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Abstract - With greater accessibility to online classes, there is the likelihood of an increase in students choosing to enrol in 
them instead of attending in-class lectures. Administrators will need to address this trend, and to do this, they need a better 
understanding of the profile of online users, over and above students’ attitudes towards online education and how their grades 
differ from in-class lecture. The present study aims to add to this understanding and the role gender may play. An online survey 
was administered to more than a thousand students enrolled in a Fundamentals of Information Technology course at a 
Canadian University.  The study focused on why students took the course, what they expected to gain from the course, and 
whether gender affects these perspectives and their experience with online classes. Results indicate that, except in a few 
instances, gender does seem to impact their perspectives. 
 
Index Terms - fundamental business technology, gender, online classes, profile of online student, social media, student 
perspective.  

 
I. BACKGROUND 
 
With the emergence of online education, more and 
more researchers are trying to establish how students 
perceive the difference between traditional in-class 
and online delivery modes. According to [1], students 
perceive online classes as more demanding in terms of 
the workload and the amount of effort needed to 
succeed. Additionally, students agree that the main 
advantage of online classes is the flexibility they offer 
in terms of time and cost commitments [2]-[8]. 
Students with job or child commitments are more 
likely to take online classes because they do not 
require an in-class presence, hence avoiding long 
commute trips and having the opportunity to pursue 
studies based on individual availability [9],[10]. 
 
When it comes to online learning, the parameters that 
seem to play an influencing role not only entails 
lifestyle and convenience, but also the extensive use of 
information and web technologies. The influence of 
these parameters varies between male and female, as 
not only lifestyle choice and conditions differ by 
gender, but interaction with information systems and 
learning as well. Many studies, as early as 1978, 
related to performance differences between males and 
females have been conducted in the past [11]-[16]. 
Research has demonstrated over and again that 
different areas in the brain are used for different 
activities like memory, language, and problem-solving 
and these activities in turn are different across gender 
[17]. Evidently, human brains are similar, but there are 
small deviations in the structure and organization 
between the brain of one person and another, and 
between males and females, which result in variations 
in the person’s traits and interests. Men and women 
have different traits and they have different 
expectations towards computer systems in general 
[18], and online learning in specific [19]-[21].  
Individual differences appear to have a big impact on  

human-computer interaction [22], [23]. When 
designing tools for navigation in web-based systems, 
individual differences can be one crucial factor that a 
system should accommodate. Researchers have found 
that spatial ability in the way a web-based system is 
implemented could be linked with whether users get 
lost in the web of the online environment. [24] found 
that spatial ability determined how well users 
performed with different interfaces in a database 
system. Users with low spatial ability performed better 
with an aided-navigation interface with a constrained 
dialogue, while users with high ability made better use 
of a non-aided navigation interface with a flexible 
command-based dialogue. Research has also indicated 
that spatial ability may differ by gender [17], [25]. 
 
Another important element to consider in online 
education is the interaction with teachers and 
classmates. Based on a study of undergraduate 
students in business, it was established that both men 
and women were neutral when it comes to outside 
interaction with classmates [26].  Teachers, on the 
other side, agree with missing the interaction with 
their students [7]. As found in [27], students seek 
community even in an online course; enter social 
media technology to the rescue.  
 
Social media networks have significantly gained in 
popularity over the past decade [28], particularly 
platforms such as Facebook, YouTube and LinkedIn. 
With the rise of social media, many studies have tried 
to identify if there are any gender differences in terms 
of Internet and social media usage. For instance, male 
undergraduates were found to possess better Internet 
skills and spend more time on the Internet [29]–[31]. 
The same studies suggest males are more likely to use 
the Internet for entertainment purposes, whereas 
women are more likely to use it for communication 
purposes.  According to [32], women are five times 
more likely to use social networking sites than are 
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men. Consequently, females perceive social 
networking sites as a platform where they can 
maintain existing relationships with their friends and 
families [31], [33]. It was established that Facebook is 
the platform that women are more likely to have a 
personal account on [34], and they use it to connect 
with their friends [35]. The reason why women use 
social networking sites for maintaining existing 
relationship, instead of making new ones, is because of 
their reluctance towards disclosing personal 
information to strangers online [36]-[38].  Men, on the 
other hand, use Facebook to make new relationships, 
which explains why they are more likely than women 
to have an account on LinkedIn [34], [39]. In a study 
investigating the gender differences of social media 
uses by academics in Nigeria, it was established that 
male academics are more likely to use social media for 
scholarly work compared to women [40].   
 
