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This research aims to examine the opinions of Turkish higher education students who receive distance
education compulsorily due to the COVID-19 pandemic about the distance education learning
environments. The data were collected through Distance Education Learning Environments Scale-Turkish
Version (DELES-TR) from 3,025 students in 75 different departments at 66 Turkish universities. The study
is designed within descriptive survey method. The data were analyzed using independent t-test and one-
way ANOVA tests. The results showed that students were indecisive about the distance education
learning environments in general and its two sub-dimensions namely ‘Personal Relevance and Authentic
Learning’ and ‘Student Interaction and Collaboration” while they partially agreed on “Active learning and
Student Autonomy’ and ‘Instructor Support’. The results also showed that student opinions about Student
Interaction and Collaboration differed significantly in favor of those who received distance education in
online learning environments. Students reported that they would prefer online learning environments if
they were given the opportunity to choose between in-person and online education, and their opinions
differed significantly in favor of those who had access to the distance education via a laptop computer.
Further results are discussed within the related literature and several recommendations are made
accordingly.
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1. Introduction

Human history is full of contagious diseases of different content and effect levels. Contagious
diseases, which have affected not only infected individuals but also the whole society from
different perspectives (Parildar, 2020), are classified as outbreak, epidemic and pandemic
depending on their domains. In the medical literature, an outbreak is defined as the clear higher
incidence of an infectious disease than expected in a particular community, region or season
(Hacimustafaoglu & Oniirmen, 2018). An epidemic, which is expressed as the spread of a disease
to a vast number of people in a certain population rapidly, is called a pandemic when it spreads
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rapidly to different regions and continents (Selvi, 2012). In other words, the main reason for
defining an epidemic as a pandemic is expressed as spreading to more than one continent or all
over the world (Hays, 2005). Today, global travel and migration movements cause epidemics to
transform into pandemics really fast.

A current example of such a transformation is the COVID-19 virus outbreak, which emerged in
Wubhan, China on December 1, 2019, (Jiang & Xu, 2021) and rapidly turned into an epidemic and a
pandemic subsequently (Frutos et al., 2020). In this process, each country had to enforce different
measures such as nationwide quarantine, curfew, national emergency, etc. Besides, considering to
close schools as a useful precaution to prevent the spread of infectious diseases (Braunack-Mayer
et al,, 2013; Anderson et al.,, 2020), many countries also interrupted face-to-face education in
schools and replaced it with distance education (Di Domenico et al., 2020).

Similarly, all public and private schools in Turkey were closed on March 16, 2020 and the whole
country switched to distance education (Ministry of National Education [MoNE], 2020). Although
it is still debated whether distance education can replace face-to-face education (Zhang et al., 2020),
students have been continuing their education in distance education learning environments since
then. Felix (2001) suggests that students who study in online learning environments voluntarily
benefit from these environments more than the others. However, under the current conditions,
students have no choice but to receive distance education compulsorily, which makes it important
to take the opinions of students about their distance education learning environments.

1.1. Literature Review

Distance education, which became an important part of the curricula in the late 1970s (Sewart et
al., 2020), is a computer-based teaching method where any student interaction takes place outside
the classroom (Moore et al., 2011). Researchers claim that distance education saves students from
transportation problems and relieves them economically by reducing their expenditures (Traxler,
2018; Umek et al., 2015). In addition, some claim that distance education can be as effective as
formal education (Bernard et al., 2004) and that students can achieve equal (Jahng et al., 2007;
Machtmes & Asher, 2000; Shachar & Neumann, 2003) or even more (Zhao et al., 2004) academic
success in distance education.

However, in the current pandemic period, the possible negative consequences of closing schools
and replacing face-to-face education with distance education compulsorily should also be
addressed. Many countries had to switch to distance education nationwide without having enough
time and opportunity to make up their shortages in terms of readiness for distance education,
which is a multidimensional condition varying from learning motivation (Fairchild et al., 2005)
and self-efficacy related to using computer and internet (Hung et al., 2010) to the self-efficacy
related to communicating in an online learning environment (Roper, 2007).

