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Introduction
Rapid developing technology has enabled online courses and delivery to grow in the higher education settings. Students’ expectations include online provision, and universities and colleges are developing teaching and learning to address this. This growth has provoked inquiry into attitudes of students to online learning, particularly in relation to traditional classroom face to face delivery. An understanding of attitudes will help improve the planning and delivery of online learning that will enable more students to value this mode of delivery.

Literature review
Previous research concerning attitudes to online learning have highlighted that personal preference is a key feature. To gain a more in-depth understanding of attitudes, examination of personal preference provides a range of themes that are influential in attitudes to online learning. These are learner motivation, digital competence, perceptions of interaction, task value, course design and convenience. 

The importance of personal preference was identified by Artino (2010) Individuals who find the content of a course interesting, important, and beneficial would prefer to see that course delivered in a face-to-face format. Despite the fact that students often appreciate the convenience of online learning, if given a choice, many would rather complete courses in a traditional, classroom-based format (Moore & Kearsley, 2005). This is developed by McBrien, Jones & Cheng, (2010) who identified that students judge the screen interface as inadequate.  They can feel that the activity that occurs on the screen is different in quality from the teaching and learning experience created by students and teachers in a traditional classroom. This attitude may derive from a perception that the lack of stimulus results from the loss of nonverbal communication and the lack of physical contact with their class mates and tutor. 

Furthermore, the personal characteristics of the learner need to be considered when examining attitudes towards online learning. McBrien, Jones & Cheng (2010) noted that some students missed the face-to-face contact with peers, which points to the possibility that online learning is not their personal preferred form of learning. This suggests that attitudes can be formed due to a perceived qualitative difference between an online platform and traditional classrooms. For some, the element of face-to-face contact that is missing in online sessions increases the perception of distance, reducing their sense of belonging and participation in class. This is supported by Artino (2010 who) identified the importance of having a better understanding of how several personal factors relate to students' choice of instructional format. 

Further examination of personal characteristics has identified learner motivation as a factor influencing attitudes. Carter (2013) noted the importance of learner motivation in appreciating the strengths of other forms of delivery beyond the traditional face to face approach. This flexibility and accessibility of online learning requires the student to be motivated and self-disciplined. Furthermore, online learning demands more persistence, involvement and application skills from the participant compared with traditional styles of learning (Yudko, Hirokawa, & Chi, 2008). These traits, combined with an openness to approaches beyond the traditional face to face is leading to a more positive attitude to the online environment.  This point is also evident in the findings of Popovici & Mironov (2014) who found that students are generally open to innovation and therefore possess the mind-set to embrace the benefits associated with online learning.

Attitudes to online learning can be influenced by a student’s digital competency. Students who have greater confidence in their ability to learn online are more likely to choose online learning options. Furthermore, it seems that students who are satisfied with a recent online learning experience are also more inclined to choose online learning modules in the future (Artino, 2010) However, Popovici & Mironov (2014) identified the need for caution with this, as students who are positive and comfortable in the use of technology cannot be assumed to always embrace increased use of technology for learning.

McBrien, Jones & Cheng, (2010) found that digital competence negates the impact of technical difficulties allowing enhanced engagement with the online sessions, increasing a student’s capacity for emotional independence and self-direction. Without these skills technical issues caused some students to feel that they had lost control, thus reducing their sense of independence. This was also identified by Song et al, (2004) where technical difficulties presented a challenge to positive online learning experiences for students, yet conversely, comfortableness with online technologies and the ability to address technical difficulties with more knowledge and confidence are noted as key factors in successful online learning experiences. A different perspective on this theme identified that previous experience in the use of the Internet, not necessarily online learning provides a sense of presence in the online platform (Shih, Munoz, & Sanchez, 2006). Furthermore, students with previous experience in online courses are less likely to feel disoriented with blended programmes. 

