Online Learning, Learning Styles, and User Fears
Introduction
As trends in education lean towards an online or hybrid setting, students at all levels must prepare for these types of situations. Those who may have the most difficulty entering the world of online learning are veteran teachers who, far removed from their own collegiate study, need assistance in reaching out to the world of online courses and professional development. There is also an expectation that all courses will include some aspect of online learning, from kindergarten through higher education and therefore knowing how to use and manage the new facets of online learning is critical. There are many things that can be done to overcome user fears and make online learning accessible to anyone who wants to learn.
Current Trends in Online Learning and Professional Development

User Interaction

There are many faces to the online user, and their interaction with the content is as varied as the user themselves. “There is some urgency in being able to provide flexible learning opportunities without compromising the quality of instruction” (Beldarrain, 2006, p. 140).Students at all stages want access to the content without giving up the structure and interaction received from good teachers. “The ability of online schools to provide individualized learning programs that meet the needs of every student is perhaps their greatest contribution to education” (Packard, 2009, p. 76). So, how can a student find quality education that meets their individualized needs?

“It is the responsibility of instructional designers, administrators, and technology experts to investigate which tool offers the best solution for the task of providing interaction in synchronous and asynchronous online distance learning environments” (Beladarrain, 2006, p. 143). The use of hybrid learning, combining online and traditional learning, has more than doubled the use of online instruction because those experts are listening to their students (Otte, 2007). To promote an effective environment for learning, the instructor should ensure that the learning focuses on collaboration (Graves, Abbitt, Klett, & Wang, 2009). Students want that interaction that they receive in a traditional setting, and as the instructors listen and modify their instruction, students are participating in more effective learning environments.

In an online course, the material and objectives must be established prior to the start of the course (DeCandido, 2006), which gives students stability in knowing what is expected of them. Studies suggest that “there is a strong correlation between usability/accessibility and successful online learning” (Rogerson-Revell, 2007, p. 66). Once students know how the course is structured, how to access the necessary tools and how to be successful, they can engage with confidence in the exploration of new tools and ideas. Allowing technology tools in this controlled learning environment gives teachers the confidence to transfer those tools to their own classrooms (Graves et al., 2009). 

“The number of students who study online has been increasing at a rate far in excess of the rate of growth in the overall higher education student population” (Otte, 2007, p. 172). According to Packard (2009), the number of students learning online is increasing by 30% each year. This is because online learning provides “access to those who would otherwise not be able to participate in face-to-face courses” (Beldarrain, 2006, p. 139). Students are looking for the ease and accessibility of online learning and are eager to participate. But just how do they show their participation? “In an online class, you cannot sit there and look interested; you have to write what you are thinking and then defend it to your classmates” (DeCandido, 2006, p. 23).
Current Trends and Tools


Through the constant development and discovery of new learning methods online learning is soaring. “Over the past decade, online learning has risen to become one of the fastest growing sectors in education” (Packard, 2009, p. 76). “It has evolved from correspondence schools to delivery mechanisms such as independent student, computer-based instruction, computer-assisted instruction, video courses, videoconferencing, Web-based instruction, and online learning” (Beldarrain, 2006, p. 139). In 2002, the future of online learning consisted of wireless and Bluetooth technology (Singh, O'Donoghue, & Betts, 2002). Some of the early online collaboration tools included email, chat rooms, and discussion boards. These ideas have now evolved to blogs, wikis, and podcasts (Beldarrain, 2006).

Online learners now have the option of synchronous and asynchronous learning environments. For example, podcasting helps students feel connected to the course and increases their engagement, and due to their editable nature, wikis allow student collaboration on projects (Beldarrain, 2006). “Teaching models that integrate technologies such as blogs or wikis may afford more learner control, and thus may be more effective at delivering instructional strategies that support knowledge construction” (Beldarrain, 2006, p. 142). In online learning, “…the focus is on actively engaging learners through interactive tasks either with online materials or socially with fellow learners” (Rogerson-Revell, 2007, p. 67).

