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Abstract

This study describes instructional design elements most valued by nontraditional adult
learnersin hybrid learning environments that combine limited face-to-face contact with
online learning and collaboration. It identifies the online cour se features and

instructional goals selected as most important by a sample of 67 adults. It then compares
this group’ s rankings with those of subgroups based on gender and preferred learning
strategies as measured by the Assessing the Learning Strategies of Adults (ATLAS) test.
The results of the study support the application of principles of adult learning in
developing online environments for adults, identify some differencesin learning emphasis
by gender and preferred learning strategies, and under score the importance of providing
a variety of learning options in adult learning environments with an online component.

Higher education is facing dramétic shiftsin its demographics and itsingructiond
delivery drategies. The new demographics of higher education identify part-time adult
learners as the new mgority, with nontraditional working adults now comprisng more
than 50% of the postsecondary student population and the fastest growing segment of the
market (Cappelli, 2003; Levine, 2003; Shea, 2002; Symonds, 2003). One recent
prediction estimated a 70% increase in over- 35s in postsecondary education between
1985 and 2005 (Cappelli, 2003). According to recent data, over 75% of adults seeking
higher education are employed while studying part-time (Cappdlli, 2003), many are
seeking further education to meet specific career goas (Shea, 2002; Symonds, 2003), and
most have other pressing life concerns that make it difficult for them to commit to
traditional class schedules (Levine, 2003).

Given the busy and complex lifestyles of these adult learners, who are often
referred to as nontraditiona adult sudents, it is not surprising that they have shown a
high degree of acceptance of, and even preference for, e-learning and at- distance study
opportunities. Some educators have feared that surging emphasis on e-learning would
disadvantage adults due to their lack of technology experience and reluctance to lose the
familiarity and socid benefits of classroombased ingtruction (Ausburn, 2003). However,
the redlity isthat many adults have dearly indicated the efficacy of e-learning in mesting
their needs, and that the largest audience for online education today is nontraditiona
adults working adults age 26 or older who study part-time, hold full-time jobs, and are
unable to commit to rigid class schedules imposed by traditiond classroom:based
programs (Cappelli, 2003; Shea, 2002). A recent study by the Internet agency Education
for Adults (2003) reinforced the emphasis by adults on the ability of education programs
to fit into thar busy lifestyles. This nationa survey found the three most important



factorsisadults choices of a degree program were an accelerated program format
(selected by 36% of respondents), convenience of campus location (32%), and
avalability of onlineingructiond options (32%).

Many colleges and universities have recognized the growth in their nontraditiona
adult market and the affinity of many of these sudents for the flexibility of online
learning. Many are responding to this recognition by ramping up their e-learning
operations to offer their adult students greeter numbers and varieties of online learning
opportunities. One e-learning gpproach that currently enjoys both considerable support in
the literature and widespread use in adult-oriented higher education is environments that
join online learning with face-to-face experiences. This mixed-mode ingructiona moded,
generdly termed hybrid, blended, or sandwich learning, has been recognized as an
effective dternative that can combine the best features of each moddl, help foster rapport
and interaction among participants, and decrease the psychologica distance and isolation
which can hamper adults unaccustomed to solitary online study (Horn, 1994; Horton,
2000; Horton & Horton, 2003; “ Transforming the Academic Enterprise,” 2003; Wolcott,
1996). The hybrid ingtructional mode joins technology, architecture, and peoplein a
“bricks and clicks’ learning structure thet can be ideal for adult learners because it joins
the flexibility of online learning with the collaboration, networking, and sharing of life
experiences that are typicaly vaued by adults, while dso providing psychologicd and
mentoring support for those adults who may lack experience and comfort with either the
academic environment or ectronic technology. The hybrid model has often been cited in
the literature as the best way to resolve many e-learning concerns expressed by both
faculty and adult students, a critical e-marketing Strategy, and perhaps the most popular
and widely used e-format in the long run (Bleed, 2001; Granitz & Green, 2003; Horton &
Horton, 2003).