Therefore, improving digital competency will influence attitudes to the online environment. Carter (2013) suggests that students engaged with online learning do benefit from learning the skills to use the technology associated with online delivery. Furthermore, they need to develop proficiency in navigating the learning platform, engaging in online discussion and submitting assignments. Therefore, if planning and induction address digital competency, there is evidence that students’ attitude to online learning will improve, and improve further once they experience some learning benefits. (Popovici & Mironov, 2014) 

Convenience plays a key role in the attitudes towards online learning. Boling (2012) noted that students indicated that they preferred an online program to a face-to-face program because of the flexibility and convenience it offered. However, this same research offered of caution when considering the impact of convenience of online, noting the importance of improved teaching and learning strategies that provide students not only the convenience of online education but also to create access to real time interaction associated with a traditional classroom setting. Carter (2013) acknowledged this idea, stating that students noted the flexibility, convenience and accessibility of the online environment as being beneficial for their learning, teaching and assessment. McBrien, Jones & Cheng (2010) also pinpointed the idea of convenience. Students commented how the online classes offered them convenience, which increased their ability to participate in higher education. This is an important point when acknowledging the challenges that some PGCE students can face such as distance from the university and family commitment. However, research has identified the impact of convenience on attitudes to online learning being compromised by the time invested by students to familiarize themselves with accessing, navigating and engaging with the e-learning platform (Wang, 2009). 

Task value is significant when exploring attitudes towards online learning. Task value can be defined as students' judgments of how interesting, important, and useful a course is to them (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). This research has highlighted that task value beliefs, is intrinsically linked to the choice of future learning activities and cognitive engagement. One aspect of this study was to assess whether task value was affected by the introduction of some online delivery. This would explore the idea that a preference for face-to-face learning is possibly linked to the extent to which students value the course content (Artino, 2010) 
McBrien, Jones & Cheng (2010) identified that a course designed around a variety of tasks based on the capability of the technology, including speaking, listening, writing, and viewing videos or PowerPoints, could often be overwhelming for students.  The use of multiple methods of communication, occurring at the same time can be over-stimulating. This can result in some of the information transferred being overlooked by the students. However, Boling (2012) offered a different perspective. This research suggested that most participants viewed online sessions that focused on text-based content, individualised learning, and limited interaction with others as being less helpful than those courses and programs that were more interactive and incorporated the use of multimedia. The different findings from both pieces of research reinforce the idea that personal preference is key in driving attitudes.

The perceived value of the online learning sessions can be enhanced by the status that the sessions are held in by the tutors. McBrien, Jones & Cheng (2010) indicated that tutors must be vigilant and proactive regarding the monitoring of student interaction and communication during online sessions. Furthermore, students valued the sessions more if tutors provided clear and consistent structure, expectations, and roles in online sessions. If this was achieved, it reduced the sense of distance in the learning experience. Song et al, 2004 also noted that effective course design and a clear objective were integral in successful and valued online learning experiences. 

This idea of considered and effective course design in positive attitudes towards online delivery is reinforced by Carter (2013). This research stressed that to deliver effective teaching in an online environment, teachers need to think beyond traditional course design. This requires teachers to modify or even change their teaching, learning and assessment processes. A strong grasp and appreciation of the pedagogy of online learning is essential in order to establish a positive online learning environment (O’Quinn & Corry, 2002) As a result, it is important to recognise that quality teachers, capable of designing interactive, collaborative, reflective and critical online environments are key factors in shaping attitudes towards one style of delivery over another.

In terms of pedagogy, previous research has identified that some tasks may be better suited to face to face delivery. Paechter and Maier, (2012) found that students preferred face-to-face learning for the purpose of communication in which a shared understanding has to be developed or in which interpersonal relations are to be formed.  However, online learning was perceived to have real strength when skills in self-regulated learning are to be acquired. It is this aspect of learning, students advocate online over the traditional face to face delivery. This idea that specific pedagogical strengths with online learning can be found in other studies. Meyer (2003) found that online learning provided more time for reflection when answering questions when compared to face to face delivery. Johnson, Howell and Code (2005) stated online learning promotes better recall of core concepts. These studies are reinforced by the results of a 2009 meta-study from US Department of Education. This found that students in online conditions performed modestly better than those learning the same material through traditional face-to-face delivery and learning outcomes for students who engaged in online learning exceeded those of students receiving face-to face instruction. It could be argued that a greater appreciation of these pedagogical strengths would influence attitudes towards online learning. 

