brought about by a combination of identity roles, functions, and environments they are 

involved with (Rumann & Hamrick, 2010).   Still others, such as Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton & 

Renn, (2010) applied Transition Theory to report how self and support are factors which are 

important to Native American retention as first year college students.  Transition Theory has 

further been combined with other theories as well as practices to gain a better understanding of 

the issues facing students at the collegiate level and then to assist student new to college with 

how to best navigate the transition.  For instance, Schooler (2014) combined Schlossberg’s 

Transition Theory with the identity development theories of Chickering (1969) and Horse (2001) 

in order to develop a transition theory reflective on the challenges unique to Native Americans 

face in transition to higher education and toward degree obtainment.  Still others have integrated 

transition models with practices such as Appreciative Advising to assist students in the 
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successful navigation of challenges they face during transition to college (Baily-Taylor, 2009).   

 While these combined transition models have been used within studies on college 

transition for varying groups of individuals, there has not yet been a study looking at the 

application of Schlossberg’s model with students transitioning from a traditional learning 

environment to an online learning environment for undergraduate and graduate students.  This 

study fills a gap in the literature by expanding the use of the model to these particular groups of 

student and their experiences with the transition into the online learning environment from a 

traditional learning environment; focusing on the individual’s perspectives of the transition, their 

ability to cope with the change, and the way in which the individuals change as a result of the 

transition.   

Online Learning 

 Online learning has existed for several decades, but more recently has seen immense 

growth.  From the ways in which courses are being offered has changed to the ways in which the 

curriculum is adjusted to reflect a different teaching and learning style, it is, therefore, imperative 

to look at these changes and what the current status of online learning is in education. 

Historical Overview 

 The concept of distance learning (a precursor to online learning) can be traced back to the 

1800s when adult learners would be taught courses by correspondence through the mail and by 

the 1930s distance courses had escalated tremendously as universities began broadcasting 

educational programs through the television (Moore, 2003).  Then in the 1960s the Carnegie 

foundation funded the AIM project which was based around the concept that it would be possible 

for students to take courses at a higher quality within a more reasonable budget at a distance 

more so than could ever be done by taking a tradition face-to-face course (Moore, 2003).   
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The invention of the World Wide Web in 1992 allowed for more accessibility of online 

education and as a result to pedagogical patterns began to emerge (Harasim, 2000).  The power 

of the World Wide Web resulted in the rediscovery of distance education (Andrews & 

Haythornthwaite, 2007).  Due to this innovation throughout the 1990s many universities began 

setting up web-based distance education programs which led to tremendous growth and by the 

end of the decade approximately 84% of universities and 83% of 4-year public colleges offered 

some web based courses (Moore, 2003).  The National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.) has 

defined a non-traditional student higher education student by age (being over the age of 24) 

whom often have family and work obligations that may interfere with completing their 

educational goals.  However, no longer is online learning being utilized primarily for non-

traditional students, there is a rapid movement more towards programs based towards traditional 

students that are campus-based (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007).  More recently a report by 

Allen and Seaman (2014), states that the number of students taking at least one online course, 

between the fall of 2011 and the fall of 2012, rose by 411,000; raising the total enrollment of 

students in at least one online course to 7.1 million. 

Learning Networks 

 Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, Turoff (2001) offer that:  

Learning networks use computer networks for educational activity- primary, secondary, 

university, and adult education.  They depend on the hardware and software that form the 

communications network, but they consist of the communities of learning who work together in 

the online environment. (p. 3) 

 Two major types of learning communities in the online learning environment are the 

Asynchronous Learning Networks (ALN) and the Synchronous Learning Networks (SLN). 
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Asynchronous Learning Network (ALN) is a major type of e-learning, which refers to anytime 

communication via the Internet (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007).  Asynchronous Learning 

Networks happen when there is a time delay between the interaction between the students and 

other students, or the students with the instructor (Ishtaiwa & Abulibdeh, 2012).  Students 

enrolled in ALN are able to log on to the e-learning platform at any time in which to upload 

assignment materials, download reading materials and videos or send messages to the professor 

or peers at any time (Hrastinski, 2008).  Hrastinski reported that students who enroll in online 

courses do so because the nature of ALNs allows them to combine the many facets of their life: 

work, school, family as well as other commitments they may have.  Recognized as a dominant 

form of communication in online learning, the asynchronous learning environment can “foster 

deep and meaningful learning in the presence of adequate social, teaching, sand cognitive 

presence” (Oztok, Zingaro, Brett, & Hewitt 2012; p. 88).  Important to consider is whether or not 

a social presence exist in an ANL, where individuals have a sense of actually being present in the 

environment.  Whereas a teaching presence is reflective of the multiple roles an instructor holds; 

roles that include instruction, facilitator, and organizer.  Lastly, cognitive presence is important 

to consider because it is how individuals in an online community construct meaning through 

their communication (Oztok, Zingaro, Brett, & Hewitt, 2012). 

There is overwhelming amount of evidence that indicates that ALN’s are as effective or 

more effective than the traditional courses (Hiltz & Turoff, 2002).  This effectiveness could be 

attributed to the fact that in ALN’s students have more time to reflect and express their ideas and 

thoughts, as well as, being provided with multiple resources (Ishtaiwa & Abulibdeh, 2012).   

ALN’s have the ability to enhance interaction and increase academic performance (Ishtaiwa & 

Abulideh, 2012).  ALN’s provide for a stronger learning environment; when done effectively 
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that have the ability to promote student-instructor interaction, promote collaboration amongst the 

students, and generate active participation through the use of software (Hiltz & Turoff, 2002).  

 Synchronous Learning Networks (SLN) occur when students and instructor are required 

to be online at the same time.  For instance, lectures, discussions, and presentation occur at a 

specific hour and students are expected to be online at that specific hour in order to participate. 

Tabak and Rampal (2014) suggest that synchronous conferencing can serve “as a pedagogical 

tool complementing traditional, face-to-face content delivery and learning” (p. 80).  While Tabak 

and Rampal offer that while students may prefer face-to-face discussions, SLNs are valuable 

especially when students have to work together on group projects.  They suggest that students 

may actually prefer meeting together online, especially if they must coordinate to overcome 

limitations of space, time and distances.  While the social, teacher and cognitive presence are 

well documented in ALNs, Schwier and Balbar (2002) suggested that social presence is actually 

higher in synchronous communications (such as chats) than found in discussions in the 

asynchronous forums.  In their study of graduate students, with families and who were not living 

in close proximity to the campus, they found that when the instructor initiated weekly chats, this 

contributed to a continuity and convenience of that class and as a result students responded 

favorably to the sense of urgency and immediacy of a conversation.  

Online Learning in the K-12 Setting 

 Over a relatively short time online learning has emerged as a way to enhance access to 

education (Kirby, Sharpe, Bourgeois, & Greene, 2010).  During the 2009-2010 school year there 

were an estimated 1,816,400 students enrolled in distance-education courses, a majority of which 

were online courses, which was up from the 40,000 enrollments in K-12 online education a 

decade ago (iNACOL, 2012).  These numbers are expected to rise as school administrators 
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indicate planned expansion of online course offerings (iNACOL, 2012).  

 There are many different reasons to explain the growth of online learning at the K-12 

level, most of which can be credited to the many advantages to the use of online courses at the 

high school level.  For instance, Picciano, Seaman, Shea and Swan (2012) offer the use of online 

learning at the high school level 1) allows for administrators to offer courses that otherwise 

would not be available on the campus; 2) helps to meet the needs of specific groups of students 

by offering AP or other college-level courses; 3) permits failing students to retake a course again 

(credit recovery); 4) and can offer a way to avoid scheduling conflicts with other courses.  

Additionally, online learning as an option for high school students allows the students for more 

empowerment and self-ownership in the learning process (2011 Trends Update, 2011).  As a 

result, it appears that students value the use of online learning as an integral part of their learning 

process, and ultimately see it as playing an important role as to how they envision their idea of 

the ultimate school.  In turn, students, parents, and administrators alike are now pushing the use 

of online courses at the high school level due to the many advantages available to students 

enrolled in these courses, such as preparation for higher education (2011 Trends Update, 2011; 

Picciano, Seaman, Shea and Swan, 2012).  

 There have also been reported challenges to supporting online courses at the high school 

level.  Frequently at the high school level not all students have equal access to online courses, 

and that many of the students taking the online courses were the students who were more 

naturally high achieving and motivated academically (Barbour & Reeves, 2009).  A major 

barrier to students being involved in online learning is the lack of availability of the courses that 

meet the demands of the students (2011 Trends Update, 2011).  However, most administrators 

indicate that there are efforts being made to increase the availability of courses to meet the 
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current and future demand (Learning in the 21st Century, 2011).  Another major barrier as noted 

by administrators is the lack of funding to support the adoption of more online courses (2011 

Trends Update, 2011; Picciano, Seaman, Shea and Swan, 2012).    

 The overall learning outcomes of high school students who complete online courses are 

positive, as studies have found that students whom have completed online courses in high school 

tend to do better academically and were also much more likely to persist in college after one year 

(Dodd, Kirby, Seifert & Sharpe, 2009).  Offering online courses to high school students have 

also been found to increase graduation rates by offering credit recovery programs, giving 

students the opportunity to build connections towards future goals with regards to college and 

careers, and also allowing teachers and administrators a means of differentiating instruction 

(Picciano, Seaman, Shea and Swan, 2012).   

Online Learning in the Higher Education Setting 

Online learning is quickly becoming a norm in higher education according to recent 

surveys, which suggest that 61% of higher education institutions report offering some form of 

distance education to an estimated 12.2 million students as compared to the 1.8 million high 

school students enrolled (Regan et al., 2011; iNACOL, 2012).  Of the institutions offering 

distance education courses to students 61% are offering fully online courses, where 35% report 

offering blended/hybrid courses (Regan et al., 2011).  Online learning is spreading throughout 

higher education, and as a result educators are being forced to look at existing assumptions 

regarding teaching and learning in higher education (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004).   

Online courses offer college students opportunities that may not be available to them in a 

traditional college classroom.  The primary advantage of online courses is the flexibility allowed 

due to the asynchronous nature of the courses (Al-Asfour, 2012; Armstrong, 2011).  Online 
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learners are capable of being connected to other learners at any time in any location, without 

being bound by time, place or situation (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004) which may be an important 

consideration for the more non-traditional student.  Further advantage for the students enrolled in 

online courses is self-control of the learning environment (Armstrong, 2011).  For them, their 

learning environment can take place in the library, their home, a coffee shop, and a park; in fact, 

it does not have to be physical place at all. 

Universities can also benefit from offering more courses online.  Online courses are a 

means of a campus generating more revenue, attracting new students, retaining current students, 

and online courses can provide an opportunity to improve student learning experience (Siegle, 

2010).  By taking large lecture halls and dividing those into smaller online sections universities 

can offer students a more personal learning experience (Siegle, 2010).  The division of the larger 

classes into smaller online courses can offer universities an option for dealing with overcrowded 

classrooms, and also offers the availability of classes that can be offered during peak times 

(Brown, 2012).   

There are also some challenges that result from online courses versus traditional 

instruction.  One of the primary disadvantages in taking courses online is that students rarely 

have one-on-one meetings with their instructors creating a lack of communication with the 

instructors (Al-Asfour, 2012; Armstrong, 2011).  There are some reports that suggest that 

students in online courses suffer from feelings of isolation and a lack of community, along with a 

perceived disconnect with the professor due to the lack of immediacy of response from the 

instructor (Song, Singleton, Hill & Hwa Koh, 2004).  Web-based students are traditionally more 

likely to drop the course (Brown, 2004).  There are various factors that play a role in the 

retention of students in the online learning environment.  Students in online courses may struggle 
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with the lack of interpersonal communication with their peers and the instructors.  In addition, 

students may not have the ability to access on campus support services as they are often 

geographically remote from campus (Stavredes & Herder, 2014).   

While the students are presented with challenges instructors who now teach online also 

may have had to adjust. The instructors of these online courses, if they have historically taught in 

traditional classrooms, may be forced to completely shift teaching style to match the learning 

environment where they become more of a facilitator as the students create their own knowledge 

(Regan et al., 2011).   

Besides students and teachers, institutions also face challenges when offering or 

expanding the number of online courses or programs.  Challenges for them may include how to 

orientate students and instructors to online learning, plus offer technical support and an 

appropriate infrastructure.  Stavredes and Herder (2014), further report that many colleges and 

universities have to re-conceptualize how to include students in the educational community so 

that they feel connected.   

Despite the appearance of some challenges to online courses in higher education the 

overall learning outcomes of online courses have been reported positively.  According to Rovai 

(2003), these challenges of retention can be addressed by, “including program elements that 

focus on increasing academic integration consisting of academic participation and satisfactory 

experiences where students personally interact with faculty and each other” (p. 13).  Rovai 

(2003) also suggests that success in the online learning environment typically requires the 

students possess a high level of discipline and self-direction.   

Generally, students who took courses online performed better than those that took the 

course face-to-face and students in blended classes tend to perform at an even higher level 
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(Siegle, 2010).  Online courses continue to be a more popular form of learning environment, and 

as a result the existence of the online learning environment is prevalent in society today and 

clearly will play a role in the future of education (Brown, 2004; Bristow, Shepherd, Humphreys 

& Ziebell, 2011).   

Digital Divide 

 Digital divide is a phrase that was created to describe the level of inequity that exists 

between those that may have access to a computer and the internet and those that do not (Brodie, 

2013).  The divide refers to not only the division between those that have or do not have access 

to computers and the Internet, but also the inclusion or exclusion that may resultant from the lack 

of access (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007).  There is an assumption in this day in age with 

increased use of internet that everyone has access to the technology that would be needed in an 

e-learning environment (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007).  Although the digital divide is 

more subtle today than in recent years, there remains a disparity in terms of when and for how 

long students have access (Brodie, 2013).  Currently more than half of all households that make 

less than $25,000 per year do not have a computer (Brodie, 2013).  In many lower income 

households there is a lack Internet access and in many situations not a home computer (Sun & 

Metros, 2011).  Although more students have access to computers, there are still some major 

inequities within minority groups, in rural areas, and among lower socioeconomic status (Keup, 

2008).  The digital divide statistics indicate a significant difference in who actually has 

accessibility to be online and therefore, who might actually consider utilizing e-learning as an 

option for higher education (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007).   

Ultimately the lack of technology access has implications with regard to student 

academic achievement (Sun & Metros, 2011).  The long term impacts of this digital divide could 
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not only adversely affect students’ academic performance, but also their future employability 

(Sun & Metros, 2011).  If the students do not have access to computers then ultimately they will 

fail to gain the skills that may be needed in the work force, or in high education (Andrews & 

Haythornthwaite, 2007).   

Higher Education 

 In general, as students progress in school, elementary to middle to high school to college-

graduate school they face challenges with each transition.  For two of the participants in this 

study, they were undergoing transitions from high school to college.  The other two were first 

year graduate students and as such were contending with an educational transition that may 

present specific challenges unique to this student population.  Below, I present a review of the 

literature related to transition issues for each group. 

College freshmen 

 In this study two of the participants were beginning their first semester of college.  The 

students are considered college freshmen, and as such could potentially experience challenges 

that typically impact students new to the college experience.     

Transition Issues.  There are clear challenges that are faced by students enrolled in 

online courses, however, special attention is made to the unique challenges that are faced by 

transitioning college freshmen in general.  With only 68% of first year students in higher 

education making it to their second, there has been much attention to understand the 

characteristics and needs of college freshmen (ACT, 2015; Ernest & Dwyer, 2010; van de Meer, 

Jansen, & Torenbeck, 2010) in order for colleges and universities to respond accordingly.  Many 

of the issues with college freshmen retention are the results of academic and social stressors that 

the students deal with during the adaptation to the college learning environment (Earnest & 
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Dwyer, 2010).   

The students that are leaving high school and enrolling in universities for the first time 

experience stressful academic, social, and personal challenges (Dyson and Renk, 2006).  First-

year college student’s deal with the added stress of becoming familiar with the courses within 

their discipline, as well as, becoming actively involved in the socialization process (Gibney, 

Moore, Murphy & O’Sullivan, 2011).  Many of the issues with college freshmen retention are 

the results of academic and social stressors that the students deal with during the adaptation to 

the college learning environment (Earnest & Dwyer, 2010).    

Time Management. One particular challenge for first-year college students during 

transition is effective time management and self-study skills (van de Meer, Jansen, & Torenbeck, 

2010).  Students transitioning to the university life have anxieties that relate to time management 

and a lack of understanding the significance of being an independent worker (Gibney, Moore, 

Murphy & O’Sullivan, 2011).  With college freshmen there is disparity in the perception the 

students have on the time they will spend on course work versus the actual time that is spent 

doing work and studying (Gibney, Moore, Murphy & O’Sullivan, 2011).   

As students transition into post-secondary education there is a sense of freedom as they 

are allocated time and flexibility in which they complete tasks; however, this is also one of the 

most difficult aspects of the transition (Gibney, Moore, Murphy & O’Sullivan, 2011).  There is a 

lack of structure, which these students are not accustom to; this leads to a lack of preparation 

often times resulting in the unwise use of their time (Balduf, 2009).  Many students struggle with 

a balance of time spent of academic work versus work for pay (Gibney, Moore, Murphy & 

O’Sullivan, 2011).   
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Graduate Students 

 Similar to high school students leaving high school to enter higher education, students 

who transition from undergraduate programs to graduate programs are likely to encounter 

challenges.  Some of these challenges are similar to those faced by the first year college students 

as they transition, while there are others that are unique to graduate students.  Interestingly 

enough, many graduate students return to school after an extended period having first established 

in a career, started a family or just wanted to take a break from school.  Ensuring that these 

students have the supports they need to succeed may be different from those students who enter 

graduate school directly from their bachelors.  In both cases many adult learners are 

underprepared for graduate level work (Posey & Pintz, 2014).  Posey and Pintz report that 

incoming graduate students “often lack essential, basic academic competencies such as writing 

and research knowledge” (p. 64).  Compounding the issues of lack of preparation is that many of 

these students may enroll in online courses without basic study skills or digital literacy.  In some 

cases, these adult learners may even need instruction about how to learn with technology because 

they have not grown up with technology or it was not a part of their prior educational 

experiences.   

 To further complicate matters, little evidence exists as to whether graduate students are 

actually encouraged to explore their development as students (Daniels & Brooker, 2014).  In 

many cases, “a graduate identity is being constructed for them, with no opportunity to explore, as 

students, how identities are formed, developed, shaped, and so to being to understand their own 

agency in these processes” (Daniels & Brooker, p. 68).  However, identity development is tied to 

where they were learning to be students and their current study environment (Chickering & 

Reisser, 1993).  As such by exploring where they have learned and where they are currently 



38 
 

learning may reveal a disconnect that fails to capture how well a graduate student is able to 

transition to a new learning environment such as online learning.  

Also, one of the major differences between first year undergraduates and first year 

graduates is that graduate students often belong to a specific community of practice.  These 

communities of practices involve a specific educational learning environment condition that 

includes a sharing of values and research goals (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

 Several challenges and issues are readily apparent for graduate students.  Similar to 

undergraduate, time management can be problematic as one transition through a graduate 

program. Schlemper (2011) reports that it is often difficult for students as they first transition 

into their graduate program to adjust to the new work load.  Typically, as graduate students, they 

are required to complete research projects, which often require a great deal of time and effort 

(Lazaros & Flowers, 2014).  These time management issues further come from not only 

managing the workload of their courses but also the challenges that come from balancing a job 

(Schlemper, 2011).  Graduate student in certain fields can also experience other stressors in their 

personal lives, such as marital issues, which can impact their ability to successfully navigate their 

graduate program; or the opposite may occur in which the stressors of the graduate program may 

have a negative impact on the marriage (Brannock, Litten and Smith, 2009; Gold, 2006).  

Students may be further challenged with the change in content at the graduate level.  For many 

students as they embark on the thick curriculum in the graduate classes there is a challenge in 

managing the content as they do not feel prepared to handle classes or the work load (Schlemper, 

2011).   

 On the upside, there are several coping strategies that have and can be utilized by 

students as they undergo the challenge of balancing time, marriage, and work as student’s 
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transition through graduate programs.  One option students have in coping is to set aside outside 

obligations that the student does not feel are a priority when the course work gets more 

overwhelming as they move through the program (Lazaros & Flowers, 2014).  Other ways of 

coping may include using buffering techniques such as relying on the positive relationships of 

others to help negate the effects of a particular stressor (Bodenmann, Pihet, & Kayser, 2006)  

Overall, many of the challenges that are faced by students new to graduate school are similar to 

those challenges experienced by first year college students.  

Retention 

 Trends in college retention have changed over time, however as we have moved through 

the first decade of the twenty-first century retention has continued to be a top concern for policy 

makers (Berger, Ramirez & Lyons, 2012).  Although retention is an issue that is of concern with 

the entire population of students there is a larger problem with retention of minority students and 

those that come from low income families (Tinto, 2004).  For instance, as students struggle 

financially it becomes a challenge to maintain enrollment.   

