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This study addresses the research question of how instructor 
transformational leadership behaviors and transactional leadership behaviors affect 
student outcomes of cognitive learning, affective learning, student perceptions of 
instructor credibility, and communication satisfaction in distance education. An 
overview of the theoretical underpinnings of the study is provided, as well as the tested 
hypotheses. A summary of the methodology, including sampling procedures, 
instrumentation, and data collection processes is presented, along with the procedures 
used for data analysis. Multiple linear regression was used to examine the relationships 
among the specified variables. Results support all four hypotheses, indicating that 
instructor transformational leadership behaviors are a more significant predictor of 
cognitive learning, affective learning, perceptions of instructor credibility, and 
communication satisfaction than instructor transactional leadership behaviors. The 
implications of the findings as well as the limitations of this research and suggestions 
for future research are discussed. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between student perceptions of 
instructor transformational and transactional leadership behaviors and student 
outcomes of cognitive learning, affective learning, perceptions of instructor credibility, 
and communication satisfaction. This research stems from a lack of literature pertaining 
to the relationship between the specified variables in online courses. Independent 
variables are identified as transformational leadership behaviors and transactional 
leadership behaviors. Dependent variables are student cognitive learning, affective 
learning, perceptions of instructor credibility, and communication satisfaction.  

This study is based on transformational leadership theory, transactional leadership 
theory, and social learning theory to understand how instructor leadership behaviors 
affect student cognitive learning, affective learning, perceptions of instructor credibility, 
and communication satisfaction. This research effort suggests that the concepts of 
transformational and transactional leadership, drawn from leadership research, can 
help fill the research gap and strengthen understanding of instructor leadership and 
student outcomes in online courses.  
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Review of Relevant Literature 

Since Burns first introduced the concept of transformational leadership in 1978, a great 
deal of research has been devoted to exploring the behaviors of leadership styles 
(Avolio, Bass, & Jung, 1999; Bass & Avolio, 1994; Bass, 1985). Current studies typically 
examine the effects of transformational leadership on outcome variables in an 
organizational setting (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009). Literature examining the 
phenomenon of instructor transformational leadership and student outcomes, 
specifically in online courses is limited; however, studies contributing to the 
development of the hypotheses for this study are examined with respect to an overview 
of transformational and transactional leadership, and of transformational leadership in 
education.  

An Overview of Transformational Leadership 

Originally developed by Burns (1978), transformational leadership occurs when one or 
more persons engage with others in such a way that leaders and followers raise one 
another to a higher level of motivation, performance, and morality (p. 20). 
Transformational leaders have been described in prior literature as highly interactive, 
passionate, empowering, visionary, and creative (Hackman & Johnson, 2004). Bass 
(1985) further expanded Burn’s theory by conceptualizing transformational leadership 
behaviors into four categories: idealized influence, intellectual stimulation, 
individualized consideration, and inspirational motivation.  

Idealized influence. Bass (1999) described idealized influence as the transformational 
leader’s ability to clearly articulate a vision to followers and the ability to motivate 
followers to join the vision (p. 19). As a result, followers place a high degree of trust in 
the leader (Bass, 1985). Yukl (2006) stated that idealized influence behaviors arouse 
strong follower emotions and identification with the leader. Banjeri and Krishnan (2000) 
found that followers usually describe this aspect of transformational leadership in terms 
of charisma. Banjeri and Krishnan went on to note that followers describe their 
charismatic leaders as making followers enthusiastic about tasks, commanding respect, 
and having a sense of mission that they transmit to followers (p. 407).  

Intellectual stimulation. Avolio et al. (1999) described intellectual stimulation as 
getting followers to question the tried and true methods of solving problems by 
encouraging them to improve upon those methods (p. 444). Intellectual stimulation 
encourages followers to challenge leader decisions and group processes, thus 
encouraging innovative thinking (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). Brown and Posner (2001) 
advocate intellectual stimulation as a component of organizational learning and change 
by appealing to follower needs for achievement and growth in ways that the follower 
finds attractive. Brown and Posner (2001) found that the intellectual stimulation 
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component of transformational leadership plays a healthy and beneficial role in 
organizational learning because leaders place value in learning for both themselves and 
their followers.  

Individualized consideration. Avolio et al. (1999) found that through the process of 
transformational leadership, the leader takes on the role of mentor by assigning 
responsibilities to followers as opportunities for growth and development through a 
process of self-actualization. Corrigan and Garman (1999) found that individualized 
consideration positively affects and facilitates team-building efforts. Yukl (2006) 
described individualized consideration behaviors as support, encouragement, and 
coaching to followers. The relationship used for mentoring and coaching is based on 
followers’ individual development needs with the outcome being the evolvement of 
followers into leaders (Bass & Steidlmeir, 1999; Bass, 2000). Barnett, McCormick, and 
Conners (2001) described individualized consideration as occurring when leaders 
develop interpersonal relationships with followers. It is these interactions that allow the 
leader to personalize leadership and establish goals for each individual follower 
(Barnett et al.). 

Inspirational motivation. Bass (1999) described inspirational motivation as providing 
followers with challenges and meaning for engaging in shared goals. Bass and 
Steidlmeier (1999) took it further by identifying inspirational motivation as the leader’s 
ability to communicate his or her vision in a way that inspires followers to take action in 
an effort to fulfill the vision. Inspirational motivation enables leaders to remain focused 
on the vision of the group despite any obstacles that may arise (Kent, Crotts, & Azziz, 
2001). Yukl (2006) described inspirational motivation behaviors as communicating an 
appealing vision, using symbols to focus subordinate effort, and modeling appropriate 
behaviors. Some researchers have related inspirational motivation to concepts of ethics, 
claiming that when leaders show concern for organizational vision and follower 
motivation, they are more inclined to make ethical decisions (Banjeri & Krishnan, 2000; 
Kent et al.). 