Student perception of interaction can impact on attitudes towards one particular form of delivery over another. In online courses that offer little opportunity to interact with others, students report feeling disconnected with their tutors, the course content, and their peers (Boling 2012) This highlights a challenge for universities and tutors when designing online courses to establish a sense of community with constructive feedback and provide open forthcoming communications between learners (Desai et al., 2009). This idea of interaction will result from improved teaching and learning strategies that replicate the sense of access to real time communication with the tutor and class peers in a traditional classroom setting (McBrien, Jones & Cheng, 2010) If the idea of interaction is not addressed the feeling of disconnection between the student and their fellow students and the tutors can be fundamental in forming negative attitudes towards online learning. Boling (2012) identified that students described their online experiences as being less enjoyable, less helpful, and more frustrating than those individuals who made a more positive attitude towards personal connections and interactions through their learning experiences. 

Interaction in the traditional classroom has been seen as more in-depth than that in the online learning mode. The dialogue between groups of students was stronger when their interactions focused on real lives and were related to the subject of the course. (Shu &Gu, 2018). However, this research also found group interaction and cohesion can be enhanced by blended learning and therefore it is important to look at how modes of delivery are used together rather than in isolation. This is further supported by the 2009 US Department of Education meta study on online learning. One outcome of this study stated that teaching that offers a combination of online and face-to-face elements had a larger advantage relative to purely face-to-face instruction. There is similarity in the findings of Protopsaltis & Baumi (2019) who noted that the outcomes of blended learning environments that mix online and classroom experiences are similar, although not better, to those of traditional classrooms. These positive attitudes to a blended approach were evident in the feedback from PGCE students and suggests that this approach will be beneficial in future course development. 

Rationale
This research was devised as a result of changes to the delivery of some elements of the PGCE following the move to the SA1 campus in 2018. Previously a lead lecture would have been delivered to all PGCE (Secondary) students using the traditional face to face format. No online learning was used with the course. A combination of timetabling constraints and more importantly, the interest in adopting a new blended learning approach were drivers in the decision to use online lectures. As a result, an online lecture was made available each week at various points in the academic year. In addition, set tasks were made part of the online sessions which were designed to feed into university based sessions. Tasks were also followed up in online chat groups with tutors. Engagement with the online element of the course was designed to occur in the ‘directed time’ slots that students had when they were not required to be on campus, yet the expectation was that they would completed set tasks. 
This research sought to gain an understanding of attitudes to this newly introduced online approach used in comparison to the face to face delivery. The findings would assist staff in their professional practice in the future planning and use of online delivery. In understanding student attitudes towards the online elements tutors would be better informed to adapt and improve the design of online delivery of elements of the PGCE in the future. In a wider context, it will also help to improve understanding of the strength and weaknesses of blended and distance learning. With ever improving technology, and the widespread geographical nature of a PGCE cohort, this research of attitudes to online learning can benefit the university in the delivery of future courses.

Methods
Two research methods were used in this study, a questionnaire and two focus group interviews. In the planning of a questionnaire reference was made to Youngman’s (1982) list of 7 question types, open questions, quantity based, and scale-based questions would be used in combination to investigate attitudes towards online learning in comparison to face to face delivery.  An online questionnaire was used to inquire about respondents’ experiences with online learning before starting the PGCE course, this aimed to determine prior experience of the respondent in relation to online delivery methods. This was followed by questions referring to experiences with the online elements of the PGCE (Secondary) This questionnaire used mixed methods to produce quantitative and qualitative responses. Numeric and measurable data which identified previous and current experiences with online learning were complemented by qualitative responses where explanation and opinion was gained. The Microsoft ‘Forms’ programme was used as a university recognised and authorised research tool, and from the perspective of simplicity and familiarity for researcher and potential respondents. 

Bell (2010) explained that data gathering instruments benefit from being be piloted. This allows testing the length of time it takes respondents to finish the questionnaire, and to check the clarity of all instructions and questions. Furthermore, the pilot can be used to improve the reliability, validity and practicability of the questionnaire (Oppenheim 1992). The pilot employed with this research used a smaller group of 10 respondents from the PGCE course. Direct consultation with the respondents from pilot did highlight some minor issues with the clarity of two questions. Bell (2010) suggests that care is required with wording and position of the questions, when asking for sensitive information about learning experiences. With this in mind, amendments were made to improve clarity. In addition, qualitative responses from the discussions following pilot were used to develop questioning for the other research method, the semi-structured interview with two focus groups. 