As such, retention is of key concern to universities around the country as there is a great 

deal of money that is lost every year as the enrollments drop (Wild & Ebbers, 2002).  However, 

it is not only about the advantages that exist for universities to increase retention, it is about 

assisting students with program completion.  For students, program completion and the ability to 

attain new skills will make them more employable (de Freitas, Morgan & Gibson, 2015).  As 

universities consider the challenges with retaining students it becomes important for them to look 

at opportunities to make the process of going to school more manageable to those whom are 

challenged (Tinto, 2004).  Online learning has been able to attract non-traditional students into 

institutions to earn a degree (Heyman, 2010), so perhaps online learning will be able to not only 
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continue to attract, but also support all students regardless of nontraditional, traditional, 

undergraduate and graduate in pursuing program completion.   

Summary of the Chapter 

 There are particular challenges that are faced by students as they transition from one 

educational experience to another; whether it is from secondary to higher education, 

undergraduate to graduate school, or from military service to student veteran.  Some of the 

challenges experienced during these transitions are similar between the different educational 

settings; however, in some cases there are challenges that arise that are particular to online 

learning environments.  

 Schlossberg’s Transition Theory is used to frame the study because as the educational 

paths one chooses includes making meaning for self when moving from one environment to 

another, as is the case for moving to an online course.  With moving to a new environment, 

Schlossberg’s Transition Theory allows for a better understanding of how individual cope with 

change, as well as provide context for educational institutions to respond in way to help support 

a positive transition for the individuals.  

From the literature it is apparent that undergraduate and graduate students are entering 

school with different life and educational experiences that certainly may influence how they 

approach an online course.  For instance, there are students that are introduced to online learning 

in the K-12 system; however, the number of students that are enrolled in online classes at the 

university level is much larger.  This gap between the two environments means that suggests that 

as students enroll in online courses at the university level that they may likely be experiencing 

this mode of learning for the first time.   

As shown in the literature, retention continues to be a concern for students at the 
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university level, and even a larger challenge for students enrolled in online courses.  However, 

online learning has the potential to be a plausible solution to the retention issues faced by 

institutions of higher education.  Furthermore, by focusing on the transition of students moving 

through online courses changes can be made to better support the students, both personally and at 

the institutional level. 
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Chapter III: Methodology 

Recall the purpose of this study was to explore the learning experiences of four college 

students in South Texas when introduced to an online learning environment for the first time.  

There were three research questions that guided this study: 

1. What are the participants' experiences of being a student in an online learning 

environment for the first time? 

2. What does it mean to first year college students and first year graduate students to 

transition from a brick and mortar to a virtual classroom? 

3. How do the participants describe personal, situational, and support strategies during their 

experience in an online learning environment? 

In order to gain a full understanding of the lived experiences of the participants, the study was 

conducted using qualitative research.  

Methodology 

 According to Creswell (2007), qualitative research is the study of a research problem 

which looks into the meanings that the individuals assign to a specified social or human problem.  

In conducting qualitative research, the interest of the researcher is to acquire an in-depth 

understanding of the interpretations people assign to their experiences, how they construct the 

world around them, and what meaning they ascribe to their experiences (Merriam, 2009).  

Conducting qualitative studies require the researcher to immerse themselves in the study.  Most 

of the data is collected in a natural setting that is comfortable and familiar to the participant, and 

it is collected by the researcher personally (Creswell, 2007).  By conducting the study in the 

participant’s natural setting, the researcher acquires a greater understanding of the problem or 

issue as the participant sees it (Creswell, 2007).  This study was conducted utilizing qualitative 
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research to gain a greater understanding of the group of students being studied.  The focus of the 

study was not on the grades or passing rates of the students, but rather the overall experiences 

that the students encountered throughout the interaction with the online learning community.  

This study was conducted using case study methods, which were informed by visual analysis.  

Further explanation of the reasoning behind the use of this particular methodological framework 

will be discussed in the sections that follow. 

Cross-Case Study 

 This study was conducted as a cross-case study.  Case study is generally useful when 

looking at a contemporary event and more specifically in a situation in which the behaviors of 

the subjects cannot be manipulated (Yin, 2009).  A cross-case study allows for comparisons that 

can often illuminate details that are difficult to see in isolation (Stake, 2006). The scope of a case 

study is further defined by Yin (2009), “as an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 18).  Case study analyses rely heavily on 

the use of multiple data sources, and the convergence and triangulation of the data (Yin, 2009).  

Case study as a methodological approach is aligned well within the scope of this study as the 

study focused on the experiences of the students within a new learning environment in its 

entirety.  In this study the contemporary phenomenon was the use of online learning 

environments for college students, and focusing on the real-life experiences of two college 

freshmen and two Masters level students at a university in South Texas. 

Yin (2009) describes three forms of case studies that are an option for research; 

descriptive, exploratory, and explanatory.  However, some studies can encompass aspects of 

multiple forms such as was the case with this particular study.  Descriptive studies are generally 
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exploratory in areas where there is not a great deal of research, or they may be more clarifying of 

aspects thought to be typical (Schell, 1992).  For the purpose of this study, descriptive coding 

was used, as it served to provide information on a topic that although there is a relatively large 

amount of research, the focus has not been placed on these specific groups of students. 

In a multiple-case study each participant can be looked at independently, but the findings 

are based around a single set of cross case conclusions (Yin, 2009).  This research study was 

organized in this manner: The experiences of four participants were first looked at individually; 

however, a single set of findings are presented based around the patterns that emerged through 

the process of cross case analysis. Utilizing case study for data collection and analysis was 

helpful in gaining a deeper understanding of the online learning environment as student’s 

transition from brick and mortar, by looking at the daily activities of a student enrolled in an 

online learning environment.   

Research Design 

 The research design describes methods and procedures to guide a cross-case study. The 

research design provides a framework for participant selection, data collection, data management 

and analysis, data representation, ethical consideration, and trustworthiness and rigor.  

Overview 

This study was a multiple case study that was conducted within a single geographic area, 

at a university with enrollment of approximately 11,240 students during the time in which this 

data was collected.  This study was limited to the transitional experiences of purposefully 

selected participants from the population of students enrolled in online courses for the first time 

and looked at the participant’s transition between learning environments, from traditional brick 

and mortar to an online learning environment.  Using Schlossberg’s Transition Theory each of 
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the participants transitional experience was first analyzed as a separate case.  Then a cross-case 

comparison was conducted.  In both analyses, I looked at the reason behind the participants’ now 

taking an online course, the various levels of support afforded to the participants, and strategies 

employed that were used to assist the participants in coping with the transition. 

 The participants in this study were purposefully selected from the population of students 

enrolled in online classes for the first time at the undergraduate and graduate levels. Two of the 

participants selected were undergraduate students and two participants selected were graduate 

students in Master’s programs.  The undergraduate students were enrolled in the online course in 

the spring of 2014, while the graduate students were enrolled in the fall of 2014.  

Institutional Profile 

 The university utilized for this study is a growing, Federally-designated Hispanic-Serving 

Institution located in South Texas. It’s location of the Gulf of Mexico and on the cultural border 

with Latin America shapes its focus and provides the foundation for gaining national 

prominence.  With its sights set on becoming an Emerging Research University, the University’s 

vision statement includes a commitment to student success, closing achievement gaps and 

delivering a campus experience for students that is robust.  Part of its strategic plan is to support 

21st century learning and research through an information technology infrastructure.  

 According to the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board University’s (THECB) 

online resume for prospective students, parents and the public, 11,234 students were enrolled in 

the academic school year 2014. Student demographics showed that of the over 11,000 students 

enrolled 39.4% were White, 44.7% Hispanic, 6.1% African American, 2.4% Asian, 5.0% 

International and 2.4% were listed as other.  

 The university is located in an area of the city that in recent years has been plagued with 
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flooding, as well as, the threat of hurricane activity.  In light of this, the university’s emergency 

preparation and procedures allow students to continue working on the coursework even in the 

event that the school needs to be shut down for inclement weather.  Therefore, this particular 

university is not only offering fully online courses, but ensures that all courses have the 

capability to move to an online platform in case of an emergency. As such, all courses have a 

Blackboard shell, and if needed, instructors can move a face-to-face class online at any given 

time.  Thus, it stands to reason that in all courses at this university the students may get 

acclimated to the campuses learning management system, regardless of whether the class is 

formally online or not.  At the time of the study, the university offered 241 courses online in the 

fall of 2014 and in the spring of 2014 the university offered 279 courses online. 

Participant Selection 

The participants in this study were selected using purposeful sampling.  Purposeful 

sampling occurs when the participants are intentionally selected for their ability to provide 

information that may not be attained from other choices (Maxwell, 2005).  Creswell (2002) 

suggests that there are four major goals when selecting the use of purposeful sampling: to gain a 

representativeness, to capture the heterogeneity of the population, to look deliberately at cases 

that are critical to the study being conducted, and lastly to look at cases comparatively allowing 

the researcher to examine and ultimately eliminate the reasons for differences. 

The participants selected for the purpose of this study were selected on the basis of 

predetermined criteria.  The first criterion was the student’s enrollment in an online course.  

Students can be enrolled in online courses which are hybrid (mixture of face-to-face and online) 

courses or in online courses that are delivered one hundred percent online.  For the purpose of 

this study, it was required that participants be enrolled in a class that was designated as one 
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hundred percent online.  The second criteria for participant selection was that the participants 

were enrolled in his or her first online course. In other words, they had never received instruction 

through an online class at either the college or high school level.  In order to identify students 

new to the online learning environment, I enlisted the help of instructors that were assigned to 

teach a fully online course during the semester the study was being conducted.  Figure 3 below, 

illustrates the process I used to select the participants for this study.  First an email was sent to all 

professors teaching one hundred percent online courses at the institution being utilized for this 

study. The email provided all of the information about the study, including the purpose of the 

study and the participant criteria. Once the email was sent, the instructors were asked to forward 

the email to their students. I was contacted by four students whom were interested in 

participating in the study.  Participants who indicated their willingness to be part of the study 

received a phone call or email from me to set up a mutually agreeable meeting time and place. At 

the initial meeting with each participant, I explained the study and asked questions to ensure 

participants qualified for the study. 

  

Figure 3. Participant selection process 

Special effort was made to include both graduate and undergraduate students, 

representing different colleges and different courses.  Four students were selected for the study, 

all of whom qualified to participate in the study based upon the criterion set for participation and 

represented three different courses and four different majors. 

Two of the students selected for this study were first year college students.  The 



48 
 

importance of including the traditional college freshmen is because the majority of first year 

college students are of traditional age; they have generally entered college directly out of high 

school with little or no break in their education (Keup, 2008).  However, such was not 

completely the case with this study.  The first participant Sue was a traditional college freshman.  

She was in her second semester of her first year of college during the course of this study.  She 

had moved to a new city, away from her family for the first time in order to attend school.  At the 

time of her interview, Sue resided in an off campus apartment, which she shared with three other 

roommates.  Sue did not have a car so she relied on public transportation to get back and forth to 

campus; therefore, getting to campus at particular times was more challenging.  Sue had 

previously attended an early college high school, which gave her some college experiences prior 

to moving into higher education.  The first online course that Sue enrolled in was a Spanish 

course, and this was the only online course she had taken during the course of the study.   

The second participant, Matthew, age 22 was also a first year college student.  However, 

unlike Sue he was not a traditional college student.  Prior to enrolling in an institution of higher 

education Matthew spent four years in the military.  During the course of the study Matthew was 

in his first semester of college and enrolled in 18 hours of college classes and was taking one 

online course.  The course that Matthew was enrolled in online was his first computer 

programming class.  During the course of the study Matthew resided in an off campus apartment, 

in which he lived alone.  Matthew did have access to a car which made it easier for him to go to 

campus when needed.  Matthew did not have a job while he was taking courses.  He stated that 

he worked over the summer and was relying on his post-9/11 GI Bill to pay his way through 

school. 

The next two participants in the study were both first year graduate students.  Jennifer 
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was completing her first semester of a graduate program in curriculum and instruction during the 

course of this study and enrolled in six semester credit hours and was working as a full time 

teacher.  Her first online course was an introduction to research course.  Jennifer entered 

graduate school immediately after finishing her undergraduate work.  She had recently married, 

right before she started her graduate program, and she was beginning her career as a third grade 

teacher, which is a state tested grade level.  At the time of her enrollment in the online course 

Jennifer stated that she and her husband would be moving into their first home during the 

semester. 

The fourth participant, Joseph, was also a first year graduate student working towards a 

counseling degree.  He was enrolled in nine semester credit hours of graduate classes, which 

included his first online course.  The online course for this participant was also an introduction to 

research course.  Before beginning graduate school Joseph had been enlisted in the military.  

Furthermore, Joseph had taken an eight year break after completing his Bachelor’s degree before 

beginning his graduate program.  While completing his graduate courses Joseph was self-

employed and had to maintain the business that he owned, while also supporting his wife and 

two children.   

Research Site 

 The research site was also selected based in part by purposeful selection to gain the 

information needed for the purpose of this study.  The purpose for selecting the students from 

this particular university was the opportunity for a large pool of students enrolled in online 

classes due to a large availability of online courses.  

For online learning, the learning environment happens wherever the student is completing 

the work; therefore, the natural setting of the meetings varied by student to match where they 
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normally went to complete their work. As a result, a better insight was gained into the student’s 

experiences by speaking with them in an environment that was comfortable to them, and by 

being in this familiar space I was able to gain further immersion into the learning environment of 

the participants. For two of the participants, Matthew and Joseph, all of the interviews were 

conducted on the university campus. several of the interviews took place at the campus coffee 

shop that is centrally located, across from the library. Other interview locations, such as one with 

Matthew, took place right outside computer programming tutoring center.  One of Joseph’s 

interviews on campus occurred on the first floor of the business building where one of his classes 

was to meet.  Sue and Jennifer’s interviews were completed at a coffee shop located off campus.  

For them, it was a matter of convenience.  Jennifer was not taking any classes on campus so she 

preferred not having to drive to campus to meet. Sue did not have a car, but did live close to a 

neighborhood coffee shop that was within walking distance.   These various locations used for 

interviewing made it easier for the students to meet.  This method of site selection is significant 

as a part of a qualitative study, as it should be conducted in a natural setting (LeCompte, 2010).   

 One of the most important tasks in conducting a case study is gaining access to key 

organizations and/or interviewees (Yin, 2009).  In this study I worked with students that I did not 

have a relationship with prior to the study, therefore, the process of establishing rapport was 

more difficult and took more time and effort on my part (LeCompte, 2010).  In order to gain an 

in-depth understanding of the experiences of the participants it was important that I created a 

level of trust from the participants that allowed them to open up about their experiences 

completely.  I began the study by scheduling a meeting with each of the four participants, around 

their schedules and in a location that was most convenient to them.  The purpose of this time was 

to develop a sense of rapport with the participants by sharing some information about the study, 
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and allowing the participants to ask questions of me.  Building rapport with the participants was 

important to the overall success of the study.   

Membership Roles 

As stated previously this study focused on the lived experiences of four students.  This 

required that I gain full access to this group of students being studied.  I was an outsider looking 

in as if I was not a part of the group; however, I may have had a similar educational background 

in online learning environments with my participants.  Regardless of whether the researcher 

takes on a role as an outsider or an insider, the role of the researcher includes his or her 

membership status as it relates to the group being studied is an essential aspect of the 

investigation (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009).  While at the time of this study I was not enrolled in an 

online course for the first time, I did at one time have an experience of taking an online course 

for the first time in college.  This familiarity with the online learning environment helped me to 

gain the trust of the participants, thus allowing for access to deeper more rich information.  The 

shared status of the researcher and the participant creates a level of trust and openness with the 

participants that would likely not been gained under other circumstances (Dwyer & Buckle, 

2009).   

Data Sources and Collection 

In doing a cross-case study, the richness of the study comes from the investigation into 

real life experiences, therefore, an essential piece of doing a cross- case study is to utilize 

multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2009).  The data sources utilized for this study included 

interviews, journaling, and photographs taken by the participants.  From these sources, the data 

was analyzed to examine and explore the scope of the experiences of the participants.  Table 1 

below provides a complete inventory of the data that was collected for this study. 
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Table 1 

Data Inventory 

Source of Data Number of Pages Number of Pages Total 

3 one-hour interviews (4) 

  

21 pages per one hour of 

transcription 

252 

Student Journal reflections(3) 4 pages per participants 12 

Researcher’s Journal Reflections  1 page per week 16 

Participant 

illustrations/photographs with 

description 

22 photographs 30 

 Total Pages 310 

 

The data collection took place over the course of two college semesters (Spring 2014 and Fall 

2014), approximately 25 weeks.  

Interviews 

 Interviews played a vital role in accessing information from the participants in this study.  

Interviews are traditionally utilized in qualitative research to gain in-depth knowledge from the 

voice of the participants about a phenomenon or experience (deMarrais, 2004).  The goal of 

using an interview is that the researcher is able to construct a complete picture from the words 

and experiences of the participants (deMarrais, 2004).  As a cross-case study, the interviews 

were a major source of information and revolved around guided conversations (Yin, 2009).  The 

interviews that were conducted in this study were in-depth interviews.  Conducting in-depth 
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interviews not only gathers facts about the topic, but also allows for the participant to have an 

opinion and to play a more active role in the process as they perform in an assisting matter (Yin, 

2009).  

 A standardized open-ended approach was also used in which the wording of the questions 

was structured. Participants were always asked identical questions, but the questions were 

worded so that their responses may be open-ended (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003).  Furthermore, this 

open-ended approach allowed for the participants to contribute as much detailed information as 

they desired, and also allowed me, as the researcher, to ask probing questions as a means of 

follow-up.  

This study entailed three in-depth interviews (which lasted about an hour) with each of 

the four participants, for a total of 12 interviews.  Below are examples of the interview 

questions/statements for the first round of interviews.  

1. Describe for me your learning experience in high school?  What were your courses like? 

2. Walk me through your first experience logging into our online course?  What was it like? 

3. Describe for me your experiences in your online class?  How do you enter the 

“classroom?”  What is it like to work with others?  How do you “talk” with the 

instructor? 

4. Tell me about a time when you were successful in your online class?  What was it like? 

5. When do you feel you were most challenged in the course? 

6. Tell me about your participation in the online class.  What does it entail? 

7. You mentioned before you were challenged (insert from previous question), what type of 

support did you receive?  What type of strategies did you use to overcome the challenge? 

The second round of interviews were informed from the participant’s responses in the 
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first round. Similarly, the third round of interviews was informed by the second round of 

interviews. During the second and third round of interviews, questions were presented based on 

the photographs and descriptions provided by the participants, as well as the journal entries from 

the participants.   

The first interview occurred within the first two weeks of the semester.  This allowed for 

the participants to discuss in real time if they were anxious, confidant, or something in between 

when first approaching his or her new learning environment.  The second interview was 

purposefully selected right after midterm exams.  This allowed the participants to gain more 

exposure to the online environment, gain experiences with communicating with the instructor 

and/or peers within the class as well as had an opportunity to turn in assignments.  The final 

interview occurred for each of the participants at the end of the semester and the conclusion of 

the online course, after the students had taken their finals and had received their grade for the 

course.  

Journaling 

 The use of journaling throughout the study also played a vital role.  The 

participant’s journaling as well as my own journaling were part of the data sources collected to 

use in the analysis.  Utilizing journaling as a data source played two very important roles in the 

study; first it verified information gained during the interviews making, and second, it could 

possibly offer new insight that was not information gathered from any other data source.  Journal 

writing allows one to reflect on tapes and interview transcripts and other sources of data, to dig 

deeper (Janesick, 1998).  Having participants keep a journal allowed for a means to triangulate 

the data, as it provided another form of member check (Janesick, 1998).  Furthermore, in the case 

of my own journaling, using a reflective journal is significant in qualitative research as the 
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researcher is the research instrument and journaling allows the researcher an opportunity to 

address thoughts, feelings, and ideas he or she may have during the course of the study (Janesick, 

1998).   

 Throughout the course of this study, the four participants were asked to keep a 

weekly journal (see figure 4 for an example).  At the first interview, the participants were asked 

to begin journaling about their experiences with logging into the online learning platform.  After 

that initial entry, the participants were then asked to write a minimum of two entries per week 

throughout the course of the study.  Some of the participants wrote a great deal while others 

wrote in the journal minimally.  
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Figure 4. Excerpt from Sue’s journal 

As the researcher, I also kept a personal journal throughout the course of the study as a 

means of capturing information in the moment. This process served as a means to record things I 

may have forgotten otherwise as well as help to address my subjectivity.  Using a journaling 

technique also added rigor to the study in that it served as a means to triangulate the data.   

Photo Elicitation 

Photo elicitation informed the case study.  To gain an in-depth perspective of the 
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participants learning experience, the participants were asked to take photographs of their learning 

environment as they completed their respective course.  According to Banks (2007), “including 

visuals in a research study offers many advantages, such as, the ability to gain insight that might 

not be accessible otherwise and also pictures are pervasive in society (p. 3).  The story of the 

participants is better informed through the use of visuals, and as such provides a more in-depth 

understanding of their transition.    

The use of photo elicitation is quite simply the idea of inserting a photograph into a 

research interview (Harper, 2002).  Generally in research, photo elicitation revolves around the 

use of photographs.  However, a researcher can also utilize paintings or cartoons or virtually any 

other form of visual image (Harper, 2002).  In this study the visual images being used are 

participant produced illustrations and/or photographs.  Throughout this case study, the 

participants were asked to capture photographs demonstrating his or her learning environment.  

