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F or many faculty members, the move
by universities toward greater reliance

on online and hybrid courses raises ques-
tions of course content and quality. Many
faculty, socialized to deliver information
to students in a manner described as
“chalk and talk,” wonder whether mov-
ing courses out into the online environ-
ment somehow compromises the
education students receive. In fact, there
is a small but growing body of informa-
tion in political science and other cog-
nate disciplines that addresses these
questions and offers evidence that online
courses, while different from more tradi-
tional face-to-face classes, can offer rich
learning opportunities in their own right.
This article seeks to contribute to that
body of knowledge by reporting the re-
sults of a quasi-experiment comparing
student success and satisfaction in online
and face-to-face courses.

During the 2005–2006 academic year,
supported by a grant from my univer-
sity’s Center for Instructional and Profes-
sional Development ~CIPD!, I had the
unique opportunity to simultaneously
teach an online and a face-to-face section
of Introduction to American Government
and Politics in each semester. In an effort
to extend this teaching opportunity into a
related research opportunity, I structured
the course with an eye toward collecting
data that might allow me to examine
whether and how the mode of instruction
influenced student performance and sat-
isfaction with the class.

As with any new technology, incorpo-
rating online course components into
university classes offers faculty a dizzy-
ing array of options. Textbook web sites,
web-based quizzes and data-gathering
exercises, hybrid or reduced seat courses,
and courses offered fully online bring to
the classroom expanded opportunities for
the facilitation of student learning. How-
ever, the course that is substantially or

completely online differs in some funda-
mental ways from courses that incorpo-
rate online components but maintain the
traditional face-to-face contact and dia-
logue between student and instructor.
This lack of physical, face-to-face con-
tact and interaction raises questions
about whether education in cyberspace
can be as effective. To this point, much
of the evidence suggests that the answer
to this question is “yes.” Of course, as
with any classroom situation, “success”
is influenced by many variables—the
abilities, interests, and motivations of
students and instructor; the interaction of
the unique mix of people brought to-
gether in the course; related events going
on in the world outside the classroom;
etc. And, it must be acknowledged that
technological innovations are a means to
an end and how well they are used de-
pends on how they are integrated into a
course.

Taking all of these things into account,
the evidence suggests that the well-
designed course with online components
can be just as successful and satisfying
as the more traditional face-to-face offer-
ings. For example, Clawson, Deen, and
Oxley ~2002! found success in using on-
line discussions that linked students at
three universities across the country, not-
ing that students ranked online discus-
sions as one of the most valuable aspects
of the course for developing communica-
tions skills and learning to apply course
knowledge to real-world situations. Pol-
lock and Wilson ~2002! report on a com-
parison between traditional face-to-face
courses and a reduced-seat time ~RST!
section in which the course met both
face-to-face and online. They find that
students in the RST section had higher
levels of satisfaction with the course
and scored better on a political knowl-
edge index than students in the face-to
face-course. While, from a pedagogical
standpoint, student satisfaction isn’t nec-
essarily the be all and end all, Pollock
and Wilson suggest that the RST students
expressed a greater willingness to pursue
related course work in the future. Inter-
estingly, in an extension of this project,
Wilson, Pollock, and Hamann ~2006!
found that women in particular benefited

from RST courses, gaining computer
literacy skills on par with their male
peers and far outstripping men on mea-
sures of attention to politics. This and
other evidence of a lack of gender differ-
ence in online activity is important,
given the still fairly common, but in-
creasingly inaccurate, assumption that the
online environment is dominated by men
and works to disadvantage women ~Ono
and Zavodny 2003; Weiser 2000!. An-
other study comparing online and face-
to-face political science courses found
that students in the online courses did the
same or slightly better than students in
face-to-face courses on several indicators
of success ~Botsch and Botsch 2001!.
Finally, a recent study of online introduc-
tory economics courses at the University
of Akron found that the online students
performed as well as face-to-face stu-
dents in complex tasks and outperformed
them at lower levels of learning ~Myers
and Nelson 2004!. So, at this point in the
evolution of our ability to evaluate on-
line courses, most of the available evi-
dence points to these courses being at
least as successful as face-to-face
courses.

