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This Special Issue is an outcome of a cooperation between the Online Learning Journal
(OLJ), the Center for Open Education Research (COER), and the European Association of
Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU)! at the Innovating Higher Education Conference 2022
(I-HE 2022), held in Athens on 19-21, October 2022. As part of this cooperation, COER
Members? organized a research track on open, distance, and digital education at the conference.
The call for papers received more than 50 submissions; however, 16 were accepted for
presentation in Athens, and four selected authors or author teams were encouraged to submit
their papers to the OLJ. We are pleased that the pre-selection at the conference was confirmed by
the journal’s double-blind review process with all four papers accepted for publication in this
COER-EADTU special issue of the OLJ.

Digital Reset: European Universities Transforming for a Changing World, the
conference's theme, suggested the ongoing change propelled by the Covid-19 pandemic.
Digitalization and transformation are inherit in open, distance, and digital education. ODDE has
always been, is, and will be forward-looking by nature. However, the pandemic has pushed all
higher education institutions to pass the gate of digitalization at all levels and signaled that such a
crisis would not be the last one that compels institutions to move online, which means
transformation will and should continue. In this special issue, the four selected studies focus on
the field's different yet compelling transformation areas.

The first paper, Clicking with Confidence, co-authored by Elaine Beirne, Mairéad Nic
Giolla Michil, Mark Brown, and Conchur Mac Lochlainn from Dublin City University (DCU),
Ireland, brings a new perspective on the use of MOOC:s to increase the digital confidence of
online learners. As self-efficacy is one of the crucial aspects of retention in online education, the
study offers a MOOC course to help learners gain these essential and required mastery skills. In
their study, Beirne et al. examined the online learning self-efficacy improvement of 135 MOOC
participants and found that besides increased self-efficacy in the pre-defined fields of time
management, technology navigation, distance learning, and online communication, the learners
also reported increased happiness, hope, and excitement after the course. Overall, the results
project a practical and pedagogical use of MOOCs for the readiness of learners in online
learning.

The second paper, Impact of Online Exams on the Quality of Distance learners' exam
and exam revision experience by Simon Cross, Maria Aristeidou, Klaus-Dieter Rossade,
Carlton Wood, and Carlton Wood from the Open University UK, problematizes the online exam
experience of learners and compares online exams that were held during the pandemic with sit-in
exams before the pandemic. The rigorous research design applied a quantitative approach to
compare two datasets (pre-pandemic and during-pandemic). Notably, the results demonstrated no
significant difference between learners' online and in-person exam experiences. Additionally, the
results showed increased satisfaction with the online exam environment. Amidst the increasing
tendency of institutions to move to remote exams, the study provides significant evidence for the
possibility of sustainable, more accommodating, and quality exams in an online format. This is
undoubtedly a topic of interest not only for institutions teaching at scale and looking for online
solutions, but also for institutions seeking paths to sustain their internationalization and quality
enhancement even during crises.

! https://eadtu.eu/
2 https://uol.de/coer/coer-members
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Gabi Witthaus, in her paper titled A capabilitarian model for online engagement
derived from an exploration of the experiences of refugees in online higher education,
zoomed out on the pandemic-oriented crises and took our attention to the refugee crisis. This
study connected a sociological derivative -capabilitarian understanding- adroitly with the
engagement phenomenon to propose a resilient approach to the refugee problem. As a result of
the qualitative analysis, Witthaus suggests a capabilitarian engagement model for online
learning. The model is promising in many aspects given that engagement is a crucial element of
learning, specifically online education. While this is the case, admittedly, the engagement of
disadvantaged learners has yet to be widely addressed or examined. The author built the online
engagement guidelines for the displaced learners on the engagement model of Bond et al. (2020)
and Redmond et al.’s (2018) framework. The study is evidently one that will be referred to
extensively by online education specialists who work with and for humanitarian programs.

The last paper, Massive Omission of Consent by Eamon Costello, James Brunton,
Richard Bolger, Tiziana Soverino, and Clément Juillerac from DCU, brings the relatively
ignored subject of “consent™ in big data use to the attention of the reader by means of a
systematic review. Referring to big data that have been introduced to our lives with the
increasing pace of digitalization, Costello et al. problematize the ethics approval omission in one
of the big data pools, namely MOOCs research. The authors conducted a systematic review to
seek an answer to whether the studies in the field adhere to the basic ethics requirements in their
practice by reporting ethics-related consent, issues, and processes in the manuscript. The study
found that only a small fraction of reviewed studies reported the ethical processes satisfactorily.
This is a significant result since it underscores the need for researchers to consider rigor not only
in terms of methodology but also in the approach to ethics in the analysis of big data.

This special issue enables us to read and reflect on four papers that intertwined the
challenges of digital transformation with new evidence through rigorous and comprehensive
research. We are happy to present the interesting results of these four papers; a) a successful
utilization of MOOC:s for increased digital confidence by Beirne et al.; b) promising results in
terms of online examination compared to in-person exams by Cross et al.; c) a gap-filling
approach to the engagement to accommodate displaced learners in the digital learning world by
Witthaus; and d) a crucial reminder, if not a warning, to pay more attention to ethics in big data
research in the digital education field by Costello et al.

Olaf Zawacki-Richter & Berrin Cefa Sari

Oldenburg, 17 May 2023
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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has taught us that being able to learn online is now a crucial life skill
and cannot be left to chance. Pedagogical interventions are critical to support students in building
their digital skills and confidence, given identified links between online learning readiness and
academic success. Based on this premise, the purpose of this study is to investigate the influence
of an online learning preparatory MOOC on students’ emotions and levels of online learning self-
efficacy (OLSE). The paper begins by illustrating how the design and delivery of the MOOC had
the potential to provide participants with the necessary mastery experiences, vicarious experiences,
verbal persuasion, and affective regulation opportunities to evaluate and develop their online
learning self-efficacy beliefs. Students starting or continuing their higher education online because
of COVID-19 were encouraged to take the MOOC as part of their development. Students’ self-
reports of their emotion and OLSE were compared pre- and post-MOOC. Paired sample t-tests
found significant differences in all four dimensions of OLSE following participation in the MOOC.
Participants reported higher levels of Self-Efficacy Navigating Technology, Self-Efficacy
Managing Time, Self-Efficacy Learning at a Distance, and Self-Efficacy Communicating Online.
Additionally, changes in learners’ emotions were observed post-MOOC. Most participants
reported feeling anxious about online learning before the MOOC. This changed, however, post-
MOOC, with the majority feeling positive and hopeful about online learning following the two-
week course. The paper concludes by discussing the implications for practice.

Keywords: Online learning, self-efficacy, emotion, MOOC, self-efficacy beliefs

Beirne, E., Brown, M., Nic Giolla Mhichil, M., & Mac Lochlainn, C. (2023). Clicking with
confidence: Influence of a student co-designed MOOC on students’ emotions and online learning
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While most educators want to click beyond the COVID-19 pandemic, it remains a
challenging and valuable learning experience. The pandemic tested our resilience and
contributed to renewed interest in the role of emotion in teaching, learning, and assessment. The
need to support learners with a “pedagogy of care” has been paramount throughout the pandemic
(Buckley-Marudas & Rose, 2021; Burke & Larmar, 2020). However, a kinder and softer form of
online pedagogy by itself does not address the anxiety, trepidation, and very real challenges
students face in becoming effective online learners. Learning online is not the same as learning
in a traditional classroom and requires mastery of a different skill set. The pandemic has taught
us that these skills cannot be assumed, and that carefully designed interventions are required to
acknowledge and support students’ affective experiences as they move to a new modality and
develop their digital capacity to be successful online learners. This paper reports the impact of a
MOOC co-designed with students to support the development of online learning self-efficacy
(OLSE) in response to the COVID-19 crisis. The findings demonstrate how the MOOC as a
support intervention, anchored in a wider life-skill framework, played a valuable role in the
context of the pandemic where most students learned online out of necessity rather than by
choice.

Literature Review
In the past, education research has focused primarily on the role of cognition and the
rational brain in learning at the expense of affect (Beirne, 2020). Fortunately, in more recent
years, research has taken an “affective turn” (Zembylas, 2021). In this section, a scoping review
will briefly explore the current understanding of the role of emotion and self-efficacy in
educational contexts, and previous intervention research in these areas will also be examined.

Emotions in Education

Awareness of the role emotions play in academic settings (i.e., academic emotions) has
been growing for several years (O’Regan 2003; Pekrun et al., 2002). However, the global health
pandemic has produced greater interest and created more questions about the relationship
between emotions and learning in higher education contexts (Raccanello et al., 2022; Katzman &
Stanton, 2020). An expanding body of literature overwhelmingly recognises academic emotion
as a crucial factor that can constrain or facilitate the learning experience. Studies have shown that
emotion can have an impact on the learning process through attention, memory, motivation, and
self-regulation (Pekrun, 2011).

Emotions are frequently classified by their valence as either positive (e.g., hope,
excitement) or negative (e.g., anxiety, frustration) and generally, positive emotions are seen to be
more conducive to learning (Tan et al., 2021). However, the situation is often more complex and
can depend more on whether the emotion is activating or deactivating (Pekrun, 2006). In some
cases, negative activating emotions such as frustration or anxiety can enable learning and
achievement (Pekrun & Perry, 2014; Rowe & Fitness, 2018).

The current study aligns with a dynamic perspective of emotions, which views emotions
to be under constant change, varying situationally and over time (Ddrnyei, 2009), and emerging
from person-environment interactions (Pekrun et al., 2011; Schutz et al., 2006). It can thus be
deduced that a change in the mode of learning, especially under the unique external conditions of
the COVID-19 pandemic, had the potential to be emotionally overwhelming, eliciting strong
emotional responses among students that may influence their participation and performance.
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Previous research indicates that anxiety is a problem faced by online learners, especially first-
time online students (St Clair, 2015) and that other negative emotions such as fear, anger, and
helplessness have been found to be higher in online students compared to students in traditional
classes (Butz et al., 2015).

Understanding learners’ emotions under the unique and challenging conditions of
transitioning to higher education and an online mode of delivery is an important step in
supporting students during and after this process. Studies focusing on emotion and well-being in
higher education contexts during the pandemic are not uncommon (e.g., Raccanello et al., 2022;
Visser & Law-van Wyk, 2021), however, the current study seeks not only to identify students’
emotions but also track how they change following participation in an online learning
preparatory MOOC.

Self-Efficacy in Education

Self-efficacy is posited to be an important component of learning success. As a key
element of social cognitive theory, self-efficacy “refers to beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize
and execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p. 3).
Notably, it is an individual’s belief in their own ability and does not necessarily equate to the
reality of actual ability. Self-efficacy is hypothesised to play a key role in human agency,
affecting decision making, effort, perseverance, and resilience (Bandura, 1997). People with high
self-efficacy for a task are more likely to participate, expend more effort, and persist at that task
in the face of difficulties (Bandura, 1997).

The current study focuses more specifically on online learning self-efficacy (OLSE)
which refers to one's confidence to perform academic tasks successfully in an online
environment. While less advanced than research in relation to self-efficacy for face-to-face
learning, existing studies indicate that OLSE is associated with successful online learning
experiences. Studies have shown that OLSE can be a predictor of achievement (Ergul, 2004; Joo
et al., 2013), retention (Holder, 2007; Yukselturk et al., 2014), perceived learning (Alqurashi,
2019; Wright et al., 2006), satisfaction (Artino, 2008; Landrum, 2020; Shen et al., 2013), and
engagement (Pellas, 2014; Prior et al., 2016). The ability to self-regulate and motivate oneself to
engage in the learning process is important for all students, independent of the learning
environment. The importance, though, is amplified in an online or distance learning environment
where the instructor is not always visually or synchronously present and learners have to take
greater responsibility for the management and control of their own academic progress (Milligan
& Littlejohn, 2014; Stephen et al., 2020; Terras & Ramsay, 2015).

Like emotion, self-efficacy beliefs are not fixed traits but vary across activity domains
and situational conditions (Bandura, 1997). The multifaceted nature of online learning suggests
that OLSE will vary across the different tasks or situations associated with the online learning
context. Many researchers, however, have noted that a large proportion of studies have focused
on computer self-efficacy or self-efficacy in relation to technology use, disregarding other
aspects of the online learning experience (Alqurashi, 2019; Shen et al., 2013; Zimmerman &
Kulikowich, 2016). Shen et al. (2013) demonstrated that OLSE is multi-dimensional by
identifying five dimensions: (i) self-efficacy to complete an online course, (ii) self-efficacy to
interact socially with classmates, (iii) self-efficacy to handle tools in a Course Management
System (CMYS), (iv) self-efficacy to interact with instructors in an online course, and (v) self-
efficacy to interact with classmates for academic purposes. Similarly, Zimmerman and
Kulikowich (2016) developed the Online Learning Self-Efficacy Scale (OLSES) which includes
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other aspects of online learning, such as self-directedness, communication skills, time-
management skills, and technology use. An adapted version of the OLSES is the scale used in
the current study because it was deemed to be more holistic and relevant to the learning context.

Developing Self-Efficacy Through Pedagogical Interventions

The important links between self-efficacy and learning success has meant that improving
self-efficacy via teaching, learning support, and curriculum design has been the focus of several
studies. For example, Bartimote-Aufflick et al. (2016) identified 17 intervention studies
published since 2000 that compared self-efficacy under different conditions or monitored self-
efficacy over time. Findings from the studies identified showed that self-efficacy could be
improved because of completing a course, participating in a particular learning activity, or when
certain teaching strategies were employed. The studies were conducted among postgraduate and
undergraduate students across a wide range of countries. Strategies used to promote self-efficacy
included drawing on the affordances of multimedia and e-learning material, facilitating peer-
interaction, providing additional resources for challenging concepts, and encouraging students to
share personal experiences (Bartimote-Aufflick et al., 2016). Collectively, the findings of this
review indicate the potential of pedagogical or learning interventions in enhancing self-efficacy
among higher education students.

A few studies have looked specifically at the impact of study skills courses on self-
efficacy (Macaskill & Denovan, 2013; Rodriguez & Armellini, 2017; Wernersbach et al., 2013).
Rodriguez and Armellini (2017) report on the role of a study skills MOOC in increasing self-
efficacy among a sample of undergraduate and professional learners. Albeit a small sample (n =
32), they found statistically significant increases in both general self-efficacy and self-efficacy in
relation to specific study skills upon completion of the MOOC. This raises the question of
whether similar results can be found in larger scale interventions. While limited research
exploring this question is available, in a brief analysis of the components of MOOCs, Hodges
(2016) indicates that MOOCSs can play a role in enhancing self-efficacy at scale. However, the
potential of MOOCs in terms of supporting learner self-efficacy needs further investigation,
which the current study seeks to address.

Underlying many of these studies is the proposition from Bandura (1986), as part of the
social cognitive theory, that individuals develop self-efficacy beliefs by interpreting information
regarding their own capabilities and that this information can stem from several sources. In the
next section we will look more closely at these information sources and how the design of the
MOOC facilitated each one.
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The Learning Context
The MOOC

A Digital Edge: Essentials for the Online Learner is a MOOC developed by Dublin City
University’s (DCU) National Institute of Digital Learning (NIDL) in collaboration with the Irish
Universities Association (IUA). The MOOC was rapidly developed and first offered in
September 2020 to address the challenges faced by college and university students as they began
or continued their higher education online during COVID-19. Hosted on the FutureLearn
platform, the two-week course requires approximately 3 hours of learning per week. The content
is structured around four main themes: Ways of Thinking and Ways of Working (Week 1), and
Tools for Working and Tools for Thriving (Week 2). For a more detailed breakdown of each
week’s themes see Table 1 and Table 2. The course is open to learners all over the world and
aims to support them to learn how to learn online. A distinctive feature of the course is the co-
design and facilitation by students who share their tips, advice, and first-hand experiences about
effective online learning.

Table 1
Overview of Course Week 1
Week 1
Ways of Thinking Ways of Working
Explore different ways of thinking to become

: Develop better ways of working online
a successful online learner

1.4 Know thyself ARTICLE 1.11 Howdo I work? POLL
1.5  Whattype of ARTICLE 1.12  Where will | work? ARTICLE
thinker are you?
1.6  What type of online ARTICLE 1.13 How can we work DISCUSSION
learner are you? together?
1.7  Seven habits of VIDEO (02:04) 1.14 How can I stay on POLL
highly effective track?
learners
1.8 Steer your own ARTICLE 1.15 Howdo I work ARTICLE
course purposefully
1.9 Message in a bottle  ARTICLE
1.10 Press pause DISCUSSION
Table 2
Overview of Course Week 2
Week 2
Tools for Working Tools for Thriving
Gather the tools needed to work online Embrace the mindset to thrive online
2.3  Get connected ARTICLE 2.11 Balancing act ARTICLE
2.4  Getyour toolkit ARTICLE 2.12  Your wellbeing ARTICLE
2.5  Getexploring ARTICLE 2.13  Dynamics of space VIDEO (01:43)
2.6 Get planning VIDEO (02:04) 2.14 Juggling and connecting  VIDEO (01:27)
2.7 Get working ARTICLE 2.15 Think, reflect, think! ARTICLE
2.8 Get backed-up EXERCISE 2.16 Beware! ARTICLE
2.9  Get specific DISCUSSION 2.17 A worry shared... POLL
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2.10  Press pause ARTICLE 2.18  Press pause ARTICLE

Learning Design. The design and development of curricula and learning activities in the
MOOC are aimed at improving the lifelong learning competences of students. To achieve this,
the course is anchored in the LifeComp Framework (Sala et al., 2020) and the Learning Compass
2030 (OECD, 2019). Figure 1 presents a visual representation of how these models were
synthesised. The instructional approach adopted in the MOOC was influenced by the design
principles underlying the FutureLearn platform, which promote visual learning and learning
through conversation and storytelling (FutureLearn, 2018).

Figure 1
A Digital Edge: Life Skills Framework

A Digital EDGE:

Essentials for the Online Learner

WAYS OF

TOOLS FOR THINKING
THRIVING

Communication
Collaboration

Empathy

Srowt Wellbeing

mindset

Managing Flexibility

learning
Critical
thinking

Self-
regulation

WAYS OF
WORKING

Central to the design of the MOOC was the need to facilitate the four information sources
posited by Bandura to influence self-efficacy: i) enactive mastery experiences, ii) vicarious
experiences, iii) verbal persuasion, and iv) physiological and affective sources. Table 3 describes
each of these four information sources and details how the course format and content and the
corresponding learner experience over the two weeks could potentially facilitate each one.
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Sources of Self-Efficacy Development in the MOOC

Information Description Relation to MOOC

Source

Enactive An individual’s prior experiences The MOOC was an authentic online
Mastery with the task at hand, or a similar learning experience. Participation in an

Experiences

Vicarious
Experiences

task, which can serve as an indicator
of capability. Past successes can
build confidence, while failures can
weaken it. The difficulty of a task and
the amount of effort required also
contribute to a person’s sense of self-
efficacy. Enactive mastery
experiences are determined to be the
most influential source of efficacy
information as they are
accomplishments that we have
experienced ourselves, for which we
have tangible experiential evidence of
success (Bandura 1997).

Social comparisons, which allow
individuals to perceive their abilities
in relation to the successes or failures
of others, such as peers and role
models. Observing others, with
whom they can identify, succeed at a
task can provide individuals with a
sense of confidence in their own
ability to perform similar tasks
(Bandura 1997).

online course can give students tangible
evidence that they can learn
successfully online. It was expected that
the non-formal, low risk nature of the
course would encourage participation,
even among less experienced learners.

The MOOC was co-designed and co-
facilitated by students who had prior
experience learning online.
Participant’s vicarious experience was
encouraged through the use of real-life
examples and testimonials from these
students. Testimonials were included in
the course content as quoted text and
audio clips. Student facilitators were
also available for the 2 weeks to answer
guestions and share their experiences in
the discussion forums at the end of each
step. Participants were encouraged to
ask questions and draw on the
knowledge and experience of the
student facilitators. By observing the
successes of their peers, learners can
generate efficacy beliefs that they too
can obtain success through persistence
and effort.
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Verbal Positive encouragement and feedback

Persuasion from others. Realistic affirmations
from others can boost self-efficacy
perceptions. Often considered a
weaker source of self-efficacy as
compliments can often be given
loosely without substantiation
(Bandura 1997).

Physiological ~ The influence of our body’s physical

and affective and emotional reactions to certain

states situations and tasks on self-efficacy.
Experiences of anxiety, stress,
arousal, fatigue, for example, and
their accompanying physical
manifestations, can leave a student
with a low perception of their ability
to persist in a task.

Positive verbal persuasion was provided
through the discussion forums by both
the instructors and the student mentors
to help participants believe that they
can cope with difficult situations when
learning online.

Well-being, emotional regulation and
co-regulation were key components of
the pedagogical framework of this
MOOC. Polls incorporated at four
points throughout the course
encouraged learners to reflect and share
how they were feeling about learning
online (See Fig 2.). The polls supported
self-regulation among the learners and
raised awareness of emotion in online
learning. The poll format allowed
participants to respond anonymously
while also being able to see how their
peers were feeling.

Figure 2
Examples of In-Course Poll

Which of the following statements best
describes how you are currently feeling
about being an online learner?

I'm feeling happy

I'm feeling anxious

I'm feeling excited

I'm feeling angry

I'm feeling unhappy

I'm feeling overwhelmed

I'm feeling comfortable
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Methodology
Research Questions
The following research questions were examined in this study:
1. Can an online learning preparatory MOOC improve OLSE among learners?
2. Do students' emotions toward online learning change following participation in the
MOOC?

Participants

Participants were individuals enrolled in the first iteration of the MOOC, The Digital
Edge: Essentials for the Online Learner, in September 2020, who completed both a pre-course
and post-course questionnaire. In total, 135 participants completed both questionnaires, forming
the sample for this study. Among this sample, 98 were females (73%), 34 were males (25%), 1
person responded as “other” (0.7%), and 2 chose the option “prefer not to say” (1%). Over two-
thirds of participants were entering their first year of college or university but undergraduates in
subsequent years and postgraduates were also included in the pool of respondents.

Overall, 6,598 individuals enrolled in this first iteration of the MOOC, but it was not
possible to determine how the study’s sample compared to this wider population of learners due
to European data privacy rules and platform data sharing limitations.

Research Design and Procedure

A repeated measures design was adopted, using pre- and post-course questionnaires to i)
identify initial levels of OLSE and emotional responses to online learning, and ii) trace changes
in learners’ self-efficacy beliefs and emotions related to their learning experience. Two online
surveys were administered. Both surveys were embedded in the course for voluntary student
response.

The pre- and post-course questionnaires were designed to capture data pertaining to
participants’ demographics, emotional states, and online learning self-efficacy.

Demographic Variables

Participants were asked to self-report demographic information, including gender and
academic status. For academic status, participants were asked to report whether they were a new
student (i.e., entering their first year of college or university) or a continuing student (i.e., in
subsequent years of college or university).

Emotional States

A list of six discrete emotion states was used to collect data pertaining to student affect.
The list was derived from previous studies on learning-centric emotions (Beirne, 2020; D’Mello,
2013; Pekrun et al., 2011). Participants were asked to select the emotion they experienced most
strongly. Responses were subsequently used to generate a new binary variable with the
categorically positive emotions coded as 1 and categorically negative emotions coded as 0.

Online Learning Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy was measured using a scale adapted from Zimmerman and Kulikowich
(2016). Adaptation involved the removal and re-wording of items to facilitate a global audience
and the learning context in question. Participants were asked to rate 20 online learning-related
tasks using a 5-point Likert scale. A rating of 1 signified that they believed that they would not
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be able to perform the task at all; a rating of 5 signified that they believed that they could
perform the task extremely well.

Results

The Dimensions of Online Learning Self-Efficacy

An exploratory factor analysis was conducted to identify the dimensions of OLSE. An
oblique rotation method was applied because each self-efficacy dimension was assumed to be
correlated with one another. Factor loadings below .30 were suppressed. Four factors with
eigenvalues > 1 were extracted from the factor analysis. The four-factor solution accounted for
67% of total variance and the four factors were internally consistent yielding Cronbach Alpha’s
of .878, .892, .848, and .900, respectively. None of the four subscale reliability analyses revealed
items whose removal would increase the subscale’s alpha coefficient. The Kaiser-Meyer-OlKkin
measure of sampling adequacy (.893) and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (p=.001) both indicated
that factor analysis is appropriate.
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Table 4
Results of Exploratory Factor Analysis

Factor Loadings

1 2 3
Navigate online course materials efficiently .996
Find the course syllabus online .857
Overcome technical difficulties on my own .849
Learn to use new online tools 692
Submit assignments online .685
Use the library’s online resources efficiently 442
Search the Internet to find or gather information for online learning 334 329
Manage time effectively .929
Develop and follow a plan for completing all required work on time .845
Complete all assignments on time .803
Focus on coursework when faced with distractions 719
Meet deadlines with very few reminders 418 570
Communicate effectively with other students online 974
Communicate effectively with my instructor online .842
When a problem arises, promptly ask questions in the appropriate 710
forum
Communicate using asynchronous technologies .708
Use synchronous technology to communicate with others .582
Complete a group project entirely online 479
Learn without being in the same physical room as other students .995
Learn without being in the same physical room as the instructor 935
Cronbach Alpha .878 .892 .848 .900

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
Rotation Method: Promax with Kaiser Normalization.?
a. Rotation converged in 6 iterations.
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Items loading on component 1 predominantly relate to using and navigating technology
for learning. Items loading on component 2 are mainly associated with self-motivation and time
management. Items loading on component 3 concern communicating using technology. The
items loading on component 4 relate to learning at a distance. The component correlation matrix
is shown in Table 5.

Table 5
Component Correlation Matrix
Component 1 2 3 4
1 -
2 494 -
3 587 529 -
4 .569 432 .552

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
Rotation Method: Promax with Kaiser Normalization.

The components resulting from this factor analysis were used to create four subscales:
Component 1, Navigating Technology; Component 2, Time Management (this includes items
relating to motivation); Component 3, Communicating Online; Component 4, Learning at a
Distance. Evidence of convergent and divergent validity was examined using correlational
techniques. The results of these correlation analyses are shown in Table 4 and 5.

Can a Preparatory MOOC Improve OLSE Among Learners?

To answer this research question, paired samples t-tests were conducted to compare
changes between pre-and post-MOOC scores for each of the four dimensions of OLSE. Results
from these analyses, presented in Table 6, reveal that there are significant differences between
the means for each dimension of OLSE. The post-MOOC scores are significantly higher than the
pre-MOOC scores in all cases. Effect sizes for these findings range from moderate to large
(Cohen, 1988). The standardised difference between the pre- and post-course means for self-
efficacy to communicate online is notably large.

Table 6
Paired T-Tests and Cohen’s d Statistics for the Four OLSE dimensions

Variable N M SD T p Cohen’s d

Pre 135 3732 0.694 -5124 <001 0.441
Navigating Technology Post 135 3.973 0.649

Time Management Pre 135 3.656 0.833 -5.076 <.001 0.437

Online Learning Journal — Volume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 14



Student Co-Designed MOOC

Post 135 3.933 0.699

Pre 135 3415 0.762 -9.667 <.001 0.832
Communicating Online Post 135 3.936 0.643

Pre 135 3374 00916 -5485 <.001 0472

Learning at a Distance Post 135 3.767 0.745

Do Students' Emotions Toward Online Learning Change Following Participation in the
MOOC?

To answer this research question, descriptive statistics collected pre- and post-MOOC
were analysed. Before the MOOC, frequency counts for each emotion revealed that “anxiety”
was the emotion felt most strongly by most participants (54%) and approximately 62% of the
participants reported negative emotion overall (see Table 7).

Table 7
Emotion Descriptive Statistics
Pre-MOOC Post-MOOC
Emotion N % n %
Positive Sentiment 54 37.0 91 65.8
Excitement 23 17.0 33 24.4
Happiness 7 5.2 11 8.1
Hope 20 14.8 45 33.3
Negative Sentiment 81 62.3 44 32.6
Anger 4 3.0 2 15
Anxiety 73 54.1 40 29.6
Hopelessness 7 5.2 2 15
Blank 1 0.7 2 15
135 100.0 135 100.0

However, the distribution changed among the post-MOOC data. “Hope” was the emotion

felt most strongly by the plurality of learners (33%) on completing the MOOC and nearly two-
thirds of participants reported positive emotion overall (66%). Figure 3 further illustrates the
change in participants' overall sentiment (positive or negative) towards online learning pre- and
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post-MOOC.

Figure 3
Overall Changes in Sentiment Pre- and Post- MOOC
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Drawing on the binary sentiment data, Figure 4 presents a more detailed breakdown of
individual sentiment changes following MOOC participation. These results show that 37% of
participants changed their sentiment towards online learning post-MOOC. Nearly all these
people changed from negative to positive sentiment.

Figure 4
Distribution of Sentiment Changes from Pre to Post-MOOC

Negative to Positive 34%
Changed 37%
Positive to Negative 3%
Pre MOOC Emotion 100% Remained Positive 34%
No Change 63%
Remained Negative 29%
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore emotion and OLSE among higher education
students in the context of COVID-19 and examine the influence of an online learning preparatory
MOOC on these variables.

All four dimensions of OLSE were enhanced after experiencing a two-week online
learning preparatory MOOC. Following participation in the MOOC, participants reported feeling
more confident in their ability to i) navigate the technological aspects of learning online, ii)
communicate in an online environment, iii) manage their time while learning online, and iv)
learn without being in the same room as their instructor or peers. The biggest increase was for
self-efficacy to communicate online. Notably, learning through conversation is a key design
principle underpinning the course and the wider FutureLearn platform (FutureLearn, 2018).
These findings align with existing research that has shown that OLSE can be improved over time
(Bartimote-Aufflick et al., 2016) as well as the notion that competence and confidence can be
improved through authentic mastery experiences (Pajares, 1997). The question remains,
however, as to whether the improvement can be attributed to participation in the MOOC.
Nevertheless, the findings can be seen to extend the previous narrative exploring the potential of
MOOCs (Hodges 2016) or online orientations more generally (Abdous, 2019) in enhancing self-
efficacy at scale.

When reflecting on the move to online learning because of the pandemic, students
experienced the full range of emotions listed. While nearly a third of students reported feeling
hopeful and excited about learning online, anxiety was the strongest emotion for the majority.
Other negative emotions such as hopelessness and anger were also reported, but by fewer people.
The prevalence of anxiety at this time is not surprising and was also found in other studies which
focused on students’ emotions during the pandemic (Chien et al., 2022; Novara et al., 2022). A
comparison with post-MOOC emotion reports indicates a shift in students’ emotions after the
two weeks. Following the MOOC, most students reported feeling positive about online learning,
with hope being the emotion participants felt most strongly. For over a third of participants, their
strongest emotion changed from a categorically negative emotion before the MOOC to a positive
one after. These findings contribute to existing research that explores how situational factors
such as course content and design can impact emotion (D’Mello et al., 2014) and, more
specifically, indicate the potential of MOOC:s in scaffolding the online learning experience.

Overall, these findings are important, given that higher self-efficacy and positive emotion
are associated with learning success (Bartimote-Aufflick et al., 2016; Tan et al., 2021).

Implications for Online Teaching and Learning

Interventions to foster positive emotion and self-efficacy constitute an area of interest for
higher education institutions and practitioners as they endeavour to encourage and support
student well-being, confidence, and, ultimately, learning success. Cleveland-Innes et al. (2016)
highlight the important role of online learning preparatory courses stating that:

... there is a need to pay attention to the skills students need to develop to become

successful online learners. It also underscored that prior levels of education and even

previous course attempts may not have helped students to develop these essential skills

(p. 596).

While other MOOCs and short courses exist, it is important to note that our findings are
interpreted in the context of COVID-19 and the MOOC described in this paper, and we would
caution against making broader generalisations. In that regard, based on the findings in the
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current study, we recommend that the MOOC, The Digital Edge: Essentials for the Online
Learner, be used as a pedagogical intervention to improve OLSE among higher education
students when aiming to enhance learner’s confidence communicating when learning online.
Notably, since the MOOC’s development, it has now become a core feature of Dublin City
University’s student induction program, with over 2500 students having completed the course.
While there is merit to embedding or contextualising such interventions at an institutional level,
the MOOC with its co-facilitation by students also shows the value of more learner-driven and
self-directed initiatives. In this respect, there are two key lessons from the MOOC experience.
First, the MOOC demonstrates the value and importance of incorporating a strong student voice
in the learning design process. Students need to be part of the design team as co-authors rather
than simply the end audience. Second, the MOOC confirmed that students should not be left to
their own devices in learning how to learn online and in developing their self-regulatory
dispositions and positive emotions towards studying in digital environments. Such interventions
as described in this paper can play a valuable role, especially when intentionally designed and
anchored in a framework to support emotion, digital well-being, and online learning readiness.

Limitations

This final section highlights some limitations that should be considered. First, as in other
studies with similar themes, there is a limitation in using self-reported instruments as they are
subject to measurement errors and personal biases. Second, this investigation was non-
experimental in nature which limits the interpretation and generalisability of the results. While
the post-course questionnaire was embedded at the end of the MOQOC, the researchers have no
indication of the extent to which participants completed the MOOC. Similarly, we cannot
account for any other interventions or student experiences that could have influenced their self-
efficacy between completing the pre- and post-course questionnaires. Most institutions
developed new resources to support their students throughout the crisis and the impact of this
material is impossible to determine. In addition, the effect of the pre-test as an intervention could
have had a bearing on the score of the post-test. Also, low response rates, attributable to the
longitudinal nature of the study and high dropout rates in MOOCs more generally, along with the
self-selecting sample, limit the representativeness and generalisability of the findings. Finally, it
was not possible to track the stickiness of the positive changes reported by students over the first
few weeks and beyond of their online study, which raises a methodological challenge for future
researchers.

Conclusion

There is every indication that online and hybrid learning options in higher education will
become more prevalent in the post-pandemic era. Furthermore, digital literacy and the ability to
learn online will become increasingly relevant to life-long learning in the workplace as well as
assisting students to become active contributors to society. It is our responsibility as educators to
support and care for students as they strive to negotiate the demands of learning in an ever-
evolving digital society. The strong association established in the literature between learning
success and both emotion and self-efficacy indicates that these variables are important to
consider in helping students be successful and persevere in the face of challenges. This study,
therefore, sought to examine the effect of a MOOC on students’ emotions and OLSE beliefs and
the results indicated positive changes for both constructs post-MOOC.
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Investigating the effects of a learning intervention on students” OLSE and emotion
extends knowledge in both fields but also provides actionable learnings from the pandemic for
higher education educators and policy makers. A systematic review of pandemic-related online
learning readiness literature conducted by the authors in conjunction with the current study
highlighted the need to bridge theory and research with practice. It showed limited knowledge of
the literature and that, while many studies arising from the pandemic had headline
recommendations for practice, well-designed interventions to support student success for online
learning were scarce (Beirne et al., 2022).

Overall, this study offers positive new insights for practice, but there is still much to be
done in this area. More longitudinal research is needed to investigate self-efficacy and emotion
in online learning contexts. Understanding the temporal dynamics of these constructs and related
learner and situational variables could hold important insights for pedagogical interventions. The
inter-relationships between these variables and online learning readiness also warrants further
inquiry (Chien et al., 2022).
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Abstract

This paper reports findings from a research study at The Open University, UK into the quality of
distance learners’ online exam experience and the differences in experience between online
(pandemic) and in-person (pre-pandemic) modes of examination. Our research responds to the
ongoing need for greater insight into the exam experience and is uniquely positioned in two ways.
First, we made use of a robust reference dataset collected before the COVID-19 pandemic and
compared this with a second survey administered a year after the pandemic started; second, we
asked students about their experience preparing and revising for the exam as well as the exam
itself. Exam revision represents an important transitional period for learners. Our results show that,
overall, the shift to online remote exams did not impact the quality of distance learners’ experience
of revising for exams or taking the exam itself. We found no significant change in the revision
experience across six of eight measures, including the learning benefits of learning while revising,
enjoyment, and support. However, students reported feeling less anxious when revising for online
exams. The quality of the exam experience itself was largely unaffected by the move from in-
person to online remote exams. No significant differences were found for seven of the nine
measures of exam experience. However, we found satisfaction with the exam environment was
significantly higher for online exams and that learners felt the online exam was harder than they
expected. Age and gender differences are also explored.
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Interest in online e-assessment has intensified since the outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic
in 2020, resulting in often substantial changes in how, where, and when assessment happens
(Aristeidou & Cross, 2021) and with universities now planning to make more use of online
assessment (Universities UK, 2022). However, while there is an ongoing need for greater insight
into the exam experience (Bevitt, 2015; QAA, 2007), the novel changes that students have
experienced in the last few years require specific attention.

One key area of change has been summative assessment and, most notably, the end-of-
course examination. Hillier (2014) describes eight aspects that influence the student experience
of using technology during exams: affective factors, teaching and learning, validity, reliability,
security (including cheating), practicality, production (taking the exam), and adoption (attitude
towards the exam). While such factors should relate to how students experience any
examination, practices associated with conventional exams have been so normalised that they
only become of interest if there is pedagogic or practical deviation or change.

Technology-mediated exams represent one such deviation from normative practice,
whether this relates to technology being used to directly answer exam questions regardless of
location (e.g., Bohmer et al., 2018), monitoring of the (usually home) environment in which the
exam is being taken (e.g., Patael et al., 2022), and/or the exchange and transmission of hand-
written manuscripts for marking. Reedy et al. (2021) note a significant variety in online
assessment strategies and formats.

This paper reports findings from a research study at the Open University, UK into the
quality of distance learners’ online exam experience and the differences in experience between
online and in-person modes of examination. Our research is uniquely positioned in two ways.
First, we made use of a robust reference dataset collected before the COVID-19 pandemic and
compared this with a second survey conducted since the pandemic started; second, we asked
students about their experience preparing and revising for the exam as well as the exam itself.
Exam revision represents an important transitional period for learners (Entwistle & Entwistle,
2003). This paper contrasts 16 measures relating to the exam revision and exam taking
experience to determine whether the shift in assessment mode from conventional in-person
exams to online remote exams has impacted learners’ assessment experiences. Data from STEM
subjects and from arts and social science subjects are analysed individually and compared. The
second part of the paper investigates age- and gender-related differences. A discussion section
reviews the key findings.

Literature Review

Researchers have explored a range of innovation in online exams including the method of
production (paper, bring-your-own-device, home computer), modes of submission (by hand,
digital scan, digital), location in which the exam is taken (exam hall, home study), assessment
method (same or different assessment format, questions, procedure) or several in combination.
When a practitioner speaks of using an “online exam” this could be a reference to anything from
an online essay submission to a fully automated, computer-marked online examination (James,
2016). Consequently, care should be taken when interpreting headline research findings about
online exams without acknowledgement of the necessary nuance and context. Sometimes a
comparative study is possible, but, where not, researchers will ask respondents to self-report
whether and how they perceive the difference or change.
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Ilgaz and Afacan Adanir (2019) contrasted student performance in online and face-to-
face exams while controlling for assessment approach. They found that distance learners
generally had positive perceptions of online exams and performed better in a mid-term, online,
multiple-choice exam than in an end-of-course, face-to-face, multiple-choice exam (p.1262).
They reported no significant difference between learners’ perceptions about online exams and
their academic achievement, age, gender, or subject area.

Others have made comparisons between online and physical locations. These tend to find
that most students, albeit a sometimes-slim majority, prefer online exams to written exams taken
collectively in an exam hall. For example, in the US, a study by Stowell and Bennett (2010)
(n=69) found that just over half of students indicated a preference for the online exams and those
that did scored higher for classroom test anxiety (i.e., anxiety related to taking face-to-face
exams). Recently, a survey (n=185) by Afacan Adanir et al. (2020) found that more than half of
students at a state university in Turkey preferred online exams over traditional paper-based
exams and valued the benefits to logistics and improved teaching and learning. The study also
notes differences in student perception and experience between countries, potentially indicating
cultural differences. Khan et al.’s (2021) survey of university students studying in India and
Saudi Arabia (n=207) report that learners believe online exams to be “more advantageous” than
conventional exams, highlighting perceived value in authenticity of grading and efficiency of
time, effort, and expenditure.