An Overview of Transactional Leadership 

The other conceptualization of leadership often cited in management literature is 
transactional leadership (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009). Transactional leadership is 
traditionally described as an instrumental approach to organizational leadership that is 
associated with task orientation (Conger, 1999). Jung and Avolio (2000) described 
transactional leadership as occurring when the leader and his or her followers agree on 
what the followers need to do to get rewards, with little effort to change follower 
personal values or to develop a sense of follower trust and commitment to the leader (p. 
951). According to Hackman and Johnson (2004), transactional leaders rely heavily on 
rewards to motivate followers and prevent poor performance using negative feedback 
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and criticism. Managers may even attempt to motivate subordinates by withholding 
extrinsic rewards (Conger).  

Barbuto (2005) described three behaviors that make up the transactional leadership 
typology: contingent reward, management by exception-active, and management by 
exception-passive. The contingent reward system serves as positive reinforcement of 
the desired behaviors in the workplace, and is based on the leader’s efforts to satisfy 
follower needs in exchange for desired performance outcomes (Bass, 1985; Barbuto; 
Jung & Avolio, 2000). This system of reward can yield effective results, but does not 
place emphasis on follower personal development or the facilitation of trust and 
identification between the leader and the follower (Jung & Avolio). Bass described 
management by exception as taking action only when problems or failures occur. 
Active management by exception occurs when the leader attempts to preserve the 
status quo and does not consider trying to make improvements as long as things are 
going according to plan (Bass). Barbuto expanded upon this explanation, stating that 
active management by exception leadership is when the leader becomes involved in 
situations to enforce prearranged punishments associated with a given problem or 
failure, as necessary. This type of feedback is often negative and involves reprimands 
(Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). In contrast, passive management by exception generally 
occurs when leaders do not get involved until it is absolutely necessary, and then tend 
to refuse to develop a plan of action when punishment is in order or problems occur 
(Barbuto; Bass).  

Transformational Leadership in Virtual Environments 

The applicability of transformational leader behaviors in an online classroom has yet to 
be examined. However, outcomes of transformational leadership in virtual 
organizational settings have been the focus of many studies. Virtual environments, both 
classroom and organizational, provide unique opportunities for leaders in terms of 
achieving goals, facilitating collaboration, and establishing strategic relationships, in 
addition to overcoming traditional barriers such as cost, location, time, and space (Eom, 
2009). Eom found that transformational leader behaviors in virtual organizations led to 
employees’ increased trust in the leader and higher overall performance. Purvanova 
and Bono (2009) examined employee outcomes in terms of performance and satisfaction 
in virtual organizations compared to face-to-face organizations with leaders considered 
to display transformational behaviors of idealized influence, inspirational motivation, 
intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration. Results indicated that the 
more transformational leadership behaviors that are displayed by leaders, the more 
satisfied employees are. Additionally, Ruggieri (2009) examined the construct of 
transformational and transactional leadership in relation to follower outcomes in 
interactive virtual contexts. They discovered that transformational leaders are described 
by followers as oriented more toward the future and development of followers than are 
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transactional leaders (Ruggieri). These findings are consistent with Hoyt and 
Blascovich’s (2003) study, which observed higher levels of follower satisfaction with 
leaders displaying transformational leadership behaviors than those displaying 
transactional leadership behaviors in virtual interactive contexts. When led by a 
transformational leader, followers reported higher levels of satisfaction, motivation, 
empowerment, and cohesion (Hoyt & Blascovich; Ruggieri). 

Instructors as Leaders 

Since leadership is not routinely coupled with teaching, the exploration of the proposed 
relationship requires justification (Kuchinke, 1999). While instruction and 
organizational leadership are by no means identical, there are enough parallels and 
overlaps to warrant further investigation (Kuchinke). A number of scholars have noted 
that leadership theories are applicable to instruction (Baba & Ace, 1989; Cheng, 1994; 
Harvey, Royal, & Stout, 2003; Kuchinke; Pounder, 2003; Walumbwa, Wu, & Ojode, 
2004). Both instruction and organizational leadership consist of complex interactions 
comprised of communication, control, and coordination of activities (Barnard, 1938; 
Kuchinke). Additionally, both leadership situations and classroom instruction are 
characterized by power differentials related to reward, coercion, expertise, and referent 
bases of power (Raven & French, 1958). Kramer and Pier (1999) claim that effective 
teaching requires a combination of patience, skill, expertise in a particular discipline, 
and expertise in the social dynamics of classroom interactions in order to create better 
student outcomes. Specifically, university instructors must be able to effectively manage 
the classroom and facilitate maximum student involvement if they desire to enhance 
student learning (Catt, Miller, & Schallenkamp, 2007). House and Podsakoff (1994) help 
bridge domains of instructor leadership and organizational leadership by saying that 
instructors influence students, shape their future development, focus their attention on 
specific tasks, and induct them into the field or profession in a manner similar to the 
way organizational leaders influence, initiate, focus attention, set direction, and 
coordinate activities toward a goal. An additional rationale for exploring the 
commonalities between the domain of instructor leadership and organizational 
leadership is the approach of the learning organization. Here, leaders evoke affective as 
well as cognitive responses by acting as role models, building commitment and pride, 
challenging existing ways of thinking, and expressing concern for the developmental 
needs of the individual (Kuchinke, 1999). In an empirical study by Darling, Darling, and 
Elliot (1999), leaders of learning organizations were found to serve as mentors and 
coaches, fostering work performance as well as learning in ways similar to educational 
instruction.   

Studies have found that instructors who display idealized influence, intellectual 
stimulation, individualized consideration, and inspirational motivation can positively 
influence student behaviors, perceptions, and learning outcomes by providing support 
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and encouragement and building trust (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009). Lee (2001) pointed 
out eight conditions for a distance educator’s success, many of which are reflective of 
transformational leadership: (a) recognition of follower need, (b) articulation of purpose 
and guide, (c) identification of structure, (d) innovation, (e) participation and support, 
and (f) the use of adequate resources. Marcus (2004) examined distance education and 
transformational leadership, and found that students perceive instructors as 
demonstrating transformational leadership when the instructor creates conditions for 
innovative change, enables students to share a vision and move toward its direction, 
and helps contribute to the creation of new ideas.  