Data and Methods
Introduction to American Government

and Politics is a 100-level lecture course
with between 100 and 250 students in a
section and covers the traditional struc-
tural, institutional, and behavioral aspects
of the American political system. I cre-
ated the online section of this course for
the first time in fall of 2005 for 15 stu-
dents and taught it again in spring 2006
with 25 students. Since I was teaching it
simultaneously with the face-to-face sec-
tion, I wanted to keep as many elements
of the two courses as comparable as pos-
sible but still take advantage of the dif-
ferent opportunities that the online
environment provided. I taught a face-to-
face and online section in each of the fall
and spring semesters, so the data re-
ported here are based on these four sec-
tions of the course.

One important element of this exami-
nation is that I had no control over who
registered for the face-to-face lecture
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course and who registered for the online
section. The choice of which section to
take was completely up to the students.
My university places no restrictions or
qualifications on who can take an online
course, so that section was available to
all students. It is generally the assump-
tion that online courses are most popular
with nontraditional students who might
be working full-time or live a great dis-
tance from a university campus. How-
ever, here at UWM we have seen a
strong interest in online class among the
traditional student population. These stu-
dents may take several face-to-face
classes on campus and supplement their
registration with one or more online
classes to attain the benefits of flexible
scheduling, which may facilitate work
commitments, child care arrangements,
or commuting time0costs. I had to evalu-
ate the two different sections of the
course with the knowledge of this self-
selection, since a particular type of stu-
dent may be more likely to take online
courses. For example, Botsch and Botsch
~2001! found that students registered for
their online courses were older, more
knowledgeable about politics, and from
a different array of majors than those
who registered for face-to-face lecture
courses. On the other hand, Pollock and
Wilson ~2002! found that the students in
their RST sections had less academic
experience, lower levels of interest in the
class, and less experience with online
courses than those who enrolled in the
face-to-face lecture course. So, while
conventional wisdom assumes that online
classes serve more non-traditional stu-
dents, it may be that any differences be-
tween the populations of the two types of
courses are dependent, in part, on the
culture of a particular university and0or
the vagaries of any given semester’s reg-
istration process.

Students in the face-to-face section of
the course were required to attend a lec-
ture twice a week, take three exams and
three quizzes over the course of the se-
mester, and do a web-based writing as-
signment that was tied to the course
textbook ~We The People by Ginsberg,
Lowi, and Weir 2005!. Students in the
online section were responsible for the
same content, although it was delivered
online in the form of a written “script”
of the lecture they would have heard if
they were present in the face-to-face
course. The online students accessed lec-
ture materials each week and were re-
sponsible for posting an answer to a
weekly discussion question that I posed
on the course web site. They also took
the same three exams and did the same
web-based writing assignment as the stu-
dents in the face-to-face section.

The similarities between the two sec-
tions were the textbook, the lectures, the
instructor, the time period, the exams,
and the writing assignment. Also, when-
ever I would make reference to some
occurrence in the “real world” in the lec-
ture course, I would post the same infor-
mation to the web site for online course
so that each section would be exposed to
these course0real world linkages. There
were two major differences between the
sections, both probably important. First,
the face-to-face students were responsi-
ble for the quality of their lecture notes,
based on their presence at lecture and
their own note-taking ability. In class, I
provided an outline of the lecture as I
spoke and then made that outline avail-
able to the face-to-face students on the
course web site for the their section. The
online students, on the other hand, had
a more complete set of “notes” in the
form of the script of my lecture. I would
imagine that this could have provided the
online students with an advantage when
studying for exams. Second, instead of
taking the same written quizzes that the
face to face students did, and in order to
take advantage of the ability to more
easily facilitate ~or require, depending on
your perspective! student discussion and
interaction, the online students were re-
quired to post answers to weekly discus-
sion questions and to respond several
times over the course of the semester to
other students’ postings. This difference
between the courses could have a signifi-
cant effect on student learning. As any-
one who has taught a course with more
than 50 students can attest, stimulating or
even requiring ongoing discussion is
very difficult. Each of the face-to-face
sections I taught during the year had
over 100 students. Because of this, dis-
cussion was limited to the questions I
would ask the students and the responses
I would get from the same 10–12 stu-
dents all semester. One of the frustrations
of teaching large enrollment courses is
the limited ability faculty have to engage
students in ongoing discussion. So, to the
degree that taking part in this sort of
back and forth is helpful to student
learning, the students in the face-to-face
section were at a bit of a disadvantage,
since the vast majority of them were un-
willing or unable to take part in these
attempts. But, as some would argue, one
of the advantages of the online environ-
ment is the ability to lead ~force?! stu-
dents into taking part in discussions and
responding to teacher and student ques-
tions on an ongoing basis. Taking part in
these discussions by formulating their
own answers and considering and re-
sponding to other students’ answers
could offer the online students a way to

deepen and reinforce their understanding
of key concepts in the course.

