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Abstract 
Student engagement is understood to be an important benchmark and indicator of the quality of 
the student experience for higher education; yet the term engagement continues to be elusive to 
define and it is interpreted in different ways in the literature. This paper firstly presents a short 
review of the literature regarding online engagement in the higher education environment, moving 
beyond discipline-specific engagement. It then presents a conceptual framework which builds 
upon recurring themes within the literature, including students’ beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. 
The framework was developed by adopting a constant comparison method to analyse the literature, 
and to search for and identify current and emerging themes. The framework identifies indicators 
for five key elements of online engagement, and the authors propose that the framework provides 
a guide for researchers and academics when exploring online engagement from a conceptual, 
practical and research basis. Finally, the paper provides recommendations for practice, outlining 
how the framework might be used to reflect critically upon the effectiveness of online courses and 
their ability to engage students. 
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An Online Engagement Framework for Higher Education 
This paper proposes a conceptual framework for online engagement. Student engagement 

in higher education has been an area highlighted consistently as having significant influence on 
student outcomes, including the successful completion of studies. Chen, Lambert, and Guidry 
(2010) suggested that student engagement in learning has a more significant impact on learning 
outcomes than who students are or where they enrol to study. As universities have increased their 
online presence and provided more opportunities for fully-online studies, student engagement in 
this mode requires further investigation and consideration. According to Coates (2009), student 
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engagement research in the past has “devoted relatively little attention to online learning” (p. 66), 
a view supported by others (e.g., Robinson & Hullinger, 2008), and Hampton and Pearce (2016) 
noted that being focused and engaged in course work as an online student is critical for success. 

In addition, research has indicated that the majority of online learners are now non-traditional 
students who are balancing the competing demands of work, life, and study commitments and elect 
to study online for the convenience it offers (Chen, Lambert, & Guidry, 2010; Thompson, Miller, 
& Pomykal Franz, 2013). These external commitments and pressures have resulted in higher rates 
of student attrition (Meyer, 2014; Thompson et al., 2013) and, as such, online student engagement 
continues to be a pressing area for further exploration. Pittaway and Moss (2011) also raised the 
important theme of staff engagement, which “is essential before students can engage” (p. 141). 
This paper represents a form of staff engagement with these current and complex issues of teaching 
and learning.  

A shift to online study requires adjustments to the teaching and learning practices 
traditionally associated with university learning environments. As Crampton, Ragusa, and 
Cavanagh (2012) highlighted, online environments are usually “characterised by different 
traditions, identities [and] expertise” (p. 2). Correlation has been found between students’ grades 
and the resources accessed in online environments (Crampton et al., 2012), as well as the emotional 
and intellectual investment made by students when studying online (Pittaway & Moss, 2014). 
These two aspects are thus important considerations for course design and pedagogy for lecturers 
seeking to maximise the engagement of online students. 

With an awareness of the importance of notions of online engagement, and a lack of 
consensus or clarity about what this might look like, a group of education academics in a regional 
university in Queensland, Australia, came together to explore notions of student online 
engagement. The complex nature of fully-online education has been highlighted as an area 
requiring further attention (Pittaway & Moss, 2011). This article contributes to this area of research 
by problematizing and rethinking the notion of student engagement in a higher education 
institution that has a long history of distance education and has moved strategically into online 
teaching and learning (Jones, Heffernan, & Albion, 2015), with over 70% of students choosing to 
study online. Working in this context of change, the education academics started to consider what 
such change might mean for their understandings about student engagement. The paper, then, 
draws together themes and findings from relevant literature relating to online student engagement 
and proposes a conceptual framework to explore online student engagement in higher education. 
We are cognizant that others have produced conceptual frameworks about engagement (e.g., 
Coates, 2007; Lawson & Lawson, 2013), but this one is different in that it draws on a systematic 
analysis of literature about the field, using the Framework Method of Gale, Heath, Cameron, 
Rashid, and Redwood (2013). 

Defining Online Engagement 
Engagement is a widely used term, but it appears to have a range of meanings and 

interpretations (Dixson, 2015; Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Taylor & Parsons, 2011). This is 
particularly the case in universities, where student engagement has become, according to Gibbs 
(2014), “one of the most ubiquitous buzzwords” (para 2). Gibbs argued that the term is “now used 
to refer to so many different things that it is difficult to keep track of what people are actually 
talking about” (para 2). Krause (2005) explained that student engagement is “a catch-all term most 
commonly used to describe a compendium of behaviours” (p. 3) that involve student learning. She 



An Online Engagement Framework for Higher Education 

Online Learning Journal – Volume 22 Issue 1 – March 2018  185 

defined it in terms of the “time, energy, and resources students devote to activities designed to 
enhance learning at university” (p. 3). Similarly, the Macquarie University Learning and Teaching 
Centre (2009) defined engagement as “the extent or quality with which students are committed 
and actively involved in their learning” (p. 1). 

