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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between students’ 

perceptions of attitude towards blend courses, being motivated and goal-oriented, preference 

to learn in groups and prior experience with blended learning to overall satisfaction in 

blended courses. Data was collected through a web-based survey at the end of the fall and 

spring semesters of an academic year from three doctoral level blended courses. Doctoral 

students pursuing a PhD in Education enrolled in three different blended courses in a private 

university in the southern United States participated in this study. Significant correlations 

were found between students’ positive attitude toward blended learning, being motivated and 

goal-oriented and preference to learn in groups and overall satisfaction in blended courses. 

No significant relationship was found between prior blended learning experience and 

satisfaction level in a blended course. Additionally, this study found that gender, age and 

ethnicity did not account for any of the variability of student’s overall satisfaction in a 

blended course. 

 

KEYWORDS: Blended Learning, Motivation, Higher Education, Student Satisfaction, 

Doctoral Studies 

 

INTRODUCTION 

With the economic challenges in higher education in the 21st century, retention has 

become a very important issue for many universities. The competition over students has 

increased dramatically in the past few years. Many universities strive to find innovative 

solutions such as offering online programs and blended courses to increase their student 

enrollments. Around seven million students were enrolled in at least one online course in 

2012 (Allen & Seaman, 2012). The percentage increase in the number of online students in 

the past ten years has been higher than the percentage increase in the total number of students 
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enrolled in degree-seeking institutions of higher education in the same period. However, this 

increased enrollment in online courses has caused new challenges for universities.    

Research suggests that retention is one of the greatest challenges for universities 

offering online courses (Carr, 2000; O'Brien, 2002). Other studies have found that just as the 

increase in enrollment of online courses has been higher than other modalities, the failed 

retention rate for online courses is also greater than face-to-face courses (Frankola, 2001; 

Diaz, 2002). Many higher education administrators believe that lower retention rates for 

online courses are a barrier to the wide-spread adoption of online education in universities 

(Allen & Seaman, 2012).  

One of the factors contributing to lower retention rates is dissatisfaction of students 

with their online learning experience. Studies have found that design of the course, 

interactivity with faculty and other students, technical issues influence students’ satisfaction 

in online courses (Palmer, 2009; Frey, 2004; Swan, 2001; Boliger, 2004; Shu-hui, 2008). 

Students enrolled in online courses have significantly less satisfaction levels than students 

enrolled in face-to-face courses (summers, 2005). On the other hand, students who have had a 

previous online course have higher levels of satisfaction with their online experience than 

other students (Gallien, 2008).  

In recent years, there has been an increase in the number of courses in universities that 

use blended learning. Blended learning is defined as the thoughtful integration of classroom 

face-to-face learning experiences with online learning experiences (Garrison & Kanuka, 

2004; (Bonk & Graham, 2006).Studies have found that blended learning improves learning 

effectiveness (Singh & Reed, 2001). In online courses, students experience the loss of the 

sense of community which is correlated with retention (Rovai & Jordan, 2004). Blended 

learning overcomes this challenge as it allows meaningful interaction between students and 

faculty. Limited studies have showed that students are more satisfied with their experiences 

in blended learning environments (Woltering, 2009; Jones, 2008). However, there are very 

few studies that aimed to investigate the satisfaction level of students with blended learning. 

Additionally, the literature is thin on identifying factors that contribute to higher levels of 

satisfaction with blended learning. These limited studies focus more on undergraduate studies 

and there is a clear gap on the literature in regards to doctoral level courses. Doctoral students 

tend to be more non-traditional students and adult learners with different needs than 

undergraduate students. The purpose of this study was to (1) survey the satisfaction level of 

students enrolled in three blended doctoral courses, (2) Investigate the possible correlation of 

various factors with satisfaction in blended courses. 
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The following research hypotheses were tested: 

a. Students’ perceptions of attitude towards blended courses, being motivated and goal-

oriented, preference to learn in groups and prior experience with blended course are 

related to overall satisfaction in a blended course.  

b. Gender, age, and ethnicity are related to overall satisfaction in a blended course.  