The participant produced illustrations and photographs informed the interviews that took place.  

Utilizing the photographs as a piece of the interview process helped to gain a more in-depth 

understanding.  Images have the ability to induce a greater depth of the human consciousness 

than can be captured through words, and as such give the researcher a different level of 

information (Harper, 2002).  All four participants provided photographs of their learning 

environment, and the images were analyzed to get a more in-depth understanding as to how the 

participants constructed their reality (van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001).  

Visual representation of research can take many different forms: photographs, digital 

imagery, videography, illustration, etc.  Images play such an instrumental role in research, as 

they are useful in creating a connection between what is being seen and observed and the tie to 

analytical framework (Stanczak, 2007).  When analyzed together images paint a picture of a 
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culture, but when looked at individually they provide particular information about a person’s 

existence (Prosser, 1998).  Ultimately in a world that is constantly surrounded by visual 

representation, the use of photo elicitation in analyzing research has great potential to 

“strengthen, challenge, and contradict the way we understand the social world, of ourselves and 

others” (Stanczak, 2007).  Images can provide the researcher, “with a different order of data and, 

more importantly an alternative to the way we have perceived data in the past” (Prosser, 1998, 

p.1).   

For the purpose of this study the participants were asked to either hand draw visual 

representations of feelings or emotions that they encountered as they participated in the online 

course, or take photographs of their learning environment as they interacted in it, or both.   

The participants were asked to provide three visual representations along with a one-page 

description of the drawing.  As an added source of information, the visual representation 

provided a means of seeing the online learning environment from the eyes of the participants and 

a better understanding of the culture of the learning environment. 

Data Transformation 

During the data transformation portion of the study the raw data was analyzed through 

inductive analysis, and transformed into themes that are discussed in the findings. 

Data Management 

As part of the data management process, electronic and hardcopy folders were first 

created for each of the four participants. This ensured that there was no confusion about which 

particular pieces of data went with each participant.  The folders were named by the participant’s 

pseudonym.  Within each of the electronic folders the interview transcriptions, journal entries, 

and student provided visuals were maintained.  A hardcopy folder for each of the participants 
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contained their respective journal and photographs. A fifth folder was maintained electronically 

that included my research journal.   All data that was managed electronically was backed up so 

that there were no chances of losing the data collected. The electronic files and folders were 

password protected.   

Data Analysis 

The data were analyzed using inductive analysis.  According to Thomas (2003), there are 

two purposes for utilizing this form of analysis: to condense an extensive amount of raw 

material, and to establish links between the research questions and the findings.  Additionally,  I 

used Saladana’s (2009) three steps (or cycles) in the analysis of the data (see figure 5): first cycle 

coding focused on the thick description of participants experiences, the second step focused on 

aligning these descriptions with the components of transition theory, and the final step was a 

cross-case analysis looking for the themes emerging across the four cases in each of the 

components of transition theory. Coding is a significant part of analysis in qualitative research 

studies.  According to Saldana (2009), a code is used for language based or visual research 

during data analysis to assign a word or phrase to a portion of the data to grasp the most salient 

points. A more detail explanation of each step in the coding cycles is presented below. 

 

Figure 5. Stages of data analysis 

First Cycle Coding. The process of data analysis began with first cycle coding that was 

conducted after each round of interviews.  First cycle coding is the process of the initial coding 
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of the data (Saldana, 2009) and during this cycle I utilized three coding methods: affective, 

emotion, and descriptive.  

The first coding method used during the first cycle of data analysis was affective coding.  

Affective coding is used to investigate the individual qualities of human experience (Saldana, 

2009).  Affective coding was utilized for the purpose of this research as the aim was to gain 

access to the experiences of the students including their emotions, values, or conflicts (Saldana, 

2009).  The second method, emotion coding, labels the feelings of the participants, and was 

particularly important as it allowed the exploration of the intrapersonal and interpersonal 

experiences of the participants (Saldana, 2009).  Emotion coding was significant in terms of 

grasping the full experiences of the participants; however, it was also important to look at the 

data using the third method, descriptive coding.  According to Saldana (2009), descriptive coding 

is particularly useful for research studies that utilize multiple data sources.  Descriptive coding 

summarizes information into a single word or short phrase, and is used to get the essence or topic 

of the passage (Saldana, 2009).  Once the descriptive phrases were identified, they were placed 

according to the four S’s of transition theory: self, situation, strategy, and support. 

For example, as illustrated in figure 6, an initial coding framework was used in the data 

generated from an actual interview which explored the prior educational experiences.  
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Interview Transcript Initial 

coding 

framework:  

High 

School 

Experiences 

Interviewer: Can you describe for me your learning experience in high 

school?  

 

Sue: It was supposed to be college like, but with high school hours. Which 

is fucking insane to me, because I don’t think that that’s possible.  

 

Interviewer: What do you mean by “college like”?   

Sue: They gave college amounts of work for us to do and had college 

expectations.  

 

Interviewer: What made you think that was not possible?  

Sue: I was thrown from the lowest common denominator of public 

education to college level science and engineering. I was very 

overwhelmed.  

 

 

 

Sense of 

Disbelief 

 

 

 

Situation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Feelings: 

Insecurity, 

anxious 

Figure 6. Interview excerpt utilizing descriptive coding 

 

Second Cycle Coding. Next, a second coding was established using words and phrases 

related to the four components of Schlossberg’s Transition Theory.  The information was looked 

at by placing the experiences of each of the four participants and the components of the transition 

theory into a concept map (see figure 7).  In the diagram, there are arrows flowing each 

direction; the transition is fluid and dynamic and not one directional.  Transition occurs over 

time, and as such, the self evolves throughout as the student becomes more self-aware.  

Furthermore, there is overlapping within the components of the transition as the students 

encounter challenges.  
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Figure 7.  Data analysis concept map 

Figure 8 offers an example of this second round of coding with an excerpt of Jennifer’s 

data after a reduction of a category from her initial coding framework related to self.  
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Final coding framework Initial coding framework – Self 

Duration 

 

Time in graduate school – first year graduate student 

Time out of school – limited 

Anticipated break from graduate studies 

Connections/Relationships 
Need 

Interconnectedness 

Limitations in an online environment 

Confident (C) to feelings 

of Inadequacy (I) 

Technology proficient – (C) 

First year teacher struggles (I) 

Newly wedded (C/I) 

Time management (I) 

Control over situation (C) 

Scaffold from prior educational experiences (C/I) 

Figure 8. Interview excerpt coding related to components of transition theory 

Third Cycle Coding– Cross Case. Once these initial codes were established and 

categorizes were created for each participant according to each of the four component of 

Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, a cross-case analysis was conducted.  With this phase of 

analysis, each of the participant’s descriptions of their transition was placed side by side and 

each was looked at by components for the emergent themes in each of the categories of transition 

theory.  Figure 9 illustrates the process by which I looked across the cases to determine the 

emergent themes.   
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Figure 9. Cross-case analysis concept map 

Similar codes from each case were then grouped into categories across cases based on the 

components of transition theory, which led to the emergence of major themes (Saldana, 2009).   

Photographs taken by the participants were analyzed in a similar fashion. Visual 

information such as photographs and images can evoke deeper elements of human consciousness 

than words alone (Harper, 2002).  As such, the photographs elicited longer and perhaps more 

comprehensive interviews that helped to stimulate a compelling narrative offered by the 

participants. In the analysis, I first used the explanations and descriptions each participant shared 

for their own photographs and recorded in the researcher’s notes.  Questions surrounding the 

photographs included:  

Could you tell me a little about the things in the photograph? Are there significant things 

here?  For example, figure 10 illustrates a picture of Sue’s learning environment.   
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Figure 10. Sue’s learning environment 

As I sat with her I asked that she describe the picture for me.  She pointed out in this 

picture there is a post-it wall on the left.  She then proceeded to talk about how cluttered her desk 

was, and how difficult it was for her to work at her desk until she had it cleared up.  

Next, interviews transcriptions were reviewed again for ways in which the photographs 

demonstrated the participant’s transitions.  Then the descriptors were added to the transition 

concept maps for each of the participants.  All information gathered from the participant’s 

interview responses, photographs and journals were placed in the concept maps and then cross-

case analysis was conducted to establish major themes within the transitional experiences. 

Representation 

 The findings in this study are represented by first looking at each individual case, and 

then thematically based on the patterns that are seen throughout the entire process of cross-case 

analysis.  There is a certain level of artistic license granted to qualitative research that is 

distinguished by a practice that embraces a practice that nurtures creativity, innovation and 

reflexivity (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Morse, 2009).  However, with this paradigm, it is 

imperative that the study design does not distort or present dishonest or inaccuracy findings.   
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Each of the individual cases were first organized using a concept map.  Concept mapping 

is a process of illustrating participant generated and purpose-driven ideas in a meaningful form 

of “picture or maps” (Kane & Trochim, 2007, p.1).  Concept mapping is a good tool for 

explaining complex ideas and allows for the representation of ides in a form of maps and makes 

it easy for people to learn. According to Novak (2010), concept mapping facilitates learner’s 

encoding, storage and retrieval of information and can be used to summarize the diverse views 

on a phenomenon expressed by a group of people.  Various forms of concept maps were utilized 

for organization, data analysis and representation of the data.  All of the concept maps were 

created utilizing Inspiration software and Lucid charts.   

The concept map is designed to provide the components of the transition theory for each 

of the participants.  These concept maps are followed by an in-depth description of each of the 

individual’s transition into online learning, which is organized by the components of transition 

theory: self, situation, strategy, and support.  Also included in the findings for each of the 

individual cases are the visuals in the form of photographs of the participants learning 

environments.  The visuals show the various aspects of the participants learning environments, as 

well as, some demonstrations each of the participant’s self.  The use of visual representation to 

present the findings is fundamental in the linking together of the research questions and the 

findings of the research. 

Further included in the findings are the major themes which emerged during the cross-

case analysis.  The findings from the cross-case begin with a concept map demonstrating the 

major themes which emerged within each of the four components of the transition theory.  The 

concept map is followed by an in-depth description of each of the major themes that emerged 

within each of the components of the Transition Theory.   
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Figure 11 presents an outline and overview of the data management, analysis process and 

data representation used in this study. Although the analysis of data appears to be linear, it is in 

fact quite complex and cyclic. Data was coded and categories created for each case, and then 

categories were analyzed across cases using the tenets of interpretivism and Schlossberg’ 

Transition Theory as a way to understand the experiences of four college students enrolled in an 

online course for the first time.  

 

Figure 11. Model of data management and analysis 

Reciprocity and Ethics 

 When working with participants there are always ethical issues which are taken into 

consideration.  Throughout the course of this study it was a top priority to maintain ethical 

awareness with regards to the students participating in the study.  The four participants in the 

study were involved in the research study on a voluntary basis and signed a consent form giving 

consent to be involved in the research study prior to beginning.  This required that all of the 

participants chose freely whether or not to participate in the study, and there was a complete 
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understanding of issues they might encounter as a part of the study and the consequences of their 

involvement (LeCompte, 2010).  I ensured that the students had a sufficient amount of 

information about the study and their role in the study prior to asking them for their consent to be 

involved.  I met with each participant individually, prior to beginning the first interview, to offer 

information about the study, and to answer any questions he or she had about the study.  I also 

talked with the participants about particular feelings that might come up during the interview 

process - possibly fear and anger as they described the experiences.  I also made it clear to the 

participants that the information obtained would not impact them in their courses in any way and 

that throughout the course of the study the identity of the participants would be fully protected.  

Each of the participants chose their own pseudonym, to be used when presenting the findings of 

the study. 

 For each of the participants, as we met, I offered to buy them coffee or a snack.  

However, none of the participants accepted anything for their participation.  The participants 

received no payment or gifts for their participation in the study.  Further, all of the participants 

commented that they were happy to help gain a greater insight into online learning to help future 

students. 

Academic Rigor and Trustworthiness 

Throughout the study, academic rigor and trustworthiness were ensured by adherence to 

specific standards prior to conducting research, during data collection procedures, and 

throughout the data analysis process.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested that the concept of 

trustworthiness in qualitative studies includes 1) the credibility of the investigation – truth value; 

2) the transferability of the results – applicability; and lastly, 3) the dependability of the results, 

necessary to ensure consistency. 
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As such, prior to beginning the research study, a thorough literature review was 

conducted to gain a deeper understanding of the scope of the research that already existed on the 

topic.  By utilizing information already attained on the topic, it was possible to match patterns, or 

create a rival explanation to the phenomenon.  By linking this research to studies that already 

existed within the educational community, I helped to ensure the validity of the research and its 

place in the field of educational research (Jesson, Matheson, & Lacely, 2013). 

One very important aspect of conducting a research study is to ensure the legitimacy of 

the research findings.  While conducting this research member checking and peer debriefing 

were both utilized.    Member checking is the process of conducting checks throughout the 

research process that continually check the participants with the data, the data analysis, the 

interpretations, and the conclusions drawn (Krefting, 1990). The process of member checking is 

yet another way a research can corroborate the essential evidence presented in the final case 

study report (Yin, 2009).  If there is a disagreement about the interpreted findings, there may be 

an indication that there is more work to be done.  This is an assurance that the information in the 

final write-up is as reliable as possible. Member checking was done after the transcription of 

each round of interviews with each of the three participants. By utilizing the process of member 

checking,  I ensured that the results of the research study are authentic, valid, and credible 

(LeCompte, 2010).  The member checks were conducted and taken into consideration before the 

findings of the study were finalized.  It was important to have the findings reviewed by not only 

peers to ensure the validity of the findings, but also by going back and talking with the 

participants about the findings.   

For this study I stayed in field and worked with the participants throughout an entire 

semester that is typically fifteen weeks.  In case study research the researcher is required to stay 
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in the field for a long period of time, as it takes a long time to become acquainted with the 

participants and to understand the participants interaction and understanding of the environment 

being studied (LeCompte, 2010).  The prolonged stay in the field gave me the time that was 

needed to give me an in-depth look at the experiences of the three participants. By spending an 

entire semester studying these students, I gained access to their experiences from beginning to 

end, and this ensured that the maximum amount of information was gathered on the topic. 

To ensure that I gained a thorough understanding of the topic throughout the course of 

the study, I utilized several different sources of data.  I can only make assertions on a topic if 

similar information exists in multiple places.  It has been found that case studies that utilize 

multiple sources of data are rated more highly in their overall quality than those studies that 

relied solely on a single source of information (Yin, 2009).  This study relied on four different 

sources of data (interviews, participant journals, photographs, and course artifacts), to ensure that 

the maximum amount of information was gathered on the topic.  Also important in terms of the 

reliability of the study was to ensure the reader’s ability to follow the study, being able to read 

through and easily link the findings back to the original research questions.  I ensured the 

reliability of this study by ensuring a chain of evidence, making certain that my data and findings 

linked directly to the research questions (Yin, 2009). 

To ensure the overall credibility of the research, triangulation took place throughout the 

research process.  There are four different forms of triangulation that have been identified:  data 

triangulation, investigator triangulation, theory triangulation, and methodological triangulation.  

For this study, the form of triangulation that was found most relevant to the overall outcome was 

data triangulation (Krefting, 1990).  Data triangulation is useful in determining whether what is 

being observed and reported have the same meaning when looked at under different 
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circumstances (Stake, 1995).  Data triangulation was a significant aspect of the research process 

because, as I examined the issue of online learning environments through multiple lenses, I was 

able to gain a deeper understanding of the issue (LeCompte, 2010).  Throughout the research 

process, data triangulation played a vital role in the enhancement of the quality of the research, 

as well as, the overall legitimacy (Krefting, 1990).  Overall, legitimacy was gained by creating a 

true sense that all of the information presented in the findings were corroborated and presented in 

a way that truly represents the perceptions of the study participants. 

The final check on the research findings to ensure the credibility of the representation of 

the research was done through peer debriefing.  Peer debriefing is defined as, “the process of 

exploring oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session and for the 

purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit within the 

inquirers mind” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 308).  This final check ensured the credibility of the 

research findings by having other researchers look at the same phenomena (Stake, 1995).  

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I have discussed the rationale for utilizing qualitative research for this 

study, and provided further details for the use of case study as the methodological framework 

and Schlossberg’s Transition Theory as the theoretical framework.  I further outlined the 

research design including an institutional profile, the process of participant selection, gaining 

access to the participants, the research site, and a description of the various forms of data 

collected.  Further I discussed the process of data management, data analysis, and the 

representation of the data.  Finally, I discussed the issues of ethics, reciprocity, trustworthiness 

and rigor.    
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Chapter IV:  Findings 

The purpose of this study was to explore the learning experiences of four college students 

in South Texas when introduced to an online learning environment for the first time.   The 

research study was conducted utilizing a case study with cross-case analysis to explore the 

following research questions: 

1. What are the participants' experiences of being a student in an online learning 

environment for the first time? 

2. What does it mean to first year college students and first year graduate students to 

transition from a brick and mortar school to a virtual classroom? 

3. How do the participants describe personal, situational, and support strategies during their 

experience in an online learning environment? 

Chapter Layout 

Comprehensive case studies of Sue, Matthew, Jennifer and Joseph are presented first in 

this chapter, followed by a cross case analysis.  Using the four components of Schlossberg’s 

Transition Theory (self, situation, strategy and support), each case begins with a concept map 

illustrating the four components of the transition followed by narrative.  Included in the narrative 

descriptions are pictures that will assist in the illustration of how each participant approached his 

or her transition to online learning.   

More specifically, the individual case analysis provided details to describe the self – 

educational experiences of each participant while he or she  was a student in the brick and mortar 

setting, as well as, the technology experiences encountered prior to enrolling in the online 

course.  Explanations are also provided regarding situation –  how each participant came to be 

taking an online course for the first time and how they each felt about their the new learning 
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environment. For strategy, the focus was on each of the participant’s challenges as they 

completed the online course and the specific strategies that were incorporated to combat the 

challenges.  Strategies used by each of the participants as they attempted to assist with challenges 

and any other issues that arose during the course of the class are included in the narrative as well 

as the support mechanism utilized.  And finally, support descriptions include how each 

participant incorporated different levels of support received as they navigated through the course.  

A cross-case analysis follows the descriptions of the individual cases.  During this part of 

the analysis, the focus was to uncover themes that emerged across the four cases within each one 

of the four components of the transition: self, situation, strategy, and support.  A concept map 

was developed to present the findings that emerged from the cross-case analysis showing the 

four participants and the components of transition theory side by side, culminating with the 

significant events of the transition.  

Individual Cases 

Below is a write up of each of the four individual cases: Sue, Matthew, Jennifer, and 

Joseph.  Each case begins with an advanced organizer in the form of a conceptual map of the 

components of each participant’s transition.    
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Sue’s Transition 

Figure 12 below is an advanced organizer in the form of a conceptual map illustrating the 

components of Sue’s transition into online learning. 

 

Figure 12. Sue’s Transition Concept Map 

Self.  Sue is a single, young, woman who self-identified as half-Hispanic, and enrolled in 

a university that is 200 miles from her home.  In talking with Sue, one gets the sense of how 

important family and independence is to Sue.  Sue doesn’t mention her father in the interviews, 
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but she shared that her mom and grandmother raised her and that her mom was the breadwinner 

of the family and did all the work that is traditionally associated with the male head of the 

household.  Her grandmother on the other hand “did the more female things, like taking care of 

me and stuff.”  The relationship and connection Sue has with her grandmother is important to 

Sue’s transition.  Even though Sue’s grandmother spoke to her in Spanish, she admits she did not 

have a good command of the language.  She went on to explain that  

I was always really scared that I wasn’t going to be able to talk to my grandma in Spanish 

before she died.”  She continued: “I know that connections there because you know we’re 

family, she loves me I know she loves me, and stuff like that but what happens when I 

can’t tell her exactly how much I love her?  Or what happens when I can’t tell her how 

bad of a day that I am having?  I guess that’s why I took Spanish, that’s why I was 

willing, no matter how apprehensive I was about taking a fully online course for Spanish 

I was willing to go through it then, because I felt like I would do this for my grandma.   

Sue’s shift from taking traditional face-to-face classes to taking an online course for the 

first time may be considered the most traditional trajectory of all four participants.  She entered 

the university the fall immediately after her high school graduation.  Her first semester on the 

university campus, she enrolled in courses that were held in traditional classroom settings, where 

the instructor/professor delivered the course content in a face-to-face medium.  At the time of her 

interviews, spring 2014, she still was classified as a college freshman and was enrolled in five 

courses for seventeen semester credit hours, which is considered a full load for an undergraduate.  

However, there is one element of Sue’s previous educational experience that the data suggested 

was important to understanding how she coped with the transition to and through an online 

course; she graduated from an early college high school (ECHS) that despite being housed in a 
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brick and mortar building, students were expected to complete some assignments for classes 

online.  Additionally, Sue had earned some college credits prior to enrollment at the university 

through a community college, though not enough to achieve a sophomore status at the time of 

her arrival.  

