The Physical Educator Vol. 76 « pp. 440-466 « 2019

https://doi.org/10.18666/TPE-2019-V76-12-8837

PEDAGOGY

Study Habits and
Learning Experiences
of Undergraduate Students
in a Physical Education Major
Online Kinesiology Course

Takahiro Sato, Douglas W. Ellison, Emi Tsuda

Abstract

This study investigated undergraduate students’ study habits
and learning experiences in an online lifespan motor development
course. The study was based on the theory of transactional dis-
tance. Seven undergraduate physical education majors enrolled
in an online course at a Midwestern public university in the
United States participated in this study. Data were collected via
face-to-face interviews, e-mail communication, bulletin board dis-
cussion logs, computer-based quizzes and exams, and a research
writing project. Four interrelated themes underpinned by the theory
of transactional distance emerged. Data were interpreted through a
constant comparative method including (a) transition from experien-
tial to visual learning, (b) how to use a textbook in an online course,
(c) computer-based test anxieties, and (d) social justice and diversity
sensitivity. The ideal online course puts a set of student tasks (i.e.,
lectures, projects, and assignments) at the center of the course to
constitute the learning experiences of students either independently
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or collaboratively. Although the study was conducted in the context
of the lifespan motor development online course, the recommenda-

tions can be applied across different content areas in the kinesiology
field.

In the past decade, online learning has grown in popularity as a
form of education being embraced at undergraduate and graduate
levels. In the United States, approximately 5.5 million students took
at least one online course in 2012 (U.S. Department of Education,
2014). This translates to nearly 33% of all students in higher educa-
tion having enrolled in a minimum of one online course (Allen &
Seaman, 2013).

In the field of kinesiology, numerous programs have transi-
tioned to online platforms and have been developing places in the
online education market (Bryan, 2014). This shift toward online
courses has occurred primarily because of low enrollment in pro-
grams; more specifically, kinesiology programs have been identified
as a “low completer” (i.e., they do not meet the requirements of the
higher education institution) in the number of majors and content
areas (e.g., physical education, sport management, athletic coaching,
physiology, biomechanics, or motor behaviors; Bryan, 2014). Thus,
modifying programs to an online format is often thought of as a cat-
alyst that could attract more students in the academic majors.

Research suggests that online education can deliver outcomes
similar to (Hollerbach & Mims, 2007; Navarro & Shoemaker, 1999)
or greater than (e.g., Koory, 2003; Platt, Raile, & Yu, 2014) tradi-
tional face-to-face instruction. As with most educational practices,
properly implemented online courses can positively affect student
learning, while poorly implemented courses likely may not (Bernard
et al., 2009). However, the effective approaches in online learning
contexts have been revealed as distinctly different from the ones in
face-to-face learning contexts. Thus, effective online education can-
not be achieved simply through adapting the structure and modes
of interactions of a face-to-face classroom environment; rather,
cognitive expectations, instructional choices, and supportive prac-
tices need to be carefully reconsidered in online education (Peters,
2003). For example, in online learning, educators become facilita-
tors at the center of an active learning environment, rather than the
instructor of the content (Junco & Mastrodicasa, 2007). Because
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of these differences, faculty and students in kinesiology often face
frustration of transitions from face-to-face to online instruction.
Therefore, while some researchers find online courses to be effective
in promoting student achievement, other researchers have demon-
strated better results from traditional face-to-face classes than online
courses (Mentzer, Cryan, & Teclehaimanot, 2007).

However, considering the increased numbers of online courses,
providing beneficial learning experiences and activities in online
instruction is critical (Bryan, 2014). It has been claimed that the
ideal online kinesiology course focuses on a set of student tasks (i.e.,
lectures, projects, and assignments) that constitute students’ learn-
ing experiences in either independent or collaborative contexts
(Carr-Chellman & Duchastel, 2000). Researchers have conducted
studies examining effectiveness of online courses for undergraduate
students (Sato & Haegele, 2018), graduate students, and in-service
physical education teachers to deliver the contents of physical edu-
cation/adapted physical education (PE/APE). These studies looked
at participants’ experiences (Sato, Haegele, & Foot, 2017b), partici-
pants’ engagement (Sato & Haegele, 2017b), online course materials
and content (Sato, Haegele, & Foot, 2017a), and graduate profes-
sional development (Sato & Haegele, 2017a) of those students. The
results of these studies demonstrated that in-service physical edu-
cation teachers had positive experiences of learning how to teach
students with disabilities, and the online APE courses also helped
participants store and access online reading materials and assess-
ment tools (Sato et al., 2017a). The in-service teachers also believed
that the online courses helped them develop strategies to improve
the quality of APE classes at their own school districts (Sato et al.,
2017b).