Behaviors of a Transformational Teacher 

Studies by Ingram (1997) and Yuen and Cheng (2000) have found certain leadership 
behaviors to be important to successful transformational leadership for educators. Yuen 
and Cheng classified these behaviors as inspiring, social supporting, and enabling. 
Inspiring refers to building a vision and providing motivational tasks; social supporting 
refers to fostering a learning culture, facilitating support networks, and handling 
conflicts; and enabling refers to enhancing knowledge and skills and offering 
intellectual stimulation (Yuen & Cheng). Each of these behaviors have been empirically 
tested and found to increase employee motivation and satisfaction in an organizational 
setting, and to improve student cognitive, affective, and motivational outcomes in 
classroom settings (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Gooty, Gavin, Johnson, Frazier, & Snow, 
2009; Hardy et al., 2010, Hoehl, 2008; Ingram, 1997). Mulford and Silins (2003) posited 
that an instructor who is transformational focuses on individual students by providing 
moral support, showing appreciation for the work of individual students, and 
considering their opinion. Furthermore, a transformational instructor sets a respectful 
tone for interaction with students, demonstrates a willingness to change in light of new 
understandings, and establishes a classroom structure that promotes participative 
decision-making and delegation (Mulford & Silins). Mulford and Silins went on to state 
that transformational instructors work toward communicating school priorities and 
goals to students in an attempt to provide a sense of overall purpose, as well as have 
high expectations for students to be innovative and encourage students to reflect on 
what they are trying to achieve. 

Instructor Transformational Leadership and Student Outcomes 

The positive effects of transformational leadership in instruction are demonstrated at 
the student level through overall higher levels of student engagement due to instructor 
behaviors of inspirational motivation and intellectual stimulation (Kuchinke, 1999; 
Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). Harvey et al. (2003) examined the effect of instructor 
transformational leadership on student outcomes and found that instructor 
transformational behaviors such as charisma and intellectual stimulation are the 
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primary predictors of student respect for an instructor, satisfaction with an instructor, 
and trust in an instructor. In addition, individualized consideration and intellectual 
stimulation are the primary predictors of student involvement (Harvey et al.). Griffith 
(2004) and Politis (2004) both conducted studies measuring instructor transformational 
leadership behaviors and student outcomes. Results indicated that student 
achievement, affective learning, motivation, knowledge management, and student 
evaluations of teacher credibility are positively correlated with transformational 
instructors who demonstrate encouragement, motivation, coaching, intellectual 
stimulation, and charisma (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Griffith; Kuchinke; Politis). 
Additionally, student willingness to exert extra effort, their perceptions of instructor 
effectiveness, and their overall satisfaction with the instructor are all positively 
associated with instructor transformational leadership behaviors such as individualized 
consideration and intellectual stimulation (Walumbwa et al., 2004). Pounder (2008) also 
examined instructor leadership in a university setting and found positive correlations 
between instructor transformational leadership behaviors, specifically charisma, 
intellectual stimulation, and inspirational motivation, and extra effort from students, 
increased student satisfaction, and increased student perceptions of instructor 
effectiveness. Moreover, Hoehl (2008) found that instructor idealized influence and 
individualized consideration are significant predictors of student outcomes of affective 
learning, student evaluations of teacher credibility, and student motivation. Similarly, 
the results of Bolkan and Goodboy’s study indicated a strong correlation between 
instructor charisma, intellectual stimulation, and inspirational motivation and student 
cognitive learning, affective learning, state motivation, and communication satisfaction.  

The Benefits of Transformational Leadership in Education 

Many studies have set forth the recommendation that educators adopt a 
transformational style of teaching due to its beneficial implications for instruction and 
student learning outcomes (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Goodboy & Myers, 2008; Griffith, 
2004; Harvey et al., 2003; Hoehl, 2008; Goodboy, Martin, & Bolkan, 2009; Politis, 2004; 
Pounder, 2008; Walumbwa et al., 2004). The benefits of transformational instruction are 
not limited to student outcomes. Transformational instruction is positively correlated 
with lower faculty turnover rates, higher levels of faculty job satisfaction, increased 
faculty commitment to university reform and change, and faculty empowerment 
(Griffith, 2004; Jason, 2000; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). Adams and Hambright (2005) 
stated that today’s universities need to be learning organizations that are led by 
transformational leaders. Based on current literature, it is apparent that the practice of 
transformational leadership in educational contexts yields increased affective learning, 
student motivation, and student perceptions of instructor credibility (Hoehl).  
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Definition of Terms 

Transformational leadership. Transformational leadership is defined as leadership 
behaviors that inspire followers, resulting in both leader and follower raising each other 
up to higher levels of morality, motivation, and performance based on four categories of 
leader behavior, including idealized influence, intellectual stimulation, individualized 
consideration, and inspirational motivation (Bass, 1985, 1999). 

Idealized influence. The idealized influence component of transformational leadership, 
also referred to as charisma, encompasses the leader behaviors of vision 
communication, motivational language use, and serving as an example of what it means 
to carry out the proposed vision (Bass, 1999). 

Inspirational motivation. Inspirational motivation occurs when transformational 
leaders also engage in behaviors that articulate expectations and reveal the leader’s 
commitment to the goals of the organization. These behaviors enhance the 
meaningfulness of followers’ work experiences and offer them challenging goals and 
opportunities (Bass, 1999). 

Intellectual stimulation. Intellectual stimulation is defined as the transformational 
leader’s desire to challenge follower thinking about problem-solving strategies and 
promote creativity and innovation (Bass, 1999). 

Individualized consideration. Individualized consideration refers to the leader’s 
actions that guide followers toward reaching their respective levels of potential. In this 
role, the leader acts as a mentor and coach, offering followers work opportunities that 
challenge their growth and development (Bass, 1999). 

Transactional leadership. Transactional leadership is defined as a transaction or 
exchange among leaders, colleagues, and followers based on the leader discussing with 
others what is required and specifying the conditions and rewards that will be received 
if those requirements are fulfilled (Bass, 1985). 

Student outcomes. For the purpose of this study, student outcomes are considered 
cognitive learning, affective learning, student perceptions of instructor credibility, and 
communication satisfaction. 

Cognitive learning. For the purpose of this research, cognitive learning is defined as 
comprehending information, organizing ideas, analyzing and synthesizing data, 
applying knowledge, choosing among alternatives in problem-solving, and evaluating 
ideas or actions (Bloom, Hastings, & Madaus, 1971). 
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Affective learning. For the purpose of this study, affective learning is defined as 
student feelings, emotions, and degrees of acceptance toward the subject matter 
(Krathwohl, Bloom, & Masia, 1964). 