The impact of online exams on students’ learning (both as they revise, take, and reflect
on the assessment) and their confidence and ability to demonstrate that learning have been
considered by several studies. Khan et al. (2021) report that students agree that “online exams
could facilitate a more adaptive learning approach than pre-paper-based ones” and that “using
cutting-edge technology in online examples enables students to take a new learning approach.”
Eltahir et al. (2022) report that, on average, the 1742 students responding to their survey at
Ajman University (UAE) rated as “moderate” (on a five-point scale from “very low” to “very
high”) question items such as “e-exams enable me to show a better academic achievement”
although there is reasonable variability. Earlier, Hillier (2014) found that students did not believe
that taking an exam on a computer had impacted their ability to demonstrate knowledge in more
ways than paper-based exams. Recently, Dominguez et al. (2022) have found academic
performance during online exams was higher than for face-to-face exams and preference for
online exams is higher than for face-to-face exams.

One drawback of most recent studies comparing student experiences of online and
conventional approaches to exams is that they tend to ask about one relative to the other. Less
common are the use of context-independent question items (i.e., questions that could be asked of
any exam experience without regard to mode, location or technology used). This is, in part,
because such a comparison requires the same quality of data to be collected before the change or
intervention took place and, in the case of reactive studies such as those relating to the COVID-
19 pandemic started, this is not possible.

One research project already conducting detailed investigations into the student
experience of assessment, including exams, before the COVID-19 pandemic started was the
Open University (UK) Student Experience of Feedback, Assessment and Revision (SEFAR)
project. Predicated on a long-standing interest in understanding the student assessment
experience, this project administered two comprehensive surveys to a representative sample of
undergraduate distance learners in 2015 (Cross et al., 2016) and early 2020. The study
investigated the relationship between the learning experience revising for an exam and the
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experience of the exam itself. Cross et al. (2016) identified five distinct factors: exam
experience, learning from revision, revision design, revision resource quality, and question
literacy (ability of the student to understand what the exam question were asking). The study
found a strong correlation between how much learners enjoyed revising and how much they
enjoyed the exam itself, and a moderate correlation was found between the degree that learners
used revision as a reflective activity and their satisfaction with the exam grades that they
received, their sense of exam preparedness, and feeling satisfied the exam gave them the
opportunity to perform to their best.

Test anxiety prior to and during examinations is a well-studied aspect of the assessment
experience. Gender differences (male/female) have been identified across a range of studies (e.g.,
Ajmal & Ahmad, 2019; Ballen et al., 2017; Conijn et al., 2022). However, there has been less
research into how age interacts with perceived experience and while some examples exist (e.g.,
Arora, 2021; Okada et al., 2018), there is a need for further study in this area.

The literature signals a need to understand whether a transition to online exams impacts
the student experience of preparing for and taking the assessment. Furthermore, it indicates that
the effects of this transition on student anxiety may differ by gender and age. Consequently, our
four research questions were:

RQ1: Do student experiences of revising for a conventional exam and a remote online exam
differ?

RQ2: Do student experiences of sitting a conventional and a remote online exam differ?

RQ3. Are older students’ experiences similar to those of younger students with respect to pre-
exam anxiety and mark satisfaction?

RQA4. Are female students’ experiences similar to those of male students with respect to pre-
exam anxiety and mark satisfaction?

Method

In this study, we compare survey data about the student experience of revising for and
taking conventional examinations before the COVID-19 pandemic (our reference dataset) with
data about the student experience of taking remote online exams at home from a second survey
conducted after the pandemic started.

Survey Instruments

We focus on student responses to 16 question items in both surveys. The first set of
questions contained seven items asking about the experience of revising for the exam (revision
experience instrument). The second set of questions contained nine items about their exam
experience (exam experience instrument). The question items used were, in part, developed
from, or extended from, item constructs used previously (Dermo, 2009; Gibbs & Dunbar-
Goddet; 2007; Vattay et al., 2021) and piloted in 2015 (Cross et al., 2016). The survey questions,
in part, seek to probe additional exam aspects such as anxiety (Falcikov & Boud, 2007), exam
preparedness (Payne & Brown, 2011), grade satisfaction and enjoyment. The experience of
revising for an exam is quite distinct from the experience of taking the exam and the relationship
between the two, where it exists at all, is not straightforward (Cross et al., 2016). The two sets of
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questions were piloted with students and their feedback was integrated into the final version of
the survey.

Two items in the revision experience instrument ask whether the student felt prepared
and understood what they needed to revise (important for the interpretation of the learning
experience of the activity itself); two ask about their learning experience (revision as a reflective
activity and an opportunity for new learning such as from previously skipped content); one
confirms whether workload (allocated revision time) may have been an issue (this could also be
used as a surrogate to indicate good revision design); and two ask about how they felt about the
experience (anxiety and enjoyment).

Where possible, the exam experience instrument questions matched those of the revision
experience instrument. They asked whether the student felt prepared for the exam, whether they
understood the questions (the questions were clear), whether the question mapped well against
learning outcomes (that they were able to demonstrate what they had learned) and how they felt
about the experience (anxiety, enjoyment, and difficulty). One question item asked about the
quality of the exam environment (physical location of the student to take the exam online), and
two asked about the post-exam experience to gauge how positively the exam was viewed after it
happened (whether there was a sense of achievement and whether students were satisfied with
the principal output of an exam—the quality of the grade received).

Students were asked to agree or disagree with each one of the instrument questions, on a
scale of 1 to 5 (where 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree), and survey design good practice
was followed (Oppenheim, 1992).

Student Experience of Feedback, Assessment and Revision (SEFAR) study

The two survey instruments were used in both surveys. The first survey was conducted
early in 2020 and is hereafter referred to as the SEFAR2020 survey. This was the second
iteration of the university’s SEFAR survey. The sample used for the survey (n=6,300) comprised
an equal number of undergraduate students studying Open University Levels 1, 2, and 3 modules
(this was considered a good approximation for Year 1, 2 and 3) and representation from our four
subject faculty areas was proportional to the number of students studying based in each. Besides
questions about exams, the SEFAR2020 survey included approximately 100 other question items
covering assessment criteria, formative assessment, tutor grading and feedback, assessment
literacies, assessment networks, and innovation in assessment practice. At the university, when a
module ends in an exam, the grade that a student receives is usually based on a combination of
the scores received for coursework and final exam itself. Hereafter we use the term ‘exam score’
(what students often refer to as their ‘mark’) to acknowledge this subtle but important
distinction. While not used in this analysis, the dataset offers further opportunities for exploring
the relationships among various aspects of the assessment experience (Cross et al., 2016).

Student Experience of Pandemic Exams (SEPE) study

The second survey was administered between February and March 2022. For the
purposes of this paper the survey will hereafter be referred to as the Student Experience of
Pandemic Exams (SEPE) survey. The sample predominantly consisted of students who took
online remote exams in 2020 or 2021; however, a sub-group who had had their exams cancelled
in 2020 or 2021 and a group who had never taken a university exam were also included. Survey
branching accommodated these different experiences. Besides questions relating to the analysis
presented below, the survey asked about other aspects of the online assessment experience: what
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they liked and disliked about taking an online exam; issues of trust, validity, reliability, security,
and practicality; and barriers to adoption. Both surveys received approval from the university’s
human research ethics committee.

Participants and Context

The total number of responses for the two surveys was similar (Table 1) and the response
rates were considered acceptable. Both surveys were conducted online using a sample provided
by the university’s Student Research Panel and participants were recruited from the university’s
four faculties: the Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM) faculty; the Faculty of
Social Sciences and Humanities (FASS); the Faculty of Business and Law (FBL); and the
Faculty of Wellbeing, Education, and Language Studies (WELS). Basic demographic data drawn
from university records was added to the survey results prior to analysis. One limitation of this is
that the university only records gender by the binary “male” or “female” designations.

Table 1
Total Number of Responses, Response Rates, Summary of Respondent Age, Gender and Number
of Respondents with a Declared Disability

Survey name SEFAR2020 SEPE

Response rate 9.1% 5.6%

Responses Total 572 562
35 years old or younger 212 201
36-55 years old 243 242
56 years old or older 117 119
Male 200 226
Female 372 336
Declared disability 79 77

There is no statistically significant difference between the two datasets with respect to
age (t(1132) = .033, p =.212), gender (x*(1) = 3.33, p = .068) and declared disability (»?(1) = .03,
p =.862). The data is considered to adequately represent the university’s population of
undergraduate learners although, in both surveys, a slightly greater portion of older learners
responded to the invitation to participate than did younger learners. The authors judged the
response rates to be like other comparable surveys conducted by the university.

We used a subset of these responses for the purpose of our analysis. The reason for doing
so was two-fold. First, both surveys related to the broader assessment experience so only a
proportion of those responding had taken an exam (the remaining students had experienced
different end-of-module assessment such as a report, essay, or other assignment). Second, during
the pandemic, some modules cancelled or substituted exams, meaning students did not have the
opportunity of taking an exam remotely.

A sub-set comprising 168 responses to the SEFAR2020 survey and a sub-set comprising
190 responses to the SEPE (from students who had taken at least one online remote exam) were
selected for use in our analysis. The latter sample included students from 57 modules who had
participated in a great range of different types of online remote exam. This distinguishes our
study from those that tend to focus on a particular assessment configuration. Of those selected
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from the SEPE survey (n =190), 88.9% had participated in a remote online exam that was
“extensively or mostly completed using a computer” while 20.0% had taken remote exam at
home using a paper script that was scanned and sent back. In this report we use the term “online
remote exam” (often shortened simply to “online exam”) to collectively to refer to this range of
exam taking although we acknowledge that for a small proportion of respondents, this was not a
predominantly digital experience.

There was also substantial variation in the question types used in the online remote exams
included in our SEPE sample (Table 2). Equations or other numerical working, short answer
questions and multiple-choice questions were most often used for STEM subjects while long
answer questions were more common for FASS subjects. In most cases, students were offered a
degree of flexibility as to when to take the exam. This is considered a reasonable representation
of the exam assessment adopted by the modules included. The period over which students were
permitted to start the exam differed between the online exams. The most widely adopted
approach was offering a 24-hour time window (39%) but periods of three days (19%) and seven
or more days (20%) were also common. Conventional exams are usually hand-written and
administered simultaneously in hired halls across the UK although a range of adjustments, such
as support for students with disability to take exams at home, is provided. While there is no
detailed breakdown of question types, these will be like those taken remotely because the remote
exam scripts were derived from those developed for conventional exams.

Table 2

Online Remote Exam Question Types Experienced by SEPE Participants

Question type n %
Equations or other numerical workings 115 60.5%
Multiple choice questions 83 43.7%
Writing short answers of a paragraph or less 93 48.9%
Writing longer answers of more than a paragraph but less than a page 80 47.3%
Writing more than a page (e.g., an essay) 76 40.0%
Producing visual output such as drawings, photographs, or diagrams 39 20.5%
Producing audio output such as speaking (either recording or live) 3 1.6%
Self-reflection 17 8.9%

Note: Exams could include more than one question type.

The following table (Table 3) shows the number of responses received from all four of
the main university faculties (FASS, FBL, STEM, and WELS). A small number of responses
from students studying access modules or the university’s Open degree were removed because
these categories were not directly comparable. Our intention had been to analyse data from each
of the four faculties separately in case differences among subject areas emerged. Responses from
FBL and WELS were considered too low, so we decided to focus analysis on responses from the
faculties of STEM and FASS. This enabled us to compare two distinct subject areas (between
STEM modules, and arts and social science modules).
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Table 3

Survey Response by Faculty

Faculty SEFAR2020 survey SEPE survey
(Conventional exam) (Online remote exam)

FASS 55 42

FBL 18 17

STEM 61 118

WELS 8 8

In summary, our dataset comprised students from different subject disciplines with experience
with a variety of conventional exams (taken pre-pandemic) and online remote exams (taken
mostly during the pandemic).

Data Analysis

SPSS Version 26 was used for our statistical analysis. Mann-Whitney U tests were
performed on survey responses to each scale item individually to explore students’ revision
(RQ1) and exam (RQ2) experience differences between conventional and online remote exams.
Mean (M) and, where relevant, standard deviation (SD) are reported. Sample sizes are given in
the tables. Prior to the assessment of the relationship between our variables, groups with a
sample size smaller than twenty were removed from the tests (i.e., WELS and FBL student
responses). An alpha level of .05 was used for all the analyses. Chi Squared tests were used to
explore differences with age (RQ3) and gender (RQ4). To facilitate analysis of our third research
question we simplified the response categories to “Agree” (the sum of “agree” and “strongly
agree” responses), “Neither agree nor disagree,” and “Disagree” (the sum of “strongly disagree”
and “disagree” responses). We used data from all four Faculties (Table 3) and divided this into
two groups: 35 years and under, and 36 years and older. This broadly separately learners into a
group comprising those identified as the “Net generation” or younger (Jones et al., 2010). Within
the context of supported distance learning, we felt it appropriate to refer to the first as “younger
learners” and the second “older learners.” We note that in other contexts these terms may signify
different age groupings.

Results

This section reports survey results relating to the experience of revising for an exam and
taking an exam for two faculties.

Experience of Revising for Exams

There were no significant differences between the experience of revising for conventional
exams and online remote exams among STEM students. Table 4 shows the mean responses score
(from a Likert scale ranging from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree) and the p-value
derived from a Mann-Whitney Test that compared the two.

Online Learning Journal — Volume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 34



Distance Learners’ Exam and Exam Revision Experience

Table 4

STEM Students’ Experience Mean Scores of Revising for Their Exam (n = 179)

Question Conventional  Online remote U-value Sig. (p-
exam (n=61) exam (n =118) value)

I was clear about what I should revise.  3.84 4.04 3203.00 .20

Revising helped me reflect and 4,25 431 344050 .56

consolidate what I had learnt earlier in the

module.

I learnt new things when revising. 3.89 3.64 3048.00 .08

The TMAs in the module prepared me  3.64 3.78 327450 .30

well for the end of module exam.

There was enough time in the module set 3.66 3.81 323450 .24

aside for revision.

I enjoyed revising the module materials. 3.52 3.77 3102.00 .13

| often felt anxious when revising for my 3.64 3.48 3348.00 .43

exam.

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

For students studying arts and social sciences, six of the seven question items showed no
significant difference between the experience of revising for conventional exams and online
exams. Table 5 shows the mean responses score and the p-value derived from a Mann-Whitney
Test that compared the two. The only significant difference was found in relation to exam
anxiety. The mean for remote exams (M = 3.05, SD = 1.27) was significantly lower than for
conventional exams (M = 3.62, SD = 1.24) indicating that, on average, students felt less anxiety
revising for an online remote exam.

Table 5

FASS Students’ Experience of Revising for Their Exam (n=97)

Question Conventional Online remote  U-value Sig. (p-
exam (n = 55) exam (n = 42) value)

I was clear about what I should revise 4.09 4.14 1107.00 .70

Revising helped me reflect and consolidate 4.18 4.29 1025.50 .30

what | had learnt earlier in the module.

I learnt new things when revising 3.67 3.64 1138.00 .89

The TMAs in the module prepared me well 3.51 3.81 917.00 .07

for the end of module exam

There was enough time in the module set  3.84 4.07 969.50 15

aside for revision.

I enjoyed revising the module materials. 3.62 3.83 963.00 14

| often felt anxious when revising for my  3.62 3.05 863.00 .029*

exam

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
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Experience of Taking an Exam

With respect to STEM students’ experience of taking the exam itself, two of the nine
question items showed a significant difference between sitting a conventional exam in an exam
room and taking an online exam at home (Table 6). The first difference was that students thought
taking an online remote exam was harder. The mean for online remote exams (M = 3.69, SD =
1.12) was significantly higher than for conventional exams (M = 3.12, SD = 1.07). The second
difference was that students taking online exams were much more satisfied with the quality of
the exam environment (physical space in which they took their exam). The mean for online
exams (M = 4.50, SD = .78) was significantly higher than for conventional exams (M = 3.96, SD
=.98). STEM students reported no difference in feeling prepared for the exam, question quality,
enjoyment, anxiety, sense of achievement, and exam score satisfaction.

Table 6
STEM Students’ Experience of Taking Their Exam (n=179)
Question Conventional  Online remote  U-value Sig. (p-
exam (n =57) exam (h =118) value)
[Immediately] before starting the exam |  3.52 3.62 3180.00 .47
felt well prepared.
3.95 3.93 3307.50 .85
The exam questions were clear.
3.86 3.93 3193.50 .45
The exam questions allowed me to
demonstrate what | had learnt.
The exam was harder than | was 3.12 3.69 2452.00 .003**
expecting.
I enjoyed the exam. 2.88 3.03 3152.00 .49
| felt anxious what doing the exam. 3.56 3.72 3080.50 .35
I was satisfied with the quality of the 3.96 4.50 2255.00 <.001**
[space | used at home/exam room]
Completing the exam gave me a sense of 4.11 4.19 3163.00 .50
achievement.
I was satisfied with the mark | got 3.89 3.95 319350 .71

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Arts and social sciences students (FASS faculty) also report a significant difference in
satisfaction with the quality of the exam environment between conventional and online remote
exams (Table 7). The mean for remote exams (M = 4.57, SD = 1.11) was significantly higher
than for conventional exams (M = 3.92, SD = .93). These means are very similar to that of the
STEM students (Table 6). Arts and social science students reported no difference in feeling
prepared for the exam, question quality, enjoyment, anxiety, sense of achievement, and exam
score satisfaction.
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Table 7
FASS Students’ Experience of Taking Their Exam (n=94)
Question Conventional  Online remote U-value Sig. (p-
exam (n =52) exam (n = 42) value)
[Immediately] before starting the exam | 3.63 3.66 1082.50 .94
felt well prepared.
The exam questions were clear. 4.17 4.07 1073.50 .88
The exam questions allowed me to 4.10 4.05 1082.50 .94
demonstrate what | had learnt.
The exam was harder than | was 2.83 3.21 930.00 19
expecting.
2.94 3.26 963.50 .30
I enjoyed the exam.
| felt anxious what doing the exam. 3.52 3.33 978.00 37
I was satisfied with the quality of the 3.92 457 638.50 <.001**
[space | used at home/exam room].
Completing the exam gave me a sense of 4.17 4.12 1044.00 .86
achievement.
I was satisfied with the mark | got. 3.79 4.10 952.00 27

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Contrasting Younger and Older Student Exam Experiences

Our third research question sought to explore potential differences between younger and
older distance learners by focusing on the themes of anxiety and grade satisfaction with online
and conventional exams. To facilitate analysis, given we had identified little difference between
the responses of STEM and FASS students, we divided all valid responses (from across all four
subject Faculties listed in Table 3) into two groups: 35 years and under, and 36 years and older.
Table 8 shows that significantly fewer younger students reported often feeling anxious when
revising for online remote exams (54%) than when revising for conventional exams (76%) (x(2)
=9.600, p = .008). This trend was not observed for older students (¥*(2) = 1.679, p = .432).

Table 8
Number of Younger and Older Student Responses to the Statement: “I often felt anxious when
revising for my exam. ”

Group Exam type Disagree  Neither agree  Agree a p
nor disagree
Younger students (35 Conventional 3 9 37 (76%) 9.600  .008**
or under)
Online remote 20 12 38 (54%)
Older students Conventional 24 20 49 (53%) 1.679  .432

(36 and over)
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Online remote 19 27 56 (55%)

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Additional analysis found that a greater proportion of younger students also reported
enjoying the process of revising for online exams (67%) than when revising for conventional
exams (45%). A higher proportion of younger students reported enjoying taking the online exam
(34%) than the conventional exams (27%). This finding is reversed for older students. Slightly
more older students enjoyed taking the conventional exam (32%) than sitting a conventional
exam (28%). These differences, however, are not significant.

Younger students report a significant difference between their experience of conventional
and online remote exams in relation to satisfaction with the exam score (mark) they achieved
(x*(2) =.6.630, p = .036). More were satisfied with exam score achieved from online exams
(74%) compared to those taking conventional exams (55%) (Table 9). This trend was not
observed for older students (¥?(2) = 0.843, p = .656). For this group, exam score satisfaction
from online exams was similar to conventional exams and similar to younger student mark
satisfaction with online remote exams.

Table 9
Number of Younger and Older Student Responses to the Statement: “7 was Satisfied with the Mark
| Got.”

Group Exam type Disagree  Neither agree Agree a p
nor disagree

Younger students (35 Conventional 9 11 24 (55%) 6.630 .036*
or under)

Online remote 12 6 52 (74%)
Older students Conventional 14 9 67 (53%) 0.843  .656
(36 and over)

Online remote 14 15 80 (55%)

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Male and Female Experience of Exams

Our final research question asked whether male and female students differ in their
anxiety preparing for exams and satisfaction with the exam score received. These are the same
two exam-related items reported in the previous section.

Fewer male students felt anxious while revising for their online exam (45%) than
conventional exams (54%) (Table 10). A similar pattern is observed for female students, with the
survey showing that 67% often felt anxious when revising for a conventional exam while 59%
reported anxiety when revising for online exams. Neither difference is significant (x?(2) = 2.148,
p =.342 and ¥*(2) = 0.889, p = .641 respectively). There was no significant difference between
the male and female experience of conventional exams x?(2) = 2.48, p = .289) or online remote
exams (x*(2) = 4.576, p = .102).
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Table 10
Number of Male and Female Student Responses to the Statement: “I Often Felt Anxious When
Revising for My Exam.”

Group Exam type Disagree  Neither agree Agree a p
nor disagree
Male Conventional 15 16 36 (54%) 2.148  .342
Online remote 32 22 44 (45%)
Female Conventional 12 13 50 (67%) .889 .641
Online remote 17 17 50 (59%)

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Table 11 shows that while a similar percentage of male and female students were satisfied with
the exam score achieved (67% and 69% respectively), a greater proportion of male students
reported score satisfaction with online exams (81%) than female students (65%). Male students
show a significant difference in exam score satisfaction between conventional and online exams
while satisfaction for female students is similar.

Table 11
Number of Male and Female Student Responses to the Statement: “lI Was Satisfied with the Mark
| Got.”

Group Exam type Disagree  Neither agree Agree e p
nor disagree
Male Conventional 14 7 43 (67%) 4.643  .098
Online remote 10 8 78 (81%)
Female Conventional 9 13 48 (69%) 1.217 544
Online remote 16 13 54 (65%)

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Discussion
Our analysis shows that across most measures, there is no evidence of students reporting

differences between revising for a conventional exam and revising for an online remote exam
(RQ1) and no difference between taking a conventional and taking an online remote exam
(RQ2). While it would have been expected that many measures—such as question clarity or
ability to demonstrate what had been learned—would not have been affected by a move from
conventional to online exam, it is reassuring to see this confirmed in our data. However, our
analysis identified one area of potential concern relating to the perception of online exams as
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harder. This was flagged by STEM students but not by FASS students and it remains unclear
why this would be the case.

The only other major difference when comparing conventional and online remote exams
satisfaction is with the quality of the exam room. Many students reported that exam rooms can
be noisy, disruptive, and unsettling environments which can have an adverse impact on their
ability to perform. Our analysis suggests that the use of a more familiar, usually home-located,
space might improve the satisfaction with the exam environment. However, the online exam
assessments experienced by learners in this research did not include remote proctoring or other
forms of surveillance (Okada et al., 2018; Lee & Fanguy, 2022) which could potentially offset
positive perceptions associated with the use of private home space.

The data did not indicate that greater satisfaction with the assessment space leads to
greater enjoyment of the exam, lower anxiety, or an increase in student perception of
performance or preparedness. One reason for this observation could be that distance learners tend
to study mostly at home, meaning that they will likely be using an established, familiar study
space for their exam. The lack of discernible change in the student assessment experience when
moving to online exams could be because, alongside the familiarity of space, there is already a
familiarity with using technology for learning. Students at the distance learning university used
in this study will certainly have been familiar with using technology in a home setting to
participate in online tutorials, communicate with other students, and submit assignments. This is
perhaps likely also to be true in emerging hybrid campus-based teaching models.

Prior research suggests that some uncertainty remains as to whether online exams reduce
stress (EImehdi, 2019) or increase it (Ilgaz & Afacan Adanir, 2019). In our study we surveyed
adult learners of all ages, and this enabled us to compare the experience of younger and older
distance learners (RQ3). Students aged 35 years old or under found revising for online remote
exams less stressful than conventional exams, yet older students report no difference in revision
anxiety between online and conventional exams. These findings appear to contrast with llgaz and
Afacan Adanir’s (2019) study that found no difference in perceptions with age or gender but to
be broadly consistent with Stowell and Bennett’s (2010) finding that students with higher test
anxiety show a preference for online assessment. Younger students also appear to have enjoyed
revising for and taking online exams more than conventional in-person exams. While a link
between enjoyment and anxiety cannot be assumed, the dimensions and interaction between
could be investigated further. We also found that more younger students were satisfied with the
exam score they achieved in their online exams when compared to their experience of
conventional exams. Ahmad et al. (2022) observed that students felt online exams supported
their ability to perform well and our findings indicate that this may be the case for younger
students in our study.

With respect to RQ4, we observed some difference in male and female experiences with
an indication that male students were more satisfied with the exam score (grade) they achieved
from their online exams. These tentative results indicate that measures of age and gender
(expanded to include additional gender identifications) along perhaps with other diversity
measures would benefit from further investigation.

In a study on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on distance learners’ study habits,
Aristeidou and Cross (2021) found that 50% of students spent less time than usual revising for
assessment and 14% spent more. While there are undoubtedly many reasons for this observation,
such findings raise important questions about whether learning activities such as reflection,
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consolidation of learning, and new learning are affected by a move to remote exams. We found
evidence to indicate that differences between the revision experience of distance learning
students taking conventional and remote exams may exist. Further work will be required to
unpack these and determine whether the correlations that Cross et al. (2016) found between
revision and exam experiences are the same for online remote exams.

One limitation of our analysis is that the remote exams we report on were conducted
during a period of major societal disruption. Consequently, student expectations for their exam
experience may have been lower during this period or they may have just been grateful to have
still had the opportunity to take them. Potentially this could result in a more generous rating of
satisfaction scores for remote exams. However, we see no evidence in our findings to support
this. Second, student perceptions of assessment may be shaped by the quality and nature of
communication and support and, while it is possible that more effort was made in this regard
during the pandemic, we do not believe the difference to be substantial. Finally, our research
focused on self-reported data and therefore made no comparisons with other measures of
performance, such as grades.

Conclusion

This paper has compared the experience of students taking online and conventional
exams. It offers a unique perspective from a large distance learning provider by contrasting
survey data about conventional exams collected before major assessment changes were made in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic with data from a second survey about online remote exams
that took place as a response to the pandemic.

Our results show that the quality of the distance learner’s experience of revising for and
taking online exams does not differ significantly from that of conventional exams for almost all
measures considered. We found no significant difference in the revision experience across
measures including learning whilst revising, assessment design, and enjoyment. However, one
significant finding was that arts and social science students appear to have felt less anxious
revising for online exams.

The quality of the exam experience itself also did not differ significantly between online
and conventional exams for seven of the nine measures examined. No difference was found with
respect to question clarity, question relevance, satisfaction with exam score received, enjoyment,
exam anxiety, and sense of achievement on completion. The most significant difference was with
student satisfaction with the exam environment. Students were much more satisfied with the
quality of their home space when taking an exam remotely online than with the conventional
exam room. Compared to those taking in-person conventional exams, we also found that STEM
students felt the online exam was harder than expected.

Finally, we found indications that student age may influence perceptions of the revision
and assessment experience. More younger learners (35 years and under) reported often feeling
anxious when revising for conventional exams while this difference was not observed for older
students (over 35 years). Younger students were also more satisfied with the exam score they
achieved for online exams than for conventional exams.

Our findings underscore the importance of implementing ongoing monitoring and
evaluation of the quality of assessment experiences. In this instance, doing so has enabled us to
compare the experience of online remote exams implemented in response to the COVID-19
pandemic with the exam experience before it started. Our findings will be of interest to existing
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distance learning providers and campus-based universities as they move to adopt more hybrid
teaching approaches (Universities UK, 2022).
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Abstract

There are almost 90 million forced migrants around the world, many of whom could benefit from
online higher education, and yet there is evidence that displaced people face challenges in online
learning environments. This paper reports on a study in the context of a UK university’s master’s-
level distance learning program that offers Sanctuary Scholarships to forced migrants. The study’s
aims were: (1) to identify practical ways in which higher education institutions can support
displaced learners to engage in online learning, and (2) to add to our theoretical understanding of
refugees’ and asylum seekers’ engagement in online degree programs. The methodology included
a theoretical and an empirical component. In the theoretical analysis, the indicators from Redmond
et al.’s (2018) Online Engagement Framework were mapped onto capability lists drawn from the
literature on the Capability Approach, generating a set of proposed underpinning capabilities for
online engagement. The empirical analysis, which was carried out in parallel, was based on semi-
structured interviews with ten online Sanctuary Scholars. Thematic analysis of the empirical data
showed how the research participants had enacted behavioral, emotional, cognitive, social, and
collaborative engagement and revealed some of the ways in which engagement fueled further
engagement, alongside the mediating role of personal agency. When combined with the theoretical
analysis, the findings enabled the creation of a capabilitarian online engagement model. The paper
concludes with a discussion of the implications for institutional policies and practices around
learning design and delivery to support online engagement among displaced learners, and
potentially also among other underrepresented students.

Keywords: Capability Approach, online engagement, higher education, refugees and asylum
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In this paper, the terms “refugees,” “forced migrants,” and “displaced people” are used
interchangeably to refer to all refugees, asylum seekers, and internally displaced people,
reflecting the ways in which they tend to be used elsewhere in the literature. This paper is part of
a larger study investigating online engagement among displaced learners in higher education
(HE) (Witthaus, 2022). This first section gives a brief background to the study and outlines the
research aims. Section 2 introduces some of the central concepts in the literature on online
engagement and explores how these concepts are addressed in the literature on displaced learners
in online HE; it also introduces the Capability Approach as a social-justice-oriented conceptual
framework. Section 3 describes the methodology used in the study. Section 4 presents the
findings, while Section 5 provides a discussion of the findings and presents a proposed
capabilitarian model for understanding online engagement. The paper concludes with
implications for practice, policy and further research.

Displaced Learners in Online Higher Education

There are currently almost 90 million displaced people around the world (United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2022). Article 22 of the 1951 Refugee Convention
requires that a host state treats a refugee the same as its own citizens in terms of accessing
educational opportunities (UNHCR, 2020). In practice, however, forced migrants face numerous
barriers when attempting to exercise this right, and it is estimated that just 6% of young adults
amongst displaced people are enrolled in HE, compared to the global average of 40% (UNHCR,
2023). Even where refugees do gain access, they often face significant challenges in terms of
social, political and economic constraints. Forced migrants are “super-disadvantaged,” in that the
different barriers they experience interrelate, compounding and exacerbating each other
(Lambrechts, 2020; Martin & Stulgaitis, 2022). Despite the small percentage of refugees enrolled
in HE, the number has grown considerably in recent years, and the UNHCR has attributed this
increase to the new opportunities provided by “connected HE, where digital programs are
combined with teaching and mentoring” (UNHCR, 2019, p. 39). However, literature in this area
is limited (S. Reinhardt, 2018). For example, Ramsay and Baker’s (2019) meta-scoping study of
the literature on refugee-background students in HE does not discuss online education, and in
Streitwieser et al.’s (2019) literature review of HE interventions for refugees based in, or directed
from, Europe and North America, there is no category for formal distance programs.

Providing effective online education for displaced learners can be challenging for higher
education institutions (HEISs), partly because refugees are characterized by extreme heterogeneity
(Baker et al., 2022; Castafio-Mufioz et al., 2018; Crea & Sparnon, 2017; F. Reinhardt et al.,
2021; Unangst & Crea, 2020). Displaced learners also tend to be digitally disadvantaged: those
based in refugee camps are unlikely to have access to the necessary digital infrastructure,
particularly internet connectivity (Crea & Sparnon, 2017; Taftaf & Williams, 2020), and this has
led to a call for more research into the role that mobile phone technology can play in enabling
online learning in such circumstances (Dahya & Dryden-Peterson, 2017; Witthaus & Ryan,
2021). Even refugees in urban settings may be disproportionately affected by the “digital divide”
(Mupenzi et al., 2020). The literature reveals many other barriers for displaced learners, such as
difficulties in navigating HE, both online and offline (Cin & Dogan, 2021; Halkic & Arnold,
2019), cultural and linguistic barriers (Moser-Mercer, 2021), and social isolation (Witthaus,
2018). Distance education generally has notoriously low rates of student retention (Seery et al.,
2021), and as Lee points out, “adopting online education does not naturally or automatically
increase the accessibility of university education” (2017, p. 16). McClusky’s concept of
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“lifeload” is salient here: as explained by Kahu, lifeload is “the sum of all the pressures a student
has in their life, including university” (2013, p. 767). There is evidence to show that students
prioritize lifeload over learning load (Hews et al., 2022), and as forced migrants face wide-
ranging lifeload pressures, studies have unsurprisingly found that only a small percentage of
refugee students complete their online courses (Halkic and Arnold, 2019; Zlatkin-
Troitschanskaia et al., 2021).

Research Purpose and Aims

Since student retention is often viewed as being correlated with engagement (Seery et al.,
2021), the purpose of this study is to shed light on how displaced learners engage in online HE,
drawing on Bond et al.’s (2020) definition of student engagement:

Student engagement is the energy and effort that students employ within their learning

community, observable via any number of behavioral, cognitive or affective indicators

across a continuum. It is shaped by a range of structural and internal influences, including

the complex interplay of relationships, learning activities and the learning environment.

The more students are engaged and empowered within their learning community, the

more likely they are to channel that energy back into their learning, leading to a range of

short and long term outcomes, that can likewise further fuel engagement. (p. 3)
This definition includes the key dimensions of engagement that are typically discussed in the
literature—behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and social. It also alludes to the influence of social
structures and “internal” (personal) influences, both of which are important to consider in the
context of forced migrants from a social justice perspective. Finally, the definition points to the
possibility of engagement “fueling” further engagement, which could have important
implications for the retention of refugee students in online programs.
Considering the global context and the concept of student engagement discussed above, this
study had two aims. Practically, it aimed to identify ways in which HEIs can support displaced
learners in online learning. Theoretically, it aimed to generate a social justice-oriented
conceptual model for online engagement in the context of displaced learners, drawing on Bond et
al.’s (2020) definition of student engagement, Redmond et al.’s (2018) Online Engagement
Framework, and concepts from the Capability Approach (Nussbaum, 2003; 2011; Sen, 1999;
Walker, 2006). To address these aims, the following research questions (RQs) were explored in
the context of a UK university that offers Sanctuary Scholarships to forced migrants for an
online master's program:

RQ1: What factors enable and constrain the Sanctuary Scholars’ progression through the online
program?

RQ2: How do the Sanctuary Scholars’ descriptions of their online learning indicate and illustrate
their online engagement?

RQ3: What capabilities underpin the Sanctuary Scholars’ enactments of online engagement?
RQ4: In what ways does engagement fuel further engagement in this context?

The study combined theoretical analysis with qualitative, ethnographic research methods and
adopted an interpretivist epistemology for understanding the perceptions and experiences of
individual learners.
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Literature Review

As there is little overlap between the literature on online engagement and that on forced migrants
learning online, this section sets the scene by drawing some links between these bodies of
literature.

Online Engagement and Refugees in Online Higher Education
Redmond et al. (2018) developed an Online Engagement Framework for HE, after observing that
quality guidelines for learning and teaching in HE in the literature tended to be focused entirely
on campus-based education. Their framework, which was informed by a literature review,
comprises the following five engagement elements: behavioral, emotional, social, collaborative,
and cognitive engagement. The indicators for these elements are discussed below and are
considered in relation to the literature on forced migrants learning online.

Behavioral Engagement

In Redmond et al.’s model, indicators of behavioral engagement include “developing
academic skills, identifying opportunities and challenges, developing multidisciplinary skills,
developing agency, upholding online learning norms, and supporting and encouraging peers”
(2018, p. 190). Redmond et al. suggest that at the heart of these indicators are positive conduct
and positive attitudes towards learning, suggesting an overlap with emotional engagement and
highlighting some degree of interdependence between the elements. The refugee literature
touches on these themes by noting that motivation to study is generally high amongst displaced
learners (Mkwananzi & Mukwambo, 2019; F. Reinhardt et al., 2021), although fulfilling
essential course requirements is often challenging due to lack of flexibility in time frames for
assignment submissions, for example (Baker et al., 2020).

Emotional Engagement

Emotional engagement is seen in the online engagement literature as helping students to
“manage expectations, articulate assumptions, recognize motivations, and commit to learning”
(Redmond et al., 2018, p. 190). Much of the recent COVID-era literature finds that feelings of
isolation can lead to stress and anxiety, negatively affecting emotional engagement (e.g., Hews et
al., 2022). For displaced learners, these experiences can be magnified by bureaucratic obstacles,
loneliness, and feelings of uncertainty about the future (Farrell et al. 2020; Witthaus, 2018).
Furthermore, previous traumatic life experiences may be exacerbated by racism, xenophobia, and
other forms of prejudice within the HE system (Maringe et al., 2017; Molla, 2019). Importantly,
however, HE has also been found to contribute to displaced students’ emotional well-being, with
university acting as a safe and hospitable space for refugees (Cin & Dogan, 2018; Kontowski &
Leitsberger, 2018; Mkwananzi, 2019). These examples highlight the overlap between emotional
and social engagement.

Social and Collaborative Engagement

Redmond et al. (2018) describe social engagement in terms of “building community;
creating a sense of belonging; developing relationships; establishing trust” (p. 191), and
collaborative engagement as “learning with peers; relating to faculty members; connecting to
institutional opportunities; developing professional networks” (p. 194). | have combined these
elements into a single dimension because these indicators tend to be discussed together in
distance education literature, often under the umbrella of “social presence” (e.g., Garrison et al.,
2000). Displaced learners value having opportunities to communicate with other learners online,
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although it has been noted that some feel “nervous, exposed and ... disinclined to post on the
discussion forums” (Farrell & Brunton, 2020, p. 15), and many refugee students express a strong
desire to connect with other students in their local area in person rather than online (Halkic &
Arnold, 2019).

Cognitive Engagement

Cognitive engagement involves “thinking critically, activating metacognition, integrating
ideas, justifying decisions, developing deep discipline understandings, and distributing expertise”
(Redmond et al., 2018, p. 192). Since these activities are so dependent on language, the literature
on forced migrants in online HE focuses substantially on the need to overcome the linguistic and
associated cultural barriers that inhibit or prevent engagement with course content (e.g., Farrell et
al., 2020; Streitwieser et al., 2019; Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al., 2018).

Online Engagement, Teaching Presence, and “Care”

A common theme in the online engagement literature is “teaching presence” (Garrison et
al., 2000), which is the students’ experience of receiving teaching online, whether emanating
from their teacher, the course materials, or other students. There is growing evidence from the
recent literature that student perceptions of teaching presence are strongly associated with
enactments of care (e.g., Burke et al., 2021; Gourlay et al., 2021; Hews et al., 2022; Stone &
O’Shea, 2019). The importance of care at the center of online pedagogy has also been recognized
in the context of refugees (e.g., Baker et al., 2020; Baker et al., 2022).

The Capability Approach
The Capability Approach is a conceptual framework for evaluating social justice by focusing on
the opportunities individuals have to experience well-being and the ways in which social
arrangements and policies influence people’s well-being (Robeyns, 2017). The core principle is
that the well-being of all humans can best be achieved by considering people’s “capabilities” and
“functionings.” Capabilities are the freedom to do and be what one has reason to value doing and
being, while functionings are people’s achievement of these “beings” and “doings” (Sen, 1999).
Sen argues that capabilities denote freedoms that are genuinely attainable if the person chooses
to pursue them, unlike rights, which a person may not always be free to exercise. Nussbaum
(2003, 2011) argues that a list of core capabilities, or “fundamental entitlements,” is needed to
embed basic human rights in social welfare policies in democratic societies. Her list contained
ten points, including such fundamental freedoms as life, bodily health, and control over one’s
environment. In 2006, Walker produced an “ideal theoretical” list of “higher education
capabilities for rationality and freedom” (p. 110), drawing on Nussbaum’s core capabilities.
Walker’s list includes capabilities not only in the sense of freedoms or opportunities, but also in
the sense of “skills and capacities that can be fostered” (2006, p. 128).
Empirical research in South Africa has shown that certain “basic capabilities,” such as the
capabilities for shelter, food, and financial resources for survival, need to be in place before
individuals can even aspire toward HE (Mkwananzi, 2019, p. 187). Sen (1999) referred to such
survival-level capabilities as “elementary” (p. 36). In this regard, Nussbaum’s core capabilities
for life, health, bodily integrity, and control over one’s environment could be considered
elementary, and may be particularly pertinent in the context of displaced learners, whose lives
are often characterized by precarity.
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Another central concept in the Capability Approach is that of “conversion factors,” which
are the factors that enable individuals to “convert” resources into capabilities, or that prevent
them from doing so. A typical research question addressed by capability scholars in HE is:
“Given the structural constraints [...], how do students convert available pedagogical and
institutional arrangements and resources into participation?” (Calitz, 2019, p. 15). Positive and
negative conversion factors can be thought of in terms of enablers and constraints respectively.