With regards to the questionnaire, the sample used would reflect the nature and diversity of the cohort in terms of gender, age and subject specialism of the students. This would allow The research would be stronger if subjects on the curriculum were represented. The questionnaire was made available to all of the PGCE secondary cohort via the Moodle platform. A total of 50 students (one third of the cohort) responded to the request. This fell short of the initial target of 60 identified in the ethics form, but still provided a viable number to ensure the validity of the research. Previous research of attitudes to online learning had identified a number of themes which formed the basis of the analysis of the feedback from the questionnaire.

The sample for the questionnaire was self-selected. It was made clear to the students that information given would be dealt with in the strictest confidence. It was important that the students were aware that the questionnaire would be anonymous and, therefore, it will not be possible to identify individuals in any report, publication. Also, the voluntary nature of the questionnaire and the prerogative to withdraw at any point was made explicit. Students were informed that opting not to participate in this questionnaire would not lead to any disadvantage for them on the course. Some students completed the questionnaire at the end of subject based sessions at the university campus. With feedback from tutors is was possible to deduce that responses had been submitted from all subject areas. These principles were also applied to the two focus group interviews. It was also stressed to PGCE students that that the research completely adhered to the policy of the UWTSD Ethics Committee, a policy and process that the student were familiar with due to their own in-school research projects.

Cohen et al, (2009) stated that questionnaires do not provide the best method in investigating complex issues.  This was reinforced by Burns (2000) who questioned this method if additional probing is required. Therefore, to strengthen the validity and reliability of the research, interviews with two focus groups was used to develop and probe the themes used in the questionnaire. As with the questionnaires, the design of the two focus groups covered the diversity of the PGCE cohort, taking into account age, gender and subject specialism. The interviews were planned around a semi structured format and lasted approximately 25 minutes in length. The questions used in the focus groups looked to develop themes present in the questionnaire, the semi structured approach allowed flexibility for both the interviewer and the respondents, it also allowed those in each focus group to respond to, develop and even challenge each other’s responses. The semi structured approach was also necessary to allow consistency between the two focus group interviews. The groups involved ten self-selected students in total in a 4/6 split. The answers and discussion arising from the focus groups was analysed using the themes drawn from the literature.

In the planning and use of research methods there was the acknowledgement of potential weaknesses. It was taken into account that researcher bias could impact on the use of a focus group as interviewers are ‘human beings not machines’ and their manner and this will influence their respondents (Selltiz et al, 1962) With both focus group interviews been conducted by one researcher there could be problems over interpretations of an individual’s point of view (Bell and Opie, 2002) Therefore, vigilance concerning this and criticality over the interpretation of the data was highlighted as vital to the reliability and validity of the research project (Bell, 2009) This reinforced the selection of two research methods to offer triangulation and balance the possible effects of researcher bias. Researcher bias could also manifest itself in the semi structured nature of the questioning in the focus group, with questions being guided with the mind-set of a university lecturer rather than an objective researcher. There was awareness of additional issues that could arise with interviewing focus groups. The researcher could be open to the inconsistencies of the informant’s interpretation and presentation of reality (Burns, 2000). However, this potential issue was addressed with the use of another method, and thus the questionnaires countered this weakness in the methodology of the research project. 

Finally, the ‘halo effect’ was also considered as a potential issue in the research process. The questionnaire being issued by a PGCE lecturer and the interviews being conducted by the same PGCE lecturer on the course that the respondent is part of, it could be anticipated that the answers could be influenced by the status of the researcher. The halo effect is possible if the respondent is giving answers that aim to please. In addition, it would be equally important to acknowledge prestige bias on behalf of the respondent. This could provoke answers designed to not look bad or deflect issues that may have arisen on the PGCE Secondary course. These points were mitigated by the clear guidance surrounding anonymity. 

Results
The questionnaire was made available to the PGCE secondary cohort of 151, 50 students submitted responses, of which 68% of the respondents were female. The weighting of the sample towards females reflects the makeup of the PGCE cohort. In total, 86% of the respondents were aged 21-30, which can be linked to an age ranget that may be more confident and familiar with online technologies that the others. When asked about their level of confidence with online learning, with 88% of the respondents being extremely or somewhat confident in their IT skills. 
In establishing a context of prior experience (before PGCE) with online learning, 40% of respondents had experienced this mode often, 40% not very often and 20% not at all.  With regards to enjoyment of the online components of previous courses studied, 52% replied positively about their previous online experiences. When asked to provide a rating, using a scale of 1-5, for how effective their previous online learning experiences were, the average score was 3.02. Respondents were given the opportunity to explain their judgement. In terms of low scores, a frequent factor was the lack of face to face, and preference for face to face delivery.
 “I think you need the face to face contact especially when any questions arise”
“I prefer to be able to meet my teachers 100% of the time.”
“Verbal explanations are often needed in addition to online learning.”

