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Abstract

Hybrid courses are the latest trend in the academic community. Little research however exists on
this new delivery method. This study compares the performance of students (n = 36) enrolled in
two criminology courses taught at a community college. One course was delivered using
traditional lecture methods while the other course was delivered as a hybrid course. Using t-tests,
seven variables were examined to determine statistical significance between the two groups of
students. Performance measures included course requirements and final course grades for both
classes. Course requirements were identical for each group. Hybrid students performed at higher
levels than traditional students and t-test scores indicate statistically significant differences for
exams and final scores between the two groups.

1.0 Brief History of Distance Learning

istance learning has a history that extends back to the nineteenth century where print was the major
form of delivering distance education courses (Moore and Kearsley, 1996). Historically, it has been

utilized to deliver instruction to adult learners living in remote areas where access to traditional
education was almost nonexistent (Hawkins, 1999). Today, with the advent of more sophisticated technology such
as the Internet, distance learning has become commonplace at all levels of education (Ahern and Repman, 1994;
Dunn, 2000; Ascough, 2002; Harvey, 2002) and is expanding at an extremely rapid rate (Sherry, 1996). Latest
figures from the U.S. Department of Education, for example, indicate that approximately three million students were
enrolled in distance learning courses throughout the 2001-02 academic year in two-and four-year colleges (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2003). This accounts for an increase of almost four times the number of students that
were enrolled in distance courses during the 1994-95 academic year (NCES, 1997).

Traditionally, distance education was defined as the delivery of instructional materials to geographically
dispersed individuals (Office of Technology Assessment, 1989), which occurred in a variety of ways including mail,
telephone, faxes, and video tapes (Milheim, 2001). Today, the type of technology used to deliver distance education
programs include two-way video and audio, one-way video, television broadcast, and use of the Internet using both
synchronous and asynchronous methods just to name a few (National Center for Education Statistics, 2003).
According to the NCES (2003) the most often used form of delivery was the Internet and video modes of delivery
with 90 percent of the institutions surveyed indicating they used the Internet as the primary mode of instructional
delivery.

2.0 Review of the Literature

Educational literature is replete with studies that compare distance learning classes with traditional classes
(Martin and Rainey, 1993; Neushauser, 2002; Souder, 1993; Veruin and Clark, 1991). Beare (1989), McCleary and
Egan (1989) and Sonner (1999) all indicate that with few exceptions, students enrolled in distance learning courses
have similar experiences to students enrolled in traditional face-to-face courses in terms of learning outcomes.
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Souder (1993) for example, compared three different graduate level programs and found little differences in student
outcomes. Other findings, however, indicate that students achieved higher course grades in distance learning
courses than students enrolled in traditional courses (Bartlett, 1997; Bothun, 1998; Heines and Hulse, 1996; Kabat
and Friedel, 1990; Schutte, 1996).

Because the concept of hybrid courses is relatively new (Young, 2002), only a paucity of research exists in
this area. In fact, a review of the literature discovered less than a dozen articles that discussed the concept, design
and assessment of hybrid models. While more institutions may be offering hybrid courses, the majority of research
concerning the effectiveness of distance learning classes involves those classes that are entirely online or courses
that consist of the “older generation” type of distance learning courses.

According to Lago (2000) the University of Central Florida is conducting the most extensive work in the
area of hybrid courses. This includes developing, teaching, and assessing hybrid courses (Lago, 2000). The
University of Central Florida’s Research Initiative for Teaching Effectiveness (RITE) evaluation of hybrid courses
indicates that hybrid course students have higher success and lower withdrawal rates than both traditional face-to-
face courses and courses that are taught completely online (http://pegasus.cc.ucf.edu/~rite/ImpactEvaluation.html).
This data is limited because it only provides a descriptive analysis of the findings.

Student opinion in a research study by Leh (2002) on hybrid courses indicates that they favor hybrid
models over traditional course models, feel they learned more in a hybrid setting and wished more hybrid courses
could be offered by their institution. Leh’s study is severally limited by the simple fact that most of the subjects
compared in the study were teachers, a far cry from the traditional student. In fact, Leh emphatically states that,
“these students were different from the students I had taught previously” (p. 32).