These definitions have emphasised individuals’ engagement with learning rather than their 
interactions with staff or other students, even though such interaction has been identified as another 
key influencer of engagement (Chen, Lambert, & Guidry, 2010). Aligned with this view is an 
expectation around staff engagement and the role of academics as facilitators of conversations. 
Fleckhammer and Wise (2011) noted that “online students … need to be able to engage with their 
learning in an independent style, but it may be that overall academic engagement can be facilitated 
for this cohort by developing a greater sense of social engagement” (p. 393). As Coates (2006) 
explained, social relationships are important, alongside academic engagement. This ties in with 
the work of Kift (2004) and Rhodes and Nevill (2004), who indicated that engagement is affected 
by student experience and transitions which have implications for the pedagogical practices taken 
by faculty members in online learning environments.  

These multiple conceptualisations of engagement have resulted in diverse views about what 
engagement is and about the place and interconnectedness of cognitive, socio-cultural, affective, 
behavioral, ecological and organizational factors and even the actions of students as a collective 
(Kahn, Everington, Kelm, Reid, & Watkins, 2017; Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Reeve & Tseng, 
2011). The importance of these connections and the implications for practice are evidenced by 
their inclusion in the conceptual framework for engagement presented in this paper. The literature 
presents a picture of students who choose to study online and reflects the need for faculty to foster 
learning environments where traditional teacher-student and student-student interactions can be 
translated into online study, due to the common needs and aspirations of online learners. As Coates 
(2006) highlighted, “institutions are responsible for creating environments that make learning 
possible, that afford opportunities to learn,” but “the final responsibility for learning … rests with 
students” (p. 29). 
Online Student Demographics and Needs 

Findings from the literature (e.g., Oblinger, 2003; Krause, 2006) have indicated that 
university students who choose to study online are inclined to do so because it provides flexibility, 
enabling them to balance external commitments with their studies. Nevertheless, study sometimes 
“runs the risk of simply becoming another appointment or engagement in the daily diary, along 
with paid work and a range of other commitments beyond the campus” (Krause, 2006, p. 3). Since 
online learners tend to be non-traditional students and are often adult learners who face competing 
demands, including family and work responsibilities, this can result in challenges to their ability 
to “work within the routine of a typical classroom” (Scheg, 2014, p. 8). Studies have highlighted 
that employment, childcare options, and financial constraints can have an impact on students’ 
decisions whether to study online or face-to-face (Chen et al., 2010; Thompson et al., 2013), and 
these same factors can have an impact on their ability to succeed. 

Although online learning provides an opportunity for non-traditional students to achieve 
their educational goals or aspirations while balancing these complex demands, some studies have 
suggested that the external demands sometimes pose challenges that make it difficult to prioritise 
study (Thompson et al., 2013). Chen et al. (2010), therefore, emphasised the importance of 
ensuring quality in programs and pedagogy so that online students receive the same level of 
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support as face-to-face students, cautioning that a tiered system of educational segregation could 
potentially result if this was not consciously addressed. This is particularly important given the 
disproportionate number of minority, part-time, and working-class students who elect to study 
online (Chen et al., 2010). Support for students is therefore vital to ensure student engagement and 
positive learning outcomes from study. As such, it is necessary to further explore what the 
literature highlights as key principles of student engagement in online learning. 

Engagement in Online Higher Education 

The literature on engagement reinforces its importance in online teaching and learning, 
although Bowen (2005) suggested that there is a lack of consensus about what engagement means 
in practice. Although much of the literature related to online engagement incorporates the three 
key areas of behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
2004; Reeve & Tseng, 2011) as they affect students’ attitudes and motivations, Lawson and 
Lawson (2013) suggest that there is a need for a “more nuanced and less formulaic conception of 
student engagement” (p. 433). In doing that, we emphasise the clear distinction between traditional 
face-to-face learning environments and online learning environments and posit that the shift of 
higher education institutions to online presents challenges for course design and pedagogical 
practice.  

We propose an interdisciplinary conceptual framework designed specifically for reflecting 
on online student engagement in higher education, using categories drawn from the themes within 
the literature base. We now explain the methodology that was used, before presenting the 
framework and a discussion of the literature and thinking that informed its construction. 
 

Methods 
The proposed conceptual framework is grounded in a social constructionist approach 

(Mallon, 2013), combined with deductive thematic analysis for the specific purpose of creating an 
evaluative framework to explore online learning-based practices linked to student engagement. As 
noted by Bradley, Curry, and Devers (2007), a deductive analysis allows “new inquiries to benefit 
from and build on previous insights in the field” (p. 1763), but it does not preclude new categories. 
Social constructionism endorses a subjectivist view of knowledge where knowledge is outcome of 
social interchange (Guterman, 2006). A useful way of thinking about social construction is that it 
has two parts: “X socially constructs Y” (Mallon, 2013, para 4). In this paper, for example, a group 
of researchers (Xs) worked together as agents for the filtering and adaption of existing knowledge 
and the inputting of additional contextual and experiential knowledge in order to co-construct a 
knowledge or conceptual framework (Y), based on agreed categories or themes. 