However, smply offering more online and hybrid courses is not sufficient for
success in dtracting and retaining the growing nontraditiona adult student population.
Rather, inditutions that succeed in this effort need to recognize, and consider in thelr
online course designs, two critica aspects of adults as sudents and learners: (a) They
have unique needs and characterigtics that set them apart from younger learners, and (b)
they have individud differences, developed through their life experiences, in their
preferred methods of accomplishing learning tasks (Fellenz & Conti, 1989).

The unique learning needs and expectations of adult learners are recognized and
expounded in the principles of the androgogy model developed by Macolm Knowles.
Knowles s modd focuses on facilitation of learning rather than on “teaching” and
stresses need-to-know, immediacy of application, sharing of life experiences as a source
of knowledge, independence and sdlf-direction, and ownership of one'sown learning as
hallmarks of adult learners (Knowles, 1980, 1984; Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 1998).
Other adult education theorists have also stressed autonomy, self-direction, collaboration,
and affinity for red-life learning as key characteristics of adult learners (Brookfield,

1986; Fellenz & Conti, 1989; Merriam & Caffardlla, 1999; Tough, 1977).

While adults have a set of commonly recognized characterigtics as learners, they
aso haveindividud differences. These differences can be deeply ingrained in adults,
semming from their persond life experiences and learned patterns of behavior. Past
experiencesin socid, workplace, and educationa experiences can dl contribute to adults
habitual preferences, expectations, saf-perceptions, and behaviorsin learning Situations.



In at-distance environments, experiences and expectations based on gender have been
shown to relate to adults attitudes and behaviors, particularly to the technology aspects
of onlinelearning (Barrett & Laly, 1999; Kimbrough, 1999; Proost & Elen, 1997;
Sullivan, 2001). Another variable often related in the literature to adult learning behavior
in al types of environmentsis learning styles. Assessad by various insruments, learning
syles have long been generally accepted as stable and deeply ingrained interna cognitive
processes for taking in and processing information (Ausburn & Ausburn, 1978; Kolb,
1984; Kramer, 2002). While learning style research has been extengive, it has often failed
to identify differencesthat can be used for differentiating groups of learnersfor
ingtructiond purposes (Conti & Kolody, 2004). This may be because, as hypothesized by
Ausburn & Aushurn (2003), learning style has no effect on learning outcome unlessit is
specificaly related to ability to perform specific learning task requirements. More
promising in sudying individud differences in adults and their effectsin variouslearning
environments may be the emerging concept of learning strategies. Learning strategies are
believed to be lessrigid than learning styles, and more related to personal preferences and
choices devel oped through experience and dected by learners in undertaking and
accomplishing learning tasks (Conti & Kolody, 1995; Fellenz & Conti, 1993; Smith,
1982). Recent research in strategy preferences has focused specifically on adult learners.
This research has indicated that these preferences are invoked regardless of type of
learning setting (Conti & Kolody, 2004) and that awareness of persona strategy
preferences by both learner and teacher can be used to facilitate adult learning gainsin
the classroom (D. R. Munday, 2002; W. S. Munday, 2002).

Problem and Purpose of the Study

With adult students becoming the new mgjority for colleges and universties, the
financid strength of these inditutionsisincreasingly impacted by their ability to attract
and retain these students. These adults tend to be nontraditiona students. maturein age,
Sudying part-time, requiring flexibility in learning access, and possessing strong
experienced-based preferences in sdecting and responding to learning tasks and
Stuations. To atract these adult students, many higher educetion inditutions have
increased their online learning capabilities and offerings. In particular, the blended or
hybrid learning environment, which combines the best features of both online and face-
to-face Stuaions, isincreasngly favored in higher education.

However, little is currently known regarding the instructional goals and design
features preferred by adults with various persona and learning backgroundsin hybrid
learning environments. This makesiit difficult to maximize the design of hybrid
environments to attract and retain adult sudents. This study addressed this problem,
focusing specificaly on the online component of hybrid courses and seeking informetion
to help maximize the design of thisimportant technology aspect of hybrid environments.
Because gender and learning strategies have been identified in the literature as potentiadly
vauable learner characteridics in differentiating adult learner preferences, they were
selected as the independent variables for this study. The study describes the rankings of
online course design eements by a group of 67 adults participating in hybrid courses that
combined face-to-face meetings with Internet-based self-directed study, interaction, and
collaborative learning. Its purposes were to identify the online ingtructiona features



selected as mogt important by these adults and then to compare their group rankings with
those of subgroups based on gender and learning Strategies.