Finally, a recent study by Rivera and Rice (2002) compared student performance and satisfaction as well as
instructor experiences between students enrolled in a traditional, hybrid and completely online course. Their
findings indicate that while student satisfaction with the hybrid course may have been slightly higher, there were no
differences in student performances. The study conducted by Rivera and Rice (2002) is flawed because outcome
measures (exams) used were not identical for each delivery format. Identical exams and assignments were only
given to the hybrid course and the course that was delivered completely online. The traditional course used different
outcome measures than the other two courses invalidating any comparisons between the traditionally formatted
course and the others.

3.0 Hybrid Course Designs

Before the development of hybrid courses, colleges and universities primarily developed contemporary
distance courses as fully online courses that required no face-to-face interaction between faculty and students.
These classes were virtual classes that allowed students access to course materials and the instructors solely through
electronic means. Hybrid courses on the other hand, are designed using the conveniences of complete online
courses without the total loss of face-to-face interaction among students and faculty (Garnham and Kaleta, 2002;
Young, 2002). Hybrid courses are designed with several goals in mind. First, students get the best of both worlds.
That is, they enjoy the benefits of having computer technology in the classroom and also having face-to-face
interaction with the instructor. Second, class seat time is reduced by as much as fifty percent as classes generally
meet every other class period. Third, both students and faculty commute time is reduced, as well as any problems
compounded by commuting such parking, tolls and driving in inclement weather. And finally, hybrid courses tend to
be more learning centered because they take into account different learning styles and use a wide variety of teaching
methodologies to deliver the course content (Garnham and Kaleta, 2002; Young, 2002).

Three descriptions that best sum up hybrid courses are as follows: First, Arizona State University,
(http://asuonline.asu.edu/FacultySupport/Hybrid.cfm#overview) second; the description provided by the Learning
Technology Center located at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee  (http://www.uwsa.edu/
ttt/articles/garnham.htm) currently conducting the “Hybrid Project”, and third; a brief description provided by the
University of Central Florida (http://pegasus.cc.ucf.edu/~rite/ImpactEvaluation.html).
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4.0 The Research Focus/Methodology

This project focused on the following research question. Does the performance of students enrolled in a
traditionally taught course differ from that of students enrolled in a computer hybrid class? The hypothesis explored
is that there is no difference between students’ performances for those enrolled in a traditional taught criminology
course versus those enrolled in a course taught as computer hybrid course.

Using students from two criminology courses, student performance is compared for those enrolled in a
criminology course in which the course content is delivered via traditional methods. The primary method of
delivery in the traditional course involved lectures using conventional materials such as blackboards and overhead
transparencies. Computers were not used to deliver any of the material in the traditional course. The hybrid course
was specifically designed so that lectures, assignments and discussions included both face-to-face interaction and
use of computers in and out of the classroom. The hybrid course class meetings were also conducted in a lab setting
that allowed each student access to a computer station during lectures. Through the use of computers, students in the
hybrid were able to access course materials such as lectures, course Web sites, study guides and student/instructors
communications.

The traditional course was offered on the East Campus during the Spring Semester of 2002 and was offered
during evening hours, while the hybrid course was offered on the West Campus during the Summer Semester of
2002 during regular daytime hours. A total of twenty-one students completed the traditional course while fifteen
completed the hybrid course. Only students that completed the course are compared in this analysis.

Students in both courses were required to complete the following five course requirements.

. Three regular course exams from selected chapters
. One theoretical case study (theoretical application exercise)
. One comprehensive final exam

Students were also given study guides to help them prepare for exams but completion of them was not a
requirement. All course requirements were identical. The course textbook was identical as were the chapters
selected from the text. Study guides that students received were also identical. Theoretical case study requirements
were identical and consisted of both classes touring a maximum-security prison concluding with a one-hour panel
interview of three inmates delving into their family, social and criminal histories.

In order to ensure that substantial academic differences did not exist between the two groups prior to
enrolling in the course, school records were electronically accessed and students’ grade point averages were
recorded and a statistical analysis was performed to determine if any significant differences existed between the two
groups. T-tests were used to determine statistical differences. Once students completed their particular course
requirements, t-tests were performed on each course requirement to determine if any statistical difference existed in
student performances between the two groups. Final course grades were also included in the analysis.