As such, research has begun to look at graduate students’ and
in-service physical education teachers’ experiences in online course-
work in APE contexts. However, few studies have looked at the
effectiveness of online courses and materials or the experiences in
online courses of undergraduate students outside of APE contexts.
This is problematic because the findings in the prior studies in APE
contexts with graduate students and in-service teachers may not be
transferable to undergraduate students or other content areas in kine-
siology (e.g., motor development, exercise sciences, biomechanics,
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or physiology). Further, few guidelines regarding developing and
implementing an appropriate educational experience for under-
graduate students enrolled in online courses are available. Thus,
experiences in other content areas with undergraduate students
must be examined so that it can be determined if these content areas
can be effectively and appropriately disseminated through online
modalities (McFarlin, Weintraub, Breslin, Carpenter, & Strohacker,
2011).

Thus, this study investigated undergraduate students’ study
habits and learning experiences in an online lifespan motor devel-
opment course. This course was selected because lifespan motor
development is a common prerequisite for all kinesiology majors,
and thus, the shift toward online education in this course affects a
large number of undergraduate students in the kinesiology field.
The research questions that guided the study included the follow-
ing: What were undergraduate students’ habits and experiences in
the online lifespan motor development course? What are the differ-
ences between face-to-face instruction and online instruction? What
learning strategies did the students utilize in the online lifespan
motor development course?

The theory of transactional distance (Moore, 1997) underpins
this study. It focuses on the physical distance between the teacher and
students, which is inherent to distance learning. The theory explains
that the physical distance between the teacher and students “leads
to a communication gap, a psychological space of potential misun-
derstandings between the instructors and the learners” (Moore &
Kearsley, 2005, p. 224). Further, it explains how teachers and stu-
dents share “a transactional relation”; namely, the theory describes
how they contribute to developing the learning experience and how
they learn from each other (Rouse, 1991).

Transitioning from face-to-face to online course formats is
challenging for teachers and students because their roles and
responsibilities between these two learning contexts are significantly
different (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001). When tran-
sitioning from face-to-face to online learning contexts, teachers and
students need to explore their new roles as teachers and learners
(Dockter, 2016). Another challenge in online courses is the instruc-
tional materials and pedagogy a teacher uses. In the face-to-face
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learning contexts, these play a role in the teaching process. However,
in online courses, once materials have been uploaded to an online
platform, teachers cannot always anticipate how students will inter-
act with those materials; teachers do not know whether students read
those reading materials, how students reacted to those readings, or
how students’ previous experiences influenced their understand-
ing (Dockter, 2016). Therefore, in online teaching contexts, it is
important that instructors bridge this “transactional distance” with
students by using special teaching techniques (Moore & Kearsley,
2005).

Moore (1983, 2007) identifies three factors that determine the
transactional distance: teachers, learners, and means of communica-
tion. Without any of these factors, no educational transaction occurs
(Moore & Kearsley, 2005). Further, Moore (1983, 2007) identifies
three variables that determine the level (high or low) of transactional
distance: dialogue, structure, and learners’ autonomy. Dialogue
refers to what extent online course components can accommodate
individual learners’ needs (Moore & Kearsley, 2005), which also
includes the instructional communication between teachers and
students (Moore, 1993). Structure refers to the organization of the
online course, such as delivery of the course (e.g., communication
media and pedagogical approaches) and facilitation of dialogues
between teachers and students (Moore, 1993). Learners’ autonomy
refers to learners’ perceived sense of both independence and inter-
dependence while they engage in the course. This intimately relates
to a learner’s sense of self-direction and self-determination, which
are significantly influenced by the dialogues between instructors and
students and the relationship between course materials and students
(Giossos, Koutsouba, Lionarakis, & Skavantzos, 2009). Moore (2013)
emphasizes the concept of learner’s autonomy as a way of determin-
ing the transactional distance in the structure of the courses and
dialogue dichotomy.

Collectively, the theory of transactional distance describes that
teachers and learners participate in the shared experience of explor-
ing a common world (Keegan, 1993). Learning happens through
mutual sharing and negotiations between the teacher and learners.
Further, the locus of control shifts from one to the others constantly
through a feedback process, which Saba (2007) calls the “feedback
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loop” (Gokool-Ramdoo, 2008). Learners who believe that the out-
come of a situation is contingent on their own behaviors have a
strong locus of control. Those who have a strong locus of control
appear to have higher rates of task completion than those who have
weaker locus of control (Parker, 2003). This is perceived to be a
determinant of learners’ self-efficacy and can have strong links with
self-directed learning. Because of the inherent relatedness of the the-
ory of transactional distance to online learning, this theory provides
a critical underlying concept for understanding undergraduate stu-
dents’ online learning experiences.