Sue’s early college high school experience.  In general, ECHSs provide different 

approaches in school design compared to traditional high schools.  These schools provide 

college-connected programming that blends high school and college coursework in an 

academically rigorous and supportive program designed to motivate students to commit to 

staying in high school while simultaneously earning a high school diploma and college credits 

(Hemmer & Uribe, 2012, pg. 101; Jobs for the Future, n.d.).  In Sue’s case, her ECHS was 

associated with a community college; the curriculum in many of her courses was delivered 

online using multimedia content and assessments.  Still, according to Sue, her teachers “gave 

college amounts of work” and had “college expectations” for the high school students.  This 

expectation is not surprising given that ECHSs are designed to enhance student success in 

college, specifically at-risk students, by designing the high school in ways that the students have 

a college experience (Hemmer & Uribe, 2012).  While Sue felt she had received an education 

that was mostly self-directed and that her high school was designed to mimic the college 

experience, there were times that she felt “very overwhelmed.”  For her, this sense of feeling 

overwhelmed stemmed from her coming to the realization that the ECHS “was a school that was 

very easy to get into, but a very hard school to stay in.  It just got harder…so, it really weeded 

people out.”   Sue related: “so basically I was thrown from the lowest common denominator of 

public education to college level science and engineering classes [and] higher order math 

[classes].”  And with increased rigor, Sue had to adjust as a student to the increased demands and 
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expectations of college work.  It is with her adjustment and the motivation to succeed that she 

saw her high school experience as beneficial because according to her, “I made most of my 

would-be college mistakes then.”  Making mistakes and adjusting to the different demands of the 

school, Sue also calculated ways in which to successfully engage with online assignments and 

assessments.  For instance, according to Sue, she figured out fairly quickly that “when you got a 

70 on a Physics homework [online assignment], that you really didn’t understand, you would just 

stop (laughs).”  She explained that a 70 was passing and acceptable.    

Brick and mortar and virtual environments. The ECHS that Sue attended was 

architecturally a traditional brick and mortar school building, yet in some of her courses (Physics 

and Calculus) her teachers required homework to be submitted through an online program, 

Quest.  This blending of two teaching and learning environments allowed Sue to have direct, in 

person, instruction in high school and at the same time opportunities to complete work 

independently through the school’s online system.  As a result, when Sue enrolled in her first 

online course in college she already had some experiences using online programs to complete 

assigned tasks.  She shared, “We were already doing online Physics homework, online Calculus 

homework.”  However, when she enrolled in her first semester at the university, she wasn’t as 

familiar with its learning management system (LMS), Blackboard.  In general, there are several 

different types of LMS’s that allow students to complete coursework and interact within the 

course online.  Even though Sue’s first semester at the university involved all her coursework in 

traditional classrooms, with face-to-face interaction with the instructor/professor, each of her 

courses was supported by Blackboard.  What this means is that at this particular university, 

instructors/professors are expected to have a course shell in Blackboard and to upload course 

syllabus in the case of an emergency.  This allowed classes to continue online in the event of an 
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emergency.  Even with Sue’s minimal experience with Blackboard, the course requirement to 

use Blackboard helped her to navigate Blackboard with more confidence.  This was helpful when 

she began taking her completely online course the following spring.  According to Sue, she felt, 

for the most part, very comfortable with using the system as she stated, “I use Blackboard for 

everything; it is one of the easiest programs that I use.” 

Situation.  When the time came to register for the spring semester, one of the courses 

that Sue enrolled in was a Spanish course.  However, when she enrolled she was unaware that 

the course was completely online.  While the aspect of taking an online course did not bother Sue 

much, she shared that she did not have much confidence with the course content of Spanish.   

According to Sue, even though she does have family that speak Spanish, (in fact she says her 

grandmother’s primary language is Spanish), for the most part Sue described herself as not being 

able to put a sentence together in Spanish.  Sue stated, “I was apprehensive about taking a fully 

online Spanish course, but I was willing to go through it because I felt like I would do it for my 

grandma.”  Further, Sue described issues with the Internet as there were multiple students in the 

building utilizing the Internet simultaneously.  Sue described “there was a point in the week 

when my Wi-Fi wasn’t even registering as a network…I was freaking out a lot…it was very 

frustrating.”  According to Sue, “that’s the only experience that’s gotten my anxiety up.” 

Clutter and Chaos. As Sue began to immerse herself in the course, she found that 

completing assignments at home was a challenge.  She tried to complete most of the assignments 

in the comfort of her home, much like she did when she was in high school.  However, her 

situation had now changed to include sharing a home with three college roommates.  And, with 

three roommates came distractions.  Not only did she have to contend with the commotions of a 

full house, she also had to be more responsible for helping with household chores.  
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When describing her apartment and roommates, Sue explained how the shared living area 

is fairly clean, open airy, and has natural light due to all the windows.  According to her, “I keep 

it clean, I think it is something really easy to keep clean, it’s just sweeping, mopping, you know 

cleaning up the counter tops and stuff.”  Step into Sue’s room and according to Sue it “goes from 

really clean to uncomfortably disgusting.”  Early in the semester, Sue found it easy to 

procrastinate doing her homework because she would feel compelled to clean the clutter around 

her computer and apartment.  As shown in figure 13, in Sue’s at-home learning environment  

there are various levels of clutter surrounding her as she attempts to complete her course work.  

Over time, though, Sue started frequenting the tutoring center on campus.  For her, leaving 

behind the clutter for a clean, if not sterile environment was the best way for her to learn.  Figure 

14 shows the campus tutoring center, where for Sue this was more quiet and sterile, and less 

distracting learning environment by which to complete her work.   If she stayed in her apartment, 

it was as if she was fighting two ideas - doing her homework amongst the clutter or cleaning her 

room.  For Sue, she struggled with trying to find the balance between the two.  

 

Figure 13.  Sue’s home learning environment  
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Figure 14. Sue’s on campus tutoring center 

Strategies.  As Sue began interacting in the online Spanish course, she found at first that 

it was relatively simple to navigate through.  She also stated that she, “really appreciated the 

instant gratification I get from quizzes, I like that when I am finished with the quizzes I know 

exactly my grade.”  However, her experience with the online class was not all completely 

satisfying.  In fact, there were times when she did find herself getting annoyed at certain aspects 

of the online environment.  For example, Sue stated, “when you are working with a computer, 

the computer is always going to say “no I’m right, there is just no communication there.”  Sue 

would take quizzes and exams, and if she were in a class, she could ask the teacher upon 

receiving the grade for clarification, unlike online where it is just counted wrong.  Sue described 

her experiences when a teacher was hand grading an exam there is an opportunity for the teacher 

to use discretion to gauge whether a response is right or wrong, with the online class the 

computer does not have this ability. 

Time Management and Organization. As is frequently the case with students new to 

college (Gibney, Moore, Murphy & O’Sullivan, 2011), Sue experienced many challenges with 
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regards to time management and organization.  Throughout the semester, Sue was enrolled in a 

total of seventeen college hours during the spring semester, as well as, working at a job on a part-

time basis on campus in the tutoring center.  Even though she had less in-class time, she had 

more out of class work than she had expected.  However, it didn’t take long for Sue to discover 

she had to develop and hone her time management skills.  Otherwise, she felt she would fall 

behind, not just in her online course, but all of them.  For instance, Sue had gone into the Spanish 

course expecting to complete assignments during the day (as she did with her other courses that 

were face-to-face).  However, she found that during the day, the Internet at her apartment 

complex (which houses many college students) would run slow.  As a result, she decided to 

reorganize her schedule so that she could complete her work later in the evening when she was 

able to get much better Internet access and speed.  Another way Sue altered the when and how 

she completed the work for her online course because she felt very overwhelmed was to start 

saving her online assignments for the weekend.  She found that when spread out over the course 

of a Saturday and Sunday she could actually chunk her work into smaller, more manageable 

pieces.  Eventually, she was able to get ahead of the assignment due dates in the course by a 

week.  

Another organization and time management strategy that helped Sue manage the situation 

of taking an online course was developing what she called a post-it wall (see figure 15).  In her 

bedroom, she devoted an entire wall to her schedule, school, pending course requirements and 

assignments, and work.  Interestingly enough, when asked why she opted to use this as her 

calendar and not an electronic calendar such as those found on cell phones and email account, 

she replied “it’s just in your face”.  
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Figure 15. Sue’s Post-It wall 

Looking for a Quiet Place.  Sue discovered early on in the semester that it was incredibly 

easy to get distracted at home by the noise, roommates, boyfriends, and now having to be 

responsible for household chores.  These distractors all became stressors for Sue.  For Sue, she 

sometimes felt that a disorderly learning environment plagued her to the point of not wanting to 

do homework (recall figure 13) until she was able to “tidy things up around the house.”  Then, 

she could begin to work on her online course.  Other times, she made the choice to remove 

herself from the clutter and seek out the more orderly environment at the tutoring center (recall 

figure 14).  In addition to the clutter of a household, Sue also had to work around the distractions 

of having three roommates.  Rather than trying to work out an agreement with her roommates, 

Sue often opted to just leave the apartment to work on campus or at a local coffee shop, both of 

which according to Sue provided a much more orderly and quiet learning environment for her to 

work in.  

 During the second interview, midway through the semester, Sue was asked about stresses 
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she encountered in taking an online course.  Interestingly enough, while Sue didn’t differentiate 

stressors between her online or her other classes, which happened to be hybrid/blended courses, 

she did mention she was struggling to keep up with her assignments.  But, apparently, she had 

remedied an “old stressor” that involved a boyfriend.  She shared “Uh I don’t have any guy 

problems anymore which help because now it figured itself out.  And now it’s just school I guess 

and that’s completely fine.”  Yet, she also readily admitted that she was facing new stressors that 

she considered a good thing.  For instance, she had two applications accepted for a research 

conference.  But she now worried that more was now expected from her, and that she “has to do 

better to get the same amount of praise for my project.”  

 Collectively, her experiences in looking for a quiet place illustrated that Sue recognized 

that she needed not only a place, such as a quiet room but also sleep or quiet time.  She shared:  

I know that when I am on the bus coming home and it’s usually like the last bus or one of 

the few last buses, I just walk home and I am like you know I spent a twelve-hour day at 

school.  I know, God knows, everybody knows, that you are not going to do anything 

when you get home, you just physically can’t even bring yourself to do it 

Overall, Sue incorporated various strategies throughout her experience.  According to 

Sue, these strategies allowed her to overcome the challenges that she faced throughout the course 

and become successful in her overall performance in the course, as well as, made her a better 

student. 

Support.  Throughout the semester, Sue faced several challenges that were new to her. 

Interestingly enough, these challenges were more about the course content and not necessarily 

about the technological or social aspects of taking an online course.  

Trust. To help Sue cope with these challenges, in addition to employing several coping 
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strategies, she was able to rely on various levels of support from herself, her sister, and the 

professor because, according to Sue, these were the three groups that she trusted the most.  For 

example, one of the challenges that Sue encountered was with the content of her online course, 

specifically in learning the Spanish language.  Fortunately for Sue, she had an older sister (that 

lived in a major city, 200 hundred miles north of the university) that was relatively fluent with 

the Spanish language as well as mathematics and science, so her sister was able to help Sue with 

some of her assignments.  In fact, as shared by Sue,   

I have a sister who had helped when I had to take Algebra last semester.  She is a 

Chemical Engineer, so she already took all of the math and stuff, and I am not that bad in 

math, but sometimes I just doubt myself.  My foundation is a little shaky… or with 

Spanish, she took four years of Spanish in high school so she helps me out with Spanish 

With the distance between them Sue and her sister “would Facetime” whenever she 

needed help and support.  As Sue explained, it wasn’t about her sister giving her the answer 

rather it was about her sister listening to Sue “tell her the problem and I tell her [and] how I think 

it should be approached.  Either she agrees with me and says go ahead and just do it like that you 

got it, or she says well this is how I think it would be better.  So that’s a big support.”   

 Even though Sue felt that her online Spanish class was one of her easiest courses for the 

semester, she did discuss reaching out to her professor for help and support through email:  

Very beginning the semester because my online course how you have to register online, 

um it wasn’t working.  And so I was like did I buy the wrong one or did I do this, and so 

she was helping me online.  She was like troubleshooting the problem for me online, the 

assistance she sought did not relate to any technological issues she encountered.  

Sue stated that her professor was extremely quick to respond with help, generally within twenty-
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four hours.  Sue said that she feels it makes a big different when the professor is quick with 

communication, and also when the professor is flexible and understanding of due dates and 

course requirements.  Sue explained,  

It was extremely quick, like I’m like telling you, man, like if you respond to me within 

like 48 hours to an email, I am like thank you for the quick response.  Cause that’s like 

badass for me, and I guess it’s because I’m like used to people sending me emails like 

weeks later, and I’m like I already got it figured out like.…”  

Other times, Sue attempted to turn to the campus-tutoring center for support when she 

encountered difficulties within her coursework (which, like when she reached out to her sister for 

help, included courses other than her online Spanish course).  However, Sue did feel as though 

she was not gaining the help from the staff there as much as she had hoped.  In fact, Sue shared 

that she eventually stopped going to the tutoring center for help because when she needed help 

with College Algebra (her first semester), she got into arguments with some of the tutors because 

they tried to give her the wrong information or they were condescending to her.  From her 

perspective, “they all acted like it was a stupid reason why I was going there for such an easy 

course.  But, I mean these people are doing like Cal[culas] 2 and such, but they can’t even do 

simple Algebra.”  Interestingly though, for Sue, the tutoring center became more of a safe haven-

learning environment for when she needed to escape the chaos and clutter at her home.  Even 

with Sue’s roommates in close proximately, they couldn’t help Sue with the Spanish class 

“because they don’t know Spanish.”  

The last means of support trusted by Sue was Sue herself.  Once she recognized that her 

roommates couldn’t help her, she would enlist the Internet and browse to find problem solutions 

or just figure it out on her own.  Sue’s self-sufficiency wasn’t lost to others.  In fact, Sue 
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mentioned several times how other students in her classes would reach out to her to figure out a 

solution to a problem, whether content related or technology related.  According to Sue, if she 

has a question or a problem she is going to ask enough questions to find the answer.  She wasn’t 

going to take it for granted that just because you are taking an online course, there isn’t a human 

being on the other side of the virtual classroom.  For her, she recognized that “my instructor is an 

actual person, and she exists.” 

Lessons learned.  “Well, I got my grade back.  I made a B in the class.”  According to 

Sue, that was the lowest grade she got.  But, she felt she learned a great deal, especially about 

herself.  Not only did she learn the language and felt more confident in using the Spanish, she 

also learned she has to approach online courses a bit differently than she expected.  For her, she 

came to an understanding that online courses require a different level of accountability, one that 

is driven by self and one’s desire to succeed.  She went on to say that she felt confident that she 

would be successful when taking another online course, because she was able to recognize that 

she made plenty of mistakes during this first online course early in the semester and was able to 

correct them in time.  Sue expressed that at the beginning of the online course she was extremely 

overwhelmed and began to fall behind, leading her to make some changes to adjust to her new 

courses.  Sue very optimistically stated, “When you experience challenges, rather than complain 

you adjust.”  Sue prided herself on her love of finding solutions to problems.  According to her, 

school is the priority so she admitted that she would adjust and change as needed to be 

successful.  However, she also shared that she was “gonna try to avoid them as much as possible 

because I don’t think that I am paying X amount of dollars to take an online class.  You know I 

like the interaction.”  

When asked what Sue would take away from her experience in the online course she 
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stated that whether her future courses were online or face-to-face that she felt a great level of 

comfort knowing that she was now capable of working through the course material, even if this 

meant teaching herself the course material.  She ended by saying that she would, “have to take 

the motivation she had in the online course and put it into other courses.”  

Matthew’s Transition  

 Figure 16 below is an advanced organizer in the form of a conceptual map illustrating the 

components of Matthew’s transition into online learning. 

 

Figure 16. Matthew’s Transition Concept Map 
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Self. Similar to Sue, Matthew is a first-year college student, who lives on his own.   

Matthew is a white non-Hispanic young man in his early twenties.  Matthew lives roughly 300 

miles from his family in an apartment close to campus.  According to Matthew, being so close to 

the university makes it easy for him to go there for extra support.  With any encountered issues 

in his computer programming class, he was able to commute to the campus quickly to access 

support services in the tutoring center.  Plus, by living on his own, with no roommates he has a 

relatively quiet home life.  

However, this is not the first time that Matthew lived away from his family and his 

childhood home.  Unlike Sue, he did not enter college right after high school; rather he joined the 

military and served for four years.  As he reflected on his military experience, he shared that he 

felt he had matured a great deal in those while serving his country, because in those four years 

the military expected him to learn to be self-sufficient.  Upon being honorably discharged, 

Matthew applied and was accepted into the University as a computer programming major.  At 

the time of his interview, spring 2014, he had just completed his first semester of course work 

and was now enrolled in 18 semester hours which included his first online course.  Being able to 

rely in part on his veteran affairs (VA) benefits, Matthew did not work during the fall or spring.   

However, in order to help with his expenses, Matthew stated that he would go home during long 

breaks and during the summer and would work with his dad to save up some money in order to 

carry him through the academic year.  

Self-directed learning. From a purely practical point of view, Matthew described that he 

had experienced a high level of independence in his classes in high school because he took dual 

credit courses.  Dual credit courses are courses that are taken while in high school for college 

credit.  For Matthew, his teachers designed the courses for the students to teach and work 
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through the information themselves, with the teachers there to facilitate and offer assistance as 

needed.  According to Matthew, “it was independent, but a teacher was always there if you 

didn’t understand something.  The idea was to figure it out on your own.”  The classes were 

designed where, “they would tell us what we needed to know, we kind of learn it, and then we 

would review it.”   

Missed opportunities.  Matthew described that while he did have a high level of comfort 

with technology, prior to his online course he did not have experience submitting work online.   

Matthew stated that his previous educational experience time was spent conducting online 

research and utilized Microsoft Word, Excel, and PowerPoint in completing work, but he had 

never had to upload an assignment online.  When asked about whether or not he attended the on-

campus orientation at the University for the Online Courses, he stated that he did not attend.   In 

fact, he went on to say that he was unaware that there was an orientation that was provided until 

well into the semester.  It was only later that he learned that the University had in fact 

incorporated the training for Blackboard into the freshman orientation.  However, Matthew chose 

not to attend this freshman orientation based on what others had said about it and that he was 

trying to move into his new apartment during the times that orientation was offered.  Even still, 

he shared, “People were just like its basic stuff, you’ll just waste your whole day.”  

Situation.  Matthew’s first online course happened to be his first computer-programming 

course, a required course for his major.  Matthew shared in his first interview that he had limited 

knowledge about computer programming; therefore, he was certain that the content being 

learned in this online course would be new to him, if not challenging.  

New opportunities.  Matthew did not go into course registration with the intention of 

signing up for an online course; however, when he went to enroll in his computer-programming 
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course all of the in-class options were already full.  Yet, there were still openings in the online 

version of the course.  As such, Matthew saw this as an opportunity and decided to enroll.  While 

he was concerned, in general, about having to take this introductory programming course, and 

staying on track for a prescribed course sequence for his degree, he was more ambivalent about 

having to take the course online, he “figured, heck, I was already trying new things, so why not 

an online class.” 

Synchronous meetings.  Some online courses are asynchronous in nature, meaning work 

is completed anytime and anywhere; however, in Matthew’s online course it was mandatory that 

the students logged in at exactly 3:30 every Wednesday to discuss a prerecorded lecture that 

students were expected to have already watched.  Plus, according to Matthew, the teacher would 

be logged in at the same time to ensure that students had the opportunity to ask questions about 

the material.  “That’s the time for us to ask questions, and she goes over the information in a 

broader sense, that’s her way of not having to deal with ten thousand emails later.”  According to 

Matthew, there were attendance points tied into being present in the online course at this time. 

He shared, “she [the professor] says if we make a habit of logging in late she will start deducting 

attendance points.”  

A matter of convenience.  Matthew’s online course was primarily completed in his home.  

It was here that he deemed his apartment as the best environment for him to learn.   According to 

Matthew, he was able to control the environment in which his learning would take place, where 

he could decide where to set up his computer, read his textbooks, and do his homework.  As can 

be seen in Figure 17 below, Matthew chose his living room as the hub of his learning 

environment.  Looking closely at the picture, it was noticed that the living room was sparse, with 

only the United States flag display on the mantel, right above where he had placed the computer 
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printer.  His coffee table served as a pseudo desk for all his necessary school paperwork.  Also, it 

was noted that the television was on though no picture on the screen.  When asked about the 

television being on, Matthew laughed, assuring me that he did not watch television while he was 

working; rather he used the television as a computer monitor to make it easier to see the work.   

 

Figure 17.  Matthew’s learning environment 

Overall, Matthew stated that he appreciated the opportunity to complete his work in the 

comfort of his home and at his convenience.  For the most part, Matthew expressed that the 

situation worked out perfectly for him, yet there were times that he would opt to go and work on 

campus.  For instance, on Wednesdays Matthew would go to the engineering department on 

campus for the weekly lectures for his online computer-programming course.  In that 

environment, he sits and listens to the weekly lectures with his headset and then proceeds to 

complete his lab online.  One of the reasons behind Matthew working on campus as opposed to 

working from his home is that he has easy access to the support of the teacher’s assistant (TA).  