The other obvious difference, class
size, can be related to both of my depen-
dent variables—student performance and
satisfaction—raising the question of
whether any differences between the two
sections are related more to mode of in-
struction or to class size. Since I did not
have any online sections with large en-
rollments, I cannot control for this in the
analysis. However, online courses may
allow instructors more flexibility to cre-
ate discussion and smaller learning com-
munities than face-to-face courses. For
example, with something comparable to
the Desire 2 Learn software used at
UWM, an instructor with an online
course with 100 students could very eas-
ily create five groups of 20 students ~or
any number of groups! to encourage in-
teraction between the students and the
instructor. This is more difficult to
achieve in a larger face-to-face class. So,
depending on the way an online course is
structured, the mode may allow instruc-
tors to more easily overcome the chal-
lenges of large student enrollments.

My primary research question was
whether the mode of instruction would
have a significant impact on the success
students had in mastering the material
and on their levels of satisfaction with
the class. However, there are many fac-
tors that can have an impact on how stu-
dents perform in a course. In an effort to
obtain relevant information that would be
useful in the analysis, I gave students in
each section a brief survey on the first
day of the semester. The survey asked
students to provide their year in school,
grade point average, reason for taking
the course, sex, and age.1 It also asked
whether they had taken any other politi-
cal science or online courses in the past.
In addition to these data, I coded the
grades each student received on the three
exams, their quizzes or discussion ques-
tions, and the final grade in the course.

Analysis
The first thing to consider before ana-

lyzing whether the mode of instruction
had a significant impact on student per-
formance is whether there were signifi-
cant differences between the students in
each type of class from the start. In the
research reported here, there were no
differences between the students in the
two sections with regard to sex, grade
point average, or reason for taking the
course. The average grade point for stu-
dents in both sections was a C� and the
majority of them were in the course to
fulfill a major ~education! or college
~general education! requirement. There
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were two significant differences in the
student populations with regard to age
and year in school. Students enrolled in
the online sections were a bit older and a
bit farther along in school than their
counterparts in face to face sections.
Those in the lecture sections were over-
whelmingly first-years and of a tradi-
tional age.

Graded Performance

The first step in the analysis is to
compare the students’ grades for various
course components in each section.
Table 1 presents a difference of means
analysis for the three
exams, quizzes or dis-
cussion questions ~DQ!,
and final course grade
by the mode of instruc-
tion.2 As the table indi-
cates, there is a
significant difference in
scores between the two
sections on all compo-
nents except the first
exam. In each case
~exam 2, exam 3, quiz0
DQ, and final course
grade!, the students in
the online section of the
course scored higher
than those in the face-to-
face lecture. Some of the
differences are quite
large and range almost a
full letter grade, such as
on the third exam and
the quiz0DQ, where the
face-to-face students
earned an average grade
of C�, while the online
students’ average was a
C� or B�. The final
course grade for the face
to face students averaged
77 out of 100, which is

a C, while the average for the
online students was an 81, or
a B-. Both statistically and
substantively, these differ-
ences are significant.

Of course, there could be
several factors that could ex-
plain these differences that
are not taken into account in
the bivariate analysis. The
next step, then, is to conduct
a regression analysis to see
whether these bivariate differ-
ences remain after employing
appropriate control variables.
Table 2 presents a model that
predicts each of the course
grade components as a func-
tion of the survey variables.

With regard to the control variables be-
yond the mode of instruction, the only
consistent influence on the grade was
GPA. It is, of course, not surprising that
students with higher GPAs were more
likely to get higher grades throughout the
semester. In one or two instances, age,
sex, or semester was significantly related
to course grade, but there is no clear or
consistent pattern to these influences.
With regard to the variable measuring
the mode of instruction, we see that the
significant differences between the two
sections revealed in the bivariate analysis
are maintained even in the presence of
the controls. The mode of instruction is

not significantly related to the grade on
the first exam, but is related to each of
the other graded components. In each
case, the students in the online section
scored higher than the students in the
face-to-face section. This finding is con-
sistent with the recent work in econom-
ics that demonstrated higher achievement
in students in online courses than in
face-to-face lectures ~Myers and Nelson
2004!.