Method

Research Design

This study adopted a descriptive-qualitative methodology using
an explanatory case study design (Yin, 2003). Qualitative studies
typically focus in depth on purposefully selected participants’ per-
ceptions, beliefs, or experiences, using relatively small samples, even
a single case (n = 1; Patton, 2002). The main principle of the case
study is to better understand complex educational and/or social
phenomena and retain the holistic and meaningful particularities
of real-life circumstances (Yin, 2003). Thus, an explanatory case
study is appropriate for the purpose of this study, which explores
undergraduate students’ experiences in an online lifespan motor
development course.

Settings

Participants were undergraduate students enrolled in an online
lifespan motor development course at a Midwestern university in
the United States. This is a mandatory course for several programs
of study in the university. This online course prepares students to
investigate the parameters of physical growth and development,
continuing with motor skill acquisition, and progressing to corre-
lates of motor development. While several sessions are offered in the
semester, the participants of this study were selected from one ses-
sion. Twenty-five students from different programs of study enrolled
in this online lifespan motor development course, and the course
was taught by the primary researcher. The course lasted 15 weeks,
with 15 sessions each semester.
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Participants

After the institutional review board from the primary researcher’s
institution approved the study, the study was initiated. Participants
were contacted via e-mail by the primary researcher and were asked
to voluntarily participate in this study. Seven students (5 females,
2 males; Katheryn, Nina, Ashley, Vicki, Katie, Zack, and Chuck) in
the online course agreed to participate in the study. Pseudonyms
were assigned to all participants for anonymity of the findings. While
25 students in this class studied areas such as exercise and physiol-
ogy, special education, and occupational therapy, this study focused
on physical education majors’ learning experiences. Therefore, the
primary researchers asked all seven students in this study, who were
from a physical education major, about their learning experiences.
Generally, the students in the physical education major are in the
first or second year of the program, and those students often seek
to enroll in the physical education teacher education program when
they determine their major in their third year of the program. All
participants provided permission for the researchers to use data from
two interviews with the lead researcher, several assignments (e.g.,
bulletin board discussion logs and research writing projects), and
e-mail communication. No participants had any experiences with
online kinesiology-related courses prior to enrolling in the lifespan
motor development course.

Data Collection

Data were collected from face-to-face interviews, e-mail com-
munication, bulletin board discussion logs, computer-based quizzes
and exams, and a research writing project. The theory of transac-
tional distance (Moore, 1997) suggests course instructors should
consider and provide learning opportunities that are not isolated
events in time. Therefore, we believe that these data sources must
connect what students have learned from learning experiences to the
future.

Face-to-face open-ended interviews. According to Yin (2003),
the researcher has two roles in conducting interviews: (a) to follow
the interview case study protocol and (b) to ask the participants
factual (conversational) questions. Using a face-to-face interview
approach, the lead researcher asked participants factual questions
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and their opinions of online content, technology, learning tools, and
academic experiences associated with their perception of the online
course. Examples of questions included (a) How do you describe
your learning experiences and outcomes of online lifespan motor
development course? (b) In what ways could online lifespan motor
development courses serve your educational needs? (c) How did the
amount of coursework in your online lifespan motor development
compare with traditional in-class instruction? The questions were
carefully worded, which ensured relevancy to the study (Yin, 2003).
Two face-to-face interviews were conducted for 60 to 90 min per
interview with each participant during her or his midterm and final
exam weeks.

Bulletin board peer discussion log. Every other week bulletin
board peer discussion logs were analyzed and student experiences of
the online course explored.

Students used the online discussion to enhance their learning
through sharing ideas and resources with peers, reflecting deeply on
learning motor development content, and assessing multiple per-
spectives to expand their thinking and understanding of theory and
practices (Agee & Smith, 2011). At the same time, it is important that
the online course instructor respects different ways of approaching
involvement in bulletin board discussions (Du, Zhang, Olinzock,
& Adams, 2008). The online instructor’s tasks, prompts, and feed-
back should be properly structured so that all students can engage in
higher order thinking and critical thinking skills (Mauriano, 2006).
The information exchanged in the online discussions should move
beyond surface-level information (Agee & Smith, 2011).

For the purpose of the study, the questions of the bulletin board
discussion logs were revised from the original versions developed
by Yang and Cornelius (2004), Sato et al. (2017b), and Sato and
Haegele (2017a). The answer for each question was limited to two
paragraphs maximum (100-150 words) and was submitted as a bul-
letin board discussion post on the course webpage. Participants were
also required to write comments and feedback on classmates’ posts.