Instructor credibility. For the purpose of this research, instructor credibility is defined 
as student perceptions of instructor competence, trustworthiness, and goodwill (Bolkan 
& Goodboy, 2009). 

Communication satisfaction. Student communication satisfaction, for the intent of this 
study, is defined as an affective response to the accomplishment of communication 
goals and expectations (Hecht, 1978). 

Statement of the Problem 

Results from research examining transformational leadership in management make it 
clear that transformational leadership has its advantages in organizations (Banjeri & 
Krishnan, 2000; Barnett et al., 2001; Conger, 1999; Goodwin, Wofford, & Whittington, 
2001; Hackman & Johnson, 2004; Ravlin & Meglino, 1989). More recently, a handful of 
scholars have begun to investigate the relationship between instructor transformational 
leadership behaviors and student learning outcomes (Blokan & Goodboy, 2009; Hoehl, 
2008; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006; Pounder, 2003). Overall, research studying 
transformational leadership in school and university settings is minimal, and an 
examination of these constructs within online courses is completely missing. This 
research provides a solution to this oversight by examining the link between instructor 
transformational leadership behaviors and student outcomes in terms of cognitive 
learning, affective learning, perceptions of instructor credibility, and communication 
satisfaction within distance education.  

Theoretical Underpinnings 

This study is based on transformational leadership theory, transactional leadership 
theory, and social learning theory to understand how instructor leadership behaviors 
affect student cognitive learning, affective learning, perceptions of instructor credibility, 
and communication satisfaction. The theoretical rationale supporting the proposed 
research design is based on transformational leadership theory research that has tested 
the relationship between transformational leadership behaviors (intellectual 
stimulation, individualized consideration, idealized influence, and inspirational 
motivation) and follower outcomes of increased performance and satisfaction, 
specifically in virtual environments (Eom, 2009; Hoyt & Blascovich, 2003; Purvanova & 
Bono, 2009; Ruggieri, 2009). These variables have been empirically tested in educational 
settings and linked to positive student outcomes (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Goodboy & 
Myers, 2008; Hoehl, 2008; Pounder, 2008; Walumbwa et al., 2004). Kolb (1984) posited 



Instructor Transformational Leadership and Student Outcomes                 P a g e  | 
100 

 

 
Emerging Leadership Journeys, Vol. 4 Iss. 1, 2011, pp. 82- 136.  
© 2011 Regent University School of Global Leadership & Entrepreneurship  
ISSN 1930-806X | editorelj@regent.edu 
 

that learning is the process whereby knowledge results from the combination of 
grasping and transforming experience. Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory states 
that people can learn by observing the behaviors of others. He posited that most human 
behavior is learned observationally through modeling. Through observing others, one 
forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed, and on later occasions this 
information serves as a guide for action (Bandura). Ormrod (1999) described social 
learning theory as a bridge between behaviorist learning theories and cognitive learning 
theories. Social learning theory encompasses motivation, emotion, cognitions, social re-
enforcers, and self re-enforcers (Ormrod). Social learning theory ties to transformational 
leadership behaviors in the form of motivation (idealized influence), observation 
(individualized consideration: mentoring and coaching), and modeling (inspirational 
motivation: modeling appropriate behaviors). Students who perceive instructors as 
demonstrating encouragement, support, appreciation, charisma, and intellectual 
stimulation may demonstrate extra effort, participation, and trust in the instructor 
(Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009).  

Stemming from social learning theory, which indicates that individuals learn through 
observations and modeling, consequently leading to learner motivation, cognition, and 
affect toward the subject matter, the stated student perceptions in turn lead to increases 
in student retention and synthesis of material (cognitive learning). In addition to 
increases in cognitive learning, the stated perceptions lead to increases in student 
feelings, emotions, and degrees of acceptance toward the subject matter (affective 
learning); increased perceptions of instructor trustworthiness, competence, and 
goodwill (instructor credibility); and increases in student affective responses to the 
accomplishment of communication goals and expectations (communication satisfaction) 
(Bloom et al., 1971; Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Hecht, 1978; Krathwohl et al., 1964; 
McCroskey & Young, 1981). Additionally, perceived instructor credibility is achieved 
through effective instruction based on student perceptions of positive interactions with 
the instructor, which in turn leads to increased student intent to take future courses 
from credible instructors and increased overall ratings of the instructor (Hoehl, 2008; 
Martin, Chesebro, & Mottet, 1997; McCroskey, Richmond, Plax, & Kearney, 1985; 
Schrodt & Witt, 2006). These variables are selected because they have each been 
associated with effective teaching behavior and increased effort and satisfaction on the 
part of the student (Goodboy & Myers, 2008; Pounder, 2008; Walumbwa et al., 2004). 
Given that instructors who display individualized consideration, intellectual 
stimulation, idealized influence, and inspirational motivation are perceived as more 
effective (Walumbwa et al.) and that students are more satisfied with instructors 
displaying these behaviors (Pounder, 2008), students should report increased learning 
outcomes compared to students viewing instructors as displaying transactional 
behaviors.  
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Research Hypotheses 

The first hypothesis is derived from studies indicating that students report higher 
cognitive outcomes when taking courses from instructors who employ transformational 
leadership behaviors such as charisma, intellectual stimulation, inspirational 
motivation, and individualized consideration, compared to those who employ 
transactional behaviors (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Goodboy & Myers, 2008; Pounder, 
2008; Walumbwa et al., 2004). 

H1: Instructor transformational leadership behaviors will have a stronger relationship 
with student cognitive learning than transactional leadership behaviors in online 
courses. 

The second hypothesis is derived from the findings of Bolkan and Goodboy (2009), 
Griffith (2004), Hoehl, (2008), and Politis (2004), which all indicate a positive correlation 
between instructor transformational leadership behaviors and student affective learning 
outcomes of emotion and attitude toward the subject matter.  

H2: Instructor transformational leadership behaviors will have a stronger relationship 
with student affective learning than transactional leadership behaviors in online 
courses. 