Methods
The Subjects and the Hybrid Courses

The subjects of this sudy were 67 nontraditiona adult sudents enrolled in five
universty courses, dl taught by the author. All the courses were smilarly structured
hybrids, combining periodic class meetings with facilitated sdlf- directed study and
interactive/collaborative work through a Web-based course site presented viathe
Blackboard platform. The 67 subjects were al working adults studying part-time for
teacher certification or advanced degreesin technica or adult education and training.
They represented a mix of maes (58.2%) and femaes (41.8%), an age range of early 30s
to mid-50s, and a variety of ingtructiond and adminigtrative jobsin workplaces such as
technical centers, community colleges, universities, businesses, public agencies, and
community organizations.

| nstrumentation

The study’ s data were obtained from two sources: (a) a questionnaire developed
by the author, and (b) the Assessing the Learning Strategies of Adults (ATLAS) sdif-
assessment ingtrument.

Research questionnaire. The questionnaire asked the subjects to identify their
gender and preferred learning strategy as measured by ATLAS. The questionnaire dso
solicited their sdections and rankings of online course Site dements and ingtructiona
godsfor online courses. It presented subjects with alisting of eight features (see Table 2)
avallable to them on their course Internet Site. They were asked to rank these eight
featuresin the order they felt represented their importance or value to them persondly as
distance learners.

The questionnaire also presented alist of 15 course ingtructiona gods (see Table
3) identified by the author’ s experience and the research literature as important to
sudents’ successful completion and satisfactory evauation of distance learning. All 15
gods were included in the design of the courses experienced by the subjects participating
in the study. The subjects were asked to select from these 15 indtructiond godsthefive
goas they persondly found most vauable in completing their course work at distance,
and then to rank the five gods they sdected in order of importance to their learning
success.

Assessing the Learning Strategies of Adults (ATLAS). ATLASIisalearning
drategy instrument recently developed at the author’ s university and currently under
intensive research there as atoal for instrumented learning with adults. Insrumented
learning seeks to use inventory-type devices to gain understanding of sdf and others, to
improve performance, and to enhance the processes of metacognition and learning how to
learn (Blake & Mouton, 1972; Mouton & Blake, 1974, 1984). To date, ATLAS has been
used in avariety of learning environments, but it has not yet been systematicaly applied
to online learning. Severd studies are currently underway at the researcher’ s university to



assess the usefulness of ATLAS in differentiating learner preferencesin e-learning
courses. Thus, the present study contributes to the ATLAS research base aswell as that
of the online hybrid modd.

ATLAS s asdf-assessment instrument that classifies adult learnersinto three
groups, based on their preferred strategy or approach to learning. “Navigators’ are
focused, results-oriented learners who favor efficient and effective learning through a
caefully charted learning plan. They are highly organized and demand order, Structure,
and clear objectives, schedules, and deadlines. “Problem Solvers’ are critica thinkers
who explore avariety of options in working with learning problems and avoid rapid
closure until multiple paths are explored. They are curious, inventive, and intuitive
learners who prefer to do things their own way without rigid structure or didactic orders.
“Engagers’ are passonate learners who love to learn, approach learning from the
affective domain, learn with feding, and seek persond identification and ahigh level of
involvement in alearning project. The key to their learning processis building
relationships with others, and they can quickly become bored if they do not experience
contact, excitement, and the pleasure of new accomplishments (Conti & Kolody, 2004,
1999, 1995).

Procedures

As part of their evauation activities at the end of their hybrid courses, the 80
students completing the five courses were asked to take ATLAS independently online
and then to complete the research questionnaire. Sixty-seven complete and usable
guestionnaires were returned to the researcher, representing an aggregate response rate of
84% across the five classes. From the questionnaire data, a gender and learning Strategy
profile of the 67 subjects was compiled, using frequencies and percentagesin the
subgroups. The profileis shown in Table 1.