However, with the growing presence that students 
have online, it is important for academics, regardless 
of their gender, to exploit the improvements social 
media can offer in terms of better teaching practices. 
Both male and female students agree that when it 
comes to online classes there is a high need for 
self-teaching and self-directed learning [7], [26], [41]. 
Integrating social media into course design is one way 
of supporting these learning needs. In some research 
[27], students perceived different contributions to their 
development of various learning skills from the 
activities and resources used in the course, depending 
on their social media choices. In addition to user 
interaction with web-based information systems, the 
success of online learning depends to a considerable 
extent on student acceptance and use of the IT being 
utilized for learning [42].  
 
To that effect, it is imperative for practitioners and 
policymakers to understand user acceptance factors of 
e-learning systems in order to enhance not only the 
students' learning experience, but their performance 
(in terms of actual learning as well). Based on an 
extended Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), [42] 
aimed to investigate the factors affecting students' 
behavioural intention to adopt e-learning technology 
and to explore the moderating effect of age and gender 
on the relationships among the determinants affecting 
e-learning acceptance. Based on more than 500 
participants who used a Web-based learning system, 
they found that perceived ease of use (PEOU), 
perceived usefulness (PU), social norm (SN), and 
self-efficacy were critical factors for students' 
behavioural intention (BI) to use e-learning, with the 
effect of perceived usefulness found to have the 
highest magnitude among the main determinants. It 
was also found that gender moderates the effect of 
PEOU and SN on BI.This study seeks to add to the 
literature by examining whether gender plays a role in 
students’ perspectives on some of the issues raised in 
the literature. 

II. THE STUDY 
 
The study particularly focuses on answering the 
research question:Do online students’ perspectives 
and online experiences differ according to gender? 
A. Course description 
The course selected for this research focuses on the 
fundamentals of information technology. It is an 
undergraduate business course, which is a prerequisite 
for all other courses at a business school at a Canadian 
University.  Both theory and practice are taught 
entirely online through a series of virtual tutorials, 
e-books and practical experience in a virtual 
laboratory. Students can communicate with the 
instructor or the teaching assistants through direct 
email and the conversation forum.  
B. Survey Instrument 
During a period of three years, students registered in 
the course under study were invited to complete an 
optional online survey for a 2 points bonus towards 
their grade in the course.  A survey instrument was 
developed and contained the following sections:  
‐ Demographics 
‐ Attitude and satisfaction towards online courses 
‐ The reasons for taking online courses 
‐ The expectations and perceptions of online 

courses  
‐ The importance of different features of online 

courses  
‐ Communication channels used 
 
III. RESULTS 
 
A. Demographics 
Nearly 1500 students completed the survey, of those 
49.63% are women and 50.37% are men and they are 
on average 21.44 years of age. 

TABLE 1 EXPECTATIONS FROM THE COURSE BY 
GENDER 
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B. Expectations 
Students were asked to identify what they expected to 
gain from the fundamentals of technology course that 
they were currently taking online. Respondents were 
provided with a set of options and asked to select the 
options that correspond to their expectations. It was 
possible to select more than one answer. The results 
are presented in Table I according to gender. 

 
TABLE II: REASONS FOR TAKING ONLINE COURSES BY 

GENDER 

 
 
The last column of Table I, indicates that the most 
popular option is E9: Understanding information 
technology better, selected by 56.67% of students, 
followed by E5: Hands on experience on technical 
skills selected by 30.32% and E8: Specialized 
knowledge in the subject matter by 29.85%. Those 
three options were also the most popular options for 
both genders but at a different level. We observe that 
61.38% of female respondents versus 52.06% of male 
respondents have selected option E9 as their most 
popular expectation.  
 
The results of the Chi-square test of independence 
show that the independence between selecting E9 or 
not and Gender is rejected at 0.05 level of significance, 
which means that the level of support for this selected 
option is influenced by gender. The selection of option 
E8 seems to also be significantly influenced by 
gender. The Chi-square test of independence also 
revealed that the least popular two options E1: 
Communication skills and E2: Critical thinking are not 
independent of gender. In fact, significantly more 
male respondents have chosen those two options than 
female respondents.  There were gender differences in 

what students expect to gain from the course. 
C. Reasons for taking the online courses 
Although the course under study was only offered 
online, students were asked about online courses in 
general and when they have a choice, what would 
motivate them to select the online delivery. A list of 
possibilities was offered to the respondents and they 
indicated their reasons. It is possible to select more 
than one option. The results are presented in Table II 
according to gender. 

 
Table II reveals that the most popular reason overall 
for selecting an online course is R2: Flexible schedule 
followed by R6: No available traditional in-class 
course equivalent and R10: Other reasons that were 
not presented in the survey. The group of male 
respondents and group of female respondents both 
identified R2, R6 and R10 as the most popular choices. 
 