“With the development of powerful online technologies, more user-friendly authoring tools and lower costs, the Web is increasingly becoming a key medium for many distance educational domains…” (Rogerson-Revell, 2007, p. 57). In an online learning environment there are places for live chat, allowing for the kinds of conversations that take place at the start and end of a traditional class (DeCandido, 2006). The most commonly used collaboration tools in the K-12 setting are threaded discussions, bulletin boards, and email (Beldarrain, 2006). Trends in interaction with real-life experiences include webquests and virtual field trips which are also becoming increasingly popular in the elementary educational setting (Rogerson-Revell, 2007).

The most advanced setting for online learning is Second Life. “SL represents the most mature of all the social virtual world platforms, and the high usage figures compared with other competing platforms reflects this dominance within the educational world” (Warburton, 2009, p. 416). Second life allows for the creation of problem-based scenarios for students to interact with, far superior to the common threaded discussions (Warburton, 2009). While not much has been done to explore the use of second life in the United States, “…three quarters of UK universities are estimated to be actively developing or using Second Life” (Warburton, 2009, p. 418).
Results of Online Professional Development

Because more and more educators are engaging in online professional development, it is estimated that over a million students are also engaged in online learning (Packard, 2009). With many users engaging online and becoming sophisticated, developers are under pressure to consider trends in reusable resources (Rogerson-Revell, 2007). Educators are looking for a way to take what they are learning and easily translate it to their classrooms. “Online training and mentoring is increasingly an integral part of professional development that is reshaping traditional learning” (Graves et al., 2009, p. 6). In the secondary education realm, online learning has a great future as schools consider rising student numbers, reaching a varied group of students, and decreasing educational costs (Singh et al., 2002). If educators are committed to change and pursuing new forms of innovation, online learning can continue to transform education (Packard, 2009).


However, there are some who believe that the quick and easy access to content management systems has had a negative impact. They feel that instructors are simply uploading information as quickly as they can without considering requirements of good teaching (Rogerson-Revell, 2007). Nonetheless, online learning is booming. It has been estimated that by the year 2020, approximately 90 million students will be engaging in some form of online learning (Singh et al., 2002).

Learning Styles and Preferences of Adult Learners
Preferred and Successful Learning Styles

In 1991 Campbell “documented 32 commercially published instruments used to assess different dimensions of learning” (Cartney, 2000, p. 612). According to Pashler, McDaniel, Rohrer, & Bjork (2008), Coffield’s findings in 2004 identified 71 different learning styles. Most recent numbers of learning styles are sure to be in excess of 100, anticipating that nearly every learner has their own unique style. Learning styles shift over time depending upon context (Cartney, 2000).

Let us consider the styles appropriate for adults. As pedagogy is the approach to teaching children, andragogy is the approach to teaching adults. Andragogy is essentially learner controlled, with the learner making decisions on how and when they accumulate knowledge (Bedi, 2004). Anderson (1991) too reminds us that adult learning styles are different from childhood learning styles. Honigsfeld and Dunn (2006) define learning style as “…the way individuals begin to concentrate on, process, internalize, and retain new and difficult academic information” (p. 15). 

Learning styles vary between gender, high and low GPAs, and age (Honigsfeld & Dunn, 2006). According to Nielsen (2008), “…learning styles of university students are not stable over time, rather they are socialized during the course of study” (p. 155).  So how can we be sure of our own learning style, and how can we teach when styles are continually evolving? Nielsen (2008) reasons that learning styles are shaped by one’s journey through the education system. In essence, while trying to teach to a particular learning style, we may be altering the very style we are engaging.


“Appreciating the learning style of an individual in a given situation helps us to better understand the learner” (Bedi, 2004, p. 93). It is also a good idea for the student to be aware of his or her learning preference. “Someone who is aware of their learning style preferences is better equipped to choose learning opportunities that fit their style and invest effort in becoming an all-round learner…” (Bubb, 2005, p.7). For online learners, it is best to have a combination of synchronous, asynchronous, and blended settings (Willis, 2006). Sutherland (1995) argues that, “…having an appropriate learning style, being motivated and being organised are the keys to successful part-time study” (p. 258). 