The third hypothesis stems from literature contending that students have increased 
perceptions of instructor credibility toward instructors displaying transformational 
leadership behaviors compared to instructors displaying transactional leadership 
behaviors (Griffith, 2004; Harvey et al., 2003; Hoehl, 2008; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; 
Pounder, 2008; Walumbwa et al., 2004). 

H3: Instructor transformational leadership behaviors will have a stronger relationship 
with student perceptions of instructor credibility than transactional leadership 
behaviors in online courses. 

The fourth hypothesis is derived from previous research that indicates a positive 
correlation between instructor transformational leadership behaviors and student 
communication satisfaction (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Goodboy et al., 2009; Harvey et 
al., 2003; Pounder, 2008; Walumbwa et al., 2004).  

H4: Instructor transformational leadership behaviors will have a stronger relationship 
with student communication satisfaction than transactional leadership behaviors in 
online courses. 
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Method 

Sample and Procedure 

Due to time constraints in completing this research design, convenience sampling was 
used to select participants. Convenience sampling allows the researcher to draw a 
sample from the larger population, which is readily available and convenient (Bartlett, 
Kotrlik, & Higgins, 2001). Participants were graduate students enrolled in online 
Leadership programs at both Gonzaga University in Spokane, Washington and Regent 
University in Virginia Beach, Virginia. Program directors for each Master’s program 
were sent a letter explaining the study and requesting permission to contact enrolled 
students for participation. Once permission was granted, the questionnaire along with 
an e-mail explaining the research and a statement of informed consent were 
electronically delivered to potential participants. All instruments were combined in 
Survey Monkey to create one. In order to maintain participant confidentiality, the 
questionnaires were automatically and electronically returned via Survey Monkey 
services. The questionnaire was open for three weeks; from May 28, 2010 until June 21, 
2010. The questionnaire was sent to 167 students; 112 students completed the survey, 
yielding a response rate of approximately 67 percent. 

Bass and Avolio’s (1995) Multi-factor Leadership Questionnaire was used to measure 
student perceptions of transformational and transactional leadership; Frymier and 
Houser’s (1999) Revised Cognitive Learning Indicators Scale measured cognitive 
learning; McCroskey’s (1994) Affective Learning Scale measured affective learning; 
McCroskey and Young’s (1981) Teacher Credibility Scale measured student perceptions 
of instructor credibility; and Goodboy et al.’s (2009) Student Communication 
Satisfaction Scale measured student overall satisfaction with instructor communication. 
Strahan and Gerbasi’s (2006) Social Desirability Scale was also implemented to control 
for social desirability bias.  In addition to the five existing instruments, participants 
were asked for basic information such as: (a) the number of semesters they had been 
enrolled in their graduate program, (b) the number of courses that they had previously 
taken from the specified instructor, and (c) their overall grade, up to that point, in the 
particular class.  

Multi-Factor Leadership Questionnaire. Each participating student was given the 
transformational leadership and transactional leadership portion of Bass and Avolio’s 
(1997) Multi-factor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) to determine student perceptions 
of instructor transformational and transactional leadership. Originally developed by 
Bass (1985), the MLQ is the most widely used measure of transformational leadership 
behaviors (Carless, 1998). The MLQ measures a full range of leadership behaviors; 
however, for the purpose of this study, transformational and transactional 
characteristics were the only leadership behaviors measured. Transformational 
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assessment scales measure idealized attributes, idealized behaviors, inspirational 
motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration (Bass). In 
addition, the MLQ allows the researcher to assess transformational leadership outcomes 
such as follower effort, effectiveness, and satisfaction (Bass & Avolio, 1995). 
Transactional assessment scales measure contingent reward and management-by-
exception (Bass). Individual reliability analyses were conducted for the 
transformational and transactional components of the MLQ, with the transactional 
measurement yielding a Cronbach’s alpha of .67 and the transformational measurement 
yielding a Cronbach’s alpha of .97. The MLQ uses a 5-point Likert scale, with 0 
representing ―not at all‖ and 4 representing ―frequently if not always.‖ 

Revised Cognitive Learning Indicators Scale. Each of the 112 participating students 
was given the Revised Cognitive Learning Indicators Scale (RCLIS). Frymier and 
Houser’s (1999) RCLIS is designed to measure student cognitive learning. It consists of 
seven items that ask participants to report on behaviors or activities associated with 
learning the course content. The RCLIS solicits responses using a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from ―never‖ (0) to ―very often‖ (4) (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009). Reliability 
analysis was conducted, resulting in a Cronbach’s alpha of .82, which is consistent with 
existing reliability scores in other samples of between .84 and .91 (Bolkan & Goodboy; 
Frymier & Houser).  

Affective Learning Scale. To measure affective learning, McCroskey’s (1994) Affective 
Learning Scale (ALS) was completed by each participating student. The ALS is the most 
frequently used assessment for measuring student affect in terms of willingness to 
learn, use, and generalize information and skills learned in the classroom (Rubin et al., 
2004). The ALS consists of two sets of measures, each with four bipolar adjective scales. 
Reliability analysis was conducted, resulting in a Cronbach’s alpha of .90, which is 
consistent with existing reliabilities in other samples of .85 to .90 (Rubin et al.).  

Teacher Credibility Scale. All participants completed McCroskey and Young’s (1981) 
Teacher Credibility Scale, which serves as an assessment of student perceptions of 
instructors. McCroskey and Young use a two-dimensional approach to credibility that 
includes competence and character. The Teacher Credibility Scale is a 12-item semantic 
differential scale, with each item listing bipolar adjectives that can be used to describe a 
given instructor, on a seven-point scale (Hoehl, 2008). Student responses are recoded so 
that higher scores serve as indicators of teacher credibility (Rubin, Palmgreen, & 
Sypher, 2004). Reliability analysis was conducted resulting in a Cronbach’s alpha of .95, 
which is consistent with existing reliabilities of The Teacher Credibility Scale in other 
samples, of between .84 and .93 (Hoehl, 2008; McCroskey & Young, 1981; Rubin et al., 
2004).  
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The Student Communication Satisfaction Scale. Participating students completed 
Goodboy, Martin, and Bolkan’s (2009) Student Communication Satisfaction Scale 
(SCSS), which serves as a global assessment of student satisfaction resulting from 
communication encounters with an instructor. More specifically, the SCSS assesses 
student attributional confidence in the instructor, affect for the course and instructor, 
and relational, functional, participatory, and sycophancy motives affecting student 
communication satisfaction. The SCSS is a 10-item scale that uses a 7-point Likert 
response format, ranging from ―strongly disagree‖ (1) to ―strongly agree‖ (7) (Goodboy 
et al.). Reliability analysis was conducted, resulting in a Cronbach’s alpha of .82, which 
is slightly lower than existing reliabilities in other samples of around .97 (Bolkan & 
Goodboy, 2009; Goodboy et al.). 