However, the female group gave the highest support to 
R6: No available traditional in-class course 
equivalent, while male students gave the highest 
support to R2: Flexible schedule. In fact 34.15% of 
female students compared to 26.43% of male students 
support reason R6 and therefore the non-availability of 
traditional classes is a more influential reason for 
taking online courses for the female group. The 
Chi-square test reveals that the difference in support 
between the two groups is significant with a p-value = 
0.021. The flexible schedule, reason R2, is more 
important for male students than for female students. 
The support for R8: Personal preference is 
significantly different according to gender based on 
the Chi-square test with a p-value = 0.028. More male 
students (20.05%) compared to female students 
(14.09%) take online courses as a personal preference. 
 
D. Influential people 
The survey asked the respondents to identify the 
people who have influenced their decision to take 
online courses. The students were asked the question: 
Who is most likely to influence students to take online 
courses? Four suggestions were offered to them: 
parents, relatives, friends and classmates. They were 
asked to rate their answers as follows:  1= Strongly 
disagree, to 3=neutral, to 5=strongly agree. 

 
TABLE III: INFLUENCE TO TAKE ONLINE COURSES 

BY GENDER 
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Table III represents the average scores and standard 
deviations based on students’ gender, and who is 
thought to influence their decision to take the online 
course. Overall, the influence of friends received the 
strongest level of agreement and the influence of 
parents received the lowest. The same is true across 
genders. Also, the level of influence from relatives and 
parents is significantly higher for male students than 
for female students at the 10% and 5% levels, 
respectively.  Therefore, the level of influence of 
parents, relatives, friends and classmates is influenced 
by gender. 
 
E. Importance of different elements in online 
courses  
Respondents were asked to rate the importance of 
some elements of online courses using the following 
scale ranging from 1 = not important, to 2 = slightly 

important, 3 = important, 4 = very important, and 5 = 
critical. 
Table IV indicates that overall, the quality of the 
website in terms of I1: having menus to navigate 
through the website and I3: having icons to navigate 
through the website are two important elements. I2: 
flexibility in setting pace and time for studying is also 
a major component. For female students, the most 
important element is I2: flexibility in setting pace and 
time for studying. Male students also consider this 
element of flexibility important but to a lesser extent. 
Female students seem to value more I5: having a print 
book than male students. Also, male students gave 
higher importance to I9: face-to-face contact with 
fellow students. The average level of support between 
male and female respondents is significantly different 
at the 5% level of significance for elements I1 and I5.  

  
TABLE IV: IMPORTANCE OF ELEMENTS OF ONLINE COURSES BY GENDER 

F. Perceptions about online courses by gender 
Students have all kinds of opinions about online 
courses, whether they are more difficult or require 
more work than traditional class delivery. To study 
those feelings about online courses, respondents were 
asked to rate their level of agreement with a list of 
perceptions concerning online learning, using the 
following scale ranging from 1 to 5, where 1 = 
completely disagree, 2 = slightly disagree, 3 = neither 
disagree nor agree, 4 = slightly agree to 5 strongly 
agree. The results found in Table V present the 

average level of agreement and the corresponding 
standard deviation. We observe in Table V, that 
overall, students show the highest level of agreement 
with the following perceptions: P1, P2, P3, P4, P8 and 
P9. They feel that more effort would need to be 
invested in online courses than in traditional 
classroom settings. They also feel that they are 
missing opportunities to ask instant questions, 
equivalent to raising the hand to ask a question in 
class, and they believe that it negatively affects their 
learning. 
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TABLE V:PERCEPTIONS ABOUT ONLINE COURSES BY GENDER 

 
Not surprisingly, there is a feeling that the lack of 
face-to-face communication with the instructor and 
classmates also has a negative impact. There is a 
strong belief that the flexible class schedule allowed 
by online teaching has enhanced learning and knowing 
students’ relative performance in online classes could 
also affect positively the learning process. Female 
respondents show higher level of support than male 
respondents for perceptions P1 to P7. These are related 
to missing opportunities to ask instant questions, and 
questions in general, lack of face-to-face 
communication with the instructor and classmates. 
They are also more supportive of the perceptions that, 
more time, more material, and more effort are required 
for online courses.  These last three perceptions are 
significantly higher at 5% level for female students as 
indicated by **.  
On the other hand, male respondents show higher level 
of support for the positive aspects of online courses in  

 
P8, P9, P10, P11 and P12. They see the flexibility, the 
knowledge of their relative performance, the grading 
as more lenient, and reflecting more accurately true 
performance in online classes than that from a 
traditional class. They believe they acquire more 
knowledge and skills from the online class than from a 
traditional class.  The average  
levels for all those perceptions were statistically 
higher at 5% for male respondents, except for P9.  
 
G. Communication channels used by students by 
gender 
 The survey included questions on the preferred 
communication channels students used when reaching 
out to classmates for general requests or course related 
questions, as well as when reaching out to instructors. 
Once more, the responses were analyzed by gender as 
shown in Table VI.  