“Understanding learning styles can help educators facilitate, structure, and validate successful learning for all students” (Pitts, 2009, p. 225). Additionally, knowing how students will interact with each other is also a key component. Thompson and Chapman (2004) found that adult students have three preferred learning approaches: “…working in cooperation with each other, in competition with one another, or in having no involvement with the other members of the class” (p. 140). Furthermore, organizing the course structure will help those with detail oriented, structured learning styles. According to Willis’ (2006) findings:

Research on the most effective training methods supports the importance of hierarchically organizing the information to be learned, proceeding in training from simple to more complex concepts and skills, and highlighting for the older learner the most salient information and skills to be acquired. (p. 46)

In Reggy-Mamo’s (2008) course, she surveyed her adult students at the beginning of the course and found that it was best to promote academic and applied learning. What’s more, Sutherland (1995) found this encouraging in his study:

Mature students under the pressures of doing a part-time degree whilst bringing up families and holding down full time jobs use the strategies approach when work is to be assessed by a tutor. However, when the situation is not a formal one they like to play around with ideas of their own. (p. 264)

Finally, according to Vaughn, Gonzalez del Rey, & Baker (2001) “…the marks of a good teacher is the ability to stretch the learner’s learning style and increase the breadth of learning abilities” (p. 40).
Characteristics of Older Learners

In their study of adult learners, Aldridge and Tuckett (2002) found that, “just 42%....say they have engaged in learning in the last year” (p.14). Furthermore, “85% of those who say they have done nothing since full-time education think it unlikely that they will take up learning in the future” (p.14). So, how do we overcome this barrier? “Adults approach learning with preconceived concepts and fears of failure” (Anderson, 1991, p. 37).


It’s no wonder that learning scares adult learners, the average adult attention span is 10-15 minutes maximum (Vaughn et al., 2001). Adult learners have different needs, motivation, and practice than traditional college students (Bedi, 2006). This creates a difficult situation for online instructors. Educators can do little to motivate adult learners but need to create and environment where learners will motivate themselves (Vaughn et al., 2001). This is especially true because Brownstein, Rettie, and George (1998) believe that “Adults learn to satisfy needs that they experience” (p. 60).


According to Sutherland (1995), there are two types of adult learners: those seeking a degree in order to leave their current job, and those who started college but never finished. For adults to be successful, they need to know why they are learning (Blake & Bachman, 1995). Adding to their plate is the fact that adult learners participating in an online environment have the challenge of mastering the environment and the content (Willis, 2006). Nonetheless, mature adults, “show more comprehension learning and less operation learning compared to younger students” (Sutherland, 1995, p. 258).

Willis (2006) believes adult learners “may find having an instructor online less intimidating and they may appreciate being able to organize and pace the presentation to suit their own requirements” (p. 47). Medina (1995) found that adult learners “strongly preferred active, hands-on learning, and they stated their preference to learn new skills by first observing someone performing the task, and then trying it themselves” (p. 27). Therefore adults prefer the approach of putting into practice what they have learned. Vaughn et al. (2001) warn that:
Research suggests that learners tend to conform to the expectations of their teachers; thus if teachers expect that they are teaching ‘children’ … the learners will exhibit more dependent behaviors … if we treat learners as ‘adults’ we can expect to see more adult, responsible behaviors… (p. 39)

Blake and Bachman (1995) warns that “Teachers should not be viewed as needing supervision and inspection, but as professionals who can provide their own self-assessments; teaching, improvement, and professional growth” (p. 37). Blair and Hoy (2006) “argue that more attention to the rationale, curriculum, and audience … is vital in determining how successful our … practices are in meeting the needs of the diverse, adult students…” (p. 33). Additionally, adult learners can self-assess, determining if the online instruction was beneficial from their own experiences. “Self-assessment is motivating: it helps teachers to feel challenged, to possess enhanced self esteem, and to be excited about professional growth” (Blake & Bachman, 1995, p. 39).
Future of Adult Education


When looking specifically at adult learners, according to a study by Aldridge and Tuckett (2002), one in four adults believe that learning is not for them. Nonetheless, “…the need for increasing opportunities for online learning and training for older people is urgent” (Willis, 2006, p. 47). Because the workforce population is changing, and because life expectancy is increasing, there is a need to promote learning later in life (Aldridge & Tuckett, 2002). Willis (2006) has found that:
The proportion of elders in the workforce, however, is anticipated to increase in the future, and, with this increase will come a need to provide opportunities for updating of technology skills and learning new skills, including e-learning venues specifically designed for the needs of the older learner. (p. 45)

Older adults are spending more time in their current professions, especially education, and need assistance adapting to the changing environment around them.