5.0 Findings

The mean grade point average for students prior to enrolling in the traditional course was 2.74 (sd .689 and
df 32) while the students enrolled in the hybrid course had a slightly higher mean score of 2.87 (sd .552). T-tests
indicate no statistical significance in this area between the two groups.

Comparing the six course outcomes, however, yielded quite different results. As indicated in table 1
students enrolled in the hybrid course had higher mean scores than the traditional group in five of the six course
outcomes. Three of the outcomes, exam 1, exam 2 and final course grades produced results that were statistically
significant at the alpha .05 level (see table 1).
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Table 1. Performance Measures For Students Enrolled In Traditional And Hybrid Criminology Course

Traditional Students

Hybrid Students

Performance

Measures Mean Score  sd df Mean Score sd (p=)
GPA 2.74 689 32 2.87 552 .558
Exam 1 76.4 13.79 33 90.0 8.9 .002*
Exam 2 77.7 105 32 85.2 8.74  .033*
Exam 3 77.4 106 32 76.5 13.9 610
Case Study 84.6 124 34 87.1 9.6 .556
Final Exam 79.5 8.7 34 83.5 11.9 251
Final Grade 80.8 6.5 34 87 8.8 .031*

*Note: Denotes statistical significance at p < .05 level.

Overall, final student performance in the two courses yielded the following results. Forty percent of the
hybrid students completed the course with an A grade (90% or higher) while only 9.5% of the traditional students
achieved an A in the course. For the hybrid group, 40% completed the course with a B (80-89%) while 57% of
traditional students completed the course with a B. Those students completing the course in the C range (70-79%)
consisted of 20% of the hybrid class and 28.6% of the traditional class. Finally, 4.8% of traditional students earned a
D in the course while the lowest score earned among hybrid students was a C (see figure 1).

Figure 1. Final Grade Distribution for
Hybrid and Traditional Students
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6.0 Discussion

Data indicate that students enrolled in the hybrid course outperformed the students in the traditional course
by substantial margins. The hybrid students performed better in five of the six course outcomes. Three of the areas
of performance were statistically significance including final grades in the course. Forty percent of the students in
the hybrid course completed the course with an A while only 9.5 percent of the students enrolled in the traditional
course achieved a final grade of A. While substantial differences may exist, caution must be used not to over
generalize the findings to the general population. Several limitations to the study exist that should be noted and
precaution should be exercised regarding the findings. First, the sample used is relatively small (n = 36). Second,
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student characteristics that may have impacted final course outcomes were not included. These include such
variables as student maturity, previous college course experiences, levels of computer knowledge and skills,
individual motivational factors that may have influenced students in both positive and negative ways. Finally other
factors that may attributed to differences that were not considered include student learning styles, attendance and life
distractions that may have occurred while students were enrolled in the courses.

While these limitations are nonetheless important and perhaps raise more questions than the research
intended to answer, data indicates that hybrid students outperformed those enrolled in the traditionally taught course.
The study is important because it actually measures outcome differences using inferential statistics rather than just
descriptive statistics. As Ritchey (2000) has noted, descriptive statistics only provide for the number of observations
that are recorded in specific categories yielding percentages, while inferential statistics allow us to measure cause-
and-effect relationships and to perform hypothesis testing (Ritchey, 2000). Additionally, it addresses this relatively
new format in distance learning that is being implemented throughout colleges and universities across the country
and contributes to the exigent amount of literature in the area and raises question for further research.

7.0 Final Thoughts/Recommendations

While it is clear that students in the hybrid class performed much better compared to those in the traditional
class, several research questions remain to be answered. First and foremost is, “why did they perform better?”
What variables could account for the differences in student performance? Does course design play an important role
in this process? Is the availability of computers in the classroom a factor? And last but least, are there faculty
attributes that need to be considered?

Addressing the last question, it must be noted that this is not the first time that | have developed and taught
a course using this particular format. In fact, several solid design principles were used in the construction of the
hybrid course. McKimm, Jollie and Cantillon (2003) for example, point out that one of the main barriers to teaching
an effective distance learning course is the technology itself. This can create a host of problems that are
compounded as the semester progresses if they are not handled immediately or not considered during the design of
the course. Caverly and MacDonald (1999) have also noted that instructors should adhere to several good practice
principles that include student-student interactions, student-faculty interactions, prompt feedback, developing
supportive learning communities and utilizing active learning techniques.
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