Tablel
Subgroup Profile Within the Sample of Adult Learners (N = 67)

Subgroup Sample Frequency Percentage
Gender
Mde 39 58.2%
Femde 28 41.8%

Preferred Learning Strategy (measured by ATLAS)

Navigator 28 41.8%
Problem Solver 23 34.3%
Engeger 16 23.9%

A chi-square test was performed to compare the ATLAS distribution found
among the subject group to the reported national generd- population norms for the test,
which isanearly equa distribution of 36.5% Navigators, 31.7% Problem Solvers, and
31.8% Engagers (Conti & Kolody, 1999). While the subject group had somewhat more
Navigators (41.8%) and fewer Engagers (23.9%) than the norm, the chi-square revealed
the group was not significantly different from the ATLAS norms (c?= 1.98; df = 2; p =
.37) and thus was an acceptably representative group of ATLAS types.

To andyze the design dement selection and ranking patterns of the sample and its
subgroups, point vaues were assigned to rankings by reversing ranks and point vaues
(eg., rank 1 = 8 points; rank 8 = 1 point) so that more points went to higher ranked items.
The “score” assigned to various online course features and ingtructiona goads was
defined as the sum of the rank pointsit earned, or SRankPoints. Both ranking numbers
and SRankPoint scores were then used in the analysis of the study’ s data.

Where mgjor ranking differences were observed between the whole sample group
and agender or learning strategy subgroup or within a subgroup, further examination was
meade of the actua SRankPoint scores within the relevant learner characteritic variable
by means of either t test (for gender differences) or one-way ANOVA (for ATLAS style
differences). Because this study was highly exploratory and based on afairly small
sample, the Sgnificance level for the tests of Significance was set a p = .10 rather than p
=.05.



Results and Discussion
Online Course Features

The research questionnaire asked the subjectsto rank order a set of eight features
commonly found in online course sites. For analys's, rankings were converted to rank
points, and these points were summed to create a SRankPoint score for each feature. The
ranking results for the eight feetures of their online course sites by the whole sample are
shownin Table2 (N = 67).

Table2
Online Course Features: Sums of Rank Points and Rank Ordering for Sample (N=67)

Feature SRankPoints  Rank Order
Course announcements and reminders from instructor 383 1
Course information documents (syllabus, schedules, 369 2

outlines, grading procedures, €tc.)

Information about assgnments and ingructions for 363 3
completing them
Course ingructional/content documents and materias 333 4

(handouts, PowerPoint, Internet Sites)

Persond and contact information for ingtructor 287 5
Direct linkage to Internet Sites for assgnments or 285 6
independent study

Communication with dlassmates and indructor via 197 7

asynchronous and synchronous discussion boards and
virtud chat

E-mail linkage to classmates and ingtructor 195 8

Andysis of the ranking data from the whole sample suggested four well-defined
groups or “tiers,” identified by mgor break points in the SRankPoint scores and the point
ranges within and between each tier. Asshown in Table 2, Tier 1 & the top of the



rankings comprised the top three course site features: () Course announcements and
reminders from ingtructor, (b) Course information documents, and (c) Information about
assgnments. Common to al three feaiuresidentified in thistop tier istheir function as
creators of structure and security for learners. All three festures offer guidance and
confirmation to help keep students focused and on task as they progress through learmning
a adistance. This has been frequently identified in the distance education literature as a
critical component in learner success.

Tier 2 of the online course features contained only the fourth-ranked item: Course
ingructiond or content materids. A rdatively high ranking of course content by adults
was not surprising, given their typicad affinity for rdevance and red-world applications
of new knowledge and skills. It was noteworthy that in these hybrid courses, the
“gructure’ variables were ranked above the “content” variable. One contributor to this
ranking order could be that in the hybrid environment, content was also addressed in the
face-to-face meetings, making it unnecessary for the distance component to carry the
entire burden of course content.

In Tier 3, two course features received nearly identica SRankPoint scores at
ranks 5 and 6: Persona and contact information for ingtructor, and Direct linkage to
Internet Sites for assgnments or study. These two features might be viewed as
convenience features, offering rapid access to ingtructor assistance or to Internet content.
This convenience was ranked as lessimportant than both the structure/security and the
content features of the online Site.