Computer-based quizzes and exams. Quizzes and exams were
utilized as a way of evaluating the students’ learning outcome of
module content, taught every other week, of the lifespan motor devel-
opment course. Three exams consisted of 40 items and five quizzes
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consisted of 10 items including true and false, multiple choice, fill in
the blank, short answer, and one essay. All answers were recorded
on Microsoft Word documents and submitted through blackboard
systems. Students were allowed 2 hr to complete exams and 1 hr to
finish quizzes. The instructor graded the exams and quizzes man-
ually, and students received feedback and comments, along with
correct answers, on their exams and quizzes.

Research writing assignments. A motor development portfo-
lio was used as a way of assessing undergraduate students’ research
writing skills within their online course. Students reviewed journal
articles in the context of motor development. Instructors proofread
and gave feedback for first and second drafts of literature reviews.
Students also wrote about their experiences accessing an electronic
library of data-based and practical journals, graphics, images, and/or
video clips. They selected articles from journals such as the Journal
of Physical Education, Recreation and Dance; Strategies; and Research
Quarterly for Exercise and Sport. Students chose topics including the
theory of motor development, skill analysis of motor development,
developmental delays of students with disabilities, or exercise sci-
ence and motor behavior. The instructor read the reports, provided
feedback, and allowed undergraduate students to revise materials
before they uploaded their final research writing assignments to the
blackboard system. The reports of these research writing assign-
ments demonstrated students’ learning progress during their online
course experiences.

Data Analysis

Data were interpreted through a constant comparative method
(Boeije, 2010), which allowed themes to emerge. Data analyses were
completed in seven steps. First, the first and second authors inde-
pendently coded the first set of interviews to extract potentially
meaningful pieces of data in the transcripts. For differences, they
discussed the data until agreeing on the themes. Second, the first
author analyzed the second set of interviews, the bulletin board peer
discussion logs, and research writing assignments, and then the sec-
ond author checked the findings. Third, the researchers conducted
a second round of coding to detect key terms in the transcript data.
Some codes were combined during this process, whereas others were
split into subcategories (subthemes).

448 Study Habits and Learning Experiences



Fourth, two peer debriefers reviewed the codes to avoid potential
researcher biases. Coded data from each participant were compared
and similarities and differences in key terms identified. Fifth, the
researchers examined the final codes and organized them into a
hierarchical structure by individual and group coding percentage.
Sixth, all data and definitions of key terms were sent back to all
participants for a second round of member checking for final
confirmation. Last, the researchers grouped the codes into thematic
categories, which they then refined into recurring themes (Boeije,
2010).

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness of the findings in the study were secured
through triangulation, member checking, and peer debriefing.
Triangulation involves the use of multiple resources for evaluating
the accuracy of the data (Merriam, 1998). In this study, four data
resources (i.e., face-to-face interviews, bulletin board discussion logs,
computer-based quizzes and exams, and a research writing project)
were utilized for triangulation. Member checking reduces the effect
of subjective bias with participants being asked to acknowledge the
accuracy of the data (Patton, 2002). In this study, the researcher
sent copies of the analyzed themes from the assignments, online
peer discussions, and transcribed interview data to the participants
and asked them to verify the accuracy of the findings. Peer debrief-
ing involves data analysis not only by the inquirer’s implicit mind
but also by a distinguished peer, who separately analyzes the data
(Patton, 2002). In this study, two debriefers reviewed the codes from
the transcribed interview data in the data analysis.

Results

Across the four data sources, four interrelated themes under-
pinnedbythetheoryoftransactional distance emerged (Moore, 1997).
Those included (a) transition from experiential to visual learning,
(b) how to use a textbook in an online course, (c) computer-based
test anxieties, and (d) social justice and diversity sensitivity.

Transition From Experiential to Visual Learning

The first theme that emerged was the concerns in the transi-
tion from experiential to visual learning. All participants expressed
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anxiety about transitioning from experiential to visual learning in the
online course format. They were concerned about their instructor’s
visual use of video clips, photo images, and slideshow presentations
in the lectures, written assignments, and discussion assignments.
In the face-to-face courses, with which the participants had experi-
ence (i.e., the invasion games or the target games course), they had
experiential learning opportunities in pedagogy, assessment, and
evaluation of children’s movements. Experiential learning can direct
students’ attention toward motor skills and relevant pedagogy on
professional and resource relations (Knop, Tannehill, & O’Sullivan,
2001). One male participant, Zack, said,

Differences of face-to-face and online kinesiology courses
were that my course instructor helped [me] to assess what and
how to observe children’s motor skills during game courses.
I think that kinetic learning experiences were helpful to gain
knowledge and skills when I teach and coach motor skills
[that were developmentally age appropriate for children].
(Interview)

Zack also said,

Online course format was convenient, but I had to have
good writing skills for explaining what and how to observe
motor skills. T also did not receive instant feedback of how
to teach and coach in [a] timely manner. I was afraid of
making mistakes in online courses and I had to become an
independent learner who could solve learning barriers in
[an] online course. (Interview)

