How to Eliminate Sourceof
Frustration for the Online

Learner

By PattiShank,PhD, CPT

earning online can b&udrat-
Ling. Online tools andechnob-

gies have a learning curve.slt
easy to feel lost andisconnected
Answers toquestionsare typicdly
delayed. Because the onlinealning
experiencas, by itsnatue,
somevhat frustrating,we needto
takeas muchunnecessaryfrugration
out of theexperienceas wecan.
Why? Because this kind dfustration
often leads to reducedatisfaction
and learning,and increasedhttrition.
Theseless-than-optimabutcomes
aren’t in anyone’s besntered.

In this article, | willdiscuss
comnon but unnecessarfrusrations
for online learners—andhow they
can be reduced @liminated.

Typica sourcesof
unnecessaryustranon

Steve Krug, in his excelleniVeb
usability primer, Don’'t Make Me
Think describesypical websitefrus
trationsand explains that it'sot
“rocket surgery” to make themess
frustrating.Folks who sellonline
(suchas Amazon.comand
SmartBargains.commy two favorite
online shoppingsites) ceaty
recognize thamportanceof usablility
becausaisability directly mpacts
sales. Frustratedolks simply don’t
stick aroundlong enough to buy. oD
hard to use? One or two clicksd
they can land oranothersite that §
easier touse.

But what about onlineebrnes?
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They typically don’t have theukury
of immediatelygoing elsewhere, and
unnecessary frustratias very hard
to deal with while also trying toebmn
and fulfill courserequrement.

Along with usability problems, r-
traneousognitive load andunneces
sary mental effort needed ted
with the learningenvironment ca
causeunnecessary frustrations for
online learnersWhen thementad
effort needed for dealing witbnnec-
essaryfrustrationrises, theamount
left for learning tasks iseduced

For examplejmagine readng
online course contentabout stratified
randomsampling (astatistica
sampling method).The content
containslinks to other pagesvith
graphical representationsf the
topics being covered. Needing flop
back and forthbetweengraphic and
text explanations requiresuch more
mental effort than if the graphicand
corresponding explanaticare placed
togeher

Here’s the bottom line: Idarnes
can't easily find what theypeed
what they need isn’t availabléeven
though you know where it is). If
learnersare frustratedand cannot
easily use and learn from thlmurse
materialsthe materialsare neffec-
tive or worse

Follow the clues

How do we know ifearnersare
unnecessarilyrugrated? There are
two typical clues:Complaintsabout

difficulty accessing or usinghe
course materialsand lack ofengae-
ment or effort (forexample, linited
log-ins, fewdiscussion postingsatie
or inadequately completeassgn-
ments). Complaintsften help
uncover unnecessarfrugrations
Lack of engagemendr effort canbe
caused by myriad ‘outsidesdues
(such as family or workproblemg
but they can also indicateedrnes
who have shut dowrirom
frudration.

The first semestef was anonline
instructor,one learner waitedhree
weeks into thesemesteto askme
how to find the coursaliscussiong
kept referring to. Huh? | coulthave
written this off as a bizarreccur
rence butthankfully | didn’t because
| received a similar email theveek
before. With the learner othe
phone,l followed what shewas
looking at and realized that thenk
to coursediscussionsnight not be
obvious to new onlineearnes
becauseé referred to them asourse
discussions throughotihe course
contentbut the coursemanagement
system referred to them dsscusson
forums. That was enough to triyp
some new onlindearnersl changed
the contentso the term used wahe
same

The first step to reducinginneces
sary frustrationsis to be open tdhe
fact that they are likely to bthere.
The table belowdescribes some
general ways t@addressand prevent
them

Clue: Complaintsabout difficulty
accessing or using theourse
materias

Things todo:

e Clearly explain how édarnes
should get started and makieis
informationeasy to usga
checklist is good) aneasily
noticed

* Make commonlyused items(like

PAGE 17

16



17

FROM PAGE16

the syllabus andissignmentli-
rections and rubrics) very eaty
locae.

Obtain astudentaccount tosee
what learnerssee (I alwaysset
oneof these up for thipurpose).
Develop and use eonsstent
course structureso once éarnes
learn how to use onenline
course, they know how tose
others, even though theontent
may bedifferent

If learnersare reportingproblems
ask them for specific detailéso
you cantroudeshooy).
Connectlearnerso canpus
technical supportas neeckd
(Following-upwith the learner s
a good dea)

Make changes to theaterialsto
addressommon concerns and
use announcementsr broadcag
emails to makdearnersaware of
these changes

e Keep an ongoing list afthanges
that need to be made the
future so thesgroblemsdon’t
reoccur

Clue: Lack ofengagemenor effort

Things todo:

e Design a low stress, fumitia
activity to helplearnerdearn the
tools and feetconnected(l like
course scavengehunts forthis
purpose)

e Quickly contact mdividud
learnerswho don’t appear tde
engaged by phone (besby
emalil .

e Check in withindividual learnes
periodicallyto solicit feedack
about what is goingvell/less
well and why. (Learnersregulady
tell me howvaluablethis is.)

Your turn

Find someonevho hasn'tseen
your online course and ask theim
do typical course tasks oroyr
course website (foexample,print

the syllabus, determinghat assgn-
ments are due in the first weegpst
a bio in thediscussiorforum) while
you watch butwithout your help.
Ask them to think out loud soou
know what they are thinkingnd
why they are doing what thegre
doing. See where they am®nfused
and how many steps it takes to get i
right. If you can keep yoursefirom
helping them, you’'ll learn a labout
what may beunnecesaiily
frugtrating.

When learnerscan’t find what they
need or are confused about wheee
go and what to do, we araeadver-
tently making it harder for therno
learn. That's ssituationthat needsto
be remediedf we want learnergo be
succeshl.
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