Apart from the preference for face to face delivery, there were other issues highlighted in the comments that explained low scores. These were linked to inconsistency, logistics and technical problems.
“Online provision was inconsistent across the maths department though”
“Effective, but working in teams online with people I have never met, living in different time zones, was almost impossible to schedule and did not work well.”
“It is more important in my opinion to have a backup plan because about half the time there's an issue with tech.”

For those students who judged their previous online experience as effective, a number of reasons was given for this. They ranged from convenience, relevance, working environment and personal needs .
“As a mature student with work commitments, online learning is essential in ensuring lifelong learning”
“Allowed me to complete tasks at own pace”
“Enjoyed working from home”
“Online learning material was relevant to my learning and helped extend learning”

With context and previous experiences established, the next section of the questionnaire focused on the online learning that had been part of the PGCE. Students were asked if they had engaged with the online content in their directed time away from the university. A majority of students had engaged with the online content, with 34% of respondent engaging in all set work and 60% engaging with some of the online content, leaving 6% who did not complete any of the online sessions. The main reason for this lack of engagement was linked to the lack of consequences, therefore priority was given to other tasks. One respondent noted the impersonal nature of the exercise as a reason not to engage. When asked about enjoyment of the online sessions there was a 50/50 split in those who did and those who did not enjoy the experiences. When asked about the how effective the experience was, with being 1 ineffective and 5 very effective, the average score was 2.82. 
A majority of respondents explained their judgement. The comments given were mixed and varied, which would be expected given that the 2.82 score falls in the middle of the range. Several respondents noted the lack of accountability in completing the sessions/tasks. 
“Didn't go over them in lectures They weren't compulsory so I didn't always partake in them. If they'd been lectures I may have learnt a lot more.”
“No motivation to do this as it became apparent very early on that completed work wasn’t being assessed”

The theme of interaction was prevalent in some responses.
“you often want to ask questions and you cannot.”
“Whilst the information came across in the PowerPoints, the lack of face-to-face lectures meant there was less time for discussion both with the lecturer and in groups. 


A lack of connection to face to face sessions delivered in the university was cited.
“Not referred to in university lessons so seemed pointless” 
“I felt that they were not engaging enough”

As with comments relating to pre PGCE experience, technical issues were commented on
“The layout of the website could be a bit confusing at times”
‘Sometimes they were difficult to find, also more often than not the PowerPoints uploaded were the same that was said in a lecture or did not actually work’

The overall score of 2.82 indicates that there were some positive comments. These indicated that for some students online learning was effective. The themes evident in feedback were pedagogy, convenience, access and the task value.
“I found the pedagogy online resource useful as it was a summarised version of a large topic that could otherwise be hard to grasp.”
“The tasks made me engage with literature and pedagogical ideas. Completing the tasks also served as a good warm-up for the course assignments and gave me literature to refer to when starting them.”
“It was accessible throughout the course after the initial sessions”

The final question posed a series of viewpoints requiring a response to using the Likert scale. This identified that a majority of PGCE students agreed that there was a good mix of online delivery and traditional face to face delivery on the PGCE. However, when respondents were asked if It would be better if all of the PGCE was delivered using a face to face approach a majority agreed with the statement. This theme was supported by the response to the next question where a majority disagreed that the PGCE would benefit from more online delivery/teaching. It is worth noting that 38% did support this statement. When probed about whether good links are made between the online lectures/tasks and university based sessions a slim majority of students disagreed. The final statement asked about the administration of the online learning by asking if there should be some means of registering your participation with the online lectures/tasks. A clear majority of students agreed with this idea.
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The two focus groups based on around semi structured interviews aimed to provide rich qualitative data that developed feedback from the questionnaire. In exploring definitions of online learning in the opening stage of the interview all respondents displayed a strong grasp of the varying means and ways of learning via an online platform. Although the interview had not pursued opinion at this point one respondent 1B used this question to express her opinion concerning online teaching stating that it is not the same as one to one.
There were differences in definitions of online learning concerning the degree of interaction, with one respondent’s definition having no interaction, and another understanding a degree of interaction with others in her definition. The idea of independence featured in majority of the definitions.