When people involved in the distance education (students, teachers, etc.) do not have the
required education and readiness, the distance education learning environments are to be shaped
during the learning-teaching process (Kaufman & Buckner, 2019). In this case, it is essential to
consider how students can adapt to and gain from distance education satisfactorily because
students' interactions and collaborations with teachers (Kaufmann & Tatum, 2017) and other
students (Bernard et al, 2009) differ in the context of face-to-face education and distance
education. Therefore, our knowledge and experience in face-to-face education may not be fully
applicable to distance education practices (Sellnow & Kaufmann, 2017).

It is suggested that distance education affects students’ participation, or engagement, in
learning activities as well (Czerkawski & Lyman, 2016; Richardson, 2020). One-way information
flow from teacher to students is not sufficient in distance education (Mattar, 2018) and active
participation of students in learning activities should be increased through multi-faceted
communication and various interaction opportunities (Wallace, 2003). However, implementing
active learning strategies and techniques in distance education is not as easy as in face-to-face
education (Considine & Dean, 2003). Visual and auditory interactions between students and
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teachers happen naturally and simultaneously in face-to-face education (Hirumi, 2002), but it is
necessary to provide appropriate communication tools and opportunities to ensure such
interaction in distance education (Bernard et al., 2009).

Another factor that must be addressed in distance education is instructor support and feedback.
Students who are given the support and feedback to evaluate their learning processes and
outcomes in face-to-face education need personal and individual feedback from the instructor
rather than just technology-based feedback in distance education learning environments
(Weinhandl et al., 2020). That is because, through such feedback and support, instructors ensure
that students actively engage in learning activities (Martin & Dowson, 2009).

Distance education is a planned educational system requiring various written, audio or
audiovisual materials, tools, communication technologies and methods (Isman, 2011) and it can be
accessed by internet or web-based technologies (Dabbagh & Bannan-Ritland, 2005). Designers of
distance education learning environments should consider the constantly changing needs of
students regarding these tools, technologies and methods (Cronje, 2016) and select appropriate
ones to transfer course contents to students by taking the interactions between students and
instructors into account (SOU Distance Education Center, 2009).

Putting forward a conversational approach, Laurillard (2000) states that especially university
education should enable student interaction with other students, instructors and the content. The
communication and interaction of students in distance education learning environments is
considered essential in terms of not only students’ academic achievement, personality
development (Kareal & Klema, 2006) or individual learning (Kaymak & Horzum, 2013), but also
their satisfaction with the distance education learning environments (Lesht & Schejbal, 2020). This
satisfaction from, or trust in, the learning environments in turn affects their achievements,
interaction and attitudes (Haar, 2018).

Students are also provided with individual, flexible and independent learning environments in
distance education (Cerezo et al., 2010; Delen et al., 2014; Usun, 2006). This is essential in distance
education as students’ perceptions about their autonomy and participation in decision making
processes have positive effects on their academic performances (Wayne et al., 2013). Basar and
colleagues (2019) state that students' perceptions and opinions about the distance education
process are considered as the main factors affecting the efficiency of distance education. Therefore,
students' opinions and perceptions about distance education learning environments are vital for
achieving the educational goals by continuing the process in a healthy and effective way.

The COVID-19 pandemic led to an unexpected total transition to distance education in Turkey,
like the rest of the world. From primary to high school, the Turkish MoNE developed a common
plan of action and imposed it throughout the country for all grade levels. However, as for the
Higher Education, every university planned their own distance education programs. The
instructors in these universities were caught unprepared and had to get accustomed to this new
and unexpected condition rapidly. In this sense, it would be useful to shed light on the distance
education learning environments in terms of “personal relevance and authentic learning”, “teacher
support”, “active learning and student autonomy”, and “student interaction and cooperation”
through students” opinions.