Thefind Tier 4 dso comprised two features with very smilar SRankPoints at
ranks 7 and 8: Communication with classmates and ingtructor, and Direct e-mail linkage
to classmates and ingtructor. Based on their low SRankPoint scores, these two
communication features were clearly ranked at the bottom of the set of course features.
While it was somewhat surprising that these communication feastures were ranked at the
bottom, given the emphasis on learner interaction and involvement in the distance
learning literature, it is possible they were perceived as lessimportant than other features
in the hybrid environment where face-to-face communication and socia opportunities
were frequently available. It should be noted that in the subsequent andysis of 15
indructional goasfor distance courses, facilitation of communication and interaction was
ranked in the top five by this adult sample.

The rankings reported in Table 2 were generadly highly consistent across the
gender and learning Strategy subgroups. However, when ranking differences between the
entire group and a gender or learning Strategy subgroup was defined as + two rank
orders, three important ranking differences were observed in the subgroups, both related
to the ATLAS learning drategies.

The “course information” fesature, ranked second by the entire sample group,
exhibited an interesting pattern among the ATLAS groups. The Problem Solvers matched
the full sample in ranking the provison of information such as course syllabus, outline,
and requirements second among the course features. By cortrast, the Navigators ranked
this feature as number 1, while the Engagers gave it arank of 4.

To go beyond comparison of the rankings assigned to the course information
feature by the various ATLAS subgroups, aone-way ANOVA was used to compare the
actual SRankPoint scores of the ATLAS subgroups on thisfeature. The F retio for this
test was sgnificant well beyond the .10 leve chosen for thisstudy (F = 5.387; df = 2,64,



p = .007). Post hoc Tukey tests using harmonic means for unequa groups identified
significant score differences between both Navigators and Problem Solvers (p = .077)
and particularly between Navigators and Engagers (p = .008), but not between Problem
Solvers and Engagers (p = .525). Both the number 1 ranking of information about a
course by Navigators and their significantly higher scoring of this feature than ether
Problem Solvers or Engagers support Navigators critical concern and need for
information about the functioning and “rules’ for a course to enable their preferred
drategy of charting an efficient and effective learning path for themsdves. The Engegers
lower ranking than the other ATLAS groups may sgnd lessinterest in “rules of
engagement” and their preference for discovering what opportunities are available to
them and getting involved on their own terms and according to their own interests. Both
these patterns are consstent with learning behaviors posited by the ATLAS instrument
and underlying theory base.

The “information about assgnments’ feeture was rated in third place by the
whole sample. The ratings by the Navigators (rank = 4) and Problems Solvers (rank = 3)
were highly smilar to the sample and to each other. However, the ATLAS Engegers
ranked this feature as number 1. ANOVA found no significant difference among the
SRankPoints scores for the three strategy groups, but the emphasisit earned from the
Engagers may reflect what ATLAS theory predicts as their tendency to determineif a
learning activity is interesting and worthwhile to them before being willing to undertake
it.

The course “content” feature—provision of relevant information in documents,
computer dides, and Internet sites—was ranked in fourth place by the whole sample. It
was given athird-place ranking by both Navigators and Engagers. In contragt, this feature
was ranked lower at sixth place by the ATLAS Problem Solvers. Whilean ANOVA
found no datigticaly sgnificant differences among the SRankPoint scores of the three
ATLAS groups on this feeture, the lower ranking of content provison by Problem
Solvers may reflect the preferred andytica strategy of seeking out and evauating
multiple inputs, ideas, and solutions for themsalves posited for this group by the ATLAS
theory base.

Course I nstructional Goals

The subjects were also asked to select from alist of 15 ingtructiond godsthe five
goasthey viewed as most important to them persondly and to rank their sdectionsin the
order they believed them to contribute to their persond successin learning at a distance.
The 15 goas and their rank ordering by the entire group of 67 subjects are shown in
Table 3.