With previous experiences to online learning being integral in forming attitudes, the next stage of the interview asked about experiences prior to the PGCE. Feedback was mixed from both focus groups. Respondent 1A noted that it was more convenient and more independent, but this could be seen in a positive and negative way. If you were independent and disciplined it could work well. Without the discipline online based work could ignored on and not followed up. This theme was developed by other respondents whose previous online learning experience had been based around recorded lectures from university. They also highlighted the importance of self-discipline and motivation in engaging with this. In relation to self-discipline respondent 1E attributed negative previous experiences of webinars down to distractions associated with studying in a home environment. 

The lack of accountability was stated as a factor in creating negative experiences with respondents not engaging with online content because no one checked and peers did not bother with it as well. Respondent 1D explained how his independence helped him with engagement and found it beneficial, but preferred the one to one online sessions he had rather than an online lecture.

Some respondents identified the subject studied at university as being a factor in their experience. Respondents 2B and 2C, who had studied Art and MFL, felt that the nature and content of their degrees were not conducive to extensive use of online learning. 
In line with the structure of the questionnaire, the next phase of the interview asked about the online content of the PGCE Secondary course and whether it was deemed to be effective in developing knowledge and expertise. There were mixed responses, many respondents found the online content effective, to a point. They found the content relevant and a useful point of reference. Several respondents praised the tasks that were set, feeling that gave more purpose to the online sessions. A majority felt that the initial sessions were more relevant than the later ones and as a result their participation waned. However, in this phase of the focus group interview, without prompting from the interviewer, there were several comments returning to a preference of face to face delivery.  
When asked about how online experiences could be made more effective both focus groups found common ground. They identified that online sessions should be followed up in university based sessions to give a sense of blended learning. A follow up to the online work in university based sessions happened in subjects and there was a clear inconsistency in learner experience. It was argued that connection to university based sessions would have allowed more in depth questioning and discussion of the topics covered online. It was suggested that course design needed to consider greater coordination in a blended approach of the face to face sessions online elements of the PGCE. 

A majority of those interviewed felt that the online sessions could have been designed better, with less content and more scaffolding. Some were overwhelmed by the large quantity of material, particularly the reading lists and were discouraged early in the series of online lectures. Another feature of course design that was highlighted was timing. The timing of some sessions was good and suited what was been studied at that point of the PGCE. Other sessions could be better placed in the year that would make them more relevant, and as a result, more valued by students. In addition, when the online sessions clashed with teaching placements or close to university deadlines, lesson planning and assignment writing took precedence. Comments indicated that consistency in the quality and technical delivery online sessions would have improved engagement and attitudes towards them.
The issue of accountability was returned to by the focus group, all believed that more structure around the online content could be improved. A set time to start the session, an ability to sign into the session, completion of online tasks that record and acknowledge your attendance and work would raise the status of the session and demand more consistent engagement from students.

Respondent 2D offered a contrast to the majority view and believed that there should be more online content added. She felt that she had the discipline and motivation to learn independently, and like many on the course, she had a long journey to the campus so learning from home saved time, money and suited her learning strengths. However, this was in contrast to respondent 1E who despite living 50 miles away from the university would always prefer to travel for as online learning “was not as good and being in the university and was not a happy experience for him”. 

It is worth noting that despite the apparent greater focus in negatives surrounding online delivery both focus groups could see the value and would have like some of the face to face delivery at the university to be delivered in an online format, especially lectures that were administrative in nature or assignment instruction/guidance.
The final phase of the interview focused on comparisons between online and face to face delivery. As with the questionnaire feedback, a majority preferred face to face delivery, for variety of reasons. Some respondents felt that their subject, MFL, demanded face to face delivery because of the skills needed to work with languages effectively. Respondent 2A explained her reason for the face to face preference was that the nature of the PGCE course where emotional support, sharing of thoughts, stories and ideas was important. Students enjoyed discussion and the ability to check understanding associated with face to face delivery. Respondent 1A explained that preference in delivery will depend on who you are. All students on the PGCE will have been taught in a similar way, with face to face dominating their education, therefore it is not a surprise that it is preferred. However, in the future preference could change with a generation of learners who have been exposed much more to online education. 