 

THE REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Studies have found that blended learning has the potential to close the gaps between 

face-to-face and online courses (Jones, 2008). However, many factors contribute to success 

and satisfaction in blended courses. Students who have motivation and are goal oriented are 

much more likely to achieve better success in their academic career than those who lack these 

qualities. According to Hsieh, Sullivan, and Guerra (2007), academic standing of students 

was certainly related to goals and self-efficacy among students. In their research study, they 

concluded that the students who were in good academic standing were also self-efficient and 

goal oriented. Simply put, the students on academic probation, GPA lower than 2.0, lacked 

goal orientation and self-effectiveness, and this lead to the decrease success in their college 

career. Crede´ and Kuncel (2008) explained in their study that motivation of a student as well 

as study skills, positively correlates with an increase in their overall GPA. They determined 

that these two factors have the strongest correlation with academic success.  

Though motivation is important for success, there are other factors that attribute to a 

college students life as well.  Social interactions, among college students, seem to play an 

important role in their lives. According to Edwards, Hershberger, Russell, and Markert, 

(2001), negative social exchanges and stress among students negatively impacted their 

physical well-being. On the contrary, positive social support did not directly affect better 

health among these students.  It was concluded that the students do not necessarily need 

positive social support, but the lack of negative interactions is what is important. If students 

have a decline in their physical well-being, they are going to have a more difficult time being 

successful.  

Other things that influence a student’s satisfaction and ultimately success are their 

interest, attitudes, emotions, and stress. In addition, student faculty interactions another 

important factor to satisfaction in blended courses. Motivation, attitude, and decision making 

are all affected by a student’s interest in their area of study, stress, and their health. It is 

known, and widely researched, that all of these things will either increase or decrease 

students will to learn and participate and, in turn, increase or decrease their achievement and 
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level of success. Nummenmaa and Nummenmaa (2008) explain that the emotions and 

interest of a student has a positive effect on their commitment in traditional classroom 

learning. These factors affect students’ intellectual functioning and effectiveness within their 

studies as well as their day to day activities. 

Learning environment is strongly associated with a student’s satisfaction and success. 

All of the precipitating factors contribute to a students learning environment but the effect of 

the environment itself is crucial to success. Nummenmaa and Nummenmaa (2008) described 

in their work that it is valuable to a student when they are familiar with their learning 

environment versus when they are not. This is so they can develop an interest within that 

environment and they can become familiar with it before it begins to affect their success. A 

student’s participation is an important influence on their ability to learn. Those students who 

engage more in class and show active participation have improved learning versus those who 

don’t (Dunn, Honigsfeld, & Doolan, 2009). 

There has been extensive research done on the factors contributing to satisfaction 

levels of students in traditional courses, but the literature is very thin on blended learning. 

Little is known about the challenges of blended learning and the culture of blended learning 

in general. Blended learning is becoming increasingly popular among traditional and non-

traditional students in universities. When one thinks of online or blended learning, it is falsely 

assumed that there is minimal or no social relationship in the classroom. However, there is a 

community within an online or blended class and this community affects the success and 

satisfaction of a student (Bonk & Graham, 2006). Students who have high community 

presence were more satisfied with their learning experience and the instructor than those 

students who were not as socially present (Richardson& Swan,2003).This means that even 

though the student is not physically sitting in a classroom, they are still actively participating 

within their social realm. These students, in particular, have better satisfaction in their 

academic life. There is a need for online learners to have a social network with constructive 

feedback from their peers (Speece, 2012). Having a community based online class with many 

different group-oriented influences can positively affect the student’s outcome and 

participation within a course.  

Faculty-student interaction is also important to a college student’s satisfaction and 

success. In the traditional college educational experience, there are many limitations to such 

meaningful interaction. Usually, the hours that students can contact instructors on campus are 

very limited. Many students that have full-time jobs cannot are working during the office 

hours designated by professors. However, this challenge is not relevant in the online or 
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blended environment. Students that communicate with their professors during customized e-

office hours, have higher levels of satisfaction than other students (Li & Pitts, 2009). By 

increasing students’ satisfaction level in the course, they are going to be more motivated and 

have a higher desire to participate within that class, thus, increasing their chance of success.  