In addition to contributing to the related literature, the study is designed to raise worldwide
scientific interest in conducting qualitative or mixed-method studies to investigate the distance
education learning environments so that effective methods and strategies can be developed to
ensure ‘personal relevance and authentic learning’, “teacher support’, ‘active learning and student
autonomy’, and ‘student interaction and cooperation” in distance education learning
environments.

Many research studies have been conducted on distance education during the COVID-19
pandemic period (Abbasi et al., 2020; Alan et al., 2020; Asio & Bayucca, 2021; Boggiano et al., 2020;
Drucker & Fleischhauer, 2021; Hebebci et al., 2020; Kaufmann & Vallade, 2020; Klapproth et al.,
2020; Miralay, 2020; Muthuprasad et al., 2020; Sakarya & Zahal, 2020). However, these studies have
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mostly investigated students' perceptions about distance education. The difference and
significance of this study is that it aims to determine students' views about learning environments
in distance education specifically rather than focusing on distance education in general. In
addition, it is thought that the study will reveal more generalizable results compared to similar
studies due to the large size of its sampling.

1.2. Research Problem

This study aims to examine the opinions of the Turkish higher education students, who have been
receiving distance education as a compelled substitute for face-to-face education due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, about the distance education learning environments. As Richardson et al.
(1999) stated, variables such as gender, age, and prior education are essential in evaluating online
learning programs and environments as they affect students’ academic achievements in and
preferences between distance and face to face learning environments. So, these variables were
taken into account in this study.

A compulsory switch to distance education, which has been put into action in Turkey and
throughout the world for the first time in history, has resulted in new problems regarding the
efficiency and quality of education. Therefore, it is considered important to reveal the Turkish
higher education students’ opinions about their experiences in distance education learning
environments as they have been receiving distance education since March 16, 2020. In this context,
the following questions were sought:

1. What are Turkish higher education students” opinions about distance education learning
environments?

2. Do Turkish university students” opinions about;

a. distance education learning environments,
b. personal relevance and authentic learning,
c. teacher support,
d. active learning and student autonomy,
e. student interaction and cooperation,
differ significantly in terms of;
* receiving education online or offline,
» their preference to receive education online or offline,
* the resource through which they access distance education,
* the tools with which they access to lessons in the distance education environment.

2. Method
2.1. Research Design

The study is designed as a quantitative research study using a descriptive design with a survey as
the primary data gathering instrument. Quantitative research serves to explain certain phenomena
through numerical data analyzed with mathematical or statistical methods (Aliaga & Gunderson,
2002). In descriptive research, researcher aims only to describe individuals, events, or conditions
by studying them as they are in nature without manipulating any of the variables (Houser, 2008).
Survey method is a quantitative research approach aiming to describe a past or present case,
individual or object as it is and within its own conditions (Karasar, 2006) and it enables researchers
to investigate for insight into a particular situation that occurs within a specified time (Aypay,
2020).

2.2. Sampling

The sampling of the study consists of 3025 university students who studied in 75 different
departments of 66 Turkish universities between June 2020 and December 2020. The participants
are comprised of 2095 female and 930 male students.
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2.3. Data Collection Tools and Procedure

In this study, the data was collected through the Distance Education Learning Environments Scale-
Turkish version (DELES-TR). The original scale, called the Distance Education Learning
Environments Scale (DELES) was developed by Walker (2003) and the Turkish version used in this
research was adapted into Turkish by Ozkok et al. (2009). As a result of the confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) of the version of the scale developed for the Turkish higher education context, it
was concluded that the scale, which consisted of 34 items in 6 dimensions, was valid and the
Cronbach alpha score proved that it was also reliable (Ozkok et al., 2009). The dimensions of the
scale were named as Instructor Support with 8 items, Student Interaction and Collaboration with 6
items, Personal Relevance with 7 items, Authentic Learning with 5 items, Active Learning with 3
items and Student Autonomy with 5 items. The scale was a 5-likert type one from 1 (totally
disagree) to 5 (totally agree) and had no reversed items.