Another reason Matthew chose to work on campus on Wednesdays is because he had a class on 

Wednesdays that ends fifteen minutes before the weekly online lecture in his computer-
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programming course begins.  Matthew expressed that although he lives close to the campus, it 

was not enough time to get home to listen to the lecture and ask the professor questions.  For 

Matthew, this did present a challenge as he described one particular situation where he forgot his 

headphones at home, which he needed to listen to the weekly lecture.  He stated that he did not 

want to lose his parking place on campus, so he took the bus back home to get the headphones.   

Unfortunately for Matthew when he left his apartment to get back to campus, he ended up on the 

wrong bus, which took him to the other side of town.  As a result, by the time Matthew was able 

to make it back to campus he had missed one class completely (it was a traditional face-to-face 

course) and the first half of the online lecture.  Despite his frustration encountered on this 

particular day, Matthew did express that he appreciated the opportunity to participate in the 

online lectures at the campus because he did receive added support.   

Strategy.  Matthew had a few issues that arose as he worked through his online computer 

programming class, and he employed a couple of strategies to cope with the challenges as they 

emerged.   

Tools for success.  First of all, Matthew found that the computer-programming course 

was challenging.  This was his first computer-programming course and he did not have a strong 

foundation.  In an attempt to cope with the challenge of the course work, Matthew made it a 

point to go to the tutoring center specific for computer programming students, and made it a 

point always to attend the weekly instructor meetings online.  Furthermore, Matthew made a 

point to write down any questions that he had as he worked through the course work during the 

week.  He stated that at any time he came across anything that created confusion that he would 

write it down and then would ask the professor during the weekly online lecture.  As can be seen 

in figure 18 below, Matthew would go through the information on the television monitor and as 
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he came across questions he had or important information that he needed to know, he would 

write it in his notes.  This way the questions, and/or thoughts were fresh in his head when it came 

time for discussions with the professor in the weekly online lecture he was able to refer to his 

well-crafted notes for recall.  Matthew attributed what he considered successful coping strategies 

were nothing more than being aware of challenges and utilizing the supports available to him. 

 

Figure 18.  Matthew’s tools for success 

Time management and organization. As was the case with Sue, Matthew was also 

challenged with time management when taking the online course mixed in with a schedule that 

included traditionally formatted courses.  Matthew shared that he found himself falling behind in 

his reading for the online course, but that he did not realize how far behind he had fallen until he 

took his midterm.  Matthew expressed that he was disappointed that he had made a relatively low 

grade on his midterm.  However, it was at this point he knew he needed to reevaluate the way in 

which he prioritized his time.  Matthew knew that something had to give, so he prioritized his 

course work based on which courses he was struggling in and which courses he had experienced 
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continued success.  As a result, the courses that he had done well in were “put on the back 

burner” and he began to focus more of his time in the online course.  He stated that because he 

understood the other courses that he continued to be successful in them despite the fact that he 

had to lessen the amount of time he spent on them and instead focused on the online course.   

Ultimately it worked.  At the final interview, Matthew exclaimed that he had “made a high “A” 

on the final exam and had recovered his [high] average in the class.”  

Overcoming technical issues.  Initially, signing into the online course and the video 

conferencing application WebEx used for the course was a little confusing for Matthew.  He 

commented, “I actually went to the wrong WebEx site and downloaded the wrong thing.”  

Matthew shared that in order for him to overcome this challenge he focused on communication 

as the means of coping with issues he was experiencing.  Matthew shared that he emailed the 

professor and was able to get directions from her that helped guide him into the right site.  Once 

Matthew began working on his online coursework, he encountered another technical issue with 

regards to submitting his assignments.  “The first lab we had I thought I submitted it online, but 

it didn’t go through, so then I found out it didn’t even go through.”  Matthew discussed the issue 

with the instructor, and he was able to submit it late, without penalty.  Given this first encounter 

with technical issues, Matthew made sure not to jeopardize his success in the course.  As such, 

Matthew maintained open communication with the professor throughout the semester as issues 

arose.  Interestingly enough, however, the professor generally guided Matthew to contact the 

teacher assistants for help prior to contacting her.   

Support.  Support was something that Matthew felt was truly significant in his success in 

the online courses.  Unlike Sue, Matthew relied more on formal support mechanism offered by 

the professor and university and less on family members.  
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Presence in Class.  The weekly Wednesday meetings became a portal for support for 

Matthew in several ways.  First, as was stated before, Matthew was required to attend these 

weekly online lectures and he chose to attend via an engineering room at the University.  Even 

though there were times Matthew felt frustrated in having to fit these meetings in every week, he 

stated that he appreciated this time because it allowed him the opportunity to be present in class 

with others.  Second, he used this opportunity to get clarification from the professor and teacher 

assistants for the reading and online pre-recorded lectures he had watched.  Matthew explained 

that in some meetings he would have so many questions for the instructor, that she often stayed 

online, past the end of the course period, so that he could ask all his questions.   Additionally, 

having the teacher assistant in the actual physical environment, allowed Matthew to the 

opportunity to engage in conversations with them that offered different points of views.  Last, at 

these weekly meetings students were able to meet each other and in turn build relationships that 

ended up being able to support one another throughout the semester.  

On Campus Support.  In addition to presence in class, Matthew stated that tutoring was 

available from the campus computer-programming department.  Matthew stated that the tutors in 

the program were all upper-class students who had already completed the course, he was taking.   

Therefore, when Matthew was on campus and had questions about the course assignments he 

was able to utilize these tutors for added support.  As Matthew stated this was very helpful 

assistance for students like him who “were not very good at programming.”  This added content 

support from the programming tutor, the attentive professor, and the weekly meetings helped 

Matthew come back from what he described as a disastrous midterm and in his opinion 

eventually be successful in the course.  Overall, Matthew stated that he had, and very much 

appreciated, an immense amount of support during the course of his online class.   
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Lessons learned.  As Matthew transitioned through his first online class, he discovered 

new things about himself as a student, and about the whole notion of what it means to learn 

online.  While independent and self-sufficient going into the online course, Matthew emerged 

more willing to ask for help and recognizing the signs of when to ask for help and the importance 

of the support that is provided and built into an online course.  

Self-sufficient and Self-awareness.  Matthew shared that having now experienced an 

online course, in moving forward with the remainder of his college courses, he felt better 

prepared to handle situations as they come along.  Matthew shared that overall he felt more 

confident in the outcome of his online course, even though he did not make the grade that he 

wanted.  He recognized that even earning the grade he did he had to work extremely hard to get 

the grade.  When asked, Matthew stated that he was happy to take another online course, as he 

really appreciated the ability to work through the course at his own pace.  Ultimately, he stated 

that he did not believe that if he had taken the same course in a brick and mortar setting that he 

would have done as well as he did.  He stated that he believed that he would have done worse 

because with the online course he had the opportunity to go back and reference materials 

repetitively as he needed to prepare himself for the course work and exams.   

However, when pressed further, as to whether Matthew foresaw him taking another online 

course, he clarified that it would depend on the course subject.  He stated that he “would love to 

take calculus online” but that he “would never take an English course online.”  He argued that 

for English he felt that the student needed to have a stronger relationship with the teacher and an 

understanding of the expectations the teacher had for the writing.  According to Matthew, he did 

not believe that he would gain that level of relationship in the online environment, even though 

he had established a respected relationship with his computer-programming instructor.   
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Therefore, for him he shared that he would prefer to stick with courses, which in his opinion, are 

more set in stone and based in principle.  For Matthew, of course, this just comes down to his 

personal preference in online courses.  For other students considering taking online courses, 

Matthew recommended that students become really good at time management, as the online 

courses require more awareness of time and setting priorities than courses delivered in traditional 

classroom settings.  Matthew stated that without someone staying on top of you to complete 

tasks it is easy to fall behind, as he did at the beginning of the semester.  
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Jennifer’s Transition  

Figure 19 below is an advanced organizer in the form of a conceptual map illustrating the 

components of Jennifer’s transition into online learning.

 

Figure 19. Jennifer’s Transition Concept Map 

Self.  Jennifer is a young Hispanic woman in her early twenties.  At the time of her 

interviews, Jennifer had just embarked on a career as a third grade teacher in a school district 

near the University.  When talking about her job, Jennifer’s enthusiasm, excitement about 

teaching, as well as her sense of responsibility as an educator was readily apparent.  Throughout 

the interviews, Jennifer often spoke of her own students and third grade class and the fact that 
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she had to work really hard with her students because in the third grade in Texas they are 

required to take a state administered exam in reading.  In the third and final interview, at the 

close of the semester, Jennifer even shared after completing her classes in the fall that she, 

“would not be enrolling for classes in the spring, as the test is administered in the spring and I 

want to focus on preparing my students.”  In many regards, Jennifer often illustrated that her 

needs were secondary to her students’ needs and success.  

Jennifer also shared that she had gotten married a couple of months before beginning the 

graduate program in curriculum and instruction.  She shared that she was excited about her 

recent marriage and that she and her husband were planning to buy their first home together.  

Jennifer shared that she and her husband for the time being were living in an apartment about 

twenty minutes from campus, and across town from where she worked as a teacher.  For 

Jennifer, her work, home, and graduate studies was spread out over the city and as such created 

stress that was compounded by her being a first year teacher, beginning her first semester in 

graduate school, while also getting used to the idea of being a wife and maintaining a home.   

Not wanting to take on more stress, Jennifer shared that the idea of moving during the spring 

semester also weighed heavily on her mind and helped her to make the decision to take a 

semester off from school, after her first semester. 

In the fall of 2014, Jennifer began her journey through graduate school, enrolling in her 

first semester and taking six hours of courses (considered full-time status for graduate students 

for financial aid).  She explained that she did not want to be too overwhelmed her first semester 

in the program.  Jennifer, knowing how busy she was in her job, purposefully took courses with 

more of an online component.  As such, she chose one course that was fully online and the other 

categorized as a hybrid course, which had a face-to-face component.  



100 
 

Technology proficiency.  Prior to her first semester enrolled as a graduate student, her 

previous educational experience really did not have any online components. Jennifer shared that 

“as an undergrad, all of my classes were in person, there were no online components; nothing 

was ever turned in online.”  As a result, she began her journey in the online course environment 

with no idea of what to expect, “I never actually turned anything in, never logged onto 

Blackboard before this semester because it [her previous undergraduate courses] was fully in 

person.”  Although, Jennifer had limited experience in online learning environments, she did 

consider herself to be fairly proficient when it came to technology.  As a teacher, Jennifer 

utilized technology as a part of her daily instruction with her own students, plus her regular use 

of a personal computer, social media, smartphones, and iPads, all contributed to her confidence 

in using technology as a tool to learn.  However, even though Jennifer self-described herself as 

being proficient, this did not stop her from experiences difficulties as she began this new 

educational journey.   

Situation.  As was previously mentioned Jennifer had a very busy life, and she decided 

that having classes with a heavy online component would be the best option for her as she started 

her first semester of graduate school.  Jennifer shared that she would prefer to have the ability to 

complete her work on her own schedule, as it would be difficult for her to make classes on 

campus, even though they would be held in the evening hours.  She opted to enroll in two 

courses, both of which had online components, with one being fully online.  Jennifer stated that 

this would be a challenge as she had never completed a course online before; however, Jennifer 

proclaimed, “as far as technology I am pretty proficient.”  

Distractions in the learning environment.  Jennifer described her learning environment, 

which was almost always at home, as a pretty clean and orderly environment most of the time.  
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She stated, however, that she did struggle at times with trying to focus on her school knowing 

that laundry needed to be done, dinner cooked, and the dishes washed.  For instance, in figure 20 

below, Jennifer is sitting at her computer, with her laundry basket full of clothes, on the extreme 

right side of the photo.  Positioned half in and half out of the photo opportunity, almost as if 

stating, “Hey don’t forget about me.”  According to Jennifer, it was difficult for her to commit 

fully to her work while knowing that she had at home responsibilities that she needed to do.   

 

Figure 20. Household chores are never far away 

 Jennifer further struggled with the comfort of her learning environment.  Jennifer 

described that she had to be careful where she worked in the house.  Jennifer stated that she 

always worked on the couch as she is in figure 21, or in the kitchen at the table.  Jennifer shared 

that if she went and worked in her bedroom she would likely fall asleep.   
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Figure 21. Jennifer’s Learning Environment 

Strategy. Despite her confidence going into the online course, Jennifer did experience 

technical issues early on and also had to figure out a way to manage her time so each of her 

responsibilities were properly tended to.   

Technical issues.  As with any online class, regardless of which LMS platform is used, 

one must begin by logging into the account where all of the course content is held, once the class 

officially begins.  According to Jennifer, it sounded simple enough, but this was, in fact, one of 

the greatest challenges she faced.  To begin the course, Jennifer’s professor had an initial 

meeting in which to hand out the syllabus and introduce herself to the class, along with her 

expectations.   During this meeting, towards the end of the class, the professor asked the students 

to go home, log into the online course, and said that she would see them in December, at the 

conclusion of the course.  So, as the professor asked, Jennifer went home and attempted to log in 

but was unable to access the LMS or her course because she did not have a user identification 

(login ID).   She became frustrated, disappointed and slightly confused.  At this point Jennifer 
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knew she could not fix the problem on her own so she had to turn to technology support, “they 

informed me that at some point when I re-enrolled [in college, now] as a graduate student that 

they didn’t click on some box that would give me access to Blackboard.”  Once Jennifer 

successfully hurdled this early problem, she was able to continue on and successfully 

maneuvered through the course with the exception of some time management concerns.  

Time management and organization.  Jennifer shared in her interviews, that throughout 

the semester she struggled with scheduling and managing the coursework for her two courses 

amidst her full time teaching jobs, and her responsibilities at home.  Jennifer quickly recognized 

that she had to reorganize and prioritize responsibilities.  One way that she approached this 

reorganization was for her to use a simple agenda planner.  Jennifer purchased an agenda 

planner, and inside put in all of her course assignment due dates, all of her work meetings, and 

any other date obligations.  For Jennifer, “actually taking the schedules and putting it into an 

agenda really helped me to stay organized and on track.”  Jennifer stated that she had to have all 

of her obligations separated and write in her agenda assignment schedules for her classes, 

otherwise “it was easy to find her to get off track.”  By placing all of the due dates, and work 

meetings, and personal appointments into one location, her agenda planner, she was able to stay 

on track with due dates and deadlines.  Jennifer stated that she does still put some appointments 

in her phone, “but before it goes in the phone it has to go into the agenda.”  By the end of the 

semester, Jennifer shared that now she “takes the agenda everywhere in her work bag; she never 

leaves home without it.”  She stated that she had to make it a daily habit quickly or her course 

work would suffer.    

Support. Support for Jennifer came in a variety of ways and from different sources.   

Overall, Jennifer utilized varying levels of support at different times and for different issues.   
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Throughout her process she never hesitated to rely on family, peers in the course, on-campus 

support, and the support from the professors to assist her in overcoming challenges as they arose.   

For Jennifer, she attributed a great deal of her success in the course to the support she received 

throughout the semester. 

Professor flexibility.  Jennifer stated that she appreciated that her professor had face-to-

face meetings scheduled throughout the course of the semester; two of which were required, 

while the third was optional.  This allowed Jennifer to ask any questions and get any clarification 

on assignments.  Jennifer also conveyed how astute her professor was to student responsibilities 

outside of course work.  For instance, the professor reevaluated her due dates when she noticed 

that students were struggling to complete all of the tasks on time.  Jennifer shared how she 

appreciated this, and she liked that the professor noticed those stressors students face and were 

willing to work with them.   

Peer buddy.  Further, Jennifer had developed a peer buddy system for her online course.   

Even though the class was held in a virtual environment, Jennifer was able to establish 

relationships with others.  In fact, she shared how she made friends with one of her classmates 

and they became a support system for each other.  If one had a question about an assignment or 

when a paper was due, they would contact each other and try first to work through whatever 

question they had before reaching out to the professor.  Often, they were able to answer their 

questions themselves.  

Technical support.  As mentioned before, Jennifer had some struggles early in the 

semester with her login.  With her not being able to log in she fell behind in some of her 

assignments.  Even though she reached out to the Instructional Technology department for help 

in getting her access, it still took time for them to correct the problem.  While she exclaimed that 
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she thought she remained patient, she also shared how frustrated and nervous she was in not 

being to start her assignments or have access to the course going into the second week of class.   

When asked if she had attended the campus orientation for the online learning management 

system, she said that she did not attend and that she was not aware of the training; the only 

training she was aware of was “some training videos on the university’s website.”   

Family support.  In talking to Jennifer, her greatest challenge was, in fact, managing her 

time, and completing all of her tasks to the best of her abilities.  However, this became more 

difficult at times as the online work was piling up on her.  She shared that she became incredibly 

grateful to her husband, as he was very supportive during the time that she was working on 

assignments for her online course.  She said that she often liked to work in the living room, 

because if she attempted to do her work in her bedroom she would just fall asleep.  As a result, 

her husband would leave the living room so that she could work in quiet and without distraction; 

he would go in the bedroom to watch television.  Additionally, Jennifer shared that as the 

semester wore on, her husband took on more of the household chores so as to relieve her of some 

of the responsibilities she had assumed in managing the house.  Jennifer shared that having the 

at-home support allowed her to focus more on the course, which led her to feel more comfortable 

and confident in her ability to get the course work completed while at home.   

Lessons learned. In the end Jennifer said she was successful.  However, Jennifer also 

stated that upon completion of the online course that as a student, she had also changed.  Jennifer 

admitted that she felt successful in the course both in the fact that she received an “A” and that 

she learned a great deal about what type of student she was and aspired to be.  Jennifer walked 

away from her first online course with some very purposeful take-a-ways, “keeping in open 

contact with the professor, having a buddy or a someone in the class to work with, and of course 
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using an agenda to map out due dates.”  In the end, Jennifer left the online class open-minded 

and willing to take another in the future.   

Self-sufficiency.  Jennifer stated that, having had some early technical issues forced her to 

“finding strategies early” but that “having a supportive professor helped [her] to overcome those 

early challenges.”  As a result, she learned quickly that it was not easy to juggle so many 

responsibilities.  In turn Jennifer was able to become a stronger student and felt that she was 

more prepared for her future graduate classes.  

Further, Jennifer stated that she appreciated having to work things out on her own, she 

said that’s “how we learn to manage our lives that way.”  According to Jennifer, she had grown 

to be self-sufficient through the fact that she went through the struggles at the beginning of the 

class.  Jennifer said that she would take another online course.  She liked the flexibility of the 

online courses and appreciated the ability to complete the work on her schedule.  For Jennifer, it 

really came down to her ability to recognize the issues and consider what would work best for 

her in terms of strategies she could incorporate herself to cope, as well as, taking the initiative to 

contact someone that would serve as a support for her.   
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Joseph’s Transition 

Figure 22 below is an advanced organizer in the form of a conceptual map illustrating the 

components of Joseph’s transition into online learning.

 

Figure 22. Joseph’s Transition Concept Map 

Self.  Joseph is a self-employed, white non-Hispanic man in his mid to late thirties, 

married with two children.  He is a first semester graduate student, working towards a Master’s 

degree in counseling.  As Joseph entered his first semester of his graduate program, he enrolled 

in three classes; one of these classes was also his first fully online course.  Joseph stated that he 

had not been in school for a while.  In fact, Joseph shared that it had been eight years since he 
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had last been in school.  During that eight-year break, Joseph had served in the Army.  

Digital Divide.   As Joseph reflected on his prior experiences in education, he shared that 

his use of technology was minimal:   

I think we were just starting to do library search, there wasn’t much to the internet yet, so 

most of the computer-based searches were done in the library…we were just starting to 

get away from the little note cards you know for looking up information.   

Joseph also shared that his prior education in college was where, “you would just read the 

books and attend the lecture.”  In fact, there was little to no existence of technology.  Despite 

Joseph’s lack of technology as part of his early educational experiences, he remained confident 

in taking an online course because according to him, “he was a quick learner.”  

Situation. Much like the other participants, when it was time for Joseph to sign up for 

classes his first semester in graduate school, he had not considered the option of taking a fully 

online class.  However, it was important to Joseph that he moved through his courses quickly and 

as such started looking at options other than face-to-face classes.  

Alternative Option.  Joseph shared that it was his goal to enroll in nine graduate hours his 

first semester.  “It was really the time schedule, so I really wanted to take three courses and the 

only way that I could work it into my schedule was if I took an online class.”  He shared that he 

had the option to take the introduction to research class as a face-to-face; however, this option 

conflicted with the career counseling class he was also enrolling in.  The online course, therefore, 

became more convenient for him as it allowed for him to enroll in the third course.  This way, he 

was able to take three courses and not struggle to try and fit in three face-to-face courses with his 

work schedule.  

Learning Environment.  As Joseph began his online course, he chose to complete his 
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school work at home.  As can be seen in figure 23 below, Joseph sat at his desk to complete his 

course work.  For the most part Joseph’s work is being completed in an orderly environment.  As 

he worked Joseph had easy access to his books, a printer, and a scanner.  Joseph had his learning 

environment set up so that everything he needed as he completed his work was at his immediate 

disposal.  Josephs certainly was particular in setting up his learning environment; making sure to 

utilize all available space, inclusive of the floor to lay out all of his work so that he could 

reference all of his information as he works.   

 

Figure 23. Joseph’s Learning Environment 

Strategy.  Joseph was accustomed to overcoming challenges.  For him, he was used to 

challenges that result from major transitions, such as transitioning from civilian to active duty to 

a veteran, to now student veteran.  However, experience with any major transitions does not 

necessarily mean that Joseph easily handled challenges as he transitioned into taking the online 

course.   