 

METHODS 

 The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate the satisfaction level of 

students enrolled in three blended doctoral courses and the possible correlation of various 

factors with student satisfaction. This study aimed to answer the following research 

questions: 

1. How satisfied are students enrolled in three doctoral level blended courses with their 

learning experience? 

2. To what extent do these contributing factors correlate with overall satisfaction of 

students enrolled in three doctoral level blended courses? 

3. To what extent do gender, age and ethnicity make a difference on the satisfaction of 

students enrolled in three doctoral level blended courses? 

The following research hypotheses were tested: 

a. Students’ perceptions of attitude towards blended courses, being motivated and goal-

oriented, preference to learn in groups and prior experience with blended course are 

related to overall satisfaction in a blended course.  

b. Gender, age, and ethnicity are related to overall satisfaction in a blended course.  

This study utilized a correlational prediction design. In a prediction design, 

researchers seek to anticipate outcomes by using certain variables as predictors (Creswell, 

2008). The objective of a prediction research design is to “identify variables that will predict 

an outcome” (p. 359). Data was collected at the end of the fall and spring semesters of one 

academic year from three doctoral level blended courses. Doctoral students pursuing a PhD in 

Education enrolled in three different blended courses in a private university in the southern 

United States participated in this study. Participation was voluntarily and data was collected 

at the end of the semester after final grades were turned in by the instructor of the course. 

This was an anonymous and confidential study and only aggregate results were reported. The 

sample size included 36 doctoral students enrolling in blended courses in a private university 

in southern US.  

Since no instrument was found to collect the data needed to answer the research 

questions, the researcher created a web-based survey. The survey had questions on 
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demographics, the possible factors related to satisfaction and overall satisfaction with the 

blended course. The possible factors were derived from the review of the literature. The 

survey was first shown to a panel of experts and after modification validity and reliability 

were tested resulting in a Cronbach’s alpha of .72. The survey was uploaded to “Survey 

Monkey” and a link was sent to the participants. The survey was available online for a short 

period of time. SPSS version 19 was used to run appropriate statistical analysis including 

descriptive and inferential statistics. 

 

FINDINGS 

The majority of participants were female and Hispanic students. Table 1 illustrates the 

demographics of the participants. 

Table 1 

Demographic profile of participants   

Variable    Frequency  Percentage 
Gender         

 Female    21   58.3% 

 Male    15   41.7% 

Age 

 Younger than 30    4   11.1% 

 30-39    12   33.3% 

 40-49    11   30.6% 

 Over 50      9   25.0% 

Ethnicity 

 Hispanic   17   47.2% 

 African American    3     8.3% 

 Caucasian   14   38.9% 

Other      2     5.6% 

Years of work experience 

 5 years or less     4   11.1% 

 6-10 years     2     5.6% 

 11-19 years   11   30.6% 

20-29 years   10   27.8% 

Over 30 years      9   25.0% 

   Total for each variable  36   100% 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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The majority of participants were very satisfied with their learning experience in a blended 
course. Table 2 illustrates the overall satisfaction level with learning experience in a blended course. 

 

Table 2 

Satisfaction level of participants 

Satisfaction level   Frequency  Percentage 

Very satisfied      26   72.2% 

Satisfied       7   19.4% 

Somewhat satisfied     3     8.3% 

Dissatisfied      0     0.0% 

 

Total     36    100% 

 

Most of the participants indicated that the contributing factors stated on the survey are very 

relevant to the success in a blended course. Table 3 illustrates the responses of participants to 

these items in the survey. 

 

Table 3 

Perception of participants on relevance of factors contributing to success 

Factors     Very relevant Somehow relevant Not relevant 

Being motivated    30  5  1 

Being goal-oriented    33  2  1 

Positive attitude toward blended learning 27  9  0 

Being open to new experiences   34  2  0 

Prior experience in blended learning  19  9  8 

Preference in learning in groups      10           22  4   

 

Spearman rho correlation coefficients were calculated for the relationship between 

satisfaction with blended learning and the above possible contributing factors. A moderate 

positive correlation was found (rho = .667, p< .01) between having a perceived positive 

attitude toward blended learning and actual satisfaction with blended learning. A moderate 

positive correlation was found (rho = .448, p< .01) between having a preference in learning in 

groups and actual satisfaction with blended learning.A weak to moderate correlation was (rho 

= .351, p< .05) between being motivated and satisfaction level in a blended course. A weak to 
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moderate correlation was (rho = .374, p< .05) between being goal-oriented and satisfaction 

level in a blended course.  