While on their face we could interpret
these results to mean that, at worst on-
line instruction is no worse than face-to-
face and, at best, could actually be
superior, I would suggest that these find-
ings be placed in context. First, the stu-
dents in the online sections were a bit
older and farther along in school than
those in the face-to-face sections, which
could bring some intangibles related to
experience and maturity that my analysis
is not capturing. ~Although, the variable
measuring year in school is never signifi-
cant in the regression analysis and the
age variable is only significantly related
to performance in two of the five mod-
els.! Second, I don’t have information on
other personality intangibles like organi-
zational ability and time-management
skills that could be the key to success in
an online setting, so don’t know if the
students in the different sections were
randomly distributed on these important
variables. Granted, while these skills

Table 2
Determinants of Graded Components of the Course Regression Analysis

Dependent Variable = Exam 1 Dependent Variable = Exam 2 Dependent Variable = Exam 3

Format .192 (2.08) Format 4.21* (1.77) Format 7.37* (2.06)
Semester −.769 (1.62) Semester −4.26* (1.38) Semester 4.32* (1.61)
Sex 3.950* (1.56) Sex 1.01 (1.33) Sex 3.66* (1.55)
Age 1.537 (1.40) Age 2.55* (1.20) Age 1.49 (1.39)
Year .937 (.799) Year .439 (.680) Year .295 (.793)
GPA 1.427* (.598) GPA 2.43* (.509) GPA 2.04* (.594)
Other PS .783 (1.19) Other PS .388 (1.01) Other PS −.304 (1.18)
Constant 59.57* (4.79) Constant 62.42* (4.07) Constant 39.42* (4.75)

N = 190 N = 190 N = 190
Adj. R2 = .06 Adj. R2 = .18 Adj. R2 = .21

Dependent Variable = Quiz/DQ Dependent Variable = Final Grade

Format 7.142* (3.41) Format 2.97* (1.76)
Semester −6.076* (2.66) Semester −2.23 (1.38)
Sex −2.320 (2.56) Sex 1.17 (1.33)
Age 2.269 (2.30) Age 2.31* (1.19)
Year −.301 (1.30) Year .156 (.678)
GPA 3.720* (.978) GPA 2.52* (.507)
Other PS 1.646 (1.95) Other PS .790 (1.01)
Constant 53.72* (7.83) Constant 58.76* (4.06)

N = 190 N = 190
Adj. R2 = .10 Adj. R2 = .16

Table 1
Bivariate Analysis of Graded Course
Components by Mode of Instruction
Difference of Means Analysis

Face-to-Face Online

Exam 1 76.5 77.8
Exam 2 78.9 84.0*
Exam 3 70.4 79.5*
Quizzes/DQ 70.8 77.9*
Final Course Grade 77.1 80.9*

*p < .05

All entries are percentage grades out of 100.
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should dictate success in any course set-
ting, online courses probably require
more self-motivation since they don’t
have structured hours ~Garson 1998!.
Finally, while I did try to make the
course as comparable as possible across
sections, there are aspects of the online
section that may have worked to improve
student performance. As I suggested ear-
lier, the more complete lecture notes and
the weekly practice of formulating and
responding to discussion questions may
have given those students an advantage.

Satisfaction with the Course

One other way to measure whether
mode of instruction had an impact on
education is to examine students’ evalua-
tions of the course. While most of the
items used on the form asked students to
specifically evaluate different aspects of
the instructor’s performance in the class,
the responses can serve as a rough mea-
sure of whether students believed the
course was a successful experience. Al-
though, I should note that the course
evaluation form I used was written with
traditional face-to-face courses in mind
and may not capture the experience of
being a student in an online class as
well. Beyond the usual vagaries of teach-
ing evaluations, there is nothing about
the student populations in each section
that should cause us to expect significant
divergence in evaluation beyond the dif-
ferent experiences shaped by the mode
of instruction.

As Table 3 indicates, students in each
of the sections were largely positive
about the course. While the face-to-face
students gave higher ratings on some
items and the online students rate the

course higher on other items, there are
very few real differences between their
evaluations. However, it is interesting to
note that several of the items that the
online students rated lower than the face-
to-face students did involved “communi-
cations” in one way or another: whether
“the instructor’s class presentations were
clear,” whether “the instructor’s presenta-
tions added to my understanding of the
material,” whether “the instructor seemed
enthusiastic about the material,” and
whether “the instructor clearly communi-
cated what was expected of me in this
class.” Again, the differences between
the sections on these items are small and
not necessarily meaningful. But it may
be the case that communicating effec-
tively in the online courses takes more or
different types of interactions, since stu-
dents can’t rely on your physical expres-
sions, body language, and follow-up
comments.