Table3

Course Instructional Goals: Sums of Rank Points and Ranking Order for Sample

(N=67)

God

SRankPoints Rank Order

Provide options for individudization/customization of
learning

Facilitate sdlf-directed learning
Provide variety in learning activities and assgnments

Encourage and enable active communication and interaction
among learners

Provide effective 2-way communication between learners
and ingtructor

Provide opportunities for learners to expand their
technology skills

Provide an introduction to the course and establish clear
expectations

Provide worthwhile learning experiencesin “live’ mestings
Provide an anchor or “home base” for the course

Provide access to sufficient and relevant course content
Give learners asense of “beonging” and involvement
Encourage and facilitete active & participatory learning

Give learnersfast and effective technology and content
ass stance when requested

Give learners adequate feedback to enable them to evauate

and track their performance

Provide adequate guidance and structure to keep learners
focused and on-task

122

118

93

75

72

68

62

62

50

50

48

39

38

1

7.5

7.5

105

10.5

12

13

14

15

10



Asshown in Table 3, based on SRankPoint scores, the five highest ranked
ingructiond gods for the whole sample were (@) Provide options for
individudization/customization of learning, (b) Facilitate saif-directed learning, ()
Provide variety in learning activities and assgnments, (d) Encourage and enable active
communication and interaction among learners, and (e) Provide effective 2-way
communication between learners and ingtructor. The first two goas were clearly
identified by the group as their top choices by a 25-point score gap between them and the
third-ranked god. The top five gods, designated as Tier 1 for thisandysis, were aso
generdly highly ranked across the gender and ATLAS learning strategy groups. The
notable exception was the very low ranking (rank = 13) given by the ATLAS Navigators
to the number 5 god (rank = 5 for both Problems Solvers and Engagers) of providing
effective two-way communication between learners and instructor. While ANOVA did
not find sgnificant differences among the SRankPoint scores of the ATLAS groups on
thisingructiona god, the ranking patterns do show a strong difference for the
Navigators. It is possible that once they established their understanding of the course
objectives and their chosen path to attain them, the Navigators trusted their own Strategies
and felt little need for communication with the instructor expect for occasiond
verification of being on target.

The rankings of the remaining 10 indructiona gods are dso shown in Table 3.
Fairly dear clusers are evident in the SRankPoint scores, creating four tiers below the
top five groupings. Tier 2 ranks 6 and 7.5, Tier 3 ranks 9 and 10.5, Tier 4 ranks 12 and
13, and Tier 5 ranks 14 and 15. While there were many smilarities in the rankings of the
course godsin Tiers 2 through 5 across the gender and ATLAS subgroups, there were
severd noteworthy differences.

For the goa of providing adequate guidance and structure to keep learners
focused and on task, ranked last a number 15 by the whole sample group and by both
Navigators and Engegers, the ATLAS Problem Solvers gave a high priority ranking of
5.5. One-way ANOVA on the SRankPoint scores of the ATLAS subgroups on this
feature reveded a Sgnificant difference among their scores (F = 2.975; df = 2,64, p=
.058). Post hoc Tukey tests using harmonic means for unequa groups identified
sgnificant score differences between Problem Solvers and Engagers (p = .062) but not
between Problem Solvers and Navigators (p = .182), despite the identical rankings by
Engagers and Navigators. For Problem Solvers, the high ranking of the
guidance/structure goa may appear at first glance to contradict their natura preferences
for exploration and aternatives as posited by ATLAS. However, it may represent
recognition of their own tendency to stray off-task and a need for guidance in reaching
required godsin aforma learning Stuation, particularly when considerable sdf-directed
study isrequired by ahybrid distance learning environment.

The god of providing an introduction to the course and establishing clear
expectations received a mid-range ranking (rank = 7.5) for the whole group. It was
ranked 10.5 by both Problem Solvers and Engagers, but considerably higher at number 4
by Navigators. Although an ANOVA indicated that the SRankPoint scores did not differ
ggnificantly among the ATLAS groups, the ranking emphasis on thisingtructiond
component by Navigators is consstent with their need for clear direction in applying
ther preferred learning strategy of developing awell-planned path to god achievement.
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Theingructiond gods of providing worthwhile learning experiences in face-to-
face class meetings and providing access to sufficient and relevant course content
received mid-range rankings of 7.5 and 10.5 respectively by the whole sample. However,
the ranking patterns among the ATLAS dtrategy groups for both these goa's showed
marked variaions, though sgnificantly different SRankPoint scores were not found with
ANOVA. Navigators ranked both goas higher (ranks = 6 and 8), while Problem Solvers
ranked them lower (ranks = 10.5 and 13). These choices are within ATLAS expectations.
The*no-nonsense’ Navigators would likely demand structured information and
outcomes. Problem Solvers, on the other hand, could be expected to have less concern for
prescribed experiences and information and be willing to seek out dternative for
themsdlves.