Social scientists use a number of terms to describe themes within their data, for example, 
categories, codes, labels, thematic units, and concepts (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). In the health 
sciences, a recently developed method for the management and analysis of qualitative data is the 
Framework Method (Gale et al., 2013). This method uses identifiers such as analytic memos, 
categories, codes, indexes and themes to organise and then analyse broad types of data. The 
Framework Method is not aligned to any one epistemological stance, but instead it is a flexible 
tool that can be adapted for any qualitative generation of themes. It has been used largely to explore 
transcripts from interviews or focus groups, but it may, “in principle, be adapted for other types of 
textual data, including documents … or field notes from observations” (Gale et al., 2013, p. 2). 
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As the authors of the Framework Method (Gale et al., 2013) indicated, those using the 
method need to consider whether and why the framework might be useful to a particular situation. 
In the case of the current examination of literature about student engagement in online learning, 
the framework offered a way of accommodating varied data that were related to “similar topics” 
(Gale et al., 2013, p. 2). Thus, the framework offered a way of systematically categorizing data 
and generating descriptions and explanations. 

With this in mind, the Framework Method (Gale et al., 2013) was adapted and used to 
develop a conceptual framework, with the intent that further data collation and analysis would be 
undertaken by the researchers. This will be done by using the framework that is developed and 
documenting analytic memos and observations of practices related to a range of teacher education 
courses within the authors’ institution of higher education. 

To commence the creation of the initial framework, the key concepts and indicators from 
existing research about engaging online learners were collated using an a priori approach. The 
literature was explored, and each researcher used a constant comparison method to collate both 
current and emerging themes. Although often associated with grounded theory, constant 
comparison is a useful method for theme identification from any text (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 
2007). The researchers individually and then collectively used a deductive approach to filter 
concepts, indicators, categories, and implications from the literature and identify additional themes 
that were then superimposed over the existing ones. 

This process ensured that individual interpretations of the literature were discussed and 
collectively explored in detail before completing the deductive process of determining the final 
themes. It acknowledged the work done by others in the field, as well adding insight with new 
shared understandings prior to the construction of the framework. A three-phase filtering process 
was then employed to: a) ensure shared understandings of what was meant by the terms used within 
the framework; b) guarantee that the wording was succinct and relevant; and, c) provide assurance 
of future usability and broad applicability.  Figure 1 provides an overview of the deductive process 
that was used.  

The resulting framework and process were then shared with national and international 
experts in online teaching and learning and feedback was requested and received. Final 
refinements were then made according to this feedback. Figure 2 lists the six-stage process that 
was used to develop the framework. 
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Figure 1. The Deductive Process 

 
 
 

Stage 1: Each researcher explored the literature to come up with a first take on the related 
themes according to common terms or ideas until these became repetitive and no 
new ideas emerged. 

Stage 2: Three researchers worked together to filter these into related groups of ideas and 
then to refine theme terminology. 

Stage 3: The whole team further refined elements and indicators according to the shared 
understandings. 

Stage 4: An initial framework was created. 
Stage 5: Expert feedback was requested from six national and international experts deemed as 

authorities on online teaching and learning. 
Stage 6: Adjustments were then made according to the feedback received. 

Figure 2. The Six-Stage Process for Framework Development 
 
 

Proposed Conceptual Framework for Online Engagement 
Internationally, survey instruments have been developed to measure student engagement in 

higher education. The surveys all build on the initial instrument, the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE) developed in the United States (The Trustees of Indiana University, 2016), 
and also used in Canada. Australia has the Australasian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE) 
(Australian Council for Educational Research, n.d.), also used by New Zealand, and the Student 
Experience Survey (SES), part of the Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching (QiLT) 
(Australian Government Department of Education and Training, 2015, 2016a, 2016b), whilst the 
United Kingdom uses the United Kingdom Engagement Survey (UKES) (Higher Education 
Academy, 2015). 
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Allen, Seaman, Poulin, and Straut (2016) have been tracking online education in the United 
States for 13 years. In their 2015 report, they found that 29% of higher education students take at 
least one distance course and that this number was growing. At the regional university where the 
current research took place, 70% of the students were studying externally or online. Meyer (2014) 
identified that “achieving student engagement in online courses may be more important than it is 
in on-campus courses because online students have fewer ways to be engaged with the institution 
and perhaps greater demands on their time and attention as well” (p. 1). With such a large number 
of students embarking on higher education study without traditional face-to-face supports, it is 
essential to understand how to improve teaching and learning for enhanced online engagement. 
Krause and Coates (2008) have called for “a more robust theorising of the engagement concept 
that encompasses both quantitative and qualitative measures” (p. 493). 

In response to this challenge, the authors propose a way of understanding the various types 
of engagement that work together to connect students with learning. The literature (Pittaway, 2012; 
Weimer, 2016) speaks to a number of elements of engagement which may be defined separately 
but are interconnected in practice because, as Weimer (2016) reminded us, engagement is a 
“multidimensional construct” (para 7).  

