Title:
“From Isolation to Autonomy”: What Can a Teacher Do to Involve Students in a Web-

based Distance Course?
Author:
Marina Kostina, University of Iowa

Online distance education has gained popularity in the last decades and is expecting tremendous growth in the future. It has also brought come challenges, one of which is student retention. Dropout rates online are 15-20% higher than in face-to-face courses which may be caused by the lack of physical interaction and a feeling of isolation. Billions of dollars are spent annually on web-based distance learning (DL) which is still at an early stage of its development. 

Consequently, course designers, administrators and instructors need more understanding of how students perceive the elements of DL and how to apply these findings to enhance this new educational environment (Koohang & Durante, 2003). Despite the fact that many researchers agree on the importance of studying student perceptions, the majority of such studies are mostly quantitative in nature (Struyven et al., 2005). Adding a qualitative data would help discover new issues important to the students and provide even more depth to the study (Palermo, 2004; Scott, 2006). 

The present paper describes a pilot study that was developed utilizing a Mixed Methods Exploratory Model for studying students’ autonomy and student-teacher dialogue in a distance Russian language classroom. The qualitative data were used to explore the phenomenon of autonomy and to understand student perceptions of the student-teacher dialogue. The quantitative surveys were collected at the beginning and the end of the language course. Mixed methods brought an insight into the complex nature of student autonomy in the language classroom online. Suggestions for teachers on how make web-based learning experience more effective, will be discussed in detail by the author.