In order to use this scale, permission was requested from the researcher via e-mail and the
ethics committee approval was obtained from the Ethics Committee of Nigde Omer Halisdemir
University. As the scale could not be applied face to face due to pandemic conditions, it was
published online via Google forms and announced to the students by university instructors.

2.4. Validity and Reliability Analysis

The validity and reliability of the scale were tested within the data obtained from the sampling of
the research. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) value was found to be .973 in the EFA test conducted
to test the validity of the scale. Since the Bartlett's Test of Sphericity result was also significant
(p<0.05), it was decided that factor analysis could be performed on the scale. In the confirmatory
factor analysis, it was concluded that the values of the items in the scale ranged from .588 to .812
and that the scale was comprised of four factors.

Since two of the factors obtained by CFA are combined with the others in this sampling, the
expressions in the relevant factors were combined. In this context, the first factor explains 20.97%
of the scale and is entitled Personal Relevance and Authentic Learning. The second factor explains
17.63% of the scale and is entitled Teacher Support. The remaining factors, entitled Active Learning
and Student Autonomy and Student Interaction and Collaboration, explain 16.29% and 14.57% of the
scale respectively. The entire scale explains 69.46% of the features to be measured, which shows
that the scale is valid.

In the Cronbach alpha test conducted to determine the reliability of the scale, the values of the
four dimensions, namely ‘Personal Relevance and Authentic Learning’, ‘Instructor Support’,
‘Active Learning and Student Autonomy” and ‘Student Interaction and Collaboration’, were found
as .96, .94,.92 and .93 respectively. The Cronbach alpha result for the whole scale was found to be
.97, which indicated that the scale was highly reliable. In order to analyze the data obtained from
the scales, Skewness and Kurtosis values were examined and it was observed that all variables
were normally distributed (between +1.96 and -1.96). Thus, normality tests were carried out.

In this study, a quasi-experimental research design is employed in order to determine students’
perceptions towards the community of inquiry in terms of cognitive, social, and teaching presence
as well as their interaction levels.

3. Findings

In this section, the findings regarding the views of Turkish higher education students, who have to
continue their education in distance education environments compulsorily due to the COVID-19
pandemic, about distance education environments are included. The data were analyzed by taking
different variables into account and the findings are presented based on the research questions and
sub-questions respectively. The rank values of this 5-likert type scale were accepted as Disagree
between 1 and 1.80, Partly Disagree between 1.81 and 2.59, Not Sure between 2.60 and 3.39, Partly

Agree between 3.40 and 4.19, and Agree between 4.20 and 5.00. The whole scale and its dimensions
were evaluated based on these values. The results regarding the 1st research question, which is
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“What are the opinions of Turkish higher education students about distance education learning
environments?”, are presented in Table 1.

Table 1

Distance education learning environment views of Turkish higher education students

Dimensions N Min  Max Mean SD  Agreement
Personal Relevance and Authentic Learning 3025 1.00 500 325 1.13 Not sure
Instructor Support 3025 1.00 500 350 114 Partly agree
Active Learning and Student Autonomy 3025 1.00 5.00 3.64 1.04 Partlyagree
Student Interaction and Collaboration 3025 1.00 500 271 127 Notsure
Whole Scale 3025 1.00 500 3.30 96 Not sure

Table 1 shows that the students were “Not sure” about ‘Personal Relevance and Authentic
Learning’, ‘Student Interaction and Collaboration’, and the whole scale. This finding means that
students did not have negative or positive opinions about their distance education learning
environments in general. Also, they were not sure whether distance education learning
environment supported students’ personal relevance and provided opportunities for authentic
learning, and interaction and collaboration between students. On the other hand, they partially
agreed about “Active learning and Student Autonomy” and ‘Instructor Support’. In this context, it
can be stated that students think they, to some extent, receive instructor support and are provided
with active learning and student autonomy opportunities. Findings related to the 1st sub-problem
of the 2nd research question, which aims to examine the participants” opinions in terms of whether
they receive education on-line or off-line, are given in Table 2.