Many past explorations around face-to-face engagement have been limited to three major 
types of engagement: behavioral, emotional and cognitive. Our overview of engagement, as seen 
in Figure 3, provides a detailed approach to exploring engagement within online environments. 
The figure presents five elements of engagement for teaching and learning in the online space: 
social engagement, cognitive engagement, behavioral engagement, collaborative engagement, and 
emotional engagement. These five elements are considered crucial for effective student 
engagement within the online learning and teaching environment. That is not to say that these same 
elements do not also have a place when investigating face-to-face learning or more traditional 
distance learning contexts. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Online Engagement Framework Overview 
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The authors posit that the online engagement framework presented here is a 
multidimensional construct with interrelated elements that impact on student engagement in online 
settings. The framework can be utilised by academics to reflect upon the learning engagement 
within their online courses and the implications for personal teaching practice as well as course 
and, ultimately, program design. 

The online engagement framework for higher education presented in Table 1 provides a 
summary of the elements and the indicators for each element. The framework has emerged from a 
social constructionist perspective in higher education where asynchronous and synchronous group 
discussions occur as an intentional way to promote individual and group learning. It is not 
hierarchical or linear in nature, nor is each element meant to be explored as an isolated process. 
Rather, the framework provides a tool to unpack the dynamic nature of online engagement.  
 

Online Engagement Element Indicators (illustrative only) 

Social engagement 
  

Building community 
Creating a sense of belonging 
Developing relationships 
Establishing trust 

Cognitive engagement 
  
  

Thinking critically 
Activating metacognition 
Integrating ideas 
Justifying decisions 
Developing deep discipline understandings 
Distributing expertise 

Behavioral engagement 
  
  

Developing academic skills 
Identifying opportunities and challenges 
Developing multidisciplinary skills 
Developing agency 
Upholding online learning norms 
Supporting and encouraging peers 

Collaborative engagement 
  

Learning with peers 
Relating to faculty members 
Connecting to institutional opportunities 
Developing professional networks 

Emotional engagement 
  
  

Managing expectations 
Articulating assumptions 
Recognising motivations 
Committing to learning 

Table 1. Online Engagement Framework for Higher Education 
 

As explained, the online engagement framework is intended to propose a theoretical view of 
student engagement that builds on related literature and the filtering of literature themes into key 
concepts. The five interrelated elements provide a tool for instructors, instructional designers, and 
researchers to facilitate and evaluate online student engagement. Each element of the framework, 
and the related literature, along with indicators, are discussed in detail below. Note that the 
indicators are illustrative only and are not meant to be a definitive list. 
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Results 
Social Engagement 

Social engagement refers to “students’ social investment in the collegiate experience” 
(Knight, 2013, p. 73). It includes participation in academic as well as non-academic activities 
which occur outside the virtual classroom, such as recreation or social functions, along with 
discussions of a social nature (Coates, 2006). It is a way of creating purposeful relationships with 
others. In an online environment, social interactions are often in the form of students talking about 
themselves and their contexts; they may result in ongoing interactions through social media. 
According to Krause (2005), “opportunities for social engagement are equally as important as 
intellectual pursuits” (p. 9). Social engagement is certainly of key importance when students are 
required to work with peers for assessment and/or learning tasks and it is related to social-
emotional buy-in as well as social interactions (Sinha, Rogat, Adams-Wiggins, & Hmelo-Silver, 
2015). 

The literature also refers to concepts such as relational engagement (Billet, 2008) and social 
presence (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000), which are related to social engagement. Table 2 
presents a summary of the literature and the indicators for the social engagement element. 
 

Online Engagement Element Indicators (illustrative only) 

Social engagement 
(Billet, 2008; Chen, Lambert, & Guidry, 2010; 
Cheng, Liang & Tsai, 2013; Dennen, 2008; 
Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000; Knight, 
2013; Krause, 2005; Pittaway & Moss, 2014; 
Australian Government Department of 
Education and Training, 2016a); Sinha, Rogat, 
Adams-Wiggins, & Hmelo-Silver, 2015; 
Wright, Jones, & D’Alba, 2013) 

Building community 
Creating a sense of belonging 
Developing relationships 
Establishing trust 

Table 2. Indicators for Social Engagement  
 

Social engagement in an online environment can be illustrated through actions that build 
community such as social forums and the use of open communication platforms. It includes the 
development of relationships with peers and instructors, whether via friendships and interactions 
beyond study requirements or effective working and studying relationships. Informal or social 
engagement opportunities with instructors are important for students’ learning, both online and 
face-to-face (Chen, Lambert, & Guidry, 2010). Social engagement involves building rapport, 
respect, and trust to create a sense of belonging and group cohesion within a learning community 
(Sinha, Rogat, Adams-Wiggins, & Hmelo-Silver, 2015; Wright, Jones, & D’Alba, 2013). 
Cognitive Engagement 

Cognitive engagement is the active process of learning. Bowen (2005) stated that this type 
of engagement is the most fundamental form of engagement. This was supported by Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, and Paris (2004) who identified cognitive engagement as students engaged in the 
learning process to “comprehend complex ideas and master difficult skills” (p. 60). It is related to 
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what students do and think to promote learning. Bowen (2005) continued by referring to the 
process as students “paying attention to the learning” and becoming “engaged learners” (p. 5). In 
the literature, it is not clearly defined and is often linked with concepts such as motivation to learn, 
values and beliefs, metacognition and self-regulation, and strategy use and effort (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Greene, 2015). 