Theingructiona god of providing opportunities to expand technology skills
(rank = 6 for whole group) showed sharply different ranking patterns on the gender
variable. This god was ranked in the top five by maes (rank = 4) but very low by
femaes (rank = 13.5). An independent-sample t test with equal variance not assumed on
the SRankPoint scores of the two gender subgroups confirmed a significant difference (t
= 2.510; df = 62.097; p = .015). This gender pattern was expected and is supported in the
literature, illugtrating the relatively grester importance that maes frequently place on
technology.

For the gods of providing an anchor or “home basg” for the course (rank = 9 for
whole group) and giving learners a sense of “belonging” and involvement (rank = 10.5
for whole group), there were marked differences on the gender variable. While neither
god yidded sgnificant gender differencesin SRankPoint scores on an independent-
samplet test, both did present sharp ranking differences between males and females. The
males gave these gods low priority, ranking them at number 14 and 13 respectively,
while the fema es ranked them among their high and middle priorities a number 5 and
8.5 respectively. This supports the finding of greater concerns about technology and
maintaining persond relationships frequently reported in the literature among femaesin
distance and technol ogy- based learning.

Theindructiond goa of giving learners fast and effective assstance on request
(rank = 13 for whole group) aso brought out a marked contrast between maes and
females. Maes ranked this god as much more important (rank = 7) than did femaes
(rank = 15). In addition, an independent-samplet test with equad variance not assumed on
the SRankPoint scores of the two gender subgroups confirmed a Significant difference (t
= 2.334; df = 57.456; p =.023). These patterns perhaps indicate a gender differencein
concern for maintaining perceived competence and adequacy of performance. The
ATLAS Engagers dso ranked this god higher (rank = 7) than did Navigators (rank = 11)
or Problem Solvers (rank = 15), perhaps reveding their awareness that those with this
learning strategy can quickly distance themselves from tasks when they are unable to stay
actively and persondlly involved without assstance. The lagt-place ranking given to this
goa by Problem Solvers may reflect their comfort with exploring and seeking answvers on
their own, resulting in less fedings of need for assstance.
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Conclusonsand Implicationsfor Practice

This study supports saverd basic principles of adult learning. These have
important implications for colleges and universties as they develop their capacity for
recruiting and serving nontraditiona adult learners with hybrid learning environments
that contain online components. The adults in this sudy followed preference patterns
dready established by adult learning theory for traditiona ingtructiona environments,
placing high vaue on learning options, variety, sdf-direction of their learning resources
and pathways, relevant content they can apply to real-world needs, and the development
of asense of group membership. Thus, adults appear to value in online environments the
same characterigtics they prefer in face-to-face Stuations. Thisfinding extends the
vdidity of these principles from traditiona environmentsto the e-learning Stuation, and
is noteworthy for faculty who develop courses with online componentsin selecting
effective ingructiona design strategies that will attract and retain adult learners.

The adultsin this study aso placed high vaue on effective two-way
communication online with their classmates and indructor, and felt they benefited from
frequent announcements and reminders from their ingtructor. This suggests that faculty
working online should make themsalves reedily and visbly available to their adult
Students, encourage frequent communication, and gpply “push” communication strategies
such as e-mail “base-touches” and reminders to check online course Sites for new
information and ingtructions. It has been the experience of the author that “ push”
techniques are highly gppreciated by adults and consstently receive praise in thar
evauations of online ingruction.

The support of the adultsin this sudy for online learning based on
communication, interaction, and involvement with classmates and ingtructor is congstent
with the other research findings on student preferences in online learning. Among
ingructiona design ements of distance environments, the research evidence has
generdly favored interactivity, communication, and “bonds’ or *connectedness’ as
important features of online courses. Interactive components such as e-mentoring, e
coaching, live e-seminars and chat, games, and smulation have been identified as high-
level indructiona design strategies for online environments (van Dam, 2003). Active
course elements such as chat, e-mall, discussion boards, personal Web pages, group
activities, and learning communities have typicaly drawn positive responses from
students learning at a distance (Ausburn, 2001; Roberson & Klotz, 2002; Roblyer &
Wiencke, 2003; Woods & Ebersole, 2003). Based on the findings of this study, these
same dements appear likdly to find gpprova from adult learnersin hybrid environments
with online components.