In summary, there is a rich literature on the application of the Capability Approach to HE
contexts, which, because it focuses on enhancing the agency and well-being of students from
diverse groups and understanding the need for equitable policies and practices, could add new
insights to our understanding of refugees’ engagement in online HE.

Method

Research Setting and Sample

The setting for this study was an online master’s program run by the Department of
History, Politics and International Relations (HyPIR) at the University of Leicester, which has
been offering Sanctuary Scholarships for distance learning since 2018. This was the first offer of
online Sanctuary Scholarships in the UK. My research participants were identified through a
convenience sampling process: ten of the Sanctuary Scholars volunteered to join the study.
Demaographic information is given in Table 1.

Table 1

Participant Demographics
ID Gender Ageon  Location Program start  Program status, 10/30/22
(pseudo- identifi-  10/30/21 when date
nyms) cation interviewed
Zain M 34 Germany March 2019 Graduated with MA (July ‘21)
Maryam F 51 UK March 2019 Graduated with MA (July ‘21)
Mohsin M 42 UK Sept. 2018 Graduated with MA (July ‘21)
Nadia F 26 UK March 2020 Graduated with MA (July '22)
Kareem M 31 UK Sept. 2019 Graduated with MA (July ‘22)
Sami M 36 Malaysia March 2019 Graduated with PG Cert (Dec ‘21)
Theresa F 40 USA March 2020 Withdrawn during first module
Sol M 32 Netherlands ~ March 2019 Withdrawn; reapplied.
Lili F 45 Australia March 2019 Midway
Julian M 36 Malawi Sept. 2018 Midway

Empirical Data Gathering and Analysis

I carried out two semi-structured interviews with each participant between July 2019 and
October 2021. The interview prompts focused on the Sanctuary Scholars’ motivation for doing
the program, their prior experience of online study (if any) and previous HE, important things
they had learned in the course, highlights and challenges, and their sources of support. | coded
the interview transcripts in two stages, using a flexible deductive approach. First, I looked for
examples in my data of the indicators of online engagement, with reference to Redmond et al.’s
(2018) framework. Next, I examined my data for examples of the capabilities in Nussbaum’s
(2003; 2011) and Walker’s (2006) capability lists. | then reviewed my coding for patterns and
cross-checked my findings against the theoretical model | was developing.
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Theoretical Analysis

The theoretical analysis, which was done in parallel with the empirical research, involved an
exploratory mapping exercise, in which the indicators from Redmond et al.’s (2018) Online
Engagement Framework were mapped onto Nussbaum’s (2003; 2011) and Walker’s (2006)
capability lists. I looked for relationships between the capabilities and the engagement indicators,
based on the understanding that any form of engagement must represent a “functioning” (as acts
of engagement are, in Sen’s terms, “doings”), and therefore must be underpinned by associated
capabilities. Based on the theoretical and empirical analyses, | then developed an integrated
capabilitarian online learning engagement model, showing the patterns that | had found.

Ethics and Open Science

Ethical approval was obtained from both the University of Leicester and my PhD supervising
institution, Lancaster University. | gained informed consent from all research participants. As
forced migrants may be considered vulnerable participants, | followed guidelines for conducting
research in contexts of forced migration (Clark-Kazak, 2017), for example, by avoiding asking
questions about traumatic experiences. | also offered “study buddy” support to all the Sanctuary
Scholars to provide reciprocal benefits to the community. This mainly involved giving linguistic
feedback on draft assignments. Five of the participants accepted this offer. To raise awareness
within wider society of the opportunities provided by online HE for displaced people and enable
others to build on my work, | used an “open science” approach (Witthaus, 2022).

Results
RQ1: What Factors Enable and Constrain the Sanctuary Scholars’ Progression through
the Online Program?

This section summarizes four of the Sanctuary Scholars’ journeys through the HyPIR MA,
giving examples of the conversion factors associated with their different outcomes.

Zain—Graduated with the HyPIR MA

Zain is one of five Sanctuary Scholars who have graduated with the HyPIR MA. An
asylum seeker in Germany, he was learning German while working full-time, which left him
little time for studying. Constraints for Zain included difficulty in navigating the virtual learning
environment (VLE) and the deep emotional pain he suffered at being separated from his family.
The most severe challenge, however, was his experience of being homeless for three months
during winter, along with difficulties in navigating the bureaucratic asylum system in Germany,
both of which had a serious impact on his well-being and his studies. Nevertheless, he continued
studying by accessing free Wi-Fi from a train station and successfully completed his online MA.
Enablers for Zain included his previous experience of a university bridging program, the fact that
he was able to use the time on his daily commute for reading, his enjoyment of learning, and his
perseverance. His mantra was: “I survived, and I did not give up.” Zain’s story illustrates the
complex interplay between personal agency and structural factors that was typical of the research
participants’ journeys through the program.

Sami—Graduated with Postgraduate Certificate

Sami exited the program halfway and achieved a Postgraduate Certificate (PG Cert).
Sami grew up in an East African country, where his childhood was deeply affected by a bloody
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civil war and was forced to flee his home country in 2002. He is now part of a community of
forced migrants in Malaysia living in financially precarious circumstances. He works long hours
at a school for refugee children that he co-founded. Sami was deeply interested in the subject of
human rights and highly motivated to learn, and he had access to Wi-Fi; however, he was
challenged by the linguistic demands of the program. Unfortunately, he did not have the required
level of academic English to be admitted to the dissertation module and had to leave the program
early, echoing the experiences of thousands of other refugees for whom language barriers are a
major constraint.

Theresa—Forced to Withdraw

Theresa was not able to complete her first module and was forced to withdraw, despite
intense engagement in the first three months. Coming from a socially conservative East African
country and identifying as LGBTQI, she had experienced persecution and torture that left her
physically disabled and emotionally scarred. Theresa applied for a Sanctuary Scholarship
because she wants to become “a voice for the voiceless.” This motivation was an important
enabler for Theresa, but during her first module, she was resettled to North America, which,
although enabling her to finally feel “safe at home,” disrupted her study routine. She also
suffered two bereavements and she had an accident that further reduced her mobility. During this
time, Theresa lost her password for her university account. Despite several attempts to liaise with
the university’s technical support staff, she was unable to restore this access. Eventually, her
time allowed by the university rules for enrollment ran out, and she had to be unenrolled,
echoing Baker et al.’s (2020) analysis of the dysfunctional timescapes experienced by displaced
learners.

Julian—Midway

Julian is currently midway through the program. He has taken several rounds of voluntary
suspension from his studies under mitigating circumstances. Julian’s story illustrates the sense of
volatility that was typical for most of the research participants. Born in central Africa, he worked
for an organization that promoted human rights in a war-torn region of the country; eventually,
the dangers of this work forced him to become a refugee himself. He has been living in a refugee
camp in Malawi for over a decade. The key enablers for Julian have been his commitment to
learning, the good relationships he has built with the staff on the program, and his ability to
apply his new skills and knowledge in conflict resolution in the refugee camp. A significant
constraint is his lack of access to the essential digital infrastructure he needs: he has no electricity
or Wi-Fi at home and so he uses the local community center to study. Furthermore, precarious
circumstances in the refugee camp have led him to take up farming, which has reduced the time
available for his studies.

All the above stories reflect the tension between the negative and positive conversion
factors that were present for each of the Sanctuary Scholars. In summary, the constraints
included trauma and associated mental health challenges, homelessness, lack of certainty about
the future, time pressures and anxiety caused by survival needs, lack of digital infrastructure and
connectivity, and lack of opportunity to develop the required academic English skills. The
enablers included personal motivation and perseverance, good relationships with program staff,
prior experience of a university bridging program, strong time management skills, and finding
opportunities to apply new knowledge in daily life.
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RQ2: How do the Sanctuary Scholars’ descriptions of their online learning indicate and
illustrate their online engagement?

This section considers the data in light of the engagement elements and indicators in
Redmond et al.’s (2018) framework.

Behavioral Engagement
Redmond et al. (2018, p. 193) use Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris’s definition of
behavioral engagement, “doing the work and following the rules.” I found many examples in my
data of all the illustrative indicators for behavioral engagement listed in a previous section. One
additional behavioral indicator that I identified in my data was applying knowledge in real life.
Julian shared this example:
What | enjoyed a lot on the course, Art of Negotiation, was how you learn to be a
negotiator... In the [refugee] camp, there is conflict every day all the time, so ... I may also
assist some people... For example, a couple were fighting in their homes. They came to me,
so that I may hear from them and see how I can resolve their conflict. Two, whenever there
are churches that are fighting, or members of one church who are fighting, they also ask me
to go there. Whenever they ask for meetings with the leaders, even myself, I’'m also invited
to see how we can help the members of that church.
Another prevalent indicator of behavioral engagement that | identified was that of managing
studies around lifeload. This often involved managing time and scarce resources in contexts of
precarity or extreme fragility. Mohsin said:
I came to the UK in late 2015. My new life wasn’t easy at all - mainly because my wife was
[unwell with PTSD].... We have three kids and it’s not easy for me. I commute every day,
and it’s really hectic. When | finish my work, | have to make sure that my wife and the kids
are OK... For me also, it’s very stressful.
Lili commented that “self-scheduling” was her greatest challenge:
Because I’'m very busy and my other commitments also [involve being] in front of a laptop
and reading something, writing something, and it was really hard for me to make a balance
between my commitments and my studies. [...] I myself could not write anything in [the
discussion forum] last module because it wasn’t a very easy time for me. | can just go to the
study or reading mindset and find the sources that are more attractive for me or those where
I think I'm going to find out some of my questions answered.
In these cases, the Sanctuary Scholars found even the most essential behavioral requirements of
their programs challenging to meet at times. Julian’s limited access to Wi-Fi and electricity
restricted the time he could spend studying online, but through applying his knowledge in real
life, he was able to deepen his learning. Mohsin and Lili talked about how they stayed on track
with their studies by sometimes doing the bare minimum, in the knowledge that, without
behavioral engagement, no other engagement would be possible.

Emotional Engagement
Redmond et al. (2018) characterize emotional engagement in terms of managing
expectations, articulating assumptions, recognizing motivations, and committing to learning. An
example of committing to learning comes from Maryam:
| started to write my first assignment on the paradox of political violence.... I had to write a
critical review about this article [which had] a lot of academic terms and political terms...
Even sometimes | asked some English friends, what does this word mean? And they said to
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me, oh, this is quite difficult—you need to have a political dictionary... [My tutor] said to
me, this 1s a difficult article, leave it and choose another easier one. I said to her no, I don’t
want to give up, because I spent a lot of time translating and reading and highlighting some
points... I managed in the end to write the assignment. And [my tutor] was surprised. She
said, you demonstrated some critical points, and [added] some new comments... When she
said this to me, | felt more confident.
Maryam shared this anecdote in the context of a discussion about her struggles with mental
health as a result of her prior trauma, which was compounded by having spent many years as an
asylum seeker in a state of uncertainty about her future. She often described her learning in
emotional terms and commented that reading and writing provided her with an enjoyable
distraction from the stresses of her daily life. This resonated with a comment by Sol, who said
that “learning can be healing.”

Social and Collaborative Engagement
An example of social and collaborative engagement from Nadia illustrates the presence of
the following cluster of indicators: building community, creating a sense of belonging,
developing relationships, establishing trust, and learning with peers.
You ask a question, your lecturer or other students get their point forward, and then you
have to go back and reply back. It’s all in the duration of a week [...] It’s interesting,
because in the online platform you get the opportunity to take more information or give
more information, whereas in the classroom environment the contribution was minimal from
certain people. ... Here [online] you get different viewpoints, and you can learn, you can go
back to it anytime you want. It helped me a lot when | was writing my assignment.
Social and collaborative engagement was not always described in such positive terms by the
Sanctuary Scholars, several of whom found the online format frustrating and longed for more
personal interaction with their peers and tutors. Nevertheless, over time, most began to
appreciate the value of the discussion forum.

Cognitive Engagement
Several of the Sanctuary Scholars commented on the development of their critical thinking
skills, a key indicator of cognitive engagement. Kareem said:
I think it’s a great learning experience for me, which is why it will definitely make me a
better security professional. I’'m improving already and I can see this myself; everyone
around me can see this because I think in academia the way you debate, the way you argue,
the way you present the facts, it really all becomes part of your DNA. ... You don’t actually
make a claim without actually presenting why you believe this is the case.
This example was typical of several of the participants, who felt they had been stretched to
reflect on and recognize their own biases and had learned to argue in a more evidence-based
way, pointing to the transformational role that a university education can play in students’ lives
through engagement with knowledge and ideas (Ashwin & McVitty, 2015).

RQ3: What Capabilities Underpin the Scholars’ Enactment of Online Engagement?

RQ3 is based on the premise that each observable enactment of an engagement indicator
represents a functioning, and therefore must be underpinned by associated capabilities.
Conversely, where these indicators are exemplified in a negative or frustrated sense, this must
point to the lack of the necessary capability (opportunity, freedom, or skills) required for that
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dimension of engagement. To the extent that RQ3 could be answered theoretically, | conducted
an exploratory exercise mapping the indicators associated with the four dimensions of online
engagement onto Nussbaum’s (2003; 2011) list of fundamental entitlements and Walker’s (2006)
HE-focused capabilities list. This exercise led to the identification of four capabilities that are
likely to underpin each engagement dimension, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2
The Engagement Dimensions and Proposed Underpinning Capabilities
Engagement Proposed Capability definition
dimension underlying
(functionings) capability
Behavioral Educational Able to navigate study, work and life, to negotiate risk and to
engagement resilience persevere academically; able to be responsive to educational

opportunities and adaptive to constraints (adapted from
Walker, 2006).

Emotional Emotional health | Able to experience emaotions that contribute positively to

engagement learning; not being subject to anxiety or fear which
diminishes learning (adapted from Nussbaum, 2003; Walker,
2006).

Social and Affiliation and Able to be treated with dignity and to enter into relationships

collaborative recognition of mutual respect, recognition and trust; able to interact with

engagement others to learn new knowledge and solve problems (adapted

from Nussbaum, 2003; Walker, 2006).

Cognitive Knowledge and Able to use imagination and thought to experience and

engagement imagination produce academic and professional works of value to oneself
and others; able to be an active inquirer without fear of
reprisal or censorship (adapted from Nussbaum, 2003;
Walker, 2006).

Table 2 was developed theoretically and then applied to the analysis of the empirical data.
According to this analysis, underpinning Julian’s, Mohsin’s and Lili’s accounts of behavioral
engagement was the capability for educational resilience; Maryam’s emotional engagement was
premised on the capability for emotional health; Nadia’s social and collaborative engagement
relied on the capability for affiliation and recognition; and Kareem’s cognitive engagement was
underpinned by the capability for knowledge and imagination.

Similarly, there were examples where the absence of an engagement functioning could
potentially be explained by the lack of the relevant underpinning capability; for example,
Theresa’s inability to maintain behavioral engagement was linked to her constrained capability
for educational resilience—noting that resilience is not used in the sense of individual
determination or “grit” here—rather it is a “socially located response to adverse conditions,
combined with a capabilities informed analysis of factors that enable and constrain educational
resilience” (Wilson-Strydom, 2017, p. 387). The theoretical relationships between capabilities
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and functionings proposed in Table 2 provided reasonable explanations for both the presence and
the absence of engagement indicators throughout the data.

RQ4: In What Ways does Engagement Fuel Further Engagement in this Context?

To answer RQ4, I briefly review four of the above vignettes. In Julian’s story, behavioral
engagement can be seen to fuel other kinds of engagement: by applying his new knowledge to
daily life in the camp, he increased his personal status in the community and his emotional well-
being; he was also more predisposed to engage cognitively with his course content, and he
engaged socially with his local community while putting his learning into practice. Maryam’s
account of how she persisted with her assignment illustrates how emotional engagement can fuel
cognitive engagement (e.g., translating and highlighting the text), behavioral engagement
(completing the assignment), and social and collaborative engagement (talking to friends and her
tutor about her learning). Nadia’s story illustrates how social and collaborative engagement can
fuel other kinds of engagement: as a result of participating in the discussion forum, she felt more
emotionally engaged; she continued engaging behaviorally by returning to the forum; and her
cognitive engagement was enhanced as she discussed the course content with peers and tutors.
Kareem’s example shows how cognitive engagement can fuel other kinds of engagement: he felt
more emotionally engaged by seeing his critical thinking skills develop; there was some social
and collaborative engagement through debate with peers and discussion with tutors; and he
continued to engage behaviorally with his learning in the online learning environment and
beyond.

Discussion

Discussion and Presentation of a Capabilitarian Online Engagement Model

Above, | have laid the foundation to argue that the Capability Approach and the Online
Engagement Framework can together provide a powerful way of understanding the lived
experiences of displaced learners in online HE. In this section, | present the capabilitarian online
engagement model derived from the combined empirical and theoretical analysis (see Figure 1).
The model is described below, starting from the outer ring.
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Figure 1
Capabilitarian Online Engagement Model
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The Functions of Engagement

The outer ring contains the four engagement dimensions: behavioral, emotional, social
and collaborative, and cognitive engagement, which can be observed when students enact the
respective indicators. In capability terms, these are functionings. As noted, there is some overlap
between the different engagement dimensions here; this is represented by the dotted lines
between the dimensions.

The Capabilities for Engagement

The next ring contains the four capabilities that, based on the theoretical analysis and the
findings discussed above, are required to make the four dimensions of engagement possible:
educational resilience for behavioral engagement; knowledge and imagination for cognitive
engagement; recognition and affiliation for social and collaborative engagement; and emotional
health for emotional engagement. Dotted lines show the permeability between the four online
engagement capabilities, and between the online engagement capabilities and their associated
functionings, implying firstly, that all the capabilities can fuel their associated engagement
functionings, and secondly, that enactment of any one engagement type can fuel the capabilities
for the other engagement dimensions.
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The Elementary Capabilities

In the next concentric circle are the elementary, survival-level capabilities discussed
earlier: the capabilities for life, health, bodily integrity, and control over one’s environment. My
empirical data has confirmed that all these capabilities need to be sufficiently in place at all times
for the engagement-related capabilities to be present, although the dotted line between learner
agency and elementary capabilities symbolizes the powerful role that personal agency can play
in cases where the elementary capabilities are threatened (for example in the case of Zain, who
continued his studies using public Wi-Fi at a train station while he was homeless and had little
control over his environment).

Learner Agency

While “developing agency” is one of the indicators for behavioral engagement in
Redmond et al.’s (2018) framework, I would suggest that the concept of agency plays a more
fundamental role in learning. Sen defines an agent as “someone who acts and brings about
change and whose achievements can be judged in terms of her own values and objectives” (1999,
p. 19). While Nussbaum does not explicitly include agency in her theory, her capability for
“practical reason” (“being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in critical
reflection about the planning of one’s life” [Nussbaum, 2003, p. 41]) can be seen to reflect
agency achievement (Robeyns, 2017). Enactments of agency were pervasive throughout my data,
for example, in Julian’s ongoing engagement despite having limited access to the internet and
managing his studies around learning to farm for survival, and Maryam’s determination to
complete a difficult assignment. Some Sanctuary Scholars completed a module while facing
enormous barriers, in a sense using their agency to “override” the negative conversion factors
they faced. (Hypothetically, they could also have used their agency to not pursue their online
degree even if no significant barriers were in place, although no-one in my study did so.) I have
therefore placed learner agency at the heart of the model.

Implications for Practice and Policy

Practically, the Capabilitarian Online Engagement Model provides a heuristic to guide
academics in the design and delivery of online education, by showing that engagement along all
four dimensions is underpinned by specific capabilities that incorporate both skills and capacities
that can be fostered, and social freedoms that are afforded (or not) by social structures. Thus,
course teams could design social and collaborative tasks that promote the values associated with
the capability for recognition and affiliation by considering questions such as “How can our
course environment and activities create a culture of recognition and affiliation?” with reference
to the definition of affiliation and recognition in Table 2. Such a conversation would lead to a
greater emphasis on equity in the learning activities than starting from the more commonly used
prompt, “How can we encourage social and collaborative engagement in the course?” Similarly,
when designing learning activities aimed at developing critical thinking for cognitive
engagement, course teams could consider how the overall course environment and tone of
communication supports the capability for knowledge and imagination. A question to be
considered here would be: “To what extent are students able to share their emerging
understanding without fear of censorship (including self-censorship) or reprisal (from both peers
and teachers)?”” This would be especially important in the social sciences, where students from
diverse backgrounds might bring knowledge or beliefs that are at odds with the knowledge being
discussed in the course.
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The model could also inform institutional policies and strategies. For example, course
delivery could be enhanced by the provision of “warm” support (Baker et al., 2018 in the form of
mentors or study-buddies acting as socio-cultural brokers for refugee students, which would
support displaced learners’ capability for emotional health. Policies for flexible pathways
through HE, for example via stackable micro-credentials, could help to mitigate constraints
relating to refugee students’ elementary capabilities and would support the capability for
educational resilience, thereby strengthening behavioral engagement. Furthermore, since each
engagement dimension can fuel the capability for engagement in all the others, it is clear that any
institutional effort aimed at providing students with opportunities for developing any one of the
capabilities that underpin the online engagement dimensions could have a beneficial impact on
students’ engagement overall.

Limitations

The chief limitation of the study was the small scale of the empirical component, which
involved only ten students in one master’s program. However, in qualitative research, it is
generally recognized that readers will be able to determine the extent to which the findings are
transferable to other given contexts, given sufficient descriptive information about the research
setting, the participants, and the methodology (Strunk & Locke, 2019); for this reason, this study
aimed to provide “thick” descriptive information regarding these elements. The findings from
this study may have broader potential significance. Because the Capabilitarian Online
Engagement Model is based on established frameworks (Redmond et al.’s (2018) Online
Engagement Framework and tools from the Capability Approach) it is likely to have explanatory
power in other contexts beyond the case study context. Also, since forced migrants share many
characteristics with the general student population, the model may be relevant to other contexts
of online HE; for example although forced migrants are characterized by extreme diversity,
heterogeneity is also a characteristic of the demographics of online learners in the general student
population (Lee, 2017), and so it is reasonable to assume that efforts towards more inclusive
practice aimed at forced migrants will also be beneficial to a wider cohort.

Conclusion

This study set out to achieve a theoretical and a practical aim, both of which I suggest are
served by the capabilitarian online engagement model in Figure 1. From a theoretical
perspective, the integration of Redmond et al.’s (2018) Online Engagement Framework with the
Capability Approach furthers our understanding of online engagement by identifying the
capabilities underpinning engagement, which reflect not only students’ individual skills and
dispositions but also social structures that may be enabling for some students and constraining
for others. The model highlights the interrelationships between personal agency, capabilities, and
the functionings of engagement across four dimensions, and shows how engagement in one
dimension can fuel the capability for engagement in the other dimensions. Identifying the
characteristics of a pedagogy of care in the context of displaced learners and other
underrepresented groups in online HE is an important area for future research, since such a
pedagogy could help to foster the capabilities for all the engagement dimensions.

I hope that this study has shed light on online engagement in the context of displaced
learners and potentially other underrepresented groups in HE. There is work to be done to test
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the model in other settings and to further develop it for the purposes of guiding practice and
policy, and I warmly invite others to build upon this research.
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Abstract

Ethical reviews of research plans function as a cornerstone of good research practice in order that
no harm should come to participants. Ethical concerns have taken on a new salience in a digital
world where data can be generated at scale. Big data research has grown rapidly, raising increased
ethical concerns. Several intersecting areas of big data research exist within educational research,
such as learning analytics, artificial intelligence (Al), and Massive Open Online Courses
(MOOC:s). In the current study, an investigation was made of peer-reviewed papers on MOOC
teaching and learning to determine if they explicitly refer to (a) ethical considerations in their
studies, and (b) obtaining formal ethical approval for their research. This investigation was
accomplished through a review of MOOC-related, English-language papers available in Scopus
database, over the course of a year. The review produced a total of 1,249 articles, of which, 826
articles related to empirical studies involving human participants where full text of the articles
could be obtained. The string “ethic” was searched for within these articles, and resulting articles
analyzed, which found that a small fraction, 42 articles (5.08%), mention ethics in relation to the
study presented in the article, and only 13 articles (1.57%) explicitly mention obtaining formal
ethical approval for the research. The findings show a lack of transparency in reporting on and/or
engagement with ethical considerations in MOOC teaching and learning research. These findings
indicate the need for further stakeholder engagement and sectoral dialogue in relation to ethics
education and training for researchers; consideration of ethics in big data studies in education; and
norms/policies in academic publishing for authors to report how ethical issues have been
considered.

Keywords: Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCsS), research ethics, informed consent, big data
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In academia and industry contexts, big data research has grown steadily. With that
growth has come increased ethical concerns around this type of research and the gap that can
exist between researcher training and experience and the big data research in which they are
engaged (Zook et al., 2017). There are several intersecting areas of big data research within
educational research such as learning analytics, artificial intelligence (Al), and Massive Open
Online Courses (MOQCs), which are the focus in this paper. MOOCs continue to play an
important role in education, with the COVID-19 pandemic causing a surge in enrollments
(Impey & Formanek, 2021). However, although MOOC:s are posited as platforms for learners
and to expand education, MOOC providers’ data practices have been described as undermining
“the values and ends of an educational context [...] through the chilling, conforming, and
credentialing effects of constant surveillance, data maximization, embedded assessment, and
record retention” (Zeide & Nissenbaum, 2018, p. 301). The critique of these data practices raises
questions about possible ethical issues in MOOC teaching and learning research.

The current study has the reporting of ethical practices in research on MOOC teaching
and learning as its focus, due to the ongoing importance of this type of research to the field of
education. To examine the degree to which those conducting this research engaged in
consideration of ethical issues or obtained formal ethical approval, we can use published, peer-
reviewed, scholarly papers as the site of our investigation. The current study takes inspiration
from studies of research on learning analytics (Ferguson & Chow, 2017; Lane & Costello, 2019)
and Al in Education (AIED), which highlight lack of discussion of ethics in published papers and
applies this question to MOOC research where a gap exists around what researchers are saying
about the ethics of their research in their published work.

In this article, we first present a review of the related literature before discussing the
theoretical framework for the study. The article will then present the study’s methodology in
sufficient detail for others to interrogate and replicate our work. The methodology section is
followed by the results section and a discussion of our findings. Finally, we detail our
recommendations and conclusions, which include a warm invitation to sectoral colleagues to
engage in dialogue around our findings in order that we might collaboratively establish as a
community how to design and report on ethics in research on MOOC:s.

Review of the Literature

Ethical research practice guidelines and protocols have been developed since the
Nuremberg 1947 Code (Shuster, 1997), which provided a framework of new written principles
for research on people that focused on the rights of the human participant. Other, key research
ethics codes of conduct followed, such as the Belmont report (The National Commission for the
Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioural Research., n.d.), which outlines
the key requirements of respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. The World Medical
Association’s Declaration of Helsinki, first adopted in 1964, (World Medical Association, 2013)
and the Singapore Statement on Research Integrity (Resnik & Shamoo, 2011) built on these
earlier codes of conduct, such that ethical codes now legally underpin contemporary scientific
research. For example, the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA, 2017) is
recognized as the reference document for research integrity for all EU-funded research projects,
and as a model for organizations and researchers across Europe by the European Commission.

As guidelines have evolved there has been a recognition of the challenges to working in
the digital arena, particularly, as we will later see, in big data applications such as MOOCs.
However, there are also many key aspects throughout all of these codes that have remained
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unchanged (Favaretto et al., 2020), such as ethical approval of studies by a body that is separate
to and independent of the research team and securing the informed consent of research
participants. This ethical approval for research is necessary as it allows for oversight of
potentially unethical practices. Norms around seeking and obtaining such formal ethical
approval, and reporting of same in associated publications, differ by discipline. For example, one
study found 35% of forensic science papers analyzed mentioned obtaining ethical approval
(Bonsu et al., 2021) whereas this figure was 93.7% in a study of clinical nursing papers (Wu et
al., 2019).

This institutional review board/committee approval is often a mandated requirement of
funded research (Resnik & Shamoo, 2011; Grady, 2015). It allows professional standards to be
applied, supports researchers in knowing what is ethical and what is not, and gives researchers
unbiased advice and support. Ethical approval should be thought of as being part of the support
mechanisms and research infrastructure available to researchers (Barrow et al., 2021). It protects
them from doing harm and potentially breaking the law in addition to protecting participants.
Moreover, ethical approval allows for audits of research. If a breach of ethical principles is
perceived to have occurred, a participant or a whistle-blower can contact an ethics approval
board or committee to ascertain if either the researchers did not do what they promised they
would, or alternatively if they were allowed to engage in research that involved a level of risk to
participants. Moreover, the ethical approval mechanism or process should examine a range of
issues such as securing informed consent of research participants, and handling of their data
including data anonymization and de-identification. That is, ethical approval is an umbrella that
can encompass, or be indirect evidence for, other good ethical practices. For these reasons, we
consider ethical approval to be fundamental to research and as such there is an onus and shared
responsibility on a research team, research funders—and as we highlight in this paper, research
publishers—to ensure that ethical approval is sought and obtained for research.

We next turn our attention to these ethical principles in large online learning
environments. MOOCSs remain attractive to researchers as innovation platforms that can expand
what is possible and realize new opportunities because of their scale and their less formal nature
(Impey & Formanek, 2021; Schuwer et al., 2015). However, such environments may “fashion
themselves as education providers while shaking off the normative and regulatory constraints of
traditional educational institutions” (Zeide & Nissenbaum, 2018, p. 280). The maxim, “if you are
not paying you are the product,” may be relevant (Hirsch, 2013). Ethical norms for students
taking multi-year programs and paying large fees may seem less relevant with more casual
learners in MOOCs (Costello et al., 2019). Studies of attitudes to consent, and the benefits they
feel may accrue from allowing their data to be used, indicate that students have concerns about
privacy and surveillance but in large part they place trust in their university to use their data
ethically and appropriately (Slade et al., 2019; Tsai et al., 2021). However, in the case of
MOOOC:s, researchers have pointed out the complexities of the long and legalistic terms and
conditions to which participants sign up (Khalil et al., 2018). Learning analytics and MOOC
researchers have developed various checklists, frameworks, and evaluation methodologies for
engaging in trusted and ethical research and development, but how these are adhered to by
practitioners is unclear (Kitto & Knight, 2019). For example, a recent review of 11 learning
analytics data ecology frameworks found that only 3 moved beyond student “data as resource”
and used student data to modify aspects of learning design and facilitation. Most did not
emphasize ways in which the data interests of students could be considered and protected and

Online Learning Journal — VVolume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 69



Ethical Research in Educational Big Data Studies

instead portrayed students more as data subjects who it should be assumed would automatically
benefit from the analyses of their data (Prinsloo et al., 2023, p. 6).

The research on Al and Education (AIED)—which has many intersections with MOOC
research—indicates that research from computer scientists may have given more space to the
development and evaluation of technologies (Zook et al., 2017; Holmes & Tuomi, 2022) than
care for participants (Prinsloo & Slade, 2017). One AIED in Higher Education review found
ethics to be conspicuous by its absence, as only 2 of 146 studies (1.4%) contained any ethical
consideration, prompting the authors to reflect that “a stunning result of this review is the
dramatic lack of critical reflection of the pedagogical and ethical implications as well as risks of
implementing Al applications in higher education” (Zawacki-Richter et al., 2017, p. 11).

The ethical gaps in the overlapping areas of MOOC:s, learning analytics, and Al in
Education is concerning, as the potential for harm of learners can be great but is also not always
clear or obvious. For example, research has shown that de-identification of data is complex and
that bad actors can potentially reverse engineer and combine data to reveal the identity of
participants despite anonymization or privacy efforts (EI Emam et al., 2011; Zheleva & Getoor,
2009). This has also been shown in learning analytics datasets, where researchers showed how
data that identifies student data can be revealed (Yacobson et al., 2021). This gives different
impetus to the notion of informed consent—that is, it should cause researchers to be careful in
assuming they do not need consent just because participants' data appears anonymous. One
significant review that highlighted the dangers of downstream data linkage to individual
identification recommended expanding the role and involvement of ethical review
boards/committees and their composition to add big data expertise (lenca et al., 2018).

Despite the centrality of ethical approval, as a requirement, for example, of almost all
funded research with participants, there is very little research on the inclusion of declarations of
ethical approval in published research studies on MOOCs. One related notable, small-scale study
searched for ethical treatment in learning analytics research (Ferguson & Chow, 2017). Using the
search stem “ethic-" this study analyzed 22 articles from the Higher Education section of the
LACE Evidence Hub finding that only 3 had explicitly mentioned ethics. Lane & Costello
(2019) followed a similar methodology by conducting a literature review on 104 papers over two
years that reported on empirical studies in learning analytics across a range of journals and
conference proceedings in the field. They sought to determine if published studies reported on
receiving ethical review board approval, anonymization of data, and whether they had received
informed consent from the learners who were being studied. They reported low levels of
reporting on ethics in the published studies around approval, consent, and data handling.

In this study we drew inspiration from this line of research in ethics and learning
analytics and applied it to MOOCs where such research is lacking. Our overarching research
objective was to determine what information, if any, is given about ethical approaches taken by
research teams, in a selection of empirical, published research on MOOCs. Specifically, we
sought to determine if identified empirical studies contained any references to research ethics in
the context of the research conducted. Within this overarching aim our research questions were:

RQZ1: Did studies report having received approval from an identified, formal ethical
review board/committee?

RQ2: Did studies explicitly describe obtaining informed consent from those whose data is
analyzed?
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RQ3: Did studies explicitly discuss how they treated data of participants with regard to
de-identification and anonymization?

RQ4: Did studies reference utilizing any other ethical guidelines or frameworks other
than ethical review board/committee approval?

Methods

We adopted a scoping review for this research, which is appropriate as do not wish to use
our results to answer a question of significance about a specific educational intervention or
practice but are more interested in “identification of certain characteristics/concepts in papers or
studies, and in the mapping, reporting or discussion of these characteristics/concepts” (Munn et
al., 2019, p.3). We followed general guidelines in educational technology research on reviews
(Bedenlier et al., 2020) but also specific reviews of ethics in publications (Coates, 2019; Wu et
al., 2019; Bonsu et al., 2021; Astaneh & Khani, 2019). Following the approach utilized by
Ferguson & Chow (2017) and Lane and Costello (2019) discussed above, this study utilized a
defined literature search strategy within an identified database (Scopus) using defined inclusion
and exclusion criteria. We next discuss our search strategy which is detailed in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1
Identification, Screening, and Inclusion of Studies
Identification of studies
5]
i Records identified through
e Scopus database search
§ (n=1,435)
) Abstracts scre;ned Records excluded as duplicates
(n = 186) reviewer 1 » (n=10)

Screening

(n = 1,249) reviewer 2

v

Records excluded as thought/opinion
pieces (n = 468)

Full papers sought (n = 922)
Batch downloaded (n = 469)
Downloaded via manual search (n = 357)

Reports not retrieved
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Reports assessed for eligibility (n = 826)

Reports excluded for no occurrence of
“ethic” (n =712)

v

Full papers read for relevance (n = 114)

A4

Reports excluded as not an empirical
study (n = 3)
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(n=3)
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Studies included in review (n = 42)
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We selected the Scopus bibliometric database as the main search tool, as members of the
research team have an institutional subscription to both it and a very large proportion of the
sources that it indexes. Scopus returns better metadata, in a more structured format, than
scholarly search engines such as Google Scholar and is selective in its coverage, as indexed
journals and publications must meet several research quality criteria for inclusion (Colledge et
al., 2010). It indexes IEEE, ACM, Springer Notes in Computer Science proceedings and the
main journals in the field, hence providing good coverage of the main publication outputs of
MOOC research.

First, we conducted a search on Scopus for articles which had the string “MOOC” in
either the title, abstract or meta data keywords.

We used the following inclusion criteria:
A. The papers had to be written in English
B. The papers had to be published in journals or peer-reviewed conference proceedings
C. The papers had to be published between January 2016 and January 2017, inclusive
D. The papers had to be electronically available in Scopus.

The full search-string used was:

TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "MOOC" ) AND ( DOCTYPE ( cp ) OR DOCTYPE (ar ) OR PUBSTAGE
(aip)) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( pub-date AFT 20160131 ) AND LIMIT-TO ( pub-date BEF
20170131 ) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE , "English" ) )

This returned a total of 1,435 papers. Following Bujang and Baharum (Bujang &
Baharum, 2017), we sought to determine a sample size suitable to conduct inter-rater reliability
of two evaluators for a subset of the articles. The N.cohen.kappa function of the R irr package
(alpha of 0.05, power of 95). returned a value of 186. Next, two researchers read 186 article
abstracts from the dataset independently recording which studies they believed to be collecting
data from human participants. The results of these evaluations made in separate spreadsheets
were then compared via Cohen’s Kappa, which gave a value of 0.89 indicating “almost perfect”
inter-rater reliability i.e > 0.81. At this point, the evaluators discussed discordant items before
reaching consensus on them. Finally, one researcher then proceeded to evaluate the next 1,249
article abstracts from the dataset.

A close reading of the abstracts of these 1,249 papers was made. At this stage, some
duplicates were also discovered and eliminated (10). 922 papers reported on empirical studies
involving human participants. An attempt was made to retrieve the full available texts of those
922 papers from sources legally available to the research team. Via the batch download feature,
469 were automatically retrieved from Scopus, which allows retrieval of 50 articles at a time. A
manual search was then made for available copies of the remaining articles; a further 357 were
found. This resulted in a final corpus of 826 articles in PDF form (see Figure 1). Further
scientometric analysis of this dataset was made at this point to determine the most cited literature
and the main themes via machine learning techniques including topic modelling. This research is
beyond the scope of the current study and is reported elsewhere (Costello et al., 2022).
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We used an open-source tool called “pdfgrep” to perform searches within the corpus of
PDF files for the string “ethic” (case insensitive). At this stage of full paper screening, duplicates
and studies that were not empirical were excluded that were missed at abstract screening. Lastly,
an analysis was then conducted by close reading of the remaining full papers for the treatment of
consent, which we next detail in our results.

Results

One hundred and fourteen results were returned from the search for the stem term
“ethic”. These results were analyzed through reading the relevant sections from the 114 articles
and most (108) were revealed to be false positives (i.e., not concerned with ethics in the
research). There were also three duplicates and three studies that were not empirical. Forty-two
papers, 5.08% of the dataset, were thus selected for inclusion in the full analysis, as they
contained evidence of some reported consideration of ethics in the study design and
implementation. Of these 42 papers that mentioned ethics, we categorized what was discussed
into five dimensions. These are summarized in Table 1 below.

-IIQ_SSbuIIetslof Close Reading of the 42 Papers that Mentioned Ethics

Ethics Evidence Dimensions Number | Percent

Treatment of ethics in relation to the associated study 42 5.08%
Ethical approval for the study 13 1.57%
Learner consent sought 17 2.06%
Learner de-identified from data collected 10 1.21%
Learner fully anonymized in data 11 1.33%
Other ethical consideration mentioned 29 3.51%
Number of studies 826 100%

We can see that only 13 studies (1.57%) included that they had received ethical approval
from an independent committee or institutional review board to conduct their research (Annear et
al., 2016; Berman et al., 2017; Frank et al., 2016; Jansen et al., 2017; Kim et al., 2016; Loizzo &
Ertmer, 2016; Longstaff, 2017; Rieber, 2017; Salmon et al., 2017; Shapiro et al., 2017,
Swinnerton et al., 2017a; Swinnerton et al., 2017b; Wewer et al., 2017). For example, in Frank et
al. (2016, p. 122) under the heading “Ethical Approval” the following is stated: “This study
obtained ethical approval from the Behavioral Research Ethics Board at the University of British
Columbia, UBC BREB number H12-01071, and was executed according to our approved
protocols.” An example of a claim of ethical approval without a reference number is given in
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Rieber (2017, p. 4) "The current study was conducted upon approval from the institutional
review board at the author's university."