There are different levels of cognition, normally referred to as deep and surface (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Henri, 1992). In the online space, surface cognitive engagement would 
be contributions that offer solutions without judgement or justification; repeating ideas without 
clarification; or general agreement with others without explanation or further contribution. 
Students who work at this level can easily be distracted, employ avoidance strategies, and focus 
on completing the task as a means to an end rather than learning from the task (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Those students who display deep cognitive engagement demonstrate 
more complex processes. Their online posts justify or compare ideas and solutions; they integrate 
ideas from multiple sources, provide new information, judgements, or integration of information, 
and can support their ideas (Henri, 1992). Learners working at deep cognitive levels have a 
psychological investment in learning, a preference towards challenge, as well as a desire to go 
beyond base requirements. They sustain engagement through persistence and can find relevance 
in new information by aligning it with previous knowledge. Instructors can impact the level of 
cognitive engagement based on the requirements of activities and assessment tasks. 

Other terms which align with the element of cognitive engagement are disciplinary 
engagement (Hickey, Quick, & Shen, 2015), intellectual engagement (Pittaway & Moss, 2014), 
academic challenge (Center for Postsecondary Research, Indiana University School of Education, 
2016), and cognitive presence (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). 
 

Online Engagement Element Indicators (illustrative only) 

Cognitive engagement 
(Center for Postsecondary Research, Indiana 
University School of Education, 2016; Coates, 
2009; Engle & Conant, 2002; Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Garrison, 
Anderson, & Archer, 2000; Greene, 2015; 
Hickery, Quick, & Shen, 2015; Meyer, 2014; 
Petty & Farinde, 2013; Pittaway & Moss, 2014; 
Redmond, 2014; Reeve & Tseng, 2011; 
Weimer, 2016) 

Thinking critically 
Activating metacognition 
Integrating ideas 
Justifying decisions 
Developing deep discipline 
understandings 
Distributing expertise 

Table 3. Indicators for Cognitive Engagement 
 

Bowen (2005) pointed out that “as students attempt to reconcile what they learn with what 
they previously believed, they demonstrate growth in understanding, values, and commitment 
typical of mature cognitive development” (p. 5). This might also be known as the acceptance or 
embracing of cognitive dissonance. Learners who are deeply cognitively engaged self-regulate or 
“use metacognitive strategies to plan, monitor, and evaluate their cognition when accomplishing 
tasks” (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004, p. 64). 
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High levels of cognitive engagement do not occur outside of a particular context. They 
always occur in a discipline context. However, the strategies students use for cognitive 
engagement, such as critical thinking, metacognition, integration, and justification, are 
multidisciplinary and can be used in any learning situation. Learning that is discipline-specific, 
such as developing deep discipline-specific conceptual understandings, discipline-specific 
metalanguage, and discipline expertise change as students move from one discipline to another. 

Behavioral Engagement 
In their investigation of engagement, Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris (2004) found three 

dimensions of positive behavioral engagement. First, positive behaviors such as adhering to rules 
and norms, asking questions, contributing to discussions, and paying attention; second, active 
participation in academic activities; and third, participation in extracurricular or non-academic 
activities within the educational institution. In the end, however, they described behavioral 
engagement as “doing the work and following the rules” (p. 65). 

Behavioral engagement is also referred to in the literature with terms such as academic 
engagement (Pittaway & Moss, 2014; Young, 2010), agency engagement (Reeve & Tseng, 2011), 
learning presence (Shea et al., 2012), self-regulating behaviors (Cheng, Liang, & Tsai, 2013), skills 
engagement (Handelsman, Briggs, Sullivan, & Towler, 2005), and verbal and nonverbal 
attentiveness (Weimer, 2016). The indicators for the behavioral element of online engagement are 
provided in Table 4. 
 

Online Engagement Element Indicators (illustrative only) 

Behavioral engagement 
(Cheng, Liang, & Tsai, 2013; Coates, 
2009; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
2004; Handelsman, Briggs, Sullivan, & 
Towler, 2005; Meyer, 2014; Center for 
Postsecondary Research, Indiana 
University School of Education, 2016; 
Petty & Farinde, 2013; Pittaway & Moss, 
2014; Reeve & Tseng, 2011; Shea et al., 
2012; Weimer, 2016) 

Developing academic skills 
Identifying opportunities and challenges 
Developing multidisciplinary skills 
Developing agency 
Upholding online learning norms 
Supporting and encouraging peers 

Table 4. Indicators for Behavioral Engagement  
 

Students who are behaviorally engaged “are characterized by [their] positive conduct, class 
participation, involvement in the learning task, high effort and persistence, positive attitudes, and 
self-regulation of their learning” (Young, 2010, p. 2). They also support and encourage their peers 
to follow procedures, actively participate in the learning process, reduce disruptive behaviors and 
complete academic tasks (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Students who are behaviorally 
engaged communicate interest in learning and find personal relevance; they also seek help when 
required and provide assistance to others. 
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In addition to these learning behaviors students develop academic skills which contribute to 
their successful learning outcomes. These include skills such as academic reading, writing and 
listening, planning, time management, and goal setting (Pittaway & Moss, 2014).  
Collaborative Engagement 

Collaborative engagement is related to the development of different relationships and 
networks that support learning, including collaboration with peers, instructors, industry, and the 
educational institution. The concepts of social and emotional engagement indicate that connecting 
with others for both educational and non-educational activities is beneficial from an academic, 
social, and emotional perspective. 