Another participant, Katheryn, posted and shared that she had
some challenges with video analysis of locomotor and object control
skill assessment:

I had to assess and evaluate elementary children’s locomotor
and object control skills through watching video clips. I am
[a] kinetic learner, so I can move and change my standing
positions, find appropriate positions (standing or knee
down), and evaluate children’s motor skills, but in video clips,
I could review and evaluate their performance from only one
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angle. That was a challenge. The benefit of video clips, I could
rewind and forward using slow motion analysis. (Bulletin
Board)

Katheryn felt that face-to-face and online course formats had
advantages and disadvantages. She also mentioned, “I should not
compare pros and cons with face-to-face and online courses, but it
was important that the instructor had clear expectations and pre-
dicted our learning outcomes from this online course” (E-Mail
Communication). She believed that the physical separation of learn-
ers and teachers profoundly affects teaching and learning.

How to Use a Textbook in an Online Course

The second theme that emerged was the changes in using a text-
book in an online course. Participants struggled to use the course
textbook in the online course, because the instructor did not follow
learning goals, key components, and terminology from the textbook,
because he believed that the textbook was not designed for an online
course format. The students believed that the textbook may become
less effective in an online course than in a lecture course. However,
participants relied on the textbooks for test preparation, research
writing projects, or video assessment analysis. In contrast, the stu-
dents appreciated that the instructor uploaded several supplemental
reading materials (practical teaching articles of how to teach chil-
dren motor skills from the Journal of Physical Education, Recreation,
and Dance and Strategies) that helped their learning. Vicki explained,

I had a hard time [using the] motor development textbook,
because in face-to-face courses, [the] instructor could stop
their lectures and re-explain the concepts. This means that
he or she could check for understanding based on observing
students’ facial expressions, but in this online course, the
instructor could not do [that]. (Discussion Log)

Vicki also had concerns about her online course:

I could not ask questions about chapter contents to [the]
online course instructor. Then, I kept reading and problems
were remaining and unsolved. I was less motivated to read
the textbooks. On the other hand, supplemental reading
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materials were great, because they included short, concise
charts and graphs that were helpful for my learning
experiences. (Interview)

Vicki felt that the textbook was not designed for the online course.
She believed that supplemental reading materials or open-access
reading materials are helpful for online courses. Similarly, Chuck
explained,

I used the textbook when I had to work on quizzes, exams,
and research writing projects. I used it, because I did not
want to miss any information on quizzes and exams as well
as research projects. I think our textbook was difficult to
use in the online course, because kinesiology courses must
be practical, but the textbook was written in the forms of
history, model, and theory. I feel PowerPoint lectures already
covered [that] information. I am less motivated to read [a]
textbook in the online course, but again I [used] it, because
of my exam, quizzes, and research projects. (Interview)

Chuck also said, “If I understood concepts and terminology
from reading the textbooks, I do not think I [would] need [the]
course instructor” (Interview). In this interview, he suggested that
the online course instructor may need to decide if students should
achieve similar or different learning goals and objectives in online
and face-to-face courses. Another participant, Ashley, was con-
cerned that students would have lower academic writing skills if the
course instructor did not require them to read the textbook, because
she believes that reading would result in improving writing skills.
She said, “I think I [improved] my writing skills through reading the
textbook. I am sure that many students struggle to overcome their
low academic writing skills” (Interview).

Computer-Based Test Anxieties

The third theme that emerged was the students’ anxieties of
computer-based tests. Students were extremely nervous about tak-
ing midterm online exams. They had debilitating text anxiety with
symptoms including an inability to concentrate, a fast heartbeat, and
headaches. They also had difficulty controlling calm breathing and
positive thoughts while they were taking exams, because they tended
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to overanalyze questions. When the students wanted to ask ques-
tions to the course instructor, they did not know how to formulate
their questions. Nina said,

When I was taking online exams, I was allowed to use my
notes and textbooks, but when I saw the exam format, there
were true and false questions, matching, [fill in the blanks],
short answers, and essay questions. I had to demonstrate
my memory skills, critical thinking, and application of
knowledge. (Interview)

Nina said that it was difficult to answer some questions of online
exams:

That was tough and I was nervous about answering questions,
especially short answers and essay question. These questions
were 25% to 30% of [the] total grade. I had extra pressure that
I had to answer them correctly, but when I was answering, I
was not sure my answers were in a right track or not. I wanted
to ask the course instructor, but I had to submit it before the
deadline, so I was unable to do. This was quite a challenge of
[the] online course that I did not know how to control my
anxiety. (Interview)

Nina overanalyzed some short-answer questions and lost a few
points from the answers. She said, “It did not mean that I did not
know, but my anxiety and nervousness negatively caused my test
results” (Interview). She learned that it would be helpful if the course
instructor posted exam-taking tips for completing an online test suc-
cessfully. Another participant, Katie, said,