Seventeen studies (2.06%) discussed seeking the consent of the learner (Flores et al,.
2016; Henderikx et al., 2017; Loizzo et al., 2017; Milligan & Littlejohn, 2017; Mishra et al.,
2017; Wang et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2017; Annear et al., 2016; Berman et al., 2017; Jansen et
al., 2017; Loizzo & Ertmer, 2016; Swinnerton et al., 2017b). An example of this is given by
(Henderikx et al., 2017, p. 4): “Participation was voluntary, and informed consent was obtained
from participants following ethical guidelines of the providing institution.”

Ten studies (1.21%) mentioned de-identification of the learner data (Falkner et al. 2016;
Frick & Dagli, 2016; Mishra et al., 2017; Veletsianos, 2017; Annear et al., 2016; Berman et al.,
2017; Frank et al., 2016; Rieber, 2017; Salmon et al., 2017; Swinnerton et al., 2017b). The
Rieber (2017, p. 5) study gives an example of de-identification in a study: “The primary
mechanism for protecting participants in the study was the coding and removing of any direct
identifiers from their data. Additionally, results are presented across groups of participants.
Combined, these measures protect participants from having their individual identities revealed in
any manner.” Another more detailed example is given in Salmon et al. (2017, p. 6): “All data
used in this study was de-identified to ensure the confidentiality and privacy of participants.
Interview participants are referred to by pseudonyms throughout this paper. To access the de-
identified data used in this study, please email the corresponding author and provide a statement
regarding the purposes of your request.”

Eleven studies (1.33%) mentioned fully anonymizing the learner data (Filimowicz &
Tzankova 2017; Luaces et al., 2017; Mishra et al., 2017; Frank et al., 2016; Loizzo & Ertmer,
2016; Rieber, 2017; Salmon et al., 2017; Swinnerton et al., 2017b; Wewer et al., 2017). An
example of authors who reported collecting data anonymously is given in Filimowicz and
Tzankova (2017, p. 5): “Student feedback was collected anonymously using SFU’s web-survey
system. The online survey was made available towards the end of the course. Ethics approval
regarding the collection of information from students was obtained.”

Twenty-nine studies (3.5%) discussed following some other ethical guidelines or having
taken some other approach to the consideration of ethical issues (Flores et al., 2016; Henderikx
etal., 2017; Mishra et al., 2017; Morgan et al., 2017; Riofrio-Calderén et al., 2016; Wang et al.,
2017; Zhang et al., 2017; Berman et al., 2017; Swinnerton et al., 2017; Wewer et al., 2017).
Examples here include three studies having approval from the MOOC platform provider itself
(Swinnerton et al., 2017b; Zhang et al., 2017; Mishra et al., 2017), “we have an agreement with
FutureLearn that we can use anonymous data for research purposes” (Mishra et al., 2017, p. 5).
Some papers reported being exempt according to ethical board/committee guidelines, for
example: “this study was exempt from review under The University of Adelaide Human
Research Ethics Committee guidelines, as the study has no foreseeable risk or harm to
participants and as it involved the use of existing collections of data that contain non identifiable
data; including the artworks and pre- and post-survey data” (Falkner et al., p. 5 2016); “the
research reported here falls outside of the vetting process of research in accordance with the
Swedish Ethical review” (Berman et al., 2017, p. 635). This last quote from Berman et al. (2017,
p. 635) also mentioned that the study was carried out according to Swedish ethical guidelines.
Other papers also reported that the study was carried out in accordance with some national or
regional guidelines, for example, “according to guidelines of the British Educational Research
Association” (Annabi et al., p. 7, 2016).
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Discussion

The findings of this study highlight a fundamentally important gap in published research
about teaching and learning in MOOCs. This gap relates to the inclusion, or more specifically the
lack thereof, of explicit discussion of ethical considerations, and/or the reporting of ethical
approval processes in research publications. This has important implications for researchers,
institutional leaders, funding bodies, ethical approval boards/committees, those teaching on
topics related to big data and/or data ethics, and for those involved in the publication of empirical
research papers, such as journal editors, conference chairs, peer reviewers, etc.

The first key finding is that only 1.6% of studies (18 papers) made explicit reference to
obtaining ethical approval for the research related to the published article from an ethics approval
board/committee. This finding contrasts with research in other settings. For example, Bonsu et
al. (2021) found 35% rates of ethical approval declaration in forensic science papers. Differences
are starker when the finding from this study is compared to similar research about medicine; for
example, in one review of 1,284 studies over a two-year period in clinical nursing, 93.7%
included that such ethical approval had been granted (Wu et al., 2019). Related to this first key
finding, 29 studies (3.5%) reported following a set of ethical guidelines or that they had approval
to carry out the study from a body other than a formal ethical approval board/committee. Some
researchers referred to following guidelines such as those from the British Educational Research
Association (Annabi et al., 2016). Some researchers referenced having approval from the MOOC
platform itself for research activity, for example having an agreement with FutureLearn to use
anonymous data from a MOOC for research purposes (Mishra et al., 2017). It is unclear how
meaningful such author statements are given that these approaches cannot be equated with a
process of obtaining ethical approval from an ethics approval board/committee, which is a
cornerstone of ethical research practice.

The second key findings in this study are that out of a sample of 826 published papers
meeting the inclusion criteria only 42 (5%) contained any reference to ethics in the context of the
associated study. This contrasts with a finding from an analysis of 500 social science papers by
Coates (2019) in which 55% mentioned ethics. The current study found that 17 studies (2.06%)
included discussion of obtaining learning consent, 10 studies (1.21%) mentioned de-
identification of learner data, and 11 studies (1.33%) referenced fully anonymizing learner data.
These findings demonstrate a low engagement with reporting on treatment of these important
ethical issues in associated publications, from those researching teaching and learning in
MOOC:s. For those researchers who did include details of ethical considerations in their
published work, this involved straightforward inclusion of details relating to informed consent,
de-identification of learner data, and/or full anonymization of learner data. Other authors simply
exempted themselves, or were exempted, from the need to obtain ethical approval due to the use
of big data in the study (for example, Falkner et al., 2016; Berman et al., 2017). This approach
potentially clashes with identified ethical concerns raised in the literature around big data
research (Zook et al., 2017).

The question that these findings raise is whether this lack of reporting is due to norms
around the requirements to include consideration of ethical issues in publications, i.e., are ethical
considerations being made in the research but not elucidated in the associated publications, or
has there been an absence of consideration of ethical issues in the research? If it is more the case
that ethical considerations are being made but not reported, one can point to the fact that paper
authors, journal editors, and paper reviewers are clearly standing over the publication of such
papers without the inclusion of details on related ethical considerations. Some journals, for
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example those in the SpringerOpen portfolio, have author requirements about declaring that
ethical approval has been obtained from an institutional review board or committee (Springer
Nature, 2023). Other journals, for example Research in Learning Technology, include guidance
to authors on conducting research in line with institutional ethics guidelines and that ethical
approval should be obtained from the relevant committee before submitting to the journal, but
there is no requirement to confirm compliance with these points in a submitted manuscript
(Association for Learning Technology, 2023). If it is the case that papers are published without
mention of ethical considerations because there was none, there is a need for researcher
education and training in both ethics generally (Atenas et al., 2023) and big data ethics
specifically (Metcalf et al., 2023). In this context, the fact that peer-reviewed journal articles are
being published without consideration of the ethical issues inherent in big data research, and of
the ethical rights of the learners involved, would be concerning. Overall, these findings indicate
that there is a need for more dialogue in the sector on: ethics education and training for
researchers; consideration of ethics in big data studies in education; and norms/policies in
academic publishing for authors to report how ethical issues have been considered.

Based on the findings in the current study, it would seem clear that researchers working
in the area of teaching and learning in MOOCs need to be more cognizant of ethical pitfalls,
specifically those around informed consent and data handling (anonymization, de-identification,
etc.) (Favaretto et al., 2020). Researchers should be working within systems that require ethical
education and training, ethical oversight, and ethical approval by an appropriate body (Metcalf et
al., 2023; Resnik & Shamoo, 2011; Grady, 2015; Atenas et al., 2023). Where researchers do not
properly take ethical considerations into account, participants are being put at undue risk
(Barrow et al., 2021).

Researchers should “recognize that they have an ethical obligation to weigh societal
benefits against risks inherent in their work” (Resnik & Shamoo, 2011, p. 74). However, we do
not know the reasons why the majority of papers reviewed in this study did not include mention
of ethics. Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. Therefore, we would like to warmly
invite dialogue from colleagues in the sector on the issues highlighted in this paper, such that we
can collaboratively explore, as a community, what lies behind the current lack of reporting on
ethics in empirical MOOC teaching and learning papers. If there are identifiable deficits in
MOOC teaching and learning research, then we, as a community of researchers, must identify
ways in which to tackle these issues for the common good. This call for dialogue acknowledges
the complexities that exist in the area of big educational data studies, in particular where research
teams may be large, interdisciplinary, and working in areas for which protocols, governance, or
even laws may not seem responsive to practices:

Rather than a bug, the lack of clear-cut solutions and governance protocols should be
more appropriately understood as a feature that researchers should embrace within their
own work. Discussion and debate of ethical issues is an essential part of professional
development. (Zook et al., 2017, p. 5)

Recommendations
Based on the findings of the current study, a set of recommendations is presented below
relating to the consideration of ethical issues in empirical MOOC teaching and learning studies,
and educational big data studies more broadly, as well as the role of ethical review
boards/committees in research and academic publishing:
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Increased sectoral dialogue

There is a large community of researchers in the sector with interests in MOOC teaching
and learning, and other educational big data topics. Given the questions raised by this
study, and elsewhere in the literature, the first recommendation is for more dialogue in
the sector around ethics, big data research, and academic publishing such that identified
issues can be collaboratively addressed as a community.

Transparency around ethics in educational big data research

The second recommendation is that there should be appropriate, explicit treatment of
ethical considerations in MOOC teaching and learning research, and other educational
big data research, and that researchers should make this information available to others.
The information made available should cover, at a minimum, how learner consent has
been obtained and how participant data has been handled in terms of de-identification and
anonymization. Provision of this information supports transparency of whether and to
what degree ethics has been a feature of the research study, as well as allowing for study
replication. Transparency can be achieved through including sufficient detail in
traditional academic publishing and/or by engaging in open science practices that make
information about the treatment of ethics within the study available outside of
publications on the study.

Reporting on research ethics as a norm in academic publishing

Connected to recommendation two above, the third recommendation relates to
establishing a norm in publications on MOOC teaching and learning research, and other
educational big data research, whereby detailed information on consideration of ethics
issues, and the obtaining of ethical approval from an appropriate review board/committee
is provided as a matter of course. It is recommended that all scholarly journal articles
should have a mandatory section specifying whether the research was given ethical
approval by an independent reviewing body. Such a recommendation is in line with the
values and aims of bodies such as The Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE). The
provision, in a publication, of an ethical review board/committee identification number
would be a strong form of evidence that at least some independent oversight of the study
was conducted at the design stage. The identification number could be traced back to a
committee/board, who could in certain circumstances validate whether the published
study had indeed received approval as claimed. This would provide accountability for
researchers.

Provision of education and training in ethics and big data for researchers

The final recommendation relates to the need for a holistic approach to education and
training in ethics for researchers. Approaches to ethics education and training should be:
ongoing during research careers, active and interactive, grounded in group activity rather
than individual work, and should focus on the ethics from a broad, societal perspective as
well as the more typical focus on specific ethical practices needed to conduct scientific
research. The goal is to create a research culture of engagement with ethics, within which
ethics is not viewed as a compliance exercise, a complicated area that demands too much
time, or an afterthought in the research design process.

What can we do as a research community to improve this situation? Although there are

practical actions to pursue, as just suggested, we cannot treat the ethics of research into digital
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education as a problem a with a simple fix for it speaks to a set of complicated relations which
are social or “ethically relational”:

Adopting relational ethics means that we view our understandings, proposed solutions,
and definitions of bias, fairness, and ethics as partially open. This partial openness allows
for revision and reiteration in accordance with the dynamic development of such
challenges. This also means that this work is never done. (Birhane, 2021, p. 6)

Further work in this area could usefully revolve around approaches to building greater
forms of research traceability (like we are used to with our food), where research committees and
academic journals work together to create a chain of accountability for researchers.
Investigations of stakeholder perceptions of such research traceability systems could be explored,
in future work, as such proposals would require dialogue and ground-up co-creation. Otherwise,
they could run the risk of becoming another part of top-down compliance culture.

Conclusion

This paper has presented evidence on the practices of researchers around the reporting of
ethics in published work. We found that mentioning ethics in research conducted with MOOC
learners is a minority activity, and we call for more focus on this issue in published research. As
put by the Chief Executive of the European Science Foundation (ESF), Marja Makarow, “there
can be no first-class research without integrity, and integrity includes both paying attention to
ethical considerations and reporting them clearly in published papers” (New Code of Conduct for
Researchers, n.d.). We call on researchers to keep issues of ethical integrity in high regard. We
can do this by holding each other to account with clear standards. We believe that this is
necessary, but also not in itself sufficient or a simple fix. Hence, we must engage in continued
dialogue to revise and develop our standards of practice and continually work towards relational
ethics.
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In addition to the conference papers, the June issue also includes 12 articles from our
regular submission process. Topics include online learner engagement, instructional designers’
experiences, emergency remote instruction among the deaf, data-driven decisions among online
faculty, the Community of inquiry in synchronous and asynchronous settings, online credit
recovery in k-12 online environments and more.

Many authors (including this one) have written about student satisfaction with online
learning, dating back to the 1990s and even earlier. Recent work in this area looks at learner
responses to the sudden and involuntary shift to what many of called “emergency remote
instruction” to distinguish it from more mature and planned forms of online learning. Even in
the early days of online learning, students who opted into online education were generally happy
with it and found the convenience and flexibility (especially in asynchronous environments) to
outweigh any disadvantages associated with technical difficulties, weaker social ties, or potential
isolation that many critics decried. Numerous meta-analytic analyses (see e.g., Bernard et. al,
2019) have concluded that online learning outcomes can be as good as or better than classroom-
based outcomes on a variety of measures (including attitudinal dimensions). In “Student
Attitudes towards Distance Learning at a Large Urban Public College”, authors Peter Tuckel and
Kate Pok-Carabalona of the City University of New York’s Hunter college examine student
satisfaction with COVID era online instruction, which, again, might better be called emergency
remote instruction given the urgency with which it was developed. As others have found (e.g.,
Means and Neisler, 2021), many students struggled with the hastily constructed distance
education that novice online instructors managed to develop in extremely difficult circumstances.
Tuckel and Pok-Carabalona investigated a relatively large sample of students at two points
(Spring 2020 and Fall 2020) in a diverse setting in New York City. Because the authors had a
sample of around 500 students in each of the surveys that formed the data for this study, they
were able to conduct analyses of subgroups. They found, perhaps not surprisingly, that students
who are more satisfied with in-person classes tend to be younger, freshmen or sophomores, those
with higher stress levels, and those whose home environments were not conducive for learning.
It might be helpful to consider online learning as an innovation for students who experienced it
during the pandemic. The United Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT)
model (Venkatesh et. al, 2003) would predict that a lack of “voluntariness” is a significant
obstruction when potential users are forced to adopt an innovation. Younger students in
residential institutions who have expectations that their college experiences will not be “remote”
would be particularly sensitive to the forced nature of emergency remote instruction as predicted
by UTAUT. The theory also describes “facilitating conditions” that must be met for innovations
to be adopted satisfactorily, predicting that distracting homes and overly stressful lives might
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also impede adoption of online learning. Authors who investigate COVID era distance learning
might be advised to look to such conceptual guidance and to consider that the flexibility and
convenience of online learning are aspects of the “active ingredients” of the innovation and its
positive effects on some learners. In other words, volunteering to enroll in online education is
not a problematic “selection bias” but rather a significant causal agent in the efficacy of
successful online programs for student who choose them. Emergency remote instruction violated
the premise that enrolling in online learning would be a choice (setting aside the haste with
which it was designed and delivered under COVID), and thus removed the benefits that serve
some, but not all students.

In “Keep Learning: Student Engagement in an Online Environment” author Akanksha
Bedi of Western Washington University explores another attitudinal dimension of online
students — learner engagement. In this study the author hypothesizes that motivation, defined as
a student’s stable disposition to find academic activities as satisfying and worthwhile, is
positively associated with both self-efficacy (an individual’s perceived ability to perform a task),
and student engagement (measured by four dimensions of student engagement in an online
environment: skills, emotions, participation, and performance). The study also hypothesizes that
motivation is positively associated with “overall student engagement” (measured by dimensions
of learner-learner, learner-instructor, and learner-content engagement). Further, Bedi
hypothesizes that the two variables, self-efficacy and general student engagement, may mediate
the relationship between motivation and overall student engagement. These relationships do not
seem to be very controversial, i.e., it seems clear that motivated students are likely to experience
a higher degree of self-efficacy and general and overall engagement. However, a positive
relationship between motivation to learn and overall student engagement was not supported.
Similarly, a positive relationship between self-efficacy and overall student engagement was not
supported. The author explores each of these relationships and reports on results of qualitative
data from students and faculty that support much of what is known about good online pedagogy
— clear and regular contact between students and faculty is important; a well-organized course is
helpful, and a focus on inclusivity and access is essential to support engagement. While the
study is well structured, carefully argued, and convincing — it seems to omit the contextual
variables initially discussed in the introduction, e.g., students and faculty were struggling to
learn, develop coursework, and teach during the pandemic. One wonders if these results would
be found in “normal” times.

Instructional designers are a key feature of support for faculty developing and teaching
online courses in the normal times mentioned above. Their support helps assure that the quality
of online courses are not left to chance or the sole efforts of faculty, especially instructors who
are new to online course design. In “The Everydayness of Instructional Design and the Pursuit
of Quality in Online Courses” Jason McDonald of Brigham Young University notes that while
others have investigated the major instructional design activities carried out by IDs, there is
value in looking into the day-to-day tasks that further support online course quality. Utilizing a
case study approach and ethnographic research, the author conducts interviews and observations,
engages in myriad conversations, and examines the artifacts produced in the day-to-day activities
of the team of instructional designers at the research institution. The author focuses especially
on some of the more mundane practices that nonetheless contribute to quality — especially the
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ongoing tasks of refinement. Other instructional designers will find this paper especially
relevant — as they recognize the work they undertake in striving towards ever increasing quality
in online design.

In “Data-Driven Decisions of Higher Education Instructors in an Era of a Global
Pandemic,” Maya Usher and Arnon Hershkovitz of Tel Aviv University suggest that educators in
classrooms collect observational data on students in the process of face-to-face teaching that may
get lost when instruction is forced online, as is the case with the response to the pandemic. The
authors analyzed open-ended survey items from 109 faculty who taught in emergency remote
instructional environments. Unlike in classroom setting, instructors teaching in emergency
remote instructional contexts reported using a wider range of data sources and a wider range of
data-driven decisions, from academic-related issues (e.g., adjusting the course requirements) to
socio-emotional-related issues (e.g. promoting collaborations among students). While the author
hypothesize that this trend to use a wider range of data and a broader set of data-informed
decision is related to availability of this data in online settings, it seems likely that the actual
context of the pandemic, which was extremely stressful for both students and faculty, may have
also colored the decisions that faculty made. Students, suffering from anxiety induced by social
isolation, new to online learning, and confronted with the results of rushed efforts to deploy
online instruction, likely needed the kind of relief that faculty (probably sensitive to their own
lack of expertise in online design and pedagogy) were willing to provide. The authors do
acknowledge this reality noting the instructors were likely concerned about their online students’
struggles, which increased their attention to socio-emotional issues. In the end, it is challenging
to untangle the uses to which learning analytic data are put in extreme circumstances, but that
opportunity exists to make better use of such data going forward.

In “Were the Fathers Available? An Evaluation of Fathers’ Involvement in Emergency
Remote Education of Learners Who Are Deaf/Hard of Hearing” authors Olufemi Timothy
Adigun and Paseka Andrew Mosia of National University of Lesotho, join Thanduxolo Peace
Mngomezulu of the University of Zululand, South Africa to explore the involvement of fathers
in the education of their deaf and hard of hearing children during COVID. Without adequate
support from parents, other family members, teachers, and school children who are deaf
experience significantly worse outcomes than those who receive such support. Mothers play a
critical role in providing support and increasingly fathers do as well. The pandemic created new
stressors for the deaf/hard of hearing community. The authors of this paper investigated the role
of fathers in the education of their deaf/hard of hearing children during the pandemic. They
found that there was evidence of increased involvement of fathers in light of the pandemic and
that specific factors enabled or inhibited greater involvement. The authors include
recommendations for improved paternal support for deaf/hard of hearing children based on these
factors.

The next paper in section two of this issue is “Remote Global Learning: The Role and
Use of Virtual Exchange for U.S. and Irish Graduate Students” by Katherine Aquino of St.
John’s University, Elizabeth Tobin and Seaneen Sloan of University College Dublin. Higher
educational experiences which promote global collaboration and internationalization are
considered high impact practices that contribute to the goals of colleges and universities. While
typically these occur at the undergraduate level and are traditionally characterized by study
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abroad opportunities, newer forms of exchange can include working virtually with collaborators
from other countries involving graduate education. But there is limited research on the latter.
The authors of this paper conducted a qualitative study to understand the nature and value of the
collaborative online international learning experiences for participants. Focusing on six
participants (from a total of 25 participants) in a virtual exchange between institutions in the US
and Ireland the authors use semi structured interviews to shed light on these experiences. One
key finding was perceptions of inequity in terms of commitment and contribution in the
collaborations. Additionally, students enjoyed the opportunity to expand their networks and
learn about a different education system. The author offers suggestions on how to minimize the
challenges and expand the advantages of this unique form of online education.

Another paper featuring Irish authors is “Building a Digital Educational Escape Room
Using an Online Design-Thinking Process” by Jenny Moffett and Dara Cassidy of RCSI
University of Medicine and Health Sciences, Ireland. These authors review literature on the
increasing value of educational games to support important processes in learning (such as
motivation and engagement) and the increasing use of design thinking in developing games (and
game environments such as escape rooms) in which students are co-creators as well as players.
They further note that much of the research conducted in these areas relate to physical
environments and that a gap exists as to the application of online design thinking for the creation
of digital game environments such as digital escape rooms that involve students as collaborators
and players in their development. The authors explore how an online design-thinking process
can be used to design, build, and test a digital educational escape room and the experiences of
learners engaged in this process. The study used design-based research and qualitative data
collection and thematic analysis methods to reveal rich contextual data around the game users’
experiences. They conclude that game users were positive about key game elements, and they
reported experiences of fun and enjoyment during gameplay, the goal of which was to help these
students grapple with uncertainty. Findings indicate that this online design process provides an
effective way of harnessing team collaboration and innovation in the development of digital
educational resources.

In “A Comparison of Cognitive and Social Presence in Online Graduate Courses:
Asynchronous vs. Synchronous Modalities” by Regina Presley and Denise M. Cumberland of the
University of Louisville, and Kevin Rose of Indiana University Purdue University Indianapolis,
the authors compare synchronous and asynchronous modes of instruction on several dimensions.
Going beyond what the title suggests, the study examines performance of students in
synchronous and asynchronous courses on not only the Community of Inquiry framework, but
also on pre- and post-intervention tests of knowledge as well as their ratings of the instructors in
these different online instructional approaches. Using a quasi-experimental research design
(there was no random assignment of subjects to modes of instruction) the authors found no
significant differences on pre- and post-tests of student knowledge of the subject matter or social
presence suggesting that synchronous and asynchronous modes may be equivalent (with many
caveats of course). It is important to note that self-selection into modality should probably not
be considered a bias in this study and that students in real world settings should be able to choose
the mode of instruction that they believe suits their learning needs — i.e. this freedom to choose is
one of the active ingredients in digitally supported pedagogy. Finally, asynchronous course
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delivery resulted in higher ratings of cognitive presence. Read the full paper for interpretations
of these results.

Another study that investigates the Community of Inquiry model is “Adaptation of an
Activity Theory Framework for Effective Online Learning Experiences: Bringing Cognitive
Presence, Teaching Presence, and Social Presence to Online Courses” by Aytac Gogus of
Istanbul Okan University, Turkey. This study presents a framework that adapts activity theory to
the design, implementation, and evaluation of online courses referencing the elements of the
Community of Inquiry framework - cognitive presence, teaching presence. The author provides
a review of the models and attempts to develop a more complete theory for effective online
learning experience by adapting the Activity Theory within the context of online learning
management.

Continuing with investigations of the Community of Inquiry model is “Teaching
Presence in Asynchronous Online Classes: It’s Not Just a Fagade” by Sharon Watson, Daniel P.
Sullivan of the University of Delaware, and Kathryn Watson of University of Colorado,
Colorado Springs. Online faculty can establish their “presence” in the absence of classroom
interaction in a variety of ways. The authors note that options include video overviews and
lectures provided by the instructor, discussion board interactions with students, in-depth
feedback, and other technological tools to increase productive contact with learners. These
authors seek to understand which methods are most valuable to the students and to their learning.
The study employs factor analysis to identify substantive and stylistic methods of developing
teaching presence and finds the former more important than the latter. Students ascribe higher
value to components of teaching presence that provide meaningful substance, such as content
lectures, assignments that directly apply course material, detailed feedback on their performance,
and swift response to email questions. Overall, the authors conclude that students find value in
clear, organized classes that are designed to help them efficiently learn while receiving direct,
timely feedback from instructors.

In the next paper “Effectiveness of the Flipped Classroom in the Teaching of
Mathematics in an Online Environment: Identification of Factors Affecting the Learning
Process” by Julio Ruiz-Palmero, Francisco David Guillen-Gadmez, Ernesto Colomo-Magafia, and
Elena Sanchez-Vega of the University of Malaga, Spain the authors investigate a specific format
for flipped classrooms (FC). Recall that the FC approach has “traditionally” entailed having
students access virtually materials that might have formally been associated with classroom
mstruction, such as lectures, notes, videos, etc. Classroom time itself under the “traditional”
flipped model would be used for more active learning, whereby students work on problems
either individually or in groups with assistance from the instructor — i.e., the kinds of activities
students might otherwise do outside the class for homework are instead completed in the
classroom. However, in the model used in this study there was no physical brick and mortar
classroom — both conditions were done online due to the pandemic. The students accessed
materials asynchronously for one component and worked with the instructor and other students
synchronously (via videoconferencing) for the other component. The investigators implemented
this online flipped classroom approach with geometry students. They used a quasi-experimental
design to try to isolate the effects of the online flipped approach and found that this method has
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significant impacts on student learning outcomes with a few caveats that you will find in the full
paper.

The final paper in this issue is “Online Credit Recovery School-Level Enrollment:
Intended and Unintended Consequences” by Samantha Viano of George Mason University. In
pre-college settings, the most common use of online learning has been to assist with what was
traditionally known as summer school. Using online forms of education to help student recover
credits that were not awarded due to course failure may seem to be an effective use of resources.
However, critics have expressed concerns that online credit recovery (OCR) is fraught with
problems stemming from the population to which it is targeted, i.e., student who struggle to pass
coursework may lack the skills, motivation, or self-regulation to learn and succeed in online
settings that may require greater independence. The problem is exacerbated in light of higher
course failure rates associated with COVID and the increased allure of using OCR to recover the
associated lost credits. Using state-wide data from the North Carolina public school system the
author examines the extent to which increasing OCR enrollment at the school level is associated
with the intended consequences of increased passing rates of previously failed courses and high
school graduation rates and the unintended consequence of lowered proficiency rates on end of
course exams. The results support the potential of increasing OCR enrollment to address large
increases in course failure rates during the pandemic, though this data was collected in years
prior to COVID and might therefore represent a somewhat different population. On the other
hand, there is little evidence that the increased credit accumulation from higher OCR enrollments
translated into higher graduation rates for the students who used OCR rather than face-to-face
credit recovery. Overall, there is a tipping point at which OCR results in diminishing returns
and the full paper describes these conditions.

I would like to thank the many reviewers as well as our editorial team and of course, the
authors of papers included in this second issue of 2023. | would also like to thanks Dr. Olaf
Zawacki-Richter for his efforts in organizing and overseeing the papers in the EADTU
Conference Special Issue section. The Online Learning Journal will be back with a new issue in
September including papers from OLC Accelerate and Innovate conferences.
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Abstract

Student attitudes towards distance learning can affect both the acquisition of knowledge and the
motivation to learn. This study explores student attitudes towards the following four topics: (1)
technological and environmental impediments towards distance learning, (2) asynchronous versus
synchronous course preferences, (3) online versus in-person course preferences, and (4) attitudes
towards taking online courses in the future. The findings of the study are based on two anonymous
online surveys conducted in the spring and fall of 2020 among students at a large urban public
college located in New York City. The study reveals that a significant number of students have
unreliable internet and live in homes not conducive for online learning. By a narrow margin,
students prefer an asynchronous to a synchronous approach to online learning. Along several
dimensions covering different facets of the classroom experience, students prefer in-person
courses to online courses. The disparities favoring in-person classes are most noticeable with
respect to the ability to concentrate in class sessions, feeling motivated to learn, and developing
friendship ties with classmates. Distinctive profiles exist among students who opt for these
different teaching modalities. Those students who are more positively disposed towards in-person
classes tend to be younger (freshmen or sophomores), those experiencing higher stress levels, and
those whose physical arrangements at home are not conducive for learning. Importantly, though,
a majority of students say they were inclined towards taking more online course in the future.

Keywords: distance learning, online learning, student attitudes, student perceptions, surveys,

motivation, higher education, online surveys, asynchronous learning, synchronous learning,
undergraduate students
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The advent of the coronavirus in the spring of 2020 compelled colleges and universities
throughout the United States to quickly transition from in-person classes to remote learning. This
abrupt transition caused massive disruptions in the higher educational system. Students at
residential colleges had to suddenly vacate their residence halls and return home. Across the
country, students with little or no familiarity with online classes had to learn how to use web or
video conferencing platforms such as Zoom or Blackboard Collaborate, participate in online
discussion boards or chats, and submit homework assignments and take exams virtually. Perhaps
even more challenging, they needed to learn how to absorb the course material in a radically
different learning environment from the traditional classroom setting. Faculty, too, were
confronted with unprecedented challenges. Like most of their students, the vast majority of
instructors lacked any previous experience with distance learning. In addition to acquiring the
necessary technical tools to teach remotely, faculty needed to transform the content of their
courses to be compatible with this alternative method of instruction.

Understandably, much scholarly attention has focused on the dislocations to the higher
educational system caused by the pandemic (Gillis & Krull, 2020; Hamilton, Kaufman, &
Diliberti, 2020). However, since the pandemic also resulted in millions of U.S. college students
being exposed for the first time to a relatively new teaching methodology, it also created an
opportunity to examine the views about distance learning of a broad population of students, one
which heretofore may not have considered taking online courses.

The present study investigates the attitudes towards distance learning of a significant
segment of this population—students attending an economically and racially diverse school in
New York City. The location of the study is important because New York City was the epicenter
of the coronavirus during the early stage of the COVID19 pandemic (McKinley, 2020). Thus,
this study examines students’ attitudes at a time when the virus first emerged in the United States
and when it was exacting a devastating toll on the citizens of New York City. The study explores
student attitudes towards the following four topics: (1) technological and environmental
impediments towards distance learning, (2) asynchronous versus synchronous course
preferences, (3) online versus in-person course preferences, and (4) attitudes towards taking
online courses in the future. The findings of the study are based on two anonymous online
surveys conducted in the spring and fall of 2020 among students at a large urban public college
located in New York City.

Studying student perspectives about distance learning is critically important because
student perceptions can affect both the acquisition of knowledge and the motivation to learn
(Salisbury et al., 2002; Tanner, Noser, & Totaro, 2009; Bali & Liu, 2018). Student attitudes also
can have a significant bearing on the disposition to enroll in additional online courses.

Review of Related Literature

Prior to the onset of the pandemic, the academic literature about online learning focused
principally on three topics: (1) student satisfaction with online courses, (2) effectiveness of
online or distance learning, and (3) factors that impact online course outcomes (e.g., digital
divides/inequality, organization and structure of online courses, and types of materials included
in online courses). Literature concerning student satisfaction with online versus traditional
classroom experiences produced mixed conclusions. Some studies reported no significant
difference in student satisfaction between the two types of instruction (Allen et al., 2002; York,
2008). However, most studies indicated that students harbor lower levels of satisfaction with
online classes compared to in-person classes (Johnson et al., 2000; McFarland & Hamilton,
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2005; Salisbury et al., 2002; Summers, Waigandt, & Whittaker, 2005; Tratnik, Urh, & Jereb,
2019). Importantly, the much of the literature notes that regardless of how students may feel
about online learning, there is little or no difference in knowledge acquisition (usually measured
by grades, exam results, or self-report) (Johnson et al., 2000; Summers, Waigandt, & Whittaker,
2005). Maki & Maki’s (2000) research was particularly notable for the fact that students’
preference for traditional in-person lecture-based classes was pronounced even when researchers
found that online options resulted in greater mastery of course content. Salisbury et al. (2002)
made a further distinction between types of educational outcomes noting that even when distance
education may not affect mastery of content, it may negatively impact the attainment of
important pedagogical goals such as developing students’ reasoning abilities or their desire to
pursue further study of the academic discipline.

Previous research examining technological and economic barriers to online instruction
observed that a slow connection or disruption of service may not only hinder participation in
synchronous classes but may also impede a student’s performance in asynchronous classes such
as when taking an online examination (Gillis & Krull, 2020; Grether, MacDonald, & Higgins,
2020; Katz, Jordan, & Ognyanova, 2021). This technological barrier was usually associated with
social class background with undergraduate students from lower-income households being more
likely to experience problems stemming from unreliable internet service (Casey, 2020 as cited in
Katz et al., 2021).

The number of published studies on attitudes of college students towards distance
learning was relatively sparse prior to the onset of the pandemic (Allen et al., 2002; Bali & Liu,
2018; Boling et al., 2012; Driscoll et al., 2012; Lowenthal, Bauer, & Chen, 2015; McFarland &
Hamilton, 2005; Summers, Waigandt, & Whittaker, 2005; Tichavsky et al., 2015; York, 2008).
Since the advent of the coronavirus, the number of studies examining student attitudes towards
distance learning has burgeoned (see Adnan & Anar, 2020; Armstrong-Mensah et al., 2020;
Gillis & Krull, 2020; Grether, MacDonald, & Higgins, 2020; Katz, Jordan, & Ognyanova, 2021;
Lazarevic & Bentz, 2021; Masalinmova et al., 2002; McClure et al., 2021; Means, Neisler, &
Langer Research Associates, 2022; Nguyen et al., 2021; Unger & Meiran, 2020; Zhou & Zhang,
2021).

A particularly noteworthy addition to the literature is Van Wart et. al., (2020) whose
research takes a step beyond the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework— the most prominent
theoretical framework used in online learning. The Col divides instruction into three
interdependent elements— teaching, cognitive, and social presence. Van Wart et al. (2020) break
down student perceptions of quality online instruction into seven factors labeling them: Basic
Online Modality, Instructional Support, Teaching Presence, Cognitive Presence, Online Social
Comfort, Online Interactive Modality, and Social Presence. They then analyze students’
responses to generate a hierarchical ranking of their importance to students.

There is only one attitudinal study that we have been able to identify that was situated in
New York City during the pandemic. The study conducted by McClure et al. (2021) was based
on survey responses to 254 undergraduate and graduate students who attended a university
anywhere within the New York City metropolitan area. A majority of the participants were
graduate students (59.6%). The students were selected via a combination of convenience and
snowball sampling methods. The major focus of the study was to explore online learning
challenges encountered by students because of the COVID-19 pandemic. One key finding that
emerged from the study was that from the vantage point of the students, new “pedagogies of
engagement” needed to be developed for remote learning to be a successful mode of instruction.
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Another important finding was that the pandemic laid bare inequalities in the lives of students
that were obscured in traditional classroom settings. In addition, technological challenges such as
poor internet access or private spaces to study were noted for several students.

The present study adds to the existing literature in a number of ways. First, the study
surveys students who did not “voluntarily” choose to learn remotely. Thus, there was no
“selection effect,” a limitation attached to the earlier studies on student attitudes towards distance
learning. As Bray, Harris, & Major (2007) pointed out, “Students engaged in distance learning
tend to have demographic and professional characteristics different than their traditional
classroom counterparts.” Second, the study is based on two surveys with relatively large sample
sizes (each numbering approximately 500 respondents). Most of the studies that have been
conducted since the emergence of the pandemic rest on fairly small-sized samples, limiting the
statistical precision with which inferences can be drawn from the results and precluding the
carrying out of subgroup analyses. Third, the study examines attitudes of students towards
distance learning both at the time of the incipient stage of the pandemic (spring 2020) and at a
slightly later time (fall 2020). The surveys, therefore, were able to capture student sentiments at a
formative stage and at a more mature stage as the pandemic persisted. Finally, the surveys were
administered to students enrolled at a large, public, college located in New York City with an
economically and racially diverse population. Thus, the findings are not limited to the
perceptions of one homogeneous subset of students but pertain to a broad swath of students with
differing backgrounds.

Hypotheses
Based on the existing literature and the population sampled in our study, we posit several
hypotheses that largely based on economic and age characteristics of students:

H1)  Students from lower-income households would be more in favor of in-person
classes than their more affluent counterparts because of problems with internet
access and lack of personal space.

H2)  Students in the paid labor force would be more in favor of online classes and
prefer asynchronous versus synchronous online learning than students who are
not employed.

H3)  Overall, students would evaluate in-person classes more positively than online
classes.

H4)  Freshmen students and, more generally, new entrants to the college
environment would be more in favor of in-person classes than more senior
students.

Methods

This study rests on two anonymous online surveys administered to students at a large
public urban college in New York City. The first survey was carried out in the spring semester of
2020 from April 28 to May 6 (forthwith referred to as the Spring 2020 survey). The second
survey was carried out in the fall semester of 2020 from December 3 to December 23 (forthwith
referred to as the Fall 2020 survey). The surveys were administered to students enrolled in every
undergraduate sociology course during either of those two semesters. Altogether, 531 students
completed the Spring 2020 survey, and 483 students completed the Fall 2020 survey. The
surveys were very similar in their content domain (see Appendix A for a copy of the Fall 2020
survey).
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Students were recruited to take part in the surveys by faculty members of the Department
of Sociology. Each faculty member sent their students online requests to participate in the
surveys. The students were informed that survey participation was voluntary, that the surveys
were anonymous, and that the time to complete the surveys ranged from 5 to 10 minutes.

During each semester students were furnished with a link to the corresponding survey.
For students taking more than one sociology course in a given semester, they were instructed to
take the survey only once. However, students enrolled in sociology courses in both spring 2020
and fall 2020 semesters were allowed to take both surveys since one of the aims of the study was
to capture attitudes toward online learning at different times. The surveys were administered via
a Google Form and no personal identifying information was collected that could link responses
to a specific student.

The response rates for the surveys were calculated by dividing the number of respondents
who completed each survey by the total number of course enrollment caps (excluding internships
and Independent Studies) for the spring/fall semesters. Enrollment caps were used rather than
actual enrollment numbers, which were unavailable. The response rate for the Spring 2020
survey was 19.9 percent and for the Fall 2020 survey the figure was 17.4 percent. These figures
underestimate the survey response rates for two reasons. First, as just mentioned, the
denominator in each rate consists of the enrollment caps imposed on courses which, in many
instances, exceeded the actual number of students enrolled in these courses. Second, students
were frequently enrolled in more than one sociology course in a given semester and, if so, would
be allowed to complete the survey only once.

Although the sample frame consisted of all students enrolled in sociology courses, the
sample is more diverse and representative than this frame might seem to imply. Students were
queried about their major in the fall survey and almost half (44.3%) responded that they were
majoring in an academic discipline other than sociology with an additional 10.3% reporting that
they had not yet declared a major. Thus, the survey results clearly go beyond sociology majors
and can be thought of as being applicable to a broader and more diverse student population than
would be the case if the survey were confined only to sociology majors.