Discussion
In the end, I am comfortable saying

that the data from the courses I taught
contribute to a growing body of work
that finds online courses to be at least as
successful at providing university-level
education as more traditional face-to-face
courses. While most students in each
section were successful in the course, the
students in the online section did seem to
outperform their face-to-face colleagues,
at least as measured by course grades.
Indeed, given the organizational and ped-
agogical differences between the two
sections, the online course could be con-
sidered superior to the face-to-face for-
mat for achieving some goals. As online
courses become more numerous at uni-

versities around the country, findings
such as these can contribute to conversa-
tions about how to use the advantages
and flexibility of the online environment
to maximum effect.

For example, the hybrid RST course
is a fast-growing format for university
courses. Here, what is best about the
face-to-face and online formats can be
combined to create a course in which the
students meet face-to-face with the in-
structor and students for some part of the
week and operate online at other times.
This may open up new options for
courses, particularly those with large
enrollments. In situations where large
classes do not have teaching assistants
holding discussion sections, creating on-
line discussion sections and a RST
course could facilitate the instructor’s
ability to engage the students in greater
discussion and analysis than the face-to-
face environment may allow. Such an
approach could have the additional ben-
efit of increasing a sense of community
and student satisfaction with the larger
course. At the same time, even in smaller
enrollment courses, online components
can create rich opportunities for students
to engage in research, discussion, group
projects, and cooperative learning. In the
same way, RST courses could work to
improve upon the limitations of an ex-
clusively online class by providing stu-
dents physical interaction with faculty
and peers and opportunities to ask ques-
tions in a real-time environment.

In the end, online courses are not a
panacea for what ails university teaching
and education. There are vibrant contem-
porary debates about the role and appro-
priate use of online courses as part of a
university education. For instance, are

Table 3
Teaching Evaluation Scores by Mode of Instruction

Face-to-Face Online

1. The instructor’s class presentations were clear. 4.57 4.33
2. The instructor’s presentations added to my understanding of the subject. 4.53 4.13
3. The instructor seemed enthusiastic about the subject matter. 4.75 4.41
4. The instructor adequately answered questions from the students. 4.75 4.49
5. The instructor encouraged discussion when appropriate. 4.53 4.65
6. The instructor stimulated my interest in the subject. 4.08 4.14
7. I was able to get individual help when I needed it. 3.87 4.16
8. The instructor was dependable about holding class as scheduled. 4.78 4.53
9. Overall, the instructor did a good job of teaching this course. 4.68 4.52

10. The course was well organized. 4.62 4.37
11. The instructor clearly communicated what was expected of me in this class. 4.55 4.33
12. Tests and written assignments were appropriate reflections of the material. 4.37 4.30
13. The course materials helped me understand the subject matter. 3.92 4.11
14. I would recommend this class to others. 4.15 4.00

Response categories for all questions range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree)
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online courses better suited for particular
subject matters or course levels? Should
the university discourage beginning stu-
dents from taking online courses for fear
that they feel too isolated from faculty
and other students? Do online courses
create barriers to some students who may
have limited access to the necessary
technologies or do they increase access

among those who do not live proximate
to a university? By relying on online
courses are we substituting convenience
and cost-savings for the “real” learning
that takes place in the physical class-
room? While there are no clear answers
to these questions that can be generalized
across the diversity of U.S. colleges and
universities, it is clear that these ques-

tions will not slow the pace of online
course integration. Instead, online educa-
tional formats can be seen as another
tool available to faculty to broaden the
opportunities they offer students—tools
with the same potential advantages and
limitations of any of the other methods
of education we currently employ.

Note
* The author gratefully acknowledges the

support of the UWM Center for Instructional
and Professional Development and the assistance
of Anthony Ciccone, Connie Schroeder, and the
anonymous reviewers.

1. For a variety of reasons, I did not include
substantive questions about American govern-

ment on this survey. In hindsight, doing so might
have allowed me to control for the students’
knowledge of previous information in the model
on performance. However, given the demo-
graphic similarities between the students in the
two sections, there is no clear reason to expect
that students in one section would necessarily

know more about the subject matter before tak-
ing this class than students in the other.

2. Because the writing assignment was a
fairly low-risk0low-reward task, there was very
little variance in the grades on this component.
For that reason, this variable is not included in
the analysis.
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