 

TABLE VI: COMMUNICATION CHANNELS USED BY GENDER 
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When it comes to simple communication with 
classmates, students prefer using the following three 
channels of communication: C4: Face-to-face 
communication, C5: Phone and C2: Email. The same 
results hold for both genders. The least favourite 
channel is C8: Skype.  
 
A similar pattern is observed when it comes to 
communicating with classmates for course related 
purposes. Students prefer using the same three 
channels of communication: C4: Face-to-face, C5: 
Phone and C2: Email. However, it is noted that female 
students put more importance on C4: Face-to-face and 
C5: Phone, while male students put more emphasis on 
C2: Email and C3: Facebook.  
 
Table VI also reveals that for communicating with 
instructors, C2: Email and C6: Question Center are by 
far the most popular channels. It is to be noted that C1: 
Chat, C3: Facebook, C5: Phone and C7: Skype are the 
least popular, having been selected by a very small 
proportion of respondents. 
 
Chi-square tests of independence were performed to 
identify whether the use of specific communication 
channels was influenced by gender. Although we can 
identify differences, those differences are not 
significantly different at the 5% level. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Results of the study indicate that users do have 
specific perspectives on online courses and that some 
of these perspectives are along gender lines while 
others are not. For instance, significantly more 
females than males expect to gain a better 
understanding of technology information from the 
course and special knowledge in the subject matter, 
along with hands-on experience with technology 
skills, though this latter was not significantly different 
across gender. Low on the list of expectations from 
online courses is developing communication skills and 
critical thinking skills, with significantly more males 
than females indicating this (Table I). This 
notwithstanding that research by [27] found students 
perceived different contributions to their development 
of various learning skills, which included 
communication and critical thinking skills, from the 
activities and resources used in the course, depending 
on their social media choices.  When it comes to 
reasons for taking online courses, males and females 
had different perspectives. More males than females 
indicated a flexible schedule and personal preference, 
this latter significantly so, as their choice, while more 
females than males indicated no available traditional 
class. They equally indicated other reasons for taking 
online courses (Table II).Flexibility was found to be a 
dominant reason in other research as well [7], [43] - 
[48]. Friends tend to have the greatest influence on 
taking an online course and parents the least, but the 

difference between the genders was only moderately 
significant. There was significant difference in their 
views on relatives versus friends, however, with more 
males than females indicating this (Table III). This 
indeed makes sense, as younger students are more 
prone to friends or peer influence, especially if the 
friends experienced negative learning experience with 
a particular online course [10].   Having menus and 
icons to navigate the website were the elements 
considered more important than others to have for 
online courses, chosen by both males and females. 
This is in line with [22] and [23] who found that 
individual differences have an impact on 
human-computer interaction. More females than 
males indicated flexibility in setting own pace and 
time for studying, as well as having a print book. On 
the other hand, more males than females indicated 
face-to-face contact with fellow students (Table IV).  
 
Gender differences also play a role in perceptions 
about online courses, with males exhibiting more 
positive perspectives and females more negative ones. 
More male than female respondents perceived that 
online courses offer flexible class schedules, the 
advantage to having knowledge of students’ relative 
performance, that the evaluation of the course is more 
lenient, the grade obtained in the course more 
accurately reflects true performance, and more 
knowledge/skills are earned. Most of these differences 
were significant. On the other hand, while not all 
differences were significant, we note that more female 
than male respondents perceived that they are missing 
the chance to ask instant questions and questions in 
general, missing face-to-face communication with 
instructor and classmates, it takes more effort to keep 
up with the progress of the course, more time required 
to learn the material and to do assignments, and also 
more material to learn. While the study by [26] found 
males and females neutral with respect to outside 
communication with fellow students, [7] found it was 
the instructors who missed the interaction with 
students in online courses. (Table V).  
 
While the differences were not significant, more 
females than males used face-to-face and phone as 
their preferred communication channel, and more 
males than females used email and Facebook, contrary 
to the study by [34]. Email and the Question Centre 
were the least used for communication with the 
instructor, and Chat, Facebook, Phone and Skype were 
least used for communication with fellow students. 
The fact that email is the primary channel used for 
students to communicate with their professors is 
supported by past studies [49] - [52]. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Evidently, there are some instances with respect to 
online courses in which gender matters. These include 
what students expect to gain from the course, their 
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reasons for taking online courses, their perceptions, 
those who influence their decision, and the importance 
of certain elements in online courses. Gender did not 
seem to be a factor, however, in their preferred means 
of communication with instructors and with fellow 
students. Being aware of these instances and 
accounting for these differences in online course 
design can only enhance the student experience. More 
research is needed to confirm these findings and to 
prescribe strategies for making these 
accommodations.  
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