Utilizing Resources. Unlike Jennifer, Joseph shared that he did not have any issues 
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getting enrolled or for that matter getting logged into the online system.  Joseph attributed part of 

his early success to the fact that he attended the orientation to online courses that was offered by 

the University.  Interestingly though, his decision came after he tried to self-teach how to 

navigate the system;, “Initially I maneuvered around it myself, but I saw that they offered some 

help with online classes on campus that you could attend…so I found the time that worked for 

me, and I attended.”  He did, however, experience a few challenges in the earlier parts of the 

course.   

I have a Mac.  Joseph did express some concerns over compatibility issues he faced 

toggling between the different operating systems and programs used at the university and his 

computer: 

I have a Mac; I just got it right before the semester started, so I have Pages.  And so when 

I tried to upload documents into Blackboard, then there was an issue as far as 

compatibility and the professor not being able to open them up.    

Shortly after the professor brought it to his attention that she was not able to open his 

documents, Joseph downloaded a Windows for Mac program that allowed him to upload the 

documents in a manner preferred by Blackboard.  While Joseph saw this glitch as something 

minor that he could quickly remedy, he did express frustration with his email.  

Apparently, the professor had sent out an email that referenced an earlier email that 

Joseph believed he had not received.  He shared, “I didn’t realize until I go into Blackboard, and 

there was mention of an earlier email, and then I asked well what’s this email, and then she 

explained.”  However, the issue arose because Joseph had set his student email as his primary 

contact as opposed to his personal email address.  Joseph readily admitted he had not been 

checking his student email.  As a result, Joseph missed a deadline for his online class; he 
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contacted the professor and explained what happened, she extended him extra time to get the 

assignment submitted. 

Time Management.  As was shared by all the other participants, time management was a 

concern for Joseph as well.  For Joseph, though, he expressed frustration at what he felt was 

lopsidedness in the amount of time commitment that was required from an online course.  He 

stated that brick and mortar classes would not have so much required time to read, write, and 

respond to discussion postings.  According to Joseph, “Whereas in a face-to-face class would be 

two and half hours, I would say that online you are adding another hour to an hour and a half to 

that.”  Joseph added that “It probably adds like a couple of hours of reading and comprehending 

that you wouldn’t have had if you were showing up to brick and mortar class.”  Joseph adjusted 

to this additional demand by prioritizing his time.  He stated that he would list the items that 

needed to be completed and estimated how much time would be required to complete the tasks.   

He would then prioritize a list based on available time.  He stated that major assignments and 

activities would be left for the weekends when he would be able to block out more time to 

complete the tasks. 

Support.  Similar to Sue, Matthew, and Jennifer, Joseph also described a couple of 

different types of supports that helped overcome some of the challenges in taking an online 

course for the first time.  

On campus support.  One of the external mechanisms of support that he described was 

the campus’ distance learning orientations.  The university that Joseph was attending offered 

students the opportunity to attend an on-campus orientation for students that were enrolling in an 

online course for the upcoming semester.  This orientation was not mandatory, but Joseph felt 

like it would be beneficial as he had been out of school for a while and had never before enrolled 
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in a fully online course.  He shared, “I attended [blackboard orientation], and you know the 

basics I already figured out, but the training like that helped out with a couple of things I 

probably wouldn’t have thought about if I hadn’t gone to that class.”  Therefore, as Joseph began 

maneuvering through his online course, he shared he did not have any issues with the online 

platform itself. 

Face-to-face meetings.  Joseph stated several times how much he appreciated the 

professor.  Not only did he describe the professor as flexible and present, but he also stated that 

she had three face-to-face meetings for the course as a means to provide the in-person support.   

Initially, Joseph balked at having to attend face-to-face meetings in a class that was marketed as 

a fully online class.  It frustrated him, as the entire reason for taking the course online was 

because he had another course at the same time.  Joseph shared, “I have nothing against the 

professor; she is great.  I just really did not like the process.”  Eventually Joseph changed his 

tune to that of appreciation.  As he encountered challenges in the content, his professor would 

allow him to sit in on the face-to-face equivalent to his course (when his scheduled permitted), 

thus allowing him to hear her lectures.  

Throughout the semester, it became clear from the interviews that Joseph relied heavily 

on clear communication with his professor.  There were a couple of instances when Joseph 

would miss discussion deadlines.  He blamed it on miscues on the syllabus, but later shared that 

his frustration in general was getting the best of him.  Each time he reached out to the professor 

to explain himself, she responded in a positive manner allowing him to submit his work, albeit 

late.  

One of the important supports that Joseph described in getting past this frustration was 

the professor.  Joseph had some frustrations with the online course and would later state that he 
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did not want to take an online course again, but that his frustrations were systemic and that the 

professor was amazing.  Joseph stated that as he missed a deadline early in the course, when he 

realized he had missed the deadline, he reached out to his professor and explained the situation. 

She understood and provided him with an extension to get the assignment submitted.  

Lessons learned. For Joseph, success did not equate to comfort.  Throughout the 

transition through the situation of online learning, Joseph very easily overcame challenges and 

experienced many levels of success within the course.  Despite his success, Joseph did not feel 

confident that he would enroll in another online course.  He attributed much of his frustration 

with the course to what he perceived to be systemic issues.  For instance, he found it challenging 

to have an authentic conversation within the online discussion boards.  He said that in a brick and 

mortar class the conversation flows and you can follow along.  However, with online 

discussions, “it’s like you leave, and you come back, and you start reading, and it’s like what are 

they talking about.”  He followed by saying that, “with the discussions it seems like you have to 

stay involved in it constantly to not have to take three steps back to go two steps forward.”  For 

Joseph, although it was not difficult for him to be successful in the online class, he prefers taking 

courses in person, in a classroom, with others.  He stated that he did not feel that the online 

course had the same connections as the face-to-face classes.  Joseph shared that, “the online class 

did not feel the same as my in class, something was missing.”  As such, Joseph did not anticipate 

that he would actively pursue taking an online class again.  At the same time, he shared that if an 

online course was the only option he felt confident in his abilities to do well in the course.   

Joseph then jokingly stated, “Never say never.”  

Cross-Case Analysis 

Cross-case analysis was conducted by reviewing the major themes that emerged within 
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each of the four components of Schlossberg’s Transition Theory: self, situation, strategy, and 

support and across all four cases.  With this portion of the analysis, each case became the 

primary unit of analysis.  A discursive logic following Kenway (1990) and Taylor et al (1997) 

mapped the interconnectedness between each case and each component of the Transition Theory.   

A cross-case analysis was appropriate to study how undergraduates and graduate students 

constructed meaning about their transition from a unique educational background that may or 

may not have included learning online to a fully online course.   



115 
 

 

Figure 24.  Completed cross-case analysis concept map 
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There were several themes that emerged within each of the components of Schlossberg’s 

Transition Theory.  Within self, it became apparent that each of the participants came into the 

online learning environment, bringing with them, a wide range of varying life experiences.  As 

the semester continued, and student’s confidence grew, they described that they walked away 

from the course more self-sufficient and more self-aware.  Within situation, although all of the 

students were engaged in a similar event for the first time, online learning does not mean that 

they all experienced a similar learning environment.  Rather, each person created what he or she 

considered being his or her tangible learning environment.  Further, there were various reasons 

students enrolled in online courses for the first time.  For Sue, it was accidental, while Jennifer 

and Joseph saw it is a matter of convenience, whereas Matthew saw it as the only option.  The 

students also described the various strategies that were utilized as they each overcame a variety 

of issues.  Some experienced issues with the content of the online course, the design of the online 

course, and time management and organization.  Lastly, regarding support, the students 

described supports, both those that were from within the institutions and from those such as 

family and friends that were considered external.  Below, each component is presented having 

undergone an analysis in which I looked for themes to emerge across the cases.  

Self 

As illustrated in figure 25, three major themes, and several sub-themes emerged across 

the four cases and within the component of self.  The major themes of life experiences, 

educational experiences, and technology experiences, as well as their respective sub-themes, are 

discussed below.  
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Figure 25.  Various Levels of Self in Online Learning 

Life-Experiences.  Each of the students came into their online learning experiences with 

a different background; however, the students also shared some commonalities in their life 

experiences upon beginning their online course.   

Each of these four students were very different people who were in varying stages of life, 

spanning from 19 years old fresh out of high school to the upper thirties married with children.  

For Joseph and Jennifer, they were both married and worked full-time jobs.  This led to greater 

stress as they tried to manage the time for their course work with the time needed for their 

obligations in their personal lives.  Whereas Matthew and Sue were both single and lived off-

campus, neither of them had family obligations to factor into their daily lives.  Matthew chose to 
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live off campus alone and did not work during the time he was enrolled in courses. Sue worked 

part time and shared an off campus apartment with roommates.  The family also meant different 

things to each of the students.  For Joseph there was an obligation to ensure that his wife and 

children were taken care of, this came first and foremost before his schoolwork.  For Jennifer and 

Sue, there was the family support that assisted them throughout their time in coping with 

challenges that arose while finishing their courses.  For Matthew, he did not have family that he 

supported, nor that supported him in his courses, and he was on his own completing his online 

course in his way.   

Educational experience.  Both Joseph and Jennifer (the oldest of the four participants) 

similarly described their background in education as one where the teacher basically controlled 

the classroom and did not require that much from the students.  They further described their 

educational experiences as one where there was little use of technology, much less an online 

component.  The classes that they took through high school and even all the way through their 

undergraduate degrees were designed in a way where the teacher would lecture to the students 

and the students would read the book.  For them, a majority of the information was attained 

through teacher driven lessons.  This was a much different experience than those of Matthew and 

Sue.  Sue and Matthew were the youngest of the four participants.  Interestingly, they described 

educational experiences in high school where the lessons were designed as more student driven 

and focused.  They explained that as high school students they would investigate and explore the 

information and the teacher was present as a facilitator in the learning.  This type of instruction 

often times comes as a result of the types of programs, early college high school (ECHS) and 

dual credit, that Matthew and Sue described taking.  For Sue, an ECHS, gave her the opportunity 

to take college-level work in high school; Matthew  was also enrolled in dual credit college 
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classes in high school.  Both Matthew and Sue reported comfort and confidence with the idea of 

working independently and being self-directed learners.  Also, they discussed comfort with 

submitting assignments into an online system as they had been introduced to this in high school. 

Technological experience.  Coming into the study, each of the participants brought 

different technological experiences.  The two undergraduate students (Sue and Matthew) came in 

with a strong technological background and each had experiences in high school of submitting 

work online through a course management system.  Both of them also described a previous 

learning environment, in the brick and mortar classes, when they were required to be more self-

sufficient as high school students.  The two graduate students (Jennifer and Joseph) came into the 

online course having been out of school for some time.  Joseph was out for eight years and 

Jennifer less than two years.   

Despite the varying technological experiences of the students, all, excluding Joseph, 

expressed excitement and enthusiasm about the prospect of embarking in the online learning 

environment.  It seemed that Joseph, being more than ten years older than the others, had the 

least amount of time spent with technology and did not seem as enthusiastic as the others with 

regards to taking on an online course.  

Situation 

Throughout the course of the study, all of the participants worked through the transition 

in their online courses.  All of the students were faced with the same situation as their source of 

transition: the first-time enrollment in an online course.  However, all four of the participants 

came upon the situation with a different background; whether it was time in the military, straight 

from an early college high school, or with a full time job and home responsibilities, it was to be 

expected that how they arrived at the situation would be different as well.
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Figure 26. Various Situations in Online Learning  

Varying Reasons for Enrollment.  For each of these participants, their circumstances as 

students upon enrolling in the online course varied, and as a result, their tangible learning 

environments varied as well.  For Sue, there was confusion, as she did not even realize that she 

had signed up for an online course.  For Joseph, the course he enrolled in online was also offered 

in person.  However, the decision to enroll in the online option was a result of conflict with 

another course on the same day and time.  For Jennifer, fully online was an intentional decision 

she made as she had a time demanding job; therefore, she enrolled in a fully online course and a 

hybrid course.  For Matthew, there were also options for the course face to face; however, these 

courses were all full so the online course was the only option he had to take the computer-

programming course at that time.  For Joseph and Jennifer, the teacher offered face-to-face 

meetings throughout the semester, while Matthew and Sue strictly had online communications 

with the professor.  However, Sue and Matthew both utilized on campus tutoring.   

Varying Learning Environments. Each of the students experienced a shared situation in 

that they were all experiencing the online learning environment for the first time.  However, each 
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of them experienced online learning in a different physical environment.  For some, the online 

course was completed in a quiet, simple home where they lived alone while others attempted to 

complete the course in a home environment that was plagued with constant distraction.  For Sue, 

home distractions came from living with multiple roommates leading to a relatively loud 

learning environment with limited Internet as it was being shared.  Sue, as well as Jennifer and 

Joseph, encountered home distractions that took shape as home responsibilities.  These 

responsibilities came in the form of maintaining the home and taking care of spouses (Jennifer 

and Joseph) and children (Joseph).  For Sue and Jennifer, it was difficult to put the online course 

first above the at-home responsibilities.  In all cases, the students found it more beneficial to go 

to alternative locations to complete their course work.  They all were looking for a quiet place to 

work.  The participants found that it was sometimes easier or more convenient to work on 

campus; generally, this was done in the various tutoring centers on campus.  However, even as 

the participants worked in different environments, they encountered challenges related to their 

learning environment in which they found support and in turn incorporated strategies to 

overcome. 

Strategy 

 During the study, it became clear that there was continuous movement within and 

amongst the different components of the transition.  For instance, there is some overlap amongst 

the strategies incorporated by the students and the availability of support for the students.  

Throughout the course of the semester all four of the participants experienced challenges as the 

new courses were completed; although these challenges varied, there were similarities in how all 

four of the participants responded to these challenges in order to be successful.  As illustrated in 

figure 27, the participants took steps to tackle issues surrounding time management, content 
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issues, as well as technical issues.  However, all of the participants managed to move past these 

challenges by incorporating strategies to help them overcome the obstacles that they were facing.  

 

Figure 27. Various coping strategies 

Time management and organization. Jennifer, Joseph, Sue, and Matthew faced similar 

issues with regards to managing their time, and all four embedded strategies to help them 

overcome time management issues.  For Jennifer this came in the form of the agenda planner, 

and for Sue this meant a post-it wall of all of her obligations, for Joseph it was about prioritizing 

what needed to be done and develop a plan based on time needed and time available.  For 

Matthew, strategy meant prioritizing his courses in terms of difficulty to assess the time spent 

focusing on particular courses.  All these incorporated strategies appeared to be a little different 

for the female students as opposed to the males.  The females spoke more at length of feeling 

overwhelmed with the scheduling and felt the need to create a schedule or a means of writing 

down and keeping track of all of their obligations.  For Sue, this meant her post-it wall in her 

bedroom where she wrote down all tasks to be completed, her work schedule, and all other 

obligations that she may have had.  For Jennifer, it was a daily planner where she merged her 
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course due dates, any work obligations, and then any other events or obligations that she had.  

Jennifer never went anywhere without taking her agenda planner with her.  By placing them 

side-by-side, they were able to see quickly the overlap and ensure that they made an appropriate 

schedule for completing all assigned work by the due dates.  For the males, Matthew and Joseph, 

their way of coping was to prioritize.  Figuring out what was due in each class and prioritizing 

their time ensure that all tasks were completed, even if this meant pulling time away from other 

courses.   

 Content Issues.  Although the students were enrolled in various different courses, they 

all struggled somewhat with the content and the course requirements.  For the participants, it was 

challenge having to work independently and in some cases teach themselves the information.   

For Jennifer and Joseph in particular, they had never experienced education in a sense that they 

had to be self-sufficient.  As the students moved through the course, they began to become more 

aware of themselves as students, and began recognizing the signs when they should ask for help.   

For some, however, recognizing the signs was not enough, they also had to be willing to ask for 

help, and they had to know from whom to seek the help.   

All four participants responded to the challenge by taking advantage of different 

opportunities available on campus.  They faced levels of disappointment and frustration as they 

worked through their courses; whether it was from receiving low grades or just feeling 

overwhelmed with the work.  Each student was able to recover by incorporating varying tools for 

success.  The two undergraduates, Sue and Matthew, both took advantage of on campus tutoring 

opportunities for their courses.  The tutoring centers were helpful for general questions that the 

students had and also for more specific concerns with the content specific challenges.  For the 

graduate students, Jennifer and Joseph, it was taking advantage of the face-to-face meetings the 
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professor offered throughout the course of the semester that made the difference.  For each of 

them, there were required meetings and then there were optional meetings that the students could 

attend.  Although it did lead to some frustrations, considering they were supposed to be fully 

online, the students made sure to attend all of them and even extras when available.  This 

allowed them the opportunity to get clarification and ask any questions that they had regarding 

the tasks that needed to be completed.   

 Although the challenges varied, as did the strategies that the students incorporated to 

overcome them, it is clear that the students took advantage of specific opportunities available and 

when doing so, they also benefited from them.  

 Technical Issues.  Further issues presented for the participants were with regards to 

technology.  For all of the participants, new technical applications and programs posed some 

minor technical difficulties.  For some (Matthew, Jennifer and Joseph), this was the first time 

they would be working in a learning management system, for Joseph, it was having to use a 

different operating system, and for Matthew and Sue new programming software. 

 For both Matthew and Sue, there was an issue with logging into the wrong program 

completely, as both of their courses required two different online systems to complete the course 

work.  For Sue’s class, aside from Blackboard, there was a requirement for the students to 

complete work through McGraw Hill Connect.  For Matthew, as a component of his course, the 

students would have weekly online lectures.  For these lectures the university utilizes WebEx, 

which is available to instructors for delivering presentations, demos, training, having guest 

speakers and video office hours.  Matthew expressed that as he attempted to gain access he 

mistakenly went to the wrong WebEx site.  For Jennifer, this came in the form of not being able 

to log-in to the online system at all.  Communication became an important key to success for all 
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of the participants.  For instance, both Matthew and Sue overcame these challenges by contacting 

the professor and getting guidance on how to get to the correct program.  Jennifer did not get a 

username and password set upon her enrollment; therefore, there was a slight delay in her being 

able to access the learning management system.  Jennifer combatted this problem by contacting 

the university helpdesk and working with them to get her connected to the program, and also 

communicating with her professor about the situation.  Finally, Joseph also encountered a 

technical problem with the online submission process of assignments for his course.  Joseph was 

using an Apple Macintosh computer when he began the class; however, the professor was not 

able to look at any of his submissions of his work, as they would not convert from Pages.  Joseph 

simply responded by going out and purchasing the Microsoft Office Suite for Mac.  This allowed 

him to more easily submit his assignments without concern of whether or not the professor 

would be able to open it.    

Support 

All four participants experienced unique issues throughout their courses; however, the 

single most significant factor for each of them was the level of support that they received while 

coping with the issues.  The participants expressed that although there are many stressful 

challenges when navigating through an online course as long as there is strong support, 

specifically from the professor, it is easy to be successful.  For a transition to take place, the 

Schlossberg’s Transition Theory states that there needs to be self, situation, strategies, and 

support.  In these cases, although all four pieces were present throughout the transition, the most 

significant piece for a successful transition from the traditional classroom to the online learning 

environment is the SUPPORT.  

 As each of the participants considered themselves fortunate to have a great deal of 
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support as they coped with challenges during the transition those support structures varied 

amongst them from those identified as internal supports and those that are external supports.   

Figure 28 illustrates two main support structures (external and internal) that were available to the 

students, followed by an in depth look at each of the mechanisms. 

 

Figure 28. Various levels of support 

Internal versus external support.  All four of the participants in this study mentioned 

support they had received as they transitioned through the online course; this support came in the 

form of a classmate, a family member, the professor and teaching assistants, and technical 

support (internal supports) and supports that come from the student’s personal life, such as a 

family member or employer (external supports).  Both of which are describe in more detail 

below.  

Internal support. During the participant’s transition to online learning, there were 

supports that were available to them both within the course and provided by the institution, 

otherwise known as internal support.  For example, all shared that they experienced a high level 
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of support within the course from the professors.  While each experienced challenges within the 

course from logging in, to misunderstandings with the content, to understanding and managing 

deadlines, all shared that the support of their professors ware an integral mechanism of support.  

The professors in the courses had great communication while also offering the students 

opportunities for face-to-face meetings.  In these face-to-face meetings, the teachers went over 

the syllabi, discussed the course requirements, and helped to guide students in logging into their 

Blackboard accounts.  Further, as students experienced issues with missing deadlines due to 

confusion and experiences with difficulty in meeting deadlines, they described that their 

professors had been understanding and flexible with the deadlines.  The participants expressed 

that having these flexible and understanding professors for the online courses gave them the 

opportunity to stay on track with their requirements while learning the content of the courses, 

ultimately giving them the support that was needed in order for the students to be successful in 

completing their online courses.   

Furthermore, participants shared how they had opportunities to receive on campus and 

online support from the institution’s distance learning office, as well as, access to the 

institution’s IT department as they encountered technical challenges within the course.  All 

participants were offered an orientation to the online learning management system.  This 

orientation is offered in both the face-to-face medium and through the online platform.  The on 

campus orientation was offered at various times at the beginning of the semester.  The focus of 

the orientation was to orient the students enrolling in online courses to the different components 

of the online system from communication and collaboration tools to how to submit assignments.   