Table 2
T-test results on the views on distance education learning environment
Dimensions Modality N Mean SD t p
Personal Relevance and Authentic Online 1955 3.26 1.13 1.219 223
Learning Offline 1070 3.21 1.12

Online 1955 3.57 1.12 4.755 .000*
Instructor Support Offline 1070 336 116
Active Learning and Student Online 1955 3.62 103 1.176 240
Autonomy Offline 1070 3.67 1.05
Student Interaction and Online 1955 3.26 1.13 3.655 .000*
Collaboration Offline 1070 3.21 1.12

Online 1955 3.57 1.12 2.381 .017*
Whole Scale Offline 1070 3.36 1.16
*<0.05

According to Table 2, students” opinions regarding distance education learning environment as
a whole as well as the ‘Instructor Support” and ‘Student Interaction and Collaboration” dimensions
show a statistically significant difference based on the type of distance education they receive -
online or offline distance education. The difference is found to be in favor of the ones who receive
online distance education. This means that, while those who received distance education offline
did not have a negative or positive opinions about their distance education learning environments,
the students who received distance education online favored their distance education learning
environments as a whole. In addition, they agreed that their online learning environments
provided them with instructor support, and student interaction and collaboration to some extent.
Table 3 presents the findings about the 2nd sub-problem of the 2nd research question, which
examines students’ preferences between online or offline distance education.
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Table 3 shows that Turkish Higher Education students’” opinions regarding distance education
environments and the four dimensions of the scale differ significantly in terms of their preferences
about how to receive distance education. The results of the Scheffe test, which was conducted to
determine the source of the difference, revealed that the average score of the participants who
would prefer to take courses online is higher than those of the other participants regarding the
whole scale and all its dimensions. This indicates that students who prefer online distance
education had more positive opinions about distance education learning environment both as a
whole and in terms of its dimensions. Also, there is a statistically significant difference between
students” opinions in terms of their preference between receiving distance education offline and
through files uploaded. The difference was in favor of those who prefer distance learning through
files uploaded. In other words, students preferred to use uploaded files in distance education
learning environments rather than receiving offline education. The 3rd sub-problem of the 2nd
research question was about the students” opinions on distance education learning environments
in terms of the resource of their access to distance education. The results of this sub-problem are
given in Table 4.

Table 4 represents that the views of Turkish higher education students on distance education
learning environments and the sub-dimensions of the scale show a statistically significant
difference in terms of the source of their access to distance education. According to the results of
the Scheffe test, the average score of those who access to distance education via the Internet from
their houses is higher in the entire scale and all its sub-dimensions than that of the participants
who receive distance education via mobile phone internet packages and other internet
providers/resources (e.g. from the homes of relatives/neighbours). As for the difference between
access to distance education via mobile phone internet packages and other internet resources, it is
concluded that the average score of the participants who receive distance education via mobile
phone internet packages is higher than that of the participants who have access to distance
education via other internet. Findings regarding the 4th sub-problem of the 2nd research question,
which investigates the participants” opinions on distance learning environments in terms of the
tools they use to access to distance education, are given in Table 5.