The support for online interaction, communication, and a sense of belonging by
the adults in this study suggests the importance of developing online environments thet
create alearning community. Arisng from the communities of practice mode in the
workplace (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), learning communities are complex
systems in which control is digtributed among participants rather than centered in a
hierarchica authority (Backroad Connections Pty Ltd., 2003). Supported and encouraged
by the unique capatiilities and 24/7/365 access of the Internet, online learning
communities can be defined as groups of people, “connected via technology- mediated
communication, who actively engage one another in collaborative learner-centered



activitiesto intentionaly foster the creetion of knowledge, while sharing a number of
vaues and practices’ (Ludwig-Hardman, 2003, p. iv). When these communities are
created within a curriculum framework, such as an online course in aformd learning
Stuation, they have been cdled bounded |earning communities (Wilson, Ludwig-
Hardman, Thornam, & Dunlgp, 2004). These learning communities are created and
limited by membership in astructured learning experience and function in “direct
response to guidance provided by ingtructors . . . supported by a cumulative resource
bass’ (Wilson et a, 2004, p. 1). These bounded learning communities are currently a
favored e-learning mode in higher education and have emerged as a strategic theme for
e-learning and its marketing (Granitz & Greene, 2003) Thus, Sudies such asthis one that
contribute to their successful design and application are important as colleges and
univergties recruit the increasingly important adult market.

Also clearly supported in this study is the growing expectation and demand of
adults for learning options, choices, and persondization of learning opportunities. The
phenomenon known as mass customization, or service of “markets of one” (Stuart, 1994),
isnow abusinessimperative and is rapidly making its way into higher education
(Ausburn, 2003; Pine, 1993; Stuart, 1994). Persondization and customization and their
use to enhance customer service have been identified as Strategic themes for successfully
marketing online learning to adults and as key factorsin the success of the highly
comptitive online for-profit universties such as Univerdty of Phoenix and Corinthian
Colleges (Granitz & Green, 2003; Symonds, 2003). The expectation of adult learners for
options and persond choicesis strongly evidenced in the sdection of top-ranked
ingructiond gods by the participantsin this study, and this should be noted by faculty in
designing learning environments to serve this audience.

The results of this sudy indicate that in hybrid online ingtruction, asin more
traditiona environments, adult learners with different persond characteristics may
differentidly prefer and benefit from various instructiond features and goals. In this adult
sample, severd specific differences were observed in the ingtructiona design preferences
and learning agendas of maes and females and among the three ATLAS learning strategy
groups. This suggests that faculty should be aware of individua learning needs among
adults and should take advantage of the full range of ingtructiona Strategies that can be
gpplied in the hybrid mode to support the diverse learning needs and preferences of all
their sudents.

An important contribution of this study isits additionsto, and vaidation of, the
emerging knowledge base about the ATLAS test of adult learning strategies by advancing
it into the e-learning environment. Severd ingructiond preferences were observed
among Navigators, Problem Solvers, and Engagers in these hybrid courses, and these
were consistent with the theory base of ATLAS and with the findings of other ATLAS
research in more traditiona environments. Thus, the learning strategy construct and the
ATLAS instrument for assessing it may be emerging as highly useful tools for measuring
learner differences and for using them to guide the design of online as well astraditiona
face-to-face learning experiences for adults. The author has found the online version of
ATLAS (Conti, n.d.) avaduable toal for ingrumented learning with adults and for guiding
the ingtructiond design of both face-to-face and online experiences to meet their needs
and preferences.
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Asthe nontraditional adult market continuesto grow as a primary customer base
for colleges and universties, ingructors and administrators who understand adult
learners preferences and needs and who create learning opportunities that apped to their
unique characterigtics can make critical contributions to the competitive edge of their
inditutions Thisis 9gnificant a atime when the new digital Darwinism can overwhelm
those without this edge.
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