I struggled to manage time periods. I only had two hours
to complete exams. It depends on how fast I executed
questions. I felt that short-answer and essay questions would
take more time, I wanted to reread sentences and make some
edits before the submission. That made me more anxious
and nervous during the exams. One exam covered five to six
different chapters and the course instructor showed me to
use textbooks and PowerPoints, but if I began to use them,
I would lose time, and would not be able to answer some
questions. That was tough. (Interview)
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Katie explained that the time limit during the online exams caused
her anxiety. Upon reviewing her test results, she noticed that she
repeatedly rephrased definitions of terminology on a few occasions
in the essay question.

Social Justice and Diversity Sensitivity

The fourth theme that emerged was students’ concerns about
social justice and diversity sensitivity (what and how to communi-
cate with other classmates) in the online course. They reported their
concerns because they did not know anything about their classmates’
ethnicity, culture, geographical location, and academic backgrounds.
They were afraid that they may offend others by positing their own
norms and opinions about motor skills, sport, culture, and behavior
based on their backgrounds. One example in the discussion board
was that Chuck unintentionally posted his comment about stereo-
types regarding White- and African American—-dominant sports.
Chuck and other participants felt that undergraduate students must
be sensitive to social justice and diversity issues, or otherwise they
might unintentionally disrespect others’ equity and equality and
adversely affect other classmates’ feelings and emotions in the online
course. Chuck explained,

I posted in the discussion board that African American
athletes have natural skills of power, agility, and strength.
My post [included] my stereotype viewpoints. One of [my]
female classmates pointed out that my comments were not
culturally sensitive. I realized that that female classmate was
African American, I recognized based on her first name. It
is hard to identify who read my posts and comments. I was
too sensitive and did not want to be rude to others’ emotions.
(E-Mail Communication)

Chuck agreed that he had limited social justice and diversity
context-specific knowledge of African American students. Katheryn
also said,

In online course, I had to understand something invisible
behind thescene of online courses.I never knew or understood
my classmates’ appearance, academic backgrounds, majors,
and communication patterns. I had to assess students’ gender,
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academic majors, and cultural backgrounds. No one told me
about how to become sensitive. (Interview)

Katheryn also explained,

I had to analyze my classmates and used my imagination
before replying [to] my classmates’ posts. That was quite
[challenging]. I had to try to see something invisible about
other classmates. Online or cyber communications were [a]
very unique format compared to face-to-face situation. I
started to think about how to respect human diversity from
this course. (Interview)

In the writing assignments, participants were required to answer,
for example, the question, “You are a physical education teacher. You
teach fitness. One of your boy students is an international student
from the Middle East and practices Ramadan (not allowed to eat
and drink in a daily fast from sunrise [Sahur] to sunset [Iftar], which
lasts between 28 and 30 consecutive days). How do you treat this
student? Do you require him to participate in fitness activities? If
he does not, what grade (A, B, C, D, F) do you give?” Participants
studied this controversial case using online research, an e-reserve
library search, and state educational law and regulations from the
state department of education website. Zack described,

It was difficult to answer these questions in [a] writing
assignment. I felt that there were no right and wrong answers,
but I had to explain my justification and rationale of why I
took actions. I think these questions were so important, but
I began to think about how the online course instructor
responded. I checked many websites, read articles, and did
research studies. I think social justice and diversity topics
were so important for this course. I thought that this course
is about motor skills and analysis. I think it is more than that.
(Interview)

Zack explained that the lifespan motor development course con-
sisted of scientific learning components such as kinetic terminology,
physical and physiological growth, and a medical model. However,
he felt that it was important for the online course instructor to
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provide assignments that required students to demonstrate critical
thinking in the course.

Discussion

This study investigated undergraduate students’ study habits
and learning experiences in an online lifespan motor development
course. Four themes emerged across the four data sources: (a) transi-
tion from experiential to visual learning, (b) how to use a textbook
in an online course, (¢) computer-based test anxieties, and (d) social
justice and diversity sensitivity.

Reconstructing the Roles of Teachers and Learners Is Essential

The first theme, transition from experiential to visual learning,
illustrated that the students had difficulties transitioning from expe-
riential learners to visual learners, and they felt that they were left to
determine their new role as the online learners and how to perform
that role within the online space. In previous face-to-face kinesiol-
ogy courses, these students had experiential learning (e.g., assessing
other students’ game performance) that helped them connect with
the subject matter in ways that cannot be done through textbooks or
lectures alone (Wright, 2000). Plus, the students had a clearer sense
of the roles that teachers and students should play in face-to-face
courses than they had in the online course. These physical educa-
tion majors agreed that the online course included four components:
(a) performance: views, estimated minutes watched, subscriber;
(b) engagement: audience, retention, comments, shares, and favor-
ites; (c) demographics: geographies; and (d) discovery: location or
sources in motor skills and chapter introductory video clips, slide-
show presentations, and images.