Similar concepts discussed in the literature include professional engagement (Pittaway & 
Moss, 2014); learning with peers (Center for Postsecondary Research, Indiana University School 
of Education, 2016), experiences with faculty (Center for Postsecondary Research, Indiana 
University School of Education, 2016), enriching educational experience (Meyer, 2014), and 
campus environment (Center for Postsecondary Research, Indiana University School of Education, 
2016).  
 

Online Engagement Element Indicators (illustrative only) 

Collaborative engagement 
(Center for Postsecondary Research, Indiana 
University School of Education, 2016; 
Coates, 2009; Dennen, 2008; Meyer, 2014; 
Pittaway & Moss, 2014; Australian 
Government Department of Education and 
Training, 2016a; Reeve & Tseng, 2011) 

Learning with peers 
Relating to faculty members 
Connecting to institutional 
opportunities 
Developing professional networks 

Table 5. Indicators for Collaborative Engagement 
 

Collaboration with peers is related to engagement for academically worthwhile purposes, for 
example, discussion, tutoring, study groups, and group tasks or assessment. Students studying 
online are more likely to have to collaborate online because they are less likely to be located 
geographically near peers. 

Collaborative engagement with faculty and the institution is largely related to the 
development of supportive learning environments. From an academic perspective, instructors 
regularly establish a requirement for collaborative engagement through the use of group or team 
activities and assessment. 

Engagement with peers and professionals in industry is often related to establishing personal 
and professional learning networks (Albion, 2014). Both can be useful for entry into a profession, 
to assist continuing professional learning, and to ensure sustained industry relevance and currency. 
Engagement with industry is more critical in programs that are aligned with specific professions 
(Pittaway & Moss, 2014). 
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Emotional Engagement 
Emotional engagement refers to students’ emotional reaction to learning. It is related to their 

feelings or attitudes towards learning and can be attributed to the affective or emotional component 
of engagement. Sinatra, Heddy, and Lombardi (2015) reported that “both negative and positive 
emotions can facilitate activation of attention and engagement” (p. 2). It includes emotional 
reactions to people in the educational context such as peers and teachers, or to the educational 
institution itself, the subject matter or discipline, or the tasks that students are expected to do. In 
summary, emotional engagement includes “interest, values, and emotions” (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004, p. 65). 

Other terms found in the literature to discuss this type of engagement include personal 
engagement (Pittaway, 2012), emotional presence (Cleveland-Innes & Campbell, 2012), affective 
reactions (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004), and psychological engagement (Vogt, 2016). 
Cleveland-Innes and Campbell (2012) stated that “emotion is identified as important to student 
adjustment to the role of online learner” (p. 272), and online instructors should determine how best 
to harness emotion for effective learning and teaching. 
 

Element Indicators (illustrative only) 

Emotional engagement 
(Cleveland-Innes, & Campbell, 2012; Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Meyer, 2014; Petty 
& Farinde, 2013; Pittaway, 2012; Pittaway & 
Moss, 2014; Reeve & Tseng, 2011; Vogt, 2016; 
Weimer, 2016) 

Managing expectations 
Articulating assumptions 
Recognizing motivations 
Committing to learning 
  

Table 6. Indicators for Emotional Engagement 
 

From a review of the literature, the authors provide four indicators which exemplify 
emotional engagement, as seen in Table 6: managing expectations, articulating assumptions, 
recognizing motivations, and committing to learning. Students’ emotional engagement can be 
observed through their attitude, enthusiasm, interest, anxiety or enjoyment in the learning process. 
Positive emotional engagement would be displayed by students who value learning or the 
acquisition of knowledge and skills and appreciate success. 

 

Discussion 

Although the literature points to the value of employing student engagement techniques in 
online learning to increase student engagement, which in turn translates to producing a better 
quality of graduate (Meyer, 2014; Teacher Education Ministerial Advisory Group, 2014), there is 
still confusion in terms of “what counts” as online engagement (Bowen, 2005), what this might 
look like in practice, and the types of approaches that might be employed. Researchers such as 
Pittaway and Moss (2011) suggested that before students engage it is essential that staff adopt 
engagement practices. However, although the number of higher education students studying online 
and taking online courses continues to grow (Allen, Seaman, Poulin, & Straut, 2016), there are 
still gaps in the research, literature, and models to guide academic practice, including the 
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complexities linked to online learning and strategies to support engagement. In this paper, the 
authors have drawn from, and reflected on, the existing body of literature, problematized the notion 
of student online engagement, and contributed to new understandings of online engagement. This 
has resulted in the construction of an Online Engagement Framework for Higher Education.  