The surveys, employing both closed-ended and open-ended questions, tapped into student
attitudes on four major topics: (1) barriers to online learning, (2) comparing synchronous versus
asynchronous course preferences, (3) comparing online versus face-to-face courses, and (4)
disposition towards taking online courses in the future. Students were also asked a battery of
questions concerning their social-demographic characteristics. The authors selected the four
topical areas enumerated above, based on two criteria. First, students enrolled in a section of
Introduction to Research Methods (taught by one of the authors) in the latter part of the spring
semester were assigned to construct their own original survey instruments about learning online
during the beginning of the pandemic. As part of the assignment, these students were instructed
to imagine that their surveys would be administered to a random sample of undergraduate
students at their college and their survey questions could tap any facet of students’ perceptions or
experiences regarding distance learning since the arrival of the pandemic. The authors of this
article then analyzed the questions in the students’ surveys and culled the dominant themes or
those that were salient to the students who constructed the surveys. In essence, the survey
questions served as a window into the thinking of the students and guided the authors in
formulating their own survey questions. Second, the authors undertook a systematic review of
the literature to identify repetitive themes that emerged about student attitudes towards online
learning.
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Results

Overall Profile of Respondents

Both the Spring 2020 and Fall 2020 surveys yielded very similar demographic profiles of
the student respondents. Since the Fall 2020 survey was more detailed, the results presented in
this section are confined to this second survey. Of the 472 student respondents, 83.1% (n = 392)
identified themselves as female, reflecting the predominantly female composition of the college.
While a majority fell into the traditional age category of undergraduate college students of 18-22
(72.3%), a sizable number were in the age bracket of 23-28 (15.4%) or older than 28 (12.3%).
Students were almost uniformly distributed among four major racial-ethnic groups: Hispanics,
African Americans, and Whites each comprised roughly 20 percent of the sample with Asians
comprising approximately 25 percent of the sample. The remainder (14.9%) identified
themselves as belonging to another racial-ethnic group. The sample was skewed towards seniors
who made up 41.5 percent of the respondents. (This figure represented the only marked
departure from the Spring 2020 survey in which seniors made up 34.9 percent of the
respondents.) Among the other three class standings, students were distributed as follows:
freshmen (14.9%), sophomores (13%), and juniors (36.7%). Significantly, the survey revealed
that a considerable number of students were employed in the paid labor market. Roughly one-
tenth (9.6%) were employed full-time (40 hours a week or more) and more than a third (34.8%)
were employed part-time. The survey also revealed that nearly half of the students (48.2%)
responded that they were “taking care of”” family members such as children or older parents.

Views on Distance Learning

Technological and Environmental Impediments to Distance Learning. Several items were
incorporated in the surveys to measure barriers to distance learning. These included the
following: (1) ownership of a computer or other electronic device to use for distance learning, (2)
whether students had to share this device, (3) access to high-speed internet connection, (4)
reliability of the internet connection, and (5) private space for participating in online classes and
completing homework assignments.

In both surveys, the majority of students reported having access to a computer or other
device necessary for online learning and having internet connectivity. Yet, a sizable proportion
stated that their internet connection was not reliable. In each survey, more than a quarter stated
that their internet connection was unreliable leading to frequent slowdowns or disruptions of
service. In addition to this technological barrier, many students reported that their home
environment was not conducive for online learning. Roughly a third of students in the spring and
fall surveys said that they lacked a private space in which to participate in synchronous class
sessions or a private space in which to complete homework assignments. Highlighting the
difficulties many students experienced by having an inhospitable home environment in which to
learn, one female respondent in the spring survey remarked:

Many of us do not have the benefit of a comfortable and private learning environment

from which we can comfortably take exams, do homework, and take tests. I live with 7

other people in a 2 bedroom apartment and share my bedroom with my sister and mom.

As my sister is also in college doing online learning through Zoom, it is quite difficult to

concentrate ...

Another student in the spring survey pointed to the inequalities that remote learning can lay bare:

... our socio-economic backgrounds and situations have been forced into our learning

environment. [In] physical classroom sessions, those barriers disappear as we are all able
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to learn in the same classroom and benefit from the same available resources ... [With

distance learning] some of us don’t have our own rooms, WiFi, personal laptops, etc.
The sentiments expressed above can help to explain why a large portion of students are
ambivalent about leaving their cameras on during live online sessions. Although faculty are
generally in favor of being able to view their students when teaching remotely because of the
visual feedback they receive (Castelli & Sarvary, 2021; Terada, 2021), many students are
reluctant to be visually exposed. In the fall survey, almost half of the students (46%) reported
that they were either “somewhat unwilling” or “very unwilling” to leave their cameras on.
Noteworthy is that this percentage jumps among those students who lack a personal space to
study at home (62.1%). One student in the spring survey explained why she was resistant to
leaving her camera on this way:

During live video conferencing classes, | do prefer to have the camera off. | prefer this
only because | do have to share my room and so it becomes disruptive to have my camera
on, and then for someone to walk in. | would be interrupted because my siblings do come
and go.

These results support Hypothesis | that students from lower income households face greater
obstacles to distance learning. In general, they are handicapped by having less reliable internet
access and home environments that are not as conducive to online learning.

Asynchronous versus Synchronous Course Preference. Students were asked in general whether
they preferred synchronous or asynchronous courses and the underlying reasons for their
preference. A larger segment of the students said they preferred asynchronous courses (i.e., no
pre-specified time to access lectures and course materials) to synchronous courses (i.e., specific
time to attend “live” lectures and class meetings) as a method of instruction. Overall, two-fifths
of the students (40.4%) preferred asynchronous, slightly more than a third (34.8%) preferred
synchronous, and the remainder (24.8%) did not indicate a preference.

One reason students prefer an asynchronous approach is that they can learn the material
at times that are convenient for them. This is particularly the case so that they can schedule
learning to avoid intrusions in home. As one student put it:

It is more convenient. My brother is [in] high school and often, we are taking are classes

at the same time in the same room due to the timing conflicts and little space. It is just

more convenient if | have classes that do not require we meet at specific times, so | can

choose to watch the lectures after my brother's classes so we are both not distracted.
Not surprisingly, students with unreliable internet service favored asynchronous courses. Those
having internet connectivity problems preferred this approach by a margin of twenty-five
percent. One student commented as follows:

...When | have the time and space to review a course and do the associated assignments

on my own time | feel as though | become far better equipped with my learning and I can

work around my internet connection.

In addition, employment status and self-reported stress levels correlate with a preferred
mode of online instruction. Confirming Hypothesis 2, students in the paid labor force display a
preference for the asynchronous mode of instruction. Figure 1 shows that among students
working forty hours or more a week, almost three-quarters of participants stated a preference for
this approach versus the synchronous approach (71.4% versus 28.6%). Among students working
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part-time, the margin favoring the asynchronous approach was also sizable (59.1% versus
40.9%). Only among those not employed did the preference for the asynchronous format dip
below that of the synchronous format and by a relatively narrow margin (46.6% vs. 53.4%). The
cross-tabulation between employment status and mode of online instruction is statistically
significant ¥%(2, n = 363) = 9.922, p = .007.

Figure 1
Preference for Asynchronous/Synchronous Instruction by Employment Status
Asynchronous Synchronous
100%
75%
50%
71.4%
25% o9 1% 26.6% 53.4%
40.9% '
28.6%
0%,
Full-Time Part-Time Not Employed
n=35 n =137 n=191

Students’ self-reported stress level was another important characteristic that differentiated
attitudes between these two approaches. Students were asked to rate their “overall level of stress”
on a scale ranging from 1 (“very low stress”) to 5 (“very high stress”). More than a third (36.7%)
assigned to themselves the value of 5 to describe their overall level of stress. Yet among students
who stated a preference for asynchronous learning, this figure rises to 62.1 percent.

While, in general, a greater number of students preferred an asynchronous format (n =
195, 40.4%), a third of the students expressed preference for a synchronous approach (n = 168,
34.8%). A recurring theme in the qualitative data was that the synchronous approach more
closely approximated the in-person learning experience. One student in the fall survey remarked:

| prefer a synchronous approach because it makes me feel like I'm getting my money's
worth. In most asynchronous classes professors just post readings for us and we write a
response or paper about them. That makes me feel like I'm just paying for someone to tell
me what to read. Majority of students just end up skimming the readings to find an answer
to the question and don't actually learn anything. At least in a synchronous class we can
see and hear the professor and ask any questions about the material during class as
opposed to asking through e-mail and waiting days for a response.
This same sentiment was echoed by another student in the fall survey who wrote:

I find it so important to be able to interact with professors in an engaging learning

environment. That face-to-face contact is crucial, especially now when we’re all isolated. I

don’t find watching a simple video to be productive at all as | feel it hinders analytical and
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critical thinking skills that would be enhanced in synchronous learning with that connection

between teacher/student, similar to the in-person learning.

Regardless of the approach students endorsed more, they were uniformly in favor of having
their instructors record their lectures. Among students who preferred the synchronous approach,
more than four-fifths (86.3%) wanted their instructors to record their lectures and a similar
proportion (81%) of students who preferred the asynchronous approach wanted their professors
to do so. The importance of having professors record their lectures was a theme that echoed
throughout the responses to the open-ended questions about both teaching approaches. One
student stated:

| prefer rewatching lectures on my own so | can go back and listen to things my Professor

said and understand them better. Some of my professors do not record the synchronous

lectures and it can be difficult for me to get everything they said perfectly into my notes.
And another student commented:

For the classes that do not host class sessions and just operate through written “blog

posts” and submitting assignments by following along on the syllabus, learning is

substantially hindered.
Further attesting to the importance of these videos was the number of students who accessed the
recordings when they were provided. Fully 84.7% reported reviewing the video lectures. Even
students enrolled in synchronous courses noted that by being able to access a recording they
could make up for a class that they had missed.
Online Learning versus In-person Learning Preference. To gauge student attitudes towards
their preferences for online learning versus in-person learning, students in the fall survey were
presented with a list of nine items covering different facets of the classroom experience. These
items were culled from a review of the literature that identified them as being salient criteria
upon which students evaluate the classroom experience. The nine items consisted of the
following: (1) ability to concentrate during class sessions, (2) amount of knowledge gained, (3)
quality of instruction, (4) motivation to learn, (5) participation in class discussions/discussion
forums, (6) interaction with professors, (7) collaboration with other students, (8) development of
friendship ties with other students, and (9) overall level of enjoyment of the class. For each item,
students were asked to indicate whether online classes were “better than,” “the same as,” or
“worse than” in-person classes. A Cronbach alpha statistic was calculated on these nine items
and yielded a value of 0.869, indicating a high degree of internal reliability. Table 1 displays the
results of this analysis.

The data in the table show that for each of the nine items, the percentage of students who
indicated online classes were “worse than” in-person classes surpassed the percentage of students
who indicated online classes were “better than” in-person classes. The disparities were most
noticeable with respect to the ability to concentrate in class sessions, feeling motivated to learn,
and developing friendship ties with classmates. The data in the table lends strong support to
Hypothesis 3.
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Table 1

Views on Taking Online Classes vs. In-person Classes: Fall, 2020 Survey
Attribute Online classes ~ Online classes ~ Online classes

better the same worse
(%) (%) (%)

1. Ability to concentrate during class sessions 10.5 22.2 67.3
2. Amount of knowledge that | am gaining 9.7 41.5 48.8
3. Quality of instruction 10.4 47.6 42
4. Feeling motivated to learn 6.6 29 64.5
5. Participating in class discussions (either in 23 32.5 44.5
live sessions or online
discussion boards)
6. Interacting with my professors 14.2 40.5 45.3
7. Working with other students in my classes on 14.2 29.2 56.7
course assignments
8. Developing friendship ties with other 9.5 175 73.0
students in my classes
9. Overall level of enjoyment of my classes 14.3 37.6 48.1

Note. Valid responses varied between 449 and 473 depending upon the specific question.

Though students, in general, were more positively disposed towards face-to-face classes
than online classes, there were sizable numbers who rated the two approaches as being the same
along several different facets of the classroom experience. A large share of students, for
example, stated that the amount of knowledge gained, the quality of instruction, and interactions
with faculty were the same, whatever the particular teaching methodology.

A principal components analysis was conducted on these nine items to reduce these items
to a smaller number of dimensions or latent factors. This analysis produced two factors with
eigenvalues greater than 1 (see Table 2).

Table 2
Results of Principal Components Factor Analysis Comparing Views on Taking Online Classes versus
In-person Classes, Fall 2020 Survey

Rotated Component Matrix

Component
1 2
1. Amount of knowledge that | am gaining 0.814 0.109
2. Ability to concentrate during class sessions 0.777 0.146
3. Overall level of enjoyment of my classes 0.766 0.339
4. Feeling motivated to learn 0.755 0.233
5. Quality of instruction 0.724 0.077
6. Participating in class discussions (either in live sessions or online 0.571 0.363
discussion boards)
7. Interacting with my professors 0.539 0.466
8. Developing friendship ties with other students in my classes 0.137 0.863
9. Working with other students in my classes on course assignments 0.177 0.838

Note. Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization
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We labeled Component 1, which accounted for 40% of the variance explained, “knowledge
acquisition and class enjoyment.” The variables that loaded highest on this factor were: (1)
amount of knowledge gained, (2) ability to concentrate, (3) overall level of enjoyment, (4)
motivation to learn, and (5) quality of instruction. We labeled Component 2, which accounted for
an additional 22 percent of the variance, “student collaboration and friendship ties.” Two
variables loaded high on this second factor: (1) developing friendship ties with other students and
(2) working with other students on course assignments.

We next divided each of these factors into three equal-sized groups based on their factor
scores— the lowest third, the middle third, and the highest third. The highest tercile comprised
students who were more positively oriented towards in-person learning on each factor.
Conversely, the lowest tercile consisted of students who were more positively oriented towards
online learning on each factor. Finally, we cross-tabulated this three-group classification scheme
on both factors with a number of demographic variables. On the “knowledge acquisition and
class enjoyment” factor, students who harbored more positive attitudes towards in-person classes
tended to be younger, freshmen or sophomores, those enrolled in more than four courses, those
experiencing higher stress levels, students without a private space to study at home, and students
with unreliable internet. On the “student collaboration and friendship ties” factor, freshmen and
sophomore students were also disproportionately found among the highest third category. These
results buttress Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 4.

Attitudes towards Online Learning: Now and in the Future. While many students compared
online learning unfavorably with in-person learning, on the whole, they registered a higher
degree of satisfaction than dissatisfaction with their online courses. In the fall survey, over half
(55.3%) said they were either “very satisfied” or “somewhat satisfied” with remote learning at
the college. An additional 27 percent responded that they were “neutral” and the remainder
(19.7%) reported that they were either “somewhat dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied” with online
courses. Among the reasons articulated by students for liking online courses was the flexibility
remote learning offered. As one student commented, “I like that students work at their own pace
and not have to worry about getting to class on time.” Another reason given by students for
liking online courses was that they provided a comfortable environment for shy students.
Typifying this attitude, another student remarked, “As a student who is usually anxious about
participating in person, | feel very comfortable speaking through audio and messaging during
class.”

Students in the fall survey registered similar sentiments about taking more online courses
in the future. A majority (55.3%) were favorably inclined towards learning virtually in the future.
One-fifth (20.7%) indicated that they were “somewhat opposed” and 14.9 percent indicated that
they were “strongly opposed.” Slightly less than a tenth (9.1%) offered “no opinion.”

Just as employment status was closely linked to attitudes towards asynchronous versus
synchronous teaching approaches, employment status is strongly related to attitudes towards
taking more online classes (Figure 2). The cross-tabulation between employment status and
taking more online classes in the future is statistically significant x?(4, n = 480) = 15.842, p =
.003.
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Figure 2
Taking More Online Classes in the Future by Employment Status
Somewhat or Strongly Favor Somewhat or Strongly Oppose [l No Opinion
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As students’ participation in the workforce increases, there is a monotonic increase in those who
favor taking more online courses in the future. Among students who are not employed, about
one-half stated they would be favorably disposed towards taking more online courses. This
figure rises to 58.7 percent among those who work part-time and jumps even further to 78.3
percent among those who work full-time. These data provide strong support for Hypothesis 2
that students with greater work responsibilities would favor online learning more so than
students not as burdened with work responsibilities.

Another factor associated with attitudes towards distance learning is age. Students who
were 29 and older were more disposed to taking additional online courses in the future than their
younger counterparts (70.4% versus 59.4%). The more positive orientation towards distance
learning among those who are employed or older is consistent with previous research findings
(Bray et al., 2007; Harris & Martin, 2012; Stack, 2015).

Two additional factors that were related to attitudes towards distance learning were class
standing and degree to which students were worried about paying tuition. As might be expected,
seniors and students who were either “very worried” or “somewhat worried” about paying tuition
were more supportive of taking online courses in the future than their counterparts. The more
favorable attitudes towards distance learning by seniors and those worried about tuition could be
explained, in part, by their age and employment status.

Limitations

Several limitations of this study should be pointed out. First, the students who completed
the fall and spring surveys upon which our analysis rests were not randomly selected. The
students voluntarily completed the surveys and thus their opinions may diverge from those
students who chose not to participate in the surveys. As we have noted, though, we believe that
this limitation may not be a serious one for the following reasons: (1) the surveys collected no
personally identifiable information, (2) students were repeatedly encouraged to participate in the
surveys by their professors, and (3) the surveys generated response rates close to 20 percent that
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probably underestimate the actual completion rates. We believe these factors served to mitigate
any bias which may have intruded in the sample due to self-selection. A second limitation of the
study was that the sample of participants was confined to students who were enrolled in courses
offered in the sociology department and thus sociology students were disproportionately
represented in the sample. We queried students about their majors in the spring survey and
sociology majors made up approximately the same portion as other majors (44%) with the
remaining 10% percent undeclared. Therefore, while sociology majors were overrepresented in
the sample, a sizable share of sampled members came from other disciplines as well. A third
limitation pertains to the type of online instruction students were exposed to in the spring of
2020. As Hodges et al. (2020) noted, “Well-planned learning experiences are meaningfully
different from courses offered online in response to a crisis or disaster” or what they termed,
“Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT).” The type of online instruction offered in both the spring
and fall semesters of 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic was clearly an archetypal example of
ERT. Almost universally, faculty were not prepared to teach online courses and students
encountered multiple challenges transitioning to remote learning. In this new instructional
environment, students’ attitudes towards remote learning understandably may have been
negatively affected.

It is certainly reasonable to argue that had the students in this study been enrolled in
established online courses taught by professors both proficient in online teaching technology and
possessing long-term experience with this medium, the attitudes of the students would have been
different. For this reason, we need to exercise caution in generalizing the findings of this study to
online courses t would be taught under a different set of circumstances than a pandemic or other
crisis situation. With this caveat in mind, though, we believe there are a number of findings in
this study which would be applicable to established online courses taught under a “normal” set of
circumstances. We have documented in this study that students from lower-income households
are more positively disposed towards in-person classes than their wealthier counterparts due to
internet connectivity problems and lack of personal space. Similarly, freshman students and other
new entrants to the college environment are more favorably disposed toward in-person classes.
Secondly, this study has also demonstrated that students in the paid labor force are more
favorable to online classes and particularly asynchronous courses. Finally, this study has
provided ample data that students, regardless of whether they are enrolled in synchronous or
asynchronous courses, want professors to provide recordings of their lectures. These findings are
important to consider when designing online courses that are being taught under extraordinary or
ordinary circumstances.

Discussion

Several significant findings have emerged from this study. First, as a backdrop, it is
important to keep in mind the socio-demographic characteristics of the survey respondents. They
were predominantly female, racially-ethnically diverse (more than half identified themselves as
African American or Hispanic), and many were older than the traditional college-aged students
(27.7 percent over 22 years of age). Noteworthy is that more than two-fifths (44.4%) were
employed in the paid labor market and a similarly large portion (48.2%) were “taking care” of
other family members. It is not surprising, therefore, that a large number reported experiencing
high levels of stress, having to balance their academic workload with family and work
obligations. Without doubt the coronavirus exacerbated their stress level, but even without this
added source of anxiety, many were burdened with non-academic responsibilities.
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As noted previously, anecdotal evidence has reported that undergraduate students from
lower-income households are more likely to experience problems stemming from unreliable
internet service (Casey, 2020; Katz, Jordan, & Ognyanova, 2021). This study provides
systematic data concerning the magnitude of this problem among college students, many of
whom are from lower-income households. More than a quarter of the respondents in each of the
surveys carried out in this study reported that they lacked reliable internet connectivity.

A second factor that may impede online instruction is a home environment not conducive
for learning. Students without a dedicated place to study or to participate in class discussions
suffer an academic disadvantage. This study found that approximately a third of the students did
not have a private place to complete homework assignments or participate in classroom
discussions. In open-ended remarks students called attention to the economic class inequalities
which are exposed when learning shifts from the campus classroom to the home. In campus
classrooms differences in the economic background of students may be obscured whereas these
differences are unmasked or even magnified in the home. This inequality helps to explain why
students from lower-income families are often reluctant to leave their cameras on during live
online class sessions. These sentiments, although not providing a direct confirmation, tend to
support Hypothesis 1 that students from lower income households would favor in-person more
than online classes.

In line with other research, this study found that more students prefer asynchronous to
synchronous courses (Beyth-Marom, Saporta, & Caspi, 2005; Lew & Nordquist, 2016; Marmon,
Gordesky, & Vanscoder, 2013; Simonds & Brock, 2014). Students who favor the asynchronous
method of instruction are more likely to be employed either full-time or part-time because of the
inherent flexibility in scheduling class time offered by this approach. Other categories of students
who favored the asynchronous teaching method were those with unreliable Internet and those
who reported experiencing high levels of stress. In short, an asynchronous approach was favored
largely for the sake of convenience to accommodate students’ busy schedules and responsibilities
and to alleviate problems associated with lack of private space or resources.

It’s important to note that a common refrain amongst many students was that they do not
want faculty who use an asynchronous teaching technique to just post readings or videos and
have students respond with written papers or even discussion posts. Many students reported
feeling that such methods made them feel as if they were being told to learn the materials on
their own. Instead, they want instructors to adopt methods that include greater feedback so that
students can ensure that they are interpreting and comprehending material correctly. Ideally,
students preferred that faculty would be more available to have discussions and answer
questions. If faculty were not accessible, students noted the importance of having recorded
lectures available to them. Even students who participated in synchronous classes remarked that
it was often difficult to take notes on all important information during online meetings. Thus,
recorded lectures were invaluable, allowing students to easily access and review important
information and course content.

In addition to surveying student preferences concerning asynchronous versus
synchronous teaching modalities, this study examined student attitudes comparing online
learning to face-to-face learning. These attitudes were measured on a broad array of different
facets of the classroom experience encompassing the acquisition of knowledge, the quality of
instruction, the motivation to learn, participation in class discussions, student-teacher
interactions, the development of ties among fellow students, and the overall level of enjoyment
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of the course. A higher percentage of students rated traditional face-to-face learning as being
superior to remote learning on each of the different attributes.

Of note is that a similar percentage of students rated in-person and online classes as being
comparable in terms of the acquisition of knowledge. Evaluations of the two modes of delivery,
however, are starkly different when based on other dimensions of the learning experience such as
the motivation to learn or developing ties with other students. Regarding these “fuzzier”
dimensions of the learning experience, students evaluate face-to-face instruction far more
positively than online instruction. It appears that what differentiates these two teaching methods
the most during moments of crisis such as the pandemic is that in-person instruction was more
likely to motivate students and imbue them with a sense of belonging than online instruction.

As was the case comparing asynchronous to synchronous instructional methods,
distinctive profiles emerge of students who prefer in-person classes versus students who prefer
online classes. Students who are more attracted to in-person classes tend to be traditional college
aged (18-22) and freshmen or sophomores. Students more disposed to in-person classes are also
those with more onerous course loads (i.e., taking 5 courses or more), and those who report high
stress levels. On the other hand, students who find online courses more appealing tend to be
employed part-time or full-time. Seniors, older students, and those who are more worried about
paying tuition also find online courses comparatively attractive.

Teaching in the Post-Pandemic Era: A New Paradigm

A dominant trend today is the blurring of traditional boundaries separating different
spheres of activity or the boundaries separating different social identities. The educational arena
is not exempt from this overarching trend. Up to now, many colleges and universities in the
United States have offered only face-to-face instruction. As a result of the coronavirus, these
institutions of higher learning have transitioned on a temporary basis to online classes. Yet the
findings produced in this study support the conclusion that colleges and universities should not
revert to the status quo ante. A large segment of the students interviewed in this study did not
view learning in a traditional classroom setting as being pedagogically superior to distance
learning, at least in terms of knowledge acquisition. Also, many students, particularly those
gainfully employed in the labor market or adult students, were favorably disposed towards taking
more online courses in the future. Institutions of higher education, therefore, should consider
offering both traditional and online courses. Moreover, course delivery methods should not be
confined to just in-person versus online modes of instruction. Rather, a variety of platforms and
techniques could be implemented such as offering hybrid or blended courses combining elements
of both in-person and distance learning. Educators could pay more attention to one of
weaknesses in online learning articulated by students in this study which is to foster interactions
amongst students and motivate them to pursue further study. Providing this multi-modal
approach to students at many colleges and universities would recognize the diverse needs of an
increasingly heterogeneous student population and go a long way to addressing those needs.
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Appendix A
Survey Form Used in Fall 2020

1. What device do you primarily use to access your online courses?
0  Computer
(1 Tablet
[J  Smartphone (skip to #3)
2. Do you share the computer or tablet you use for online learning with others?
0 Yes
0 No
3. Please tell us whether you currently have any of the following:

Yes No No Opinion

Internet access

Private space where you can participate in live online
class sessions

Private space to work on homework

4. How would you describe your Internet access?
71 I have reliable Internet access.
[1 I have Internet access, but it is not reliable.
[1 Not applicable (I do not have Internet access).
5. Before the Fall semester, did you attend any in-person classes at [the college] or at some other college
or university?
[J lattended in-person classes at [the college] before the Fall semester.
[ lattended in-person classes at some other college or university before this Fall semester.
[J 1did not attend any in-person classes at [the college] or at some other college or
university before this Fall semester.
6. How many online classes are you taking this semester?
01
2
3
4
5
0 6+
7. In the current semester, how many of your courses use the following teaching approaches?

[ I A o

More than
All half Half or None
fewer

Internet access

Private space where you can participate in live online
class sessions

Private space to work on homework
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10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.
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In general, which teaching approach do you prefer?
1 Synchronous (live online course in which you must be present at the time the class is
scheduled to meet) Skip to question 9
[J  Asynchronous (online course which do not require you to login at a specified time) Skip
to questions 10
O Ido not have a preference Skip to question 11
What would you say is the main reason that you say you generally prefer a synchronous approach?

What would you say is the main reason that you say you generally prefer an asynchronous approach?
In general, how often do you attend the live online sessions of your courses?

[ Always

O Almost always

[J Sometimes

[l Rarely

[J  Never Skip to question 16

[J Not applicable (I had no live online class sessions) Skip to question 16
What web conferencing tool(s) are your professor(s) using now for teaching live online class
sessions: (check all that apply)

[J Blackboard Collaborate

0 Zoom

[l Other
Does your device have a camera for your live online classes?

[0 Yes

[J  No Skip to question 16

[J lam notsure Skip to question 16
How often do you have your video camera on during live online class sessions?

[ Always

[J Sometimes

0 Never
How willing are you to have your camera on during live online class sessions?

(1 Very willing

(1 Somewhat willing

1 Somewhat unwilling

[ Very unwilling
How many of your professors who are teaching asynchronously (not live sessions) provide recordings
of their lectures?

[J  All of them

[l More than half

71 Half or fewer

[0 None of them Skip to question 20

[1 Idon’t know
How many of your professors who are teaching synchronously (live sessions) record their live online
sessions?

01 All of them
More than half
Half or fewer
None of them Skip to question 20
I don’t know

0 I A
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18. Do you favor or oppose having instructors record live online sessions?
1 Favor having instructors record live online sessions.
1 Oppose having instructors record live online sessions.
[J No opinion

19.

Not Applicable
(instructor did
not supply a
recording)
Yes No

I have accessed one or more recordings of a synchronous
(live) session.

I have accessed one or more recordings of an
asynchronous lecture (not live session).

20. In general, compared to in-person classes, do you feel that communication with your professors has

1 Increased
[J Stayed the same
[l Decreased
[1 No opinion
21. In general, compared to in-person classes, do you feel that the amount of homework assignments has
[ Increased

[J Stayed the same
[1 Decreased
[1 No opinion
22. In general, compared to in-person classes, would you say that your class sizes have gotten bigger,
smaller, or stayed about the same?
[J Class sizes have gotten bigger
[1 Class sizes have gotten smaller

[ Class sizes have stayed about the same
23. Below is a list of items. For each item, please indicate whether you think your experience taking
online classes is better, the same, or worse compared to taking traditional, in-person classes

Online Online Online
classes classes classes
BETTER the SAME as | WORSE than
than in-person in-person No Not
in-person classes classes Opinion Applicable
classes

Ability to concentrate during
class sessions

Amount of knowledge that I am
gaining

Quality of instruction

Feeling motivated to learn
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24.

25.

26.

27.
28.

29.
30.

31.
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Participating in class discussions
(either in live sessions or
Online discussion boards)

Interacting with my professor(s)

Working with other students in
my classes on course assignment

Developing friendship ties with
other students in my classes

Overall level of enjoyment of my
classes

Compared to when [the college] first moved to online learning (March 2020), in general, how would
you describe the change in your attitudes towards online classes?
[ 1did not take any online classes before this current semester at [the college] or other
college
[ Like online classes more
71 Like online classes less
[ My attitudes towards online classes have stayed the same since [the college] transitioned
to online classes
In online courses, how common do you think cheating on exams is among students at colleges and
universities in the United States?
(7 Very common
[0 Common
[1 Not that common
[1 No opinion
When in-person classes resume, to what extent would you favor or oppose taking more of your
courses online?
[J Strongly favor
[1 Somewhat favor
[J Somewhat oppose
[J Strongly oppose
J No opinion
When in-person classes resume, to what extent would you favor or oppose taking more of your
courses online?
Please tell us any particular things that you dislike about online learning.
Please tell us any suggestions that might help improve your online learning experience.
Overall, how satisfied are you with the online courses you are taking at the college?
[ Very satisfied
[1 Somewhat satisfied
'l Neutral
[J Somewhat dissatisfied
[ Very dissatisfied
Are you majoring in sociology, majoring in a discipline other than sociology, or have you not yet
declared a major?
[1Iama sociology major (including if you also have another major)
[J lam majoring in some other discipline.
[J | have not yet declared a major.
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32. Are you taking any Sociology courses this semester?

33. What is your student status?

U
l
U

0

I I Y I

0

Yes
No
Not sure

Freshman
Sophomore
Junior
Senior

Non-degree seeking

Not sure
Other

34. Overall, how worried are you about not being able to pay for tuition and other school expenses?

35.

36.

37.

U
U
U
U
U

Very worried

Somewhat worried
Not that worried
Not at all worried

No opinion

Looking to the future, how likely are you to

Very
likely

Some-
what
likely

Some-
what
unlikely

Very
unlikely

No opinion

take off the next spring semester from college

drop out of college altogether

transfer from [the college] to another

college

On a scale of 1-5 (where 1 means very low and 5 means very high), how would you rate your overall

stress level?

Very low Very high
Please indicate your employment status
e Employed part-time (less than 40hrs/week)
e Employed full-time (40 hrs. our more/week)
e Not employed in the paid labor force
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38. Please indicate if you are responsible for helping to take care of any of the following family members:

Yes No

Children under 18

Children over 18

Parents

Other relatives

39. Which of the following best describes your race/ethnicity? Please choose only one of the following:
(1 African/African American
Afro-Caribbean or Afro-Latinx
Central or South American Latinx
North American or Caribbean Latinx
Native American/Alaskan Native
Middle Eastern
Indian/other nation in Indian subcontinent
Pacific Islander
East Asian (e.g. Chinese, Japanese, Korean)
White
O Two or more races/ethnicities
40. With what gender do you identify? Please choose only one of the following
0 Male
0 Female
[J Non-binary
0O Other
41. What is your age?
[ 18-22
0 23-28
0 29-34
O
l

I o A

35-44
45-64
1 65+
42. What is your 5-digit Zip code?
43. Please feel free in the space below to add anything you would like about the effects of the
coronavirus outbreak on you as a student.
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Keep Learning: Student Engagement
In an Online Environment

Akanksha Bedi
Western Washington University, USA

Abstract

Student engagement is a key factor in promoting learning and academic achievement. This study
explores the factors underlying student engagement and the best practices advocated by students
and faculty to engage students. Results revealed that student motivation to learn and self-efficacy
are positively associated with student engagement. In addition, self-efficacy partially mediated the
relationship between motivation to learn and student engagement. Finally, both faculty and
students suggested diverse and inclusive techniques to engage students. Online education may
become our new reality, and adjustment to this new world requires shifting to a new pedagogical
paradigm.

Keywords: student engagement, motivation to learn, self-efficacy, online learning, and online
education
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Beginning in 2020, the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic disrupted the personal and
professional lives of many, including students and faculty members. Around the globe, colleges
and universities were forced to close their physical campuses and offer remote instruction to their
students. Although remote/online instruction can be as effective as in-person learning (Allen et
al., 2004), there are questions surrounding student engagement and motivation (Chiu, 2021;
Siemens et al., 2013). In addition, scholars have observed that instructors with limited online
teaching experience are less likely to deliver an effective online learning environment, which
further compromises student motivation and engagement (Abid et al., 2021; Bao, 2020). Indeed,
Chen et al. (2020) observed an overall decrease in online student engagement during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, to enhance the online learning experience, we need to
understand the factors that help promote student engagement and strategies that enhance online
learning experience for students as well as their instructors.

Student engagement is a key element of effective learning and involves connecting
students with the course, with their peers in the course, and with the instructor (Martin &
Bolliger, 2018). Indeed, scholars have found that online learners are more active and engaged in
their courses when they interact with the course content, their peers, and their instructors (Lear et
al., 2010). Moreover, when students are engaged in their classes, they are less likely to feel
isolated and more likely to maintain their desire to learn and feel satisfied with their academic
performance (Banna et al., 2015; Fredricks et al., 2004). One factor that helps promote student
engagement is student’s motivation to learn (Hartnett, 2016; Knowles et al., 2011). Although
motivation to learn is crucial to foster student engagement in an online environment, a more
nuanced and integrative account of how motivation to learn is associated with student
engagement is necessary to inform the effective implementation of best practices necessary for
student engagement.

This study makes three contributions to the existing literature on online student
engagement (referred to as “student engagement” from this point forward). First, it uses a
comprehensive measure of online student engagement and examines the relationship between
motivation to learn in an online environment (referred to as “motivation to learn” from this point
forward) and student engagement. Indeed, researchers have conceptualized student engagement
as an outcome of motivational processes that enhance persistence in learning (Deci & Ryan,
2008; Reeve, 2013). Second, it investigates whether self-efficacy in online courses (referred to as
“self-efficacy” from this point forward) mediates the relationship between motivation to learn
and student engagement. Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief in his or her ability to
accomplish a certain task (Bandura, 1986, 1991). Individuals who are motivated to learn are
more likely to demonstrate persistence in their tasks and thus, exhibit higher levels of self-
efficacy associated with those tasks. Scholars have argued that an individual’s self-efficacy
beliefs influence the type of activities they perform, their effort levels, and perseverance when
faced with failures and obstacles, thereby enhancing engagement in the task (Bandura, 1991,
Schunk, 1989). Finally, it uses both quantitative and qualitative methodologies to obtain a more
holistic understanding of best practices of student engagement in an online learning environment.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development
Motivation to Learn and Student Engagement
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According to Brophy (1987), motivation to learn refers to a student’s stable disposition to
find academic activities as satisfying and worthwhile and, therefore, strive for knowledge and
mastery in different learning situations. As a general trait, most individuals who display
motivation to learn find learning intrinsically rewarding (Brophy, 1987). However, an
individual’s motivation to learn could also manifest itself as a duty-bound sense of obligation
(Brophy, 1987). Social cognitive theory of human learning suggests that learning is a function of
a multitude of factors such as student characteristics, behaviors, and learning environments
(Bandura, 2001, 2006). Scholars have argued that individuals with a strong motivation to learn
are more likely to exert the necessary effort to learn and engage with the course material than
individuals with low motivation to learn (Noe, 1986; Simmering & Posey, 2009). | propose that a
student’s motivation to learn is positively associated with student engagement because motivated
students are more likely to choose goals and activities that help enhance their classroom
engagement and academic outcomes. Indeed, scholars have observed that motivated students
achieve their academic goals by engaging in a variety of activities such as active class
participation, class attendance, asking questions, seeking instructor’s advice, and by engaging
with their peers such as participating in study groups (Pajares & Schunk, 2001).

Self-efficacy, Motivation to Learn, and Student Engagement

Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s perceived ability to perform a task (Bandura, 1986,
1991). According to Bandura (1977, 1991), an individual’s perceptions of self-efficacy influence
the amount of effort they exert on a given task and how long they persist in the face of adversity.
Over the last few decades, scholars have found a variety of beneficial outcomes for individuals
high in self-efficacy. For instance, individuals who are high in self-efficacy are more likely to
experience positive outcomes such as high levels of positive affect (Zeiss et al., 1999), adaptive
coping responses (Bandura, 1982; Coleman & Karraker, 1997), higher job satisfaction and job
performance (Achenreiner et al., 2019; Judge and Bono, 2001), better academic performance
(Bandura, 1997; Robbins et al., 2004), and lower levels of stress (O’Leary, 1992) and anxiety
(Luszczynska et al., 2005). Moreover, high self-efficacy individuals are more motivated to
perform a given task because they believe that their current skills are sufficient to achieve their
goals (Noe & Wilk, 1993). This research proposes that self-efficacy mediates the relationship
between motivation to learn and student engagement such that students who are motivated to
learn are more likely to exert effort to perform well in the class and, therefore, perceive higher
levels of self-efficacy and engagement. As mentioned previously, students who are motivated to
learn are more likely to exert the necessary effort to learn and engage with the course material.
Students who persist longer at a given task are more likely to engage with the material and
experience higher self-efficacy levels and, therefore, achieve positive academic outcomes
(Doménech-Betoret et al., 2017). For instance, Gist and Mitchell (1992) found that self-efficacy
has a significant impact on performance on a variety of tasks as well as emotional reactions and
persistence on a task. Furthermore, previous scholars have argued that in an online environment
students perceive a holistic sense of engagement when they can interact with their instructors as
well as their peers and with the course content (known as overall student engagement in this
study) (Martin & Bolliger, 2018; Skrypnyk et al., 2015).

Accordingly, I proposed the following hypotheses (Figure 1) and tested them via
structural modelling:
Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: Motivation to learn is positively associated with student engagement.
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Hypothesis 2: Motivation to learn is positively associated with self-efficacy.

Hypothesis 3: Self-efficacy is positively associated with student engagement.

Hypothesis 4: Motivation to learn is positively associated with overall student
engagement.

Hypothesis 5: Self-efficacy is positively associated with overall student engagement.

Hypothesis 6: Student engagement is positively associated with overall student
engagement.

Hypothesis 7: Self-efficacy mediates the positive relationships between motivation to
learn and student engagement and motivational to learn and overall student engagement.

Figure 1.
Hypothesized Model :
ypothestzed ode Self-efficacy H5
Hg\> Overall student
Ho Ha engagement
Motivation to learn ,|  Student engagement /HBV
H1

Research question
Another goal of this study was to provide a deeper understanding of student and faculty
opinions on strategies that foster overall student engagement in the online learning environment.
Accordingly, the following open-ended research question was presented to both students and
faculty participants and tested using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach to thematic analysis:
Research Question 1: What teaching methods do students and faculty perceive as most
effective and engaging in online courses?

Method

Data was collected in the middle of the pandemic from January 2021 to February 2021.
Eighty-six faculty members (representing 9.07% response rate) and three hundred and forty-two
students (indicating 2.41% response rate) at a public, midsized university in the Pacific
Northwest participated in the study. Students and faculty members were invited to participate in
a Qualtrics survey via a message posted on the university’s daily news bulletin, email messages
sent by department managers, and posts on the university’s Reddit page. All participants were
told that the research was voluntary and that the study pertained to “understanding the best
practices of online learning and education during the COVID-19 pandemic.” Participants were
assured of their confidentiality and told that the information they provided would be used solely
for research purposes. Upon completion of the survey, student respondents received an Amazon
e-gift card of $5 each and faculty respondents received an Amazon e-gift card of $10 each.

The student sample was relatively young, with 316 (92.4%) in the age range of 18-25.
Most faculty members (67 individuals or 77% of the sample) were between the ages of 36 and
64. Among 86 faculty members, 42 (48.3%) were female and 34 (46.0%) were male. Of the 342
students, 226 (66.1%) were female and 95 (27.8%) were male. Forty-four (50.6%) of the faculty
members were satisfied with online teaching and six (6.9%) were very satisfied. On the other
hand, 108 (31.6%) of the students were satisfied and 17 (5%) were very satisfied with taking
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online classes at their current institution. On average, students had nine months of experience
taking online classes. The average GPA of students in the sample was 3.52 (out of 4.00). Finally,
students indicated their intention to graduate in a variety of disciplines such as kinesiology,
studio arts, geography, history, etc. Where sufficient data was available, there wasn’t any
significant difference in the level of engagement among students from different majors.