Social Desirability Scale. Participating students also completed Strahan and Gerbasi’s 
(2006) Social Desirability Scale. The Social Desirability Scale is a 20-item True/False 
measurement which serves as an assessment of the tendency of respondents to reply in 
a manner that might be viewed favorably by others (Strahan & Gerbasi). The Social 
Desirability Scale is implemented in this study as a method of minimizing social 
desirability bias. Reliability of the Social Desirability Scale resulted in Cronbach’s alpha 
of .82, which is consistent with existing reliabilities in other samples of around .85 
(Strahan & Gerbasi). 

Analysis 

Inferential statistics, specifically multiple linear regression analyses, were used to 
determine the level of support for each hypothesis. Prior to conducting the regression 
analyses, correlations between each variable were examined (see Table 1). The predictor 
variable, number of courses taken previously from the instructor, was found to be 
positively correlated with transformational leadership behaviors (p < .05). Variables 
correlated at p < .001 included cognitive learning with affective learning, instructor 
credibility, communication satisfaction, transformational leadership and transactional 
leadership. In addition, affective learning was positively correlated with instructor 
credibility, communication satisfaction, and transformational leadership (p < .001). 
Instructor credibility was positively correlated with communication satisfaction and 
transformational leadership (p < .001). Communication satisfaction was positively 
correlated with transformational leadership and transactional leadership, and 
transformational leadership is positively correlated with transactional leadership (p < 
.001). 
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Table 1 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlationsa 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

SIPb 4.08 2.97           

NCIc 1.45 1.66 .14          

Grade 1.11 .31 -.05 .08         

Social Desire. 1.39 .10 .06 .02 .02        

Cognitive learning 4.15 .57 .05 -.13 .00 .17       

Affective learning 5.72 1.22 -.06 .07 -.01 .02 .51***      

Instructor Cred.d 6.17 .96 .10 .13 -.07 -.05 .40*** .64***     

Comm. Sat.e 5.07 .99 .11 .14 -.05 .06 .52*** .57*** .79***    

Transform. Lead.f 3.70 1.03 .02 .21* -.03 .07 .52*** .56*** .77*** .82***   

Transact. Lead.g 2.60 .56 -.07 .10 .14 .07 .34*** .09 .13 .34*** .42***  

a n=112 

b SIP= total number of semesters enrolled in the graduate program 

c NCI= total number of courses taken from the specified instructor 

d Instructor Cred.= student perceptions of instructor credibility 

e Comm. Sat.= student communication satisfaction 

f Transform. Lead.= Transformational Leadership 

g Transact. Lead.= Transactional Leadership 

*Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed). 
**Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). 
***Correlation is significant at the .001 level (2-tailed). 
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The first hypothesis suggests that instructor transformational leadership behaviors will 
have a stronger relationship with student cognitive learning than transactional 
leadership behaviors in online courses. During the first regression analysis, cognitive 
learning was entered as the dependent variable within the SPSS linear regression 
function. All control variables (grade, number of courses taken previously from the 
instructor, number of semesters enrolled in the graduate program, and social 
desirability) were entered into block 1 of 1, and transformational leadership and 
transactional leadership were entered into block 2 of 2 (see Table 2 for detailed beta 
values). 

Table 2 
Multiple Linear Regression for H1a 

Variable Model 1 β Model 2 β 

SIPb .06 .08 

NCIc -.14 -.26** 

Grade .01 .01 

Social Desirability .17 .13 

Transformational Leadership  .50*** 

Transactional Leadership  .15 

R2 .05 .37 

ΔR2  .32 

F 1.41 10.20*** 

F for change  26.44*** 

a n=112; Dependent variable: Cognitive Learning 

b SIP=total number of semesters enrolled in the graduate program 

c NCI= total number of courses taken from the specified instructor 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 
The regression model was significant (F(6,105) = 10.20, p < .001). The model accounted 
for 37% of variance in cognitive learning. The R2 change was also significant (ΔR2 = .32, 
F(2,105) = 26.4,  p < .001). The standardized coefficient for transactional leadership was 
not significant (β= .15, p = .08). The standardized coefficient for transformational 
leadership was significant (β = .50, p < .001); therefore H1 is supported. 

The second hypothesis states that instructor transformational leadership behaviors will 
have a stronger relationship with student affective learning than transactional 
leadership behaviors in online courses. During this regression analysis, affective 
learning was entered as the dependent variable within the SPSS linear regression 
function. All control variables were entered into block 1 of 1, and transformational 
leadership and transactional leadership were entered into block 2 of 2 (see Table 3 for 
detailed beta values). 
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The regression model is significant (F(6,105) = 9.35, p < .001). The model accounted for 
35% of variance in affective learning. The R2 change was also significant (ΔR2 = .34, 
F(2,105) = 27.14,  p < .001). The standardized coefficient for transactional leadership was 
not significant (β = -.18, p = .07). The standardized coefficient for transformational 
leadership was significant (β = .65, p < .001); therefore, H2 is supported. 