Although the authors of this paper do not claim to offer a panacea for curing all the 
difficulties and ambiguities associated with online engagement, we nevertheless offer a robust 
framework that others (including instructors, instructional designers, course teams, program 
coordinators, policy advisors, advisory groups, and researchers) may find of value as a point of 
reference, particularly in helping to reflect upon their respective decision-making processes prior 
to and during the process of supporting the student online learning journey. We hope the 
framework also serves as an audit and reflection tool, to think about, inform, and perhaps even 
challenge others to critically consider the types of strategies they employ for facilitating different 
types of online engagement within their contexts. This process, utilising the framework offered 
here, will hopefully prove to be invaluable in assisting critical reflection about online engagement 
from a range of different lenses and pedagogical positions. 

Furthermore, the authors of this paper are aware of the complexity and variation in learning 
environments and contexts in which educators and students are positioned. Therefore, the worth 
that others will ascribe to the online engagement framework will be dependent on a range of 
elements and contextual factors. As a final intended contribution of this paper within the field of 
online learning and engagement, the authors offer a number of recommendations. These are 
targeted to different audiences, with the common denominators of thinking about and employing 
strategies to support online learning engagement. We hope that readers will find value in these 
suggestions, particularly in seeing relevance and application when moving through the process of 
deploying the framework in teaching practice. These points are offered only as a potential guide 
to assist in the consideration of opportunities for clarifying and perhaps “thinking otherwise” about 
online engagement in the multiple forms in which it is understood. Our ultimate goal is to build 
capacity for supporting and enhancing online students’ learning journeys. 
Instructors: A Lens to Plan Teaching and Learning 

With so many students now moving to online learning (Chen, Lambert, & Guidry, 2010; 
Thompson et al., 2013) and courses increasingly now offered online, the Online Engagement 
Framework for Higher Education offers instructors a lens for planning teaching and learning. This 
includes employing the online engagement framework as an audit tool, or point of reference, when 
considering the types of engagement currently demonstrated by students, and the relevant 
indicators of the various elements of the framework. The use of the framework will enable 
instructors to consider whether some forms of engagement might be privileged, and whether other 
forms of engagement need to be utilised more often to heighten engagement, and therefore to 
enhance student learning. The online engagement framework may also help to confirm the 
elements of engagement currently employed in teaching and learning practices that are identified 
as a best fit for the intended learning outcomes of a course. However, as Bower (2001) pointed 
out, instructors may be challenged to adjust their current pedagogical practices or may even resist 
any suggestion of change to practice. 

The online engagement framework also offers instructors an opportunity to think more 
deeply about the associated indicators of engagement: to think about how engagement might look 
in relation to better supporting the diversity of students engaging in online study, as well as about 
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the types of engagement strategies that would enable the stories and voices of students to be heard. 
The framework offers a reference point for thinking about the elements and types of engagement 
that might better afford opportunities for students to share the richness of their backgrounds, 
experiences, and understandings with others. It also asks us, as faculty, to think about elements 
and types of engagement that afford students opportunities to learn from and with others, and to 
think about the types of engagement that provide equitable and effective learning and teaching 
opportunities for all students. 
Instructional Designers: Assisting Instructors to Plan for Active Engagement  

The online engagement framework also offers instructional designers a framework to share, 
as well as a guide for assisting instructors to reflect upon and plan for activities and conditions 
which enhance active online engagement (Coates, 2009). This might include instructional 
designers and institutional learning and teaching facilitators referring instructors to the extensive 
discussion and related literature that unpacks each of the five online engagement framework 
elements. Targeted suggestions could also be offered regarding ways to design courses and 
learning experiences that integrate specific indicators to enhance and facilitate online learning and 
engagement for students. 

With the theme of social engagement and connectedness particularly prevalent in a range of 
engagement frameworks (Australian Government Department of Education and Training, 2016a; 
Cheng, Liang, & Tsai, 2013; Dennen, 2008; Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000; Pittaway & 
Moss, 2014), and the value students place on levels of instructor and classmate interaction 
(Gerhardt, 2016), instructional designers may wish to use the online engagement framework to 
highlight the associated indicators or processes that effectively support the element of social 
engagement. As such, the online engagement framework may be utilised as a tool to raise 
awareness and build capacity with instructors in relation to the elements and indicators of 
engagement.  
Teaching Teams: A Tool for Critical Reflection 

As part of a teaching teams’ annual course review, and as part of completing the cycle of 
moderation, the online engagement framework offers academics a tool for critical reflection, 
through auditing the types of engagement employed in their courses. Teams could also reflect 
critically on the effectiveness of each of the approaches in addressing and supporting the student 
learning journey and course learning objectives. As research indicates that strategies employed to 
support student engagement are contextual in relation to factors such as the student cohort, the 
course, and the course content (Lawrence, Dashwood, Burton, & Brown, 2013), the online 
engagement framework offers teaching teams a valuable reference point for considering the “best 
fit” of engagement indicators for the types of learning and the students in their courses. 