Measures
Motivation to learn

Four items adapted from Noe (1986) were used to measure motivation to learn in online
classes. Sample items include “I am trying to learn as much as | can from my online classes” and
“l am devoting considerable amount of time to my online classes.” Respondents provided ratings
to each item using a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 5 =
“Strongly agree” with an internal consistency of a = 0.82.

Self-efficacy

Five items from the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) from
Pintrich and De Groot (1990) were adapted to measure self-efficacy as it relates to performance
in online classes. Sample items include “I think that I will get a good grade in my online classes”
and “I know that I will be able to learn the material for my online classes.” The items were rated
on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 5 = “Strongly agree.”
The internal consistency coefficient for the scale was a = 0.89.

Student engagement

Nineteen items from Dixson’s (2015) measure of student engagement were used. The
instrument measures four dimensions of student engagement in an online environment: skills,
emotions, participation, and performance. The alpha coefficients of the respective dimensions
were 0.77 for skills (e.g. “I make sure to study on a regular basis"), 0.81 for emotions (e.g. ‘I find
ways to make the course material relevant to my life’), 0.85 for participation (e.g. ‘I like to have
fun in online chats, discussions or via email with the instructor or other students’), and 0.65 for
performance (e.g., ‘I like to do well on the tests/quizzes’). The items were rated on a five-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = “Not at all characteristic of me” to 5 = “Very characteristic of
me.” The combined internal consistency coefficient for the scale was o = 0.86.

Overall student engagement

Overall student engagement was measured with twenty-nine items from Martin and
Bolliger (2018). This scale includes three dimensions: learner to learner engagement (e.g.,
“Students interact with peers through student presentations [asynchronously or synchronously]”)
and learner to instructor engagement (e.g., “The instructor creates short videos to increase
instructor presence in the course”), each of which were measured with ten items each. Finally,
nine items were used for the learner to content engagement dimension (e.g., “Discussions are
structured with guiding questions and/or prompts to deepen their understanding of the content”).
Responses were provided on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “Very unimportant” to 5=
“Very important. Cronbach’s alpha values for the three dimensions Ire 0.79 for learner-to-learner
engagement, 0.73 for learner to instructor engagement, and 0.77 for learner to content
engagement. The alpha value for the overall measure was a = 0.86.
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Control variables

Demographic variables such as age, gender (coded as Female = 1 and Male = 2), current
GPA, and experience taking online classes were included as control variables. Past researchers
have suggested controlling for these variables as they are likely to influence the study results. For
instance, Gibson and Slate (2010) found that nontraditional-age first-year students (ages 25 and
above) demonstrated higher levels of engagement compared with traditional-age first-year
students (ages 24 and below). In another study, Ghusson (2016) found that female students and
students with higher GPA demonstrated higher levels of engagement.

Data Analysis

Study hypotheses were tested through structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS
(Arbuckle, 1997). The fit of the proposed model was assessed using the Chi-square goodness of
fit and other fit indices such as comparative fit index (CFI) and root mean squared error of
approximation (RMSEA).

In addition, | tested for full collinearity with the variance inflation factor (VIF) scores
(Kock, 2015). These scores were less than 3.33 thresholds, indicating absence of collinearity. |
also performed Harman’s single-factor test (Harman, 1967) where the first factor in in the
analysis accounted for only 14.5% of the total variance. Thus, common method bias was not
likely to be a serious problem for this study (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Results
Results for quantitative data
Means, standard deviations, coefficient alphas, and zero-order correlations for the study variables
are presented in Table 1. With respect to control variables, self-efficacy was positively related to
GPA (r =0.19, p < 0.01) student engagement was positively related to age (r = 0.11, p < 0.05)
and GPA (r = 0.14, p < 0.05) and negatively related to gender (r = -0.12, p < 0.05). Finally,
overall student engagement was negatively associated with gender (r =-0.17, p < 0.01).
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations, and Reliability Estimates for Study Variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Age 1.09 036 __

2. Gender 141 0.64 .02 _

3. Experience OL Classes 10.95 8.89 .22 -05 o

4. GPA 352 038 .14 -.02 .07 _

4. Motivation to learn 419 082 .09 -.09 .04 .08 .82

5. Self-efficacy 389 080 .04 .03 07  .19* 30** .89

6. Student engagement 360 055 .11° -12* .09 A4* A9*%*  A7T** 86

7. Overall student 375 045 -04 -17" -05 -09 .24** .05 37** .86

engagement "

8. L to L engagement 323 068 -01 -17 -01 -05 .15** .07 29%*  84** 79

9. L to | engagement 419 047 -10 -177 -10 -10 217 -02 247 72**  36** .73
10. L to C engagement 384 055 .01 -.06 -.02 -07 .24%* .05 35%*  83**  B5¥*  49** 77

Note. N = 329. Age is coded as 1 for 18-25, 2 = 26-35, 3 = 36-50, 4 = 51 and over 51. Gender is coded as 1 = Male
and 2 = Female. Experience OL Classes is the number of months experience taking online classes. Engg. =
Engagement

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

Before testing the hypothesized model (Figure 1), a measurement model was estimated to
test for common method variance. Since online student engagement and overall student
engagement scales had large number of items, item parceling approach for data analyses was
utilized (Little et al., 2002). Based on Dixson’s (2015) theoretical framework, the online student
engagement scale was grouped into four parcels: (a) skills, (b) emotion, (c) participation, and (d)
performance. The overall student engagement scale was parceled based on the factors derived
from exploratory factor analysis as indicators (Floyd & Widamen, 1995).

With respect to reliability, the factor loadings ranged from 0.43 to 0.70 for online student
engagement, 0.55 to 0.70 for overall student engagement, 0.75 to 0.83 for self-efficacy, and 0.65
to 0.78 for motivation to learn. All indicators with loadings less than 0.7 were analyzed and the
results indicated that deletion of these indicators would not increase the respective composite
reliability. The assessment of the composite reliability (CR) showed that all constructs (except
student engagement with CR = 0.64) had a value greater than 0.7, which indicates sufficient
internal consistency reliability. With respect to validity, a reasonable convergent validity was
found, as the values of average variance extracted (AVE) exceeded 50% for all the constructs
(except student engagement with AVE = 0.31) (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Discriminant validity
was estimated through the heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) method (Henseler et al., 2015).
The majority of the HTMT ratios were less than the threshold of 0.9. Thus, the reliability and
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validity of the measures used was satisfactory. Finally, as is typical in any confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) with a large sample size (Kelloway, 1998), the Chi-square associated with the
proposed model was significant, (y2 (df=50) = 191.02, p < 0.001). However, the RMSEA of
0.09 and the CFI of 0.86 indicated an acceptable fit to the data.

Individual hypotheses were tested by examining the statistical significance of the path
coefficients among the latent variables (Figure 2). Hypothesis 1 was supported. That is,
motivation to learn was associated with student engagement ( = 0.37, p < 0.001). Hypothesis 2
was supported, as motivation to learn was positively associated with self-efficacy (f = 0.30, p <
0.001). Hypothesis 3, that predicted a positive relationship between self-efficacy and student
engagement, was supported (f = 0.37, p < 0.001). Hypothesis 4 that predicted a positive
relationship between motivation to learn and overall student engagement was not supported (f =
0.09). In addition, Hypothesis 5 predicted a positive relationship between self-efficacy and
overall student engagement was not supported (3 = -0.14). Finally, Hypothesis 6 was supported,
suggesting that student engagement was positively associated with the overall student
engagement (B = 0.41, p < 0.001). Finally, the R? for overall student engagement was 19% and
therefore the model shows adequate predictive accuracy.

Overall student

Figure 2
Partially Mediated Structural Equation Model (Mediated by Self-efficacy)
) -0.14*
Self-efficacy engagement
0.30**
0.09 0.37**
.. a 0.41**
Motivation to learn » Student engagement '
0.37**
Note. Values represent standardized regression weights.
**p<.001
*p<.05

To test the proposed mediation model (Hypothesis 7), the direct paths from motivation to
learn to student engagement and motivation to learn to overall student engagement were
constrained to zero, to test if the relationship was fully mediated by self-efficacy. This model,
Model 1, had poor fit 2 (df =5) = 76.34, p < 0.00, RMSEA of 0.21, and CFI of 0.74. Thus,
there was no support for full mediation. The proposed full mediation model was then compared
with partially mediated and no mediation models. In the partial mediation model (Model 2), the
direct paths between motivation to learn to student engagement and motivation to learn to overall
student engagement were freely estimated. This model had a good fit with the data according to
multiple indices. The chi-square associated with this partial mediation model was y2 (df = 3) =
11.35, p = 0.01. In addition, the RMSEA of 0.09 and the CFI of 0.97 indicated good fit to the
data. Finally, | tested another version of the model with no mediation, where self-efficacy did not
mediate the relationships between motivation to learn to online student engagement and
motivation to learn to overall student engagement. This model, Model 3, was worse than Models
1 and 2 with 2 (df =5) = 77.91, p < 0.00, RMSEA of 0.21 and CFI of 0.74. Overall, Hypothesis
7 was partially supported, as self-efficacy partially mediated the relationship between motivation
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to learn and student engagement but did not mediate the relationships between motivation to
learn and overall student engagement.
Results for qualitative data

In response to the open-ended question, “What teaching methods do students and faculty
perceive as most effective in online courses?”” both faculty and students suggested diverse and
inclusive techniques to engage students and enhance the online educational experience. |
compiled all the faculty and student responses and analyzed the respective results for emerging
themes. More specifically, | used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach to thematic analysis. The
data was coded based on the inductive thematic analysis approach. Under the inductive
approach, themes are identified independently of existing theoretical frameworks or categories.
These themes were effective communication, prompt feedback, organized course structure and

delivery, improve inclusivity, and access (Table 2).

Table 2

Best Practices of Online Teaching for Student Engagement: Student and Faculty
Recommendations

Best practices

Student recommendations

Faculty recommendations

Effective
communication

Organized
course structure
and delivery

“Communicate clearly and
frequently through learning
management system (LMS) (i.e.,
canvas, blackboard, etc.)
announcements/messaging or
email.”

“Keep lectures under 30 minutes if
creating them for students to watch
outside of class. If the instructor
has a lot that they want to say they
should consider creating a series of
mini lectures.”

“Have students use the ‘raise hand’
reaction on Zoom to give other
students a chance to speak and to
help others know whose turn it is
to speak.”

“Create a class set of norms with
student input to help foster a sense
of class community-especially
important for synchronous classes
with lots of group discussions.”
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“Communicate with students via the LMS or
email, at least 48 hours before the course starts,
with clear information about course modality,
how to access course materials, and
when/where to log in for the first session if
synchronous.”

“For asynchronous courses, communicate in a
predictable and consistent manner with
students (e.g., weekly, or twice-weekly digests,
regular opportunities for consultation).
Increase communication frequency around
quiz/exam and project deadlines.”

“For asynchronous or flipped synchronous
courses (i.e., any course where students watch
recorded videos on their own time and then
complete activities), keep videos brief where
possible: 6-12 minutes for simple expository
lecture, up to 20 minutes for intensive problem
solving if absolutely necessary.”

“Organize materials and due dates in the LMS
in as consistent a manner as possible from
week to week.”

“Use tools to increase student interaction and
engagement with audio/video content, e.g.,
interactive Forms in Microsoft Stream, or
insertion of questions via Panopto video.”
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“For all courses, engage students in a norm-
setting discussion early in the course. For
synchronous sessions, norms can be discussed
in breakout rooms by having students add their
own norms to group-specific template
documents which can then be compiled by the
instructor after sharing-out. For asynchronous
courses, discussion boards can be organized to
facilitate this discussion.”

“Use a Day 1 ‘exit slip’ / survey as an
opportunity for students to reflect on their
goals with the course and to optionally share a
bit about themselves and their experiences with
remote/online learning. This opportunity helps
students know that the instructor is committed
to helping them meet their personal goals, not
just the instructor’s mandated content
delivery.”

Improved “Provide students multiple options  “For videoconference-based meetings, discuss
inclusivity and  for completing assignments given  the variety of ways for students to contribute,
access the technology that they have, as e.g., chat windows, how to virtually raise their

well as access to other resources.”  hand, etc. It is worth taking the time to walk
students through the interface as some may be

new to it.”
“Provide students with multiple “For videoconference-based meetings, lower
opportunities to share their barriers to success for under-resourced or

feedback throughout the academic  marginalized students by explicitly discussing

session, to gain student insight on ~ why it’s okay for students in your class to have

how to improve the online course.” cameras off and how it is important for
everyone to invest the extra effort to listen
equally effectively to voices with cameras off
as with cameras on.”
“Best practices for accessibility are just as
important in teaching online as in person: turn
on live captions (and show students how to
hide subtitles if they find it distracting);
provide alt-text for all digital images used in
the course; correct typos in auto-captioning
software (this may not be possible from a time
management perspective, in which case, lobby
your department/program chair for resources,
e.g., student staff assistance, with captioning).”

Discussion
The past two decades have seen a dramatic increase in research on student engagement
with important implications for students, instructors, and academic institutions (D’Mello, 2021).
Researchers have noted several benefits of student engagement including, delivery of high-
quality learning experiences (Kuh, 2009), higher graduation rates (Price & Tovar, 2014), student
retention and learning outcomes (Coates, 2005), enhancement of institutional reputation (Kuh et
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al., 2006), stronger academic performance (Bono, 2011), and greater connections with peers and
the institution (Masika & Jones, 2016). The primary objective of this study was to understand
how motivation to learn influences student self-efficacy and engagement. It also explored student
and faculty strategies to help enhance student engagement.

The findings have important implications. First, the positive relationship between
motivation to learn and student engagement suggests that desire to learn is an important factor in
engaging students. In other words, when students are motivated to learn, they are more likely to
consider the learning process as one where they want to be involved. This suggests that
motivation to learn provides the necessary fuel for various learning-oriented behaviors and
psychological processes. However, it is also possible that highly engaged students are more
likely to feel motivated to learn, which may further increase their level of engagement. Future
research should, therefore, conduct longitudinal studies to examine the causal and non-recursive
relationships between motivation to learn and engagement.

Second, the result that motivation to learn was positively associated with self-efficacy is
not surprising and suggests that motivation can serve as an important supporting factor in
enhancing a student’s belief in their capabilities. It is possible that motivation to learn
encourages students to work hard by showing them that their efforts are worthwhile and,
therefore, increases their levels of self-efficacy. Researchers should explore the mediating role of
effort and task significance on self-efficacy.

Third, the positive association between self-efficacy and student engagement suggests
that students with high self-efficacy are more likely to feel engaged. This finding is consistent
with previous scholars who have argued that students high in self-efficacy are more likely to
invest emotionally and cognitively in their work and to participate actively in their course
assignments (Azila-Gbettor et al., 2021; Singh & Abdullah, 2020). Taken together, this finding
suggests that cultivating students’ self-efficacy may serve as an important step to engagement in
academic activities and tasks. Researchers should further investigate the specific process by
which self-efficacy influences student engagement.

Fourth, this study further extends the literature on student engagement by examining self-
efficacy as a mediator in the relationship between motivation to learn and engagement. | found
that self-efficacy partially mediated the relationship between motivation to learn and student
engagement. Overall, this finding is significant as it suggests that self-efficacy leverages the
effect of motivation to learn on engagement. Given that engagement is a demanding process,
self-efficacy serves as a valuable resource in channeling motivation to learn into engagement and
its desired benefits. Future scholarship should continue to investigate other possible mediators
and outcomes of these relationships.

Finally, the qualitative results highlight diverse and inclusive techniques to engage
students and to enhance the online educational experience, both for the faculty and for the
students. Examples include thoughtful and inclusive course design and structure, content variety,
prompt instructor feedback, and communication. This finding agrees with previous research on
online learning and indicates that instructional activities that involve interaction between
students, between students and the content, and between students and the instructors, are more
likely to be appraised as engaging by the students (Laili & Nashir, 2021). Overall, these results
suggest that instructors can successfully use online tools and technology to encourage high levels
of engagement (Soffer & Nachmias, 2018) and discussion (Chen et al., 2018) as well as promote
deeper and richer forms of learning (Manning-Ouellette & Black, 2017).
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Practical Implications

Taken together, the findings raise practical implications and suggest that equipping
students with steps to enhance their self-efficacy and motivation to learn is key to better
engagement. These results have significant implications for instructors, academic institutions,
and stakeholders, who should recognize students’ motivation to learn and self-efficacy as vital
resources. Instructors and academic institutions can, therefore, benefit from developing and
implementing educational policies that help cultivate students’ motivation to learn and self-
efficacy. Results from the qualitative data suggest that one size doesn’t fit all, and instructors and
academic institutions should focus on a learner-centric approach to education. This approach
calls for instructors to take student engagement into consideration when designing their course
structure and content. Moreover, instructors and their institutions can benefit from investing in
resources that promote content accessibility and inclusivity to enhance student engagement.

Limitations

This study is not without its limitations. The first limitation of the study was its cross-
sectional design and use of self-report data that raise the issue of common method bias and social
desirability responding. | tried to address these issues by running collinearity tests and
controlling for several variables that may have an influence on my outcome variable, student
engagement. In addition, I used anonymous surveys that may have helped reduce any social
desirability bias. Nevertheless, future researchers should consider using other research designs
and multi-source data. For instance, in a multi-source study, self-reports of student motivation to
learn and self-efficacy could be matched with instructors reports of student engagement. Another
limitation of this study was the convenient nature of a university-wide data-collection method,
because of which the gender distribution of the final sample (66% female) was not entirely
representative of the overall university environment (with 57% female).

Although this distribution is consistent with other research on student engagement (e.g.,
Stark, 2019), future research should employ other approaches such as stratified sampling
approach across all gender identities and groups. A third limitation of this research is that it did
not collect information on the type, subject, and level of online courses taken by the students.
Prior research on online learning and education suggests that these factors may have an impact
on a student’s motivation to learn, self-efficacy, and engagement (Glick et al., 2019; Stark, 2019;
Zilka et al., 2019). Future research should examine these and other possible individual and
contextual level variables. A final limitation of this study is that it examines one linear direction
in my model. Specifically, it models motivation to learn as a predictor of self-efficacy and
engagement. However, it is possible that engaged students may become more motivated to learn
over time. Moreover, it examines self-efficacy as a possible mediating mechanism through which
motivation to learn influences engagement. It is possible that neither motivation nor self-efficacy
beliefs operate in a single linear path but fluctuate over time or based on the course content and
instructional style. Future scholars should examine the engagement process through multiple
perspectives and theoretical rationales.

Conclusion
This study extends the literature on student engagement by providing an overview of the
processes by which motivation to learn may influence student engagement. The results indicate
that motivation to learn influences student engagement both directly as well as indirectly through
enhanced self-efficacy. In addition, it identifies several effective strategies for engaging students
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in an online environment. Examples include prompt instructor feedback and communication,
diversified means of content delivery, and the provision of a learning environment that fosters
inclusivity and participation. The results from this study can be used to enhance the online
education experience in the post COVID-19 era.
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Abstract

This article reports research into the everydayness of instructional design (meaning designers’
daily routines, run-of-the-mill interactions with colleagues, and other, prosaic forms of social
contact), and how everydayness relates to their pursuit of quality in online course design. These
issues were investigated through an ethnographic case study, centered on a team of instructional
designers at a university in the United States, and using the dimensions of everydayness articulated
by Troubé (2021) as an interpretive framework. Designers were observed spending significant
amounts of time engaged in repetitive practices of course refinement, meaning mundane,
workaday tasks like revising, updating, fine-tuning, or fixing the courses to which they were
assigned. Refining practices were interrelated with, but also experienced as distinct from, the
specialized processes of instructional design or innovation that the designers also applied, largely
because of their adjustable nature and the background of neutrality they provided (or the way they
faded out of designers’ explicit awareness and attention). Refinement also contributed towards the
normative structures of meaning designers shared around their work (both positive and negative).
Refining played a meaningful role in designers’ pursuit of course quality, both to help them achieve
quality, as well as to understand what the ideal of quality meant in specific instances. The article
concludes by exploring what implications these findings have for the study and practice of
pursuing quality in the context of online course development.
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qualitative research; ethnography; case study
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How do instructional designers pursue quality in online course design? Typically, prior
research has investigated this from the perspective of the specialized processes and course design
strategies that designers employ. Zimmerman et al. (2020) represented this body of research
when they asserted that, “the impact of faculty practice, intentional online course design, and the
relationship of institutionally supported quality processes are vital to explore” (p. 148). However,
in their review of the literature related to instructional designers’ roles, Pollard and Kumar
(2022) reminded that “instructional designers do more than engaging [sic] in systematic
processes to design instruction.” By implication, therefore, understanding other practices in
which designer engage, along with how those practices connect with their pursuit of quality, are
also important issues.

There is value in better understanding the “everydayness” of instructional design, or “the
day-to-day affairs of life” (Yanchar & South, 2008, p. 93) that can significantly occupy
designers’ time—their daily routines, run-of-the-mill interactions with colleagues, and other,
prosaic forms of social contact. Studies of performance in other fields (Arndt, 1992; Wacquant,
2004)—including design (Boudeau, 2013), and teaching (Melan et al., 2020)—have
demonstrated that the ordinary details that make up the day-to-day realities of people’s practical
experience are a crucial aspect of how they pursue excellence in a craft. Hyysalo and Hyysalo
(2018) expressed this in their study of what they called the “mundane work” of design:

By mundane work . . . we refer to the variety of actions that range from
coordinating space for workshops, to seeking participants, to sorting output, to
guesstimating what the participants can get done in a given time-frame. Such
actions might be seen as low-level design activities or as part of “silent design” by
non-designers in organizations, but some actions could just as validly be seen as
janitorial work, recruiting, secretarial work, or qualitative data analysis that just
happen to be related to design. We draw attention to how these kinds of mundane
work permeate . . . design and play an important role in its outcomes. (p 44)

While prior research in the field of instructional design has acknowledged the existence
of everyday, routine tasks associated with course design (Chittur, 2018; Schwier & Wilson,
2010), it has not made such everydayness the direct object of study. This paper reports research
into the everydayness of instructional design, drawn from an ethnographic study of online course
design at a university in the United States and using the dimensions of everydayness articulated
by Troubé (2021) as an interpretive framework, to provide insights into the relationship between
such routine practices and designers’ pursuit of quality. The specific questions studied were:
What kinds of everyday, routine practices do instructional designers engage in during online
course design? And, how did those forms of everydayness fit into designers’ pursuit of quality in
online courses?
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Literature Review
Understanding Online Course Quality

Prior literature in the field of online learning has suggested that course quality is a multi-
dimensional construct. In part, this is due to the multiple stakeholders involved, “learners,
instructors, employers, and society” (Esfijani, 2018, p. 58). Each has different perspectives and
concerns that affect what standards of excellence they prioritize. As one example, since students
manage their learning differently than faculty manage their teaching, students tend to value
techniques like “posting due date checklists” more highly than do faculty (Bolliger & Martin,
2018, p. 580). More broadly, Lenert and Janes (2017) identified a variety of differing standards
that scholars have used to measure online course quality. These included students’ satisfaction,
how well course designers followed the proper processes of course design, whether courses
exemplified certain properties considered to be high quality, and the forms of interaction that
instructors employed with their students. As a whole, existing literature indicated that course
quality is a somewhat flexible construct, defined in a variety of ways depending on the interests
of individual researchers, or the situational concerns of the contexts they studied. Interestingly,
despite the seeming logic that course quality should also include some measure of how well
students achieved desired learning outcomes, Esfijani (2018) found that this has not been the
case in much of the existing research: “The literature showed that researchers and practitioners
tend to more readily consider the easily measurable aspects, that is, inputs and resources, rather
than the outputs and outcomes” of online courses (p. 64).

Prior literature has also addressed how to design for quality in online courses. A frequent
theme has been collaboration, “designing a high-quality online course requires various sources of
expertise not usually possessed by one person” (Chao et al., 2010, p. 107; see also Y. Chen &
Carliner, 2021; Davey et al., 2019; Halupa, 2019; Zimmerman et al., 2020). Another theme has
been whether designers adhere to the guidelines specified in course design rubrics (L.-L. Chen,
2016; Lenert & Janes, 2017; Martin et al., 2021; Martin & Bolliger, 2022). Providing faculty and
other staff the proper training has also been identified as important to achieving quality (Regan et
al., 2012; Scoppio & Luyt, 2017). Further, some researchers have highlighted the value of
iterative design processes in creating quality course designs (Bawa & Watson, 2017; Bowers et
al., 2021; Chartier, 2021; Moore, 2016). Iteration typically connotes either returning to a
previous phase of a design process, or repeating the same phase, based on one’s monitoring of
the results one achieves during a current phase (Adams, 2002; Verstegen et al., 2006). Although
the value of iteration for improving quality seems logical, Verstegen et al. (2006) questioned
whether this was always the case. In their experimental study of design iterations, they found that
while all their subjects iterated (corroborating the conclusion that there is an “inherent nature” of
iterating in instructional design, see Stefaniak & Hwang, 2021, p. 3351), “the number of
iterations [did] not correlate with the quality of the results” (p. 506). There is reason to temper
their assessment, however, given the nature of their experiment that placed student designers in a
highly controlled, artificial situation. Empirical research in other settings has concluded
iterations are often important for achieving high levels of design quality (Adams, 2002).

Understanding Everyday Practices and Everydayness

A common assumption underlying much of the prior literature is that formal design
processes, along with the related, specialized strategies that instructional designers are trained to
employ, are the proper unit of analysis when studying how they pursue the creation of high-
quality online courses (however so defined). Chen and Carliner (2021) summarized this in their
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systematic review of literature concerning designer-faculty relationships in higher education:
“Instructional designers play an essential role in ensuring the quality of the online courses by
effectively employing technology, designing pedagogically sound learning materials, and
managing the flow of the course-design process” (p. 472). However, research in design studies
more broadly provides grounds for questioning this assumption (Campbell et al., 2019;
Heinemann et al., 2012; Matthews, 2009; Matthews & Heinemann, 2012; McDonald et al., 2021;
Sharrock & Anderson, 1994). As Matthews (2009) concluded, “the very idea that good design
work is, or can be, the straightforward outcome of the application of a method was not something
ever vindicated by the results of methods-based design [research] programmes” (p. 65). This is
not to say that designers’ application of formal processes is unimportant. Rather, this research
has recognized that design cannot be reduced to method or strategy alone (Fleming, 1998).
Researchers have found that studying design as a rule system that designers apply, or a set of
strategies that translates a body of theory into practice, fails to capture the richness of exactly
how designers draw “upon a range of social resources, and in a real way make design out of
whatever interactions are available to them in a particular moment of a particular circumstance”
(McDonald et al., 2021, p. 4). A fuller picture of design practice is provided when one also
studies the everyday routines, interactions, and other forms of social contact in which designers
engage (Boudeau, 2013; Hyysalo & Hyysalo, 2018).

Similar issues have been observed in other fields. Scholars from fields as diverse as
athletics (Arndt, 1992; Wacquant, 2004), teaching (Malan et al., 2020), psychiatry (Troubé,
2021), ethics (Horton, 2008), and philosophy (Lefebvre & Levich, 1987) have drawn comparable
conclusions, namely that to fully understand human practices one must attend to “the (too-easily
and too-often overlooked) philosophical and empirical importance of ostensibly banal, everyday
happenings” of the participants (Horton, 2008, p. 265; emphasis in original). Often, the study of
everydayness has taken an informal shape, typically cataloging the quotidian events and
activities in which people participate as part of their everyday experience within a domain of
practice.

However, Troube (2021) recently developed a more formal framework of everydayness.
By summarizing and codifying prior work in the area into a model of the dimensions of
everydayness, her framework is meant to “guide” study of people’s experience “with the
everyday,” and provide a rigorous basis to “examine the function” of discrete events and
activities to assess how they actually fit into people’s immersion in the everyday (p. 20). These
dimensions are:

Repetition. Everydayness is a composition of common, frequent, repeating, and regular
activities and events.

Adjustability. Everyday activities are experienced in a fluid flow in which people move in
and out, constantly refining or adapting their actions to fit the shape of the circumstances they
encounter.

Neutrality. Discrete activities and events of which everydayness is composed rarely draw
peoples’ explicit attention, nor do people typically deliberate about which everyday events in
which to engage. Instead, everydayness forms a neutral field against which the rest of the events
in which people participate stand out. So, in this context neutral does not mean people do not
have affective responses to everyday practices (see the dimension of normativity), but that such
practices themselves are usually not the object of intentional thought.
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Normativity. People are not indifferent to the everyday. Everydayness fits into the normative
structures of shared meaning people experience within a practice, and so contributes towards
what they view as desirable and undesirable, better and worse, and so on.

Although Troubé (2021) brought these dimensions together into a formal framework, she
did not develop them originally. Prior research supports each dimension as an aspect of what
makes up everyday existence, along with the value of studying that everydayness through
scholarly means. Of course, the dimension of repetition has a certain self-evidence to it. If the
definition of everydayness encompasses “the day-to-day affairs of life,” as Yanchar and South
stated (2008, p. 93), then one would expect it to include the recurring events that comprise so
much of the day-to-day (Stern, 2000; Suchman et al., 2019). The dimension of adjustability can
be found in the work of researchers like Dunne (1997), and Stanley and Williamson (2017). In
particular, Stanley and Williamson discussed how the adjustability of the everyday differs from
similar constructs such as iteratively cycling through the steps of a process, noting that people’s
everyday adjustability is, “faster and more flexible” than process iteration, as well as evidences a
greater sensitivity “to the subtleties of novel situations” that allows for more seamless adaptation
(p. 719). The dimension of neutrality has been articulated in a number of research traditions,
notably in philosophy by scholars such as Dreyfus (2014) and Wrathall and Londen (2019), and
empirically by researchers like Garfinkel (1968) and Liberman (2013). Wrathall summarized
much of the dimension of normativity by referring to Heidegger’s (1962) well-known example
of hammering: “When hammering, we understand and encounter a hammer without having to
have any reflective thoughts about it at all. Indeed, we hammer best when we are not deliberately
trying to do so” (Wrathall, 2006, p. 35). Finally, the dimension of normativity has also been
articulated by scholars such as Dreyfus (2005), and Yanchar and Slife (2017). Summarizing how
normativity fits into everyday practices, Yanchar and Slife stated that

The [normative] reference points entailed within those shared practices are part of
the publicness of practices; they are the primary means by which practices
provide a basis for meaningful interaction among people, even when individual
persons’ actual ways of participating in practices differ in significant respects or
evince varying degrees of competence. In short, [normative] reference points are
ontologically real aspects of practices that make it possible for there to be
anything like adequate and coherent, or even excellent, involvement in the world.
(p. 149; emphasis in original)

These dimensions of everydayness provide a foundation for the current study.
Instructional designers engage in many activities that their methods and models do not
encompass (Cox & Osguthorpe, 2003; Pollard & Kumar, 2022), and all of their practices should
be legitimate objects of research to understand how such interactions contribution to quality
design outcomes. In this study, instead of examining specialized processes that instructional
designers apply, | focused on their everyday, quotidian activities—those that have typically
escaped scholars’ attention in prior research—to understand the part such practices play in
achieving quality in online course design. | used the dimensions of everydayness, as articulated
by Troubé (2021), as an interpretive frame to both define designers’ everyday practices and
explore how they fit into the overall structure of their experience of the pursuit of quality. Given
the importance of everydayness in other fields, this research promises to reveal aspects of how
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instructional designers pursue online course quality that are easy to overlook when one focuses
on the formal design practices that have typically been investigated through prior research.

Method

This was a single case study of the pursuit of quality in online course design. The scope
of the case was a department tasked to develop online courses at a high research activity
university (R2) in the United States, that I will refer to as the Online Course Office (OCO).

Site and Participants

The OCO was established as a centralized resource to help departments and individual
instructors design and maintain the online courses they offered. It provided instructional design
support, media production services, academic support for teaching (e.g., student success
managers, teaching assistants), and other administrative functions (e.g., copyright clearance,
learning management system (LMS) support). At the time of the study, the OCO employed eight
full-time instructional designers, supported by a staff of 15-20 part-time and student employees
(a number that frequently fluctuated). At any given time, approximately 20 other full-time
employees, and hundreds of part-time and student employees, worked in related support areas.
The full research project studied the entire organization, along with some of the faculty members
with whom the designers worked; however, the scope of this paper only included the full-time
instructional designers (Table 1). All eight designers made themselves available for observations
and informal conversations. Five made themselves available for formal interviews (for more on
observations, conversations, and interviews, see the next section: Data Sources).

Table 1
Summary of OCO Instructional Designer Backgrounds
Designer Gender Race/ Education  Years of Instructional Other Formally
(pseudonym) Ethnicity level ID design expertise background interview?
experience experience

Andy Male White MS 35 Instructional High school Yes
design leadership; teaching
learner
engagement

Britney Female White MS 24 Cognitive Hi-tech No
apprenticeship industry

Carrie Female White PhD 35 Holistic Non-profit Yes
educational audience
models research

Daniel Male White MS 12 Human K-12 teaching;  Yes
performance Hi-tech
improvement industry

Ethan Male Polynesian PhD 2 Gamification; College No
language teaching
acquisition

Frank Male White MS 21 Student-student Software Yes
interactions development
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Gina Female Hispanic MA, 12 Language TESOL Yes
TESOL acquisition administration

Harris Female White MA, 3 Language College No
Second acquisition teaching
Language
Teaching

Scoping the research to a single case allowed for in-depth exploration of the instructional
designers’ everyday practices—ypractices that are presumed to be so self-evident they do not rise
to the level of interest of most researchers—providing insight into the pursuit of quality as the
designers experienced it (Packer, 2018). However, case studies do not test a hypothesis about
effective means of designing better online courses, nor can one generate generalizable guidelines
for what defines quality in an online course. Therefore, this research was not designed to
establish the importance of any particular instructional design method in the pursuit of course
quality, nor was it a study to find evidence of particular techniques in designers’ work. Neither
was this research an evaluation of the OCO designers’ effectiveness in their course design
practices. The activities in which they engaged were studied as their attempts to pursue quality;
whether they actually achieved it remained out of scope. But even without providing these types
of findings, case studies are still a valuable form of scholarship. Case study researchers assume
that the depths of the world are inexhaustible, and that “every existing human community must
have grasped something essential about the way the world is” (Packer, 2018, p. 300), meaning
cases can reveal aspects of phenomena that remain hidden when studying issues from more
analytic perspectives (Flyvbjerg, 2001; Stake, 1995). These perspectives are valuable, even if
they are uncommon or challenge common views, if a community of practitioners are to learn all
that they can about accomplishing the outcomes they desire (cf. McDonald & Yanchar, 2020).

Data Sources

The data for the case were drawn from an ongoing, ethnographic study of online course
design in higher education. Ethnography is the study of a form of life by coming into direct
contact with those who experience it, and observing and participating with them over time. It
often focuses on a community’s “least known and least spectacular” practices, “the drab and
obsessive routine[s]” that are frequently overlooked when research is conducted to test abstract,
theoretical constructs (Wacquant, as quoted in Packer, 2018, p. 491). The full corpus of
ethnographic data for this study included (a) observations of work as it happened at the OCO; (b)
innumerable, short conversations with designers and others throughout the workday as course
design events occurred; (c) formal interviews; (d) artifacts generated to support, or produced
during, the course design process; and my own participation as | immersed myself in work at the
OCO (Schensul et al., 1999). Procedures for gathering each of these data types are described
below.

Observations were primarily conducted on-site in the OCO offices. However, at times
instructional designers met with faculty members or other staff through video conference, and in
such instances, | also joined the event remotely. Early observations were open-ended, where |
gathered the types of information specified by Schensul et al. (1999): the settings where work
took place; events and event sequences; counting, census-taking, and mapping the relevant
environment; and noting indicators of social or other differences (cf. pp. 96-97). Later in the
study | targeted specific events, such as observing course kickoff meetings, or media planning
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meetings. As the study progressed, OCO employees also invited me to activities they thought
were relevant, such as meetings with a faculty member about a course challenge. In these cases,
the information | gathered was customized to each event, to record details pertinent to the event’s
purpose, or details related to the reason for which I sought out the activity (e.g., when I observed
a designer setting up a course in the LMS, | gathered information on what the designer was
attempting to accomplish, difficulties faced along the way, and how he explained his actions to
the faculty member with whom he was working). When an invitation to an event was extended at
the last minute, I relied on Emerson et al.’s (2011) protocol for what to record: descriptions,
dialogue, and characterization (cf. pp. 58-73).

During most weeks of the study, | was at the OCO offices for either two or three days.
The organization provided me with a workstation, allowing me to be present for spontaneous
events that arose, as well as planned activities. Observations ranged from less than an hour to a
full workday. All observations were documented through jottings in-the-moment, expanded out
to full field notes as soon as possible after events were complete (Emerson et al, 2011). Early in
the study, select observations were also video-recorded and transcribed for analysis to gather
sample transcripts of common event types (e.g., an administrative meeting, or a course Kickoff
meeting).

Short, informal conversations with OCO employees were usually associated with each
observation. Some conversations happened during the observation, where | would ask a question
to clarify what | was observing, ask how common that activity was in the OCO’s work, or to
gather other information related to my purpose in the observation. These conversations were
rarely based on pre-written questions; my purpose for the observation served to guide me in what
topics to discuss. At other times, the people | was with initiated conversations in which | engaged
as long as they were interested. If the event itself did not allow for conversation, as it concluded |
asked those from whom | was interested in gathering information if they could talk for a few
minutes. In some cases, | also emailed individuals to ask follow-up questions if they were not
available for further conversation. Follow-up conversations or emails were intentionally brief to
avoid interfering with my informants” work. All informal conversations were jotted in the
moment and transcribed later, as described above. Emails were included in the project record
verbatim.

Formal interviews were carried out beginning at the study’s half-way point and continued
until it concluded. Five of the eight instructional designers made themselves available for
interviews. | also interviewed five faculty member the OCO worked with, purposefully sampled
to gather a range of backgrounds, experience, and employment status at the university (e.g., both
full-time and adjunct faculty). Each person was interviewed twice. First interviews started with a
standard, semi-structured protocol, asking about prior experience with course design, the
person’s personal definition of quality, and notable instances where they both achieved and
failed to achieve quality. Follow-up questions were then asked to clarify or solicit more
information. Interviews were structured so that people were allowed to fully recount their stories
even if that meant not all questions in the interview protocol could be asked (Brinkmann, 2013).
Based on interviewees’ responses in the first interview, as well as events in which | observed
them participating, a custom interview protocol was crafted for each person and a second
interview was conducted between three and six weeks after the first. Interviews ranged from 40 —
60 minutes. All interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis. | conducted all first
interviews alone, with a colleague joining me during all second interviews.
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The OCO also made numerous artifacts available to me throughout the study. | was given
unrestricted access to their training materials, administrative documents such as organization
charts, instructional design models, and course standard rubrics. On a case-by-case request | was
given access to institutional data, such as student evaluations of online courses, enrollment rates
by semester, and course budgets. At times, OCO employees included me in email conversations
with their colleagues. If everyone in the email had consented to be part of the study, I also
included these as part of the project record.

Finally, my own participation in work at the OCO formed a part of the project record. As
a researcher-practitioner, | have over 20 years of experience with online course design. Based on
this, OCO administrators allowed me to engage in certain activities specified in their course
design process, such as regularly scheduled course evaluations, to experience first-hand some of
the factors involved in how the organization assessed course quality. As individual instructional
designers gained confidence in me, they also allowed me to participate with them in selected
design activities, such as advising faculty members on course design options, or completing
reviews of faculty-submitted course materials. | recorded my own participation through in-the-
moment jottings, later expanded out to field notes, as described above. While | did not base any
conclusions on data solely gathered through my own participation, such events were nevertheless
valuable as part of the study methodology. Participation sensitized me towards issues to discuss
with employees as | observed them throughout the day or informed the development of future
observation guidelines. My own participation also built credibility with those | interacted with,
which, in turn, tended to lead to more openness on their part when | approached them for
information.

From this full corpus, the specific data used in this article were observations that took
place during the first quarter of 2022, supplemented by formal interviews and informal
conversations with instructional designers during the same period.