Table 3 
Multiple Linear Regression for H2a 

Variable Model 1 β Model 2 β 

SIPb -.07 -.08 

NCIc .09 -.03 

Grade -.02 .03 

Social Desirability .09 -.01 

Transformational Leadership  .65*** 

Transactional Leadership  -.19 

R2 .01 .35 

ΔR2  .38 

F .30 9.35*** 

F for change  27.14*** 

a n=112; Dependent variable: Affective Learning 

b SIP=total number of semesters enrolled in the graduate program 

c NCI= total number of courses taken from the specified instructor 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

Table 4 
Multiple Linear Regression for H3a 

Variable Model 1 β Model 2 β 

SIPb .08 .08 

NCIc .13 -.03 

Grade -.07 -.01 

Social Desirability -.06 -.09 

Transformational Leadership  .87*** 

Transactional Leadership  -.22** 

R2 .03 .65 

ΔR2  .62 

F .91 32.48*** 

F for change  92.52*** 

a n=112; Dependent variable: Instructor Credibility 
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b SIP=total number of semesters enrolled in the graduate program 

c NCI= total number of courses taken from the specified instructor 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

The third hypothesis states that instructor transformational leadership behaviors will 
have a stronger relationship with student perceptions of instructor credibility than will 
transactional leadership behaviors in online courses. During this regression analysis, 
instructor credibility was entered as the dependent variable within the SPSS linear 
regression function. All control variables were entered into block 1 of 1, and 
transformational leadership and transactional leadership were entered into block 2 of 2 
(see Table 4 for detailed beta values). 

The regression model is significant F(6,105) = 32.48, p < .001). The model accounted for 
65% of variance in instructor credibility. The R2 change was also significant (ΔR2 = .62, 
F(2,105) = 92.52,  p < .001). The standardized coefficient for transformational leadership 
was significant (β = .87, p < .001), as was the standardized coefficient for transactional 
leadership (β = -.22, p < .01). Though both transformational and transactional leadership 
are significant predictors of perceptions of instructor credibility, H3 is supported since 
transformational leadership is a greater predictor of perceptions of instructor 
credibility.  

The fourth hypothesis states that instructor transformational leadership behaviors will 
have a stronger relationship with student communication satisfaction than transactional 
leadership behaviors in online courses. During this regression analysis, communication 
satisfaction was entered as the dependent variable within the SPSS linear regression 
function. All control variables were entered into block 1 of 1, and transformational 
leadership and transactional leadership were entered into block 2 of 2 (see Table 5 for 
detailed beta values). 

Table 5 
Multiple Linear Regression for H4a 

Variable Model 1 β Model 2 β 

SIPb .08 .10 

NCIc .14 -.04 

Grade -.06 -.02 

Social Desirability .06 .01 

Transformational Leadership  .82*** 

Transactional Leadership  .01 

R2 .03 .69 

ΔR2  .65 

F .95 38.37*** 
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F for change  109.34*** 

a n=112; Dependent variable: Communication Satisfaction 

b SIP=total number of semesters enrolled in the graduate program 

c NCI= total number of courses taken from the specified instructor 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

The regression model is significant (F(6,105) = 38.37, p < .001). The model accounted for 
69% of variance in communication satisfaction. The R2 change was also significant (ΔR2 
= .65, F(2,105) = 109.34,  p < .001). The standardized coefficient for transactional 
leadership was not significant (β= .01, p = .86). The standardized coefficient for 
transformational leadership was significant (β = .82, p < .001); therefore, H4 is 
supported. 

Discussion 

This study used regression analysis to determine the relationships of instructor 
transformational leadership and transactional leadership with student cognitive 
learning, affective learning, perceptions of instructor credibility, and communication 
satisfaction. The primary research goal was to determine the nature of these 
relationships and which type of instructor behaviors serve as the most significant 
predictors of student educational outcomes. It should be noted that all regression 
analyses controlled for grade, the number of courses taken thus far in the program, the 
number of total courses taken from the specified instructor, and social desirability. This 
study posited that instructor transformational leadership behaviors would have a 
greater affect on each of the four student outcomes than transactional leadership 
behaviors. 

The first regression analysis, which represents the hypothesized relationship between 
instructor transformational leadership behaviors and student cognitive learning, 
revealed that instructor transformational behaviors are a significant predictor of student 
cognitive learning in online courses; thus H1 is supported (see Table 2). These findings 
are consistent with the literature addressing the relationship between the specified 
variables in traditional classrooms (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Goodboy & Myers, 2008; 
Pounder, 2008; Walumbwa et al., 2004). These results also align with the intellectual 
stimulation component of transformational leadership behaviors of challenging 
problem solving skills and promoting innovation (Bass, 1999).  

The next analysis addressed the hypothesized relationship between instructor 
transformational leadership behaviors and student affective learning. Findings indicate 
that instructor transformational behaviors are a significant predictor of student affective 
learning in online courses therefore; H2 is supported (see Table 3). This is consistent 
with existing literature examining this relationship in traditional classrooms (Bolkan & 
Goodboy, 2009; Griffith, 2004; Hoehl, 2008; Politis, 2004). These findings encompass the 
individualized consideration component of transformational leadership in which 
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leaders develop interpersonal relationships with followers, creating a mentoring 
relationship where the leader is able to establish goals for each follower based in their 
needs (Barnett et al., 2001). Behaviors of personal regard for students and concern are 
well supported in the literature in terms of their ability to improve student affective 
learning (Hoehl). The findings of this study are also consistent with Banjeri and 
Krishnan (2000), who found that followers describe their charismatic leaders as those 
who make everyone enthusiastic about assignments, command respect, have a gift of 
seeing what is important, and transmitting a sense of mission to followers, which aligns 
with Krathwohl et al.’s (1964) definition of affective learning as positive feelings 
towards the subject matter, instructor, and coursework. Therefore, teachers who make 
students feel enthusiastic about coursework and assignments are more likely to have 
students who enjoy the course and have higher levels of affective learning (Hoehl). 

The third analysis represented the hypothesized relationship between instructor 
transformational leadership behaviors and student perceptions of instructor credibility. 
Results reveal that instructor transformational behaviors are a significant predictor of 
student perceptions of instructor credibility in online courses (p < .001); however, 
transactional leadership also has a (lower) significant effect on perceptions of instructor 
credibility (p < .01) (see Table 3). Since it was proposed that students perceiving 
instructors as displaying more transformational leadership behaviors than transactional 
behaviors would have higher perceptions of instructor credibility, H3 is supported. The 
positive relationship between instructor transformational leadership behaviors and 
student perceptions of instructor credibility is consistent with existing literature 
examining the constructs in traditional classrooms (Griffith, 2004; Harvey et al., 2003; 
Hoehl, 2008; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Pounder, 2008; Walumbwa et al., 2004). In 
addition, these findings are aligned with the idealized influence and inspirational 
motivation components of transformational leadership. Specifically, Banjeri and 
Krishnan (2000) found that the extent to which instructors command respect, articulate 
expectations, and demonstrate commitment to shared goals is an indicator of the 
instructor’s perceived credibility.  

