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Abstract

Based on an anonymous survey included at the end of the course final examination, 98% of Psychology 202 students reported using the course web resources, and 85% evaluated the web resources as very useful.  Students in technical majors reported greater web expertise but used the web resources less frequently than non technical majors.  Furthermore, non technical majors rated the usefulness of the web resources more highly.  Males reported greater web competence but did not use the web resources more than females.  In fact, females evaluated the web resources more highly.  It appears that the perceived utility of the web resources, rather than sex or degree type, dictate use patterns.

The Psy 202 Introductory Psychology Web Resources Project was initiated in Fall of 1996, and has been refined each year. The use and effectiveness of the Psy202 web resources is monitored each quarter through a number of questions that have been routinely added to the end of the final examination for the course.  In addition to the convenience of having almost all students available for testing, the end of the final exam was selected because it represented a point in time when all the course requirements had been completed and the student could best evaluate the web resources. 

The web resources included independent textbook and lecture components developed, maintained, and refined by the Charles Slem. The textbook component contained chapter outlines, concept synopses, graphs and figures, definitions of key terms, glossary, links to related concepts in other chapters, sample test questions with links back to the appropriate text material, internet sites that pertained to specific topics, access points to web based tutorials, and additional commentary. 

The lecture component consisted of an outline of each lecture, with sample exams, links to relevant internet sites, campus resources, and supplemental noteaides. Links also identified textbook material which supported each lecture.  Students could seamlessly navigate from  the lecture resources to the supporting textbook resources. A particular topic covered in the lecture portion of the course was linked to the web resources developed to support the textbook's treatment of the same topic.  

The use of the web resources was voluntary for all students, i.e. they were not required to use the resources as a supplement for studying or exploring psychological topics in greater depth.  Students were told at the first class meeting that they could do well if they simply read the text, completed the study guide questions attached to the syllabus, came to class, and took good notes.

This quarter’s evaluation continued the investigation of the relationship between how variables such as gender of student and the degree to which the technical nature of many Cal Poly majors might affect use.  One of the guidelines in the development of the web resources is that they should be so user friendly that few extraneous factors would influence student use or evaluation of the web resources.  It might be speculated, however, that one of the possible reasons that the web resources are so highly used at this university is related to its emphasis on technical majors. Technical majors might be more familiar with using computer-mediated instructional aides.  The same may be true for gender.  In the early development of the internet, males were more likely to use computers and the web.  Cal Poly has a large percentage of males, compared to national trends, and so males might be more comfortable with using computer mediated web resources.

During Fall Quarter, 2003, students in Psy 202 were asked to evaluate the degree to which their major might be considered technical on a five point likert-type scale.  Using this measure, no relationship was found between degree to which their major was technical and use of the web resources.  Recoding the variable, to produce a technical versus non technical major variable, also found no consistent relationships.   To clarify the arbitrary recoding post-hoc, the new survey item was a simple self-classification as a technical or non technical major.

Method

Following the last question on the final exam test booklet, students were asked to evaluate the web resources:  (1) How much did you use the Web Resources (“A lot”, “Some”, “A Little”, or “Not at All”); (2) Rate the usefulness of the Web Resources for the class (“Very Useful”, “Somewhat Useful”, or “Not at all Useful”); (3) Sex;  (4) “Technical Major or Non Technical Major”;  (5) Class level; (6) Anticipated Grade; (7) Web Competency Rating; and (9) Comments.

Test booklets were collected separately and responses were anonymous.   

Results
Of the 493 test booklets returned, 447 contained responses to the use and rating evaluation items (90.6%).  

Table 1 summarizes the reported frequency of use.  Of the students who filled out the questionnaire, approximately 66.1% reported that they were heavy users, and 98% used the web resources in some way.  Only 2% reported not using the web resources at all. 

Table 1

Frequency of Use
	
	Number
	Percent

	“A lot”
	295
	66.1%

	“Some”
	109
	24.4%

	“A Little”
	33
	07.4%

	Not at All”
	9
	02.0%

	
	
	


Table 2 summarizes student ratings of the usefulness of the web resources. 85.3% rated the web resources as very useful, and less than 1% rated the web resources as not useful at all.

Table 2

Usefulness ratings
	
	Number
	Percent

	“Very Useful”
	377
	85.3%

	“Somewhat Useful”
	64
	14.5%

	“Not Useful
	 1
	00.2%

	
	
	 


Frequency of use was related to usefulness ratings, r=.46, p<.001.  Students who used the resources were more likely to see them as useful.  

Table 4 indicates that slightly over half the students, 52.5%, were males.

Table 3

Sex
	
	Number
	Percent

	Males
	231
	52.5%

	Females
	209
	47.5%


Males rated their level of web competence as higher, t=7.6, df437, p<.0001.  However, they were not more likely to use the web resources, t=1.4, df437, p<.15 (women tended to use the web resources more than men), and women rated the usefulness of the web resources more highly, t=2.2, df433, p<.03.  In addition, women were more likely to believe that they would receive better grades, t=2.1, df437, p<.03.

Table 4 indicates that 45% of the students were in technical majors. Technical majors rated their level of web competence as higher, t=4.5, df438, p<.0001.  However, they were less likely to use the web resources, t=2.1, df439, p<.04, and non technical majors rated the usefulness of the web resources more highly, t=2.0, df435, p<.05.  Technical majors were more likely to believe that they would receive better grades, but the difference was not not quite statistically significant at the p<.05 level of confidence, t=-1.9, df438, p<.0535.   Men were more likely to be in technical majors, X2 = 52.17, df1, p<.0001.

Table 4

Technical or Non Technical Major

	
	Number
	Percent

	Technical Major
	199
	45%

	Non Technical Major
	243
	55%


In determining class level, Table 5 reveals that over 70% of the class was composed of freshmen.   

Table 5

Class Level

	
	Number
	Percent

	1st Quarter Frosh
	63
	14.1%

	Other Frosh
	55
	57.0%

	Sophomore
	72
	16.1%

	Junior
	34
	07.6%

	Senior
	23
	05.1%


Few students saw themselves as complete novices (2%), and almost 88% of the students considered themselves as least competent in using the web (Table 6).  Competence was not related to use of web resources, r=-.02 nor usefulness, r=-.01.

Table 6

Web Competence

	
	Number
	Percent

	Novice
	09
	02.0%

	2
	46
	10.3%

	Competent
	137
	30.7%

	4
	185
	41.5%

	Expert
	69
	15.5%


Discussion

The Psychology web resources were designed to give students a platform which allowed them to manage the course resources with a variety of online tools.  While the aim was to provide tools and content that would be helpful to all students, it was possible that technical majors and males would take advantage of the web resources more than women and non technical majors.  The results of this evaluation indicate that sex and type of major are not significant access barriers.  Contrary to predictions, non technical majors used the web resources more heavily and rated the web resources more favorably.  The same trend was found for women, although it must be pointed out that almost all students were making use of the these resources.

It appears that what drives student use is the perceived utility of the web resources rather than sex or type of major.  It has even been found that special groups, e.g. learning disabled, find the web resources very helpful.
  In addition, and found in previous evaluations, overall perceived competence in using the internet was not related to either use or evaluation of the web resources.  These results also suggest that this kind of resource would have application in other college or university settings.  
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