Despite this preference from a majority of respondents for face to face delivery, it was balanced with the acknowledgment of the necessity for some online delivery, and all but one respondent felt that this combination of face to face and online benefited them on the PGCE and was advantageous over one single approach. In addition, their attitudes might be influenced if all online learning was engaging, made accountable, well designed with quality resources and created a “genuine sense that you were learning something that was going to useful to you as a teacher” If these criteria was addressed, respondents would feel less inclined to ignore it and overcome the distractions that come with working at home. These more positive comments from both focus groups was supported by their expectations of online learning in future career development. They displayed positive attitudes towards how online platforms could be particularly beneficial to sharing ideas and good practice. 

Discussion
This research looked at attitudes towards online learning with a specific cohort of students, particularly in relation to face to face delivery. In examining attitudes, the themes that arose from the literature review were clearly evident in both the questionnaire responses and the feedback from the focus group interviews. These themes include personal characteristics, perception of interaction, digital competency, convenience, task value and course design. These themes are not isolated and it is easy to see a relationship between them when forming an explanation for why certain attitudes are formed and held.

Previous research indicated that personal characteristics of the learner played an important role in the attitudes to online learning and the focus group interviews supported this. Carter (2013) emphasised the importance of learner motivation in appreciating the strengths of other forms of delivery beyond the traditional face to face approach. Findings from this study clearly supported this. Most of each focus group, and feedback from the questionnaires acknowledged that their own self-discipline and motivation were significant factors in their relationship with online learning. Respondents honestly reflected on their lack of self-discipline when given the freedom of the online lecture. Many started the series of online lectures and tasks well but focus and commitment faded quickly. This appears to repeat behaviours that had existed during undergraduate studies. In contrast, the traditional format of face to face delivery was seen as an ‘easier’ option. The research had been designed to allow reflection on previous experiences prior to the PGCE to provide context to their responses directly related to the PGCE. This issue of motivation was evident in responses to the questionnaire, with some PGCE students even admitting that they did not engage with any online elements of the course. Interestingly, both evidence from the questionnaire and the focus group interviews indicated that these negative personal characteristics could be addressed, and therefore impacting on attitudes towards the online learning. A frequent point made by the PGCE students regarded accountability through some means of registering their engagement and consequences for those who fail to engage or complete. This supports the findings of McBrien, Jones & Cheng (2010) that tutors must be vigilant regarding the monitoring of student interaction during online sessions. It can be argued student feedback here is a surprising response given the age and graduate status of the respondents, yet feedback displayed concern over the engagement of their peers as well as themselves.

Furthermore, personal characteristics could also be influenced by task value. If the online lectures and tasks were valued more, this would lead to more improved motivation and better attitude to online learning. This was apparent in responses from both questionnaire and focus groups. For majority, they valued tasks that they engaged with in a traditional face to face environment more than online. As one respondent in the focus group noted, the value placed on the face to face delivery is a result of the previous education that PGCE students have had. They are more familiar with this, it has dominated their learning, and it should not be surprising that it is valued more. It is clear from the responses that there is an underlying emotional attachment to the traditional form of delivery. During the interviews, several respondents made spontaneous references to this personal preference. Questionnaire responses also supported this. One focus group speculated that younger generations where technology will play an increased role in learning, will probably value online learning more than this current cohort. This idea of the impact of a legacy of previous schooling would in some part help to explain how the focus group discussion would provoke positive comments and attitudes towards face to face delivery even when questions and discussions were not guided towards this. It would also offer an explanation to the sceptical views of alternative methods of delivery. This point is interesting in the context of findings of the 2009 meta study by the US Department of Education who found that learning outcomes for students who engaged in online learning exceeded those of students receiving face-to face instruction. This evidence would challenge the assumptions made about online learning by a majority of the sample.

The literature review raised the theme of course design as a factor, and a clear link to task value. In this study, many responses stated that the online tasks would have been valued more if they had been designed better. Some responses questioned the design of the online element, claiming that it was ‘too open’ with more scaffolding needed, and less reading. More consistency in the online elements, combined with better timing of when the online lectures were available would have led to more value being placed on their online learning. This point reinforces what was noted by Song et al, 2004 that effective course design and a clear objective were integral in successful and valued online learning experiences. Also, the idea of task value is important when linked to perceptions of interaction. This study revealed that interaction influences attitudes towards online learning, with a majority of responses indicating that there was a lack of interaction, despite the availability of online discussion with peers and tutors.