No significant correlations were found between having prior experience in blended learning 

and satisfaction level in a blended course. Similarly, no significant correlation was found 

between openness to new experiences and satisfaction level in a blended course. Table 4 

illustrates the correlation coefficient between the possible contributing factors and 

satisfaction level in a blended course. 

 

Table 4 

Correlation between possible contributing factors and satisfaction level 

Factors        rho Significance  

Being motivated      .351  .036 

Being goal-oriented      .374  .025 

Positive attitude toward blended learning   .667  .000 

Being open to new experiences               -.009  .959 

Prior experience in blended learning    .171  .318 

Preference in learning in groups                   .448  .006   

 

Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric test was conducted to examine the relationship between age 

and satisfaction level. Age did not make a statistically significant difference on satisfaction 

level in a blended course (p>.05).Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric test was conducted to 

examine the relationship between ethnicity and satisfaction level. Ethnicity did not make a 

statistically significant difference on satisfaction level in a blended course (p>.05). Mann-

Whitney U non-parametric test was conducted to examine the relationship between gender 

and satisfaction level. Gender did not make a statistically significant difference on 

satisfaction level in a blended course (p>.05). Table 5 illustrates the results of the non-

parametric tests. 

Table 5. 

Results of non-parametric tests on satisfaction level 

Ind.Variable Test   Significance  Chi-Square  

Age  Kruskal-Wallis .962   0.290 

Ethnicity  Kruskal-Wallis .407   2.904  

Gender  Mann-Whitney .967   
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CONCLUSIONS 

As mentioned earlier in the review of the literature, being motivated and goal-oriented 

are two factors that correlate with student success and overall satisfaction level in traditional 

classes. This is true for traditional students and online learning students. Students who are 

self-motivated find that this is quality, in itself, is a valuable advantage to their experience 

and prevents them from becoming bored or having a loss of attentiveness, (Roper, 2007). The 

results of this study showed that blended classes are no different than face-to-face classes 

when it comes to the relationship of these two variables and student satisfaction levels. 

Studies have showed that having prior online classes is correlated with satisfaction 

level in online classes. This study found that having prior experience in blended learning is 

not correlated with satisfaction level in a blended course. The factor that had the strongest 

correlation with satisfaction level was having a positive attitude toward blended learning. 

Students that begin a blended with too much skepticism and pessimism end up having lower 

satisfaction levels than other. On the contrary, students that begin a blended course with a 

positive attitude, even if they have never taken a blended course in their past, have higher 

levels of satisfaction with their learning experience. Age, gender and ethnicity have been 

found to significantly affect online behavior (Chyung, 2007). Gender accounts for some of 

the variability of students’ overall satisfaction while age does not account for any of the 

variability (Richardson, 2003). This study found that gender, age and ethnicity did not 

account for any of the variability of student’s overall satisfaction in a blended course.  

Further studies are recommended to investigate the nature of the relationship between 

the contributing factors this study found to have significant correlation with satisfaction level. 

It is recommended to duplicate this study using a larger sample. A qualitative study is 

suggested to examine the relationship between negative attitudes toward blended learning and 

low student satisfaction levels in blended courses. According to Angiello (2010) traditional 

education and online education are two very different concepts. However, there are many 

similarities between the two that often are overshadowed by their differences. Even though a 

class is online, it is not the media-oriented part of the class that help the student enrich their 

learning. Online classes do not mean that achievements will be made more easily or more 

difficulty in this environment. It is necessary that online students, as well as traditional 

students, have the same qualities to be successful within their academic life. Learning is the 

core of what universities do. It is a complex issue and it requires creating meaningful learning 

opportunities in effective learning environments for students. Blended learning hasn’t yet 

fulfilled its promises (Bonk & Graham, 2006). Blended learning has so much to offer. It is up 
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to the educators and universities to design interactive experiences for the next generation of 

blended learners.   
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