Based on the theory of transactional distance, when the online
course instructor includes multimedia in online teaching, the trans-
actional distance can get higher (Moore, 2013). For example, in
this study, the instructor (primary researcher) believed that imple-
menting short chapter introduction videos into the online lifespan
motor development course seemed useful at decreasing the dis-
tance with students. However, prerecorded videos increased the
distance between online course instructor and students because
online course teaching was highly structured and included minimal
teacher-learner dialogue (Moore, 2013).
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Korkut, Dornberger, Diwanji, Simon, and Marki (2015) suggest
that visual images and videos can be connected to online course
assignments. Students can rewatch the same video many times while
taking notes. In addition, the use of video and images for reviewing,
analyzing, and discussing critical aspects of motor skills can facili-
tate an expansion of experiential learning and professional (coaches,
instructors, and therapists) vision (Lewis, Moore, & Nang, 2015). In
fact, the students in this study found that the video assessment anal-
ysis assignment helped them improve their video-reflective practices
and observational skill development. The objective of this practice
was for the students to understand why they screen and monitor a
child’s gross motor skills the way they do, to shake off any constraints
to video assessment, and to produce new perspectives into students’
learning experiences (Palloff & Pratt, 2009).

Use of a Textbook Needs to Be Reconsidered

The second theme, how to use the textbook in an online course,
showed that all participants in the study were uncertain about how
to use their textbooks in the online course. They relied on the online
course instructor’s slideshows and supplemental materials more than
the textbook as sources of knowledge (Murden & Gillespie, 1997).
This might have been because they did not have sufficient time to
complete the reading tasks or did not have the skill to do so (Clump,
Bauer, & Bradley, 2004).

The students perceived that they would learn more in an online
course module when the textbook was not the central element (Marek
& Christopher, 2011). They only tended to skim through their text-
book at least once a week. They acknowledged that the online course
would be more enjoyable and less difficult if supplemental readings
were the main source of course content, as opposed to a traditional
textbook. When distance increases between online course instruc-
tors and students, students may choose not to read textbooks
because (a) they lack interest in the class, (b) they may have had bad
experiences with past online general required courses, (c) they may
believe that reading the textbook is not worth their effort, or (d) they
may not have developed good strategies for reading and using text-
books in online courses (Moore, 2013). The theory of transactional
distance claims that in the face-to-face class, providing students
with opportunities to ask questions or to see other students asking
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questions can decrease the relational distance between teacher and
student (Dockter, 2016). However, in the online learning environ-
ment, those opportunities are lacking, which results in an increased
transactional distance between the instructor and students.

Hence, it is crucial for instructors of online courses to use technol-
ogies and active learning techniques to engage students and promote
learning. Further, in online learning environments, instructors need
to consider the use and the role of textbooks in facilitating students’
learning (Murden & Gillespie, 1997). In general, undergraduate stu-
dents are more likely to complete their readings if the instructor has
them take a quiz or exam to check for their understanding, rather
than telling them that they would benefit professionally from the
knowledge in the textbook (Marek & Christopher, 2011). In fact, one
study indicated that a third of the undergraduate students completed
the required readings and showed a lack of intrinsic motivation for
reading textbooks in online courses (Clump et al., 2004). Thus, in
online courses, developing systems that make students accountable
of their learning is critical.

Different Options for Exams Are Recommended
for Different Learning Styles

The students felt that online exams were intimidating. They
wrestled with a concerning fear during the exams without having
anyone to share their feelings with (Clair, 2015). Test anxiety com-
prises affective (psychological arousal and emotionality), cognitive
(worry), and behavioral (procrastination and avoidance) compo-
nents, which together may interfere with academic achievement
(Zeidner, 1998). These anxiety components adversely affected
individuals and impaired their performance when they used a com-
puter system (Schult & McIntosh, 2004).

Moreover, in this study, the instructor used only a standard for-
mat of the online exams with a 2-hr time limit. The students were
allowed to take the exams when they felt ready to take them, and
thus, the students had a freedom to determine when to take the
exams (Hartley & Nicholls, 2008). However, the number of memory
retrieval cues available to students declined, and this offset any per-
formance gains (context-dependent memory effect). It is common
that instructors of online courses fail to realize the value of develop-
ing multiple ways that students can access the exams of online courses
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(Dockter, 2016). Hence, instructors’ effective communication and
providing multiple ways for assessing students’ understanding could
increase students’ learning (Moore, 1993).