The ethnographic fieldwork, and later data analysis, were conducted from a perspective
that viewed people and their involvement in a world of practice as found in writings of scholars
such as Dreyfus (2014), Packer (2018), and Wrathall (2006). Central to this was the assumption
that people’s “practical activities constitute [both] mind and world” (Packer, 2018, p. 315).
These scholars have persuasively argued that “humans are fully embodied, engaged agents . . .
situated in a lived world of significance,” which means that study of human activity does not
need to rely on “a more fundamental reality of causal forces assumed to control . . . human
participation” (Yanchar & Slife, 2017, pp. 147-148). This contrasts with other views common in
social science, that either abstract cultural forces outside of people’s control determine how they
experience the world, or that their subjective perceptions construct their views of reality.
Therefore, issues related to this study such as what counted as course quality, or what counted as
the pursuit of quality, were taken to be best revealed through study of the local, practical work of
specific instructional designers, without appeal to either systems of social rules or internal mental
states.

Data Analysis

My data analysis was guided by the dimensions of everydayness as articulated by Troubé
(2021) and described earlier. The model served as an interpretive framework, meaning that
rather than attempting to prove that the OCO’s practices aligned with the model, or,
alternatively, studying the model itself using the OCO as a convenient site, it instead helped me
elucidate and clarify aspects of the core phenomenon under study—the practices that
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instructional designers used to pursue online course quality. As Liberman (2018) observed,
research models are too blunt an instrument to fully express the reality of a social situation, but
they can still be useful to the extent that they help researchers pay attention to aspects of a
group’s “local work of . . . coordinating their actions” that might otherwise be missed. Similarly,
Horton (2008) emphasized that when studying the more messy and ephemeral aspects of human
existence, like everydayness, attempting to reduce them to a model or formal set of principles
could in large measure conceal the very aspects of them that make them interesting and
important objects of study in the first place. He said that by its very nature, everydayness exists
“in excess of most extant Social Scientific assumptions, accounts and understandings and —
relatedly — [is] significantly messier than the kinds of assumptions, accounts and understandings
which are predominant in Social Scientific disciplines” (p. 366; emphasis in original). Therefore,
in my analysis | sought to use the everydayness framework to draw my attention to dimensions
of the phenomena under study that I might otherwise miss, instead of attempting to reduce
everydayness to a simple expression of the four dimensions.

Data analysis proceeded using principles described by Packer (2018). The goal was not to
summarize designers’ experience into a set of codes or otherwise abstract expressions, but to
develop a composite account of the structure of their experiences, built from analysis of their
lived activities. This consisted of (a) detailed readings of all interview and observation
transcripts, and observation field notes from the specified period; (b) identifying instances where
designers’ pursuit of quality in course design became explicit; this often occurred when
participants experienced a breakdown in an activity that allowed for direct examination and
questioning about what, functionally, was occurring. This included myself as a researcher, where
my own assumptions about designers’ pursuit of quality were challenged, and so | directly
questioned them about events when, or shortly after, they occurred; (c) crafting an initial
thematic structure of salient topics related to designers’ pursuit of quality consisting of short
statements that summarized aspects of their experiences; (d) refining this structure using part-
whole analysis (Vagle, 2018), where themes were compared against the whole of the original
data, as well as comparing the whole to the details of the thematic structure; this resulted in
clarifying, combining, eliminating, or adding themes; (e) writing a narrative account of the
thematic structure to address my research questions.

Creating a narrative report of the thematic structure allowed me to craft a coherent
account that highlighted situational details most relevant to my research questions (Newkirk,
1992). Yet drawing attention to these factors meant that other important issues were, of
necessity, placed into the background. The lack of discussion about other matters should not be
taken as evidence of their absence, but rather that they were out of scope of this paper’s research
questions. Further, the narrative reports a composite account developed both from participants’
quotes as well as summaries and paraphrases out of my field notes. Such a rich narrative allowed
me to highlight how everyday practices fit into designers’ pursuit of quality, without translating
their experiences into abstract concepts that artificially harmonized their character (Packer,
2018). I refer to individual designers using pseudonyms in extended examples or when directly
quoting them, where tying an account to specific designers’ backgrounds may be useful in
interpreting their actions. But in other cases, typically those where a certain action or activity
was observed multiple times in the work of multiple designers, | refrained from naming
individuals to avoid a misperception that the event under discussion was isolated to one person
only. | have also made minor adjustments to quoted comments to eliminate phrases that could
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compromise anonymity, or to ensure they can be understood when excerpted from the full
transcript.

Study Limitations

While this method allowed for detailed study of how instructional designers experienced
the pursuit of quality, it did come with some limitations. The OCO was formed to address
specific concerns in a particular context at a single university. The OCO’s practices were not
static; the OCO was an ever-evolving organization, and this research was only a snapshot of their
practices at a specific time. While it is reasonable to conclude their practice of instructional
design resembled that of designers elsewhere, they also customized their approach for their
situational needs. It could be that instructional designers in other organizations experience the
pursuit of quality in a different manner. Consequently, the details reported through this research
may not generalize to every situation. Yet as Packer (2001) argued, “while big generalizations
may appear more powerful, details are more informative, especially in the long run” (p. 9).
Therefore, the purpose of this article is to provide numerous details, hoping to encourage
readers’ reflection on how they experience everydayness in the pursuit of quality themselves.
Further, given the richness of practice at the OCO, this report can only provide a partial view of
designers’ pursuit of quality. So rather than aiming for a comprehensive account, | aspired to one
that could sensitize readers to the forms of instructional design that the designers at the OCO
experienced. By this | mean an account where readers are given a view into how the participating
designers “see and feel” issues related to the pursuit of quality, in the hope that similar issues
will “become more see-able and feel-able to [readers] on their own” (McDonald, 2022).

Findings

| present my findings in three parts (Table 2). First, to provide background and context
for my core findings | briefly discuss how online course quality was defined at the OCO. Second,
| offer an account of the everyday practices in which designers engaged during online course
design, that I will refer to as practices of refinement. This includes describing how refinement
was both associated with, but distinct from, the formal, specialized processes that are often
considered definitive of online course design. As part of this analysis, | used the framework of
everydayness as articulated by Troubé (2021)—repetition, adjustment, neutrality, and
normativity—to help define refinement and distinguish it from the formal processes with which
it contrasts. Third, I explore how everyday practices of refinement fit into designers’ pursuit of
quality in online course design at the OCO. This part of the analysis drew again on the
everydayness dimensions to help highlight the fit.
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Table 2

Summary of Everydayness at the OCO
Issue Description
Instructional e Explicit definitions were broad and interconnected, and consistent
designers’ with prior research.
definitions of e In practice, however, designers tended to operationalize quality
quality standards that were most easily definable and quantifiable.

The structure of
everydayness

Course refinement and
the pursuit of quality

Everydayness was characterized by the frequent and repetitive
practices of refinement.

Refinement practices were interrelated with specialized practices
of creativity as well as processes of instructional design.
Designers experienced refinement differently than they did the
processes they applied; refining was more adjustable than their use
of design processes, and during much of their day-to-day work
they did not look to design procedures for instructions on what
they should do to achieve their goals (e.g., refining was neutral).
Designers’ positive and negative responses to refinement (both of
which influenced their style of participation in course design)
revealed some of the normativity associated with the sense of
meaning designers shared about their work.

The frequency (repetition) of refinement practices meant they
often became a primary mechanism through which designers’
pursued course quality.

At times, instructional designers employed refinement practices to
align emerging work with a known vision, fluidly adjusting the
activities they deployed as necessary to achieve the goal they were
pursuing.

Sometimes, designers did not have an articulated vision of quality,
in which cases refinement practices helped them both explore
what quality meant in that instance, at the same time they
attempted to pursue it.

Pursuing quality through refinement also reflected a dimension of
neutrality; designers usually refined ideas that occurred to them in-
the-moment, taking little, if any, time for reflection before making
changes, and rarely employing formal problem-solving methods to
align a course with measures of quality.

Some evidence suggested that for at least some designers,
refinement was desirable (it played a different normative role)
because it opened possibilities for pursuing novel course
innovations, where routine requests drew attention to opportunities
for inventive, creative designs.
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Defining Online Course Quality at the OCO

When the topic of course quality arose in settings such as OCO staff meetings, it was
common for instructional designers to offer multiple definitions (consistent with what was found
in prior literature). A sampling of how they described a quality course included indicators like:
(a) promoting high levels of engagement between students and instructors; (b) its ability to
engage students’ attention; (c) how well it promoted experiential learning; (d) how well it
adhered to the OCQ’s style guide; (e) if it was free of typos or other production mistakes; or (f)
whether it was well organized and simple for students to navigate. Further, in these discussions
the designers typically assumed that forms of quality were mutually reinforcing. For example,
they thought it was easier for students to meaningfully engage with instructors in a course that
was well organized than in one that was poorly structured.

In practice, however, designers’ operationalization of course quality was more complex.
A complete description of how is beyond the scope of this paper, so for my purposes | only note
that in contrast to the interconnected character of their explicit definitions of quality, in concrete
cases designers tended to prioritize some measures of quality over others. Often, what counted as
quality was a factor of how well a course complied with the university's myriad, detailed policies
and standards, or other criteria that could be definitively and quantitatively measured. Yet for
purposes of interpreting the research that follows, it is sufficient to recognize that while
designers may have meant any of several kinds of measures when they referred to quality, their
practices in the pursuit of that quality were similar regardless of their aim in any instance.

Everydayness at the OCO
The Repetitive Practices of Course Refinement

Exploring instructional designers’ experiences of everydayness at the OCO began by
identifying the most frequent, routine, and regular activities in which they engaged (the
dimension of repetition). These were what I will call the instructional designers’ practices of
course refinement. Refinement practices did not exist in isolation, however. They were found in
an interrelated structure with designers’ application of specialized methods of creativity and
innovation, along with formal processes of instructional design. Therefore, practices of
refinement are best understood by articulating their relationship to the other, more formal,
activities to which they were related.

Formal Practices of Creativity, Innovation, and Instructional Design. Least
frequently seen in designers’ work were activities commonly associated with creativity and
innovation: framing design challenges, employing ideation processes (such as brainstorming) to
generate large numbers of ideas, formal cycles of prototyping, and so on. With one exception (to
be discussed in a later section), instructional designers reported these kinds of activities as
occupying the smallest percentage of their course design work, depending on the designer
between 1% and 20%. And the OCO program administrator estimated that across the
organization such events comprised no more than 10-15% of designers’ course-related
workload, overall.

More common, but still in the minority, were activities identified in instructional design
processes, such as writing learning outcomes, selecting instructional strategies, or generating
requirements for course assets. Also included were production activities where course
components were initially fashioned, like developing an interactive unit in eLearning authoring
software, filming an instructional video, or even jotting down a quick draft of assignment
instructions. Much of the OCO’s instructional design work was templatized. Designers
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completed a standard course design document, consisting of prompts that guided them through
the major phases of their instructional design process. And they followed a style guide and
course template for their LMS that governed the look and feel of elements like course navigation,
branding, and the display of learning materials. Designers’ estimates of how often they
participated in formal instructional design practices varied widely; depending on where their
courses were in the product lifecycle, in any given month they may have engaged in nearly no
instructional design activities, or up to 60% of course-related work could have been spent so
occupied. However, the program administrator estimated on average, conventional instructional
design practices made up approximately 30% of designers’ workload.

Everyday Practices of Course Refinement. Designers’ most frequent course-related
activities were mundane, workaday tasks associated with refining the courses in their portfolios:
revising, updating, expanding, extending, elaborating, completing, modifying, editing,
calibrating, clarifying, fine-tuning, adjusting, fixing. If designers did not perform these tasks
themselves, they supervised student employees who did, which included giving instructions,
showing students how to complete tasks and correcting work if necessary—all activities with an
equally mundane character. While some refinement tasks were quick and easy to complete on
their own, the cumulative effect of all of them was that most designers found themselves
engaged in this kind of work most of the time. Except for Andy, who had unique supervisory
duties, designers reported that anywhere from 40% to over 90% of a typical week could be spent
refining courses they were developing or maintaining. And the program administrator estimated
that across the organization, designers were regularly devoting half of their course-related
worktime, or more, to such tasks.

This is not a claim that refinement was categorically distinct from designers’ other
practices. Instead of such practices possessing inherent properties that distinguished them from
alternatives in an essential sense, it was rather that refinement fit into their experience as
instructional designers differently than did their application of specialized processes. To help
avoid misunderstanding, | recognize two interrelations between the varying kinds of practice |
have described. First, there were obvious connections between creating an initial version of a
course component—a learning activity, or a first draft of learning outcomes—and the revisions
necessary to polish them (to be discussed in a later section). Second, there could be fluid
boundaries when designers considered their application of a process to have ended, and their
activities of refining to begin. For instance, Carrie told me about her work to design an
interactive quiz. She clearly contrasted major phases of her work as being different, describing
the relatively simple process of initially populating a quiz template (what she called, “just trying
to get content in,”) as separate from the rounds of fine-tuning she completed later, referring to
these as “clicking around in the program to look for solutions,” or “looking for more efficient
ways of doing what I originally did.” Yet she did not identify a defining moment when she
unambiguously considered the “content [to be] in,” and so her “clicking around” had begun.

Distinguishing Course Refinement from Other Practices: Adjustability and Neutrality

But even with such interrelations, considering refinement as simply being an obvious
follow-up to designers’ application of a process that was so insignificant as to not be worth
mentioning or exploring, seemed to distort aspects of their experience as instructional designers.
For instance, refinement practices tended to afford high levels of adjustability, meaning that
designers fluidly and seamlessly deployed them to fit the shape of emerging needs. This was
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typified by the difference between what Daniel called using a process to “start from scratch,”
compared to what Frank called “tweaking.” In the first, designers tended to focus on reaching a
certain milestone, or concluding a distinct event, like how they talked about being “done” with
the learning outcomes phase when they had written 2-5 outcomes per module (the OCQO’s
standard), even though they freely acknowledged that they would continue to modify the
outcomes throughout the project. Being done may have required more effort for some phases
than others, implying a spectrum of completion criteria and completion effort. But designers
typically could predict, at least conceptually, what it would mean for them to conclude various
phases of their formal processes. But, as implied by the term “tweaking,” they typically
considered refinement to be much more open-ended than their application of a formal method.
Instead of focusing on a milestone’s conceptual conclusion state, they did not consider
themselves done until they had achieved a certain standard of quality—which could be
somewhat relative based on situational factors like an instructor’s taste—or external events
prevented them from doing so (like running out of time). Designers usually did not experience
these rounds of revision as backtracking, or returning to a previous process phase, except in rare
cases where they completely abandoned their work and formally conceded they were starting
again.

Conflating refinement with specialized practices also implies that designers consciously
and straightforwardly applied steps from their formal processes when refining, which was
usually not the case. Instead, refinement practices tended to reflect an element of neutrality,
where what stood out to designers were the motivations for which they engaged in an activity,
rather than the steps of those activities directly. This was often apparent through the language
designers used when discussing their work. When engaged in tasks like revising, fixing, or
updating, designers tended to talk about what they were doing at the artifact level—double-
checking the overview page, or editing a rubric—rather than how such work contributed towards
the macro steps of a process. This was different from when they perceived themselves as
intentionally applying instructional design practices, where they often talked about their work in
process-centric terminology (e.g., documenting learning outcomes). Frequently, neither the
language nor logic of design processes provided designers guidance for completing tasks of
refinement, or at least the connection was very indirect. For example, common refinement
activities could include editing a draft lesson page (taking it from rough notes to polished prose),
or updating assignment point values to better reflect the effort students were expected to invest.
Both examples typified a more granular type of work, and sometimes even different skillsets
than are usually articulated in the phases of instructional design models. So, describing
designers’ practices of refinement as being different from instances where they perceived
themselves as applying formal methods is partially meant to emphasize how much of their
experience as instructional designers was not expressed, or explicitly guided, by the theoretical
definitions of either innovation or instructional design practices.

Further, how designers practiced what | am calling refinement differs from how their
formal processes could be considered adjustable, such as in the iterative cycles sometimes
included in instructional design processes. Design iterations at the OCO usually fit into
designers’ practice in the manner implied by prior research—as deliberately returning to a
previous design step or phase based on a judgment that returning to that step was necessary to
make progress. An example might be intentionally returning to an ideation phase to brainstorm
new assignment types based on evaluative data that suggested current assignments were
repetitive. But, as has been discussed, even though this type of iteration could be described as
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adjustable, it was not always how designers at the OCO navigated course refinements, where a
fluid, open-ended adjustability, along with the neutrality of their activities, were more of the
norm. Designers could be found adding a new video to the LMS, in the process of which they
might field a call from an instructor, asking for an update to one of the course’s learning
outcomes. So, they would immediately open the design document and adjust some wording
there. As they completed this, they would straightaway return to the course and begin another
task, which might have been completely different from their previous work, such as fixing a typo
in a page header.

Such fast-paced, frequently changing work was common at the OCO. Designers were
often found task switching (cf. Mark et al., 2005), and it took intentional effort for them to
arrange their schedules to focus on a discrete process or event uninterrupted. As they so rapidly
moved from activity to activity, it was rare for designers to associate what they had done with a
demarcated phase of a design process, nor did they perceive themselves as recursively moving
backwards or forwards through a process. Improvements occurred in a more fluid manner, where
they changed individual elements of a course bit-by-bit, page-by-page, and section-by-section. It
was true that they did sometimes intentionally iterate through process phases, and when this
happened, practices of refinement were often aspects of their iterations. So, iteration may have
been one way designers refined their courses, but it did not exhaust the possibilities. Equating
them somewhat distorts designers’ mode of engagement with course design.

In fact, when | observed designers refining, what phase of a process they were in was not
usually of significance. What mattered was the immediate issue before them, and to address it
they drew on ordinary, run-of-the-mill tasks, without concern about how, or even if, what they
were doing counted as a design process step. For instance, | watched Andy calibrate settings in
an LMS feature, toggling options on and off to see if he could make it behave in a way that
accomplished what a professor wanted. Gina told me she would regularly read course pages and
adjust “sentence length . . . [for] clarity.” And it was common at the beginning of a semester to
find designers performing mundane updates to course details, to reflect new assignment due
dates, and changes to instructors and teaching assistants. While it is possible, from a theoretical
standpoint, to fit these examples into design process phases, broadly speaking, doing so conceals
at least some of the ways such activities fit into designers’ experience qua designers. When
refining, they did not ordinarily perceive themselves as deliberately applying design procedures,
in the sense of looking to such procedures for instructions on what they should do to achieve
their goals (neutrality). What seemed to matter more was keeping their attention on the situation
itself, fluidly and flexibly navigating the terrain by using the contours of the circumstances they
encountered to determine what task to complete next (adjustability). Designers addressed needs
as they arose, using whatever skills were appropriate regardless of whether they were
recognizable as design steps or not, and without apparent regard for whether what they did could
be justified by a process.

The Normativity of Instructional Designers’ Practices of Refinement

Instructional designers also experienced varying affective responses to practices of
refinement, that oriented them towards different styles of participation in course design. Such
responses revealed some of the “implicit normativity” (Troubé, 2021, p. 20) associated with how
refinement contributed towards the sense of meaning designers shared about their work, or what
they considered to be desirable and undesirable about it.
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The most frequent response | heard was that refining could be tedious. Most designers
told me they enjoyed the glamorous, visible aspects of their job, represented by the innovation or
creative methods that actually constituted the lesser portion of their work. And so, they often
perceived refining—especially pedestrian tasks like adding captions to images or checking links
to ensure they went to the right source—as pulling them away from activities they preferred.
Carrie described this by saying, “I like being creative in my work, and | felt like [in] most of the
stuff I’ve been able to do so far [ wasn't.” By “creative,” she was referring to discrete practices of
creativity that provided her a sense of professional satisfaction, as she clarified at another time by
describing how much she enjoyed activities like “brainstorming . . . and putting all of our ideas
on Post-It notes.” While their repetitive and routine tasks could impact designers’ personal
satisfaction with their jobs (e.g., it was not uncommon to hear that such work made their jobs
“boring,” or “dull,” despite designers’ simultaneous recognition of how necessary those tasks
were), it also had an effect on the quality issues at the center of this study. In particular, at times
designers reacted to the tedium by delaying activities of refinement, which could be somewhat
detrimental to their courses. As Carrie further described, “I spent about a week procrastinating. . .
. Instead [of completing my tedious assignments], | opted to look for other, simpler (and maybe
less urgent?) tasks.”

At other times, however, designers seemed appreciative of the chance to engage in work
they could perceive as less demanding. In these cases, tedium may have had an ironically
favorable outcome. Interestingly, despite her preference for what she described as the creative
work of instructional design, Carrie was also the most articulate in describing some of the
advantageous conditions tedious refinements could provide. She said, “I actually appreciate
having tedious things to do [sometimes] so most of my mental energy can go to learning new
things.” By “new things,” Carrie seemed to mean both personal enrichment—she specifically
mentioned "listening to lecture videos from other . . . courses so | can learn new ideas from fields
I didn’t study”—and to the possibility that monotonous tasks left her with enough mental energy
to learn new course design strategies, particularly to help her “move some of the [student
experience] from passive to active.” While the OCO expected designers to remain current in
their understanding of instructional design, the organization did not take into account that when
designers were spending time in professional development, they would have less time for other
course design activities (e.g., designers were not assigned fewer courses so they had time for on-
the-job learning). This meant most designers had to find ways of remaining current by fitting
professional development around their expected workload, a task that could be emotionally and
mentally taxing. So, Carrie seemed to suggest that periodic tedium helped her by placing her in
“a mental state where I feel up to trying something new,” as she attempted to balance both the
demands of her required work, while also devoting at least some time to the professional
development that would help her better pursue quality in current and future assignments.

At still other times, designers sometimes found practices of refinement to be actively
satisfying, especially refinements that required them to apply mental effort. Ethan explained by
saying, “balancing all the pieces, it’s a fun puzzle piece I enjoy making fit,” implying that he
could find refining to be stimulating and intellectually challenging. But such a sense of
satisfaction did not wholly eliminate other possible reactions that designers had to routine work.
They could simultaneously experience the same refinements as both satisfying and monotonous,
a possibility expressed by Carrie (which further reaction, in addition to those described earlier,
serves as additional evidence of how complex designers’ responses to refinement could be). She
illustrated the dichotomy by describing her multiple cycles of creating interactive hotspots when
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building a learning activity, “I had to do that 40 times on each of these, so that becomes kind of
tedious. . . . [but] I think it’1l be entertaining for the students, and that makes me excited.”

But despite this satisfaction that refining could bring, it was not an unambiguous good in
designers’ overall experience. At times designers encountered diminishing returns, when the
effort they put into refinements did not seem commensurate with the resulting improvements to
course quality. Further, they also described how refining could create entanglements that affected
their, or their students’, experience. For instance, they could tinker with a course so much that
the cumulative effect of their changes resulted in a complicated course that students had
difficulty using. Andy described a course where his and the instructor’s excitement about an idea
led to “scope creep,” where they continually added features that did not contribute to the
intended student experience, “there’s just too much going on, and so many methods that students
are trying to do. . . . We ended up getting too much in the weeds and we made a course that’s just
overly complex.” Frank described a related problem, where he noticed how designers’
disproportionate focus on refining one or two courses about which they were excited could lead
to them to neglect other courses that might need just as much work, albeit work in which they
were not as personally interested.

Course Refinement and the Pursuit of Quality

Practices of refinement were an important factor in instructional designers’ pursuit of
quality at the OCO. One reason for this was simply the amount of time they occupied (the
dimension of repetition). While applying specialized processes often, but not always, provided
designers with an initial shape and direction for their course designs, ultimately most of what
they considered a quality course was the result of refinement in some fashion. Activities like
editing, modifying, or updating were how designers shaped course components into forms that
more closely approached an ideal of quality. In fact, sometimes it even seemed as if designers
considered formal processes as a means of “just getting something on the page,” as Britney once
suggested, meaning something concrete no matter how imperfect, knowing that they would
refine it more carefully over time. In this sense, specialized creativity or design processes were
sometimes seen as valuable for the starting points they provided, more than any innovative or
quality solutions they directly offered.

Designers engaged in refining differently, however, depending on how they perceived the
position from which they started. When they had a vision for what course quality meant in a
particular instance, the adjustable and neutral practices of refinement fit into their work as the
means through which they shaped a component’s concrete structure and form so that it
eventually aligned with that vision. In other cases, however, designers might have perceived that
an aspect of a course was of inferior quality, but they could not articulate exactly why. When this
happened, refinement became both how they attempted to improve, as well as how they explored
what quality should actually mean for the artifact they were in the process of revising. Often,
such improvement was not the result of designers’ applying methods of problem solving to
decide what refinements to make. Instead, it reflected a dimension of neutrality, where designers
frequently made cycles of changes that occurred to them in-the-moment, with little, if any,
reflection before they accepted an idea, until they found a configuration with which they were
pleased. Further, some evidence suggested that instructional designers could sometimes use
refining to pursue novel course innovations, where routine requests to update a course became
more desirable (played a different normative role) because they drew attention towards inventive
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possibilities for improvement, without needing to apply any specialized methods for generating
creative ideas. All these possibilities are illustrated, in turn, in the report that follows.

Refining to Align with a Vision of Quality

At times, instructional designers started an assignment with a vision for what it would
mean to achieve a high level of quality. This could have been at a large scale, such as a concept
for an overarching course strategy, or at a smaller scale, like concepts for individual course
components. Their visions of quality had a variety of sources. Sometimes, an instructor came to
the project with an idea in mind, and the designer agreed it was worth developing. Occasionally,
designers may have generated a possibility in a specialized ideation or brainstorming meeting.
Often, their vision of quality was based on precedent, such as the guidelines provided by OCO
policies, or common patterns found in existing courses.

But whatever an idea’s source, at some point it had to be translated from imagination to
reality. A concept remained only that until someone—if not the designer personally, then an
individual or group the designer worked with closely—gave it a tangible structure and form that
students could experience, whether that was an interactive element students manipulated in the
course interface, or a set of instructions prompting reflection on a course topic. And because
their initial iterations rarely, if ever, fully achieved their vision, designers frequently found
themselves refining their work, particularly through step-by-step, fluid, adjustable routines
described earlier (editing, tweaking, improvising solutions incrementally, and so on). When
asked, designers could usually explicate a connection between many (though not all) of these
refinements and how they were at least supposed to contribute towards the realization of a
quality idea. Yet rarely was improving quality mentioned as the explicit aim when any
refinement began. If a purpose was stated (which was not always the case) it was generally more
targeted and tactical (as is typically expected because of the neutrality of everyday practices).
For example, in a review meeting for a set of course videos | heard Harris suggest that they
should modify the actors’ dialogue so students will get the point quicker. Or Gina often
wondered whether blocks of text in a course could be shortened.

Designers thought that the more careful they were in carrying out such refinements, the
better the resulting course tended to be; as Gina told me, “It’s sometimes those details that make
a course shine.” Regardless of how inventive or impressive were the ideas from which they
started, until those ideas had been fine-tuned it was rare for designers to consider a course or an
individual component as having achieved a high level of quality. So not only were many tasks
associated with the pursuit of quality prosaic and undramatic in nature (as described earlier),
designers often found that they also had to be meticulous, thorough, and show an exacting
attention to detail, to make sure that what they were designing turned out just right.

An example was when | observed Ethan working on an educational game for students to
practice language skills. His tasks included: (a) creating a flowchart of dozens of choices
students could make, outlining the consequences of each on their future options; (b) working
with a student employee to create in-game characters that students could encounter, and writing
multiple dialogues between players and characters to advance the story; (c) designing a grocery
store environment for students to explore, choosing specific foods and other goods to include on
the shelves, where they would practice a language by shopping for items relevant to the game’s
storyline; (d) specifying a set of options (clothing, skin tone, etc.) from which students could
customize their in-game avatar; and (e) directing the work of student developers who produced
the actual, playable interactions, which in some cases consisted of giving detailed instructions
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like, “make the music fade in at this point a little more slowly.” All this work spanned multiple
hours over multiple days to refine each feature to a level with which Ethan was satisfied. And it
culminated in a short, conceptual walk-through of the game, representing only a few minutes of
the eventual student experience, not the entire game itself.

Refining to Understand Quality

At other times, instructional designers were dissatisfied with an existing version of a
course component, but they were not sure what was needed to align it with a quality standard, or
what about it was, in fact, misaligned. Such evaluations could sometimes be expressed
affectively; instead of saying “I know what’s wrong here,” a response might have been, “I feel
like something’s wrong.” This does not mean designers never had a basis other than their
feelings upon which they made such judgments (although it was true that at times all they
experienced was personal discontent with a course’s current state). For instance, they could have
received feedback from students that suggested there was a problem they did not notice on their
own. But even when external evidence may have drawn their attention to an issue, designers
could still have been unclear on exactly what the problem was, or how to address it.

In such cases, designers’ refinement activities became mechanisms for them to both
explore what quality meant in that instance, at the same time they attempted to improve the
course itself. These types of revisions can be contrasted with those that were intended to align a
course with designers’ articulated visions of quality. In the latter, designers perceived their work
as bringing an already-understood idea to life. Their efforts were intended to ensure that what
was produced matched what they or an instructor wanted. But in the former, all designers were
aware that when they started, they thought some artifact, material, or interaction was less-than-
ideal. And so, refinements allowed them to experiment with different ideas for what they wanted,
at the same time they were trying to give what they wanted, or thought they wanted, a concrete
structure and form. Daniel described this as, “the struggle of trying to make something work
when it isn’t working shows me there’s a different thing I need to do.” He illustrated by
describing a complex set of readings and interactions he was trying to refine in one of his
courses, meant to help students understand a certain topic:

As | wrestled with this thing it suddenly occurred to me — all students really need
to do is answer these two questions. They don’t need a complex thing to
understand a bunch of stuff; all that stuff didn’t matter. Once | figured that out, it
was easy to come up with a pretty simple way to get there.

Practices of Refinement and Problem Solving

Another way practices of refinement fit into instructional designers’ pursuit of quality
was the role they played during problem-solving. If designers encountered a difficulty or
challenge, they rarely employed rational problem-solving processes or other forms of
deliberative reasoning to address the issue, such as defining a problem, identifying root causes,
specifying success criteria, deliberating on alternative solutions, or selecting an option that
maximized relevant outputs. While procedures like these were certainly used at times, more
often | observed designers responding immediately, proposing a refinement that occurred to
them in-the-moment, and taking little, if any, time for reflection. This approach further illustrated
the neutrality of practices of refinement at the OCO, where designers typically did not deliberate
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on the range of theoretically possible choices they could make, instead pursuing options that
were most visible to their attention.

Examples help illustrate. Perhaps designers suggested a technique they recently used in
another course, or a method they learned in a professional development seminar. Often, they
asked for input from an instructor or another designer, accepting with little hesitation the
responses they received. Sometimes, modifications were based on designers’ intuitive sense; a
salient feature in the environment drew their attention, and without being able to articulate why,
they simply “felt” that something about it stood out as a possible solution. Designers could even
be observed in what has been called “noodling,” or a form of “absent-minded improvisation”
where they seemed to aimlessly tinker with various ideas until something struck them as
potentially useful (cf. Claxton, 2006, p. 352). If they tried an idea but thought it was not quite
right, they would continue to refine by chipping away at perceived deficiencies one-by-one.
Usually, designers did not abandon an idea completely unless they encountered stiff resistance
from a colleague or instructor, or if, despite their efforts, they could not develop a version that
they thought “worked” sufficiently well. If such false starts happened, they would backtrack,
look for another plausible option, and start the process afresh. This continued until the designer,
often in collaboration with the instructor, judged that they had a solution they thought was
“right.” The process could take minutes, or continue over days, or even weeks.

| observed this in Daniel’s work as he met with a professor (who I will refer to as Rachel)
during a regular review of a course that was then in its pilot semester. Early in the meeting
Rachel asked a question. Her students were assigned to research a topic, then present it to the rest
of the class. Was there a way she could have students post their materials to a corresponding
lesson page in the LMS, in advance of their presentation, for other students to review? It seemed
Daniel and Rachel had an earlier misunderstanding about this assignment; apparently he had
assumed that Rachel, her TA, or he, himself, would add the material to the LMS on students’
behalf. When Daniel relayed this, Rachel was obviously disappointed. Her preference was for the
students to share their materials without her, or anyone else, having to be part of the process; “in
the [in-person] class we can do that,” she responded to Daniel’s explanation of why students in
the online course did not have edit rights to update the page. Immediately after she expressed her
disappointment, however, an idea occurred to Daniel:

Daniel: You know, within the People section. Trying to think of how this could
work, because in the course module project groups, each group has a site. Uhm,
see you can click on the three dots and say visit Group Home Page.

Rachel: Yeah. Yeah

Daniel: And on that home page they have the ability to edit that and put stuff in
there.

Rachel: Um hum.

Daniel: | don’t know, I’ve never tried, | don’t know that other students can access
that group’s homepage.

Rachel: That’s a good question. Uhm, so yeah. They have, they had access, of
course, to sign up for the groups. And then | see the homepage. You get to that by
clicking the little dots? Right?

Daniel: Uhm, you know what we could do is we could create a new group in here
called, like, Course Module Assignments, or something. Put everybody into one

group.
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Rachel: Yeah

Daniel: And then on that home page | could just put headings that say,
Assignments for Course Module 1, Assignments for Course Module 3, and so
forth. And you can just tell your students, “go into that homepage, edit the page,
and add your stuff under the heading for your presentation.”

Rachel: I like that. | like that because it takes the middleman out of the process.
And it’s also, you know, it’s also something that is great for the students to learn
how to do.

In this example, Daniel proposed a solution based on the Rachel’s expressed desire to
have students add their own material to the LMS. Throughout their discussion, he refined his
proposal, figuring out how to modify his idea to fit observed constraints in the same moments the
idea was actually occurring to him. As he thought of a possible obstacle, he did not give up the
concept or consider whether another possibility might be more effective; instead, he proposed a
slight adjustment to how he could configure the LMS to make it work. He continued to fine tune
until he had articulated all the steps he thought were needed to develop his solution. Even though
what took place could retrospectively be mapped to different problem-solving steps, doing so
distorts the emergent quality of the conversation by recasting it in more deliberative, rational
terms. Further, neither Daniel nor Rachel questioned whether this was an ideal solution or not. It
was as if there were an unstated assumption that if Daniel’s proposal allowed students to add
material to the LMS, then it was worth implementing and there was no need to explore other
options.

For these reasons, Daniel’s approach typified the neutrality of practices of refinement. To
question whether the idea was appropriate for the need, to evaluate whether he was skillful in
presenting and discussing it with Rachel, or whether a different designer may have generated a
more novel solution, are all issues beyond the scope of this paper. And certainly, it is possible to
wonder what in the situation prompted Daniel to think of this solution. But even with such
questions left unanswered, what the example illustrated was the commonality of problem-solving
through practices of refinement, instead of disengaging from an issue to apply a discrete
problem-solving or design process. Indeed, the pattern of solving problems that Daniel
exemplified was not unique to this instance. Countless course refinements at the OCO were the
result of similar, spontaneous approaches of making small corrections, adjustments, and
modifications to solve an observed difficulty, rather than applying discrete problem-solving
methods when issues arose.

Course Refinements, Innovation, and the Pursuit of Quality

Earlier | described how with one exception, creativity and innovation methods were the
least frequently observed practices at the OCO. The exceptional case offers a suggestive insight
into how practices of refinement could sometimes play a different normative role in designers’
pursuit of quality than was typically the case. This example also concerned Daniel, who was
generally considered one of the OCO’s thought leaders, and who had some of the most well-
articulated ideas about course quality, including how to use pedestrian acts of refinement as
opportunities to explore novel improvements he thought would improve quality. This became
evident as | talked to him about how often he engaged innovation or creativity practices. His
response was, “I’m driven by that sort of thing. . . . I probably spend, like, half my time on that
kind of stuff.” This was so much more than other designers | asked him to elaborate further. As
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Daniel recounted his style of practice, he did not refer to distinct events where he would
brainstorm imaginative ideas, nor did he otherwise describe the use of specialized creativity
methods. Instead, he talked about how instructors’ requests for even minor, run-of-the-mill
course refinements provided him with chances to propose improvements he considered more
innovative. In fact, he did not seem to consider innovation as differing from the routines of
course refinement at all; in one conversation where the topic of both came up, he chuckled and
called them, “the same thing.” He elaborated:

If [instructors] contact me and say, “Hey, we need to clarify these instructions, or
we're having an issue with this,” I don't go in and just, like, go, “Okay, let's
change this word and change this word.” . . . I’ll throw something out to them,
and say, “Hey, what if we totally change this instruction to make it look more like
this, instead of what you have now?” And so, I feel like it's continually moving in
that higher quality direction because I don’t typically go in and just say, “Oh, let’s
fix a few typos or whatever.”

The core of Daniel’s approach was to find opportunities to innovate through his
attentiveness to routine requests for course refinements. While at times he tended to
operationalize quality as policy compliance (as did all OCO designers, as described earlier), of
all those observed in this study he seemed most consistently able to imagine and articulate how
course quality could be connected to a better student experience. He viewed the ordinary event of
updating or revising materials as an opportunity to try something new. He seemed to approach
his work from the perspective that when an issue was raised, it might be a symptom of a more
fundamental problem. More than some of the other OCO designers, Daniel was familiar with the
affordances and capabilities of the technologies the organization provided and tended to
experiment with them as part of even simple requests to find a creative solution, or, as he put it,
“jumping into it and figuring [it] out.”

This suggested that, at least at times, practices of refinement mattered to Daniel (or he
found them desirable to engage in; they played a different normative role) for different reasons
than why they mattered to his colleagues. Certainly, he also talked about them being
intellectually challenging, or tedious, so recognizing their expanded value in his experience
should not negate other possibilities. But in addition, he also found that refining practices
allowed him to create possibilities for improvement beyond the prosaic request a faculty member
may have originally approached him about. This contrasts with some of his colleagues, who
seemed to distinguish their mundane tasks more sharply from events specifically dedicated to
creative exploration, like Carrie, described earlier, who said she wanted to be “creative in my
work,” but, “most of the stuff I’ve been able to do so far . . . wasn't” (referring to the amount of
time she spent in refining instead of being involved in activities like brainstorming). Instead,
Daniel attempted to integrate the routine with the innovative, because doing so offered him a
means for improving quality beyond what he was originally asked. This was suggested by a view
he expressed in one conversation, “It’s like, you know, as long as we’re messing with this let’s
fix all the issues with it. Let’s just make this a great experience for everybody.”
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Discussion

The findings of this study offer three contributions to the field. First, by interpreting
designers’ practices of refinement from the perspective of the dimensions of everydayness, it
becomes clear how understanding these practices is crucial for developing a holistic perspective
on what is involved in the pursuit of online course quality. Second, recognizing this broadened
perspective in the practices of one organization suggests that practices of refinement, along with
everydayness more generally, should be studied in other organizations to gain additional insights
into how everydayness might be manifest during course design. And third, the pervasiveness and
importance of refinement at the OCO suggests that there is likely value in orienting instructional
design students to practices of refinement, and their role in course design, during design
education.

Practices of Refinement Provide an Enriched View of Instructional Design Practice

As has been recognized by scholars (Gibbons & Yanchar, 2010; Schwier & Wilson,
2010; Smith & Boling, 2009), limiting one’s view of the field to what is specified in the formal
models that instructional designers are taught provides an impoverished view of what is involved
in being a designer. Yet whereas prior research often focused on what could be called high-
profile elaborations to design practice (e.g., highlighting designers’ skills in diplomacy and
negotiation, their application of project management techniques, or how they often provide
faculty with professional development), one contribution this study provides is how tightly
woven together designers’ everyday routines can be with their pursuit of quality. Recognizing
the roles of refinement practices in instructional designers’ pursuit of quality provides an
enriched perspective on online course design, compared to that provided by considering their
specialized processes alone.

First, considering the amount of time designers at the OCO spent refining, along with the
affective affordances refining offered (the dimension of repetition), suggested that these forms of
practice played a predominate role in their experience as pursuers of course quality. Instead of
the everyday tasks of revising, updating, fixing, and so on being a footnote to their design
processes, my observations suggested almost the opposite. Intentional use of specialized design
or innovation methods represented the lesser portion of designers’ work, usually providing them
a starting point for the refinements that both engaged them most of the time, and that were what
they frequently credited as being what enabled them to create quality course designs. These
findings are consistent with research from other fields, where the mundane routines of everyday
life have been found to contribute to quality outcomes in ways often overlooked in scholarly
research (Boudeau, 2013; Chambliss, 1989). As this literature has suggested, excellence in a
craft is often simply a matter of being persistent—not stopping until the details are right—more
than it is choosing the proper methodology.

