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Abstract

At the end of their first term in college,  almost 90% of the entering frosh in Psy 201 reported the overall organization of the course (e.g. presentation mode, online resources, structured learning objectives, etc.) uniquely helpful for the entering student.  Almost all used the online web resources, and 82.9% rated the web resources as very useful.  Entering frosh believed the course web resources helped them master the content of the course as well as stimulate their interest in psychology.  While much of the attention has been to develop hybrid courses that reduce “seat time,” little attention has been given to first using the technologies of the hybrid course to enhance the student learning experience.

The author’s section of General Psychology, Psychology 201, has integrated a high degree of multimedia into the large lecture hall format and has developed supportive online learning tools to enhance student learning.  As a hybrid course, a significant amount of learning occurs online.  While not designed to reduce “seat time”, an apparently cost conscious conventional criteria for a “hybrid” course, Psy 201 has eliminated the necessity of a discussion section component of a moderately large lecture course (230 students) during hard budget times.  This course, in a slightly modified format, has also been successfully offered as an online distance learning course.   

While designed for the regular curriculum, the author’s section of Psy 201 was also a part of Cal Poly’s Jump Start program which allowed incoming frosh an opportunity to take two compressed 4 unit courses in the summer prior to the start of the academic year.  It was hypothesized that this would be a good course for these students in as much as the subject material was intrinsically interesting and there was a highly structured set of online course resources for this section of Psychology 201, including interactive learning objectives, sample exams, note aides, textbook guides, video clip reviews, and lecture outlines all conveniently bundled into a set of web resources that are always available to the students. The structure of the class and the tests made it easier to identify students who might be struggling and provide them with concrete assistance in developing better study and test strategies. At the end of the term, over 90% of the Jump Start students found it “ideal” or “very appropriate” for the Jump Start program.

Based on the course classlist for Fall Quarter, 2007, 207 of the 236 students enrolled in Psy 201, were entering frosh (88%). Incoming students have priority registration, and the author’s section of Psy 201 has been getting increasingly large numbers of incoming frosh compared with the other large lecture general psychology course Psy 202 (approximately twice as many entering frosh in Psy 201 as in Psy 202).  With such high numbers of entering frosh, the current Psy 201 evaluation cycle seemed to be an opportunity to determine if incoming frosh found the organization of the class helpful in their transition to the university’s academic challenges during the first quarter of the academic year.

The use and effectiveness of the Psy 201 web resources is monitored each quarter through a number of questions that have been routinely added to the end of the third 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 readings had been completed and the student could best evaluate the web resources. 

Method

Following the last question on the last midterm test booklet, students were asked to evaluate various features of the web resources (see Appendix) as well as respond to a overall evaluation question concerning the course organization as helpful to incoming frosh. 

Test booklets were collected separately and responses were anonymous.   

Results
Of the 234 test booklets returned, 200 contained responses to the use and rating evaluation items (85%).  Of the 200, 89% (178) identified themselves as entering frosh. 

Table 1 summarizes the reported frequency of use.  Of the entering frosh who filled out the questionnaire, 60.5% reported that they were heavy users, and 97% used the web resources in some way.  Only five students reported not using the web resources at all. 

Table 1

Frequency of Use
	
	Number
	Percent

	“A lot”
	107
	60.5%

	“Some”
	53
	29.9%

	“A Little”
	19
	06.8%

	Not at All”
	02
	02.8%

	
	
	


Table 2 summarizes student ratings of the usefulness of the web resources. 82.9% rated the web resources as very useful, and two rated the web resources as not useful at all.

Table 2

Usefulness ratings
	
	Number
	Percent

	“Very Useful”
	145
	82.9%

	“Somewhat Useful”
	28
	16.7%

	“Not Useful
	 2
	01.1%

	
	
	 


Frequency of use was related to usefulness ratings, r=.40, p<.001.  Students who used the resources were more likely to see them as useful. 

Table 3

Web Resources Help Master Content

	
	Number
	Percent

	“A lot”
	84
	47.7%

	“Some”
	79
	42.6%

	“A Little”
	15
	08.5%

	Not at All”
	2
	01.1%

	
	
	


Over 90% of the entering frosh believed that the web resources helped them master the course content “a lot” or “some”.  The degree of agreement was positively correlated with use, r=.46, p<.001, and perceived usefulness, r=.28, p<.01. 

Table 4

Web Resources Stimulated Interest

	
	Number
	Percent

	“A lot”
	71
	40.1%

	“Some”
	85
	48.0%

	“A Little”
	17
	09.6%

	Not at All”
	4
	02.3%

	
	
	


Almost 90% of the entering frosh believed that the web resources stimulated their interest in psychology either “a lot” or “some”.

Few students saw themselves as complete novices (5.2%), and almost 90% of the entering frosh considered themselves as least competent (Table 5). 

Table 5

Web Competence

	
	Number
	Percent

	Novice
	09
	05.2%

	2
	10
	05.8%

	Competent
	48
	27.9%

	4
	80
	46.5%

	Expert
	25
	14.5%


Discussion

The Psychology web resources were designed to give all students a technological platform which would allow them to manage the course resources and master course content with a variety of online tools.   The integration of multimedia into the lecture hall experience was also designed to enhance the mastery of course concepts as well as to maintain interest and focus in a large lecture hall.  Traditionally, the professor’s “talking head” in a large lecture hall is a time honored antidote for student insomnia. 

Within this context, 90% of the entering frosh in Psy 201 found the overall organization of the course (e.g. presentation mode, web resources, structured learning objectives, etc.) helpful for entering frosh.  Almost all used the online web resources, and 82.9% rated them as very useful.  Entering frosh believed the web resources helped them master the content of the course as well as stimulate their interest in psychology. The results suggest that it is not surprising that such a large percentage of entering frosh were enrolling in Psy 201 as it had gained a reputation for being a good first term course.  

It is somewhat discouraging that while the technology exists to develop a large lecture class that is both stimulating and informative, attention has been mainly on the mechanics of the hybrid course rather than the ways in which the technology can be used to enhance student interest and learning.  Psy 201 is evidence that a large lecture course can be seen as an advantageous learning experience.
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