In looking at the background of the participants, only one of the students, Joseph, attended the on 

campus orientation for the campus’s learning management system.   Consequently, he is also the 
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only student that did not describe issues with the online login process.   

External support. The students felt as though having support within their personal lives 

also helped them find success while completing the online course.  These supports came in the 

form of various family members, such as siblings and spouses.  For some (Sue and Jennifer) the 

support came from the assistance received in keeping up with the personal responsibilities like 

house work and grocery shopping.  This allowed them to have the extra time needed to complete 

the tasks associated with the online course.  This support was especially significant to Jennifer as 

she felt that she had a hard time getting started on her coursework if there were chores that 

needed to be completed around the home.  For others, especially for Sue, the external support 

came in the form of content support from her sister.  One of the frustrations Sue encountered in 

her transition to online learning was the task of learning Spanish.  Sue experienced support from 

her older sister as she attempted to cope with the challenges of learning the language.  

Lessons Learned   

 

After completing the online course, each of the participants had learned a great deal about 

themselves, as students.  They learned what it took to be successful in an online class.  There 

were attributes that they acquired by working in the online course that they then envisioned 

could be used in future courses, online or not.   Furthermore, the participants learned what type 

of learning environment made them feel most comfortable.  Ultimately, they worked through the 

online course and found that they were more comfortable and confident moving forward; making 

them a new stronger SELF, as a student. 

Self Sufficiency.  The participants felt as though an online course required a different 

type of focus and course management than a traditional class.  However, all of the participants 

hinted at a shared belief that students enrolled in online courses need to have specific 
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characteristics: self-awareness and self-sufficiency.  Although students who take online classes 

may be receiving some level of support and guidance with online courses, they believed there is 

a heavier burden on the student to teach themselves.  They attributed this to the fact that in the 

traditional learning environment information is presented to the students via a teacher who is 

able to check for understanding often.  Whereas, in the online course there is no teacher checking 

in constantly or asking how the student is doing.  Furthermore, in an online course, the 

participant felt that the burden of responsibility to manage deadlines is more on the students.  In 

other words, students in online classes have to keep track of due dates for assignments, or online 

discussion.  The student must know how much time they need to complete their tasks and get 

them submitted.  It is also up to the students to ask for help when needed.  As issues and 

challenges arise for students in an online class there is no weekly meeting for the student to bring 

up the concern in class; therefore, it is up to the student to reach out to the professor, other 

students, or technology support for the issues and questions that arise throughout the term.   

Further, the participants shared that students need to understand their own limits by 

asking themselves whether or not the online course their signing up for is in a content that is 

comfortable for them, or is it a subject that they are more often challenged with.  They conveyed 

that it is important that students enrolling in online courses really take the time to look at what 

the course expectations are and focus on whether or not they will have the time, and background 

knowledge to be successful in this course.  According to the participants they felt that enrolling 

in another online course for them would be dependent on the content of the course.   They felt 

that if it was a course where they had a lack of comfort with the content then they would be more 

leery of taking the course online.   

Self-awareness. At the end of the semester and course, each of the participants shared 
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that they had learned a great deal about themselves during the course of their semester in the 

online courses.  They came out knowing whether or not they were now comfortable and 

confident in an online learning environment, which they all initially had stated that they were.   

However, they also left the online course with an understanding of how they felt about the online 

learning environment; Joseph stated that he did not want to take another online course.  He had 

stated that he felt that the discussions were too time consuming and he felt that they caused him 

to get behind.  Further, he said that he felt that he was more comfortable in a traditional class.   

Yet, in the end, he also believed, as did the other three participants that it was inevitable having 

to take an online course in college.  

Chapter Summary 

 Overall, all four of the participants in this study enrolled in an online course for the first 

time in their collegiate experience.  All four of the participants, based upon their description of 

their online course experiences, underwent a transition based on the components of transition as 

identified within Schlossberg’s Transition Theory.  Each case was presented with specific 

themes that emerged from the data for each case.  Next, a cross analysis indicated that specific 

themes occurred across the cases and were presented within each of Schlossberg’s four 

components.  
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Chapter V: Discussion Conclusions and Implications 

In this chapter, the discussion of the findings, addressing each research question is 

presented, followed by implications and recommendations for college students who are 

experiencing online learning for the first time.  The implications organized around the four 

components of Schlosberg’s Transition Theory and then in context of K-12 and higher 

educational settings.  Lastly, limitations of study and suggestions for future research are 

discussed.  

This study looked at the experiences of four students, two undergraduate and two 

graduate students, new to online learning in college: Sue, Matthew, Jennifer, and Joseph.  Each 

of these four participants were purposefully selected based on the criteria that they were 

enrolled in an online college course for the first time.  Multiple interviews were conducted 

along with photo elicitation and journaling to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

experiences of Sue, Matthew, Jennifer, and Joseph as they transitioned into and then completed 

their first online course.  The following research questions guided the study: 

1. What are the participants' experiences of being a student in an online learning 

environment for the first time? 

2. What does it mean to first year college students and first year graduate students 

to transition from a brick and mortar school to a virtual classroom? 

3. How do the participants describe personal, situational, and support strategies 

during their experience in an online learning environment? 

 The theoretical framework informing this study is Schlossberg’s Transition Theory.  As 

previously discussed in Chapter 2, Schlossberg’s Transition Theory is utilized as a means of 

studying adult development.  This theory supports the facilitation of coping by offering strategies 
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that can be used by the individual that is experiencing a transition (Heggins & Jackson, 2003).  

Furthermore, interpretivism was utilized as a methodological approach to allow for an in depth 

understanding of each of the four participant’s experiences in the online learning environment.   

With a more in-depth understanding of the specific characteristics of the transition to an online 

learning environment, strategies can be developed and support structures can be put into place to 

better assist students in coping with the transition through an online course for the first time.   

Discussion 

Research Question 1 

 Research question 1 was used to explore “What are the participants' experiences of being 

a student in an online learning environment for the first time?”  One way to approach this 

question is by using the frame through which the participants now talk about the differences and 

similarities in their educational experiences, using their transition to online learning as a 

reference point.  

Transitions, in general, are categorized into four different types, dependent on specific 

socio-temporal events: anticipated, unanticipated, nonevent, and sleeper (Merriam, 2005; 

Schlossberg, 2011).  Anticipated events are those that are seen as occurring predictably in one’s 

lifetimes.  For instance, simplified, finding a job, marriage, childbirth, and retirement are 

accepted as anticipated transition by Merriam and Schlossberg and others (e.g. Davies & 

Cannava, 1995).  However, anticipated transitions are rarely simple.  Using retirement as an 

example, the transition from work to retirement may vary across societies, but in many western 

countries, the advent of governmental initiatives and pension plans have defined age as a right 

for creating retirement as a social institution (Söderhamn, Skisland, & Herrman, 2011). 

 Unanticipated transitions involve those events that don’t necessary follow a particular 
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timeline of events in adult development.  These transitions typically include major changes in 

health, an unexpected death in the family, being laid off from a job.  Nonevent transitions are 

those that we expect, but they don’t happen.  A widely accepted example of a non-event 

transition is when one expects to have a child, but then doesn’t.  Or hoping to retire at age 65, but 

financial obligations require one to continue to work.   

Sleeper transitions, as defined by Merriam (2005), occur over time and in fact the 

individual who experiences this type of transition may not even be aware of the progression.  She 

offers the example of an individual becoming more competent in a skill, a new job, learning a 

new program, or even in parenting.  As a result, this type of transition can impact other facets of 

one’s life.  For instance, if an individual’s knowledge and skills for a particular job increase, then 

that person may advance in his or her career.  At the same time, there may be negative outcomes 

such as relationships faltering due to career advancement.  

Educational experiences on the other hand are often ongoing for those transitioning from 

high school to college.  Higher education experiences have in fact been redefined as a continuum 

that embraces cradle to career transitions (Soulé, n.d.).  Some refer to this continuum in the 

context of academic momentum.  Adelman (2006), Attewell, Heil, and Reisi (2012) and Tinto 

(1993) shared that academic momentum can be explained in the context of degree completion 

and non-completion.  From initial course loads in higher education to early momentum effects 

beyond one’s socio-demographic background and high school attainment, plus how long it takes 

to finish high school all contribute to retention and degree completion.   Thus, academic 

momentum in higher education is often measured by early experiences in the K-12 settings as 

well as prior learning, life experiences, and ongoing achievement.  Furthermore, distinctions 

between special aptitudes to special instructional techniques, dependent upon prior learning 
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experiences, are just as important today with new learning environments such as online learning 

as they were as when Cronbach and Snow introduced the concept in 1977.  In turn, it is 

important to take into consideration the adaptive patterns of behavior that are important for one 

to be successful, academically, in higher education (Martin, Wilson, Liem, & Ginns, 2013).   

Martin, Wilson, Liem, & Ginns explain that when gaps exist in a student’s transition from high 

school to college due to taking time off for “developmental activities, students may actually 

develop adaptive patterns of behavior that are important for academic success” (p. ??).  Others 

(e.g. Cantwell, Archer, and Bourke, 2001) suggest that broader life experiences indicative of 

mature age experiences constitute another form of general ability that is a basis for academic 

momentum.  

 Blurred boundaries.  Regardless of whether a student’s transition from high school to 

college was seamless or that she or he encountered gaps, one of the first steps in understanding 

the transition process from one educational setting to another is to determine the type of 

transition evident: anticipated, unanticipated, or a nonevent sleeper (Merriam, 2005; Schlossberg, 

2011).  However, it is important to disclaim that each will view the change from an individual 

perspective; therefore, each person defines the transition differently, regardless of whether the 

event or non-event is the same.  For the participants of this study, enrolling in an online class was 

not something that any of them had anticipated, with the exception of Jennifer, who set out to 

enroll in online courses.  The students all were enrolled in the university and had fully intended 

to enroll in the courses that they signed up for; however, for three of them (Sue, Matthew and 

Joseph), they had intended to enroll in class that occurred in the traditional sense - in-person, in a 

class with the instructor present.  The results for these students could be construed as an 

unanticipated event, especially for Sue, who did not even realize she had signed up for an online 
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course at all.  However, the findings also suggest that the effects of having to take an online 

course, anticipated or not aligned, were that taking an online course was inevitable.  From these 

three participants, there was a sense that no matter how well prepared or unprepared for taking 

an online course, there was no getting around it; it was going to happen sooner or later.  This 

schema that online learning was inevitable could actually be construed then as anticipated, just 

sooner than later for Sue, Matthew and Joseph.  As illustrated in figure 29, the data also 

suggested that all four participants arrived at a point in their educational life that was altered to 

some degree by being enrolled in an online course.  All four participants shared that they felt 

they were proficient in the use of technology and were initially convinced that they would be 

successful in taking the course.  It wasn’t until the participants typically were half way through 

the semester  that they realized the online transition unexpectedly triggered some internal 

transitions to how they saw themselves as students, which suggests elements of a sleeper 

transition.  

 

Figure 29.  Types of transitional events 
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Some researchers (e.g. Connell & Furman, 1984; Laosa, 1997) have argued that it is 

helpful to think of transitions in terms of relatively greater change following an event.  They go 

on to question whether a change followed by a function is indeed a transition.  Their example 

closely resembles that of this research, in that they provide the context of whether a change in a 

school setting may or may not be followed by a change in a student’s pattern of functioning.  

Many school settings, predominantly in higher education, are changing.  More and more courses 

and programs are moving to include an online aspect in teaching and learning.  Easing into this 

changed environment has created a conundrum that at some point if a student is to continue a 

postsecondary education he or she is bound to take an online course, without necessarily being 

fully confident, prepared, or even accepting of the situation.  

Distinctions of change for the participants in this study may actually fit better when 

described in context of social ecology of teaching and learning.  Specifically, the change that 

occurs in social learning takes place in learning to learn in an online environment.  Participants 

in this study experienced initial challenges and then adapted to another type of learning 

environment.  For all four, having to participate in an online course led to a change in attitudes 

and behavior for them as a student.  As such, the findings from this research suggest that study of 

transitions should be open to examining blurred boundaries between types of transitions.  This is 

especially the case when transitions are considered from a developmental perspective in context 

to a societal long-emerging event.    

Research Question 2. 

Research question 2 asked, “What does it mean to first year college students and first 

year graduate students to transition from a brick and mortar to a virtual classroom?”  There is 

acertain stability, if not comfort found in schools, colleges, and universities, in which little 
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changes with respect to space, time, student classification, grading, or core operations.  Tyack & 

Cuban (1995) refer to this as the grammar of schooling.  For the most part, school programs in 

K-12 and higher education remain much as they did fifty years ago, despite technological 

advancements.  Tyack and Cuban explain that: “much of the grammar of schooling has become 

taken for granted as just the way schools are.  It is the departure from customary school practice 

that attracts attention” (p. 85).  These remarks are certainly applicable to educational institutes of 

today that are straddling between the majority of their classes being brick and mortar with the 

teacher direct teaching and the expansion of a virtual teaching and learning environment.   

Prior to enrolling into an online course Sue, Matthew, Jennifer, and Joseph had all 

described their educational experiences for the most part as occurring in the traditional brick and 

mortar classes.   And yet, all four exclaimed proficiencies with technology.  However, their use 

of technology stemmed for the most part from personal use, with the exception of Sue, who did 

have some experience with online learning at her high school.  When technology proficiency is 

confined solely to personal and/or work-related experiences (as in Jennifer’s case), there is no 

continuity of developing technological skills or pedagogical practices within the K-20 pipeline.   

As a result, the educational system as a whole does not interlock with its surrounding social, 

economic, and perhaps even political forces, thus potentially leaving students at a disadvantage.   

 While this distinction between old school (actual classrooms) and new school (virtual 

classrooms) helped to explain some of the challenges encountered by Sue, Matthew, Jennifer and 

Joseph, they accepted the shift to online by claiming strategies to help them cope with the 

situation.  For Joseph, his experience with online learning perhaps differed the most from his 

high school experience compared to the other participants.  Joseph’s experience reflected an 

extensive time gap between high school and graduate school (see figure 30).  As a result of this 
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time, coupled with his life experiences of serving in the military for eight and being married with 

two children, he readily admitted his struggles with being new to the online environment.  For 

him, prior education experiences included classrooms filled with other students and a teacher and 

included what he perceived to be a culture of communication.  In some regards, especially early 

on in the semester of the online class, he questioned how comfortable he would be in a culture of 

schooling that was so different from what he knew.  In fact, it was not until his professor offered 

to allow him to come to the face-to-face equivalent of his online course that he began to feel 

comfortable and more confident in the course.  On the flip side, Sue has the smallest gap in time 

between high school and college amongst the four participants.  According to her, teachers at her 

early college high school focused on helping students by challenging them.  From her interview 

and journaling, it appeared that her high school teachers used an inquiry process as a teaching 

tool; which according to Sue eventually helped her to navigate successfully her online course.  

 

Figure 30. Gaps in educational experiences 

Research Question 3.  

Research question 3 was used to explore “How do the participants describe personal, 

situational, and support strategies during their experience in an online learning environment?” 

Each of these components represents an aspect of Schlossberg’s Transition Theory:  self, 

situation, strategy, and support.   

 Sue Jennifer Matthew Joseph 
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All four of the students described their experiences in the online learning environment 

through outlining their background with education and technology prior to enrollment in the 

online course. They described the situation that led to them enrolling in the online courses and 

what the learning looked like for each of them, the challenges that existed while embarking in 

the new learning environment, and the various strategies and support structures that were put into 

place to cope with the challenges.  As a result of all of the information shared and analyzed from 

each of the participants, it is evident that each  underwent a transition based on the four S’s as 

outlined within Schlossberg’s Transition Theory.  Figure 31 provides an overview of the themes 

that emerged within the four components of Schlossberg’s Transition Theory.  

  

Figure 31.  Emergent themes across the 4 S’s 

Self. The self variable identifies the different attributes brought into the transition by the 

individual; for example, socioeconomic status.  When looking at the background of the four 

participants in this study, there were various attributes that each of them brought into the online 
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learning environment.  These attributes either helped the participants cope with the challenges of 

the online learning environment or created additional challenges for them during their transition.  

From this study, the findings confirmed that students come to online learning for the first time 

with different technology proficiencies (McCoy, 2010).  Students can further vary significantly 

with regards to their technology proficiency and level of comfort.  This study found that 

maneuvering through the online environment challenged older students (Jennifer and Joseph) 

more. .  The two undergraduates (Sue and Matthew) who were relatively younger were 

extremely comfortable and confident, and very eager to delve into the online learning 

environment.  As Matthew stated, “I was trying other new things anyway, so why not online 

classes.”  Matthew and Sue were extremely comfortable in the online environment, where it took 

Jennifer and Joseph a little longer to work through the early challenges with the online learning 

environment.   

 Also students are coming into online learning with different life experiences prior to 

being enrolled in the online learning environment.  For, example Sue came into her first online 

course in her first year of college fresh out of high school.  While Matthew and Joseph both 

spent time in the military prior to enrolling in college courses and embarking on their first course 

online.  Furthermore, Jennifer showed an example of someone coming into an online course for 

the first time in her first semester of graduate school, while simultaneously beginning a new job 

and being a newlywed.   

Situation. As one looks at the situation, the question becomes “what effect is the 

transition going to have on participants?”  To begin to understand the situation there needs to be 

an understanding of what led to the change.  Schlossberg (2011) explains that transition triggers 

are unique to each individual.  She explains that these triggers may stem from internal 



141 
 

transitions, which may come from internal awareness and some  that are stimulated by external 

events.  The timing of the events is also important.  Is it coming at a time that is relatively calm 

or stressful?  Does the individual perceive having control over the situation?  One must question 

whether or not Joseph was more acutely aware of the transition from the beginning, as he opted 

to go to the on campus orientation to attain support upfront.  Was Joseph more aware of the 

change, and he preempted it by attending the orientation?  Since the others did not attend the 

orientation, one must wonder if it was an immediate trigger for Joseph, whereas the others 

encountered a gradual realization of the need for change.   

In all four, an awareness of time became important for them, especially time limitations 

due to family, work, and other course work.  Plus, they had to contend with time boundaries 

dictated by assignment due dates, midterms, and finals.  Similar to how Anderson, Goodman & 

Schlossberg described how time and transition, are the finiteness – awareness, can lead to “panic, 

occasioned by a sense of urgency to ‘do it now!’” (2012, p. 85).  Sue shared, “sometimes I just 

wanna quit…I know if I can just endure it a little longer.”  There were moments for the 

participants where the frustrations and annoyances seemed almost unbearable; however, they all 

felt that finding a way to endure was important in attaining success in the online course. 

All students come to the online learning environment with various backgrounds, and as a 

result, require different levels of support and different strategies to cope with the transition.  

Some students require more support than others; however, students are capable given the right 

support and strategies put into place.  As students come into online learning with various 

backgrounds, it was also uncovered that there are different reasons why students chose to enroll 

in online courses.  Students not only enrolled in the online courses for different reasons, when 

they enrolled in the course they were taking the course in varying learning environments.   
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 Strategies. The strategies variable refers to the way in which the person responds to the 

transition.  As students come into online learning with different backgrounds and complete the 

courses in various learning environment the challenges that they undergo as they complete the 

online courses vary as well.  As such, the strategies needed by the students to ensure their 

successful completion of their online courses vary as well to match the challenges of the 

individual students.  Each of the participants used a variety of strategies and/or coping 

mechanism to successfully transition through their online course.  Schlossberg found that 

oftentimes individuals will “do more of what they already know than to learn new things” (1995, 

p. 100).  This statement rings true with the participants in this study, especially surrounding 

issues that arose over time management.  In all four cases, they had to assess a situation in which 

they were falling behind (whether from technical issues or work overload) and took it upon 

themselves to develop a plan of action to get back on track, which in all four cases required the 

individuals to be hopeful about the outcomes.  From the transition literature, Folkman, Chesney, 

McKusick, Ironson, Johnson and Coates (1991) posit that the process of reappraisal and 

reframing is central to coping with a situation that may including moving in either a positive or 

negative direction.  For this study, all the participants moved to reframe or reappraise any given 

challenge into something positive.  When Joseph was late in turning in his assignments because 

of missed emails, or when Sue had to contend with noisy roommates, they did not despair over 

the situation.  Rather, they sought out solutions and took action that ensured the same negative 

situation would not arise again.  This ability to reframe a situation is a coping strategy that is not 

always present in transitional experiences.  

 Support. Support structures varied as each person had different supports available at 

different times, and for different purposes throughout their time in the online course.  
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Schlossberg (1995) offers that often during a transition there may be disruptions to a support 

system.  For this study, there were similarities as well as differences in the types of support 

systems in place.  For Sue, her sister served as a role model, one that Sue could rely on to help 

her tackle questions about content.  From her interview, it became clear that she held her sister in 

high regards and was comfortable in accepting support from her.  Her sister freely providing 

assistance may have prompted Sue to pay it forward in helping other students in her online class.  