Table 5
One -Way ANOVA test results on the views of the students on distance education learning environment in
terms of distance education tools/ gadgets

. . Sum o Mean Source of Difference
Dimensions Groups Squar{s df Square F p (Scheffe )f ff
Personal Between Groups  57.504 3 19.168 15341 .000*

Relevance and ~ Within Groups 3774.605 3021 1.249 Laptop computer-
Authgntlc Total 3832.109 3024 Smart phone
Learning
Instructor Be.tw.een Groups 78.409 3 26.136  20.513 .000* Laptop computer-
Support Within Groups 3849.096 3021 1.274 Smart phone
Total 3927505 3024
Active Learning Between Groups  62.825 3 20942  19.799 .000* Laptop computer-
and Student Within Groups 3195421 3021 1.058 Smart phone
Autonomy Total 3258.247 3024 P
Student Between Groups 72.732 3 24244 15266 .000* Lapton computer-
Interactionand ~ Within Groups 4797.833 3021 1.588 Smirtp hom}:
Collaboration  Total 4870.566 3024 P
Between Groups  65.152 3 21.717 24119 .000* Laptop computer-
Whole Scale Within Groups 2720.142 3021 900 Smart phone
Total 2785295 3024 P
*p<0.05

According to the values in Table 5, the views of Turkish higher education students on distance
education learning environments significantly differ in the total scale and all its sub-dimensions in
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terms of the tools by which they access to the lessons. The results of the Scheffe test conducted to
determine the source of the difference reveal that the average score the participants got from the
scale who follow the lessons with a laptop computer are higher than that of the participants who
receive distance education with a smart phone. This finding shows that, compared to those who
receive distance education with a smart phone, students who receive distance education with a
laptop had more positive opinions about distance education learning environments.

4. Discussion and Conclusion
4.1. Student Opinions about Distance Education Learning Environments

The first research question of the study investigates the opinions of Turkish Higher Education
students, who continue their education in distance education learning environments compulsorily
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, on distance education learning environments. According to the
results of the research, students are generally indecisive about distance education learning
environments, which indicates that they are not sure whether distance education learning
environments are qualified or not in terms of providing teacher support, enabling student
communication and collaboration, addressing personal relevance, and supporting authentic
(realistic) learning, active learning, student autonomy and satisfaction. Similar results were
obtained in three different studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic process in which
this study was also conducted (Alan et al., 2020; Boggiano et al., 2020; Karakus, et al., 2020).
Boggiano et al. (2020) concluded that university students are concerned about the quality of their
education and that some participants of the study thought of even taking a break from their
studies for a semester and waiting until they receive quality face-to-face education again. Alan et
al. (2020) also revealed that students' perceptions about distance education are negative (below
average). Karakus et al. (2020) found that students generally have negative perceptions and views
about distance education practices. Finding similar results, Oztidogru and Higmanoglu (2016),
Inozu and Ilin (2007), and Abbasi et al. (2020) also concluded that students expressed negative
opinions against distance education learning environments and that they would prefer face-to-face
education environments if they were given the opportunity to choose. Erfidan (2019) also found in
his study that majority of the students’ had negative views or were indecisive, which supports the
result of the present study.

However, in another study conducted before COVID-19 pandemics, Srichanyachon (2013)
concluded that students' attitudes towards online learning environments were moderate.
Although published in 2020, in another study conducted in the pre-COVID-19 period, Karakis
(2020) found that students had positive opinions about all the dimensions of distance education
learning environments including teacher support, student communication and collaboration,
personal relevance, authentic (realistic) learning, active learning, student autonomy and
satisfaction. This information from the literature suggest that it is possible to claim that students'
views on distance education learning environments have decreased from medium or above
medium level in the pre-pandemic period to below medium levels in the current COVID-19
pandemic period, during which students are made to receive education through distance
education learning environments compulsorily. The fact that students receive education via
distance education learning environments compulsorily during the current COVID-19 pandemic
period may be the reason for their negative opinions.