The fourth analysis, which represented the hypothesized relationship between 
instructor transformational leadership behaviors and student communication 
satisfaction, reveals that instructor transformational behaviors are a significant 
predictor of student communication satisfaction in online courses; therefore, H4 is 
supported (see Table 4). These findings are consistent with literature examining the 
stated variables in traditional classroom settings (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Goodboy et 
al., 2009; Harvey et al., 2003; Pounder, 2008; Walumbwa et al., 2004). Specifically, the 
idealized influence component of transformational leadership involves communicating 
a vision, using motivational language, and articulating the means to carry out the vision 
(Bass, 1999), which has been positively related to communication satisfaction from 
student to instructor (Bolkan & Goodboy).  



Instructor Transformational Leadership and Student Outcomes                                P a g e  | 111 

 

Emerging Leadership Journeys, Vol. 4 Iss. 1, 2011, pp. 91-119.  
© 2011 School of Global Leadership & Entrepreneurship,  
Regent University ISSN 1930-806X, editorelj@regent.edu 

Summary of the Study 

The outcomes of transformational leadership and transactional leadership have been 
well researched in leadership literature and have received some attention in educational 
literature. However, these concepts have not been researched in online courses to 
determine the potential impact of these behaviors with respect to student outcomes 
(Hoehl, 2008). The analyses of this study revealed that instructor transformational 
leadership behaviors are greater predictors of student cognitive learning, affective 
learning, perceptions of teacher credibility, and communication satisfaction than 
transactional behaviors.  

Implications 

The results of this study have significant implications for the application of 
transformational leadership in online courses. Transformational behaviors that are 
associated with idealized influence, inspirational motivation, individualized 
consideration, and intellectual stimulation can be implemented and evaluated within 
online courses, thus leading to increased student outcomes. Instructors have the 
opportunity to exhibit these behaviors in their course syllabi, assignment structure, 
online dialogues, assignment feedback, and e-mail communication with students. 
Educators can integrate the idealized influence, inspirational motivation, and 
intellectual stimulation components of transformational behaviors by using 
motivational language in the syllabus to describe course content, dialogue topics, and 
assignments. In addition, instructors can use these aspects of the course to clearly 
articulate a vision of the learning outcomes students can expect. Online curriculum 
developers should consider creating assignments and dialogue topics reflective of 
intellectual stimulation that allows students to express their creativity and to be 
innovative in problem solving. Beyond the course design and curriculum, instructors 
have the opportunity to display idealized influence, inspirational motivation, 
intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration in all of their interactions 
with students. Specifically, instructors are able to demonstrate individualized 
consideration by treating each student as an individual and assisting them in their 
personal growth and development so they are able to reach their full potential. This can 
be communicated through dialogue interactions, personal e-mails, and phone 
conversations with students. In summation, these strategies offer instructors the 
opportunity to improve the cognitive and affective learning outcomes of students in 
addition to increasing student communication satisfaction and student perceptions of 
instructor credibility. 

Limitations  

As with any research design, there are potential weaknesses to this study. Convenience 
sampling was used from two private, mid-sized universities in the United States. 
Creswell (2009) noted that the use of convenience sampling can limit the 
generalizability of a study’s findings and can compromise the representativeness of the 
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sample to the population. Future research should consider broadening the scope of the 
sample to include a variety of universities of varying sizes and affiliations. In addition, 
varying geographic and cultural regions were not considered in the present study. 
Goodboy and Bolkan (2009) posited that students from different geographic or cultural 
regions might respond to transformational and transactional behaviors from instructors 
in a variety of ways. Pounder (2008) noted that insufficient work has been done to 
examine how transformational leadership can be replicated across cultural settings. 
Therefore, while it may be true that instructor transformational behaviors are valued in 
North America, the same may not be true in other cultures. An additional limitation of 
this design is the use of survey data collection. Kerlinger and Lee (2000) stated that 
typically, survey research does not penetrate as deeply below the surface of an issue as 
other research methodologies, and is also subject to sampling error. Furthermore, Hair 
et al. (2006) stated that multiple regression allows the researcher to ascertain 
relationships, but cannot guarantee the underlying causal mechanism. Lastly, there are 
potential extraneous variables, such as the structure of the online course and the course 
materials, which could potentially affect student perceptions of instructor behaviors 
and the resulting outcomes. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Given the limitations of this design, there are several areas that should be explored by 
future researchers. To increase the generalizability of the findings, future research 
should focus on using a larger sample from a variety of institutions. Cross-cultural 
examinations of the constructs explored in this study would also benefit from further 
study. In addition, it would be beneficial for future research to examine the specific 
components of transformational leadership, idealized influence, intellectual stimulation, 
inspirational motivation, and individualized consideration in respect to specific student 
outcomes in online courses. This would allow educators to identify the extent to which 
specific transformational behaviors influence specific student outcomes. An 
examination of additional student outcomes such as motivation, grades, and overall 
satisfaction would aid in creating a more comprehensive picture of the effects of 
instructor transformational behaviors on overall student outcomes. Further research on 
how to promote instructor transformational leadership behaviors within online courses 
would be useful to higher education institutions. Additional qualitative studies would 
be beneficial in offering insights into the actual experiences of students and the impact 
of specific instructor behaviors on student attitudes and outcomes in online courses.  

The outcome of this study is intended to provide a starting point for understanding the 
impact of instructor transformational behaviors on student outcomes in online courses. 
Based on the results, it is evident that transformational behaviors, more so than 
transactional behaviors, lead to increased student cognitive learning, affective learning, 
perceptions of instructor credibility, and communication satisfaction within online 
courses. It is hoped that instructors, educational leaders, and curriculum designers can 
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integrate transformational behaviors into online courses; thus increasing student 
outcomes. 
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