A major support mechanism for Jennifer also involved family.  In her case, her husband began 

helping more around the house with chores or gave her some privacy to work on completing her 

homework.  For the two men, Matthew and Joseph, neither mentioned relying on the family as a 

means of support.  However, just because they did not mention family, it cannot be assumed that 

there was or wasn’t familial support when it came to their transition.  Furthermore, it may be 

worth noting that in both of these cases, the men were student veterans, each having served 

active duty.  Studies such as Kevin Jones’ Understanding Student Veterans in Transition (2013) 

have shown that “student veterans construct and achieve more complex senses of self that 

incorporate their experiences as service member, veteran and civilian student into a coherent 

identity” (p. 1).  This complexity may help to explain why familial support was not mentioned in 

either of these participant’s interviews. 

Interestingly, spirituality is often cited as an important component of support one gets 

from others (Schlossberg, 1995).  However, in this study, no participants connected support to 

spirituality.  Rather, the types of support, while far ranging, were geared towards the more 

concrete and tangible, human actions.  In all cases, the participants sought support from IT 

helpdesks, professors, and others.  Again, the lack of reference to spirituality may rest on the 

premise that online learning is not as eventful in terms of transition when compared to transition 
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resulting from divorce, death, marriage, or drug addiction. 

Conclusions 

In this study, I wanted to gain a deeper understanding of students’ perspectives of their 

transition to an online course.  The purpose of the study was to explore the experiences of four 

college students who were enrolled in an online course for the first time.  Sue, Matthew, Jennifer 

and Joseph’s experiences in transition to an online learning environment reflected what happens 

during transitional events in that by the time the individual has transitioned through the event, 

they have changed (figure 32).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 32. The new self 

Entering a situation that is unfamiliar, such as an online environment, the background 

characteristics, including the academic student’s academic preparation prior to college or even 

graduate studies, become quite important and relevant.  Bean (1980) suggested that even a 

student’s prior instruction and preparedness for college work impacts a college student’s success 

and retention.  While it is too early to tell if Sue, Matthew, Jennifer, and Joseph will graduate 

with their respective degrees, the fact that they completed the online course successfully is a 
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good indication.  Schlossberg (2011) suggests that the “duration of an individual[’s] transition is 

not always obvious” (p. 89) and may take some longer than others for a new self to emerge.  In 

this study the college semester, for example, typically lasts four months.  One way to gain a 

better understanding of the duration of the transition for the participants was to explore whether 

they perceived taking an online course as something permanent, temporary, or unknown.  From 

their experiences in their respective classes, we know that they had positive faculty-student and 

student-student interactions.  While not all of them took advantage of the initial orientation to 

online learning, all of them did reach out and took advantage of tutorials and academic centers, 

as well as virtual office hours of the professor.  Tinto (2004) suggests that programs that have 

multiple opportunities and access for academic support in place are a strong predictor for student 

retention.  

For all four participants, while they all became more confident in their abilities in 

working in an online class as the semester progressed, they ended the semester hopeful that if 

needed they could be even more successful in a different online class in the future.  However, 

their change was not solely their success in another online course, rather, they emerged from this 

situation thinking that they had changed as students, as a whole.  The issues that challenged them 

over the course of the semester were no longer controlling them.  Using coping strategies and 

support from others, they regained control over external factors such as technology difficulties 

(e.g. slow internet) as well as took control with regards to time management prioritizing 

responsibilities.  However, trying to decide which had the most  affect (coping strategies or 

support), one might argue that these participants persisted because of self-efficacy; their belief 

that they could perform and achieve a desired outcome (Bandura, 1977).  In turn, if their self-

efficacy increases, Bean and Eaton (2000) suggest that academic and social integration will also 
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increase, leading to student persistence.   

 Schlossberg (2011) describes self-efficacy as it “enables a person to tackle a new 

problem with an optimistic expectation that is will be solvable” (p. 97).  Each of the participants 

shared how initially; he or she had to take stock of the situation and question whether they felt 

they were confident enough and proficient enough to be successful in taking the online course.   

For Joseph and Matthew, it became a question of comparing what would happen if they did not 

take the courses at that particular time versus having to take it online.  In both cases, they did not 

want to jeopardize staying on track with their programs or to disrupt the expected course 

sequences.  Part of weighing the pros and cons was that each of the participants had an 

understanding of where they could obtain assistance if needed.  All of them first attempted to 

handle things on their own.  As some challenges became more definitive, they each recognized 

the importance of turning to others for support.  

 The central thesis of the participants taking an online course for the first time in college is 

that they changed as students.  Their self-awareness and self-sufficiency grew over the course of 

the semester.  Each of the participants shared how they became more aware of what they valued 

regarding the environment in which they learn.  Joseph mourned the loss of human interaction in 

online classes.  He perceived that there was very little engagement with others when the only 

mediums for discussion were regulated to discussion forum online.  Jennifer found meaning in 

reaching out to others in class and building relationships, albeit outside of the online 

environment.  Sue sought to help others who were struggling in class, whereas Matthew was 

more introspective and seemed to keep more to himself regardless of which learning 

environment he favored.  

 For these participants, the transition to online learning was not indicative of a complex 
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transition.  In major life event transitions, there are multiple events interwoven with one another, 

such as a parent aging, career opportunities diminishing, or children becoming adults and 

moving out on their own.  For Sue, Mathew, Jennifer, and Joseph, transitioning to online 

learning was in many regards, simple.  While they may have experienced feeling anxious, 

frustrated and perhaps even vulnerable at times, they did not feel trapped in a hopeless situation 

or dwell on having an obstacle such as technical difficulties.  Rather, they made meaning from 

the situation and took what they felt were necessary steps to alleviate their frustration and lessen 

their anxiety.   

 Much like Schlossberg’s (1995) description of the interconnectedness of age and 

awareness, the older a person becomes the more likely they are to be more aware of the impact a 

particular event of transition has on his or her life.  While this study did not set out to examine 

and interpret age differences between the participants, the findings suggested there may be a 

technology proficiency from the active orientation of youth that offsets the paradox that the older 

participants were more astute to their technology limitations and as such took more advantage of 

the support opportunities from the University.  It may be that all four participants did not 

struggle significantly with taking an online course because all of them had been socialized to 

some degree in the use of technology in their personal lives.  It is when there is an identity that is 

disrupted by a transition or event that makes it harder for an individual to handle.  

 As mentioned before, the complexity of the transition for Sue, Matthew, Jennifer and 

Joseph to new self did not necessarily lead to a redefinition of self where the transition became a 

catalyst for a change of life.  Nor, was there any indication that the participants viewed taking the 

online course as one which affected their future goals or prompted them to lead a different life 

style.  Rather, it appeared that they accepted online learning as something that was here to stay, 
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and having considered themselves as technologically proficient, online learning became more 

integrated into their day-to-day lives.  

 However, integration did not necessary translate to the transition as being internalized by 

each of the participants.  Rather, in all of the cases they each took the online class as a matter of 

convenience, not knowing, to stay on track with a degree plan, or in Mathew’s case, it was the 

only option left for him.  Schlossberg (2011) suggests that the locus of control in a transition is 

important with self-related transition.  An example that she provides illustrates the locus of 

control related to health issues.  If one has asthma, you have some control over the disease by 

deciding whether or not to smoke.  For Sue, Matthew, Jennifer, and Joseph, they exerted control 

over their situation by utilizing strategies to help them cope.  

As someone whom has both taken online courses and is now teaching online courses to 

dual enrolled high school students, I have become acutely aware of the challenges that students 

undergo as they move from a brick and mortar learning environment to a fully online learning 

environment.  It is important as an educator that we are equipped with an understanding of the 

challenges facing our students.  Having an understanding of the challenges will open up dialog 

regarding ways to better support students with a successful transition.  At the same time, it is 

important to recognize instances where academic self-concept influences a student’s perception 

of his or her ability or competence in an online learning environment.  As such, when students 

struggle online, the student-faculty interaction became even more important.  In general students 

who perceive faculty as respectful, approach, and available, as did Joseph in his class, they are 

more likely to feel confident about their skills.  

 

Implications 
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The study has implications for various stakeholders connected to online learning.  This 

study has implications for K12 educators as they prepare students for the future, K12 

administrators as they continue to investigate ways in which to better prepare students for 

college, for University professors as they design the online courses, and for university 

administrators as they plan for online programs and retention.  Presented below and outlined in 

figure 33 are the implications in greater detail.  

 

Figure 33. Implications for K-12 and institutions of higher education 

K-12 Educators. Online learning in higher education begins with what skills and 
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characteristics the students are coming into the course with, and this begins with how the 

students were prepared in the K12 setting.  As students are enrolling in online courses for the 

first time, there are many skills and characteristics, although not mandatory, could have the 

ability to make the transition a less difficult process.  A transition will still take place, and 

students will most likely continue to have challenges to overcome; however, this might not be as 

widespread with some training at the K12 level.  K12 educators can assist students in the areas 

that range from technology literacy to time management strategies, and how to be a more self-

sufficient learner. 

 For students to be successful in an online course, there needs to be some level of comfort 

in the use of technology.  In no means do the students need to be experts, but in the least it would 

be helpful for them to be comfortable with the use of or have the ability to learn quickly.  It 

would be beneficial for students to learn in and begin using learning management systems when 

they are in high school.  If students learn and actively use learning management systems in high 

school then they will have the opportunity to become confident in the system; therefore, as they 

begin using the systems in college there will not be as much of a learning curve.  There are 

currently high schools that are utilizing similar systems that are being utilized within the college 

for the sole purpose of helping to facilitate the student’s successful transition to the college 

courses.  There are also emerging programs that are providing the opportunity for fully online 

instruction for K12 students, such as the Texas Virtual Network.  Further, it would be beneficial 

for K12 to assist students with the use of various technology applications and word processing 

systems to help them with the ease of transition.  One of the problems that surfaced during the 

study dealt with the inability of the professor to open the documents that a student was 

submitting.  It is important for students to understand that it is necessary for to files to be sent in 
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specific formats.  The potential for students to be challenged with technology issues as 

technology is constantly changing; however, with a greater awareness at the K12 level students 

will be better equipped to adapt with the challenges as they arise.   

 One of the greatest challenges for students during the transition through the online 

learning environment was the ability to cope with the immense time constraints placed on the 

students.  Students find that the online courses require a great deal of time on top of other 

educational and personal priorities.  As an educator in a K12 setting, I am acutely aware of the 

challenges students have with managing multiple deadlines simultaneously.  Managing time was 

perhaps the primary concern that the participants in the study had as they transitioned.  As time 

management is an issue with in the online course environment, without having the synchronous 

meetings and set date and time for meetings, if someone is already challenged with time 

management issues this concern could possibly be elevated when taking online courses for the 

first time.  One of the greatest assets that K-12 instructors can do to prepare students for these 

challenges is to begin working with students on time management strategies.  There are various 

strategies that can be utilized from electronic calendars lined to email, to the hand held agenda 

planner.  K-12 instructors have the ability to begin shaping students and guiding them by 

showing students the various options, teaching them how to utilize them effectively, and 

ultimately guiding the students to decide which one works best for them.  As was previously 

stated in the online environment it is important for students to have self-awareness, and to know 

their learning style; that includes the best style for them with regards to scheduling. 

 Furthermore, K-12 educators could help assist students with coping abilities when 

transitioning to online learning by providing with skills that would make them self-sufficient 

learners.  Online learning requires students to spend a great deal of time learning and inquiring 
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about the course on their own.  There is built in support; however, students need to be self-aware 

to utilize the support.  Often when students have the opportunity to ask questions and get 

guidance from the instructors they will typically ask versus working through the questions 

themselves.  By utilizing more of a flipped classroom model, students will inquire and 

investigate on their own.  This assists the students in having accountability for their own 

learning.  By guiding students at the lower levels to work independently through self-discovery, 

going straight into the online learning environment as they enter college may not be as 

challenging of a transition, with regards to student accountability for their own learning and time 

management of tasks required. 

With the support and guidance that K-12 educators could offer to students they will be 

likely to enter into online courses with a stronger self.  These students would begin the courses 

more confident and capable of coping more easily during the transition through online learning. 

K-12 Administrators.  As technology changes, there are changes that have also been 

occurring throughout the educational system.  District administrators at the K-12 level have a 

duty to create an environment in which teachers can prepare students for the challenges that they 

will face upon entry into higher education.  Teachers will have a difficult time incorporating 

learning management systems unless they have the support of higher-level administrators and 

also have the technology available to implement these changes. 

First and foremost, administrators need to begin considering ways in which to incorporate 

learning management systems, as least in high schools.  Teachers would be able to easily 

incorporate learning management systems within their courses if the school districts were to 

adopt these systems district-wide.  There are some districts that are already doing this, for 

example, the school in which I currently teach is one of two schools in the district that have 
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incorporated the Canvas learning management in all courses school wide.  If districts were to 

adopt a system across districts, then we would see more students beginning online university 

classes more comfortable and confident with the use of the learning management systems.  It is 

quite likely the students would encounter a different system; however, the processes would be 

the same as well as the learning environment.  This suggests that students would be stronger 

going into the courses and may not experience as many challenges as they underwent the 

transition. 

Furthermore, it will be up to the school districts to begin considering the possibility of 

making online learning a requirement for high school students.  If schools were to offer the 

online option to high school students there would be some that would take advantage of the 

opportunity to learn something new; however, this would not impact students on a larger scale.   

In order to ensure that all students are given the opportunity to be introduced to online learning 

there would be a need for districts to consider the idea of adding a requirement of completion of 

online courses as a graduation requirement.  Districts could enact a requirement that students 

must be required to complete at least one online course as a requirement for graduation.  This 

would ensure that every student would have been introduced to online learning; therefore, not 

having the situation be that students are experiencing online learning for the first time as they are 

simultaneously transitioning to higher education for the first time.   

University/College Professors. The participants offered a great insight into the support 

provided by the professors that were helpful in coping with the transition to online learning.   

Further offering some thoughts of what did not necessarily provide a support that was helpful to 

the students.  As was previously discussed the participants in this study felt that support was 

significant in their success in coping with challenges during their transition to through the online 
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learning environment.  As a result, there are several implications for professors as they either 

embark on teaching online courses for the first time or they have been teaching online courses 

for a while and are looking to make adjustments to their courses to increase student success.  

 First of all, students expressed that there is something missing as they lack the face-face-

face interaction with the teacher and the other students in the course.  The participants expressed 

that they had an appreciation for the opportunity to have meetings in person with the professor 

for guidance and support.  For the students, online communication with the professor is helpful, 

but what they were lacking was to see the professor.  The recommendation for instructors would 

be to create this type of environment in the online world utilizing video technology.  Professors 

can help in this manner by utilizing video conferencing tools such as, Google Hangouts, Skype, 

Facetime, or any of the other various options that are emerging every day; allowing the students 

the opportunity for the face-to-face contact virtually.  Although, many professors offer 

opportunities for students to come on campus for in person class meetings, they are not always 

convenient.  Many students are enrolling in online courses because coming to the campus is 

inconvenient as they have to commute or have other class or personal obligations that make it 

difficult to make it to campus for meetings.  It is important for professors to assist these students 

in getting the contact that they need virtually to accommodate their inability to come to campus.   

By creating this environment for the students the professors are likely to create a more 

supportive environment in which students feel the professors present, and are more likely to 

create that emotional connection with the professor and their classmates. 

Furthermore, as previously mentioned campus meetings do not always offer the best 

option for students.  Courses are coded in the course catalog in one of three ways: fully online, 

hybrid, or traditional in-person class.  When a course is listed as fully online students have the 
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understanding that there will not be in class meetings as a part of the course, and generally if 

there are face-to-face meetings expected they are listed in the course catalog.  As discussions 

arose with the participants one of the frustrations that was presented a few times was that 

professors of fully online courses were having required face-to-face meetings.  In theory these 

meetings were built in as a support for the students as they worked through the online course; 

however, the adverse effect was that it led to an added frustration for the students.  This creates 

frustration for students to make these “mandatory” meetings if they have another class at the 

same time.  One of the reasons students typically sign up for online courses is due to a conflict in 

their schedule with another class.  Also, professors should stay mindful that some students are 

enrolling in online courses as a result of living several hours away from the campus.  Required 

meetings can be very frustrating for a student that has to commute this distance to get to the 

campus.  It is important for professors to continue to offer opportunities for face to face 

connections while being mindful about making the meetings mandatory.  However, if a professor 

does feel that having a face to face orientation will be beneficial to the students to guide them 

through the course set up, then it is as simple as adding this notation to the course listing so that 

students are aware when they enroll in the online course that the meetings will be required.  As 

professors keep this in mind the support will continue to be provided to the students to assist in 

their successful transition to the online learning environment while not creating additional 

challenges or obstacles to the student’s abilities to cope with the transition. 

Also, as was previously discussed students come into online learning environments for 

various reasons.  It is important that instructors for online courses are acutely aware that not 

every student that is enrolled in an online course is excited about taking a course online.  For 

some, this was the only option and although they would have preferred to take the course in 
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person, for one reason or another that was not an option.  Professors can support the discomfort 

that some students may have in the online learning environment by designing the course in a way 

as to assist in the ease of entry into the learning environment.  Giving the students step by step 

guidelines to follow and by providing ease of communication students will feel the presence of 

support.   

With the strong support of the professors designing and teaching online courses students 

are more likely to experience success in their transition to the online learning environment.  By 

integrating intense amounts of support as the students’ progress and opportunities for students to 

experience components of the course that allow for face-to-face opportunities, students may have 

a stronger connection with the course and complete the course with a better and outcome and a 

better outlook on the opportunities that online classes provide. 

Higher Education Administrators.  As universities are adding more online courses, and 

fully online programs, it has become more important than ever for universities to focus attention 

on how they support students in coping with the transition to online learning.  Furthermore, 

institutes of higher education find themselves at a constant battle with retention rates.   

 A significant outcome of the information gathered from the participants in this study was 

the common outlook that as they worked through the online courses they began to become more 

self-sufficient and more aware of their learning style.  Upon successfully completing an online 

course it is possible that students are coming through as stronger students than they were before 

they began the online course.  This could provide an opportunity for institutions of high 

education to evaluate the possible benefits of requiring first year college students to take an 

online course in their first semester of college.   

 A discovery that was made during the course of this study was the fact that only one of 
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the four participants attended the campus orientation for students enrolled in the online courses 

using the Blackboard learning management system.  This prompted two questions: first why was 

it that the students were not making use of the orientation offered by the University, and 

secondly what type of training was being conducted through the orientation?  What was found 

was that the students, for the most part, were unaware that the campus they were attending even 

offered an orientation.  It becomes imperative for universities to not only offer orientations for 

students taking online courses for the first time, but how they go about  informing the students of 

the availability of the orientation and the importance of attending.  There should be consideration 

in making attending an orientation mandatory for students in the first semester at the university, 

regardless of whether the student is enrolled in graduate or undergraduate courses.  Furthermore, 

there should be some considerations in the design of the orientation to online learning.  The 

orientation should focus not only on guiding the students through the use of the learning 

management system, but there should be a specific emphasis on the specific characteristics of the 

online learning network.  Preemptively guiding students through the potential challenges and 

offering suggestions of strategies for the students to incorporate as they undergo challenges 

could strengthen student’s ability to work through the challenges of the online learning 

environment.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The study’s limitations, delimitations, and assumptions offer opportunities for future 

research: 1). due to all the participants in this study were successful in their first online course, as 

represented by their grade and how they viewed their growth; 2). the study was limited to one 

institute of higher education in South Texas; 3). the study was delimited to four participants who 

experienced a successful transition; 4). It was assumed that professors of the online courses 
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followed the designation of 100 percent, fully online.  To enhance the transferability of this 

qualitative study, the researcher recommends: 1). the replication of the student to explore the 

transitions of students whom did not achieve success.  There would be significance in 

understanding the experiences of these students, possibly what did and did not exist within their 

transition or prevented them from experiencing a full transition; 2). Further exploration of faculty 

transitioning to teaching online courses is warranted because at some point, anyone who teaches 

an online course had to experience teaching it for the first time.  There needs to be an 

understanding of the challenges face by the instructors of these courses, as this may have an 

adverse effect on the students and their learning in the courses; 3).  A study focused on 

examining the different forms of training and orientations for online courses that are taking place 

at institutions of higher education.  Questions that may be asked are: Is it strictly a technical 

familiarization training?  Do the trainings guide the students in a best practices approach to 

completing an online course?; 4). The suggestion is made to continue to explore the relationship 

between online learning and retention, specifically as retention is tied to the availability of 

student orientation and faculty professional development.  

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, I reminded the reader about the purpose of the study and offered a discussion of 

the findings relative to the three research questions.  Additionally, I discussed the findings 

relative to the literature and reflected on those findings using Schlossberg’s Transition Theory.  

The study has implications for various stakeholders connected to online learning.  The findings 

suggest that K-12 educators, working in traditional classroom settings may want to incorporate 

more independent work that in turn will help students by allowing them to adjust easily to the 

online learning environment where self-sufficiency is fundamental.  Additionally, the professors 
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teaching the online college courses need to be aware of the significance of the high level of 

support needed for online students to maintain a successful transition into the online learning 

environment.  Furthermore, higher education administrators should consider the option of having 

college students take online courses early in their collegiate career to strengthen their self-

sufficiency with the hope of increasing retention.  Last, I offered recommendations for future 

research based on limitations and assumptions of the study.  
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