As for the dimensions of distance education learning environments, it was concluded that the
students were not sure whether distance education learning environments supported ‘Personal
Relevance and Authentic Learning’ and ‘Student Interaction and Collaboration” dimensions.
Similarly, the findings from Karakus and colleagues” study (2020) also revealed that students do
not have positive opinions about communication, interaction, group work and cooperation in
online learning environments. Likewise, Miralay (2020), and Parkes and Barrs (2020) also stated
that, in distance education learning environment, students expressed negative opinions about
interaction in distance education learning environments.
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Another result obtained in the context of the scale dimensions is that students receive teacher
support and are provided with active learning and student autonomy opportunities to some
extent. Sakarya and Zahal (2020), who achieved similar results regarding teacher support, found
that students expressed positive opinions on distance education learning environments in the
context of asking questions to teachers and receiving feedback from them simultaneously. On the
other hand, Muthuprasad et al. (2020) concluded that university students expressed negative
opinions about teacher support in terms of feedback. According to the results of the study,
students attributed teachers' lack of feedback to their inability to use information communication
technologies. The differences between the results of our study and this one might be due to the
difference in the sampling used in the studies. In a study conducted in the pre-COVID-19 period,
Alqurashi (2019) also mentioned students' negative views on teacher support. In the current
period, it is thought that the possibility of teachers being more rigorous due to the lack of
compensation for or alternative to distance education may explain the partial participation
presented by the students regarding teacher support in this study.

Students also stated that distance education learning environment supported their personal
relevance and provided authentic learning opportunities partially. Personal Relevance and
Authentic Learning is among the dimensions that were positively commented in the pre-COVID-
19 period as well. For example, Hebebci et al. (2020) revealed that personal relevance and authentic
learning were the dimensions that had the strongest correlation with students' satisfaction in
distance education learning environments.

4.2. Student Opinions in terms of Receiving Education Online or Offline

Another research question of the study is about whether students' views on distance education
learning environments differ depending on whether they received distance education online or
offline. The results showed that there is a statistically significant difference between students’
opinions regarding the whole scale and its two dimensions, Teacher Support and Student
Interaction and Collaboration, based on how they received distance education. The mean scores of
students who received distance education online were higher in the whole scale and the
dimensions “Teacher support’ and ‘Student Interaction and Collaboration’. In this sense, it can be
stated that, when the students are offered education through online learning environments, they
find distance education learning environments beneficial in general, and specifically in terms of
providing teacher support and enabling student interaction and collaboration. This result proves
that teacher support is partially addressed in the online learning environments in which the
participants of this study received their education. This was a contribution to existing literature, as
there was not any other study that examined students' views on distance education learning
environments in terms of taking distance education online or offline.

4.3. Student Opinions in terms of Type of Distance Education Learning Environment Preference

The students” views were also examined in terms of whether they would prefer to receive distance
education in online, offline or file-uploaded learning environments if they had a choice. The results
revealed that the opinions of students differ statistically in terms of the choice they would make if
they had a choice in favor of online education. In other words, the average score of those who
wanted to receive distance education online was higher than the average of those who preferred
distance education offline or by uploading files to the system in the entire scale and all its
dimensions. In addition, as for distance education preference offline or through files being
uploaded to the system, there was a statistically significant difference against offline learning
environments. Thus, it appears that students prefer online learning environments as a distance
education learning environment and consider a learning environment that consists of uploading
files to the system as a second choice in their preferences. The reason why students primarily
prefer online learning environment might be due to the fact that online education environment is
the closest learning environment to face-to-face education environment among the three options
regarding social interaction. On the other hand, the ease of accessing to the educational materials
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and the availability of such uploaded files by printing or copying them might be the reason why
they prefer to be taught through files being uploaded to the system as a second choice. Our
interpretations are solely based on the findings of our study, because we did not find any studies
in the literature that examined the preferences of university students among distance learning
environments designed as online, offline and through file upload.

4.4. Student Opinions in terms of the Resource of Access to Distance Education

Source of student access to distance education learning environments was also addressed in the
study. The results of the research revealed that students' views on distance education learning
environments differ significantly in favor of those who connect to the internet from home in the
whole scale and in all its dimensions. In other words, it is understood that students who connected
to the Internet from home tend to have a more positive view of distance education learning
environments compared to those who connected to distance education via their mobile phone
internet packages or other internet connections. It can be stated that this is a result of the continuity
and quality of the internet connection. Similarly, Baris (2015) also claims that having a continuous
and quality internet access may affect student perceptions about distance education.