Previous research had identified technical and digital competence as a key factor in forming attitudes towards online learning. This study did not find this as an important factor. Some feedback did note technical issues as an influence. However, with an overwhelming majority of the respondents in the 21-30 age range with extensive use of technology prior to the PGCE. Popovici & Mironov (2014) found students who are comfortable in the use of technology cannot be assumed to be unilaterally open to a greater use of technology based learning. The results from this study would support this as a digitally competent sample did raise misgivings about the use of online learning on the PGCE. However, the feedback from the sample did not show any of the frustration and negativity found by Wang (2009) in students struggling to engage with online learning platforms. Clearly PGCE students were benefiting from previously acquired IT skills, highlighted by Carter (2013) as integral to positive experiences.

However, this study found that some students did value online learning prior to the PGCE and during the PGCE. Their positive attitude to this was founded in the flexibility and convenience that it gave them with their studies. This supported Boling (2012) who found that students preferred an online program to a face-to-face program because of the flexibility and convenience it offered. Students like how the online element was always accessible and gave them a point of reference that they could keep returning to. A small number of respondents noted that they preferred online learning to the traditional face to face delivery because of these points. This point needs to be considered in the context of a PGCE cohort where many students are traveling long distances from various locations in South Wales and online learning can provide economic benefits.

The data gathered from the research highlighted more positive attitudes towards face to face learning over online learning, which given the profile of the sample and the nature of the PGCE was expected. More value was placed on this over the online delivery. However, it has to be stressed this did not find an overwhelming negative attitude to online delivery. When looking at the feedback it is clear that the online delivery is valued in conjunction with face to face delivery. Some feedback did highlight the ends of the spectrum where some wanted more online, and some wanted all face to face delivery. However, a majority of attitudes displayed in the questionnaires and interview appreciated the need for both, a blended approach. This appreciation of the value of blended approach is supported by several studies. (Shu &Gu, 2018) identified how group interaction and cohesion can be enhanced by blended learning and as a result improve attitudes towards online elements. Furthermore, both focus groups acknowledged that there was scope for their attitude to online delivery to improve further if the issues over course design were addressed, particularly the need for tangible benefits. This point mirrors that raised by Popovici & Mironov (2014) who found that students are open to innovation, especially when there is a perception that online elements provide benefits for students. Also, the comments about the future use of online learning indicated a positive attitude towards the role online learning will play in future professional development.

Conclusion
This research identified that there is a range of attitudes towards online learning. A minority of the sample preferred it to the face to face delivery due to its flexibility and convenience. A small number offered an opposing view where negative attitudes to online learning meant that they only wanted a face to face style of delivery in their learning. The key point is that a majority had a positive attitude to online learning when it was used in combination with face to face. This finding should encourage the faculty to continue and develop the use of this approach that started in 2018. Feedback from questionnaires and interviews contained many comments on how attitudes to online learning could be improved through development of the online sessions. It is clear that if the design of online courses is improved, attitudes and engagement with online learning will move forward. It is clear that accountability through some form of registration and testing is needed, this will lead to greater value being placed on this, in the same way that a face to face session is valued. This research found that attitudes can be improved if the design of online sessions is structured with manageable and realistic reading lists. In addition, more consistency in the structure and tasks included in a sequence of online sessions will promote more positive attitudes. Finally, the timing of when the online sessions are used could take into account other pressure points in the PGCE year when students are more likely to prioritise other tasks.

Implications of research for practice
There is a clear implication here for tutors, in planning and delivering sessions online, greater collaboration between tutors will improve consistency. Also, improved planning and design will enable tutors to build an accountability mechanism into the programme. A greater understanding of the specific pedagogies relating to online learning need further investigation and implementation to develop the online elements of the PGCE. Further implications involve timetabling, identifying the optimum times to deliver online sessions so that there is not a clash with other elements of the course that are perceived to be of greater value. These findings have influenced professional practice with regards to the design of future online elements of the PGCE course. The subject knowledge enhancement programme for the PGCE course is currently being developed and the ideas of accountability, consistency and accessibility are key in the ongoing design process.
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