The dimensions of adjustability and neutrality evident in designers’ practices also
contributes to a richer perspective on course design. Quality at the OCO was often the result of
the fluidity in which designers engaged in their refining practices, in addition to the frequency.
Rather than iteration through the phases of a process being how designers accounted for
unexpected events and the constant flow of change, they instead attended to the shape of the
circumstances directly, responding however seemed appropriate regardless of how (or if) that
response could be justified by a design model. Further, designers usually did not rely on
specialized techniques to address challenges that arose, but, in contrast, pursued options that
were most saliently significant in the situation. A possible objection to these observations is that
they represent a deficient or substandard view of design practice, and that the OCO’s designers
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should be critiqued for their reliance on refining practices instead of taking the effort to apply
processes more intentionally. In response, | note the conclusions of other scholars who have
studied similar issues (Matthews & Heinemann, 2012; McDonald et al., 2021). Given the lack of
evidence that “good design work is . . . the straightforward outcome of the application of a
method” (Matthews, 2009, p. 65), asserting the necessity of design processes a priori assumes
their primacy over the everyday, and so any claim that the OCO’s designers showed a lack of
skill because they relied on the everyday ends up being a circular argument. Similarly, as Lave
(2019) stated, research “designed to explore evidence of ‘ideal’ [process-oriented] activity. . . .
[simply] creates and confirms a conception of the inferior other and thus affirms the ideal model”
(p. 23).

Finally, the normativity associated with refining practices contributes a different, but still
useful, perspective on designers’ pursuit of course quality. Designers did not approach their work
dispassionately, applying calculative reasoning about what actions to take in what circumstances.
Sometimes, like Carrie, they put off refinements they thought they should make because they
were boring. At other times, however, refining could be deeply satisfying, as we heard from
Ethan. Both cases suggest the difficulty of reducing the pursuit of quality in instructional design
to a process model. Pursuing quality was meaningful to the designers in this study for reasons
beyond only the organizational goals of completing course projects. In addition, refinement fit
into their “life story” (Yanchar, 2015, p. 119) in deeply personal ways, ways that cannot be
ignored if one is to understand the pursuit of quality in a holistic sense. Yet such dimensions only
become clear, along with the way they fit into the broader phenomena with which researchers are
typically concerned, when considered from a perspective sensitive to such issues, as is provided
by the study of everydayness.

Studying Other Refining Practices and Other Forms of Everydayness

The results of this study raise the question as to the role refinement practices play in the
work of instructional designers from other organizations, along with other forms of everydayness
in general. While there may have been specific refining activities that were unique to the OCO,
or their specific proportion of refining compared to other practices may have been distinct, it is
unlikely that practices of refinement or other forms of everydayness are absent from instructional
designers’ experience elsewhere. Yet other than passing mentions in prior literature (e.g.,
Chittur, 2018; Schwier & Wilson, 2010), how these fit into instructional design, broadly
speaking, has not been addressed. This presents an opportunity for additional research to
understand both refining and other, everyday practices of instructional design more
comprehensively. Given the conclusion of prior research that understanding design is as much
about understanding designers’ deployment of ordinary forms of social interaction, as it is about
understanding their formal processes (e.g., Button & Sharrock, 2000; Fleming, 1998; Matthews
& Heinemann, 2012), further study of the everydayness of instructional design—of which
refinement is surely only a part—promises to provide considerable insight.

Orienting Instructional Design Students to Refining Practices

Yet even with these unknowns, the findings here suggest that refining is consequential
enough that instructional design educators should consider how to orient students to these
important practices. As was noted earlier, refining is related to, but not the same as, iterating
through a design process. This distinction can be explored with students, and it is likely that
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educational time can be profitably spent teaching novice designers how to intentionally engage
in meaningful forms of refinement to achieve high levels of course quality.

A suggestive example is provided by the account of Daniel’s use of run-of-the-mill
requests as opportunities to explore more innovative course designs. Rather than disengaging
from the immediate situation to apply a distinct process for generating creative ideas, he
remained deeply engaged, satisfying both the prosaic demands of the situation while also
searching for more novel approaches of improving a course. The value of this for design students
might be in how the example accentuates how quality can come through everydayness, and so if
designers fully commit to whatever assignments are before them—even those that may be
tedious—they are in a position to pursue forms of quality that may remain closed if they only
focus on the more glamorous and alluring parts of the job. An analogy can be found in the field
of nursing, that has also turned towards understanding its own everydayness. Studies of everyday
practice in nursing have drawn attention to how the caring outcomes that are definitive of the
field are sometimes best achieved through a nurse’s ordinary routines (e.g., Arndt, 1992; Gullick
et al., 2020). There need not be an either/or dichotomy between what nurses do to care and other
aspects of their job, like completing routine paperwork. Similarly, the findings of this study
suggest there does not need to be an either/or dichotomy between pursuing quality innovations in
online course design, and the rather pedestrian work of fixing a misspelling or similar production
mistake.

Emphasizing this to students can help overcome some of the challenges of strictly
methodological approaches to design, where the typical procedure is to find a design process or
technique to address an observed problem or need. While this may be a useful approach at times,
it is needlessly limiting. Other forms of intervention, where the connection to a conventional
design or innovation process could be several steps removed, or otherwise unclear, may be more
useful in a given situation. If such practices are both modeled and validated through instructional
designers’ education, it can only expand the number of tools they have in their repertoire.
Further, shifting the focus from the design process to the designers’ willingness to fully engage
in the mundane, sometimes tedious work of refinement, could help combat what Woudhuysen
(2011) described as a near-fetishization of design, where much of the discourse in the field
disproportionately focuses on design’s most visible, appealing aspects (represented by the
process phases found in many contemporary design models). This neglects many of the other
drivers involved in an organization’s pursuit of excellence in a domain, thereby misleading
designers—as well as clients and other stakeholders—into assuming that the design methods
themselves are the most decisive factor in achieving a quality outcome. Without discounting the
importance design processes can offer, foregrounding the role of refining practices in pursuing
quality can encourage designers to wholeheartedly commit to the work of online course design,
even in it’s less-enticing forms, or even when it does not resemble what convention suggests to
them is the proper form that instructional design should take.

Conclusion
This study investigated the everydayness of online course design, specifically the
questions: What kinds of everyday, routine practices do instructional designers engage in during
online course design? And, how did those forms of everydayness fit into designers’ pursuit of
quality in online course design? By studying the work of instructional design at the OCO, |
concluded that the frequency and repetition of designers’ practices of refinement meant they
played an important role in their pursuit of quality. In addition, designers experienced refinement
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as distinct and different from their more conventional, iterative approaches to instructional
design and innovation largely through the adjustability and neutrality of refining practices
compared to the alternatives. Refining practices also contributed towards the normative sense of
meaning designers shared about their work at the OCO. These findings have implications for
understanding the pursuit of quality in online courses more broadly. Recognizing the role
refining plays in designers’ experience contributes to an understanding that instructional design
cannot be limited to its formal processes and methods. Other forms of social interaction are also
critical, and so researchers should be willing to study the full range of what they observe
designers doing. Practices of refinement can also be intentionally integrated into instructional
design curricula, teaching new designers that they have more tools available to them in their
pursuit of quality than the specialized processes that have been traditionally the focus. Finally,
foregrounding refinement practices emphasizes that designers can pursue quality through their
mundane activities; there need not be a dichotomy between engaging in the pedestrian work of
course design and the pursuit of innovative, novel forms of online course quality.

Declarations
The author declared no conflicts of interest associated with this study.

The research ethics board at Brigham Young University, USA approved this study. Informed
consent was obtained from all individual participants included in the study.

Online Learning Journal — Volume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 163



The Everydayness of Instructional Design and the Pursuit of Quality in Online Courses

References
Adams, R. S. (2002). Understanding design iteration: Representations from an empirical study.
InD. D. &S.J. (Eds.), Common ground: Design Research Society International
Conference 2002 (pp. 1-13). https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-
papers/drs2002/researchpapers/2

Arndt, M. J. (1992). Caring as everydayness. Journal of Holistic Nursing, 10(4), 285-293.

Bawa, P., & Watson, S. (2017). The chameleon characteristics: A phenomenological study of
instructional designer, faculty, and administrator perceptions of collaborative
instructional design environments. Qualitative Report, 22(9), 2334-2355.

Bolliger, D. U., & Martin, F. (2018). Instructor and student perceptions of online student
engagement strategies. Distance Education, 39(4), 568-583.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2018.1520041

Boudeau, C. (2013). Design team meetings and the coordination of expertise: The roof garden of
a hospital. Construction Management and Economics, 31(1), 78-89.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2012.738301

Bowers, S., Chen, Y. L., Clifton, Y., Gamez, M., Giffin, H. H., Johnson, M. S., Lohman, L., &
Pastryk, L. (2021). Reflective design in action: A collaborative autoethnography of
faculty learning design. TechTrends. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-021-00679-5

Brinkmann, S. (2013). Conversation as research: Philosophies of the interview. In B. Dennis, L.
Carspecken, & P. F. Carspecken (Eds.), Qualitative research: A reader in philosophy,
core concepts, and practices (pp. 149-167). Peter Lang Publishing, Inc.

Button, G., & Sharrock, W. W. (2000). Design by problem-solving. In P. Luff, J. Hindmarsh, &
C. Heath (Eds.), Workplace studies: Recovering work practice and informing system
design (pp. 46-67). Cambridge University Press.

Campbell, C., Roth, W. M., & Jornet, A. (2019). Collaborative design decision-making as social
process. European Journal of Engineering Education, 44(3), 294-311.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03043797.2018.1465028

Chambliss, D. F. (1989). The mundanity of excellence: An ethnographic report on stratification
and Olympic swimmers. Sociological Theory, 7(1), 70-86.
https://doi.org/10.2307/202063

Chao, I. T., Saj, T., & Hamilton, D. (2010). Using collaborative course development to achieve
online course quality standards. International Review of Research in Open and
Distributed Learning, 11(3), 106-126.
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v11i3.912

Online Learning Journal — Volume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 164


https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-papers/drs2002/researchpapers/2
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-papers/drs2002/researchpapers/2
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2018.1520041
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2012.738301
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-021-00679-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/03043797.2018.1465028
https://doi.org/10.2307/202063
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v11i3.912

The Everydayness of Instructional Design and the Pursuit of Quality in Online Courses

Chartier, K. J. (2021). Investigating instructional design expertise: A 25-year review of literature.
Performance Improvement Quarterly, 34(2), 111-130. https://doi.org/10.1002/pig.21345

Chen, L.-L. (2016). A model for effective online instructional design. Literacy Information and
Computer Education Journal, 7(2), 2303-2308.
https://doi.org/10.20533/licej.2040.2589.2016.0304

Chen, Y., & Carliner, S. (2021). A special SME: An integrative literature review of the
relationship between instructional designers and faculty in the design of online courses
for higher education. Performance Improvement Quarterly, 33(4), 471-495.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pig.21339

Chittur, D. (2018). A phenomenological study of professors and instructional designers during
online course development leading to enhanced student-centered pedagogy. Pepperdine
University.

Claxton, G. (2006). Thinking at the edge: Developing soft creativity. Cambridge Journal of
Education, 36(3), 351-362. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057640600865876

Cox, S., & Osguthorpe, R. T. (2003). How do instructional design professionals spend their
time? TechTrends, 47(3), 29, 45-47. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1937-8327.2004.tb00313.x

Davey, B., Elliott, K., & Bora, M. (2019). Negotiating pedagogical challenges in the shift from
face-to-face to fully online learning: A case study of collaborative design solutions by
learning designers and subject matter experts. Journal of University Teaching and
Learning Practice, 16(1). https://doi.org/10.53761/1.16.1.3

Dreyfus, H. L. (2005). Can there be a better source of meaning than everyday practices?
Reinterpreting Division | of Being and Time in the light of Division Il. In R. Polt (Ed.),
Heidegger’s being and time: Critical essays (pp. 141-154). Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, Inc.

Dreyfus, H. L. (2014). Skillful coping: Essays on the phenomenology of everyday perception
and action (M. A. Wrathall (ed.)). Oxford University Press.

Dunne, J. (1997). Back to the rough ground: Practical judgment and the lure of technique.
University of Notre Dame Press.

Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. I., & Shaw, L. L. (2011). Writing ethnographic fieldnotes. The
University of Chicago Press.

Esfijani, A. (2018). Measuring quality in online education: A meta-synthesis. American Journal
of Distance Education, 32(1), 57—73. https://doi.org/10.1080/08923647.2018.1417658

Fleming, D. (1998). Design talk: Constructing the object in studio conversations. Design Issues,
14(2), 41-62.

Online Learning Journal — Volume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 165


https://doi.org/10.1002/piq.21345
https://doi.org/10.20533/licej.2040.2589.2016.0304
https://doi.org/10.1002/piq.21339
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057640600865876
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1937-8327.2004.tb00313.x
https://doi.org/10.53761/1.16.1.3
https://doi.org/10.1080/08923647.2018.1417658

The Everydayness of Instructional Design and the Pursuit of Quality in Online Courses

Flyvbjerg, B. (2001). Making social science matter: Why social inquiry fails and how it can
succeed again. Cambridge University Press.

Garfinkel, H. (1968). Studies in ethnomethodology. Prentice Hall, Inc.
https://doi.org/10.2307/588840

Gibbons, A. S., & Yanchar, S. C. (2010). An alternative view of the instructional design process:
A response to Smith and Boling. Educational Technology, 50(4), 16-26.

Gullick, J., Wu, J., Reid, C., Tembo, A. C., Shishehgar, S., & Conlon, L. (2020). Heideggerian
structures of Being-with in the nurse—patient relationship: Modelling phenomenological
analysis through qualitative meta-synthesis. Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy,
23(4), 645-664. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11019-020-09975-y

Halupa, C. (2019). Differentiation of roles: Instructional designers and faculty in the creation of
online courses. International Journal of Higher Education, 8(1), 55-68.
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v8n1p55

Heidegger, M. (1962). Being and time (J. Macquarrie & E. Robinson, Trans.). Blackwell
Publishers Ltd.

Heinemann, T., Landgrebe, J., & Matthews, B. (2012). Collaborating to restrict: A conversation
analytic perspective on collaboration in design. CoDesign, 8(4), 200-214.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15710882.2012.734827

Horton, J. (2008). A ‘sense of failure’? Everydayness and research ethics. Children’s
Geographies, 6(4), 363-383. https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280802338064

Hyysalo, V., & Hyysalo, S. (2018). The mundane and strategic work in collaborative design.
Design Issues, 34(3), 42-58. https://doi.org/10.1162/desi_a_00496

Lave, J. (2019). Learning and everyday life: Access, participation, and changing practice.
Cambridge University Press.

Lefebvre, H., & Levich, C. (1987). The everyday and everydayness. Yale French Studies, 73, 7-
11. https://doi.org/10.2307/2930193

Lenert, K. A., & Janes, D. P. (2017). The incorporation of quality attributes into online course
design in higher education. International Journal of E-Learning & Distance Education,
32(1), 1-14.

Liberman, K. (2013). More studies in ethnomethodology. State University of New York Press.
https://doi.org/10.5860/choice.51-2379

Online Learning Journal — Volume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 166


https://doi.org/10.2307/588840
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11019-020-09975-y
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v8n1p55
https://doi.org/10.1080/15710882.2012.734827
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280802338064
https://doi.org/10.1162/desi_a_00496
https://doi.org/10.2307/2930193
https://doi.org/10.5860/choice.51-2379

The Everydayness of Instructional Design and the Pursuit of Quality in Online Courses

Liberman, K. (2018). Objectivation practices. Social Interaction: Video-Based Studies of Human
Sociality, 1(2), 1-38. https://doi.org/10.7146/si.v1i2.110037

Melan, E. N., Tjomsland, H. E., Samdal, O., & Thurston, M. (2020). Pupils’ perceptions of how
teachers’ everyday practices support their mental health: A qualitative study of pupils
aged 14-15 in Norway. Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 64(7), 1015—
1029. https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2019.1639819

Mark, G., Gonzalez, V. M., & Harris, J. (2005). No task left behind?: Examining the nature of
fragmented work. Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in
Computing Systems, 321-330. https://doi.org/10.1145/1054972.1055017

Martin, F., Bolliger, D. U., & Flowers, C. (2021). Design matters: Development and validation
of the Online Course Design Elements (OCDE) instrument. International Review of
Research in Open and Distance Learning, 22(2), 46-71.
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v22i2.5187

Martin, F., & Bolliger, D. W. (2022). Designing online learning in higher education. In O.
Zawacki-Richter & I. Jung (Eds.), Handbook of open, distance and digital education (pp.
1-20). Springer. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-0351-9 72-1

Matthews, B. (2009). Intersections of brainstorming rules and social order. Co-Design, 5(1), 65—
76.

Matthews, B., & Heinemann, T. (2012). Analysing conversation: Studying design as social
action. Design Studies, 33(6), 649-672. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2012.06.008

McDonald, J. K. (2022). A framework for phronetic LDT theory. In H. Leary, S. Greenhalgh, K.
B. Staudt Willet, & M. H. Cho (Eds.), Theories to influence the future of learning design
and technology. Ed Tech Books.
https://edtechbooks.org/theory _comp_2021/framework_phronetic LDT_mcdonald

McDonald, J. K., Bowman, K., & Elsayed-Ali, S. (2021). Objectivation in design team
conversation. Design Studies, 77, Article 101045.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2021.101045

McDonald, J. K., & Yanchar, S. C. (2020). Towards a view of originary theory in instructional
design. Educational Technology Research and Development, 68(2), 633-651.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-019-09734-8

Moore, R. L. (2016). Developing distance education content using the TAPPA process.
TechTrends, 60(5), 425-432. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-016-0094-8

Newkirk, T. (1992). The narrative roots of the case study. In G. Kirsch & P. A. Sullivan (Eds.),
Methods and methodology in composition research (pp. 130-152). Southern Illinois
University Press.

Online Learning Journal — Volume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 167


https://doi.org/10.7146/si.v1i2.110037
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2019.1639819
https://doi.org/10.1145/1054972.1055017
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v22i2.5187
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-0351-9_72-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2012.06.008
https://edtechbooks.org/theory_comp_2021/framework_phronetic_LDT_mcdonald
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2021.101045
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-019-09734-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-016-0094-8

The Everydayness of Instructional Design and the Pursuit of Quality in Online Courses

Packer, M. (2001). Changing class: School reform and the new economy. Cambridge University
Press.

Packer, M. (2018). The science of qualitative research (2nd ed.). Cambridge University Press.

Pollard, R., & Kumar, S. (2022). Instructional designers in higher education: Roles, challenges,
and supports. Journal of Applied Instructional Design, 11(1).

Regan, K., Evmenova, A., Baker, P., Jerome, M. K., Spencer, V., Lawson, H., & Werner, T.
(2012). Experiences of instructors in online learning environments: Identifying and
regulating emotions. Internet and Higher Education, 15(3), 204-212.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2011.12.001

Schensul, S. L., Schensul, J. J., & LeCompte, M. D. (1999). Essential ethnographic methods:
Observations, interviews, and questionnaires. Sage Publications.

Schwier, R. A., & Wilson, J. R. (2010). Unconventional roles and activities identified by
instructional designers. Contemporary Educational Technology, 1(2), 134-147.
https://doi.org/10.30935/cedtech/5970

Scoppio, G., & Luyt, I. (2017). Mind the gap: Enabling online faculty and instructional designers
in mapping new models for quality online courses. Education and Information
Technologies, 22(3), 725-746. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-015-9452-y

Sharrock, W., & Anderson, B. (1994). The user as a scenic feature of the design space. Design
Studies, 15(1), 5-18. https://doi.org/10.1016/0142-694X(94)90036-1

Smith, K. M., & Boling, E. (2009). What do we make of design? Design as a concept in
educational technology. Educational Technology, 49(4), 3-17.

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Sage Publications.

Stanley, J., & Williamson, T. (2017). Skill. Nods, 51(4), 713-726.
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12144

Stefaniak, J. E., & Hwang, H. (2021). A systematic review of how expertise is cultivated in
instructional design coursework. Educational Technology Research and Development,
69, 3331-3336. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-021-10064-X

Stern, D. (2000). Practices, practical holism, and background practices. In M. A. Wrathall & J.
Malpas (Eds.), Heidegger, coping, and cognitive science: Essays in honor of Hubert L.
Dreyfus (Vol. 2, pp. 53-69). Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Online Learning Journal — Volume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 168


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2011.12.001
https://doi.org/10.30935/cedtech/5970
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-015-9452-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/0142-694X(94)90036-1
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12144
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-021-10064-x

The Everydayness of Instructional Design and the Pursuit of Quality in Online Courses

Suchman, L. A., Gerst, D., & Krdamer, H. (2019). “If you want to understand the big issues, you
need to understand the everyday practices that constitute them.” Forum Qualitative
Sozialforschung, 20(2). https://doi.org/10.17169/fgs-20.2.3285

Troubé, S. (2021). Exploration of everydayness in schizophrenia: A phenomenological approach.
Psychopathology, 54(1), 18-25. https://doi.org/10.1159/000512128

Vagle, M. D. (2018). Crafting phenomenological research (2nd ed.). Routledge.
Verstegen, D. M. L., Barnard, Y. F., & Pilot, A. (2006). Which events can cause iteration in

instructional design? An empirical study of the design process. Instructional Science,
34(6), 481-517. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11251-005-3346-0

Wacquant, L. (2004). Body and soul: Notebooks of an apprentice boxer. In Body & soul. Oxford
University Press.

Woudhuysen, J. (2011). The craze for design thinking: Roots, a critique, and toward an
alternative. Design Principles and Practices, 5(6), 235-248.
https://doi.org/10.18848/1833-1874/CGP/v05i06/38216

Wrathall, M. A. (2006). Existential phenomenology. In H. L. Dreyfus & M. A. Wrathall (Eds.),
A companion to phenomenology and existentialism (pp. 31-47). Blackwell Publishers
Ltd. https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470996508.ch3

Wrathall, M. A., & Londen, P. (2019). Anglo-American existential phenomenology. In K.
Becker & I. D. Thomson (Eds.), The Cambridge history of philosophy, 1945-2015 (pp.
646-663). Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316779651.052

Yanchar, S. C. (2015). Truth and disclosure in qualitative research: Implications of hermeneutic
realism. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 12(2), 107-124.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2014.933460

Yanchar, S. C., & Slife, B. D. (2017). Theorizing inquiry in the moral space of practice.
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 14(2), 146-170.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2016.1264517

Yanchar, S. C., & South, J. B. (2008). Beyond the theory-practice split in instructional design:
The current situation and future directions. In M. Orey, V. J. McClendon, & R. M.
Branch (Eds.), Educational media and technology yearbook (Vol. 34, pp. 81-100).
Springer.

Zimmerman, W., Altman, B., Simunich, B., Shattuck, K., & Burch, B. (2020). Evaluating online
course quality: A study on implementation of course quality standards. Online Learning
Journal, 24(4), 147-163. https://doi.org/10.24059/0lj.v24i4.2325

Online Learning Journal — Volume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 169


https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-20.2.3285
https://doi.org/10.1159/000512128
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11251-005-3346-0
https://doi.org/10.18848/1833-1874/CGP/v05i06/38216
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470996508.ch3
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316779651.052
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2014.933460
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2016.1264517
https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v24i4.2325

Data-driven Decisions of Higher Education Instructors in an Era of a Global Pandemic

Data-driven Decisions of Higher Education
Instructors in an Era of a Global Pandemic

Maya Usher
Arnon Hershkovitz
Tel Aviv University, Israel

Abstract

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the higher education sector has been overwhelming,
with emergency responses that have affected decision-making processes. Yet, our
understanding of higher education instructors’ perspectives regarding the process of data-driven
decisions, especially in times of emergency, is still limited. We aimed at characterizing the
types of data-driven decisions that higher education instructors have made in their courses. This
was done while asking the instructors to reflect upon a face-to-face (F2F) course that was
suddenly shifted to emergency remote teaching (ERT), due to the COVID-19 pandemic
outbreak. Taking a qualitative approach, data were collected via an open-ended online
questionnaire distributed among 109 higher education instructors from different countries. The
findings suggest that the instructors mentioned a wider range of data sources, and a wider range
of data-driven decisions while referring to the ERT mode, compared with their F2F instruction.
In F2F teaching, the instructors mostly provided students with real-time educational assistance.
In ERT, the instructors mostly adjusted the course requirements, promoted collaboration among
students, and offered them social and emotional support.

Keywords: data-driven decisions, educational data, online teaching, higher education, instructor
perspective
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Data-driven decision-making is the process by which instructors collect and analyze
data to guide and support educational decisions (Michaeli et al., 2020; Prinsloo & Slade,
2014). In higher education face-to-face (F2F) courses, instructors are accustomed to observe
educational data and respond to it, while relying on both verbal and non-verbal
communication (Herodotou et al., 2019; Vanlommel et al., 2017). However, during the
transition to remote teaching, as occurred during the COVID-19 outbreak, the way instructors
and students interact has significantly changed, and as a result, so has the range of data to
which instructors are exposed (Usher, Hershkovitz & Forkosh-Baruch, 2021). While teaching
remotely, higher education instructors experience indirect interaction with students, hence
they are less exposed to non-verbal data that is continuously available in the physical
classroom (Barak & Usher, 2020; Barak & Usher, 2022; Herodotou et al., 2019; Kumar &
Johnson, 2019). This creates a situation where some of the students’ behavior and actions are
harder to track (Gasevi¢ et al., 2016; Picciano, 2012), which might compromise the data-
driven instructional process (Gasevic et al., 2016).

Still, online environments may assist in the teaching process when applying data-
driven decision-making; the instructors can benefit from access to the varied data about
learners that is gathered automatically via learning analytics (LA) systems (Cerro Martinez et
al., 2020; Shibani et al., 2020; Tsai et al., 2019). Studies have highlighted the role of LA
systems as a means to help instructors gain actionable insights into students’ learning
behaviors, to support educational decisions (Fynn, 2016; Larrabee Sgnderlund et al., 2019;
Prinsloo & Slade, 2014).

However, mere access to educational data is not enough. It has become clear that LA systems
should be made accessible to educational stakeholders in a way that is easy to understand and
to act upon (Datnow & Hubbard, 2016; Michaeli et al., 2020; Usher & Hershkovitz, 2022).
For instructors to embrace the data-driven instructional process there is a need to implement
bottom-up approaches that include the instructors as the main stakeholders, rather than the
end-users (McKee, 2017; Ndukwe & Daniel, 2020). Yet, our understanding of instructors’
viewpoints regarding the process of data-driven decisions, especially with regard to remote
teaching in times of emergencies, is still limited (Ndukwe & Daniel, 2020; Usher, Barak, &
Haick, 2021). We aim at bridging this gap by exploring variations in instructors’ perceptions
of the use of educational data for decision-making in the COVID-19 era, compared with the
pre-pandemic period.

Literature Review

Data-driven decisions in higher education

Higher education instructors constantly rely on a variety of learner data to gain a
deeper understanding of their class and individual students, to provide learners with
meaningful feedback, and to reflect upon their own teaching (Harindranathan & Folkestad,
2019; Leitner et al., 2017; Picciano, 2012). This is known as the process of data-driven
decision-making. Data-driven decision-making refers to collecting, understanding, and
analyzing educational data to guide and support educational decisions (Prinsloo & Slade,
2014). Such educational data address the academic, behavioral, and socio-emotional aspects
of the learning process, and are collected in a variety of ways, from academic assignments,
through monitoring classroom participation, to observing students’ non-verbal communication
during sessions (Vanlommel et al., 2017). Based on educational data, instructors constantly
make decisions, such as which content to focus on, how to best engage the students, and
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which students should receive targeted support (Harindranathan & Folkestad, 2019; Prinsloo
& Slade, 2014; Vanlommel et al., 2017).

In many cases, such decisions are taken based on the instructor’s experience and
understanding of the situation, and not necessarily on empirical evidence (Michaeli et al.,
2020; Vanlommel et al., 2017). This is often the case in face-to-face (F2F) teaching, where
instructors are accustomed to observe educational data and respond to it (Herodotou et al.,
2019; Vanlommel et al., 2017). However, while teaching online, instructors experience
indirect interaction with students and they are less exposed to non-verbal data that is
continuously available in the physical classroom (Herodotou et al., 2019; Kumar & Johnson,
2019; Usher & Barak, 2020). This creates a situation in which many of the learners’ actions
(e.g., navigating through the course pages or multiple attempts to solve a problem) might be
harder to track (Gasevi¢ et al., 2016; Harindranathan & Folkestad, 2019; Picciano, 2012).

Still, while teaching online the instructors can benefit from access to various data
sources including students’ interactions with a given tool, contributions to a discussion forum
or chat, survey responses, students’ performance, demographic data, course content, and so on
(Vieira et al., 2018). Such data is gathered automatically and continuously via online learning
systems (Cerro Martinez et al., 2020; Tsai et al., 2019), and analyzing it can support and guide
instructors’ decision-making (Archer & Barnes, 2017; Gasevi¢ et al., 2016; Gutiérrez et al.,
2020). Instructors may decide to make pedagogic changes in real-time, including modification
of the existing instructional design to encourage productive learning behaviors
(Harindranathan & Folkestad, 2019; McKee, 2017).

But the exponential growth of data provided by online learning systems can be a bit
overwhelming. Instructors need to rapidly capture the ever-increasing amount of information
about students’ learning, interpret this diverse body of information in the light of students’
progress, evaluate it in light of curricular goals, and make informed decisions about the next
learning steps (Cerro Martinez et al., 2020; Vatrapu et al., 2011). Instructors typically have a
difficult time processing and interpreting such a large and diverse amount of data, as they
have a limited understanding of necessary data mining and processing techniques (Vatrapu et
al., 2011; Vieira et al., 2018) or due to a delay in accessing critical information (Cerro
Martinez et al., 2020). This is where learning analytics come into play (Larrabee Sgnderlund
et al., 2019; Siemens, 2013; Tsai et al., 2019; Vieira et al., 2018).

Learning analytics (LA) refers to the measurement, collection, analysis, and reporting
of data about learners and their contexts (Vieira et al., 2018). LA tools have emerged as a
technology to enable instructors to engage with educational data effectively and provide
insights into students’ learning processes (Archer & Barnes, 2017; Harindranathan &
Folkestad, 2019; Michaeli et al., 2020; Vieira et al., 2018). In the last two decades, the LA
field has captured more attention from higher education researchers worldwide (Larrabee
Senderlund et al., 2019). The bulk of empirical studies about LA in higher education have
focused on using analytics systems for the prediction of student performance and drop-out and
retention (Hilliger et al., 2020; Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020; Nyland, Croft, & Jung, 2021).
However, what is less prominent is the voice of the instructors, who are important
stakeholders in the process of adopting and implementing innovative learning technologies
(McKee, 2017; Usher & Hershkovitz, 2022). We have little insight into their perspectives
regarding the use of educational data to support decision-making processes (Gutiérrez et al.,
2020; Guzmén-Valenzuela et al., 2021; Hilliger et al., 2020; Ndukwe & Daniel, 2020;
Nyland, Croft, & Jung, 2021).
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Instructors’ perspectives about data-driven decisions

Successful use of educational data to inform decisions highly depends on the
acceptance of the instructors (Rienties et al., 2018; Siemens, 2013). Understanding
instructors’ perspectives regarding the use of educational data is critical since they are the
ones who access and interpret the data, draw conclusions, and make informed decisions
(Guzman-Valenzuela et al., 2021; Leitner et al., 2017). Indeed, recent publications have
identified instructors’ needs regarding the implementation of LA (McKee, 2017; Usher &
Hershkovitz, 2022) and developed new strategies for co-designing such tools with instructors
(Holstein et al., 2019). Several studies have reported that instructors often use the information
generated by LA systems to identify students who are struggling or falling behind, and “reach
out” by contacting them personally, usually via emails (McKee, 2017; Nyland et al., 2021;
Usher & Hershkovitz, 2022).

Another line of research has reported on several major challenges faced by higher
education instructors while trying to implement learning analytic systems in their classes
(Usher & Hershkovitz, 2022; Vieira et al., 2018). To effectively use learners’ data, instructors
should develop the knowledge and skills to analyze and use data to improve instruction
(Datnow & Hubbard, 2016). Yet, instructors often lack adequate data literacy skills (Hilliger
et al., 2020). Instructor data literacy refers to the ability to effectively engage with data and
analytics to make better pedagogical decisions (Dathow & Hubbard, 2016; Ndukwe & Daniel,
2020). The lack of such an ability might result in the poor interpretation of analytics, which in
turn can lead to uneducated decisions that might harm students and create more inequalities in
access to learning opportunities (Ndukwe & Daniel, 2020). Moreover, instructors reported
having overwhelmingly large amounts of data from different sources, and a lack of
personalized, accurate, and timely information (Hilliger et al., 2020; Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020;
Rienties et al., 2018). It seems that although instructors are expected to make rapid decisions
in a dynamically changing environment, they often do not get the information they need for
decision-making in real-time and in an ‘actionable’ format (Usher & Hershkovitz, 2022;
Vatrapu et al., 2011). This is problematic, especially since accurate and timely data were
documented as necessary to help instructors make informed decisions regarding their teaching
(Archer & Barnes, 2017; Fynn, 2016).

Most of the above-mentioned publications have focused on the perspectives of instructors
who teach in face-to-face courses that use online learning management systems (Shibani et
al., 2020), in hybrid courses, or massive open online courses (Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020). There
is a lack of studies that explore variations in instructors’ perceptions regarding the use of
educational data for decision-making in their face-to-face instruction, compared with their
remote teaching. It is important to understand the way new learning contexts influence
instructors’ intentions and how they approach their teaching (Jensen, Price, & Roxa, 2020).
This is specifically critical in the current shift from face-to-face to emergency remote
instruction that has become the prevalent form of learning at many universities worldwide due
to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (Ezra et al., 2021; Marasi, Jones, & Parker, 2020;
Ndzinisaaand & Dlamini, 2022).

Emergency remote teaching

Teaching in times of emergency differs from carefully planned learning experiences that are
initially designed to be delivered online (Barrot et al., 2021; Hodges et al., 2020). The concept
of emergency remote teaching (ERT) refers to a temporary pedagogical shift to an alternate
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teaching mode as a result of unique circumstances, such as the spread of the COVID-19
pandemic worldwide (Hodges et al., 2020). The impact of COVID-19 on higher education
worldwide has been overwhelming with a quick and unexpected shift from face-to-face to
remote teaching (Marasi et al., 2020; Usher et al., 2021b; Walsh et al., 2021).

Traditionally, instructors who deliver online courses begin planning them several
months in advance, receiving formal training and support from expert university staff (Walsh
etal., 2021). Converting an academic course from in-class instruction to an online format
requires time and effort (Hodges et al., 2020). With the sudden transition to ERT, instructors
were expected to make significant changes to their courses and instruction without a
reasonable level of technical and digital pedagogical support (Ndzinisa & R. Dlamini, 2022).
The importance of providing online instructors with formal training and institutional support
is highlighted by the results of two recent surveys that explored responses of faculty across
the United States regarding the transition to ERT during the COVID-19 outbreak (Marasi et
al., 2020; Walsh et al., 2021). The results indicated that faculty who received formal training
in online education had a more positive ERT experience, while faculty who never received
training struggled more (Walsh et al., 2021).

Providing students with proper support in times of emergencies is critical as well.
Prior studies have mentioned that the unique circumstances of ERT could aggravate the
already known challenges experienced by online learners, such as lack of tutor assistance and
an impaired sense of community and connectedness (Ezra et al., 2021; Walsh et al., 2021).
Indeed, the survey mentioned earlier demonstrated that some faculty members found
themselves making deeper, and more personal connections with their students during the
ERT, helping them with technological, mental, social, and health issues. This insight was also
demonstrated in a study that explored the way university instructors perceive the differences
between teaching F2F and online. The participating instructors reported a shift in student-
teacher interaction towards more frequent one-on-one communication with their online
students (Jensen, Price, & Roxa, 2020). Understanding the challenges and unique
characteristics of ERT allows ongoing improvements in course design and practice as well as
better decision-making about how to maintain high teaching and learning standards (Hodges
etal., 2020).

In the new educational climate brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic, it is of
particular importance to understand the way instructors use and act upon educational data,
both in emergencies and in routine. This is based on the understanding that this period of
crisis will have long-term consequences for how the higher education environment of the
upcoming years will be shaped. Based on this perception, a recent publication took a
quantitative approach to explore the types of educational data that drive higher education
instructors to make decisions, in F2F versus ERT modes (Usher et al., 2021b). The results
indicated that the instructors reported a higher intention towards making data-driven decisions
in ERT, compared with F2F instruction. Moreover, while referring to the ERT mode, the
instructors mostly relied on educational data about students’ collaborative learning and social
and emotional state. Yet, we still lack an understanding of the actual decisions made by
instructors based on such educational data.

Considering this, the goal of the current study was to characterize the types of data-
driven decisions that higher education instructors have made in their courses. This was done
while asking the instructors to reflect upon a face-to-face (F2F) course that was shifted to
emergency remote teaching (ERT), due to the COVID-19 outbreak. To meet this goal, the

Online Learning Journal — Volume 27 Issue 2 — June 2023 174



Data-driven Decisions of Higher Education Instructors in an Era of a Global Pandemic

following research question was explored: What characterizes the types of data-driven
decisions that instructors have made in F2F vs. ERT modes?

Methods

Research participants

Our participants included 109 higher education instructors, who shifted from teaching F2F to
teaching online, due to the outbreak of COVID-19. Participants included 52% males and 48%
females, with an average teaching experience in higher education of about 15 years. The
distribution of respondents by continent included Asia (39%), North and South America
(29%), Europe (22%), and Africa (10%). The distribution of respondents by faculty included
Natural Sciences (36%), Humanities (29%), Social Sciences (20%), and Applied Sciences
(15%). Participants were recruited using snowball sampling, starting with the authors’
professional and personal networks.

To ensure the research is conducted ethically, all participants were asked to sign an
informed consent form, detailing the research goal, process, and participants’ rights. The
participants were informed that participation is voluntary, and they were given the choice to
withdraw at any time. Participants were not offered an external incentive for taking part in
this study. The study was approved by Tel Aviv University’s Ethics Committee.

Research methods and tools
This study applied a qualitative phenomenological research design, in which the researchers
describe the lived experiences of individuals about a phenomenon as described by participants
(Creswell, 2014). Using the lens of the instructors’ perspective, we took a within-subject
approach, where participants self-reported their perceptions in the context of a single course
and regarding its two modes of teaching. Data were collected in March-June 2020 via an
online questionnaire that included both closed-ended and open-ended questions. In the closed-
ended questions, which were the basis for our prior study, the instructors were asked to rate
their willingness to make data-driven decisions in F2F teaching and ERT. In the two open-
ended questions, which were the basis for this study, the instructors were asked to elaborate
on the types of data-driven decisions they would like to make, or have made, in the two
settings of the course, that is, F2F and ERT. Hence, the following two questions were
presented to the participants: “Could you elaborate on the kinds of decisions or actions you
would take based on learners’ data in the F2F mode of the course?” and “Could you elaborate
on the kinds of decisions or actions you would take based on learners’ data in the ERT mode
of the course?”

Data analysis

The qualitative data from the questionnaire were analyzed using the directed approach to
content analysis, in which the researchers use codes that are derived from an existing theory
or relevant research findings (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). When answering the first closed-
ended part of the questionnaire, instructors were asked to rate their level of interest in the
following seven dimensions of educational data: course resources, collaborative learning,
instructor-led discourse, assignment feedback, self-reflection, social and emotional support,
and independent learning. These dimensions were adapted from Picciano’s integrated model
(Picciano, 2017), in which seven dimensions regarding the pedagogical aspects of online
education are portrayed. Hence, while analyzing instructors’ responses to the open-ended part
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of the questionnaire, it seemed appropriate that the seven dimensions of educational data from
Picciano’s model will serve as the seven codes for analysis (see Table 1).

Table 1

The Seven Dimensions of Educational Data Based on Picciano’s Integrated Model
Dimension of Explanation
educational
data

1 Course resources  The course content that is uploaded online, such as PPTs and reading

material.

2 Collaborative The collaborative activities presented in the course, such as group
learning problem-solving and wikis.

3 Instructor-led The discussions that the instructor holds during lessons.
discourse

4 Assignment The feedback and evaluation of the course’s assignments that students
feedback receive from the instructor.

5 Self-reflection Self-reflection on their own learning process during and after the class.

6 Social and The social and emotional support students receive from their peers and the
emotional instructor.
support

7 Independent Self-studying outside the classroom and without direct supervision.
learning

The authors read the tra