Drago-Severson (2006) has found that good schools are those who take adult learning as seriously as they take student learning. Reggy-Mamo (2008) feels that “As adults return to the classroom, they are most likely to succeed in courses that validate their work-based prior learning and competencies” (p. 111). “…adult learners represent a large, and growing, percentage of campus enrollments across the country” (p. 121). While it may seem difficult for both the instructor and the adult student, we must not give up in our pursuit of knowledge. Anderson (1991) reasons that, “if one or two teachers from a workshop of ten implement what they have learned immediately, consider the workshop a success” (p. 37). Thompson and Chapman (2004) believe that it may be even more critical for teachers of adult learners to received training because “Students often bring to the group situation mixed histories of success within group activities and competitive attitudes from the workplace” (p. 144). So, how does this all come together? What can be done to ensure that instructors and teachers are well supported? Drago-Severson (2006) states that “mentoring is arguably the oldest form of supporting adult learning and development” (p. 62).
Overcoming Fears of Online Learning

Fears of online learners and instructors are varied and as simple as logging in to a course to as complex as making one’s voice heard. Current instructors fear that with the implementation of online learning, the traditional classroom setting will fade away (Bailey & Morais, 2004). Nonetheless, online learning provides the flexibility needed by adult learners and seems most appropriate for educators. “Mandated professional development is a hard sell in academia” and therefore choice must be presented as the main option (Badke, 2009, p. 49). Improving technique and being a lifelong learner is necessary in all fields, especially education. However, forcing professional development just causes instructors to be unwilling and disengaged (Badke, 2009). 

Some learners avoid online courses because they feel that setting lacks the interaction component critical to traditional education (Bailey & Morais, 2004).  Even though adult learners may enter online education with fears, most times younger students are intimidated by those adults (Ebron, 2009). Fears and concerns about communication in an online course are shared by students, faculty, and researchers (de Montes, Oran, & Willis, 2002). Surprisingly, according to Badke’s (2009) findings, there are many professors who attempt to steer their students away from online research because of their own fears and insecurities. Because it takes time to learn new online skills, many users do not apply themselves and instead seek out a colleague to do the work for them (Badke, 2009).

First time students in online courses are often afraid of the first class, not realizing that it is just familiarizing themselves with the web structure of the course (Conrad, 2002). “Any time a new technology comes along, an implicit cost-benefit analysis gets made” (Johnson, 2006, p. 56). But how can one argue that the cost of participating in an online course outweighs the benefits? Students find that their fears of online learning are eased when there is constant and consistent interaction with the instructor (Conrad, 2002).

According to Shank (2005) there are several common fears about online learning, some related to the learner and some to the instructor. Common fears of the learners include: “Online courses aren’t as good as face to face … The software and systems are too hard to learn” while fears of instructors include: “My course can’t be taught online … I won’t be able to connect with my students … Teaching online will take more time and effort” (p. 6). Expressing these fears up from help learners and instructors to rationalize their feelings and overcome them. Hughes, Ventura, and Dando (2007) found that when students allowed their fear and discomfort to grow it often turned into anger or hate. Finding the fiction in our fears can help online learners feel more confident that learning new skills is not too difficult (Shank, 2005).

When dealing with their fears and insecurities online students need to be taught respectful communication (Hughes et al., 2007). Knowing how to deal with their fear and how to remain calm in an online environment can help the learner to be successful. Communication with the instructor seems to be the best way to overcome fears and help a course run smoothly. Synchronous sessions allow students to get immediate feedback, not typically available in an online course, which can further aid the calming of one’s fears (Shank, 2005). Finally, because online courses are ongoing, rather than a weekly face to face meeting, there are more opportunities for students to connect with their instructor (Shank, 2005).
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