Teaching teams may wish to adopt a pragmatic approach of making better use of learning 
analytics to monitor, better understand, and evaluate levels of student engagement, again using the 
online engagement framework as a reference point. This in turn will help inform future course 
offerings, approaches, course materials, and pedagogical practices. For example, in reviewing 
learning analytics, it might be identified that some students who missed online classes or scheduled 
chat sessions did not access the recordings or transcripts of these sessions and did not access the 
discussion boards or emails (Thompson et al., 2013). As part of a course team review, instructors 
may choose to explore engagement options to better support these particular students and foster 
motivation and engagement in the future. They may also wish to utilise the indicators of the online 
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engagement framework to help inform future course design and pedagogical practice and with the 
aim of facilitating higher levels of academic engagement and motivation for online students. 

Program Level: A Review Across Courses 

At a broader programmatic level, and for those instructors whose role is associated with 
program or institutional teaching and learning, the online engagement framework offers a tool for 
auditing the types of engagement employed across a program. Such a process could provide insight 
into which elements and processes are privileged, popular, and utilised, as well as identify which 
elements may not have much exposure. This in turn could provoke robust professional and 
pedagogical conversations and questions with program teams, in relation to the visible trends, and 
the impact of not employing other engagement indicators and elements. 

At a program level, the online engagement framework offers a way of challenging existing 
discourse and introducing alternative discourse about understandings of engagement, as well as 
processes and strategies that support quality and effective student engagement. Drawing upon the 
online engagement framework as an interdisciplinary frame and reference point, program teams 
may be better able to respond proactively to government reports and public discussions. The 
framework could be used to explain and clarify the elements, strategies, and pedagogies employed 
by institutions to support learning and teaching that enhance student engagement. 
Macro Level: A Reference Point to Inform Interpretations and Benchmarking of Engagement  

Finally, the authors suggest that the online engagement framework can potentially provide 
professionals involved in determining quality indicators for learning and teaching (see Australian 
Government Department of Education and Training, 2016a, 2016b), policy advisors and advisory 
groups with a reference point to inform the structuring and thinking behind institutional and 
systemic tools that seek to categorise engagement, student satisfaction, and other forms and 
measurements. For example, the online engagement framework could help to inform and frame 
future higher education learning and teaching surveys, by adopting a more comprehensive 
interpretation and lens for determining learner engagement in the online environment. This would 
help to widen the lens beyond the current narrow view of engagement, which is limited to 
exploring an aspect such as “interactions among students and teaching staff” (Australian 
Government Department of Education and Training, 2016b). A spinoff of this might be a shift in 
the public’s perception of reports and reviews regarding the indicators of quality teaching and 
learning in higher education. 

With a plethora of studies and research reporting on teaching and learning in higher 
education, it is hoped that researchers who in the future might wish to investigate the types and 
levels of online engagement might refer to and draw upon the elements of engagement and the 
associated discussion outlined in this paper. This would foster consideration and thinking about 
how online engagement is understood, and where it might be evidenced in practice. Researchers 
may wish to use the online engagement framework to problematize understandings of online 
student engagement. The elements of the online engagement framework may provide useful 
categories for investigating the types of engagement that are privileged and the barriers to 
employing other types of engagement in particular contexts.  
Next Steps 

Future research surrounding the Online Engagement Framework for Higher Education is 
expected to take place in four phases. First, the framework is yet to be statistically validated. 



An Online Engagement Framework for Higher Education 

Online Learning Journal – Volume 22 Issue 1 – March 2018  199 

Although the framework has been developed from the literature and the research team has sought 
feedback from experts in the field, it is critical to determine the reliability and validity of the 
framework. A second phase to this research is for the research team to use the framework as a lens 
to unpack the engagement within their own courses.  

The third phase is to work with students to reflect upon the framework and to have them 
determine how it might help their studies and how it might assist them to unpack their actual levels 
of engagement in their online studies. Finally, the framework should be explored by academics in 
different disciplines and other universities to see if it is valid in a range of different contexts. We 
invite other instructors and researchers to use the framework across various populations and 
disciplines to assist in the validation of the online engagement framework and to comment on its 
robustness. 
 

Conclusion 

The goal of this research was to develop an Online Engagement Framework for Higher 
Education. The framework was developed from a review of the relevant literature that explores 
engagement in educational contexts. The framework that was developed includes five key 
elements considered essential to effective online learning: social engagement, cognitive 
engagement, behavioral engagement, collaborative engagement, and emotional engagement. For 
each of the elements, indicators have been generated to provide illustrative examples of what each 
element of engagement might look like. Considerable work remains to be completed in order to 
validate the framework. 

Learning and teaching online is complex and we continue to learn how to more effectively 
support the online learning journeys of students. Educators and researchers will continue to 
develop tools and strategies to overcome the challenges of our work in the online space. However, 
there is much we can do to create online learning environments that enhance learning and teaching 
outcomes, provide opportunities for students to engage online, and to foster connections with each 
other, instructors, the educational institution, and industry while developing strong disciplinary 
knowledge and multidisciplinary skills. We believe that the framework that has been designed 
offers instructors, designers, and researchers who work in the online space a template to guide 
their work. As the number of students enrolling in online courses in higher education is on the rise, 
it is important that we explore the nature and the quality of engagement. 
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