4.5. Student Opinions in terms of the Tools for Access to Distance Education

The final variable mentioned in this study is the tools students used for access to distance
education learning environments. According to the results of the study, student views showed
statistically significant differences in favor of those who connected to distance education through
their laptop computer in all dimensions and in the entire scale when compared with those who
used smart phones. In other words, views of students who connect to distance education learning
environments using laptop computers were more positive. This coincides with the results of the
study by Baris (2015) who claims that having a laptop positively affects student perceptions about
distance education. In this case, it seems that having to participate in distance education through
smart phones affects students” opinions negatively. An explanation for this finding could be that
smart phones have screens that are not large enough to follow distance education efficiently.

5. Recommendations

Based on the results obtained in this study, it is thought that the following recommendations will
be useful in increasing the efficiency of distance education learning environments.

» Considering that the Turkish Higher Education students in this study are indecisive about
their distance education learning environments, it is recommended that they be included into the
course design processes by the instructors.

> Seeing that the participants of the study are indecisive about their distance education
learning environments in terms of student interaction and collaboration, it can be understood that
they find the interaction and collaboration they have insufficient. Therefore, instructors are
recommended to make use of different methods, strategies, techniques and activities to enable
more interaction and collaboration among students.

» As students in this study are indecisive about their distance education learning
environment in terms of Personal Relevance and Authentic Learning, it is likely that they feel the
need for more authentic materials and activities that will attract their attention. Therefore,
instructors are recommended to design the distance education online environments in such a way
to appeal to the realities of daily life and to attract students' personal interests.

» Participants of the study are seen to be indecisive about Student Interaction and
Collaboration in their distance education learning environments. However, collaboration and
interaction between students is considered an essential component to be considered in designing
successful distance education learning environments. Thus, instructors should redesign the
learning environments based on methods and techniques that will enable interaction and
collaboration between students.
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> Learning cannot be realized effectively with learners being just passive receivers of
knowledge so active participation of students in learning activities should be increased through
multi-faceted communication and various interaction opportunities. In this study, participants
partially agree with the active learning and student autonomy features of their distance education
learning environments. Therefore, it is recommended that instructors should approach the
distance education process with a student centered view and redesign the learning environment in
such a way to ensure that students are at the heart of the teaching-learning process.

> Participants of the study partially agree on the Instructor Support dimension. Instructors
are therefore recommended to design a well-structured feedback and support system in distance
education learning environments.

» Instructor support also involves finding solutions to the students’” problems during the
education process. Therefore, it is thought that teachers also need support to deal with any kind of
problems in the distance education learning environments. In this sense, university or faculty
managements are recommended to be in close contact with the instructors by setting up
committees consisting of experts that will provide technical, pedagogical, psychological, etc.
support for the instructors.

»  The participants prefer online education rather than offline education or an education with
uploaded files to the system. Therefore, instructors are recommended to do their courses online.
However, this can be possible only if students have the required tools, internet access, etc.
Otherwise, opportunity gaps between students may lead to inequality in education. For example,
the results of this study show that not every student has the opportunity to access to the distance
education learning environment through laptop and via their home internet connections, both of
which are seen to result in positive student opinions in this study. Therefore, instructors should
first learn about the conditions of every single student in these senses. Also, setting up their
expectations from students accordingly, they should support their online courses in different ways
such as files uploaded to the system.

>  This study aims to determine the opinions of Turkish Higher education students about the
distance education learning environments. It does not try to find out the underlying reasons of
their opinions, which are thought to be important in finding out possible deficiencies and
weaknesses of distance education programs and learning environments. In this context, it is
recommended that qualitative studies should be conducted to investigate the underlying reasons
for their opinions and perceptions in depth.
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