Understanding of Social Justice and Diversity Sensitivity
Need to Be Addressed

Through the online platform, these physical education majors
learned the concepts of social justice, diversity, leadership, and civic
engagement by participating in the writing assignment and bulletin
board discussion and communication. They believed partnering up
with classmates from different cultural backgrounds (e.g., race, eth-
nicity, and gender) to support each other’s learning through sharing
perspectives, clarifying questions, and sharing responsibilities (i.e.,
partner-sharing learning) enhanced their own learning (Ukpokodu,
2008). However, some students explained that they faced challenges
related to social justice and diversity sensitivity through the online
course. This is not surprising considering some students have not
been exposed to wide variety of social justice and diversity issues nor
have they cultivated the cognitive and relational abilities necessary
for identifying and interpreting key experiences that become essen-
tial to their learning (Guthrie & McCracken, 2010).

Related to these challenges, online courses are especially
challenging because students typically do not know each other
(Oblinger, Barone, & Hawkins, 2001). In addition, typically there
is no single checklist for evaluating students’ learning outcomes
through their viewpoints, values, and needs of the online course.
Therefore, providing opportunities for students to critically reflect
their assumptions and beliefs is essential in online learning contexts
(Mezirow, 2000). Specifically, the online technologies (e.g., the form
of social networks or blackboard, e-library) and available resources
(e.g., open-access resources, videos) to be accessed throughout the
semester need to be reconsidered (Guthrie & McCracken, 2010).

Overall, the students faced some challenges in transitional
learning experiences from experiential (i.e., face-to-face instruc-
tion) to visual (i.e., online instruction) learning including the use
of the textbook, anxiety of online exams and quizzes, and the lack
of social interactions. However, the participants believed that the
online courses helped them learn to use new technologies and
online supplemental reading materials (how to access and store) that
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would help their future teaching and coaching. Further, the students
believed that the online courses helped them develop their time
management skills, critical thinking skills, and application of their
knowledge and skills to future teaching and coaching settings. As the
theory of transactional distance describes, the findings of this study
further support the transactional relation between teachers and stu-
dents in online learning environments (Rouse, 1991).

Recommendations

The undergraduate students in this study faced new challenges
and experiences in the online lifespan motor development course.
The students raised several concerns. Based on those concerns, four
recommendations for enhancing the quality of online course experi-
ences for undergraduate students are given.

First, the online course should adopt learner-centered activities,
such as group activities. As one of the students pointed out, experi-
ential activities play a critical role for students’ learning. Thus, adopt-
ing learner-centered activities that students can physically engage in
would help them to understand course content (Kaifi, Mujtaba, &
Williams, 2009). Further, with these types of experiential activities
(a group assessment of motor skill analysis), students could deter-
mine how to work together within their group (Hannafin, Hannafin,
& Gabbitas, 2009). By exchanging ideas as they progress through the
exercise, they can understand course material more thoroughly and
develop meaningful engagements with peers.

Second, instructors who teach online courses should provide
extensive feedback or guidance before students take exams. As the
students explained, they faced anxieties when taking quizzes and
exams in the online setting. Further, they described that additional
guidance could be helpful. Thus, providing extensive feedback and/
or guidance before students take quizzes and exams is recommended.

Third, instructors should consider providing students options
on testing environment, such as either online or in a classroom. In
the study, the students explained their emotional challenges of tak-
ing quizzes or exams online. Considering that students’ performance
could be better when they experience normal emotion than when
they are under pressure, providing different options of the test envi-
ronment could create an inclusive environment for different types of
learners.
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Last, instructors of online courses should provide opportuni-
ties for students to collaborate with other students and reflect on it
(Palloft & Pratt, 2009). As reported, the students face challenges rela-
tive to social justice and diversity among their peers in the study. Sujo
de Montes, Oran, and Willis (2002) suggested, “As online courses
become more culturally diverse . . . it is not safe to ignore issues of
race, ethnicity, and power, because the students are not physically
visible” (p. 268). Thus, instructors in online courses should pay
attention to social justice and diversity aspects in courses within the
context of technologies.

Conclusions

The results and subsequent recommendations in this study are
intended to improve students’ learning during online courses. This
study found that the instructor needs to explain how students could
improve on assignments. Students believed that feedback is a useful
tool that develops cognitive understanding, motivation, engage-
ment, and interpersonal connections (Mandermach, Gonzales, &
Garrett, 2014). It not only helps students learn online, but also keeps
them motivated, engaged, and connected to the online course. The
ideal online kinesiology course focuses on a set of student tasks
(i.e., lectures, projects, and assignments) that constitute the learning
experiences of the students either independently and/or collabora-
tively (Carr-Chellman & Duchastel, 2000). Although the study was
conducted in the context of the lifespan motor development online
course, the recommendations are applicable across different content
areas in the kinesiology field.
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